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 PROLOGUE 
 
      
 
    Mentor felt the labored breathing of the horse beneath him. The ground was uneven, the trees closing around him, branches snatching at his clothes, tearing at exposed skin. His hands tightened into fists on the reins and he tried to suck in air. Fear made his heart pound. 
 
    He caught the motion of the Stravad warriors through the dense undergrowth, flanking him and his wife. He squinted and searched for Zela. Racing ahead of him, her hair streaming behind her, she rode hunched over to protect the baby in her arms. 
 
    Water glinted through the trees and the roar of it finally reached him. Just a little farther, just a little more. 
 
    They came upon the banks of the Rovarn, hauling back on their horses’ reins. The warriors leapt to the ground and drew their swords, fanning out to guard Zela’s back. He pulled his own mount to a halt and vaulted out of the saddle, letting the reins trail behind him. 
 
    He surveyed their formation and felt a start as he saw their numbers. Seven. Only seven left. Shaking aside the numbing reality, he crossed to his wife’s side and lifted his arms for the baby. The look in her eyes was feral. She clutched him closer to her breast. 
 
    “Just for a moment,” he whispered. 
 
    She handed the baby to him and swung down from the horse. He pressed the solid weight close, then tried to give him back, but she took a step away, shaking her head, her eyes shifting to the forest. 
 
    Eldon strode up to them, his hair wild, his eyes haunted. At his throat blazed the emerald, a beacon of green light in the shadows beneath the trees. “They’re coming. I can feel them.” 
 
    Mentor shivered and turned, searching along the bank for a way down, his heart pounding. The visible bank was steep, rocky, choked with brambles. He couldn’t see a path to the water. 
 
    “We have to risk it,” said Eldon. 
 
    Zela gripped Mentor’s arm and pulled him away from the edge. He looked into her eyes and the color drained from his face. He knew what she was about to say. 
 
    “Take the babe.” Her eyes shifted to Eldon in the gloom. “Go with him until I can follow.” 
 
    Eldon started to protest, but she held up a hand. 
 
    “There’s no other way. I’ll follow as soon as you’re across. I’ll delay them.” 
 
    “You can’t stop them! You can’t fight them!” 
 
    Her eyes glowed and her face, in all of its beauty, looked like porcelain, hard and brittle. “He needs you. He needs you to train him. Like you did for me. Like you did for Eldon.” 
 
    He shook his head, struggling to find his voice. “I can’t. I can’t leave you.” 
 
    “We don’t have any choice. We talked about this, we discussed this possibility. The babe is the only thing that matters. Eldon has to go with you. He is our last line of defense.” Her expression softened and she covered his hand where he clutched the baby. “The babe needs you. Our people need you.” 
 
    “Please...” he whispered, but her expression hardened again. 
 
    “We swore to this plan, we agreed.” Her eyes cut to Eldon. “We cannot go back on what we swore!” 
 
    Eldon looked away. 
 
    “They’re coming!” shouted one of the warriors. 
 
    He saw movement behind her. The warriors raised their bows and took aim. Arrows whistled through the air and struck something metallic, the hollow ping echoing through the trees. The warriors’ shots had found their mark, and yet, the Gaviston came on, unflinching, unfaltering. 
 
    He felt his heart miss a beat. His wife turned to him. “You have a duty! Nothing else matters!” 
 
    “I can’t leave you here!” 
 
    “If you stay, you kill both of us. You kill our people!” 
 
    Eldon moved then, grabbing two of the horses and shoving the reins into Mentor’s hands. “Come on! It’s decided.” 
 
    Mentor stared at his wife, but the look in her eyes chilled him. 
 
    “Go!” 
 
    He turned and struggled into the saddle, holding the baby close. A scream rent the air and his attention was yanked to the line of warriors. Silver bodies swarmed through the trees, falling on the Stravad, tearing into them. 
 
    Panic overwhelmed him, froze him in his seat, but Eldon’s hands closed over the reins and turned the horse’s head. Mentor had to grab for the saddle horn to keep himself from being pitched off the animal’s back as they careened over the edge of the bank, slipping and sliding toward the water. 
 
    Wresting the reins away from Eldon, he pulled the horse’s head up and redistributed his weight as the animal plunged into the swiftly moving current. The shock of the cold water against his body sucked the breath from his lungs and he lifted the baby above it, holding him against his shoulder. 
 
    A whimper escaped the baby, but it was lost in the roar of water and the screams from above. Closing his eyes and trying to block out the sound, he allowed the horse to carry them into the current, its muscles straining. 
 
    Waves battered over him, soaking both him and the baby, making his teeth chatter and his hands tighten into claws on the reins. He squinted through the water streaming off his face, searching for the opposite bank, but all he saw was the cresting waves between him and the shore. He didn’t dare look back. 
 
    A branch slammed into the side of the horse, tearing into both man and beast, and he looked down to see red spread across the white foam of the waves, but whether it was his own blood or the horse’s, he wasn’t sure. 
 
    The baby squirmed in his arms, a wail rising from the sodden blankets, and he had to tighten his hold. Another wave crested over them, sucking the breath from his lungs and choking off the child’s cry. He wanted to lower the baby and see if he was all right, but he didn’t dare chance it, not yet. After all they’d risked, to lose the baby now would be more than he could accept. 
 
    Then he caught sight of the opposite bank and a moment later, the horse found purchase in the gravel on the river’s bottom. Scrambling up onto the shore, the beast tried to shake water from its mane, but Eldon was there, grabbing the reins and hauling them toward the bank. 
 
    “Keep moving!” 
 
    “No!” Tearing the reins from Eldon’s hands, Mentor whipped the horse’s head around and looked at the opposite bank. 
 
    A moan escaped him and he started to ride back toward the river’s edge, but Eldon blocked him with his own mount. 
 
    “It’s too late! Remember your promise!” 
 
    He sank back in the saddle, his chest heaving, water flowing down his face, clutching the baby tightly in his arms. 
 
    On the opposite bank lay his wife. 
 
    Lining the shore, glinting in the sunlight, was a line of Gaviston. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 1 
 
      
 
    Kai narrowed grey eyes and focused his attention on the glass. It wobbled on the table, wobbled then stood still. Grimacing, he drew in his will and focused on it again. Water sloshed around the inside and settled. Frustration rose inside of him, heating his face and making him clench his fists. He felt the power respond, felt it slip his control. The glass went sailing through the air, until it collided with the wall and shattered. Glass shards rained onto the floor and the water beaded along the grains of wood on the wall. 
 
    “Tafoya...” 
 
    The old man opened his faded blue eyes and raised one white brow. “When you were younger, you could do this without thinking about it. You’ve suppressed your power for too long. Control by giving up control.” He glanced at his own glass. It rose from the side table and glided through the air, hovering in front of Kai. 
 
    Kai shivered. Even though the power was a part of him, he couldn’t get used to the idea that Tafoya also had it. That is Tafoya and no other in all of DiNolfol. He reached up and curled his fingers around the stem. 
 
    “I can’t do it.” 
 
    Tafoya’s other brow arched. “Can’t isn’t a word in my vocabulary.” 
 
    “I know. You’ve told me over and over again.” 
 
    “Then why do you use it?” 
 
    Kai knew better than to answer. This sort of conversation could go on and on, an endless circle of frustration. 
 
    “Try again.” 
 
    Kai shook his head, then ran a hand through his black hair. “Not today, please.” 
 
    The old man curled his long fingers over the arms of his chair. Kai’s eyes were drawn to those hands, hands that had seen many years, many events. “Then when?” 
 
    Kai drew a deep breath and rolled to his feet in a smooth, youthful motion. He paced the length of Tafoya’s parlor, stopping before the many rows of books. Reaching out he fingered a gold lettered spine, wishing he could read the foreign words. So many things he didn’t know, but he hungered for the knowledge. His father would laugh at him for wanting something he thought was foolish; Tafoya, on the other hand, would demand to know why he couldn’t have it if he wanted it badly enough. 
 
    “Do you have any idea how hard this is for me?” 
 
    “Lifting the glass without smashing it on my wall?” 
 
    Kai turned his back to the books and gave the old man an aggravated look. He hated it when Tafoya feigned ignorance. Kai knew no one else who had as sharp an intellect. 
 
    “No, I mean the way you and my father pull me in two different directions.” 
 
    Tafoya’s face gave nothing away. In fact, Kai wouldn’t have known he’d struck a nerve if he hadn’t caught the minute tightening of the old man’s hands on his chair. “I see.” 
 
    Kai felt some of his frustration drain away. He couldn’t stay angry at Tafoya for long, although he found himself angry at him often. 
 
    “That’s the problem. You don’t see, or you don’t understand, but at least you listen. My father doesn’t even do that.” 
 
    Pale blue eyes studied him and Kai resisted the impulse to squirm. “In which direction do you find yourself leaning?” 
 
    “Neither.” 
 
    “Which do you want more?” 
 
    Kai swallowed against the lump lodged in his throat. “I don’t know, but I know I don’t want to be king.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “Because how can I rule anyone when I don’t even know what I want?” 
 
    “And you think the king knows this?” 
 
    Kai shrugged. “He seems to. He seems to have no doubts.” 
 
    Again a white brow arched. “Only stupid men have no doubts and although I’m not fond of Ferenc, I’ve never mistaken him for a stupid man.” 
 
    Kai took his seat on the rug again, folding his hands over his crossed knees. “This is pointless. There’s only one direction for me, so we might as well drop it. I’m the heir to the throne of DiNolfol, and with talk of war, my father isn’t going to entertain anything else. He’s having a difficult enough time raising an army amongst farmers.” 
 
    “This war isn’t going to be won by armies.” Tafoya’s eyes lowered and took on a far-off look. 
 
    Kai gave a bark of laughter. “Armies and war sort of go together, Tafoya. Can’t have one without the other.” 
 
    The old man’s eyes lifted and fixed on Kai. He leaned forward in his chair. “You mark my words, Kiameron. This is not like any war Humans have fought. This one can’t be won by brute force. It’ll take something more – the legacy of Eldon reborn.” 
 
    “A myth – that’s what’s going to fight this war?” 
 
    Tafoya leaned back in his chair. “Scoff as you will, but tell me your dream last night.” 
 
    A chill raced down his spine. Swallowing hard, he searched the older man’s face, yet he wasn’t surprised. It wasn’t the first time Tafoya had known too much. He opened his mouth to tell him he’d dreamed nothing, but Tafoya’s servant interrupted them. 
 
    Theron cleared his throat at the entrance to the parlor. “The castle guards have been and gone, looking for the young lord, and the Daman, Niron, is waiting by the kitchen door for him.” 
 
    Tafoya nodded without turning around, his eyes still locked on Kai’s. Kai glanced at the servant. “Thank you, Theron.” 
 
    The servant bowed and backed from the room, closing the door behind him. Kai looked back at the old man. “I have to go.” 
 
    Tafoya nodded. 
 
    Kai rose to his feet and stared down into the weathered face. “You expect too much, Tafoya.” 
 
    “Do I?” He lifted a gnarled hand and curled it over his bearded chin. “I wonder sometimes, Kiameron, if I expect enough.” 
 
    “You also talk in riddles.” He headed for the door. 
 
    “I’ll see you the day after tomorrow.” 
 
    Kai halted and glanced back. “Don’t count on it. I probably won’t be able to get away.” 
 
    He received no response. He waited a moment more, then opened the door and stepped into the hallway beyond. Closing it behind him, he leaned on it and closed his eyes. For some reason he felt like he’d dodged something significant by avoiding the old man’s questions. He’d have been lying to say he hadn’t been having disturbing dreams lately, but Tafoya already asked for too much from him. 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    The Audience Chamber was in chaos when Kai arrived back at the castle. The prince peered through a crack in the enormous paneled doors that opened on the chamber, trying to count the number of people rushing back and forth. He always felt intimidated by his father’s Audience Chamber. In the first place, the entire room didn’t have a single window. Natural light filtered through a beveled skylight recessed into the ceiling. The ceiling itself was domed, causing sound to echo off the stone walls and ricochet out of the corners, creating a disturbing cacophony. 
 
    The floor of the chamber was paved in polished white marble, and besides his parents’ two thrones, which sat on a raised dais, there was no other furniture in the room. The thrones themselves were upholstered in bleached white leather with silver buttons. 
 
    Along the back wall, where the double doors interrupted the flow of stone, hung tapestries that symbolized the various protectorates in Loden: Zenoradel – shades of amber with a ram dominating the central panel; Trendaria – blue with a running horse woven in white thread; Voltarian – mustard yellow with a book in the center; Yonartison – twin rivers in purple; and Denortosal – an enormous bear rearing up on its hind-legs, mouth agape, claws outstretched on a midnight blue backdrop. 
 
    The banner for DiNolfol hung behind the king’s throne – a forest green tapestry with a tree, its boughs stretching out to touch all four edges. This tapestry had been a gift from the king of Zenoradel when Ferenc had taken the throne thirty-three years before. 
 
    Drawing a breath, Kai slipped into the room, his eyes scanning the interior. His father sat on his throne, his mother beside him. Before them was a man in livery Kai didn’t recognize. 
 
    He couldn’t hear what the messenger was saying, but he could tell it wasn’t being received well. Kai edged closer to one of the guards, Niron on his heels. 
 
    “Who is that, Grondi?” 
 
    The guard glanced at him, drawing a relieved breath. “It’s a good thing you’re back. Whatever you do, don’t tell your father you were with that old Stravad.” 
 
    Kai and Grondi had grown up together. When Grondi came of age, he’d trained beside Kai, but for an entirely different reason. While Kai had been training to lead men into battle, Grondi had trained to be led. He’d sworn to die protecting the royal family, and yet their disparate backgrounds had never hurt their friendship. 
 
    “Was he asking for me?” 
 
    Grondi gave him a pained look and Kai grimaced. It was always a risk stealing away to Tafoya’s cottage, but it was a risk Kai had to take. Tafoya was the only person who understood the strange power radiating inside of him. 
 
    Kai nodded at the back of the visitor. “Who’s that?” 
 
    “A messenger from Zenoradel. He’s been here a while. I think the king wanted you in on the discussion.” 
 
    Kai exchanged a look with Niron. His father didn’t simply want Kai by his side, he demanded it. Kai didn’t often rebel, but sometimes he had no choice. 
 
    “It doesn’t look like it’s going well.” 
 
    “Some of the outlying settlements around Zenoradel and Trendaria have been sacked, the occupants either murdered or abducted.” 
 
    “Gaviston?” 
 
    “And Orahim.” 
 
    “This isn’t good. It’s getting too close.” 
 
    Their eyes met and held. The same fear passed between them. 
 
    The messenger answered a few more of the king’s questions, then bowed and turned to go. Kai watched him as he strolled down the length of the Audience Chamber. The memory of his dream the previous night came to him and he shivered. He’d swear this same man was in it, but it couldn’t be. Kai had never seen this man before. 
 
    The king and queen rose to their feet, while attendants flanked them, but Kai could feel his father’s eyes on him. He gave Grondi a tight smile and motioned Niron to follow him. 
 
    They crossed the Audience Chamber, their footsteps echoing on the white marble, and came to a halt below the dais. Kai’s mother stepped down, placing her hand against his cheek. 
 
    “Please behave. The news was bad.” 
 
    “I’m sorry I wasn’t here, Mother. I...” 
 
    The queen held up a hand. A wry smile touched her lips. “Don’t make excuses. We both know where you were.” She glanced over her shoulder at the king, then back into her son’s eyes. “Leave it alone right now.” 
 
    Kai inclined his head and let her move beyond him. Her attendants trailed her, a wave of rustling silks and laces that always followed in her wake. Although Kai knew it was the proper deportment of royalty, he often wondered if she didn’t wish for a little more time by herself. 
 
    “Well, I see you managed to elude the castle guard once again.” 
 
    Kai drew a breath and raised his eyes to his father’s. Ferenc was a large man, impressively built, and one look from him made people tremble. 
 
    “Niron found me.” He nodded at the little man. “Besides, I didn’t know we’d have a visitor today.” 
 
    The king’s black eyes narrowed and he waved his own attendants away. They retreated a respectable distance. “Walk with me,” he commanded and Kai fell into step. 
 
    “He wasn’t a visitor.” 
 
    “Sorry, messenger.” 
 
    Ferenc halted in the doorway to the private halls of the castle. “There’s a vast difference, you know?” 
 
    “I do and I’m sorry for taking the audience lightly. Obviously, the news wasn’t good.” 
 
    Ferenc continued walking. Behind them strolled Niron and the king’s personal attendants. Kai tried to ignore the veritable crowd trailing them, but it was difficult. And it was another reason why he thought he’d never make much of a king. 
 
    “There have been attacks on outlying settlements around Zenoradel and Trendaria. The raiders come out of nowhere, burn everything to the ground, kill some and abduct others, but no one’s sure why or where they take them. They’re impossible to trail because they move so swiftly.” 
 
    Kai exhaled. “So what does the kings of each protectorate think?” 
 
    Ferenc shrugged and motioned Kai before him into a hallway. “They think we are headed for war, and they believe the true culprit is Gava.” 
 
    The king stopped before his own private parlor and waved an eager attendant off when the man would have opened the door for him. Kai followed his father into the room. Niron entered behind him, but the other attendants hovered at the door, waiting on the king’s pleasure. 
 
    Ferenc ignored them and strolled to the cabinet in the corner, which housed a collection of bottles and glasses. He pulled the cork from one amber-colored bottle and poured a small amount of liquid into the bottom of two glasses. While he was occupied, Kai walked back to the door and shut it in the attendants’ faces. 
 
    Placing his back against the door, he watched his father lift a glass and smell the contents. “They believe the attacks are ordered by Gava because someone has seen Gaviston?” 
 
    Ferenc took his time sipping the amber fluid. He turned slowly and regarded his son. “No, they leave no one alive to see anything. Attacks by Orahim are always a problem in Zenoradel and Trendaria. The damn protectorates lay right outside the Orahim Forest. Why they haven’t gone in and flushed the lizards out is beyond me, but they claim confrontations with them are rare.” 
 
    “Or have been until now?” 
 
    Ferenc held up his glass in agreement, then lifted the second glass and brought it to his son. He strolled to a couch and lowered his heavy bulk onto the seat. In the royal family’s private parlor, the furnishing was overstuffed and designed for comfort. Leaning back with a sigh, Ferenc draped one arm over the back of the couch and lifted his glass to his lips again. 
 
    Licking the residual away, he shook his head. “At any rate, Orahim don’t cause the mass destruction that the messenger was telling me about. They might loot, they might steal some livestock, and once in a great while they kill someone, but they don’t abduct Humans.” 
 
    Kai moved to the seat across from his father and sat down, bracing his forearms on his thighs. He looked into the glass, swirling the amber liquid around. “But Gaviston do.” 
 
    “Yes, they do.” 
 
    “If they’ve come this far south, we really are on the verge of war, aren’t we?” 
 
    “Why do you think it’s so important to me that you sit in on the councils, train with the army?” 
 
    Kai ignored the pointed jab. “What do the kings want you to do?” 
 
    Ferenc snorted out a bark of laughter. “Align my kingdom with theirs.” 
 
    Kai sat up, his fingers tightening around the glass. “Really?” 
 
    Ferenc downed the rest of his drink and motioned to Niron for a refill. The little man moved to obey. 
 
    “Ridiculous notion,” said Ferenc, gazing out the window across from him. 
 
    “Why? I’ve been wondering why the protectorates don’t band together. There are six of us, and at least three haven’t been hit as yet. Surely all six kingdoms could stand up against one man.” 
 
    Ferenc’s face darkened, but when he spoke, his voice was low and carefully controlled. “This is why I ask that you focus your attention on being king, not a wizard’s plaything.” 
 
    Kai narrowed his eyes, but wisely chose not to respond. 
 
    “You have no understanding of our government, do you? I rule an independent kingdom. It is my sovereign nation and I am its sovereign ruler. I answer to no one. To accept an alliance would be to suggest that I am not capable of protecting my people and it would mean giving up my rule.” 
 
    Giving up your power, thought Kai, but he held his tongue. 
 
    Ferenc downed the second glass and settled it on the table before him. With a dismissive wave of his hand, he shifted his attention to the windows again. Beyond them the tops of the trees that marked the Karhartadon forest were just visible. “At any rate, we’re the farthest south of all the protectorates. If Gava comes this far, he’ll have stretched his power mighty thin and I’ll be waiting.” 
 
    Kai frowned. “What if Zenoradel or Trendaria fall? They’re larger than we are and have a better trained army. We’re a bunch of farmers.” 
 
    Ferenc’s eyes snapped back to his son’s face and Kai remembered Tafoya’s words. The king wasn’t a stupid man, nor was he as nonchalant about the threat of war as he seemed. The younger man could see the fear that shimmered in the depths of his father’s eyes and he realized what a weight he carried on his shoulders. It didn’t make him any more inclined to shoulder that weight himself. 
 
    Kai knew the thought of alliance was almost as abhorrent to his father as the thought of losing his kingdom to Gava. It was a feeling bred into the rulers throughout Loden. That the kings of Trendaria and Zenoradel had dared suggest it only proved they were desperate, but Kai had never shared such isolationist philosophies. 
 
    It made sense to band together. Gava was dancing throughout the whole of Loden, toppling kingdoms without repercussion because no two kingdoms would stand together. It was a weakness a brilliant villain would easily exploit, that much was obvious, but what was also obvious was that the kings of the six protectorates would allow it to happen simply to save themselves from losing power. 
 
    This war isn’t going to be won by armies. This is not like any war Humans have ever fought. This one can’t be won by brute force. It’ll take something more. Tafoya’s words came back to him. Kai’s dream from the previous night tugged at him, but he shoved it away. 
 
    Ferenc leaned forward. “Those farmers will someday be under your command. Their protection will be your duty, not Zenoradel’s, not Trendaria’s. Yours. This is why I ask you to focus on your training, instead of your silly wizard’s games.” 
 
    Kai flinched inwardly, but he gave no sign of the hurt on the outside. He and his father talked about his strange power only in such a round-about way and it was usually only his father doing the talking. That Kai felt tormented by things he couldn’t explain, Ferenc had no knowledge. Therefore, Ferenc would never understand that Tafoya was essential to him. Without Tafoya, Kai was sure he would have gone insane. The power demanded attention and it was a demand that had to be controlled. Only Tafoya understood it enough to help him. And in DiNolfol, only Tafoya had such power besides himself. In truth, he would have given almost anything to be as the rest of his peers because to be different in such an unexplainable way held its own field of torment. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 2 
 
      
 
    Kai woke with a start, his body drenched in sweat. His heart pounded and his temples throbbed. Tenting his knees, he sank his fingers in his hair and closed his eyes, willing the panic and pain to diminish. 
 
    Gradually calm returned and the headache hammering behind his eyes eased. Swinging his feet to the floor, he threw back the covers and rose. Sunlight streamed through the half-open curtains, dappling the hard wood of the floor. He grimaced and moved to the window, parting the drapes and looking out. 
 
    He’d slept later than he’d intended. Workers already moved through the orchard. 
 
    He pulled the curtains shut on the bright autumn morning and moved to his dressing stand, pouring cold water into the basin and bending to wash his face. A knock sounded at the door as he was toweling off and he turned toward it. 
 
    “Come in.” 
 
    The door swung open and Niron poked his head through. “You’re finally up, Master.” 
 
    Kai dropped the towel on the dressing stand and went to the door, taking the heavily laden tray from the servant. He carried it to the table beside the window as the Daman went to open the curtains. 
 
    “Leave them for now, Niron. I have a headache.” 
 
    He felt Niron’s eyes on him as he sat in the chair and lifted the cover off the tray. A pleasant smell rose to welcome him, but he didn’t have much of an appetite. He reached for a perfectly browned biscuit and broke off a bite, placing it in his mouth as he poured a cup of tea. 
 
    “You worry too much, Master,” said the Daman, coming to the table. 
 
    Kai poured a second cup and shoved it across the table at his servant. It was a secret ritual they’d shared for years. No one would approve of the crown prince having tea every morning with his servant. 
 
    Kai took a swallow, grimacing at the pleasant burn. “As is everyone else in Loden.” 
 
    Niron sat down opposite him, reaching for his own cup. “What does Master Tafoya say?” 
 
    Kai broke off another piece of biscuit. “Tafoya talks in riddles. Yesterday he said something about the war not being won by armies.” He shook his head and placed the piece in his mouth. “He’s giving me nightmares.” 
 
    “Like what?” 
 
    Kai reached for his tea. “Towers of flames, serpents rearing up in the midst of the fire, and a blinding green globe of light.” He narrowed his eyes in memory and the headache grew stronger. Shaking his head to banish the memory, he took a sip of the hot drink. “Not a damn thing that makes sense.” 
 
    “You sound like you’re frustrated with him.” 
 
    Kai nodded. “Him and my father both. I want to live up to their expectations, but I know I’ll never meet either of them.” He settled the cup on the table and leaned back. “The problem is I understand what my father wants. I’m not really sure about Tafoya.” 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    “I don’t know what you want, Tafoya,” said Kai, pressing his fingers against his eyes. “I don’t understand what you expect me to find.” 
 
    Silence met his words. Kai opened his eyes and stared at the old man sitting across from him. Tafoya’s hands were folded in his lap, his expression unreadable. 
 
    “What do you see?” 
 
    Kai stared down at the blurring lines of script. “A lot of nonsense.” 
 
    A white brow lifted. “The Norrad is many things, but nonsense isn’t one of them.” 
 
    Kai rubbed the back of his neck and rolled his tense shoulders. Lack of any real sleep and a nagging headache were making him irritable. He wanted to snap at the old man, but that always made him feel petty. Tafoya was his anchor. He loved him as much as he loved his own father, if only Tafoya didn’t aggravate him so damn much. 
 
    “It says something about pebbles and snow and failure.” 
 
    The second white brow joined the first. “Really?” 
 
    Kai slammed the book shut and shoved it away, rising angrily to his feet. “No, not really, but what it did say didn’t make much more sense!” He turned his back on the old man and wandered to the windows. He hated that book because he couldn’t understand it, but most of all, he hated it because he sensed there were truths inside of it that made his stomach queasy. 
 
    Sighing heavily, he bowed his head and shut his eyes. “It said the pebble triggers the avalanche and the many give way to the one.” 
 
    “And you find no meaning in that?” 
 
      
 
    “Are you talking about the war and what you said yesterday?” He turned back and studied Tafoya’s weathered face. “Do you mean this riddle pertains to the way we’ll have to fight this war with Gava in order to win?” 
 
    “No one wins in a war, Kiameron.” 
 
    “People lose.” 
 
    “Everyone loses. There are no winners. And there won’t be in this one either. Only survivors.” 
 
    “What about the riddle?” 
 
    “The prophecy?” 
 
    Kai fought his renewed aggravation. “Yes.” 
 
    Tafoya shrugged. “Who can say, but it bears consideration.” He steepled his hands and tapped them against his lower lip. “Tell me about your dreams.” 
 
    “How do you know I’ve been having dreams?” 
 
    Tafoya gave him the look that said the question was ridiculous. Dropping his head and sighing heavily, Kai accepted that there were things he might never understand about his mentor, things he might never understand about himself. 
 
    “Tafoya, why do I have this power? My parents are both Human.” 
 
    The ancient eyes narrowed. It was an old discussion, and Kai knew he’d get the same answer he always got. 
 
    “Many Humans have Stravad...” 
 
    “...blood. I know, but can a little Stravad blood account for what I feel inside of me?” 
 
    “Your power?” 
 
    Kai nodded. 
 
    “I can’t answer that.” 
 
    Anger flared inside him. It was the same answer he got for too many questions. His hands curled into fists and his jaw clenched. Frustration was one thing – frustration over a future he didn’t particularly want nor know how to change. But this was something else. He wasn’t merely frustrated with his inexplicable power, he was afraid of it. It felt like some alien force inside of him. Understanding it was the key to understanding himself. 
 
    “What can you answer?” 
 
    “Perhaps I’m not supposed to answer anything. Perhaps you’re supposed to answer your own questions.” He waved a hand at the book lying at his feet. “I’ve given you the only tools I know to give you and you cast them aside.” He leaned forward in the chair, gripping the arms with both hands. “How can I help you, Kiameron, when you refuse to help yourself?” 
 
    Kai felt the hum of power throughout his body and he clenched his jaw tighter as if that might be enough to hold it in check. “I have to go.” 
 
    Tafoya leaned back. It was as if he deflated. Staring down at the book lying by his feet, he nodded. 
 
    Kai didn’t care if he was disappointed in his apprentice. The prince was feeling disappointed himself. Squaring his shoulders, he strode toward the door. It suddenly struck him that this entire episode had been pointless. He was studying folklore and mysticism with a Stravad wizard, when he should be studying with his tutors in preparation for taking the throne. His father was right. These hours with Tafoya were a waste of time. He needed to quit playing around and get serious about his future. It wasn’t as if he had any real choice in the matter. 
 
    Still he halted at the door, his hands coming up to grip the frame. Swallowing against the rise of misery inside him, he turned around again and stared at the back of the old man’s chair. 
 
    “I dream about DiNolfol burning.” 
 
    Silence met his confession. A chill shivered up his spine. It was the first time he’d dared admit what it was he dreamed almost every night now. Tafoya had been asking him for weeks, but he hadn’t had the courage to tell him.  
 
    “And?” 
 
    Kai started. He’d forgotten the old man was there, he was so lost in the memory of those terrifying dreams. “Sometimes I see a serpent. It’s huge and it rears up out of the forest, its mouth open as if it’s going to devour the entire kingdom.” Kai found himself moving back into the room, crossing around the old man’s chair until he could see his face. 
 
    Tafoya lifted his eyes and met Kai’s stare. “Does it?” 
 
    Kai frowned in confusion. “What?” 
 
    “Does it devour the kingdom?” 
 
    “No, the forest fills with a green light and the light drives the serpent back until it disappears beneath the trees again.” 
 
    Tafoya drew a deep breath, nodding. 
 
    “Is this part of my power?” 
 
    Tafoya studied his pupil. There was something in the depth of those eyes, some deeper feeling, and if Kai hadn’t known any better, he’d have sworn it was pity. 
 
    “I believe it is,” Tafoya answered. 
 
    “What does it mean?” 
 
    “What do you take it to mean?” 
 
    Kai fought down his irritation as he resumed his seat on the floor. “I think it means that war is coming to DiNolfol. That’s the fire. I think the serpent represents the Orahim.” 
 
    “And the green light?” 
 
    He frowned. “I’m not sure.” 
 
    “Perhaps the dreams will tell you more.” 
 
    He wasn’t sure that was the answer he wanted. 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    Kai yawned and blinked his eyes a few times, trying to stave off sleep. He’d managed to brave his way through an interminable dinner, sitting beside one of the most boring dignitaries his father could find, and then through an hour of frustrating male conversation where the topic of war was dismissed as a possibility. 
 
    He probably would have fallen asleep then, if the discussion hadn’t been so irritating. He’d met his father’s eye at one point, seeing the same frustration and worry. If the wealthiest dignitaries in the protectorate didn’t believe in war, how was the king going to convince the masses? 
 
    Still, sometimes the wealthy chose to be deliberately ignorant. They were so used to making their own reality through their wealth that they couldn’t conceive of a reality not of their choosing. Often it was the commoner who was used to taking his knocks that was easier to convince. 
 
    “Why don’t you at least dance one with me, instead of sulking here against the wall?” 
 
    Kai blinked and glanced at his sister. Marri looked rather pretty in her formal ball gown of pale lavender silk, but her mouth was turned down in a pout that Kai had seen far too often. Behind her his father’s guests glided by in a blur of colors and fabrics, dancing to the slow, cultured tones of the king’s quartet. Outside the ballroom’s glass doors, the pulse and throb of a more earthy rhythm drifted through. 
 
    It was the night of the harvest festival and while the wealthy in the kingdom dined at the king’s table and danced in his ballroom, his subjects held a feast and danced on the castle grounds beneath the trees of his orchard. Both groups knew of the presence of the other, but neither group was inclined to envy the other their celebration. Only one person in the whole kingdom felt he was in the wrong place. Kai would have given anything to leave the stuffy ball and attend the rollicking party of commoners. 
 
    “Say again.” 
 
    Marri rolled her eyes. “Dance with me and save me from becoming a cripple. You and Father are the only ones who know how to dance and if another of those drooling oafs steps on me, I’m going to make a scene.” 
 
    Kai chuckled and took her arm, leading her onto the dance floor. “I don’t know, Marri, dancing with your brother isn’t the way to attract male adulation. You have to let them trounce all over your toes for that.” 
 
    Marri gave a haughty toss of her elaborate coiffeur. Her black hair was artfully piled atop her head. It was a style Kai knew had taken hours for her attendants to perfect. 
 
    “Why would I want their adulation?” she responded, letting him sweep her into the staid motions of the dance. 
 
    Kai laughed as he executed the elaborate moves with ease. Since he and Marri were the king’s only children, they’d partnered each other for years while learning the court dances. 
 
    He nodded at one of the prancing puppies who promenaded past treading on his mother’s toes. “One of them might be marriageable material.” 
 
    Marri gave him an annoyed look as she anticipated his next move. “Not a one of them is marriageable material for me. Don’t forget, we have to marry royalty.” 
 
    Kai’s enjoyment in the dance ended. “That means leaving DiNolfol for you. Do you really want to do that?” 
 
    Marri shrugged, but her eyes drifted away. “That isn’t my decision, is it?” 
 
    Kai studied his sister. They didn’t always get along, but he hated to think all of that vibrancy and intelligence would be wasted on an arranged marriage simply to further the goals of the kingdom. 
 
    “Really, I don’t know why Father has these horrible parties,” she continued. 
 
    “This one’s tradition.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “And he wanted to feel the nobles out.” 
 
    Marri’s dark eyes snapped back to his face. “For what?” 
 
    “To see if they’re willing to go to war.” 
 
    Marri faltered, her foot coming down on Kai’s toes. Kai grimaced and narrowed his eyes on her. She recovered quickly, but she didn’t apologize. “Are they?” 
 
    The dance ended and they both executed the obligatory bow and curtsy to each other, then Kai took her arm and led her from the floor. Once they were on the edge of the room, Marri grasped his hand and pulled him to the bank of windows opening out over the orchard. 
 
    They moved from the brightly lit ballroom to the cooler shadows of the balcony. The sound of the quartet was immediately drowned out by the heavy rhythm of the commoners’ band. They both walked to the edge of the balcony and leaned against the rail, staring down. Bodies could be seen moving through the flickering light of the bonfire and laughter drifted up to them. 
 
    They watched the people of DiNolfol for a silent moment, then Marri looked into Kai’s face. “Tell me what was said, Kai.” 
 
    “A lot of nothing. Mostly they were discussing the messenger from Zenoradel, and his plea for an alliance between the three kingdoms.” 
 
    “Are they in favor of it?” 
 
    “No, they don’t believe Gava will attack as far south as DiNolfol.” 
 
    “Fools,” hissed Marri. 
 
    They were silent for a moment, listening to the stirring music. Kai found himself more and more reluctant to return inside. The lure from the orchard was powerful. 
 
    “Do you think Gava will come this far south?" 
 
    Kai drew a deep breath and turned to face her. “Yes.” 
 
    Marri’s eyes were enormous in the flickering bonfire’s light. “What will he do to us?” 
 
    The memory of his dream blazed in Kai’s mind. “I don’t know, but Father’s working on building up our defenses.” 
 
    “Without the other protectorates’ help?” 
 
    “For right now, yes, but he might reconsider should one of them be attacked before us. That’s why tonight was so important. Getting the nobles together for an evening of entertainment was a non-threatening way to test the waters. Now that he knows which way they’re bending, he can decide what to do next. Should he frighten them into preparing for war, or should he coax them along?” 
 
    “And they know nothing?” She motioned over the balcony. 
 
    “I wouldn’t be so sure of that. If anything, they’re more willing to accept the facts. The nobles think it’ll go away if they believe it will. They...” He nodded at the orchard. “They’ve lived with a harsher reality all their lives.” 
 
    The brother and sister fell silent again as they watched the gyrating shadows moving through the fire’s light below them. Occasionally, the strangely subdued notes of the quartet would slip out of the confines of the ballroom and reach them, but they always sounded discordant against the pulsing rhythm of the peasants’ drum. 
 
    “Marri, do you ever wonder what it’d be like if your future could be different?” 
 
    “How so?” 
 
    “If you could marry anyone you chose, live wherever you wanted, and do whatever you wanted to do.” 
 
    Marri considered his question, then she surprised him with her response. “Those are dangerous thoughts.” 
 
    He looked at her, her face dappled in shadow and firelight. “Why?” 
 
    “Because things can’t be different. For either of us.” 
 
    “So you’ve accepted that you’ll marry who Father chooses, live where he decides, and never have love.” 
 
    “What choice do we have? That’s the life of royalty.” 
 
    “Why? Why does it have to be?” 
 
    She frowned. “It just is.” Her voice was rising with frustration. 
 
    “You’re too intelligent to believe that.” 
 
    He could see her fingers curling around the railing out of the corner of his eyes. “And you’re too intelligent to believe that defying our roles in life will do anything to change them. You’ve got it easier than I do, Kai. You can defy our father and get away with it because he needs you. If I defy him, he’ll marry me off first chance he gets.” She gave him a piercing stare. “Haven’t you noticed how expendable women are in noble circles?” 
 
    “So why in the world would you want to perpetuate it? And what if you have a daughter of your own, Marri? Is this the fate you want for her?” He motioned to her elaborate gown and hair. 
 
    “What do you expect me to do? I haven’t been trained to survive like they do.” 
 
    She was right. He wasn’t being fair, but thinking about his intelligent sister married off to someone who might gain his father position and power made him sick. She was the eldest of his parents’ two children. By rights, if the crown was going to pass on in the same familial line, it ought to go to her. Simply because he’d had the good fortune to be born male shouldn’t have made him the chosen one. 
 
    Reaching out, he touched her hand where it gripped the railing. “Listen, Marri, I’m sorry. I went too far.” 
 
    “It’s all right,” she said in a tight voice. 
 
    Kai wasn’t sure what to do. It had been a rare moment of camaraderie between brother and sister, and he felt guilty for ruining it. He turned away, glancing down at the festival below them. 
 
    “Heh, why don’t we change these clothes and go down there?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    He laughed at the startled tone of her voice. “We’re both hiding out here to avoid going back inside. Let’s not go back inside.” He held a hand out over the balcony. “Let’s go to a real party.” 
 
    “You can’t be serious.” 
 
    “Why not? They’re our people. Why shouldn’t we join them?” 
 
    Marri stared at him as if he’d gone mad. He felt his heart sink. 
 
    After a moment, she blinked, then stared over the balcony. “Really?” she said softly. 
 
    Kai didn’t answer. He realized he was holding his breath. He knew he’d go anyway, but it would be so much more fun to have a partner in crime. 
 
    When she looked back at him, her eyes were dancing in the fire’s light. “Let’s do it,” she said with wicked delight and Kai laughed. 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    The party was in full swing by the time they escaped the castle. Kai caught Marri’s hand and pulled her along with him when he sensed she might dart back inside. They were both laughing when they finally weaved their way through the orchard. 
 
    They halted just out of sight of the bonfire. Kai glanced down at his sister to make sure she was ready for such a bold defiance of their position. Marri’s cheeks were flushed with color and she was breathing rapidly. Her eyes glistened in the shadows, showing her excitement. Kai smiled at her. 
 
    “Ready?” 
 
    She smiled back at him and nodded. 
 
    No one noticed them at first. In fact, no one seemed to recognize them at all. They’d both changed into less elaborate clothing before leaving the castle. Finding something more casual hadn’t been difficult for Kai as he regularly trained in homespun garments, but Marri’s transformation had been more challenging. In the end, she’d filched a worn dress from her personal servant. The dress was too long so she’d gathered the waist and bound it with a brightly colored sash from another gown. Then she’d combed her hair straight and pulled it away from her face with a ribbon. The look was artless and simple, and it made her look younger. Kai had never thought she looked prettier. 
 
    As they milled through the crowd, Kai was struck with the pure joy of the moment. Even though war might be pending, it wasn’t darkening this celebration. People danced, laughed or simply stood and talked in the flickering bonfire’s light. 
 
    Marri seemed equally enraptured, pausing now and then to watch the dancers spin past in furious, uninhibited motion. Many times a young man would smile at her or touch his cap in greeting. Marri would blush and drop her eyes, hiding her smile of pleasure. It struck Kai that his sister had never shared such simple flirtations. 
 
    Catching sight of his friends at the edge of the dance, Kai hesitated. If he took Marri over to them, she would know this wasn’t his first excursion beyond the castle walls, nor the first time he’d dropped the mantle of nobility to rub elbows with those he was destined to rule someday. 
 
    The three young men caught sight of him also and waved him over. Kai grimaced in indecision. He wanted to join them and he felt like a betrayer for not acknowledging them, but he didn’t want a full report to get back to their father. 
 
    He took Marri’s elbow, drawing her close. She hardly noticed, so absorbed was she with watching the dancers. “Listen, it probably wouldn’t be good if you told Father or Mother about our little outing.” 
 
    Marri frowned. “I’m not stupid.” 
 
    “Can I trust you, Marri?” 
 
    Her frown deepened and she tugged out of his hold. “Thanks a lot, Kai.” 
 
    “No, I’m serious.” He glanced around. “This isn’t exactly...” He halted, knowing that he wouldn’t be able to take the confession back once it was uttered. He didn’t think Marri would betray him, but he’d never trusted her with anything this big before. 
 
    Marri put her hands on her hips. “Eldon’s star, Kiameron, do you think I don’t know how many times you sneak out of the castle. You aren’t that subtle.” 
 
    Kai’s brows rose in surprise. 
 
    “Really. And do you think I don’t know about your peasant friends? You’re friends with the castle guards even.” 
 
    Kai chuckled and shook his head. “Well, I guess the rest of what I was going to say is pointless.” 
 
    She gave him a condescending smile. 
 
    He took her elbow once more. “Come on, there’s some people I’d like you to meet.” He began to lead her to where his three friends waited, but hesitated a moment and gave her a stern look. “By the way, I wouldn’t call them peasants to their face if I were you.” 
 
    She exhaled in frustration. 
 
    He laughed and guided her through the milling people. Kai could see the sparkle of mischief in Maleki’s eyes before they even approached. 
 
    “Hello, Kai,” he said, holding out his hand. 
 
    Kai accepted the hand and smiled. “Hello, Maleki.” He nodded at the other two. “Barievon. Grondi.” 
 
    The four had been friends since their youth. While all four had trained together for a time in the DiNolfol military, only Kai and Grondi had continued into adulthood. Maleki helped his father run the largest dry goods store in DiNolfol and Barievon worked in the stable. 
 
    Kai motioned his sister forward. “This is my sister, Marri.” 
 
    Maleki executed a formal bow, surprising Marri, and Barievon muttered something in his shy way. Only Grondi didn’t have a response. He stared at the princess with his mouth agape, his eyes wide with surprise. 
 
    Maleki and the prince exchanged an amused glance before the shopkeeper’s son elbowed the soldier in the ribs. Grondi blinked and snapped his mouth closed, dropping into a low bow. 
 
    “Marri, this is Maleki, Draho’s son, and Barievon. And you know Grondi.” 
 
    “We haven’t ever been introduced, but I’ve seen him often.” She held out her hand, which Grondi clasped in both of his own. When he didn’t immediately release her, she gave Kai a pointed look. 
 
    Maleki came to her rescue, taking her hand away from the soldier. “My lady, the pleasure is mine.” He bent and kissed the back of it. 
 
    Marri flushed with pleasure, but Kai glared at his friend. Maleki’s smile was wicked as he released the princess. Producing a flask from the pocket of his vest, he uncorked it and passed it to Kai. Kai lifted the bottle to his lips and took a swallow, then coughed. The liquor burned a path down his throat and made his eyes water. 
 
    “Gods, could you find anything worse?” 
 
    The three young men laughed and Maleki took the flask back. “You’ve just been spoiled on Trendarian brandy.” 
 
    “What is it?” Marri asked. 
 
    Maleki held out the flask to her, but Kai pushed it away. Marri shoved him, then took the flask from the grinning young man. She wiped the opening daintily and lifted it to her mouth. 
 
    Four pairs of eyebrows rose as she took a drink. She gave a delicate cough and passed it back. “You’re right, it isn’t Trendarian brandy at all.” 
 
    Three of the young men barked out laughter, but Grondi could only stare in rapt adoration. Marri’s dark eyes fell on him. “Instead of staring at me as if I were some alien creature, why don’t you ask me to dance?” 
 
    Grondi’s mouth dropped open again. Maleki elbowed Grondi once more. “You’ll have to forgive him, my lady. He’s so smitten with your beauty, he’s lost all power of intelligent thought.” 
 
    Marri grabbed the soldier’s arm. “Of course he has, he’s male, isn’t he?” She dragged Grondi toward the pulsing bodies around the bonfire. 
 
    Kai smiled and leaned back against the hay bales piled around the perimeter of the clearing. 
 
    “She’s a spitfire,” remarked Barievon, taking the flask from Maleki. 
 
    Kai chuckled. “She is and she’ll have Grondi a quivering mass of nerves before the night’s over.” 
 
    “She’s certainly different than I expected.” Kai felt Maleki’s eyes on him. “More like you than I expected.” 
 
    “She’s more like me than I expected too. Maybe there’s hope for change in DiNolfol.” 
 
    Maleki turned away, taking the flask back from Barievon and lifting it. “She won’t stay here.” 
 
    “Will any of us?” said Barievon. When Kai told Marri earlier that the commoners knew more than she thought, he was speaking from experience. Although they celebrated lightheartedly tonight, their minds were preoccupied by one thing and one thing only – war. 
 
    Maleki passed the flask to Kai. “What did the messenger from Zenoradel want?” 
 
    Kai paused with the flask halfway to his mouth. “Didn’t Grondi tell you?” 
 
    Maleki shook his head. 
 
    “He didn’t want to talk about war tonight,” answered Barievon. 
 
    Kai took a sip, grimacing. “How did you know about the messenger then?” 
 
    “My father owns a store. Where do you think everyone congregates to gossip?” said Maleki. 
 
    Kai passed the flask back to his friend. “The kings of both Zenoradel and Trendaria are seeking an alliance to meet the threat of Gava.” 
 
    “And what did the king say?” asked Barievon. 
 
    Kai shook his head. 
 
    Barievon cursed under his breath and slumped back against the hay, while Maleki studied the prince’s face. “Just like that?” 
 
    “Just like that.” 
 
    The three friends fell silent and watched the dancers spinning around before them. They caught sight of Grondi and Marri a few times. The soldier had loosened up and was laughing with the princess. 
 
    After they passed, Kai caught a glimpse of golden hair. His heart quickened and he lifted himself on tiptoes to catch another glimpse. When the dancers spun around again, he searched the crowd, finding the familiar curve of a cheek, the shimmering glint of firelight on golden tresses. And he heard her laughter. Blessedly, the song ended and the dancers stumbled to an exhausted halt. 
 
    Kai followed her with his eyes as she made her way to the edge of the dance. 
 
    Maleki nodded toward the refreshment table. “There she is.” 
 
    Kai shoved his friend away, then glanced back at the dancing circle preparing to start another round. “Watch out for my sister. I’ll be back.” 
 
    Kai pushed his way through the crowd toward the refreshment table. He caught sight of Saria almost immediately. No one in DiNolfol had such golden hair or such a ready smile. The gold of her hair accentuated her pale skin coloring and provided a nice complement to her tawny brown eyes. She was pretty in a delicate, fragile way and she caused very protective feelings to rise inside of the prince. 
 
    “Hello, Saria,” he said, surprised when his voice came out huskier than he’d intended. 
 
    She was accepting a glass of punch from another young man, but she turned immediately, her face lighting up when she saw him. Then she ducked her head in a formal greeting. 
 
    “Hello, my lord.” 
 
    Kai grimaced. More than ever he wished he could slip this yoke of nobility. His eyes lifted to the other young man who was glaring at him furiously. One black brow lifted over a grey eye as Kai silently challenged the other youth. He knew it wasn’t fair – this young man had more right to court Saria than he did, but Kai didn’t feel like being fair where Saria was concerned. 
 
    The young man broke Kai’s stare and moved away from the table, disappearing into the crowd. Kai glanced down at Saria. Reaching out, he touched her elbow. 
 
    “Please, you know you don’t have to treat me like that.” 
 
    “We’re not children anymore.” 
 
    “We’re not strangers either.” 
 
    “Someday you'll be my liege lord, Kai.” 
 
    He took her elbow and pulled her closer, out of the crush of people. She let him lead her behind the refreshment table, where there was less traffic and the light was muted. 
 
    “Saria, I hate it when you talk like that. You know there’s more between us than that.”  
 
    “Let’s be honest, Kai. We don’t have the same backgrounds, and we both know you don’t belong here.” 
 
    “I don’t know. Sometimes I feel like I belong here more than anywhere else.” Reaching out, he curved his fingers over her chin and ran his thumb along her jaw line. “Especially wherever you are.” 
 
    She wrapped her fingers around his wrist, then pulled his hand away. “You shouldn’t say things like that.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “Because it isn’t fair to either of us. We have no future together.” 
 
    “What if we go to war? What difference does our background make? Noble or peasant, we all die.” 
 
    “What do you mean war? Have you heard something?” 
 
    “Everyone’s talking about war...” 
 
    “No, I mean have you heard something.” 
 
    “There was a messenger at the castle from Zenoradel with an offer of an alliance between his kingdom, Trendaria and DiNolfol.” 
 
    “What did the king say?” 
 
    Kai dropped his gaze. “He refused, but if the other kingdoms were willing to suggest such a thing, they must be feeling desperate. It means war is becoming more certain each day.” 
 
    “But everyone says Gava won’t come this far south.” 
 
    Kai gave a disgusted laugh. “Wishful thinking.” 
 
    “This is scary, Kai.” 
 
    He nodded. “Which brings me back to my point. What difference does it make who our family is, we’re all vulnerable.” 
 
    She pulled free of his hold and wrapped her arms around herself. “I don’t know what to do.” 
 
    He reached out and tugged her into his arms, holding her close. “There’s nothing to do yet, but don’t worry, Saria. I’ll do everything in my power to protect you. I swear it.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 3 
 
      
 
    Kai stared out into the orchard below his window. The dream still held him in its grip. He knew he was awake, but the sensations he’d felt while asleep were more powerful at the moment. He’d felt the flames on his face and hands...heard the screams. They echoed even now just beyond the edge of his consciousness. Closing his eyes, the dark images reappeared. 
 
    Chaos. People running, flames leaping, devouring, heat and panic and terror. Beyond the writhing bodies of his people, he could see the silver metal of the Gaviston, moving, clubbing, grim specters of death. And then came the serpent, immune to the flames and the Gaviston, gliding through the chaos, over it, around it. 
 
    And at its breast blazed a star. 
 
    Kai shielded his eyes against the brightness of the star as it cut through the dancing red hell that was DiNolfol, cleaving a path straight from the breast of the gigantic serpent into his own breast where he was impaled upon it. He felt no pain as it speared him, only amazement, until it drove through his body and exited the other side. And although he felt no pain, he couldn’t move, couldn’t escape, couldn’t hide. It held him suspended – a spear of starlight connecting him with an apparition of his nightmares. Then as DiNolfol burned, the light began to fill him and as it filled him it changed, softened, darkened, going from white to green...and the Gaviston... 
 
    “Master?” 
 
    Kai opened his eyes, the dream fragmenting. He fancied he could almost see the shards of it dissipating into the sunlight, glittering as it went. He tried to grasp the last part of it, but it eluded him. Swallowing his frustration, he turned to the Daman. 
 
    “Niron?” 
 
    “Are you all right, Master?” 
 
    Exhaling, Kai forced his shoulders to relax. “I’m fine.” He plastered a smile on his face. “I’ll be fine after some tea.” 
 
    Niron’s shorter legs moved to the table before his master, picking up the teapot and filling the two cups. He took his seat, then glanced up into his master’s troubled face. Kai was still trying to grasp the final slivers of his dream. With a visible shake, he grabbed his cup and took a swallow, then sank into the chair across from the Daman. 
 
    “Did you tell Master Tafoya about the dreams?” 
 
    “I did, but he had no answers.” 
 
    Niron sipped his own tea. “Seems like Master Tafoya doesn’t give answers.” 
 
    Kai gave a grunt of agreement and reached for a roll, breaking it open and reaching for the butter. His hand paused in mid-motion and he sat staring at the steam rising from the center of the roll. Dropping the knife, he splayed his fingers across his chest where the starlight had pierced him in his dream. 
 
    “There’s never any steam, never any smoke...” His voice trailed away. 
 
    “When?” 
 
    Kai blinked and realized he’d been speaking aloud. With a chuckle, he rubbed his face with his hands. “I’m getting more and more like Tafoya every day.” He slumped back in his chair and broke off a piece of the roll. “In the dream, a band of starlight goes right through me, pinning me, but there’s no visible entrance wound and no smoke or steam from the contact with my body. Just light, light with form...” Shaking his head, he reached for his tea again. “I don’t know. I can’t explain the feeling.” 
 
    Niron looked away, reaching for his own roll. Kai suspected he was occupying himself because he didn’t know what to say. If Tafoya wouldn’t give him answers, he didn’t expect anyone else to have any for him. 
 
    “I need to see my father. I’m feeling guilty for leaving his ball last night and for dragging Marri with me.” 
 
    Niron glanced back, amusement shimmering in his eyes. “I wondered where you both got to. Was it worth the risk?” 
 
    “For me, but he won’t ship me off to be married if I get caught. It was too risky for Marri.” 
 
    “Did she enjoy herself?” 
 
    Kai nodded and then laughed. “You should have seen her dancing all the latest peasant reels. I’m just afraid she’ll forget at the next ball, hike up her skirt, and really kick it up.” 
 
    Niron chuckled also. 
 
    “It was good to see her loosen up a little.” Pushing himself to his feet, Kai moved to the door. “I’ll see you later tonight, Niron.” 
 
    “Have a good day, Master,” he said. 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    The king was not in the Audience Chamber as he usually was this time of the morning. His advisors were milling around without purpose, muttering to themselves. Kai stayed in the background, watching them, but they were oblivious to him. 
 
    Being royalty in Loden was a strange situation. He was acknowledged as his father’s heir and therefore as heir to the throne of DiNolfol, but his father’s closest advisors ignored him. Once he took over, Kai knew they would become a permanent fixture at his elbow, but until then he simply didn’t matter. 
 
    Slipping back into the private hallway, he strode to his father’s study. It was the only other place Kai could think his father might be. He found Grondi standing guard at the door. 
 
    Grondi gave him a smile. “Good morning.” 
 
    “Good morning. My father inside?” 
 
    Grondi nodded. “With Jurgon.” 
 
    “Really? Now what could they be saying to each other?” 
 
    “They must be talking about war.” 
 
    A shiver raced down the prince’s spine. “They give orders not to be disturbed?” 
 
    Grondi nodded. 
 
    “Jurgon isn’t even his war advisor.” 
 
    “But he is the military trainer.” 
 
    “Still, why didn’t my father send for me?” 
 
    “I’m not sure.” 
 
    Kai shrugged. “Well, I guess my guilt was unfounded.” 
 
    “Guilt?” 
 
    “For last night...well, for dragging Marri along with me.” 
 
    Grondi’s eyes brightened. “I’m glad you did. She actually seemed to be enjoying herself.” 
 
    “Of course she was.” His eyes shifted back to the shut door again. “Well, I shouldn’t discount my good fortune. See you later, Grondi.” 
 
    “All right, Kai.” 
 
    “Not going to ask me where I’m headed?” 
 
    “Not bloody well likely. Then I can honestly say I have no idea.” 
 
    Kai smiled and continued walking. “That’s probably a plan.” 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    As he did whenever he had a moment to spare and no one watching over him, Kai went to his mentor. Theron answered the door. Although he was a dour man, Theron always brightened when he saw the prince. Kai suspected some of Theron’s sullenness was affected for Tafoya’s benefit. He imagined working for someone as perplexing as the Stravad might be difficult at times. 
 
    A smile touched the prince’s lips as he imagined the conversations the two probably had. 
 
    What would you like for supper, sir? 
 
    What would you like to cook? 
 
    Whatever you would be willing to eat, sir? 
 
    Food is but fuel for the body. It matters not what you make. The mind is what must be nourished. 
 
    Of course, sir, chicken it is then. 
 
    “Master Tafoya’s in the garden, my lord.” 
 
    “Thank you, Theron. I can find my way.” 
 
    “Of course, my lord,” answered the servant, closing the door behind the prince and disappearing into the hallway. 
 
    Kai wandered into Tafoya’s library. He paused in the middle of it and drew a deep breath. He’d spent many hours here and he knew almost every detail. It had become a sort of haven for him, even though he often found himself most frustrated in this room. 
 
    His eyes passed over the books, the worn leather chair, and the small reading table beside it. The Norrad lay as always on the table, Tafoya’s spectacles marking a spot inside of it. That single book caused many emotions in the prince. It confounded him and intrigued him, repelled him and drew him. He wished he could view it the way his mentor did, as an instrument of knowledge, nothing more. 
 
    Kai walked over and opened the book to the page Tafoya had marked. There was a lot of script, but an indented passage caught his eye. Kai quickly read through it and an involuntary shiver went up his spine. It was the same passage he’d read the previous day. The pebble triggers the avalanche and the many give way to the one. Closing the cover, he shook his head. There was something about that book that set his nerves on edge. 
 
    His eyes shifted to the windows. The drapes had been opened and sunlight filtered into the room. Kai crossed to the door and opened it, stepping into Tafoya’s garden. 
 
    Tafoya had once told him Stravad were closer to the earth than Humans. Looking at Tafoya’s garden, Kai could believe him. While the gardens at the castle were more vast, more productive, Tafoya’s garden was a study in untamed beauty. There were no uniform hedges to mark the boundaries, no symmetrically clipped bushes, no geometric patterns of any kind. Tafoya’s plants grew in undisciplined abandon. 
 
    The Stravad himself was standing beneath one of his trees, staring at a bird feeder with a perplexed expression on his weathered face. Around him the plants bloomed in a riot of colors and birds darted in and out of the branches over his head. He glanced up as Kai approached, then returned to his scrutiny of the feeder. 
 
    “Hello, Kiameron.” 
 
    “Hello, Tafoya.” Kai cocked his head. “What are you staring at?” 
 
    “What do you see?” 
 
    Closing his eyes, Kai drew a deep breath. He’d just entered a test. If he could find the right answer, he might avoid a monumental amount of frustration. 
 
    “A bird feeder?” 
 
    Tafoya gave him the look and Kai felt himself flinch inwardly. It was the look that said Kai should have guessed the correct response. “It isn’t working.” 
 
    Kai glanced at it. A stick was wedged in the opening, blocking the feed inside the container. “No, it isn’t. You need to remove the stick.” He said it with his teeth clenched and reached to pull the stick free. The birdseed immediately spilled out of the container into the base of the feeder. 
 
    “Hmm,” said the Stravad, rocking on his heels. “Interesting how one stick can make all the difference in the world.” 
 
    Kai swallowed hard and curled his fingers around the twig. Tafoya turned his back on the feeder and wandered over to a table and chairs positioned under the porch. Kai followed him with his eyes, then forced his fingers to release the twig, letting it drop to the ground. 
 
    The Stravad settled himself and reached for the cards lying in the center of the table. He motioned to the remaining chair with an idle hand. “Sit, Kiameron. Let’s play a game.” 
 
    Kai wandered toward the table. “I thought we already were.” 
 
    The Stravad’s faded blue eyes lifted and fixed on the younger man’s. “Everything’s a game – a game of strategy, survival, whatever you want to call it. It’s all a matter of making the right move.” 
 
    Kai dropped into the chair. “It might be nice to know the rules.” 
 
    Tafoya nodded. “Yes, it might.” He tapped the deck on the table and began shuffling. When he seemed satisfied that the cards were mixed, he placed four of them face down between him and the younger man. 
 
    Kai’s brows lifted in question. 
 
    Tafoya reached for the first card and lifted it so only he could see it. “What card am I holding?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” 
 
    Tafoya gave him the look again, then replaced the card in its spot, face down once more. “There are two approaches you might use. Read my mind and find out what the card is or read the card itself.” 
 
     Read Tafoya’s mind! The idea was preposterous and well he knew it. Still he knew Tafoya wouldn’t give up. He’d failed the first test. If he failed this second one, the testing would go on indefinitely. 
 
    Lifting his hand to rub the lines forming in his forehead, a thought struck him. Tafoya had said there were two ways to approach this test, but Kai had just thought of a third. He extended his hand over the cards and touched them with his power, lifting them and flipping them over until the other side was revealed. 
 
    He caught the hint of a smile that crossed the Stravad’s lips before he schooled his face once more. Hiding his own smile of triumph, Kai shifted his gaze to the card Tafoya had been holding. 
 
    “The sickle of time,” he said, leaning back in his chair. 
 
    “Interesting. What have you learned?” 
 
    “With the bird feeder or here?” 
 
    Tafoya shrugged. “You choose.” 
 
    Kai fought down a caustic remark. The card test was obvious. “Even though a person tells you there are two ways to do something, there’s likely always a third.” 
 
    “Or a fourth or a fifth...” 
 
    Kai nodded to stop a recitation of numerals. “Anyway, the obvious solution isn’t always the best, but sometimes one should start there.” 
 
    “Good. And the feeder?” 
 
    Kai relived the test in his mind. The seed had poured out and filled the pan, but only after Kai had removed the obstacle blocking it. Did Tafoya mean to suggest there was an obstacle blocking him? What? The kingship of DiNolfol? 
 
    “Was it another way to convince me I should study in Temeron?” 
 
    “Perhaps,” answered the Stravad, but there was something in his tone that didn’t sound convincing. 
 
    A thought nagged at the back of Kai’s awareness, but like his dream from the morning, he couldn’t grasp it. “I’m not sure what else it could mean.” 
 
    “Then that’s sufficient answer for now.” 
 
    “You know I can’t study in Temeron. My future’s here.” 
 
    “One’s future is where one makes it.” 
 
    “Which means what?” 
 
    “You have more control than you think.” 
 
    “Really? I don’t feel like I have any control, especially where this talk of war is concerned.” He motioned in the direction of the castle. “My father’s closeted with the military trainer, discussing our preparedness for war and you want me to take a holiday in Temeron. Then of course there are the crazy dreams I keep having.” 
 
    Tafoya folded his hands on the table. “Tell me of the dreams.” 
 
    “I did last time.” 
 
    “Tell me again.” 
 
    So Kai related the dream. The fire, the serpent, the light – himself. Tafoya listened without interruption, then sat with his index fingers pressed to his lips. “What do you think it means?” 
 
    “Gava is coming.” 
 
    “But the Gaviston are afraid of the serpent and the light?” 
 
    Kai shrugged. “I can’t explain it.” 
 
    Tafoya became introspective. Kai settled back and waited as patiently as he could, but it wasn’t easy. 
 
    “What do you know of Eldon’s talisman?” 
 
    “That it’s a myth.” 
 
    Tafoya didn’t answer right away. 
 
    “Right?” 
 
    The old man tapped his fingers against his lips. “That’s what people in DiNolfol say.” 
 
    “What do people in Temeron say?” 
 
    “I couldn’t tell you. It’s been so many years since I’ve been there. But people didn’t used to think it was a myth.” 
 
    “What exactly was it supposed to be?” 
 
    Tafoya dropped his hands and clasped the arms of his chair. He studied the prince, studied him closely. Kai resisted the impulse to squirm again. Finally Tafoya exhaled and glanced away. 
 
    “In general, talismans are good luck charms.” 
 
    Kai fought against his disappointment. He wanted some answers, not more riddles. “Was Eldon’s?” 
 
    “I’m not sure.” Then he pushed himself to his feet and turned toward the cottage. “Let’s go inside and practice your levitation. You never did move the glass without spilling the contents.” 
 
    Kai frowned and watched him enter the parlor. This time he’d felt like he was on the verge of getting some information, but like always Tafoya had pulled back at the end. Why? Did he feel Kai wasn’t ready for it yet? 
 
    Rising to his feet and following the old wizard, Kai wished he knew, but then he usually wished he knew more where Tafoya was concerned. 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    Leaving Tafoya’s cottage, the prince detoured into the town square. Many of the townspeople smiled and waved at him. It would have been unusual to see royalty wander down the streets without a retinue, but they’d often seen the prince doing just that, so they paid him only a passing notice. 
 
    Kai made his way to the school where Saria worked as an assistant instructor. The children were out on a break from studies, so he paused in the shade of a tree and watched. There was something about the small, blonde woman that always fascinated him. He knew that his father and mother would scoff if he told them about his interest, but he couldn’t deny that Saria had captivated him from the first time he’d seen her. 
 
    What he’d never told Marri, and he never would, was that he asked her so many questions about her future because he secretly dreaded the thought of it himself. Of course he wouldn’t be forced to leave DiNolfol, and he’d likely get his choice of brides from among the eligible candidates, but in truth, he’d never found anyone who could compare with Saria in his eyes. 
 
    There was no future for them. He knew that. His father would have apoplexy if he even suggested it, but more than that was Saria herself. She seemed to enjoy his attention and had even shared a few chaste kisses with him during various celebrations over the years, but she refused to believe their relationship could be anything more than a simple flirtation. 
 
    He moved to the fence surrounding the play-yard and leaned against it. One of the children saw him and ran to tell her. She was kneeling before a child who was complaining about some grievance, but glanced up when the other child whispered in her ear. She self-consciously tucked a stray lock of hair behind her ear, rose to her feet, and smoothed her clothes. 
 
    Kai hungrily watched her cross the yard to him. 
 
    She ducked her head as she reached the fence. “Hello, my lord.” 
 
    Kai made a production out of looking behind him. “Excuse me?” 
 
    She was smiling, her tawny eyes dancing. “Hello, Kai.” 
 
    He sucked in a dramatic breath and exhaled. “Oh, you do mean me.” Leaning on the top railing again, he gave her a smile in return. “That’s better.” 
 
    “Not exactly proper.” 
 
    “What does that mean – proper?” 
 
    “Respectful, humble...” 
 
    He reached over the fence and caught her hand, drawing her closer. “I don’t want your respect, and Eldon knows, I can’t imagine one reason for you to be humble with me.” She started to tell him, but he held up a finger. “Please don’t say it. Being born royalty means nothing. It doesn’t make me smarter, more handsome, more anything...except more privileged. And that’s only economic.” 
 
    “I don’t think your parents feel the same way and I know my aunt doesn’t either.” 
 
    It was an old argument and they always wound up in the same place – impasse. “Let’s drop it for now, please.” 
 
    Saria’s eyes drifted past him. Kai frowned, then shifted to see where she was looking. Across the tree-lined street walked the emissary from Zenoradel. 
 
    “Is that the messenger you were telling me about?” 
 
    Kai nodded. Behind them the bell rang, calling the students back to class. "Do you have to go in?" 
 
    Saria shook her head. “I’m finished.” 
 
    “Would you like to come with me? I thought I’d talk with him myself and see what information he has.” 
 
    “Didn’t your father tell you?” 
 
    “He told me the part that has to do with DiNolfol. I’d like this man’s impression on things in Zenoradel and Trendaria. Are you game?” 
 
    “I’ll come,” she said and hurried to the gate. 
 
    It wasn’t difficult to catch up with the messenger. He was headed back to the castle, but he was going about it at a leisurely pace. Occasionally he would stop and glance in one of the shop windows, then amble along, his hands folded behind his back. 
 
    Kai caught up Saria’s hand and dashed across the street. The emissary halted when they stepped up on the boardwalk in front of him. He was tall and very fair. In fact, his lashes were white blonde and difficult to see in the brilliant sunlight. For a moment, the prince couldn’t speak. This man had been in his dreams. Few people Kai knew were so fair, so light complexioned. 
 
    “Can I help you?” 
 
    Saria tugged on his hand, trying to get his attention, but Kai couldn’t shake the eerie feeling he had. Shaking away the feeling, the prince held out his hand. “Sorry. My name’s Kai.” 
 
    The emissary glanced between Saria and the prince, then accepted the prince’s hand. “I’m Bismyval.” 
 
    “This is Saria.” 
 
    Bismyval smiled and held out his hand for Saria to take. She accepted it politely. 
 
    “Nice to meet you both,” replied the emissary. 
 
    “You’re from Zenoradel.” 
 
    “I’m a diplomat on behalf of the King of Zenoradel, but I’m also acting in the interest of Trendaria.” 
 
    Kai pointed to an inn behind them. “Would you join us for some tea?” 
 
    The emissary continued to look confused. Saria touched his arm. “What he’s failed to tell you is that he’s the crown prince of DiNolfol and he’d like to ask you about the situation in Zenoradel.” 
 
    The emissary’s eyes widened and he took a step back. Immediately his training kicked in and he bowed low. “My lord, why didn’t you say so at first?” 
 
    Kai gave Saria a dark scowl, but she simply flashed an innocent smile at him. Shifting his attention to the man, he held up a hand. “Please don’t. This is why I didn’t say anything.” 
 
    “I’m not sure I understand, my lord.” 
 
    “I’m not as comfortable with the trappings of royalty as my father and mother are. I’d much rather wander around town without retainers and I’d rather have my people look at me as someone they can approach and talk to without all of the bowing and my lords and such things.” Flashing a hopeful smile, he added, “Do you think you could forget and let me buy you a drink?” 
 
    “I can certainly try. I didn’t get anywhere with the King yesterday. Maybe I can convince you that an alliance would be beneficial, meaning no disrespect toward your father of course.” 
 
    “Of course not,” answered the prince. He motioned to the inn at Bismyval’s back and followed the man to the door. 
 
    The innkeeper wasn’t as unaffected by his princely patron as Kai would have liked, but he didn’t bow and scrape for which the younger man was grateful. They were shown to a table that sat in the center of the room and the innkeeper served them himself. 
 
     Bismyval joined the prince in a glass of ale, but Saria chose tea. While they waited for their order, the emissary looked around the establishment with an interested eye. 
 
    “I’m quite impressed with what I’ve seen, my lord.” His fair features weren’t so startling out of the bright afternoon sunlight. “Your protectorate may be small, but you certainly lack for nothing.” 
 
    “My father’s worked hard to establish trade routes between the protectorates.” 
 
    “I’ve noticed some Trendarian products and few from Zenoradel, but hasn’t there been problems with receiving regular shipments lately?” 
 
    “We had a few shipments attacked, the traders killed, and the others scared off the job. We’ve pulled back of late, made ourselves more isolated. It not only hurts the economy, but it hinders the free trade of information between the kingdoms.” 
 
    “Yes, it does, but what can you do when even armed envoys are being attacked?” 
 
    Kai met the man’s pale brown eyes. “Not become more isolated.” 
 
    The innkeeper arrived with their order and laid it out on the table. Saria reached for the cream and poured a little into her tea, thanking the proprietor sweetly. 
 
    Kai broke his stare with the emissary and glanced down at her. She stirred the tea with a delicate, even motion, settling the spoon beside the cup on the saucer. Kai’s own mother couldn’t have done it with more innate grace and bearing. 
 
    “Sir,” she asked, “how are things in Zenoradel? Has the capital been attacked by Gava?” 
 
    Kai tore his gaze from the object of his adoration and glanced at the man, who shifted uncomfortably, lowering his drink from his lips. He wiped his mouth with his napkin, then carefully placed it on the table, pushing it away. 
 
    “The capital hasn’t been attacked, but Nogatav and Kemerad have both repulsed direct assaults. In Zenoradel, more of the citizens live outside the city on farms of their own. Many have been completely demolished by Gava’s forces.” His eyes shifted to Kai. “Probably of most concern to DiNolfol is the recent sacking of Renorem. A lot of the city was burned to the ground and many of its citizens murdered.” He hesitated and glanced around, then met the astonished looks of his two companions. “And a lot of the citizens, the younger ones, are still unaccounted for. I’m sure you know what the rumors are.” 
 
    Kai glanced at Saria. Her hand trembled as she replaced her cup of tea on the saucer. Kai had heard the rumors, but he hadn’t wanted to believe them. No one did. The rumors were that Gava killed those he couldn’t use and took those he could. What he did with those he took, no one was sure, but what was feared gave many nightmares. 
 
    “Did you tell my father about Renorem?” 
 
    Bismyval nodded. “Its sack is what prompted the kings of Trendaria and Zenoradel to band together. They also thought they might get the cooperation of DiNolfol since Renorem is closest to your protectorate.” 
 
    “Why haven’t I been told about this?” 
 
    Bismyval glanced around the restaurant again as if looking to see if anyone was listening to their conversation. When the man looked back, Kai caught something in his expression that sent a warning through him. 
 
    “Did my father tell you to keep this a secret?” 
 
    Bismyval met the prince’s gaze and they stared at one another in silence. Finally the emissary sighed. “He did,” he answered. 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    “Why didn’t you tell me about Renorem?” 
 
    The king looked up from the papers he was studying at his desk. Around him his advisors fluttered into motion. The prince often wondered if they actually did anything or if they merely worked at looking busy. 
 
    The queen was sitting beside the fire, a book open on her lap. She only had one retainer this late in the evening, but the young maid was sitting at her feet, waiting expectantly to jump at her every command. Marri was sitting across from the fire, also pretending to read a book, but she closed it when Kai entered. 
 
    The king leaned back in his chair. “Is this any way to address your family, boy?” 
 
    Kai glanced over his shoulder at his mother and sister. “Good evening, Mother, Marri.” His eyes swung back and pinned his father. “Father.” 
 
    The queen closed the book and folded her hands on the cover. “You missed supper again, Kiameron.” 
 
    Kai started to answer, but his father interrupted. “Not to mention your session with Jurgon. Tell me you weren’t wasting time with that demented old Stravad wizard.” 
 
    The king’s advisors poised for flight. It was an old argument, but one that had never lost its heat over all the years they’d been having it. “Actually, I wasn’t with Tafoya. I was finding out about Renorem.” 
 
    The king’s expression tightened and his eyes narrowed. Behind them Marri piped up, “What about Renorem?” 
 
    “Nothing,” answered the king in a warning tone. 
 
    “Nothing except that it was sacked recently.” 
 
    The silence that fell was broken only by the snapping of the fire. The king’s jaw clenched and his eyes hardened, but the prince never once looked away. The battle of wills continued for a tension-filled minute, but the king broke it, slamming shut the cover of the file he was reading and pushing his bulk to his feet. 
 
    He crossed around the desk, headed toward the door. Some of the king’s retainers hurried after him. Kai followed them with his eyes until the king stepped into the hallway, then he went after him.  
 
    “Get out of the way,” he snapped at the retainers, forcing the king to turn. 
 
    Ferenc motioned his advisors back into the parlor, but he didn’t address his son. 
 
    Kai waited until the door was shut behind him. “Why didn’t you tell me about Renorem?” 
 
    “Because it doesn’t change my decision.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    The king met his son’s stare. “I am King here, not you, not yet. It was my decision and I made it.” 
 
    “And even if I think it was a bad decision?” 
 
    A muscle bulged on the king’s jaw. “My word is law in DiNolfol.” 
 
    “And someday you expect me to be king in your stead. Shouldn’t I have more say than those puppets who follow you everywhere?” 
 
    “When you start acting the part, but not while you pay more attention to some Stravad mysticism than the cold, hard facts in front of you.” 
 
    “Is that what you considered when you turned down an alliance with two powerful protectorates in order to preserve your autonomy? Did you even consider that DiNolfol might be just like Renorem? Did the lives of your citizens matter at all or was your ego the only cold, hard fact you considered?” 
 
    The king’s hands closed into fists. “Don’t talk to me like that, boy! I am still King here and you’d do well to remember it.” He drew a breath for control. “From this day forward I expect you to act and think like the heir to a throne. No more dallying with commoners and no more dancing attendance on crazy old men. You will train with Jurgon and you will attend me in court, and you will behave as if you were born to take up the crown or else.” 
 
    Kai opened his mouth to protest, but caught himself and fell silent. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 4 
 
      
 
    Gava closed his eyes and extended his hand over the map lying before him on the desk. Sitting on the other side of the desk were the only two people he remotely trusted.  
 
    Of the two, Gava trusted Erram the most. He wasn’t the cleverest by far, but he was loyal to a fault. And he was just demented enough to serve Gava’s purposes. Unpleasant tasks, dirty tasks, Erram completed with an almost perverse enjoyment. That was definitely useful. Having a slave who believed he was a confidant was even more so. 
 
    The second person’s assets were the only reason he was still alive. They might share blood and often when he looked at his nephew, he saw some resemblance to himself, but there the similarities ended. Cy was unpredictable. 
 
    Gava often read Erram’s mind and therefore he could head off anything unpleasant that he wasn’t orchestrating himself, but with Cy, Gava had never found an in-road. The young man’s mind was too complex for him to discern a pattern and without a pattern, there was no way to read it. 
 
    From the time he was a young child, Gava had waltzed through people’s thoughts without effort. It should have been so much simpler with his own nephew, but it wasn’t. 
 
    Not that Gava didn’t appreciate Cy’s amazing intellect. His mind was the only thing that made him even remotely useful. It was just difficult to control him. 
 
    Gava was forced to utilize conventional means, which took much more time. Instead of reading Cy’s fears and desires, he had to observe him, catalog what he saw, and then through trial and error, find the incentives that would bring his nephew to heel. That had been easy while the boy’s mother still lived. It hadn’t taken much to learn that the child cared only for her and would do anything to protect her. 
 
    Unfortunately, she was now dead and Gava truthfully didn’t know of one thing Cy cared about. In fact, he suspected Cy stayed simply because he knew nothing else, had no where else to go. But he was forever aware that Cy might slip his lead at any time and Gava didn’t look forward to having him as an enemy. 
 
    Dismissing this thought, Gava passed his hand over the map and let his power flow freely, soaring away from the room, away from Gava, the stronghold named for himself. It was exhilarating, allowing his power to stretch clear across the region. 
 
    His fingers curled into his palm and a smile curved the lines of his mouth, then he opened his white eyes. The room and his two advisors came into focus. Without looking, Gava let his hand fall and his finger landed exactly where he intended. 
 
    “There. That is where we’ll find them.” 
 
    Erram leaned forward, studying the spot his master pointed, but Cy’s black brows rose. “You don’t say,” he replied in his smooth-as-silk voice. 
 
    Gava kept the smile on his face and met his nephew’s bored look. “Are you doubting me?” 
 
    Cy’s eyes widened in an expression of feigned innocence. “Me? Lord no,” he answered, sounding more sincere than usual, but Gava wasn’t taken in by the serpentine fluidity of his nephew’s tone. “It’s just that I’ve watched you wave your hand over that map so many times and...” He held out both hands, palms up, to show they were empty. 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “It’s never once worked. We still don’t have them.” 
 
    Rage sparked in Erram’s mind and his face swung toward Cy, contorting in a mask of hatred. “Watch your tongue!” 
 
    A slow smile curved Cy’s lips, making his black eyes dance wickedly. “Down, boy.” 
 
    Erram started to come to his feet, but Gava held up a hand, halting him in mid-motion. “Easy, Erram.” The smaller man settled again, seething with fury, but he obeyed. 
 
    Cy shifted his amused smile in his uncle’s direction. “Does heel work too?” 
 
    Gava folded his hands before him. “You do take risks, don’t you?” 
 
    Cy didn’t answer, simply continued smiling. Gava’s eyes dropped to the map again. 
 
    “This time I feel them, both of them – Eldon’s heir and his talisman. I know where to find them now.” 
 
    Cy’s black eyes dropped to the map also. With a disbelieving chuckle, he shook his head and slid down further in the chair, clasping his hands over his taut belly. “Figures.” 
 
    “Which means?” 
 
    “We’ve searched everywhere else. It’s the only place left and when it turns up nothing, what you’ll do then?” 
 
    “Why don’t you tell me?” 
 
    “I can’t think of anything; however, I don’t think you needed all the histrionics of waving your hands over the map and closing your eyes to figure out that’s where they’ll likely be, if they ever existed in the first place.” 
 
    “Really? And enlighten me, my clever rogue.” 
 
    “It only makes sense that the Stravad would have Eldon’s heir and his talisman as far away from you as possible.” He canted a glance down at the map. “Doesn’t seem to be any place farther. The only other sensible thing would be to keep them in Temeron itself because we know you wouldn’t attempt attacking there.” 
 
    Gava’s smile grew fixed. The whelp had him and he knew it. To respond would only confirm Cy’s suspicions. 
 
    Quick black eyes lifted from the map and fixed on Gava. “You know, if the Stravad ever get smart, they’ll come after you instead of waiting for you to come after them.” 
 
    Gava’s hands curled into fists, but he kept the rest of his features neutral. “After I have Eldon’s heir and talisman, the Stravad will no longer matter. I will be able to bring Temeron to its knees and I will own all of Loden.” 
 
    Cy’s eyes never wavered. “I guess the question is why do you want it.” 
 
    “Because I can have it.” 
 
    Cy drew a deep breath and exhaled slowly. “How very maniacal of you, Uncle.” Pushing himself to his feet, he leaned over the map, bracing his hands on either side of it. “And what if the Stravad don’t want to hand you Temeron? What if they fight you?” 
 
    “Without the talisman and Eldon’s heir, they can’t win.” 
 
    “Maybe not, but what if they decide to band with the Humans?” A muscle ticked in Gava’s jaw. He clenched his teeth to stop it, but Cy caught the betraying motion. He straightened and made a dismissive motion with his hand. “But I wouldn’t worry about it. After all, you know where to find Eldon’s heir, right? Loden’s as good as yours.” 
 
    With that he turned and walked toward the door, never once looking back. Gava gripped the arms of his chair and fought the rage that coiled through him. After a considerable battle of will, he leaned back in his chair and slanted a glance at Erram. The little man was watching him, almost salivating. Gava knew he was waiting for his master to wreak vengeance on his way-ward nephew. 
 
    “He’s getting unruly again, Erram. I wouldn’t want him to become a liability when he still might be of use to us.” 
 
    Quivering with barely suppressed excitement, Erram sprang forward in his chair. “What should I do, Master?” 
 
    “We need something to bring him to heel. Some incentive to hold him in line.” His eyes shifted back to the map. He didn’t have time to study Cy right now. He had to focus on capturing the last remaining threats to his domination. “I want you to follow him, watch him, note everything he does, everyone he talks to, everywhere he goes. Find me something that will bind him to me again. Find me something, Erram, and find it quickly. And make sure it is powerful enough to bring my nephew to his knees.” 
 
    Erram nodded, but Gava marked the disappointed look in his blue eyes. He knew Erram would much rather have dealt Cy a beating, but that wasn’t enough to chain him. This time it would take something much more compelling because Gava knew it was likely the last time he’d get the chance. 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    Helab watched the other two from the corner of his eyes. He had to get as much as he could as fast as he could get it before they realized he’d found something of value. And then he had to secret it away somewhere that they’d never think to look. 
 
    Gava had promised him an equal division of booty, but to date that promise had meant nothing. The other two didn’t believe in dividing the bounty equally; in fact, they didn’t believe in sharing at all. If Helab hadn’t hidden his small part and stolen what he could when they weren’t looking, he’d have nothing to show for the bargain he’d made with the Stravad devil. 
 
    Of course when he thought of it, which he did often, he realized he could have made no other choice. Gava had been quite clear. He either became one of his minions or he died. He was too small to work in the mines and therefore of no use to the despot inside the stronghold, so the only option left was to follow Fordin and Nepter and take up Gava’s cause as his own. 
 
    Unlike Fordin and Nepter, Helab didn’t have any delusions. He knew exactly where he stood with Gava. He was definitely not a confidant and if he failed to serve the despot as ordered, the Gaviston assigned to assist them in their search would eliminate him. Therefore, he stole what he could and hoarded it away, not because he believed he was entitled to any of it or because he wanted to thwart Fordin and Nepter. He stole because he knew that he had to get away from them the first opportunity that presented itself. If he stayed to see this business to its culmination, he was as good as dead. 
 
    “What you got, you little toad?” snarled the giant, Nepter. 
 
    An undignified squeak left Helab before he choked it back. He didn’t bother to hide what he’d found. The last time he’d done that he’d been sure Nepter was going to kill him. 
 
    The giant leaned over, staring down into the gap between the floorboards of the farm house. Behind him, Fordin inched forward, peering also. He wasn’t as large as his companion, but he was meaner. Helab avoided him when he could. “What is it, Nepter?” 
 
     The giant shoved his paw through the gap and pulled out the glass jar. The coins inside it clacked against the glass. Helab glanced up anxiously, noting Fordin and Nepter’s angry scowls along with the pitifully tiny pile of rusty coins lying in the bottom of the jar. Not much to take a severe beating over, he thought. 
 
    The two thieves exchanged a glance, then Fordin smiled his nasty, leering smile. Helab felt a cold sweat break out over his entire body and he curled up as small as he could, hoping Nepter wouldn’t find as many soft places to strike. 
 
    The jar struck his shoulder and clattered to the wooden floor, rolling to the edge of the gap in the floorboards. Helab lifted his head just enough to stare at it, then he glanced up at his two companions. 
 
    “We’ll let you keep that,” said the giant, shoving the jar back into the hole with his boot toe. “Seems like a fair share of the booty to me. What do you think, Fordin?” 
 
    “More than fair.” 
 
    Helab curled back up, closing his eyes tightly. No matter what they said, this was where he usually got the worst treatment. 
 
    Eldon-only-knew, the little thief had to find the right time to escape this crew. He’d never led an upstanding life and there wasn’t much for him to claim in the entire world. In fact, for a man with his prospects, most would say Gava had offered him the sun and stars, except he knew...he knew it was a pact that would end in his death. 
 
    When Gava found what he was searching for, he would order the Gaviston that traveled with them to kill them and confiscate the treasure. They weren’t allies, they were prisoners, but Nepter and Fordin were too stupid to realize it yet. 
 
    “Number 5345,” came the strange mechanical voice of a Gaviston. 
 
    Helab glanced up. The metallic beast was standing directly behind Fordin and Nepter. The two thieves turned, their expressions less than pleased. The ransacking had only just begun. It hadn’t been a half-hour before that they’d killed the owner of the farm and taken his young ones captive. Beyond food and clothing, Helab was the only one who’d found a few coins. And the fact remained that Gava hadn’t seen fit to tell his Human minions what they were looking for exactly. 
 
    He’d given them the directive that they were to destroy the property, kill those beyond thirty, and capture those under. After that they were to find whatever wealth they could and enough foodstuffs to last them until the next assignment, which came relatively quickly following the previous one. That they hadn’t found what they sought and that Gava was in constant communication with his Gaviston hadn’t slipped past Helab’s notice. 
 
    “What?” snapped the giant. 
 
    The Gaviston didn’t respond immediately. The cold steel of its face gave no indication that anything remotely alive inhabited its shell. Helab shivered in fear. People said Gaviston could strike a person dead with a look. The little thief didn’t doubt it. A lot of people might have a heart attack just staring into those lifeless, glass eyes. 
 
    Fordin and Nepter exchanged a look, but they said nothing more. They might not have Helab’s paralyzing fear of the creatures, but they knew to respect them. Since they’d all made their pact with the Stravad demon, they’d seen their share of death inflicted by Gaviston hands. Not a one of them was waiting in line for similar treatment. 
 
    “Number 5345, Gava has given his next orders. We are to move out within the hour.” 
 
    “What? We just got done finishing off this place. We hardly found enough food yet, especially for the squalling brats you captured.” 
 
    “Number 5345, Gava has given his next orders. We are to move out within the hour.” 
 
    Again the two thieves exchanged a puzzled glance. Helab was shaking so hard his teeth were chattering. 
 
    “Number 5345, Gava has...” 
 
    “Okay, Okay!” snapped the giant. “What orders?” 
 
    “Follow me.” 
 
    With that, it turned and exited the room. Fordin was close on its heels, but Nepter hung back. Without warning, he reached down and caught Helab’s collar, dragging him to his feet. Helab shot a glance down into the floorboards after the coins, but he knew even that poor booty was to be denied him today. 
 
    Nepter dragged the little thief from the farmhouse, casting Helab’s slight form into a chair pulled up to the table that had been moved out of the farmhouse for their use. Crossing his arms over his massive chest, the giant gave the Gaviston an aggravated nod. “Well?” 
 
    Without seeming to look, the Gaviston pointed to a spot on the weathered, torn map. Nepter and Fordin both leaned over to catch a glimpse. Helab could see the spot from where he sat and as he stared at it, the blood rushed from his face, leaving him pale and clammy. 
 
    “What?” said the giant. “We attacking a farm around there?” 
 
    The Gaviston cocked its head in question. “Explain.” 
 
    “Where you’re pointing don’t make sense,” answered Fordin. 
 
    Again the Gaviston cocked its head. “Why?” 
 
    “Is there a settlement or small town on the outskirts of the protectorate?” 
 
    “No, this is the place where Gava has given the order to attack. We move out within the hour.” 
 
    Helab’s eyes widened into enormous saucers. Nepter and Fordin exchanged yet another look, but this one was much more horrified than the others. “That’s an entire protectorate,” said Nepter. 
 
    The Gaviston just stared with its sightless, glassy eyes. “Yes. The smallest one.” 
 
    “But it’s still a protectorate. No deal.” 
 
    The Gaviston straightened, removing its hand from the map. “Gava has given his order.” 
 
    “I don’t give a damn,” said Fordin with a nearly hysterical rise to his voice. 
 
    “Gava has given his order. Gava has ordered and it will be done.” 
 
    Fordin opened his mouth to protest again, but Nepter placed his enormous paw on the smaller man’s shoulder, stopping him. “No use arguing.” 
 
    Fordin looked like he was about to do just that, but something in Nepter’s expression sank through the panic rising inside of him. His frightened eyes swung back to the Gaviston, then lowered to the strange weapon slung over its shoulder. Helab’s eyes also shifted to the weapon. 
 
    At least he now knew that Fordin and Nepter were as aware as he was that their time was limited. Which meant he was going to have to be more clever than they were if he was going to get out of this alive. 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    The man was obviously Stravad. Not that Kai had seen many Stravad besides Tafoya, still everyone knew the telltale characteristics. The man’s bluer than blue eyes gave his lineage away. 
 
    Kai didn’t know this man. He’d never seen him before in his life, but the man was under the delusion that he’d met Kai before. They were sitting in the inn on the main street of DiNolfol. The man was sipping at some beverage, while the prince was eating an enormous pastry that didn’t seem to be getting any smaller no matter how much he ate. 
 
    Kai found himself torn between staring at the tasteless pastry and listening to the man, but it was all so strange, he was having a difficult time focusing. Until Niron and Bismyval entered the cafe. 
 
    Kai shifted in his chair and stared at them. It struck the prince that his own personal servant and the emissary from Zenoradel shouldn’t be anywhere together. 
 
    “It’s there.” 
 
    Kai turned back to the Stravad. He was much younger than Tafoya and tall. He seemed to glow with an inner energy, an inner light. Sometimes when Tafoya was in a deep trance, he seemed to glow with a similar light. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    The man’s ebony brows lifted. “The talisman.” 
 
    “What talisman?” 
 
    Bismyval and Niron had reached their table. “You’ll need to search for it, but it won’t be easy,” said the emissary. 
 
    “Search for what?” 
 
    “The talisman,” they said in unison, then the Stravad leaned forward. “It’s imperative you find it before he does.” 
 
    “Who? Gava?” 
 
    “Yes,” said Niron. 
 
    “Time’s running out. You have to face the truth, Kiameron,” said the Stravad. 
 
    Kai found himself standing in Tafoya’s parlor, staring at him in confusion. Across the room Bismyval and Niron waited. 
 
    Kai glanced around, searching for the other Stravad. “Where did he go?” 
 
    “It isn’t his time any longer. It’s yours.” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” 
 
    “If you don’t face the truth, the momentum will be lost. You are the catalyst.” 
 
    “The catalyst for what?” 
 
    “It waits for you. Listen and you can hear the call.” 
 
    The prince concentrated on the old wizard’s faded blue gaze and the rest of the room slipped from sight. There was something so compelling about the old man’s gaze that Kai felt himself becoming hypnotized by it, losing touch with everything else around him. Tafoya’s eyes darkened, grew more brilliant, until they were the exact blue of the other Stravad. Kai blinked, startled. 
 
    Tafoya had become the stranger. “It waits for you. Listen and you can hear the call.” 
 
    Kai started to tell the man he didn’t understand anything that he was saying, but he heard it...or actually, he felt it. Somewhere deep inside of him, at the heart of his mysterious power, he felt the tug. He splayed his fingers across his chest, nearly over the spot his heart pounded, and stared down at it. 
 
    “Listen, Kiameron,” whispered the stranger, drawing the prince’s gaze back to his face. “Listen and you can hear.” 
 
    “What am I hearing?” 
 
    “The call of it. It waits. The time is nearly here. Soon you will have to go after it.” 
 
    “How? Where?” 
 
    “The Karhartadon. It waits in the Karhartadon.” 
 
    “The forest?” 
 
    The stranger nodded. “It waits there...it waits for you.” 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    Kai fought his way up from the depth of the odd dream, but like before it clung to him, making it difficult to discern whether he was actually awake or not. He hated waking this way. He didn’t like being bolted from sleep in pure terror, but at least then he knew he was no longer caught between dream and reality. 
 
    He sat up in bed and pushed the hair away from his face. Across the room, the moon shown through the open window, the white orb seeming to fill the glass panes completely. Shoving back the covers, Kai rose to his feet and crossed the room. Placing his hands on the windowsill, he pressed his damp forehead to the cool panes, breathing deeply. 
 
    For years now questions had tapped at his consciousness, demanding an answer. Usually they were fueled by some cryptic comment from Tafoya, but Kai couldn’t deny he’d wondered more often than not why he was plagued with such unHuman-like traits. His parents and sister, despite their royal blood, were firmly anchored in the Human world, while he had never been. 
 
    Even as a small child he’d frightened people with the strange things he was able to do. Nurses had fled when he’d moved toys across the room without touching them, and his trainers had all demanded to know why their pupil could perform tricks that he never should have been able to perform. 
 
    Ferenc had always blustered the doubts away much the same way Tafoya did, informing his underlings that many Humans had dormant Stravad blood. Without the telltale blue eyes, it wasn’t always outwardly obvious, but as he’d grown older, Kai had no longer been comforted by such claims. 
 
    He seemed to have too much Stravad power, too many strange gifts. 
 
    Lifting his head, he stared out the window. The tops of the Karhartadon were just visible in the distance, a darker shadow on the horizon. The forest was as familiar as DiNolfol, but Kai had never set foot inside of it. Few had. It was a dark, forbidding place and only the bravest or most foolhardy ever ventured beneath its canopy. 
 
    Still, standing here in the stillness of the night, Kai felt drawn to it like never before. Perhaps it was the lingering traces of his dream, but he thought he could almost hear the whispered call of it across the miles, bidding him to step inside. 
 
    He didn’t know how long he stood, staring at its shadowy form, but suddenly he became aware that his heart was pounding and his body was bathed in a cold, clammy sweat. A wave of dizziness swamped him and he jerked away from the window, leaning against the table to steady himself. 
 
    The call still rang throughout his body, urging him on. Panic rose inside of him and he reeled away, placing his back to the window. Touching the center of his chest, he worried for a moment that he might be having a heart attack, his heart was racing so, but he forced himself to calm. 
 
    Gradually he regained control of his body and his raging emotions. Collapsing on the end of the bed, he placed his head in his hands and raked his fingers through his hair. Carefully lifting his head, his eyes focused instantly on the enormous moon shining through the windows and the slender line of the trees far into the distance. 
 
    He had to have answers and Tafoya was the only one who had them. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 5 
 
      
 
    The streets of DiNolfol were peaceful in the stillness of the night. Kai paused in the central square and absorbed the tranquility of the sleeping town. Although he often felt constrained by his future as king of DiNolfol, he loved the protectorate and its people, which is why he’d escaped the castle in the middle of the night to seek counsel from Tafoya. 
 
    The dreams were too real to be denied any longer. The news from the other protectorates couldn’t be denied either. Danger and trouble would come to DiNolfol – and if his father wasn’t going to do anything to stop it, then the task fell to Kai. 
 
    He crossed the main square, angling toward the side street that would take him to Tafoya’s house. 
 
    From the time he’d been ten, he had come this way, hurrying to his mentor’s cottage for a few stolen hours where he no longer felt like an outsider. Kai had met Tafoya entirely by chance, but he’d instantly taken comfort in the older man’s calm, patient wisdom. 
 
    He and Maleki had been racing through the town, avoiding the guards sent out to bring the errant prince home. By happenstance, they’d ducked down this side street and wound up in front of Tafoya’s gate. The old man had been gardening and looked up when he heard the boys laughing. 
 
    Maleki had been frightened. His father, Drahos, had warned him about the crafty old wizard, but Kai was intrigued. He’d also been told tales about the Stravad, but rather than frighten him, they’d captivated him. He sensed in Tafoya a shared legacy. 
 
    Tafoya had also been immediately interested in the boy. He’d invited them both in for cakes and tea. Kai had gone because his curiosity was stronger than caution, and Maleki had followed because dignity demanded it be so. The initial wariness had quickly evaporated under Tafoya’s affable politeness and Theron’s skill with pastries, but Maleki had grown bored when there were no more treats forthcoming. Kai had agreed to leave, but both he and Tafoya knew he would return. 
 
    Ferenc had found out about the visit, but rather than explode as the prince had expected, his father behaved strangely. 
 
    Kai paused now at Tafoya’s gate, remembering the discussion with his father for the first time in many years. 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    “What did he say to you?” 
 
    The boy swung his legs beneath the chair nervously, wringing his hands. He glanced at his mother, but her expression was so odd that he couldn’t decide what she was thinking. “Not much.” 
 
    The king studied him. “Did he ask you questions?” 
 
    Kai might be only ten, but he knew a test when he was in one. The weapons master Jurgon often asked questions this way, expecting certain answers. 
 
    “Some.” 
 
    Anger flared in the king’s face and the boy felt relieved by it. Anger he knew, anger he could handle. This other...this strange anxiety was new. 
 
    “What did he ask you?” 
 
    The boy shrugged. “Things.” 
 
    The king’s fist struck the side table, rattling the lamp and bric-a-brac on it. “I ask questions and I get one word answers.” 
 
    “Go easy,” his mother warned. “Please. We must know.” 
 
    Leaning his bulk forward, Ferenc rested his elbows on his thighs and steepled his hands. “Listen, son,” he said with false patience, “I’ll ask again. What did that wizard ask you?” 
 
    Kai’s eyes shifted between his parents. Why was this so important to them? “He asked questions about where I lived and what I did. If I went to school.” 
 
    Ferenc studied him again. The queen studied him. He felt the urge to fidget and kicked his feet beneath the chair. It struck him that he couldn’t remember the last time he’d been alone with his parents. Usually there were servants or advisors always about. 
 
    “What else?” 
 
    Kai shrugged again. “Nothing much...” 
 
    Ferenc drew a breath. 
 
    “Except...” 
 
    The tension was back in his parents’ faces. “Except?” said his father, nodding for him to continue. 
 
    “Except he wanted to know if I was happy.” 
 
    “What did he say exactly?” 
 
    The boy’s eyes narrowed. His parents were afraid. That’s what he saw and felt in them. They were afraid of something – of Tafoya or of something he might have said to the prince. 
 
    “He wanted to know if I ever felt like I didn’t belong...here at the castle.” 
 
    “What did you say?” 
 
    A cold sweat broke out on the boy’s brow. His odd gift was something they only rarely talked about and usually only when he’d been caught using it. But now he didn’t know how to answer his father without speaking about the gift. “We talked about my...” His voice faltered. He cleared his throat and kicked his feet beneath the chair. “We talked about my power.” 
 
    Ferenc’s face grew an alarming shade of red. Kai’s mother looked as if she were going to be ill. The boy shrank back in the chair, but the king bowed his head and the queen closed her eyes. 
 
    Glancing up with a composed expression on his face once more, Ferenc asked, “What specifically did he ask you?” 
 
    Now that the truth was there on the table before them, Kai didn’t think it would do any good to dissemble. “If I knew anyone else who had it and what I did with it. He wanted to know if anyone helped me control it, strengthen it.” 
 
    “What did you tell him?” 
 
    “I told him no, no one helped me. No one wants to talk about it. No one even wants to see me use it. I told him how the nurses get scared and how Master Jurgon forbids me to ever use it during my sessions with him. And...” 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “I told him you never want to talk about it.” 
 
    His parents exchanged a glance. 
 
    “Is there something wrong with him?” 
 
    Ferenc rubbed his large hands over his face and didn’t immediately answer. 
 
    Vina forced another stiff smile. “No, except that he’s Stravad.” 
 
    Kai frowned. He wasn’t sure that meant something was wrong with the old man. It just made him different. Kai knew what it was like to be different from everyone else and he felt sorry for the old wizard. “May I see him again?” 
 
    Ferenc glanced up from his hands. “Do you want to see him again?” 
 
    It was the first time the boy could ever remember his father asking him for his opinion on anything. “Yes.” 
 
    For awhile the silence was deafening until the king stirred. Looking suddenly old and weary, he said, “I won’t stop you from seeing him, but I’d prefer you didn’t.” 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    I’d prefer you didn’t. 
 
    Kai stirred from his memories. Of course, it was a preference Kai couldn’t...wouldn’t grant his father. The other...the power demanded it be otherwise. Kai had needed help to control it. 
 
    Tafoya provided that, even if he didn’t provide any answers. 
 
    Pushing open the gate, the prince hurried up the walk and stopped before the door. It was very late. Tafoya was probably asleep. It wasn’t really fair to wake him, but Kai didn’t have any choice. 
 
    Rapping on the door, he flinched and glanced down the street as the sound echoed back to him. He often slipped away from the castle at night, but that was usually to meet Maleki and Barievon for a clandestine gathering. He’d never disturbed Tafoya after sundown before. 
 
    It took a while for someone to answer his knock. Kai fidgeted on the doorstep and wondered what he was doing here so late. It had only been a dream after all, nothing more. 
 
    He stepped back on the walkway and stared over the top of Tafoya’s cottage where the line of trees marked the edge of DiNolfol and the start of the Karhartadon. From almost any point in the main town, one could see the uppermost branches of the forest’s trees. Although the people of DiNolfol seldom ventured inside the great forest, they took comfort in its commanding presence. 
 
    Now the prince felt nothing different than he’d ever felt. The forest wasn’t calling to him. It was just a forest. And the dream had been no more than a dream. 
 
    He’d almost convinced himself to go home when Tafoya’s door opened. Theron poked his head out, squinting in the light from the lantern he held. He was dressed in a hastily tied robe and didn’t seem happy about being disturbed. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Theron.” 
 
    The servant held the lantern higher and squinted into the darkness. “Master Kiameron?” 
 
    Kai stepped forward into the light. “I’m sorry for waking you, Theron. I guess Tafoya must be asleep.” 
 
    “Probably not. Lately he’s been staying up until all hours. Did you wish to speak with him?” 
 
    “No, it’s late. I should go. Again I’m sorry.” 
 
    The servant didn’t withdraw. “You might as well come in, Master Kiameron. You’ve come all this way.” 
 
    Kai still hesitated. He felt ridiculous now. Driven out into the night by a dream, honestly. His father would have a fit if he knew. “No, I’m sorry. I’ll go.” Even as he repeated himself, he realized he was acting cagey, and Theron was more than a little annoyed now. 
 
    “I should probably check and see if he’s awake, shouldn’t I?” 
 
    Theron made no attempt to hide his yawn. “Probably.” 
 
    “And let you get back to bed.” 
 
    “That would be nice,” answered the servant, stepping back and holding the door open. 
 
    Kai was mortified by his own strange behavior. Moving over the threshold, he gave Theron a self-conscious smile. The servant merely lifted his grey brows and motioned with the lantern down the hallway. Kai followed because he didn’t want to appear any more insane than he already did. At the door to Tafoya’s room, the servant let out another yawn and knocked. 
 
    “Yes,” came Tafoya’s voice. 
 
    “The young lord has returned to speak with you. Will you see him?” He shot a skeptical look in the prince’s direction, as if to say both he and Tafoya were mad, then he sighed and studied the floor. 
 
    A moment later the door opened and Tafoya peered out, his expression a mixture of concern and relief. “You may go, Theron.” 
 
    “Why, thank you, sir,” muttered Theron. The lantern light bobbed and swayed as he moved down the hallway toward his room. 
 
    Kai shifted back to face Tafoya. The old man motioned him inside, then shut the door at his back. “Can’t sleep?” 
 
    Kai’s attention was distracted by the comfortable pleasantness of Tafoya’s room. He’d never been in this part of the cottage before. 
 
    A fireplace occupied a wall on the other side of the room. The windows were covered with heavy gold drapes, and the bed was dressed in a similar color. There were two chairs, arranged conversationally around a small table. And there was a bookcase – a large, solidly-built affair choked with books on every shelf. 
 
    “This is um…nice, Tafoya.” 
 
    The old man glanced around, but his eyes returned to the prince’s face. “What’s bothering you, Kiameron?” 
 
    Kai’s black brows rose. “You’re forceful tonight. Usually we spend a great deal of time in long silences and odd questions that have no answers.” 
 
    The old man crossed the room to take a seat in one of the chairs. Beside him the fire had burned down to embers. Curling his fingers over the arms, he studied his pupil again. 
 
    “We are running short on time,” said Tafoya. 
 
    Kai drew a deep breath. “What does that mean?” 
 
    “What do you think it means?” 
 
    He’d tried to get answers out of his mentor a number of different ways, but none had worked. The one thing he hadn’t tried was playing the wizard’s game back on him. 
 
    Turning away from the old man’s too-knowing eyes, he strolled around the room. Unlike the rest of the cottage, this room had more personal effects. In fact, there were a number of interesting renditions of Temeron, hanging on the walls, and a few smaller paintings of Stravad lining the shelves of the bookcase. 
 
    Kai lost himself in looking at the paintings. He’d always wondered about the wizard’s life before he came to DiNolfol. Looking at the people that he considered important to him, Kai couldn’t help but wonder why he’d ever left his home. 
 
    Being the only Stravad in DiNolfol must be difficult. To be so very far away from anyone of your own race must be even harder, but he never let on that he felt lonely or missed what he’d obviously left behind. When Tafoya spoke of Temeron, he always did so with the greatest reverence. He had to have left for another reason, a deeper, more compelling reason. 
 
    “Why did you leave Temeron, Tafoya?” 
 
    Silence met his question, but he didn’t immediately notice, he was so absorbed by the smaller paintings on the bookshelves. One of a very pretty young woman caught his eye and he moved toward it, lifting it to take a closer look. She was smiling in the painting, but there was something in her eyes that bothered the prince. 
 
    Realizing the old man hadn’t answered his question, Kai glanced up. Tafoya was staring into the fire, a far-off look on his weathered face. “Tafoya?” 
 
    “Hmm?” 
 
    “Why did you leave Temeron?” 
 
    “Is that what drove you out in the middle of the night?” 
 
    “Perhaps,” he answered, but he knew he wasn’t as good at the game as his master. Crossing the room, he held the painting out for the older man to see. Tafoya flinched and shifted his gaze back to the fire, but not before the prince caught the look of hurt that marred the old man’s face. “Who is she?” 
 
    After a moment of staring at the dancing flames, Tafoya glanced briefly at the painting and turned back to the fire. “My wife.” 
 
    Kai was so stunned, he couldn’t move. Again her expression bothered the younger man. She was definitely smiling, but there was another emotion lurking in her eyes. 
 
    “Did she die?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    Kai frowned at his mentor, but he knew there would be no more information forthcoming. “There’s something about her...” His voice trailed off as he studied the painting. Feeling Tafoya’s piercing stare on him, he glanced up. 
 
    “What do you see in her?” 
 
    “It’s in the eyes. She’s smiling, but her eyes don’t look happy.” 
 
    “She looks sad?” 
 
    “No, not exactly. She looks...anxious.” 
 
    “She was, often. She had great power, but it was a curse to her. She wanted to be like everyone else. She didn’t want to be special.” 
 
    Kai’s brows lifted. “I know the feeling.” He took a seat in the other chair. Placing the painting on the table between them, he shifted and met his mentor’s look. “How did you meet her?” 
 
    “She was my student, but she had more power than I ever possessed. I could only teach her ways to control it, live with it.” 
 
    “You married her?” 
 
    Tafoya nodded. “I didn’t think it was appropriate at first. In fact, I thought she’d fallen for my only other student, a young man, younger than myself, who was also exceptionally powerful.” 
 
    “Did he hate his power too?” 
 
    Tafoya nodded again. 
 
    “Not likely.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “That she would have fallen for him,” said Kai. 
 
    “Why do you say that?” 
 
    “If they both hated their power, maybe even feared it, they might find camaraderie together, but they’d never seek each other out as mates. They’d look for someone not as cursed as they were. Someone more stable.” 
 
    The old man’s expression bordered on sympathetic, but Kai couldn’t be sure. “Do you feel cursed, Kiameron?” 
 
    “Yes,” was all he could say. 
 
    Tafoya turned to stare into the embers again. 
 
    Kai settled himself in the chair and realized he was more relaxed than he’d been since the dream woke him. He truly could understand why such a woman would have chosen someone like Tafoya over a more powerful, perhaps more complicated man. When you were anything but normal and longed for normalcy, you searched for someone who could give you even a measure of it in exchange. 
 
    “Why did you leave Temeron, Tafoya?” 
 
    “We were driven away.” 
 
    Kai sat forward. “What?” 
 
    “We were driven away. Not by our own people, never that, but by Gava. It was Gava who killed her.” 
 
    Kai tried to swallow, but his throat had gone dry. The raw pain in the older man’s eyes was undeniable. “What about your other student? Did Gava hunt him also?” 
 
    “With a vengeance. He was even more powerful than Zela.” 
 
    Kai frowned in confusion, but Tafoya motioned at the painting. Kai again studied the woman, placing a name to her face. She was beautiful, but then Tafoya had told him most Stravad were beautiful. Her hair was a deep auburn that framed a delicate face, but it was the anxiety in her eyes that kept drawing his attention. He couldn’t look away even when Tafoya rose to his feet and walked over to the bookcase. 
 
    Had she felt the way he did as if an alien presence was lurking inside of her? Maybe not. She was full-blooded Stravad. She lived in Temeron. She didn't have to explain to anyone, especially herself, how she came about her strange powers. Nor did she have to hide them for fear of terrifying people. She wouldn’t see the strange expressions on their faces, expressions that said what the individual would never dare –  why? Why does he have such power, why is he different, why...why...why... 
 
    “Kiameron?” 
 
    The prince glanced up, startled by the strange tone in Tafoya’s voice. He was holding another of the smaller paintings pressed against his chest. Kai’s gaze lowered to the painting. All he could see was the back of it, Tafoya was holding it so close. 
 
    “This is my other student.” 
 
    Tafoya turned the painting over in his hand and extended it, but it took Kai a moment to find the courage to look down at it. As he stared at the face looking back at him, Kai felt as if the man had reached into his chest and squeezed his heart with his hand. 
 
    “Is this some kind of sick game?” he choked out, his hands gripping the chair arms until his knuckles turned white. 
 
    “I’m afraid not.” 
 
    “That...” He nodded at the painting. “That is...” 
 
    “Eldon.” 
 
    Sound roared in Kai’s ears and he stumbled to his feet, knocking the chair over behind him. “Are you insane?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    Kai glanced first at the painting, then into his mentor’s serious expression. He motioned at the painting, a painting done in exact relief of the man who’d invaded his dream this very night. He tried to attach a rational explanation for this entire situation. He’d somehow seen a rendition of this man in Tafoya’s house and interposed him in his dream. His entire life he’d been raised on tales of the Stravad hero Eldon’s exploits. No well bred person in Loden was raised any other way. Still, Eldon was a legend, not the pupil of his own mentor. Not a flesh and blood person. 
 
    “Are you saying that you were Eldon’s teacher?” 
 
    “For awhile. He quickly outdistanced me.” 
 
    “The other day you asked me what I knew of Eldon’s talisman. It was after I told you of my dream.” 
 
    Tafoya nodded, his eyes searching Kai’s face. 
 
    “Why did you ask that?” 
 
    “Why are you so upset to find out Eldon was my pupil?” 
 
    Kai jabbed at the painting in the old man’s hand. “How do I know that really is Eldon? The man’s a bloody myth. No one knows what he looks like. I’ve heard him described as a giant, ten feet tall, and as a fire-breathing dragon...” 
 
    “And as a man.” Tafoya lifted the painting. The man from Kai’s dream stared back at him. “He is truly only a man, and a flawed one at that.” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” 
 
    “Eldon. His power was awesome, greater than any I’ve ever felt, far more powerful than I suspect Gava ever hoped to be, until now. Gava has had a long time to perfect his talent, while Eldon did not. He feared it so much it controlled him, ruled him. He could have easily defeated Gava, except for his own frailty. His own self-doubt.” Tafoya’s face grew hard. “That’s what I have tried to drive from you. Self-doubt. It will destroy you.” 
 
    Kai shook his head in confusion. None of this made sense. “You have really gone `round the bend this time, old man.” 
 
    “You know I’ve never lied to you before. And you know I’m not lying now. Tell me what has you so overwrought.” 
 
    “You! This! Him! My dreams...” He paused and shivered. “My dreams...” 
 
    “Eldon was in your dream?” 
 
    “Eldon? Hell if I know, but this man was. I talked with him.” Raking a hand through his hair, he paced a frantic circle before the fire. “I talked with him...I must have seen this picture somewhere before. Did you have it in the parlor?” 
 
    “You know I didn’t, Kiameron. What did he say? What did he tell you?” 
 
    “Nonsense.” 
 
    “Tell me anyway.” 
 
    “He told me to search for the talisman, that it was calling to me, and that I needed to find it before Gava did. Niron and Bismyval were there. So were you, but you changed into him.” He jabbed a finger at the painting. “You were all telling me to listen for its call. And the damnedest part was I thought I felt something.” 
 
    “Who’s Bismyval?” 
 
    Kai waved an impatient hand and continued his pacing. “The ambassador from Zenoradel. It doesn’t matter.” 
 
    “It may and it may not.” 
 
    “I had to have seen that painting here, somewhere.” 
 
    “It has always been in my room, Kiameron.” 
 
    “No! No, you must have had it out in the other part of the house. That’s the only explanation.” 
 
    “There is another.” 
 
    “Another what?” 
 
    “Explanation.” 
 
    “NO!” Kai knew he sounded hysterical, but he couldn’t help it. Nothing made sense, even when he was getting the answers he’d thought he wanted. “There is no other explanation. Eldon is a myth. And if he isn’t, he’s dead. That’s all. I saw his picture when I came here before and I dreamed of him. That’s why.” 
 
    “Then why are you so upset?” 
 
    Kai halted in mid-stride and stared at the old wizard. 
 
    “Why are you so upset if this is all easily explained, Kiameron?” 
 
    “I don’t know and I don’t care.” He shoved past the stunned wizard and headed for the door. Once there he paused and glanced back. “Do you hear me, Tafoya? I don’t care. I don’t want to be mixed up in your insanity.” 
 
    With that he fled Tafoya’s house. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 6 
 
      
 
    Cy stood at the windows that lined all sides of the command chamber and gazed down on the masses – the Human slaves his uncle called Gavistra. As they did every day, they knelt now to receive Gava’s benediction. Some of the Gavistra swayed crazily, others muttered nonsense to themselves, and some simply sat and stared into the abyss that had become their lives. 
 
    Ringed around them in measured, prescribed intervals were the Gaviston, armed and ready to put down any dissenters. Flanking the metallic monsters were the Orahim, the strange, serpentine creatures that Gava had long ago enslaved, forcing them to fill out his military ranks. It was a tenuous enslavement. Cy often wondered if the Orahim might be used against Gava. Currently, they watched the proceedings with half-frightened, half-wild expressions. 
 
    Finally, there was Gava himself, pontificating as he so enjoyed doing. 
 
    Cy had to give the old bastard credit. He had them all in thrall. In theory, he ought to be easy to overpower, but in practice...no one dared to thwart him. 
 
    Not that Cy really gave a damn. The Gaviston were as good as dead anyway, mindless, soulless beasts of burden. The Orahim were too alien to feel any kinship toward, and the Gavistra...he’d stopped feeling any sympathy for them when his mother died. 
 
    “Choked up with pity for the slaves?” 
 
    Cy’s back teeth ground together at the sound of that single hated voice, but instead, he cast a provoking smile over his shoulder. “Actually, I was surveying my uncle’s empire.” 
 
    Erram’s smile turned into a grimace of like hatred. 
 
    “It’s quite impressive, really. And just imagine, it’ll all be mine someday.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t start packing your possessions for a move yet,” sneered the smaller man. 
 
    Cy began strolling toward the door. “Of course not, that would be your job.” As he pulled the door open, the noise of the Gavistra chants assailed him. He forced himself to ignore the sound. 
 
    “He’s having you followed.” 
 
    Cy halted and turned slowly around. “Of course he is. He’d be a fool to do otherwise. He’s many things, Erram, but I’ve never taken him for a fool. You...” He shrugged and turned back around. “You are another matter entirely.” 
 
    Closing the door at his back, he didn’t wait for Erram’s response, but crossed the narrow walkway that ran out over the main chamber floor. 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    Kai tried to blend himself with the soldiers waiting for their turn to spar with the military trainer. His mind wasn’t really on the drills. He’d completed the morning stretches and calisthenics mechanically because they had been a routine part of his life since he was twelve, but dueling with an opponent required a concentration he didn’t feel up to this day. 
 
    Sometimes Jurgon ignored him as if to prove the crown prince meant no more to him than any other man. Kai hoped today would be such a day. 
 
    He couldn’t forget the previous night with Tafoya. For some reason he felt betrayed by the only person who he’d thought understood him. Tafoya should have told him he’d trained the most famous Stravad on the planet. It was one of those little pieces of information anyone would expect a confidant to share. Little? Hell, this was one monumental omission. 
 
    “Here, hold onto this,” said Grondi next to him, handing him the light uniform jacket he was wearing over his training clothes. 
 
    Kai blinked at the jacket in confusion, then glanced up into Grondi’s face. The soldier shook the jacket a little and motioned toward where Jurgon waited in the middle of the training arena. 
 
    Kai took the jacket, feeling foolish. He hadn’t even heard Jurgon call Grondi’s name. If he wasn’t careful, Jurgon would call on him just for inattention. Slinging Grondi’s jacket over his shoulder, he ran his hand through his hair and blinked his eyes to wake himself.  
 
    Grondi took his position across from Jurgon. Although Jurgon was a head shorter than Grondi, he was a formidable opponent. In the first place, he’d been dueling and training for the last twenty-five years. No one knew the points of sword play better than he did. In the second place, Jurgon didn’t mind using any means available to win a skirmish. 
 
    He justified his somewhat brutal training practices by informing his pupils that their opponents in a real battle would do likewise and it was best to be prepared for everything, including dirty fighting. Kai understood the argument, even if he abhorred the practice and the man. 
 
    Jurgon wasn’t an easy man to like. He was smug and shallow. His entire world revolved around fighting and he expected every other able bodied male to feel the same. Things such as music and poetry were reserved only for women and men whose masculinity was thereby suspect. 
 
    The only reason Kai hadn’t fallen into that category was because he never flinched from meeting Jurgon in battle. That isn’t to say he never ducked out on his training regimen altogether at times, but when called upon to meet the smaller man in the center of the arena, Kai never faltered. He disliked Jurgon just that much – at least enough to desire giving him the thrashing of his life. 
 
    To date Jurgon had never gotten such a thrashing, although Kai had given it his all countless times. Kai had to give the villain credit. He was very good at what he did, and a damn sight better than the crown prince ever wished to be.  
 
    Kai’s brows rose in appreciation as he watched the younger, taller soldier force the military trainer into a defensive maneuver. Jurgon was breathing heavily now and sweating profusely. The clash of the two men’s swords was loud and they occasionally struck sparks off one another. 
 
    From the corner of his eyes, Kai saw his father and Bismyval exit the castle and move to the edge of the arena, speaking quietly to one another so as not to distract the combatants. Kai wished he could blend in more completely than ever. He had no desire to speak with his father and especially no desire to speak with the confounding emissary that forced himself into the prince’s dreams. 
 
    A groan rose from the gathered soldiers. Kai’s grey eyes whipped back to the arena. Jurgon had disarmed Grondi. The soldier looked a little bewildered by his change in fortune and more than a little wary of the sword pressed into the hollow of his throat. Here was where Jurgon was often most dangerous. 
 
    Not that he’d ever killed any of his trainees, but some had been badly wounded during a session such as this. Ferenc said it was the price you paid for genius, but Kai figured it was more likely the price you paid for insanity. 
 
    Tension hummed around the arena as the moments ticked past in silence. Grondi knew better than to move, his hands extended to the sides, his palms facing his opponent. Jurgon’s face was contorted, beads of sweat chasing each other down either temple and dropping off the tip of his hooked nose. 
 
    The end of the sword had begun to tremble with the tension of the moment, dancing just beneath Grondi’s jaw. Kai felt his hands curl into fists as his power rose within him. Faced with an anxious situation, Kai’s birthright always responded without his realizing it until it was nearly too late to choke it back under control. 
 
    Tamping down on the power within him, he shrugged off Grondi’s jacket and gripped his sword hilt tighter. He wasn’t even sure what he was going to do until he was already moving. “Come, Jurgon, show me that move again. You struck so rapidly, I hardly saw the blur of motion.” 
 
    A nervous round of laughter filtered through the soldiers. Even Ferenc managed a small chuckle. The ruse had the desired effect. It distracted Jurgon and broke the moment. The bloodlust drained from his taut features. Grondi too relaxed. 
 
    “Is this a challenge, milord?” asked the military trainer with mock humility. He placed the tip of his sword in the dust at their feet as if it were of absolutely no importance to him whatsoever. 
 
    Kai forced a tight smile. He hoped Jurgon had gotten over his thirst for blood because the prince knew he wasn’t in his finest form today. 
 
    Grondi bumped him in the shoulder as he passed. “Watch yourself,” he muttered under his breath. 
 
    Kai gave him an imperceptible nod, then took position before his instructor, drawing his sword from its sheath. It gleamed cold and deadly in the fall afternoon sunlight. 
 
    “I wouldn’t presume to challenge you, Sergeant Jurgon,” said Kai, dropping into the crouch Jurgon had hammered into him for years. “Especially after you disarmed one of our finest soldiers. I’d simply like to see the move again up close.” 
 
    Jurgon wiped the sweat off his forehead with the sleeve of his tunic. Not that it would have much effect to stop the deluge already puddling there. Kai hid his grimace of distaste. The man’s shirtsleeves were yellowed by his own perspiration. 
 
    Jurgon made an elaborate flourish with his sword, then took position. “The only way I’ll show you that move is while I’m disarming you, milord.” 
 
    “But of course,” answered Kai, lifting himself on the balls of his feet and feeling for his balance. 
 
    Jurgon struck before he’d sufficiently gained it, which was what the prince had expected. Jurgon always said an opponent in battle wouldn’t wait for you to be prepared. 
 
    Sparks flew from the first clash of metal. The onlookers groaned and straightened in appreciation. Kai didn’t have Grondi’s finesse or talent, but he had an intense dislike of the military trainer and often that made for an interesting, if sloppy battle. 
 
    The soldiers knew about the rivalry. They also knew that Jurgon didn’t like his crown prince. In fact, the only one oblivious to the ill feelings between the two men was the king himself. 
 
    For his part, Kai forgot the spectators on all sides of them. The moment he and Jurgon had struck, he knew this fight was different. Kai couldn’t blame the military trainer for disliking him. Kai knew he’d thumbed his nose at the man more times than he cared to remember. In fact, he’d used the negative feelings between them in this intervention on Grondi’s behalf. Nothing could turn Jurgon away from his current opponent except a more hated one to face. Kai knew he held that position unchallenged. 
 
    Still he wondered if Jurgon really meant him harm this time. 
 
    Jurgon was laying in with every ounce of strength in his body. Kai’s arm was becoming numb and his fingers were beginning to tingle.  
 
    Jurgon usually played the role of the defender, never the opposite. In every training session Kai could remember, Jurgon had always encouraged him to be the aggressor. He said it was the best way for a young soldier to learn how dangerous his opponent could be when he was defending his life rather than trying to take yours. Today was not the same. Today Jurgon was the aggressor. 
 
    Kai found himself in the unfamiliar position of dancing backward to avoid the wildly swinging blows aimed at him. The swords were no longer sparking because Kai was using the broad edge of his to ward off the blows that rained down with increasing frequency. Backing into the thin rope that encircled the arena, Kai glanced into Jurgon’s face. 
 
    If he was even aware of where he was, Kai couldn’t be sure. Spittle sprayed out of the man’s mouth and his eyes were wild with the fever of battle. Even the veins in his neck were bulging. 
 
    The prince was momentarily distracted by the muttering of the other soldiers. They’d noticed the change in the battle now. 
 
    Grasping the rope in one hand, Kai threw his heavier weight into the military trainer, catching the man’s sword at the hilt and preventing himself from being impaled. Jurgon had often told him not to back himself into an indefensible position. Having the uncertain support of the rope at his back seemed indefensible and he wanted to move into the more open part of the arena. 
 
    He was a good twenty pounds heavier than his opponent and his attack was unexpected. Jurgon stumbled and was forced into the center of the arena, but before Kai could circle around him and gain the position he sought, the military trainer roared in rage and swung. 
 
    It was only by sheer luck that the prince was able to block the blow before it sank into the back of his right knee. The metal screamed and the men were thrown up against each other. Kai met Jurgon’s eye and knew in that moment that for Jurgon this was no longer a drill. 
 
    Stumbling away from the trainer, he glanced around, wondering how he was going to get out of this situation if Grondi or the other soldiers didn’t take it into their heads to intervene. 
 
    “Stand!” screamed the trainer, spraying spittle. 
 
    Kai’s attention snapped back to him in time to raise his sword and meet the punishing down-strike of Jurgon’s blade. The blow was staggering, sheering Kai’s sword from his hand and dropping the prince to one knee beneath him. Kai grabbed Jurgon’s wrist, halting his blade, then reached for his other wrist before he could wrench free. The edge of the blade moved closer to Kai’s face. The prince glanced between it and the crazed expression on the trainer’s face. Losing his feet had been a bad turn of events. Now Jurgon had the advantage of momentum and weight. 
 
    “Jurgon!” came the King’s thunderous command, but the trainer heard nothing. 
 
    Kai’s hands slipped in the sweat on the trainer’s arms and the tip of the blade snapped up, slicing into his left forearm. The initial pain was enough to goad the prince. He slammed upward with his shoulders and unseated the trainer, knocking him backward, then he reared to his feet and backed away, clamping a hand over the wound in his arm. 
 
    “Jurgon!” screamed the King. 
 
    Kai caught the motion of the soldiers starting into the arena to interfere, but Jurgon lunged at him. Later Kai realized he hadn’t thought about defending himself, he just did. Even as Jurgon lifted his sword, Kai’s attention focused on it. 
 
    The sword was wrenched from the trainer’s hand and flipped into the air, spiraling end over end until it struck the ground and stuck, vibrating from the impact. 
 
    All motion ceased. 
 
    Shock replaced the bloodlust in the trainer’s face, then horror. Kai’s gaze shifted to the soldiers. They were all staring at him as if he’d just sprouted a second head, including Grondi. Bismyval’s mouth gaped and the king’s face was the worst to behold. He’d gone ashen. 
 
    Kai straightened to his full height and exhaled his held breath. Instinctively he knew this was worse than when he’d sent nurses running in panic because he’d made a toy float into his grasp. This time there was no denying that something had happened that never should have been possible in the first place. And there was no way his father was going to wave this transgression away with a cute gambit. Better to have been impaled on Jurgon’s blade. 
 
    Tightening his grip on the bleeding wound in his forearm, he turned his back on the stunned military trainer. It didn’t occur to him that this was a risky gamble. He was certain Jurgon wouldn’t be coming after him with any weapon from this day forward. 
 
    It wasn’t the first time Kai had taken a psychokinetic shortcut during training; it was simply the most flagrant. 
 
    Ducking under the rope, he glanced at his father. Ferenc wasn’t even looking at him. In fact, he was staring at the still-quivering sword as if he’d never seen one before. Bismyval, however, was watching him with a mixture of awe and horror. Kai drew a deep breath and released it, then turned away. There were no words anywhere to make this situation all right. It was beyond fixing. 
 
    And truth be told, Kai was not distraught that his secret was now out in the open. 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    Gava’s chilling white eyes opened. “Aha,” he whispered. 
 
    Erram leaned forward in his chair. Cy turned from studying one of the many maps on the walls. This map had black circles around the various parts of Loden Gava had already razed. There was little map left untouched. 
 
    His eyes lowered to the man sitting as always behind the desk. It struck Cy that many hours were spent just so, watching Gava while in trance. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    Erram hissed at him, waving him off with an impatient hand. 
 
    Cy’s brows rose. Striding to his usual seat, he slumped into it and curled his fingers around the arms. It struck him that he couldn’t think of one single reason why he was here. More disturbing was the fact that he could think of a good many reasons to leave. So why didn’t he? 
 
    After his mother had died, he’d stayed on because he was so weighed down with grief and guilt he couldn’t think beyond the next sunrise. That grief had dulled over time. He denied the guilt, any guilt. It was a waste of time. 
 
    But so was this. He had no interest in watching Gava topple Loden. Once he’d felt a righteous anger on behalf of those his uncle enslaved, but the lessons he’d learned at his mother’s knee had been beaten out of him years ago. Ironically, he’d stopped caring about anyone else, even himself, because of his mother. 
 
    Fighting for her life, degrading himself daily, hourly, had taken all of his will, his morality, and his strength. And when she’d died, she’d taken the only thing he had left – his heart. He had to agree with Gava on one thing. Love was a wasted emotion, and one he had no intention of letting cloud his mind again. 
 
    So the question remained. Why did he stay? 
 
    Somewhere in the remote part of his mind he realized he stayed because Gava would have him killed if he ran away, but if he were honest with himself, he had to admit he didn’t really care if he lost his life.  
 
    He shifted his attention to Gava’s staring eyes. Slowly the maniacal dictator blinked, and then his gaze came into focus. They stared at each other in silence for an excruciatingly long moment. A smile curved the lines of Cy’s mouth. Gava was trying to probe his mind, divine his thoughts. For a moment Cy thought he might let him glimpse just a little of what he’d been thinking, but he quickly changed his mind. Thwarting Gava was one of the few pleasures left to him. 
 
    “Well?” 
 
    Gava’s eyes continued to search his face. “Four days.” 
 
    Cy exhaled in annoyance. “You’re going to make me sit here for another four days before you tell me what you want?” 
 
    “Do you fear nothing?” asked Gava in his coldly smooth voice. 
 
    Cy shrugged. 
 
    Erram was shivering with expectation. Cy wished he had a bone to toss in his direction, anything to occupy the salivating bastard. 
 
    Cy came to a decision. He was getting out of here. It didn’t matter where he went, as long as it was on the other side of the planet from Gava.  
 
    “Erram’s going to blow a vessel if you don’t enlighten us.” 
 
    Gava’s fist came down on the desk with a resounding thud. Despite himself, Cy jumped. It didn’t assuage his pride any that Erram nearly vaulted into Gava’s lap. 
 
    Gava lifted his hand and curled it into another fist. “In four days time, I will have both the talisman and Eldon’s heir. Today I have felt both. The one is young, untutored, but his power is great. I can use that power and it will soon be mine. My army is already moving to strike. At nightfall four days from now, the protectorate of DiNolfol will be no more.” 
 
    Despite the cloak of apathy Cy draped himself in, he felt all blood drain from his face, leaving him chilled. 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    Fleeing into the streets of DiNolfol was so reflexive, Kai wandered aimlessly for a good hour before he realized he didn’t know where he was going. At first, instinct had directed him to Tafoya, but he’d stopped himself within a block of the wizard’s cottage. It was far enough away to keep him from caving in on his resolve. 
 
    He’d thought to hunt out Maleki and Barievon, but he didn’t relish explaining what had happened at the castle only to see the same look mirrored on their faces that had been plastered all over every soldier at the time. Besides, he didn’t doubt Grondi would fill them in. 
 
    He would have welcomed the castle guards because they’d force him to face what he’d done, but he was sure this was one time his father was glad he’d slipped away. 
 
    So, in the end, he wound up in front of the house Saria shared with her aunt and her aunt’s three children. Standing across the street from it, he studied the neat cottage with its pink print curtains on the windows and bright flowerbeds beneath the porch. He was tired, he was confused, and his arm hurt, but he didn’t know how to approach Saria without her thinking him completely daft. 
 
    Then there was her aunt to contend with also. The woman had made it clear to Kai and Saria both that she didn’t appreciate the crown prince’s attention. Kai understood her reasoning. Common-born women often wound up as concubines, not wives, when royalty began showing them attention. She didn’t want such an arrangement for her niece. 
 
    Still, Kai didn’t know where else to go. More importantly, he didn’t want to be anywhere else at the moment. Which is why he crossed the street and opened the gate. 
 
    He knocked before his better judgment could prevail. There was some commotion on the inside and the drape beside the door moved as a small face peered out. Kai forced a smile, but the face disappeared as quickly as it appeared. 
 
    After a moment’s wait, the door eased open and Saria looked out. Kai smiled despite his miserable mood. Something about looking at her pretty features always made him feel better. 
 
    “Do you have a moment?” 
 
    She glanced behind her, then turned back to face him. “Of course, my lor...” 
 
    He held up his hand to forestall any reminder of who he was. She saw the hastily tied bandage on his arm and her look became alarmed. 
 
    “You’re hurt?” 
 
    He shook his head. “It’s a scratch. I...” 
 
    “Just wait there,” she said as she ducked back inside and shut the door. 
 
    Kai rocked on his heels and glanced up and down the street. In truth, he felt foolish. He knew his father would have a fit if he found him standing on the porch of a commoner’s house, waiting. Closing his eyes on his own misery, he turned away and wandered to the porch railing, gripping it in his hands. Eldon’s star, would he ever figure out his place in the world? Not one person in DiNolfol thought he belonged here. In fact, no one else in the entire protectorate had any confusion about his place in their society, except that which he caused by thumbing his nose at the social hierarchy. Why couldn’t he just accept it the same way? Why did he have to make things more difficult for himself than they needed to be? 
 
    The door opened behind him and he turned to see Saria coming out of the house, burdened down with a basket. He lifted his brows in question, but she nodded toward the bench beneath the front window of the cottage. 
 
    He made a regal motion for her to precede him, then halted and curled his fingers into a fist. Some trappings of nobility had been deeply trained into him. If only he could let the desire to be anything else die within him also. 
 
    “How did you hurt yourself?” she asked as she settled on the bench and set about arranging the contents of the basket beside her. Kai took the remaining space and braced his elbows on his thighs. 
 
    “It’s a long story.” He fingered a vial, but she waved his hand away. He smiled at the distracted motion, but she glanced up in horror, her eyes widening when she realized what she’d done. 
 
    “I’m sorry...” 
 
    “Please, Saria. Can you let me forget for one moment who I am?” 
 
    He saw her eyes fill with pity, but he didn’t want her pity. He wanted her to understand, just once, truly understand the conflict within him. 
 
    She chewed on her lower lip a moment in uncertainty, then her eyes dropped to his arm again. “Can I see it?” 
 
    He shrugged, but held his arm out for her. She unwound the bandage, then gasped in shock. 
 
    “This is a knife wound. How did you get it?” 
 
    “Training.” 
 
    “You cause this kind of damage to each other in training?” 
 
    Kai watched her fuss with the vials and clean bandages some more. “Not usually.” 
 
    She opened a vial and smeared the contents directly into the wound. Immediately it began to burn. Kai jerked his arm away. 
 
    “Ow! That hurts!” 
 
    She scowled at him as if he were one of her students. “It also prevents infection.” 
 
    He grimaced and flexed the muscles in his forearm. “I’ll bet. It burns it right out along with the rest of my arm.” 
 
    She grabbed his wrist again. “Stop acting like a child!” she scolded. 
 
    He couldn’t help the bark of laughter that escaped him. She glanced up in surprise, then her cheeks colored when she realized what she’d just said. 
 
    “My lord,” she finished as she unwound the clean bandages and began wrapping the wound once more. 
 
    He smiled at her and enjoyed the fading rays of sunlight that danced in her hair. Looking away again, it struck him that the risks his father was taking in the name of his pride were too great. DiNolfol and her people had to be protected. 
 
    A lump formed in his throat. Memories of the dreams he’d had of DiNolfol burning came back to him. Lifting his eyes to the line of trees that marked the Karhartadon, he let the images flood his mind, along with them the memory of the serpent and the green light. 
 
    It’s there. 
 
    What? 
 
    The talisman. 
 
    You’ll need to search for it. 
 
    It’s imperative you find it before he does. 
 
    Time is running out. You have to face the truth, Kiameron. 
 
    “Time’s running out.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    He blinked and glanced down at Saria. Opening his mouth to answer, he realized he didn’t know where to begin. She studied his face a moment, then began repacking the healing kit. 
 
    “You didn’t just come here for me to patch you up, did you?” 
 
    She’d cut to the heart of the matter as she always did. He realized it was one of the things he liked best about her. 
 
    “Not exactly,” he said, resting his elbows on his thighs again. “I did something stupid and I’m not sure how to make it better.” He paused and glanced at his clasped hands. “Or if I want to.” 
 
    “Are you sure you should be talking to me, my lord?” she said as she placed the basket at her feet. 
 
    “I can’t think of any place I’d rather be, or anyone else I’d rather be with.” He gave her a wane smile and she returned it. 
 
    “So what stupid thing did you do?” 
 
    He gave another bark of laughter. “I disarmed the military trainer.” 
 
    She frowned. “I realize I’m not educated in such things, but isn’t that what you’re supposed to do?” 
 
    “Not the way I did it.” 
 
    “Which is how?” 
 
    “I...well...I...” 
 
    Saria’s expression grew alarmed. “Good lord, you didn’t kill him, did you?” 
 
    “No, no, I didn’t kill him.” He hesitated and looked out into the quiet street. “I disarmed him with a thought.” 
 
    Saria didn’t recoil, she didn’t gasp, she simply sat stock-still and stared at him for a tension filled moment. Kai realized he was holding his breath. After awhile, she said, “Like the Stravad in Temeron?” 
 
    Kai nodded. Another moment of silence passed between them, then she shrugged. “I don’t see why that’s such a problem.” 
 
    Kai blinked, his eyes shifting to her unconcerned expression. “What?” 
 
    “Such things happen. You had to protect yourself.” 
 
    “Yes, but...” And because Kai could see so many problems with it, he suddenly couldn’t speak. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    He shook his head in confusion. “You don’t seem surprised?” 
 
    “I’m not, not really. It isn’t as if there haven’t been rumors.” 
 
    “What rumors?” 
 
    “Well, I never believed them. I thought they were just that, rumors, but for years people have been talking about strange things that happen at the castle, things that moved when they shouldn’t have. Like I said, it’s not unheard of.” 
 
    “Here it is! With me it is!” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Because both of my parents are Human and neither of them have even the slightest inclination in that direction, and secondly, because my father has worked hard to keep such rumors from happening. You’ve no idea the lengths he’s gone to to keep his people from knowing his son is a freak!” 
 
    Saria’s expression became pitying again. “I don’t think he believes you’re a freak.” 
 
    Kai closed his eyes and turned away from her. “That’s exactly what he thinks, Saria, and after today, everyone in DiNolfol will now know it’s true.” Shaking his head, he stared out at the streets he loved so well. “You’ve no idea how bad this is. With everything as tense as it is, all this talk of war, the people of DiNolfol don’t need any other worries, especially those that have to do with their leadership. It would have been better to let Jurgon run me through than use my power against him.” 
 
    “I can’t believe anyone thinks that. A lot of people have Stravad blood somewhere in their ancestry. It isn’t such a strange thing.” 
 
    Kai turned to face her again. “You don’t understand, Saria.” 
 
    “Then explain it to me so I can.” 
 
    Kai touched the center of his chest, the exact spot where the green light pierced him in his dreams. “What I feel inside isn’t explained by some errant Stravad blood somewhere in the genetic line. According to Tafoya, it’s greater than most he’s ever seen.” 
 
    “Your power?” 
 
    Kai nodded. “Sometimes it feels like I can’t control it. Today I couldn’t. It reacted without my even realizing it. All my life I’ve felt like I didn’t belong, like there’s something wrong with me. My parents must feel the same way because we’ve never talked about it, not directly, and whenever I’ve questioned them, they shut down immediately.” 
 
    “How can you deny what’s inside of you?” 
 
    “That’s only one of the problems facing me. I’m not sure I can, but I don’t think Im ready to face all that this entails, or all that Tafoya seems to think it entails.” 
 
    “And what’s that?” 
 
    Kai pushed himself to his feet. “Damned if I know.” He walked to the rail and gripped it again. “It’s more than being able to move things I shouldn’t. I also have dreams.” 
 
    She didn’t say the obvious, that everyone has dreams, and for that he was grateful. 
 
    “Terrible dreams.” 
 
    “Have they come true?” 
 
    He turned and placed his back to the rail, leaning against it. “Not yet, but if they do...” 
 
    She looked frightened now. “What are they about?” 
 
    He drew a deep breath and exhaled. He hoped like hell the dreams meant nothing, but if they did, he supposed being forewarned was better than the opposite. “They’re about DiNolfol’s destruction.” 
 
    Saria swallowed. “By Gaviston?” 
 
    He nodded. 
 
    She looked down. 
 
    He moved back to the bench and took a seat beside her. “Saria, you’ve got to know I’ll do everything in my power to prevent that from happening.” 
 
    “Have you told your father about these dreams?” 
 
    He shook his head. 
 
    “You’ve got to, you’ve got to tell him. What if they’re real? What if it’s part of your gift?” 
 
    “Some gift.” 
 
    “It is if it saves people’s lives.” 
 
    Kai stared at her unblinking for a moment. 
 
    You have to face the truth, Kiameron. It waits for you. Listen and you can hear the call. It waits in the Karhartadon. 
 
    He was certain his father was a lost cause, but she had a point. He ought to at least make some effort to tell him about the dreams. Maybe it would be enough to mobilize him, make him accept the alliance with Zenoradel and Trendaria. It was at least worth a shot. 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    Ferenc was in his private parlor, sitting behind his desk, when Kai worked up enough courage to return to the castle. The king was studying a folder by himself. Kai figured it was the first time in months his father was alone, no retainers, no wife, no children. 
 
    He stood for a moment in the doorway, watching him. He was reluctant to break the man’s solitude. It was hard won and Kai didn’t think he was going to have much more any time in the near future. 
 
    When Kai was a boy, he’d always taken comfort in the strong, commanding presence of his father. He realized he’d had frightening dreams even then, but the dreams never made much sense. When he’d been most afraid, he’d looked to his father and found courage. If his father could protect an entire kingdom, he certainly ought to be able to safeguard one small boy. How ignorant he’d been! 
 
    Ferenc couldn’t protect him anymore. Most disturbing of all, Ferenc couldn’t...wouldn’t protect his own kingdom. The prince was beginning to believe you could measure a man’s intelligence in direct response to his pride. The greater the pride, the less intelligence. 
 
    Such prideful ignorance had to end tonight. 
 
    The prince stepped into the room and shut the door behind him. Ferenc didn’t bother to look up from his folder, a fact that didn’t bode well for this conversation. Perhaps weariness bolstered his resolve, but Kai knew a confrontation was inevitable. 
 
    “Father?” 
 
    Ferenc flipped a page and continued reading. 
 
    Kai folded his arms over his chest. “Father, we need to talk.” 
 
    “I’m busy, boy, come back later.” 
 
    “No!” 
 
    The silence was broken by the crackling of the fire in the fireplace. Ferenc didn’t move, Kai didn’t move. Finally, the king lifted his dark eyes from his reading and met his son’s stare. 
 
    “What did you say?” 
 
    “We need to talk and you’re not going to send me away.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t...” 
 
    “There’s the problem. You don’t, Mother doesn’t, I don’t. No one in this kingdom dares to breathe a word about it, but it isn’t a secret. It hasn’t been for years.” 
 
    Ferenc’s eyes narrowed. “What are you babbling about?” 
 
    Kai moved closer to the desk. “I’m babbling about what happened today.” 
 
    The king flinched, then returned to shuffling through his papers. Kai stared at him in disbelief for a moment, but rage was replacing his shock. Dropping his eyes to the folder, he narrowed them imperceptibly. As if plucked from the desk by an invisible hand, the folder sailed from beneath the king’s fingers and the papers scattered across the carpeting. The folder struck a wall and fluttered to the floor. 
 
    The king jumped, then stared after it as if he couldn’t quite grasp what had happened. 
 
    Bracing his arms against the desk, Kai leaned close to his father. “Look at me, listen to me for one damn minute.” 
 
    Ferenc’s eyes snapped to his son’s face. There was a mixture of fear and confusion in the king’s expression. 
 
    “Why can’t you talk about this with me? Why can’t you accept that I’m not like everyone else and I never will be?” 
 
    “This is ridiculous.” 
 
    “Why? After today, I’m betting the entire kingdom is abuzz. If our people can discuss it, why can’t we?” 
 
    “Because there’s nothing to discuss!” 
 
    For a long moment the two of them stared at each other in disbelief. The rage and resolve bled from the prince, and he sank down in the chair across from his father.  
 
    Drawing a weary breath, he exhaled slowly. “How can there be nothing to discuss?” Ferenc looked like he was about to bolt. “Just tell me that. How can there be nothing to discuss between us?” 
 
    “Why do you always have to push everything so far? Why can’t you just be happy with things the way they are? Everyone else is.” 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    Ferenc opened his mouth to answer, but caught himself. He seemed to be waging an internal struggle between saying what he felt and saying what he thought was prudent. 
 
    “Who’s happy with things the way they are? We’re on the brink of war, but you won’t do one damn thing to prevent it.” 
 
    “How can you say that? I’m exploring our possibilities.” 
 
    Kai’s brows lifted. “Is that what you intend to tell Gava when he’s prepared to knock down our front gate – excuse me, but would you mind waiting. I’m exploring possibilities.” 
 
    “Don’t mock me!” 
 
    “Then don’t dismiss me. I’m not pushing anything. I think I have a right to ask questions, like why am I different from everyone else here in DiNolfol? You want me to be one thing, but something inside of me prevents it. Why?” 
 
    “It’s that Stravad wizard. He’s putting these ideas in your head.” 
 
    Kai jumped to his feet, slamming into the desk as he stood. Ferenc started back, but Kai ignored him as he paced away. Turning abruptly, he faced his father again. 
 
    “This isn’t about Tafoya. This isn’t about anyone but you and me. Why won’t you talk about this power that I have? Why won’t you even admit it’s there?” 
 
    “I think I have.” 
 
    “No, you make cute excuses for why I can do things I shouldn’t, but you’ve never once asked me how I feel about being able to do these things.” 
 
    “What do you want from me?” 
 
    “I want you to be a father, I want you to show some concern for something other than your pride.” 
 
    Ferenc recoiled, all blood draining from his face. 
 
    “I have dreams, Father, pretty horrifying dreams about DiNolfol being burnt to the ground. I don’t think we have much time. I know we don’t have time to solve what is between us, but for once, think of someone...something other than yourself. Think of your kingdom, your people. Sign this alliance with Zenoradel and get an army built. If you don’t, I’m afraid the consequences will be beyond any of our imaginings.” 
 
    The king rose to his feet. “How dare you...” 
 
    “I have to. Someone has to wake you up. Your pride isn’t going to save anyone, not even yourself. You’re too afraid to sign this alliance, but you stand to lose the very thing you think you’re protecting and that’s your kingship. If DiNolfol falls, so does your empire. What good does any of this do you then!” 
 
    “Don’t speak to me like some insolent cur! I am still your father and your king!” He gave a bitter bark of laughter. “I’m supposed to sign the death warrant to my reign because you’ve had a few scary dreams! Good land, boy, are you mad! This isn’t some game of intrigue, and you aren’t DiNolfol’s hero in waiting. You might be able to play some worthless wizard games and float paper through the air, but that’s where it ends.” 
 
    He came around the desk and moved before the stunned prince. “You aren’t anything, boy. You might hold the title of crown prince, but there it ends. You want to know why you have the ability to play stupid wizard games, well, I don’t know. Maybe because you spend so damn much time at it. Maybe I’d be able to conjure dragons if I wasted as much time at it as you do, but the fact remains the same – you have nothing that anyone else doesn’t have. You are nothing more than what I’ve warned you all along you were becoming and that is only a wizard’s toy! So take your silly dreams and your tricks and leave the business of ruling kingdoms to those who understand the dynamics of it – namely me!” 
 
    Kai stared into his father’s face. He blinked slowly and opened his mouth to speak, but it occurred to him that there was really nothing left to say. Rather than feeling furious and outraged, he realized he was numb. He knew he’d be hurt by his father’s accusations later, but right now he felt as if he’d run smack into an unmoving wall. And right now he was too tired to attempt breaking it down. 
 
    “So be it,” he said, shaking his head wearily. Turning on his heel, he headed toward the door without looking back. All he wanted at this moment was a few hours of sleep, a few hours of dreamless sleep with any luck. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 7 
 
      
 
    DiNolfol was burning. The air above the city was red with fire, flames leaping above the tallest houses, chasing plumes of smoke skyward. Kai found himself standing on a hill he didn’t recognize, staring down at it all, his heart in his throat. 
 
    It was too late. Nothing could save his father’s kingdom now. Nothing. 
 
    “It didn’t have to be this way,” said a voice behind him. 
 
    Kai turned slowly; in fact, every move seemed painfully slow, including the dancing flames devouring the city beneath him. The dark haired Stravad from his dreams was standing there – the same man Tafoya claimed to be Eldon, a legend, the most famous Stravad in all of Loden. 
 
    “Who are you?” 
 
    The man’s piercing blue eyes shifted to him and away. Striding to a spot at the prince's elbow, he looked down into the protectorate. “You know who I am,” he said. 
 
    Kai narrowed his eyes. “I’m sick of riddles with no answers.” 
 
    The man extended his hand, motioning at the flames. “How many more DiNolfols must there be before you face the truth?” 
 
    The rage inside of the prince burned. “You’re the hero, the living legend. Why don’t you do something about it?” 
 
    The blue eyes swung up and pinned Kai. “I can’t. This isn’t my battle.” 
 
    “But it’s mine?” 
 
    Eldon didn't answer, but his eyes were unwavering. 
 
    “Why? Why is this my fight?” 
 
    “Because I chose you.” 
 
    “I don’t accept.” 
 
    “You weren’t given that choice.” The blue eyes swung out over the city. “You can save the rest. You can make that choice. No one else has to suffer what happened here.” 
 
    All of the anger and frustration the prince had been feeling centered on this man. “I don’t want any part of this. None of it.” 
 
    Eldon didn’t seem to hear him. Striding to the very edge of the hill, he pointed into the distance where the darkness of the forest met the angry red of the dying city. Kai’s eyes shifted to where the man pointed. 
 
    Rising out of the forest was the serpent of his nightmares, its mouth agape. Upward the serpent climbed until it dwarfed the trees sheltering it. Turning in the direction Eldon pointed, it opened its mouth again and belched green light. 
 
    Kai stumbled back and tripped, landing on his backside. The light careened through the darkness, cleaving a path across the blazing backdrop of DiNolfol, and struck the prince in the center of his chest, pinioning him where he lay. 
 
    Kai gasped and tried to scream, but no sound left his mouth. 
 
    Turning slowly, Eldon’s blue eyes locked on the prince’s. “This is your choice, your destiny. Take it before it’s too late.” 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    “Master! Master, please wake up!” 
 
    Kai bolted upright, sending Niron scrambling away. His heart was pounding furiously. Glancing around, he realized he was in his own bedroom, in his own bed, and nothing was on fire. 
 
    Burying his face in his hands, he tried to slow his breathing. 
 
    “Are you all right, Master? You were crying out.” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” he gasped, squeezing his eyes shut tighter against the memory of the dream. “I’m sorry.” 
 
    “No need to be sorry, Master.” A hand touched Kai’s shoulder. “Here, try drinking some water.” 
 
    Kai looked up through his fingers. The expression on Niron’s face was a mixture of fear and concern. 
 
    Accepting the glass Niron held out to him, he was alarmed to see how badly his hand shook. Gulping the water, he closed his eyes again and tried to calm himself. He couldn’t go on like this. Something had to be done about these dreams, but more importantly, something had to be done about DiNolfol. 
 
    Handing the glass back to his servant, Kai threw aside his covers and slid his feet to the floor. Striding across the room, he realized that his legs were shaking. Reaching his wardrobe, he yanked the doors open and grabbed the first pair of pants he found. 
 
    Niron followed him. Kai turned abruptly, startling the little man, then reached out to catch his elbow and prevent him from falling. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Niron.” 
 
    “Stop saying that, Master. Just tell me what to do.” 
 
    Kai shook his head, raking his hand through his hair. “I wish I knew.” 
 
    “Was it another one of those dreams?” 
 
    Kai nodded, turning back to grab the first shirt his fingers encountered. He tugged it over his head, while he moved to a chair so he could pull on his boots. Again the Daman followed him. 
 
    “Are you going to see Master Tafoya?” 
 
    Kai sat down. Some of the frantic energy left him. “No,” he said, and realized it hurt to admit he couldn’t go to Tafoya anymore. “Tafoya can’t give me any answers.” He stared at the pattern of moonlight on the wooden floor of his bedroom. Shifting in the chair, he gazed out of the window and studied the line marking the Karhartadon. The call wasn’t as strong tonight as it had been on previous nights after the dreams. Turning away, he reached for his boot. “Actually, I think the answers are there in my dreams.” 
 
    Niron’s expression grew troubled. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “I think I need to go into the forest.” 
 
    “The Karhartadon?” 
 
    Kai nodded, then rose to his feet and retrieved his sword, strapping it around his waist. 
 
    Niron trailed him. “You can’t be serious, Master.” 
 
    Kai went back to the wardrobe and removed his heaviest cloak. “I am.” 
 
    “The Karhartadon?” 
 
    “Either that or go screaming mad. The Karhartadon is only slightly more preferable.” 
 
    “Alone?” 
 
    He hadn’t really thought about that. In fact, he hadn’t given any of this much thought, but he was driven by desperation to prevent his dreams from happening. He couldn’t accept that the weight of DiNolfol’s destruction would fall on him if he didn’t do something. 
 
    “Maybe I’ll ask Grondi to go. He’s skilled in such things. And if not him, perhaps I can get Maleki or Barievon to join me.” 
 
    “A reprobate and a stable hand, Master?” 
 
    Kai smiled, despite his frantic mood. “Maleki isn’t a reprobate. He’s just a bit of a rebel.” 
 
    Niron rolled his eyes. “Do forgive me. The distinction’s obvious.” 
 
    Kai couldn’t help but chuckle. Patting Niron’s shoulder, he turned for the door. “He isn’t as bad as all that and you know it.” 
 
    “I know how many times he got you into trouble.” 
 
    “He’s spirited.” 
 
    “He’s undisciplined, intractable, recalcitrant, and wild.” 
 
    “Okay, enough with the vocabulary lesson. What about Grondi?” 
 
    “He’s a chum of that other one, isn’t he?” 
 
    Kai glanced down both ends of the hallway. Finding everything quiet, he headed for the stairs. “All right, how about you?” 
 
    Niron stopped. “Me, Master?” 
 
    Kai chuckled and loped down the stairs, taking the first hallway that branched to the right. He remembered a map of the Karhartadon his father kept in the library. Throwing open the doors of the library, he came to a halt. Firelight danced across the paneled walls and for a moment the prince couldn’t catch his breath. A figure rose to its feet beside the fire and turned toward the door, but Kai’s gaze was riveted on the fire. Slowly he realized it was contained within the fireplace and not raging across the bookcases and furnishings. Inhaling to calm himself, he forced his hands to ease their death-grip on the doorknobs. 
 
    “My lord, I’m sorry if I’ve presumed too far, but I couldn’t sleep and I thought maybe something to read would do the trick.” 
 
    Kai released the knobs. Bismyval had moved forward, a book in his hand, his expression contrite. 
 
    “It’s fine. I’m sorry I burst in on you so rudely,” he said, forcing his voice to be level. 
 
    Bismyval shifted weight and studied him. “Are you having difficulty sleeping too?” His pale brown eyes made the circuit of Kai’s dress and disheveled appearance. 
 
    “Yes, actually quite frequently of late. I’m hoping to solve the problem tonight.” 
 
    Striding past the emissary, he went to the shelves housing the maps and pulled a stack down, carrying it to the closest table. The emissary followed him, and after watching him for a moment, he cleared his throat. 
 
    “Going on a journey?” 
 
    Kai glanced up, remembering the man, then shifted his eyes to Niron’s worried face. The Daman had followed his master across the library floor. “Yes.” 
 
    “Tonight?” 
 
    Kai didn’t bother to answer, but Niron spoke up. “Into the Karhartadon!” 
 
    “The Karhartadon?” echoed the emissary. 
 
    Kai grimaced, but tried to ignore them. 
 
    “He has dreams. In them, Eldon tells him to go into the Karhartadon after his talisman.” 
 
    Kai’s eyes snapped up to the Daman. Niron flinched. “That’s enough!” hissed the prince. 
 
    “Eldon? The Stravad Eldon?” 
 
    “It’s nothing,” said Kai. 
 
    Bismyval leaned on the table. “After what I saw today, I can’t believe it’s nothing. Have you told your father?” 
 
    “Yes, but he’s the one who informed me it’s nothing.” 
 
    “Fool,” hissed the emissary. When Kai glanced up at him, he colored. “I’m sorry.” 
 
    Kai shrugged. “I’ve said the same thing. Don’t worry about it.” 
 
    “Do you believe these dreams?” 
 
    Kai paused in his search again. He ran his thumb over the wrinkled lines on the map and drew a breath. “I’m beginning to believe them. You and I both know something is going to happen. If my father is this opposed to an alliance between himself and the other two kings, the fact that they have such an alliance convinces me things are worse than they seem. Wouldnt you agree?” 
 
    “Yes, my lord, such an alliance is the only way to meet Gava’s threat. Without it, I’m afraid all of Loden will fall to his dominion. I’ve seen what he’s capable of doing.” 
 
    Kai nodded. 
 
    “Maybe you’d tell me about your dreams, and what you think you might find in the Karhartadon?” 
 
    Kai studied the emissary’s pale features, then glanced at Niron. The Daman nodded. “What can it hurt, Master?” 
 
    Kai sighed, then shrugged. 
 
    He followed Bismyval to the chairs before the fire and forced himself to settle into one. At first he was reluctant to give too much away, but Bismyval was a patient listener and a perceptive man. It didn’t escape the prince’s notice either that he didn’t seem to be horrified by the display of power he’d seen earlier that afternoon. If anything, his lack of surprise caused Kai to open up until he told him everything, including what happened in his latest dream. 
 
    Beyond a few questions for clarification, the emissary made no interruptions. When the prince finished, he sat considering what he’d been told. Kai itched to return to his hunt, but he sensed Bismyval was on the brink of something, so he held his peace. 
 
    “Rather than ask one of the soldiers to go with you, why don’t I accompany you myself?” 
 
    “You?” 
 
    Bismyval smiled, showing no sign that he was offended by Kai’s response. “Of course. Didn’t I make it here without mishap? I’m well skilled in arms and I’m something of a navigator. Besides, I’m not making much progress here and it seems to me your father needs every able-bodied soldier at his disposal if we don’t find this talisman of yours.” 
 
    “You’re banking a lot on a bunch of Stravad superstition and some crazy dreams.” 
 
    Bismyval ran a hand over his mouth and chin. “Yes, my lord, but when you’ve searched out all the logical routes and they prove fruitless, desperate men will turn to less logical means. Actually, right now a little bit of Stravad magic would be quite welcome. I’m not sure traditional methods of warfare are going to win this one.” 
 
    Kai went still. This is not like any war Humans have ever fought. This one can’t be won by brute force. It’ll take something more – the legacy of Eldon reborn. Gazing into the fire, he nodded. “Well, Bismyval, one of us could well prove insane, but I’m willing to take you at your word.” Facing the man, he held out his hand. 
 
    Bismyval accepted it. “We may both be insane, but we live in an insane time, my lord. Thank you.” 
 
    “Insane would be the correct word,” said Niron behind them. “You can count me in as well, Master.” 
 
    Kai stared at the Daman in disbelief. The magnitude of his dedication was humbling. Finally, he found his voice. “Thank you, Niron,” he said. 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    While the prince searched for the map, Niron and Bismyval went to their rooms and packed some clothes. Niron also did the same for his master. 
 
    Kai met the Daman in the kitchen. While he studied the map and drank a cup of tea, Niron packed some stores for them. Bismyval had left the castle to see about horses, a task the prince frankly knew nothing about since he never saddled his own mount nor even selected one for himself. The emissary had also remarked about obtaining a couple of bedrolls. He told Kai something about needing other tools, but when he’d started reciting a list, the prince had stopped listening. Truthfully, Kai felt overwhelmed with the enormity of the task before him. And now as he watched the Daman bustle about the pantry, piling more and more into the center of the table, he realized there were a good many things he knew nothing about. 
 
    It was a sobering realization. 
 
    Gazing around the kitchen, it occurred to him that he couldn’t remember ever being in this room before. He knew where the door was that led to it, and when he’d been a child, he’d peeked inside out of curiosity, but he’d never sat at this table before. He hadn’t even known about the door beside the stove that led to the pantry. When Niron had opened it, the prince caught a glimpse of hanging hams and sacks labeled with flour, and casks and kegs and crockeries all holding necessary items used to make the meals he ate all of the time. 
 
    “Niron, do the cooks gather here for their meals?” 
 
    The Daman halted in the act of placing a ham in the center of the table. “Usually, Master. Sometimes the maids and guards and a few of the advisors.” 
 
    “They all eat here together?” Kai spread his hand out on the worn surface of the table, fingering a particularly deep, black gouge. “They must laugh and talk and share stories.” 
 
    Niron frowned at him. “Of course, Master. Are you all right?” 
 
    “I’m fine. Can I help?” 
 
    Niron gave him a horrified look. It went straight through the prince. In this situation, the servant felt the master would be more of a hindrance. In fact, Niron probably had horrifying images of the damage his master might wreck on his mother’s pantry if he were allowed to assist. 
 
    Kai forced a smile and waved the question away. Niron exhaled in relief and returned to sorting the goods. The situation gave the prince pause, however. How many times had he made fun of his sister for her snobbery when he was every bit as bad? 
 
    If every servant was suddenly taken from him, it occurred to Kai that he wouldn’t be able to function very well. His father told everyone he was king, but it was a title that meant less than nothing. 
 
    Kai had always prided himself on his ability to make friends with the commoners. He’d been impressed with his own lack of prejudice, but having tea every morning with one’s servant and sneaking away for adventure with a shopkeeper’s son didn’t actually qualify as understanding their lives. Their lives were his diversion. He could walk a different road, knowing always that when he got hungry or cold or tired, he could slip back on the mantle of nobility and go home. 
 
    His hand curled reflexively around the map. If he went through with this insane plan, there would be no going home. He would have to live it, but was he ready for the challenge? 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    Kai felt a moment of uncertainty as the Karhartadon closed in around them. When the horse snorted and danced beneath him, Kai had to fight to keep her under control. Usually rides were for recreation. This one was different and the animal knew it. The forest was different. 
 
    Gazing up at the towering shadows that would be trees in the daylight, Kai couldn’t stop the shiver that raced up his spine. The moment they’d entered the forest the entire atmosphere had changed. The darkness had been more complete. Moonlight and starlight couldn’t penetrate past the dense tangle of branches. Even the air felt heavier, denser, humid. 
 
    The Daman eased his horse closer to Kai’s side. The prince glanced at him in surprise. What protection did Niron think his master afforded him? Kai was as much out of his element as the Daman was. 
 
    Even Bismyval seemed anxious. Before they had gone very far, he glanced over at the prince. “Are you sure about this, my lord?” 
 
    “No, but I can’t think of any other alternative.” 
 
    The emissary nodded and turned back around. They rode in silence for another few moments. Kai was beginning to wonder if they’d be able to take the horses the entire way or if they’d be forced to abandon them when the way became too narrow. 
 
    Bismyval shifted back to face him again. “Any idea of what we’re looking for?” 
 
    Kai felt foolish saying no, but he didn’t know what else to say. “Not exactly.” 
 
    Bismyval’s nod came slower this time before he turned back around. 
 
    Kai glanced at the Daman and found him staring as if he’d just grown a second head. “I’m hoping something will come to me,” he offered. 
 
    Niron didn’t look comforted however. 
 
    “Actually, I think I’ll be alerted to it some way.” 
 
    “The talisman?” said Bismyval. 
 
    “Sometimes after the dreams, I feel something as if something is calling me. In the dreams, Eldon keeps telling me if I look for it, I’ll find it. I know it seems silly to follow a dream, but nothing else seems to be working and we’re running out of time.” 
 
    Feeling foolish, he reached for the map he’d tucked into his belt, but it had become apparent upon entering the forest that the map wasn’t going to point the way. As if something made of paper and ink could adequately capture the Karhartadon. 
 
    No one could describe a landscape as densely wooded or verdant as the forest. Trees grew so close together that some actually grew out of the sides of others. Where they didn’t quite meet, vines had stretched to complete the sensation of a living tapestry. The road, and it was straining the definition to call it such, was really a narrow deer trail that had been widened by occasional travelers, hacking their way through. And the sounds proved to be alarming. 
 
    Insects hummed on all sides, but once in awhile, something larger screamed, silencing the natural music. Far above their heads, where the branches were most entangled, small, fleet forms caught the eye, racing from tree branch to tree branch. 
 
    Returning to the map, Kai had to admit to feeling ridiculous when he was disappointed that the spot wasn’t stamped. As if he expected some helpful explorer to have written Eldon’s talisman conveniently where it might be found. 
 
    He knew both Bismyval and Niron were studying him as he pretended to study the map, then without comment, they both turned away. Kai closed his eyes. He felt guilty for bringing them on this preposterous hunt and didn’t really understand what Bismyval thought he was going to find. 
 
    Since there was no obvious answer to that, Kai had to take him at his word. Desperation could be a powerful motivator. 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    The bell over the door rang as Grondi opened it and stepped inside. A number of customers turned and regarded him. Grondi pulled his hat off his head and glanced around. Spotting Maleki behind the counter, he nodded at him, motioning toward the door. Maleki nodded once in return. 
 
    The customers followed the shopkeeper’s son with their eyes as he untied his apron and dropped it on the counter. Ducking beneath it, he flashed a disarming smile at the women closest to him, then headed in the soldier’s direction. Grondi turned away and opened the door again. 
 
    Stepping out on the boardwalks fronting the store, he had to sidestep as more customers tried to enter. Grondi moved to the edge of the boardwalk and waited. Maleki appeared at his side. For a moment, the two men simply stood and watched the traffic. 
 
    “Busy today,” he said to open the conversation. 
 
    “Uproar at the castle always creates business,” answered Maleki. 
 
    Grondi turned to face him. “Have you seen Kai?” 
 
    Maleki blinked in surprise. He didn’t give any other emotion away, but Grondi felt his heart sink. If Maleki didn’t know where Kai was, perhaps the rumors just might have merit. 
 
    He turned back to the streets again. “He went missing last night. His personal servant and the messenger from Zenoradel are also missing.” 
 
    Maleki scratched his head. “Maybe he’s hiding out to escape whatever happened up there yesterday.” 
 
    Grondi gripped the guardrail. “You know Kai wouldn’t do that.” 
 
    Maleki shrugged. “Rumors abound, but most people seem to think he had a row with his father. I’d probably try to get away from that crazy bastard if I could.” 
 
    “It wasn’t the first and it won’t be the last.” He shook his head. “He wouldn’t leave because of that.” 
 
    “What about Tafoya?” 
 
    “We’ve already been there. He says he hasn’t seen the prince in days. This is serious, Maleki. The king’s throwing accusations around, some pretty dangerous ones.” 
 
    “Such as what?” 
 
    “Such as he was abducted by the messenger from Zenoradel to force Ferenc’s hand in this alliance thing.” 
 
    Maleki frowned. “How? No, better yet, why?” 
 
    “The gossips are right. Something happened at the castle yesterday.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    Grondi summed up the fight with Jurgon, but paused as he came to the end. He gave Maleki a puzzeled look. “Jurgon charged Kai and then…” 
 
    “Then?” 
 
    “Then Jurgon no longer had the sword.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    Grondi shrugged. “The sword jumped out of his hand and plunged into the ground.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “I don’t know, all I know is that Kai backed up a step and glared at the sword. The next second the sword was halfway across the arena from them.” 
 
    “Bloody hell!” 
 
    “I wouldn’t have believed it if I hadn’t been standing there.” 
 
    “What did Kai do?” 
 
    “He looked at all of us, then turned and looked at his father. Then he just left the arena, but the messenger watched him go. I remember seeing him turn around to follow Kai with his eyes.” 
 
    “But what would he gain by abducting Kai?” 
 
    “Maybe you see that kind of power and think it’d be better used protecting your own land.” 
 
    Maleki considered that a moment. “I don’t know, but what’s Ferenc going to do if it’s true?” 
 
    “Speculation’s rampant, but most of the older soldiers think he’ll have to declare war on Zenoradel. In fact, he’s readying an entire division to march on the capital.” 
 
    “That’s ridiculous. He won’t prepare DiNolfol to fight the threat of Gava, but he’s gonna declare war on a much bigger protectorate. Besides I thought Zenoradel and Trendaria already signed an alliance between them. He’s gonna fight both of them?” 
 
    Grondi shrugged. It was what everyone at the castle was panicking about, and he suspected the rest of the protectorate’s citizens would be worried about the same thing soon enough. 
 
    “Why didn’t Kai ever say anything to us about this?” 
 
    “You’ve got to have heard the rumors, and you’ve been with him to that Stravad wizard’s house. Haven’t you ever seen anything there?” 
 
    “We were kids when I used to go. And usually I didn’t understand a damn thing that crazy old man was saying, so I left. Frankly, it bored me and I couldn’t understand why Kai wanted to go there so often.” He looked out into the street. “I’ve heard the rumors, but I never put much stock in them. That kind of thing’s fable, and if there’s any truth to it, only the Stravad in Temeron have that power. Kai’s the prince of DiNolfol. If he can do things like that, then tell me why Ferenc can’t.” 
 
    Grondi put his hat back on his head. “You got a point, but I know what I saw yesterday, Maleki.” 
 
    “Then the king’s a bigger fool than I ever thought, because it seems to me he’s been played and the queen’s been doing the playing.” 
 
    “At least that isn’t my problem. Finding Kai is. Will you help?” 
 
    “Of course,” said Maleki. 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    Marri glanced up and down the street. Many of the people moving about their daily chores stared at her openly. She realized she should have thought this through a little more clearly. At the outside, she should have borrowed one of her maid’s dresses and combed out her hair so she would be less conspicuous. 
 
    Making it this far into the city had been harder than she’d expected for a number of reasons. First of all, the walk had been longer than she’d thought. Her shoes weren’t made for doing much more than sitting quietly. Second, she hadn’t known where she was going. She’d had to stop frequently upon entering the city and ask for directions. Then everyone she asked stared at her as if she’d lost her mind. 
 
    She was getting just a little tired of being stared at. Didn’t these people have anything better to do? She knew Kai came down here all the time. She was sure he didn’t have to endure such scrutiny. Why should she? 
 
    She gathered the voluminous folds of her gown again, then grimaced. Well, if she were fair, she had to admit she must look positively ridiculous. It had never occurred to her before that nobility wore entirely too many clothes. 
 
    Drawing a deep breath, she stepped off the walkway and into the street. The traffic was brisk here and she nearly had to run to make it to the other side. Not that the citizens hadn’t tried to avoid her, but some were so shocked by her appearance that they had forgotten what they were doing. Her heart was hammering against her ribs by the time she made the other side. 
 
    She was beginning to feel faint and although she’d rather die than admit it, a trickle of perspiration was running down her spine. Bracing herself with a hand on the closest fence, she closed her eyes and fought to catch her breath. 
 
    Pushing a stray curl out of her eyes, she lifted her head and searched the street. Finally, she found what she’d been looking for. Straightening and smoothing out the elaborate folds of her gown, she began walking toward the gate a short distance away. 
 
    The fact that her brother was beginning to make more and more sense to her didn’t make her feel any better about her situation. She’d been perfectly happy before he’d forced her to attend that dance with those peasants. 
 
    She paused at the gate and studied the building beyond it. It was surprisingly pleasant looking and although the yard was littered with toys, it also showed a great deal of care. 
 
    Opening the gate, she gathered her gown in one fist, no longer worrying about wrinkling the material, and stepped over a few discarded toys as she made her way up the walkway. When she pushed open the door of the building, the sound of children’s voices met her. 
 
    The entry hall was littered with small coats and bags, which she assumed held their lunches. She couldn’t deny she was surprised. To hear her mother speak, one would think the peasant children were dirty, half-naked savages, but what she’d already seen belied that. 
 
    She walked to one of the inner doorways. The door was ajar and she only had to press upon it before it swung open on silent hinges. 
 
    Marri caught her breath. 
 
    Inside the larger room were neat rows of children. Some were whispering mischievously to a neighbor or making lazy patterns with their pencils on their paper, but most were watching the instructor with bright, intelligent eyes. They were so small, so animated, so...beautiful. 
 
    The instructor’s eyes widened upon seeing her and he motioned to someone outside her field of vision. A petite blonde woman came to her side. Marri glanced at her and realized she was prettier than she’d expected, but almost immediately her eyes were drawn back to the children. 
 
    “They’re so small,” she whispered. 
 
    “Yes, my lady,” answered the blonde, glancing at the children herself. “Can I help you?” 
 
    It suddenly occurred to Marri that these children were helpless in a way that was frightening. “What will happen to them?” 
 
    The blonde narrowed her eyes in confusion. “I’m sorry, my lady.” 
 
    “What will happen to them if Gava comes here?” 
 
    The woman drew a breath in understanding. “I don’t know, my lady.” 
 
    “There should be something we can do to protect them, send them away, something.” 
 
    “Where could they go, my lady, that would be any safer?” 
 
    Where could they go? “I don't know, but how can we just let them be preyed upon?” 
 
    The woman didn’t answer. Anger rose within Marri toward her father. He should have done something long before now. 
 
    “Are you Saria?” 
 
    “Yes, my lady.” 
 
    “Is there somewhere we can talk in private?” 
 
    “Of course, my lady,” Saria answered, then motioned Marri back toward the entrance. She followed the princess, closing the door behind her. “Why don’t we sit on the porch? You look tired.” 
 
    Marri glanced at her in surprise, shocked by her honesty, but she realized her brother wouldn’t be attracted to a shrinking violet. 
 
    She preceded Saria out onto the porch and sank gratefully into one of three chairs. Out of habit she began arranging the folds of her gown. Saria sat down next to her without any sort of ceremony whatsoever. Marri glanced at her, then colored, forcing her hands to stop fusing. She wished that for once she could be as artless, as uncontrived as Saria was. 
 
    Pushing back the errant curl again, she glanced at Saria. “I’ve had a time finding you. My brother told me you worked here, but he failed to tell me how to find here.” 
 
    “What can I do for you, my lady?” 
 
    “First of all, let’s dispense with the titles. I’m feeling foolish enough as it is.” 
 
    Saria nodded gracefully. 
 
    “Have you seen my brother?” 
 
    Saria seemed surprised by the sudden question. Her expression shut down immediately. Marri guessed she understood why. Kai’s interest in...well, a commoner would not be well received at the castle. 
 
    “Saria, I’m not here for a confrontation. Kai’s missing and we’re trying to find him. I came to you because I thought you might know where he is. If I wanted to cause you or him any trouble, I’d have gone to my father instead.” 
 
    After a tense moment, Saria looked down. “I saw him yesterday. He was hurt, so I bandaged his arm for him and we talked.” 
 
    “About what?” 
 
    “About what happened at the castle. How he was hurt.” 
 
    “By that maniac Jurgon?” 
 
    “And about how he defended himself.” 
 
    Marri leaned back. She’d heard about it from her excited maid. Not that she’d been surprised. When she and Kai had been in the nursery, his special gift had been a favorite game of theirs. She smiled, remembering how he’d made stuffed toys dance and wooden blocks float through the air. Once when she’d been sick with a fever, he’d spent hours entertaining her by doing aerial acrobatics with her dolls. How she’d loved the imp then with his bright grey eyes and shock of ebony hair! 
 
    “You know what I’m talking about, don’t you?” asked Saria. 
 
    Marri blinked away her memories and glanced at the woman. “Did he tell you where he was going?” 
 
    “Not exactly, but I thought he was returning to the castle.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “He told me about his dreams and I said he should tell the king...” 
 
    Marri frowned. “Dreams?” 
 
    “About DiNolfol?” 
 
    “What about it?” 
 
    “He dreams about DiNolfol being burnt to the ground.” 
 
    “By Gava?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    Marri looked away and shivered. Kai had never said anything to her about such dreams. “My father thinks he was abducted by the emissary from Zenoradel.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Because he’s also missing. He was at the training session yesterday when Kai...” She motioned with her hands. 
 
    “Ah,” answered Saria. 
 
    “Yes, well, it’s a mess. I’ll bet Kai did exactly what you said, but I know our father. He refuses to believe there’s anything different about his son. We’re not even allowed to discuss it.” 
 
    “He told me that. It must be hard for him.” 
 
    “Especially lately.” 
 
    “You don’t think the emissary had anything to do with his disappearance, do you?” 
 
    “Knowing Kai, he probably decided to go with the man back to Zenoradel and see if he couldn’t do something to convince them to help despite my father’s refusal.” 
 
    Saria frowned. “Honestly, I don’t see Kai running away from DiNolfol, not now.” She sat in silence a moment, then turned to look at Marri. “Since you found me, you must know Kai has other…friends in town.” 
 
    Marri nodded. 
 
    “Well, Maleki, the shopkeeper’s son, would probably be the next person Kai might talk to. I can take us over in the buggy, if you’re willing.” 
 
    Marri chewed her lip, uncertain if she should venture further into town. Searching Saria’s face, she decided that coming this far had been rash, going a little further was nothing. “Let’s go,” she said. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 8 
 
      
 
    Reaching the general store, Marri noticed that a large crowd had begun to form in front of it. She cast a glance at Saria, sitting beside her in the buggy. Saria pulled the horse to a halt and met her look. 
 
    “Maybe we should go?” she suggested. 
 
    Marri started to nod, but her eye chanced upon the soldier she’d danced with at the peasants’ ball. Grondi had also spotted her and was headed in their direction. 
 
    “Princess, what are you doing here?” he said, his voice tinged with anger and something more that Marri couldn’t identify. 
 
    “We were coming to see Maleki. Saria thought he might have information about Kai. What’s going on?” 
 
    Grondi started to say something, but his voice was drowned out by a loud voice in the crowd. 
 
    “That’s the princess!” shouted a large, red-faced man. 
 
    Marri recoiled as the crowd turned toward her and moved in the direction of the buggy. Grondi stepped in front of them, his hand on his sword. 
 
    “Back away!” 
 
    “Back away? We just want to talk to her, ask her some questions,” said the man. “Don’t you think we deserve that much. If we’re going to war with Zenoradel, we deserve to know why!” 
 
    The crowd murmured in agreement. Marri felt the blood rush from her face. There were too many of them for one soldier. 
 
    “She doesn’t know anything,” answered a familiar voice. Marri recognized Maleki from the ball. 
 
    “She’s royalty!” the man shouted back. 
 
    Maleki rolled his eyes. “Female royalty! Use your head, man! She’s just a bargaining chip for the king, a commodity to be married off to the highest bidder.” 
 
    Marri felt like she’d just been slapped, but the crowd had stopped pushing forward. 
 
    Maleki met her eye. “If you want answers, you can’t get them from the princess!” 
 
    Some of the crowd had begun to turn away from Marri. 
 
    “Where then?” said another man. 
 
    “You have to go to the King. Demand an audience with him.” 
 
    More people turned toward him. “And get locked up?” 
 
    “If we have the princess, he might listen to us!” shouted the first man, moving toward the wagon. 
 
    Marri’s heart was pounding, her hands gripping the buggy’s side. Saria lifted the reins as if she would try to drive away, but more men had come up behind them, blocking the wagon’s exit. 
 
    Grondi shoved the man in the chest, knocking him back. “Shut up!” he said, drawing his sword. 
 
    “Listen to me! Gather around!” shouted Maleki. He turned and leapt up on the porch. “I tell you the princess is useless! The greatest strength we have now is our numbers!” 
 
    Men filed around the buggy, moving in the direction of Maleki’s voice. At first the red-faced man seemed reluctant to give up his idea, but a menacing look from Grondi made him back up into the crowd. 
 
    Maleki started talking, but his eyes locked with Grondi and he gave him a discrete nod. Grondi moved toward the buggy, replacing the sword in its sheath. He held up his hands for Marri. 
 
    “Hurry up, Princess!” 
 
    Marri allowed him to lift her down, then he grasped her firmly by the upper arm. Looking at Saria, he nodded at the crowd. “Block us with the buggy until I get her around the corner.” 
 
    Saria nodded, her eyes shifting to Marri. “I’m sorry, Princess.” 
 
    Marri started to answer, but Grondi tugged on her arm and hurried her around the back of the buggy. They walked briskly away from the store, Marri stumbling along, trying to keep up with the soldier’s longer gait. Behind her, she could hear Maleki firing up the crowd for a march on the castle. The hostility of these people was palpable. 
 
    “Does he know what he’s doing?” she whispered to the soldier. 
 
    “Saving your life,” he growled. “You had no business coming into town.” 
 
    “I was trying to find out about my brother.” 
 
    He ducked around the corner and picked up the pace again. “That was my job.” 
 
    Marri glanced around, feeling relieved to be out of the crowd. “Where are we going?” 
 
    “To the stable after a horse. I had to leave mine behind. Then I’m taking you home.” 
 
    Marri let him lead her through the streets of DiNolfol and it struck her that she’d never once walked down these roads in her life. How was it that she’d lived here since birth, but had never seen half of it? How was it that she had never known how angry their people were? 
 
    And yet, a bigger question nagged at her. How was it her father didn’t know either? 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    Saria rode with Maleki toward the castle. After Grondi had gotten the princess safely away, the crowd had become even more agitated. Only Maleki’s reasoning had kept them from becoming violent. Saria wasn’t sure it was a good idea to accompany the townspeople on their mission, but if she were honest with herself, she also wanted answers from the King. 
 
    “Do you think things will get violent?” whispered Saria, slapping the reins against the horse to get her to pick up speed. 
 
    Townspeople had piled into any wagon on hand in order to converge on the castle. They choked the narrow streets of DiNolfol, obstructing traffic and drawing people from businesses to watch them. 
 
    “I don’t know,” said Maleki, bracing his arms on his thighs. “I just hope Grondi took the back roads with the princess.” 
 
    “So do I. It was scary back there.” 
 
    Maleki grunted. 
 
    Ahead of them, the walls of the castle rose, framed by the dark green of the Karhartadon. Saria swallowed hard and tightened her hold on the reins. 
 
    The crowd came up short just before the courtyard of the castle, meeting a line of pike-men in full armor. Some of the townsmen sprang out of their wagons, posturing as if they intended to rush the soldiers. 
 
    Saria pulled the horse to a halt. 
 
    “Stay here,” said Maleki, jumping off the buckboard and pushing his way through the men. 
 
    At the same time, one of the soldiers moved to the front of the line, the epaulets on his uniform signifying that he was of higher rank. The townsmen immediately began firing questions at him, demanding passage into the castle. 
 
    The officer tried to reason with a few of them individually, but when the crowd surged forward, he grabbed a pike from one of his men and shoved back, knocking a number of them from their feet. Maleki had made it to the front of the crowd and sprang into the breach, catching another man and holding him back. 
 
    “Silence!” roared the officer. 
 
    A seething quiet fell at the authority in his tone. 
 
    “I am Captain Ason and anything you have to say to the castle can be said through me.” 
 
    The crowd erupted again in furious argument, but Maleki shoved some of the more aggressive ones back. “Listen to him!” he shouted. “Just listen to him!” 
 
    Captain Ason was a bull of a man, barrel-chested and splay-legged. He didn’t look like a man who backed down to anyone. “Whatever grievance you want to register can be registered with me. I will take it to the King.” 
 
    “We want to see the King ourselves!” shouted one of the men. Saria recognized him as the baker in the main square. 
 
    “The King is occupied right now.” 
 
    “Doing what?” 
 
    “Preparing for the protection of DiNolfol.” 
 
    “What about the prince?” demanded the baker, bringing a murmur from the men. 
 
    “The prince is not in DiNolfol at this time.” 
 
    “Where is he? Rumor has it he was kidnapped.” 
 
    “There is no confirmation that he was abducted, but we are in the process of searching for him. You can be assured he’ll be found.” 
 
    Maleki turned to face the captain. “They want to know about the rumors that DiNolfol will declare war on Zenoradel.” 
 
    Ason’s jaw hardened and his fingers tightened on the pike. “Just that…rumors. The King is more concerned with preparing DiNolfol to meet the threat of Gava.” 
 
    “Why doesn’t he tell us himself?” shouted the baker. 
 
    “Come on, man! You’ve got to see what a difficult time this is for him. His son’s missing and now this talk of war. He’s doing everything Humanly possible to ensure the safety of our city.” 
 
    Some of the heat evaporated from the crowd. 
 
    “What do you want these men to do to help you?” asked Maleki. 
 
    Ason gave him a knowing look. “Go home and wait. We’ll need every able-bodied man if this threat from Gava proves true.” 
 
    “Are you saying the King is thinking of building a militia?” prompted Maleki. 
 
    Ason gave him a ghost of a smile. “I wouldn’t be surprised if that isn’t foremost on the King’s mind. All of you men should start preparing yourselves, gather any weapons you may have, and wait for further instructions. All citizens loyal to Lord Ferenc will soon be called upon to defend our land. Be prepared to answer the call.” 
 
    Saria released her held breath as the tension in the crowd dissipated. Gradually they began dispersing into groups of threes and fours, headed back toward town. Catching her eye, Maleki exhaled and wiped a bead of perspiration from his brow. Saria gave him a tense nod. 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    Grondi snuck Marri into the castle through the servant’s entrance. Marri started to thank the soldier for his help, but he turned away from her and strode toward the audience chamber. 
 
    Feeling oddly alone, Marri sat down on the servants’ steps and thought about her situation. She knew she lived a sheltered life, but she’d never realized how sheltered until today. And yet now that she knew different, what was she supposed to do about it? Maleki had been right. She was just a bargaining chip, nothing more. 
 
    Hearing voices at the top of the stairs, Marri shifted and looked up. 
 
    “A mob! That’s what they said!” 
 
    “Here at the castle?” 
 
    Marri felt her heart speed up again. A mob! 
 
    “They say there’s going to be trouble. I’ll bet someone gets killed…” 
 
    The two maids rounded the corner of the stairs and came up short, surprised to find the princess sitting at the bottom. Marri rose to her feet and smoothed out the lines of her gown. 
 
    “P-Princess?” stammered one of the maids, ducking her head. “Please forgive…” 
 
    Marri took a deep breath, looking away. She had never felt more insecure in her life. What was happening to her? Ignoring the two maids, she hurried from the stairwell, heading for the audience chamber. If there was a mob converging on the castle, that was the place she could get information. 
 
    Pushing open the door a crack, she peered inside. The interior was a bustle of frenetic energy, advisors running back and forth with soldiers moving into formation along the outer edge. 
 
    “What’s going on!” came the king’s voice, thundering down the hall from the private wing. 
 
    Marri slipped inside and moved behind the dais, using the thrones to block her from her father’s sight. 
 
    “There’s an angry mob outside demanding audience with you,” offered one of his advisors. 
 
    “Get rid of them!” 
 
    “Your Highness,” said the advisor. “Captain Ason is working on that at this moment and it looks like the crowd is dispersing.” 
 
    “What in the world did they want?” 
 
    “They’re afraid we’re headed for regional war, Sire, and they’d like some answers.” 
 
    “The only answer they need is that I’m King! I’m doing everything in my power to protect them and that should be enough. They don’t need to know anymore.” 
 
    Marri’s lips parted. She couldn’t believe what her father was saying. It was too similar to what Maleki had said about her role in life. “Father?” she said, moving out of hiding. 
 
    He whirled on her, his face a livid red. “What are you doing here? Go upstairs, Marri!” 
 
    Marri straightened her back and took another step forward. She saw Grondi work his way to the edge of the soldiers as she spoke. 
 
    “Father, please, listen to me.” 
 
    “Listen to you! Listen to the commoners! What next? Listen to your mother!” 
 
    “If necessary,” said Marri, but her knees felt like rubber. “They just want to ask you some questions. You can end this peaceably if you’ll just listen to them.” 
 
    “Have you lost your mind, girl!” 
 
    Marri recoiled, but she didn’t retreat. 
 
    “Listen to a bunch of commoners! A king! Are you daft? I am King, I know best. I’m not about to listen to anyone!” 
 
    “That’s the problem.” The words slipped out before she could snatch them back. 
 
    “What?” he thundered. “What did you say!” 
 
    Marri recoiled at his anger. Faced with his fury, she couldn’t find her voice. Panic filled her. Glancing helplessly at Grondi, she tried to speak. 
 
    “Go on, Princess,” he mouthed. 
 
    “You never listen to anyone. You wouldn’t listen to Kai when he wanted you to sign the treaty and you won’t listen now.” 
 
    The silence in the massive audience chamber echoed. Marri realized a sheen of perspiration had broken out on her brow. Slowly her father’s hands tightened into fists. 
 
    “You believe I should sign a treaty with the very protectorate that is responsible for kidnapping my son! You think you have the right to advise me!” 
 
    Marri’s jaw tightened with fury. “Yes! I think I have the right! I’m your daughter, not a cow to be sold at market!” 
 
    The advisors gasped and the soldiers snickered. 
 
    Before Marri could react, the King was crossing the floor toward her. Marri flinched, but suddenly Grondi was between them. 
 
    The King came up short and stared at him in disbelief. “Is this treason!” 
 
    Grondi met him eye for eye. “No, Your Highness, but I won’t let you strike her because she dared to speak her mind!” 
 
    The King’s face was terrible to behold, but Grondi didn’t falter. 
 
    “This is treason! Am I no longer King!” 
 
    No one answered him. 
 
    “My son’s been kidnapped and my daughter rebels! Even my own soldiers have turned against me! Is no one loyal to my rule!” 
 
    “I...I am, Your Highness,” stuttered the advisor. 
 
    The King didn’t seem to hear. He’d gone still, his eyes fixed on the princess. Marri looked back at her father. His expression was so helpless, she wanted to comfort him, but she was afraid. 
 
    The advisor sidled up to the King. “Shall I have him arrested, Your Highness?” 
 
    The King blinked, then looked away. “No,” he muttered, turning completely around. “No, don’t arrest him.” 
 
    The advisor seemed surprised by the King’s reaction, but Ferenc simply walked away, headed toward the doorway that led to the private wing. 
 
    “Your Highness, what do you want me to do?” 
 
    When the king didn’t answer, he shot a glare at Marri and chased after the king. They watched him go, then Grondi turned to face the princess. She lifted her eyes to his, but she didn’t know what to say. 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    Maleki escorted Saria home. They hadn’t spoken much since the mob had been dispersed. She kept thinking about what Marri had said. Would Kai have gone to Zenoradel to speak on behalf of his kingdom knowing his father was opposed to an alliance between them? 
 
    She’d never seen anyone who could be as stubborn as the King was. It would have been difficult living everyday with someone who believed he was right simply because he said so. She thought she might have run away if she’d been in Kai’s position. Still, it really didn’t seem like something he would do. 
 
    She’d met few people as unselfish as the prince was. He didn’t seem to see any difference between himself and the people beneath him. It just wasn’t likely that he would abandon the protectorate in its hour of need. 
 
    “You don’t think Kai ran away, do you, Maleki?” 
 
    He shook his head. “He wouldn’t run away.” 
 
    The first street lights came into view. The night was cold and a light drizzle had begun to fall. Saria hugged her arms around herself, but Maleki removed his jacket and handed it to her. She smiled at him and pulled the jacket about her shoulders, grateful for its warmth. 
 
    “You should leave, Saria.” 
 
    She glanced up at him. “Where would I go? Besides I’m not leaving the children. I just wish there was something I could do for my cousins.” 
 
    “Does your aunt have relatives in any of the other protectorates?” 
 
    “No, my parents and her husband were the only family she had. They were all killed together. The boys and I are it now.” 
 
    “Maybe Grondi can get her out. He said the escort from Zenoradel was going to return to their protectorate to see if they can locate the messenger.” 
 
    “Do you think they’d be willing to escort her and the boys to Zenoradel?” 
 
    “I’ll ask Grondi, but you should go with her if you get the chance.” 
 
    “I’d be happy just getting my family out of DiNolfol safely.” 
 
    “I can’t promise Zenoradel’s safer.” 
 
    “It’s larger and their army’s better prepared than ours.” 
 
    Maleki nodded. “You should talk with your aunt tonight.” 
 
    “I will,” she said, then touched his arm. “Thank you, Maleki. I appreciate it.” 
 
    He gave her a smile. “It’s nothing.” 
 
    They rode the remainder of the way in silence. At the door to her aunt’s house, Maleki bid her good night and walked back toward his father’s market. Staring up at the cloudy sky, Saria worried about Kai. She hoped that he knew what he was doing. Sighing wearily, she turned and opened the door, determined to convince her aunt of the need to leave DiNolfol behind. 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    The Karhartadon was a proving ground unlike any the prince could remember. If he thought facing Jurgon distasteful, riding endless miles in the eerie forest was beyond his imaginings. 
 
    They went as far as they could, then searched out a spot on the map that promised level ground and water close at hand so they could make camp. Bismyval assured them the site was acceptable. Kai was beginning to realize that acceptable meant different things depending on the situation. 
 
    None of them had thought to bring a tent of any sort, so they were left with sleeping in the open. Perhaps it was just as well because Kai figured setting up a tent was an engineering feat well beyond him. 
 
    He was determined to pull his own weight, although just moving that weight off the horse proved difficult. His legs were cramped and he discovered he had muscles in places that he’d never thought possible. Still, he was fair-minded and determined to show his two companions he could be as self-sufficient as they were. 
 
    So when Bismyval announced it was important to take care of the horses first, he didn’t flinch from doing his duty, although the comfort of the horse admittedly didn’t seem nearly as important as it might have any other time. 
 
    Once the horses had been tended, it was the men’s turn. Niron had begun lighting a fire. Kai found the warmth welcome since the temperature was dropping in the dense forest, but no matter where he chose to sit, the smoke from the fire shifted almost at once and blew into his face. Already feeling dirty and unaccustomed to being so, he tried in vain to find a spot where the smoke wouldn’t waft over him. When he finally found such a place, he had only just settled himself against the log when he was attacked by stinging, flying insects. 
 
    Both Bismyval and Niron watched him vault to his feet and slap at various exposed parts of his body in an attempt to drive them off. After finally discouraging their assault, he glanced up and met his companions’ stares. 
 
    Bismyval nodded at one of the previous places he’d occupied. “If you sit there, my lord, where the smoke’s blowing, the insects’ll leave you alone.” 
 
    Kai’s mouth dropped open, but he moved to the spot Bismyval indicated. 
 
    Supper was cold, but that wasn’t a complaint the prince was about to utter. In fact, he was so hungry, he suspected he might eat raw flesh if it had been given to him. 
 
    Although he would have liked washing at least his face and hands and putting on clean clothes, he laid out his own bedroll and crawled inside. He was so tired he was certain sleep would come immediately. 
 
    It didn’t. 
 
    Kai had lived his entire life in a castle abounding with people. The most wilderness he’d ever experienced had been the one time he’d snuck away for the night to camp in the orchard with Maleki, Grondi, and Barievon. Even then he suspected the castle guards knew where he was because they made a regular pass through the orchard until sunrise the next morning. 
 
    Here beneath the bows of the Karhartadon, Kai was experiencing a true wilderness, one little explored by man. The sounds and movements around their campsite were quite alarming at first. Each time something squawked or chattered or swished through the branches of the trees overhead, the prince jumped and stared into the darkness after it. 
 
    Such vigilance proved exhausting, especially as both Bismyval and Niron were snoring. Kai was impressed with the Daman and the emissary from Zenoradel. Although they were apprehensive about the breadth and density of the Karhartadon, they’d certainly fared better in their first day than the younger, more physically fit prince. 
 
    Lying awake and feeling both foolish and afraid, Kai rolled to his back and studied the stars he could just pick out through the branches on the trees. Thinking of Eldon’s talisman began an instant distraction. 
 
    He tried to remember what it looked like from his dreams and more importantly, what he’d felt when he’d heard the call. If he tried now, he could almost feel a pull, a force tugging at him. 
 
    He was feeling guilty about leaving without telling anyone what he was doing, but he knew that his father would have castle guards out hunting for him the next day if he gave him any clue as to where he’d gone. The safety of the protectorate lay in not having his plans disrupted before he had a chance to find out if there was any truth to his dreams. Maybe then the horrible dreams would end. 
 
    Searching deep within himself, he caught the stray threads connecting him to the Karhartadon. With techniques Tafoya had taught him, he traced the threads, searching for a firmer connection. He’d almost found it when the first drops struck his face. 
 
    Kai’s eyes flashed open as the rain began pattering down on the campsite and hissing in the dying coals of the fire. “Ah, hell,” he muttered, rolling to his side and pulling the bedroll over his head. He decided the only hope was in trying to fall asleep quickly so that the night could end. 
 
    When a flying animal screamed over his head, causing his heart to slam into his ribs and setting up a frantic thumping, Kai knew he was about to spend one of the longest nights of his life. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 9 
 
      
 
    The rain stopped by morning, but the forest filled with a low lying fog. With the moisture dripping from the branches and the fog seeping over the ground, the Karhartadon looked even more inhospitable than it had the previous day. 
 
    Kai rose stiffly from his sodden bed and hunched his shoulders against the pain of moving sore muscles. Not even the cheerful snapping of Niron’s fire could lessen his irritable mood. The Daman gave him a sympathetic look. 
 
    Last night had been the first dreamless night Kai had spent in a long time, even if it was only for a few hours towards dawn. He had to believe that meant he was on the right course. If only he could be more certain about the course itself. 
 
    Glancing around he realized the emissary was not in camp. Before he could question Niron, a cheerful whistling cut through the dense fog. Bismyval appeared a moment later. He was carrying a teapot in one hand and a shaving kit in the other. He smiled at the prince and handed the pot to the Daman. 
 
    While Niron set about filling the pot with tea leaves, Bismyval settled himself before the fire. Kai could only stare at him in disbelief. 
 
    The man was groomed and organized, while Kai felt battered and beaten and filthy. Bracing his head in his hands, he closed his eyes. He did manage to rouse himself enough to accept the cup of steaming hot tea Niron handed him and to choke down a couple of rolls. Feeling somewhat more awake, he searched out his own pack, then limped painfully to the little creek to wash up. 
 
    He couldn’t deny he was delighted to find his horse already saddled upon his return. But his spirits plummeted the moment he climbed on the horse’s back. It hurt to sit in the saddle and when the animal began moving, Kai was hard pressed to hold in the groan of misery that crowded his throat. 
 
    They rode aimlessly for hours. Finally Bismyval suggested they pick the next campsite from the map and head in that direction. With any luck, Kai would find guidance before they went much deeper into the interminable forest. However, finding the landmarks indicated on the map proved more difficult than they’d expected. 
 
    After awhile Kai realized he was hopelessly lost and he turned the map over to the emissary. Without its distraction, however, he found himself nodding toward sleep despite his best efforts to remain awake. He began dreaming almost at once. 
 
    He was in Tafoya’s house and Maleki was there with him, not the adult Maleki, but the mischievous boy he’d been. They were both perched on the couch and a plate of sweets was sitting on the table before them. Theron always made sure there was plenty of good things to eat to keep Maleki busy when he visited. 
 
    Tafoya was sitting in his usual chair, the Norrad resting in its spot beside him. Kai was torn between watching Maleki place an entire sweet in his mouth at once, and listening to the wizard. 
 
    “The past is fixed, Kiameron, but the future has not been written yet. It can be anything you make it.” 
 
    Kai’s eyes searched the old man’s face. As always, Tafoya said things that he could grasp on the surface, but he sensed there was a deeper meaning, one his young mind just couldn’t quite figure out. 
 
    “What would you do with that future if you could?” 
 
    Kai frowned. He loved to visit the old man, but he didn’t like these conversations. They made him uncomfortable. From the time he could remember, his future had been clear. He was going to be King of DiNolfol. 
 
    “I’m gonna be rich,” said Maleki around a mouthful of sugar. 
 
    “And how will you accomplish that, Master Maleki?” 
 
    Maleki waved his arms in an expansive gesture. “I’m gonna have the biggest store in the world.” 
 
    Tafoya got that look. With Tafoya, an answer was never an answer. In fact, it usually led to more questions. “Why a store?” 
 
    Maleki dropped his sugary hands in his lap and a frown marred his brow. “Why not?” 
 
    Tafoya shrugged. “Because it’s been done. Your father owns a store. That’s just the simple way out for you. It’s what you already know. If you also own a store, you certainly won’t be taking any risks, challenging yourself in any way.” 
 
    Kai grimaced and glanced at his friend from the corners of his eyes. Maleki never, but never took the simple way. When they went on an exploration, say of a barn for instance, Maleki wasn’t happy with keeping it safe. They had to climb into the rafters and explore the building from above, rather than the way anybody else might do it. 
 
    Getting to Tafoya’s house was a perfect example of Maleki’s art. His friend had determined long ago that they couldn’t go the same way twice. Unfortunately, there weren’t that many alternatives, yet Kai was forever surprised by his enterprising friend. Today they had dropped down on Theron from the stone wall at the back of the garden. The servant had nearly had a stroke. 
 
    It took a moment for the boy to think up something better. He shot a look in Kai’s direction, then puffed out his chest and declared, “I’ll just be king then.” 
 
    Kai’s eyes widened in shock, but Tafoya smiled. “Well done, Master Maleki. I have a feeling that position will be open one day, just waiting for you to snap it up.” 
 
    Kai blinked his eyes open when he heard Bismyval’s exclamation. Instinctively he pulled back on the reins, stopping his horse. The fog was particularly thick in this part of the forest. 
 
    “What is that?” said the Daman. 
 
    Kai shook his head to clear it of sleep. The dream had been so real he was having a hard time grasping reality. 
 
    “I’m not sure,” answered the emissary. 
 
    Kai urged the horse closer to the other two. “What?” he asked, rubbing his eyes. 
 
    When the mist dissipated a little, Kai could just make out a winding stream running across the forest floor. Besides the trees and rocks and water, he saw nothing to give his companions such alarm. 
 
    “We saw something over there,” said the Daman, nodding at the stream. 
 
    “What? A deer?” 
 
    “No, if I didn’t know better I would swear it was an Orahim,” said Bismyval. 
 
    Kai frowned. “In the Karhartadon?” 
 
    “I know,” said the emissary. “It does seem odd.” 
 
    “Just a little. This is too far south. In all the years I’ve lived here, no one has ever reported seeing an Orahim.” He looked around the forest. He couldn’t deny it was eerie with the fog seeping between the tree trunks. “Maybe you were falling asleep, and you saw something...some animal and it got confused with your dreams.” 
 
    “Maybe,” said the emissary, but he didn’t seem convinced. 
 
    Niron was staring at his master with wide, frightened eyes. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “I saw it too, Master. It wasn’t an animal.” 
 
    “How can you possibly know?” 
 
    Niron drew a breath. “Because it was wearing clothes.” 
 
    An involuntary shiver raced down the prince’s spine and his eyes whipped back to the stream. “Eldon’s star, Niron, I sure hope you’re wrong.” 
 
    “So do I, Master, so do I.” 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    Ferenc halted on the bottom step of the coach and stared up at the little cottage. It was the most non-threatening building the King had ever seen, but still he dreaded taking the next step that would bring him closer to entering it. 
 
    He received regular reports about the Stravad from his closest advisors. He knew exactly how many times in a week his son went to this house, how long he stayed, and when he left. He knew every piece of mail that left this cottage, but none were ever from the wizard. He received no mail either. Every letter that went or came bore the name of the wizard’s servant, not himself. 
 
    In close to twenty-five years, the man had never left the city for even the briefest interval. For twenty-five years, he’d been a bane in the King’s otherwise blissful existence. 
 
    So it took not a little courage to make that last step down and to walk the few yards to the wizard’s door. The servant met them, bowing and muttering words of welcome, but Ferenc waved him away. 
 
    The arrogant bastard didn’t even feign any sort of fealty. Tafoya was waiting in his private parlor. The servant had to show the King to the door and apologize for his master’s transgressions. Ferenc tamped down on his outrage and indicated that everyone, including his advisors should wait outside. 
 
    The wizard’s effrontery extended further. He didn’t bother to rise at the King’s entrance and Ferenc was forced to cross around his armchair to stare down on him. He had a book open on his lap and he was reading. When the King cleared his throat, he slowly removed his spectacles and closed the book. 
 
    “Don’t stand over me, Ferenc. You’re blocking my light.” 
 
    The King thought he might blow a blood vessel if he clenched his teeth any harder, but he reminded himself why he was here and withheld the dire punishment he’d so like to mete out. 
 
    “Where’s my son?” 
 
    The attack was calculated to throw the wizard off-guard, but it didn’t work. He stared up at the King without any change in expression. “As I told your soldiers yesterday, I haven’t seen Kiameron in many days now.” 
 
    “Did you send him to Temeron?” 
 
    Tafoya exhaled and looked away. “The time for Kiameron to go to Temeron is long past.” 
 
    Ferenc’s hands tightened into fists. “Do you have any idea where he might have gone?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    For the second time in as many days, Ferenc was faced with a situation he didn’t know how to handle. He could threaten Tafoya, but he knew beyond a doubt it wouldn’t have any effect. Tafoya didn’t fear him the way most of his subjects did. 
 
    “Would he have gone to Zenoradel?” 
 
    That got a reaction. The wizard frowned and glanced up at the King. “Why?” 
 
    “The emissary from Zenoradel is also missing. I’m concerned he may have abducted Kiameron to force me to sign a treaty between our kingdoms.” 
 
    “Not likely. I don’t think he went to Zenoradel.” 
 
    “Then where?” 
 
    Tafoya didn’t bother to answer. 
 
    “Are all Stravad this unnatural?” 
 
    “Unnatural?” 
 
    “Have you no care for the boy, no concern?” 
 
    The wizard’s stoic expression broke. “You’ve no idea what I feel for that boy, what sacrifices I’ve made!” 
 
    “You and I had a deal. You made me promises...” 
 
    “That I have always kept.” 
 
    Ferenc’s eyes bulged. “How? You’ve meddled in his life since he was a child.” 
 
    “He came to me, Ferenc. He came to me.” 
 
    “You could have sent him away.” 
 
    “And consign him to madness. He needed help, he needed understanding – all the things you denied him. That wasn’t part of our deal.” He rose to his feet and faced the larger figure of the King. “I didn’t agree to him denying what he is. I never agreed to that.” 
 
    “Look what your meddling has gotten him now. How has any of it helped him?” 
 
    “It’s helped a damn sight more than your refusal to accept who he is. How can you expect him to deny the power that flows through him? It can be crippling. I would’t have him crippled in that way.” 
 
    “No, you’d just let him be a pawn in your wizard’s games.” 
 
    “Those wizard games are about to destroy your kingdom, Ferenc, and they aren’t of my making. Kiameron has a destiny that is beyond both of us. I made that clear to you from the very beginning. I never led you astray about that. You were the one who decided you could change the future, you were the one who decided you could change the very essence of what he is – who he is! You decided. But it wasn’t your decision, any more than any of this was mine.” 
 
    He shook his head. “You can’t believe anything has turned out the way I would have chosen it to happen, can you? Rail at me all you will, Ferenc, but I’m the one who made the sacrifice, not you!” 
 
    The King stared into the pale blue eyes of his mortal enemy. He wanted to command him, threaten him, even shout him to submission, but he suddenly didn’t have the energy. An involuntary shudder shook his body and he turned away, striding toward the door. He had to get out of this house, away from this man. 
 
    And yet, he hesitated before the door that would set him free. He hesitated and the indomitable will that had sustained him for decades deserted him when he most needed it. Turning slowly, he stared at the wizard’s back. 
 
    “What should I do now, Tafoya?” 
 
    The old man stiffened, then turned to face him. “I’m not sure, Ferenc. Perhaps you should have signed the treaty when you could have, but I’m not even sure that would have saved you.” 
 
    “Have you seen something? Gotten some vision of the future?” 
 
    “Not specific enough to help you now, no. But I believe our time is up. The future of Loden depends on others now.” 
 
    “Kiameron?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” 
 
    “But it’s what you want, isn’t it?” 
 
    Tafoya laughed bitterly. “No, I’m selfish, Ferenc. I wouldn’t sacrifice that boy for the whole of Loden, but like I told you, I don’t have the power to change that. Nor do you.” 
 
    “So where does that leave me?” 
 
    “Where you put yourself, Ferenc. You chose this path. You willfully selected this future. You and only you are to blame. The Norrad has many truths, but this one applies most powerfully here – A true leader is one who profits those he leads, rather than profit from them.” 
 
    Ferenc stared at the old wizard. The axiom spiraled around in his mind, trying to find fertile soil, but he didn’t want it to take hold. He was afraid of what might happen if it did. 
 
    A strange weakness flowed throughout his body and he felt disoriented as he turned and fumbled for the door. It finally opened and he staggered through it, only half-aware of the advisors who immediately surrounded him. 
 
    It wasn’t until he was back at the castle in his own private study that he realized he didn’t remember the return trip or how he made it to this point. He sat behind his desk with his hands spread out on the shiny surface before him, and in that moment, the Stravad’s words took root. 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    Niron hated the Karhartadon. There were few things in life he could honestly say he hated, but he knew beyond a doubt that he hated this forest. He was cold, he was tired, and his body ached. And worst of all, he was afraid. 
 
    For the last three days, they’d ridden aimlessly, searching for something his master had seen in a dream. Niron didn’t doubt his master’s dream, he just questioned the sanity of searching for it. 
 
    Yesterday, he’d been just behind Bismyval when the man had cried out in surprise. From his lower vantage point, he’d had a clear line of sight to the stream and what he’d seen had been unlike anything he’d ever seen before. He’d heard Orahim described before. He’d even seen some fanciful renderings in children’s books, designed to send a thrill of fear through even the bravest small heart, but yesterday, what he’d seen had definitely been more than a wild animal. 
 
    It had been wearing clothing and it had obviously not wanted to be seen. The moment Bismyval had cried out, the creature had scrambled backward and disappeared into the fog again. But for a moment, Niron had seen it clearly. 
 
    Not only had it been wearing clothes, but the clothing had a regularity and symmetry about them that he would have associated with a uniform of some sort. More alarming still was the fact that Niron was certain it had been holding a weapon. Not that he’d breathed a word of this to his master or Bismyval. 
 
    Frankly he didn’t trust the emissary very much. Not that the man had done anything untrustworthy yet. Niron just suspected the motives of anyone willing to go on so asinine a venture as this without an underlying reason. His own reason was the deep love he had of his master. 
 
    Kai had always shown him the most unwavering loyalty and friendship. When he’d first been appointed the prince’s personal servant, he’d been only a few years older than Kai. It was his first time away from home, his first time in the presence of Humans. His mother had accepted the King’s commission and taken him from the Tridarn. The enormous, noisy protectorate had been terrifying at first. But Kai had made it so much better. 
 
    His mother had tried to explain his role to him, but Kai had had his own ideas. He didn’t want a servant so much as he desperately needed a friend. Facing his own battle with being different in ways that were unacceptable to his family, he saw kinship in the Daman. The Daman had his own ideas of what made him different, ideas that he would never voice to anyone, but he could sympathize with the young man’s plight. 
 
    And in all of the ensuing years, Niron had remained true to that understanding. Even now, even when he suspected his master had no idea of what he was doing, he would stand true. Although he wished he might reason with the prince. 
 
    However, as of this morning, his master had been strangely silent and distracted. In fact, both he and Bismyval were forced to stop their horses frequently to wait for him to catch up to them. 
 
    Bismyval had picked the next camping site from the map, but Kai had steadily been changing it throughout the day, veering more and more westward. Deeper and deeper into the forest, thought the Daman with a sinking heart. Kai admittedly had no idea what he was looking for, but he said he was beginning to sense something. 
 
    Niron was used to Kai’s strange dreams and stranger feelings, but he didn’t know why the emissary should believe him, except he’d seen his master’s powers for himself. Niron had been the unwilling witness to strange events for too many years not to comprehend how impressive such displays could be, and yet, it seemed like a great deal to risk on a psychic side-show. 
 
    Glancing back to check on his master, he kicked the poor little pony in the sides and urged him to catch up with the emissary’s horse. “Why are you doing this?” 
 
    The Human stared down at him for a moment, then he drew a deep breath and glanced at Kai. “I’m not sure I know anymore, but I can’t think of anything else to do. I’ve dedicated my life to the service of my King, therefore, when I left Zenoradel, I made him a vow to do everything within my power to help him safe-guard his kingdom.” 
 
    “And how does this fit that?” 
 
    “I saw what he’s capable of doing the other day. It shouldn’t be possible, but it is.” He met Niron’s skeptical look. “You can’t tell me you believe what the King claims – that it’s a latent talent from some part-Stravad ancestor?” 
 
    “No, I’ve never believed that.” 
 
    Bismyval nodded, staring at the trail before them. “And tucked so far away from Temeron. It can’t just be coincidence.” He looked hard at the Daman. “Especially not if we find Eldon’s talisman here, in the Karhartadon.” 
 
    Niron had a sinking feeling in the pit of his stomach and he looked away. Shifting in the saddle so he could see his master, he studied him. He had a feeling that Kai wasn’t well. He looked feverish and flushed. 
 
    He started when the emissary’s voice broke the silence. “What do you say we break for lunch, my lord?” 
 
    Kai lifted his head and blinked his eyes in a distracted manner. “I’m sorry?” 
 
    “Break for lunch and rest the horses.” 
 
    Kai glanced around as if he’d just realized where he was. He was growing more and more confused by the hour. 
 
    “We may need to turn back,” Niron said under his breath. 
 
    Bismyval was also studying the prince. “You may be right,” he said, pulling his horse to a halt and dismounting. He caught Kai’s bridle for good measure and held it while the young man tumbled out of the saddle. Catching him under the elbow, he helped him regain his balance. 
 
    Not that Kai seemed to notice. With his disconnected stare, he looked around the forest, then wandered to a rock and took a seat. 
 
    Removing the food from a pack, the Daman cut off a piece of ham and crossed to his master’s side. He held it out to him and Kai took it absently. Settling beside him on the rock, he waited for his master to say something, but Kai was staring at the ground. Niron suspected it wasn’t the ground he was actually seeing. 
 
    “I’m gonna walk off a pace,” said the emissary. 
 
    Niron nodded, then turned back to his master. 
 
    “Master, are you all right?” 
 
    Kai lifted his head and stared into Niron’s eyes for a moment, then blinked and shook himself. “I’m fine, Niron.” His eyes drifted away again. “It’s just that the call’s getting stronger.” He touched the center of his chest. “I can feel it, in here.” 
 
    Niron caught his master’s other wrist and lifted his hand so he could see the food. “You need to eat, Master,” he urged. 
 
    Kai studied the meat, but didn’t take a bite. “Do you feel anything different?” 
 
    For a moment, the Daman didn’t know how to answer. It was harder for the horses to ride in this part of the forest. In fact, Bismyval had dismounted twice to clear debris off the trail so they could pass. Niron also couldn’t shake the eerie feeling from the previous day. Somewhere in this expanse of trees and vines was a creature that looked very similar to a Human. Yet beyond those things, Niron hadn’t noticed anything else. 
 
    “Not the way you mean.” 
 
    Kai glanced at him, lucidity entering his grey eyes. “You think I’ve lost my mind, don’t you?” 
 
    Niron shook his head, then grimaced with guilt. He’d never lied to his master before. “I’m worried that you might be sick from all of the strain and the traveling. You aren’t used to living in such a hostile environment.” 
 
    Kai frowned. “I’m not sick, Niron. Not physically.” He glanced around. “Where’s Bismyval?” 
 
    “He walked back down the trail a little ways.” 
 
    Kai nodded, then stared at the meat in his hand. He started to question Niron about it, then looked away again without taking a bite. 
 
    They rode again until night fall. Niron suspected night came earlier in the Karhartadon. The sun had a time of it finding any portion of the ground to light as it was, so when the sun began to sink in the remainder of the region, night descended on the forest immediately. 
 
    Niron managed to get his master to eat a little through constant coaxing, but after he’d finished, he simply rolled himself in his blankets and lay silently. Niron exchanged a glance with the emissary. 
 
    “What should we do?” said Bismyval. 
 
    Niron shook his head, but he’d already made a decision, if only he could get his master to agree. Tomorrow he intended to hound Kai about going home. Tonight there was nothing more that could be done, so he rolled himself in his own blanket and willed himself to sleep. 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    Helab peered out of his blanket when the Orahim soldier stumbled into the camp. He recognized it as the one the Gaviston had sent to scout a number of hours ago. The other Orahim soldiers began muttering amongst themselves when the scout appeared, glancing nervously at their Gaviston counter-parts, but they didn’t move to approach their returned brethren. The Orahim were as much captives as the little thief and his two companions, conscripted soldiers used to flesh out Gava’s army and to complete menial chores, such as preparing meals, but they were just as easily expendable. 
 
    Although the other Orahim wouldn’t approach the scout, they were alarmed by its strange behavior, their voices breaking the stillness of the night and waking Nepter. He climbed to his feet, grumbling angrily, and grabbed the serpent by the back of its uniform jacket, nearly lifting it from the ground. 
 
    Helab flinched and ducked his head under the blanket when a line of Gaviston suddenly, silently appeared all around them. They were too close to Gava’s next target now. If he was going to make his escape he had to do so tonight, and escaping meant he had to go unnoticed. 
 
    “Speak up, lizard!” snarled the giant, shaking the creature. 
 
    The Orahim had both arms curved over its head, its amber eyes closed. Helab could almost sympathize with it. He’d been shaken enough by Nepter that it was a wonder he could think coherently. 
 
    Fordin was climbing from his blankets now. Helab grimaced and scrunched deeper into his bedding. Fordin could be particularly nasty when he was awakened. Once when Helab had awaken in the night and tried to sneak away to relieve himself, he’d stepped on a twig, which broke beneath his foot. Unfortunately, Fordin had been sleeping close to the stick and woke at the sound. He’d leaped to his feet and grabbed Helab’s sorry excuse of a bed, tossing it in the smoldering fire. Helab had burned his fingers trying to fish it out before it was burned up. After that, he’d been too terrified to leave his bed in the night again, which is why he was still mixed up in this miserable mess. 
 
    Making his way over to the giant, Fordin motioned at the Orahim. “Let it go before you shake it senseless.” 
 
    For a moment, Helab wondered if the two were about to come to blows. He held his breath and squinted through the tiny hole in his blanket, praying it might be so. It would be just the opportunity he’d been waiting for, the distraction that would enable him to get away before the next fatal step was taken. 
 
    Nepter glared at his smaller companion defiantly, but after a tense moment, he dropped the Orahim. 
 
    Fordin drew what seemed like a calming breath. “That’s better,” he said. He exhaled and smoothed back his limp, tangled hair. “Much better.” 
 
    Before Helab could blink again, Fordin delivered a kick at the Orahim. The move was both so brutal and so fast, Helab blinked several times, uncertain he’d actually seen what he thought he saw. The Orahim writhed on the ground at their feet, moaning and speaking in its guttural tongue. Fordin kicked it again and again. 
 
    Although Helab had little love of the serpentine creatures (admittedly, he cared for only one person), he couldn’t watch the brutal attack. Closing his eyes shut tight, he curved his blanketed hands over his ears to drown out the frantic cries of the other Orahim and the muffled moans of the one being beaten. 
 
    Even though they were distressed by the beating, the other Orahim didn’t dare intervene. Neither did the Gaviston, but for entirely different reasons. The Orahim were too afraid to help their downed companion, and the Gaviston didn’t care, couldn’t care if they wanted to. 
 
    Fordin wore himself out quickly. After a final blow, he sank to a seated position, pushing his hands through his hair. “Now, what’s the problem, Nepter?” 
 
    Helab opened one eye, peeking at the giant. When Fordin swiveled to look up at him, the giant blinked and glanced down at the wounded Orahim. The creature was holding its sides and rocking itself, moaning. The Gaviston remained motionless, silent sentinels. It made Helab’s spine crawl. 
 
    “I wuz just gettin’ information from it, but I don’t understand a damn thin’ it says.” 
 
    Helab squeezed his eyes shut tight and curled his knees in against his chest. His heart had sunk somewhere in the region of his belly. Fordin’s small, beady eyes swung around and pinned him where he lay. 
 
    “Get your ass over here, Helab,” he ordered. 
 
    For a sickening moment, Helab couldn’t move, he was so terrified, but survival instinct won out and he scrambled from the bedding, darting to Fordin’s side without making a sound. 
 
    “Find out what happened,” commanded the thief, motioning with his boot-toe at the Orahim. 
 
    Helab sank down beside it. He couldn’t speak its language, but he understood it...well, enough to get by. Unfortunately, Nepter and Fordin had discovered his proficiency and used it whenever they got the chance. 
 
    The creature flinched when Helab touched its shoulder, but Helab leaned close and dropped his voice. “Tell me before they get mad again,” he whispered. 
 
    The strange, amber eyes of the Orahim cracked open and it glanced at Helab. A whistling noise escaped whenever it drew a breath. 
 
    The Orahim language wasn’t a very complex one, but it was quite different from any language Human or Stravad spoke. The clicks and low guttural sounds could be mistaken for growls if one didn’t watch the creatures communicate between each other. Which is precisely how Helab had learned what he knew. 
 
    The deciphering was made more difficult now by the Orahim’s injuries. Some of the clicks were lost in moans of pain and the creature couldn’t speak very loud with its broken rib cage. Thankfully the night was eerily silent outside the snap of the fire. 
 
    Finally, the little thief guessed enough of what the creature was saying. Still, he didn’t lift his head. He wasn’t sure how his information was going to be received. Even so, when Fordin shifted and snarled his impatience, Helab knew he had to tell them quickly. “It says there are people in the forest.” 
 
    He flinched and curled up, prepared for a blow, but Fordin and Nepter both frowned and glanced at each other. Around the perimeter of the camp, the strangely silent Gaviston moved forward of one mind. 
 
    “How does it know?” growled Fordin. 
 
    “It saw them,” muttered Helab. 
 
    “How many?” demanded Nepter. 
 
    Helab shook his head. “It wasn’t sure. The fog was too thick.” 
 
    “What the hell...” muttered the giant, rubbing his stubbled chin. “Who do you think it be?” 
 
    Fordin opened his mouth to speak, but nothing came out. He jumped to his feet and scrambled behind his larger friend. Helab could only curl up as tightly as he could. There was no longer any room for escape. The Gaviston standing around the perimeter had moved into the camp, filling it with their presence. 
 
    One of them strode forward in the position of leadership. It didn’t really matter which one. They switched rank without any obvious reason. Helab suspected it might be whichever one was the most easily accessible at the moment Gava had need of communicating to his Human minions. 
 
    “Ask if it was seen in the forest,” said the Gaviston in its strangely mechanical voice. 
 
    Helab glanced quickly at it, then uncurled himself enough to touch the moaning Orahim once more. “Did they see you? Them people in the forest?” 
 
    The Orahim muttered something. For a moment, Helab thought to lie, but what would sound convincing now that the metallic monsters were interested? While his mind sought frantically for an answer, Fordin was getting nervous. 
 
    “Tell them!” Fordin screamed. 
 
    Helab was so startled, he squeaked out a yes before he could help himself. “They saw it! They saw it!” he shouted frantically. 
 
    For a long moment, nothing happened. In fact, even the fire seemed oddly quiet. Helab shivered at the Gaviston’s feet, his heart hammering so hard he wondered if he was having a heart attack. Still, nothing happened. It was as if all of the metal creatures had ceased to function at the same time, and the rest of Gava’s pathetic army was simply holding its breath, waiting for lightning to strike. 
 
    The lead Gaviston moved so fast, Helab yelped in fear and wet himself. He was paralyzed with terror as the creature reached down over him. Yet rather than close its hand in Helab’s jacket, it grabbed the Orahim by the collar. 
 
    The serpent groaned in misery, its head lolling between its shoulders as the Gaviston stepped around Helab and moved to the edge of the campsite, disappearing into the night and the fog. The rest of the Orahim soldiers and the three thieves followed it with their eyes until they could no longer see it, then they watched in bewilderment as the other Gaviston melted out of the campsite and back to their previous positions. 
 
    Helab sat where he’d been left, in his own waste, unable to move, unable to think, except for one thing. He knew now that he was doomed. 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    It wasn’t quite dawn when Niron woke again. The fire was crackling and leaping dangerously high. He sat up and blinked at the Human sitting across from him. The man was laying a steady pile of twigs on the blaze, stoking it higher. 
 
    “What time is it?” 
 
    “Almost dawn.” 
 
    Niron frowned at the growing fire, then shifted his gaze to his master. Kai was moving restlessly in sleep and muttering to himself. 
 
    “He’s been doing that all night,” said the emissary. 
 
    Niron glanced back at him. “Have you been up all night?” 
 
    Bismyval nodded in affirmation. 
 
    “You must be exhausted.” 
 
    The Human shrugged. “I’ve often stayed up days on end during difficult treaty negotiations.” 
 
    “Why are you feeding the fire?” 
 
    Bismyval’s eyes met the Daman’s. “It keeps wild animals away.” 
 
    A shiver raced down the Daman’s spine. 
 
    “Here’s the thing,” said the emissary, “I think we should head toward DiNolfol as soon as we can this morning.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    Bismyval poked at the fire with a twig. “Three reasons actually. Number one, we’ve been at this going on three days now and haven’t found anything. Number two, I’m afraid the prince isn’t well. And number three...” He hesitated and his expression became guarded. 
 
    Niron didn’t like the pause at all. “Number three?” 
 
    “I think we’re being followed.” 
 
    The Daman couldn’t resist the urge to look around. Even though the fire was too warm, he shivered and hunched his shoulders. “By whom?” 
 
    “Or what. I’m not sure.” 
 
    “Why do you think that?” 
 
    “I thought so yesterday. It’s why I walked back down the trail.” He tossed the twig into the blaze. “I don’t have any proof, so don’t panic, but I think it’s wise we head home.” 
 
    “I agree.” 
 
    Reaching for the folded map, the emissary shook it out. “How far west do you think we came yesterday?” 
 
    “Well, I don’t think this campsite’s marked anywhere on your map there.” 
 
    “No, you’re right. Besides whoever made this map was considerate enough to pick sites with water available. I couldn’t find the same thing yesterday. We’ll need to search for a tributary today and refill our skins.” 
 
    Niron sighed and pushed himself to his feet. “I’ll wake the prince. You saddle the horses.” 
 
    “Agreed,” answered the Human. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 10 
 
      
 
    Kai’s head jerked up and his eyes held a wild look. “Where are we going?” 
 
    Niron flinched. He’d been waiting for this very reaction. Bismyval exchanged a glance with him, then pulled his horse’s head around so he could face the prince. 
 
    “We’re going back to DiNolfol, my lord.” 
 
    Kai shook his head frantically. “We can’t. Not yet. Can’t you hear it?” 
 
    Niron shivered. 
 
    Bismyval drew a deep breath and exhaled slowly. “Hear what, my lord?” 
 
    “I feel it too,” he muttered. “But this isn’t the way.” 
 
    Without warning, he turned his mare around. 
 
    Niron gaped in astonishment. “Do something!” 
 
    “What? Do you want me to use force against him?” 
 
    “Argh,” Niron growled, kneeing his poor horse’s sides and riding after his master. “Worthless Humans!” 
 
    He pressed the little horse hard to catch up with his master. Kai had left the main trail and was riding down a more tangled part of the forest. Fog licked the edges of the trail with eerie white light. 
 
    “Master, stop!” 
 
    “Not yet, Niron. We’re close.” 
 
    The response was so normal that the Daman pulled the horse to a halt and stared at his master’s back. Kai continued riding forward. The delay gave Bismyval time to catch up. 
 
    “What do you want me to do?” 
 
    Niron shook his head. “I don’t know anymore. He acts like he knows what he’s doing.” 
 
    “We’ve followed him for more than three days. What’s one more?” 
 
    “I wish I knew,” answered the Daman, but he clicked his tongue at the little horse and followed after his master. 
 
    Despite Kai’s assurance that they were close, Niron found himself wondering some four hours later if close meant the same thing to Humans as Daman. The trail had become so narrow and so choked with brambles that they could no longer ride the horses safely. 
 
    Except for agreeing with Bismyval that they should walk the animals, Kai hadn’t said another word during the ensuing time. Niron knew something was wrong with his master, but he was beginning to doubt his own sanity and that of Bismyval into the bargain. 
 
    Should he work his way around the rather improbable premise that dreams were anything other than the sorting of a disorganized mind, he ran headfirst into the idea that a dream could actually bridge the past with an unknown future. While this presumption was a leap of faith, so to speak, it wasn’t beyond the realm of Niron’s experience. After all, he had grown up in the Tridarn near Stravad where magical things did in fact happen. 
 
    Where he ran into some difficulty was when he realized they’d been following this dream for more than three days, zig zagging through a vast, largely unexplored forest. Not to mention that none of them had any idea what the talisman did or even what it looked like. 
 
    A nearly hysterical laugh escaped Niron before he could choke it back. Insane! He was well and truly insane. And yet he followed. 
 
    It wasn’t an easy dedication. He loved his master, but he was tired and sore. It was painful just to keep moving any longer. He wanted to go home. He wanted to see the castle rising white and stark above the forest, and he wanted to know that his mother was safe. Beyond that he wanted a hot meal, a warm bath, and a full night’s sleep without lying awake scared half to death. 
 
    But Kai continued stumbling forward, barely holding on to the reins of his mare. Not that the animal could do anything less than follow. She couldn’t even turn around on the tight trail. The trees grew so close and so dense, the air itself was heavy. Moisture from the thick vegetation gathered on everything, chasing the sweat across Niron’s temples and down his spine. Where the trees didn’t overlap, they were connected by hanging vines that dripped water on the travelers as they strode beneath them. 
 
    It would have been a claustrophobic environment if Niron could have spared any fear for anything else at the moment. However, right now he was too worried about his master. 
 
    As the time approached the five hour mark, Niron faced the very real possibility that he couldn’t go on any farther. His legs were half the length of his Human companions and to make matters worse, the light was beginning to fail. 
 
    Still, he hated the thought of telling his master it was time to give up. He was afraid the desperate desire to save DiNolfol was partially responsible for Kai’s erratic behavior, but the fact remained –  they’d searched for more than three days now and found nothing simply because there was nothing to be found. 
 
    Niron started to call to his master, but to his surprise, Kai suddenly stopped walking. Niron stumbled to a halt, closing his eyes in exhaustion. 
 
    He wasn’t sure how they were going to set anything resembling a camp here, but they would just make do. For Niron’s part he was ready to roll himself in his blanket and fall asleep right where he was standing. 
 
    Opening his eyes to voice that very suggestion, his gaze came to rest on his master’s mare. The creature was standing where he’d last seen her, but her head was down and the reins were dangling across the trail. 
 
    Niron dropped his own lead. “Master?” he called, but Kai was gone. 
 
    He glanced behind him at Bismyval. The emissary was beginning to unload his horse, but he’d stopped at Niron’s cry. Their eyes met in the gathering gloom. 
 
    Shoving his way past Kai’s horse, Niron stood in the deserted trail, frantically searching the forest. Bismyval knelt beside him, studying the ground for signs of Kai’s footprints. The condensation was just thick enough to leave an impression of Kai’s boots. 
 
    “Here!” said Bismyval, standing again. 
 
    Niron started to follow the footprints and Bismyval caught up with him a moment later. In the man’s hand was a bow and quiver of arrows. 
 
    They followed Kai’s trail for another twenty minutes or so. Niron didn’t understand how his master could have gotten so far ahead of them. The night was falling rapidly, forcing them to go slower in order to avoid a fall. 
 
    At one point a tree had fallen over the trail. They lost Kai’s footprints for a moment as they scrambled over the trunk, but they picked them up again on the other side. The tracks were surprisingly regular as if Kai knew exactly where he was going. 
 
    That is until they came up against a wall of vine. Both Niron and Bismyval halted, their eyes tracking up and down it, but finding no obvious entrance. The trail ended right at the wall and that is where Kai’s footsteps ended too. Fear and frustration made Niron want to scream, but he choked it down, following the wall as far off the trail as he could, looking for a break in the foliage. 
 
    Finding only a blanket of green, he returned to the emissary’s side. “What now?” 
 
    Bismyval had been studying the footprints and the wall during Niron’s absence. Reaching out, he placed his hand on the vines and pushed. They gave a little, but didn’t part. 
 
    Shrugging his shoulders, the Human shoved both hands through up to his elbows. He canted a glance down on the Daman. “We go through.” 
 
    The wall was thicker and the vines more adhesive than Niron had expected. The moment he shoved his way into it, they wrapped around his appendages, trying to hold him within their embrace. Niron felt panic crowd into his throat and he kicked and slashed with all of his might to break free. Just when he felt he might go mad, the resistance gave way and he was tumbled into the open once more. 
 
    Staggering to keep his feet, he glanced up and froze. A serpent rose above him, snarling down on him with mouth agape. An undignified yelp escaped him and he stumbled backward, tripping over his feet and falling. He landed on his backside and tried to scramble away, but the vine wall prevented his escape. 
 
    “It’s stone!” said Bismyval to his left. 
 
    Niron glanced over his shoulder. His eyes fixed first on the serpent. It was indeed stone; however, it was more life-like than Niron wanted to admit. Its long, pale grey body was curled around an enormous stone chair that reminded the Daman very much of the king’s throne at the castle. Curved over the top of the throne were the serpent’s front feet, the long claws extending down nearly to the arms of the chair. Far above Niron rose the beast’s head, mouth agape, showing two rows of sharp, pointed teeth. 
 
    Niron pulled himself to his feet and tore his gaze from the serpent. His master was kneeling at the base of the throne, staring at it rather than the serpent with a rapt expression on his face. From where Niron stood, he couldn’t see what his master could see. 
 
    He moved away from the vine wall, dismayed to find his knees shaking badly, and crossed to Bismyval’s side. Beyond a half-distracted glance at him, the Human was also transfixed by something in the chair. 
 
    “I can’t believe it,” whispered the emissary. 
 
    Niron frowned, but his attention was distracted by his master. Using the bottom step of the dais upon which the throne and the serpent were situated, Kai pulled himself to his feet. As he moved, Niron caught a glimpse of what held his master and Bismyval so transfixed. 
 
    Sitting in the middle of the throne was the largest emerald Niron had ever seen. It was as big as the prince’s fist, each facet gleaming a rich green in the failing light. Niron gasped and held his breath. For a moment, he couldn’t formulate a single thought except that they’d found it. They’d found the talisman. 
 
    Another thought niggled at the back of Niron’s mind, but he couldn’t grasp it just yet. He was remotely aware that Kai was climbing the stairs toward the chair. That didn’t seem right, but he couldn’t say why. 
 
    Then it struck him at the same moment that the prince’s foot touched the top of the dais. “Master, no!” he screamed, but he was too late. 
 
    Green light burst from the heart of the emerald, struck the canopy of vines and leaves overhead and fell like raindrops around the clearing. The sight was so beautiful that Niron could only stare, holding out his hands to catch the droplets of green light as they cascaded around him. 
 
    As the rain of light fell, it filled the clearing, chasing back the night. With it came a strange, electrical hum and the hair on the back of Niron’s neck stood on end. He slowly turned his arm around and stared at his forearm. Every single hair was snapping with static electricity. The air around them also grew heavy and warm, charged with a strange energy. 
 
    Niron lifted his eyes to his master as Kai reached for the emerald. A cry of warning rose in the Daman’s throat, but before he could voice it, the pulsation of energy expanded suddenly and ricocheted around the clearing. 
 
    A beam of brilliant emerald light shot from the top of the emerald, knocking the prince back down the stairs to the bottom of the dais. Niron and Bismyval both ducked, squinting in the bright light. 
 
    While the energy hummed and sparked around the clearing, the beam began ratcheting downward, across each facet, and filling it with blinding green light. Niron tried to move forward toward his master, but his legs wouldn’t work. Kai wasn’t aware of the danger because he was trying to regain his feet, his head bowed. Niron opened his mouth again to scream another warning, but he was too late. 
 
    The light struck the prince and rammed into his chest. His head snapped up and while Niron watched, he seemed to convulse with the power flowing from the emerald into him. Time slowed to a halt. Kai hung, impaled by the emerald’s light just at the base of the dais, and there was nothing Niron could do to help him. He couldn’t move, couldn’t breathe, couldn’t even think beyond the terror gripping him. 
 
    He knew his master was going to die. He knew it. 
 
    Then as suddenly as it had begun, the light winked out. Kai collapsed instantly, falling to his knees on the lowest stair. Around the clearing the green light pulsed and eddied like ocean waves, touching the edges and retreating more each time. Niron gasped on a sob and took a staggering step forward. 
 
    His master was dead. His master was dead! 
 
    He staggered a few more steps, then halted, trembling where he stood. 
 
    Reaching for the next step, the prince pulled his body up. Painfully, slowly, he worked his way back up the dais until he collapsed against the throne, his head hanging. 
 
    Niron swallowed against the sickening taste of bile in his mouth. The front of his master’s shirt gaped around a blackened hole that had been burned there by the emerald. Across the center of his master’s chest was an angry red mark, hexagon shaped like a facet on the gem. 
 
    Suddenly Niron’s legs worked and he started forward, intent to prevent his master any more harm. Before he could get to him, however, Kai started pulling himself up on the throne. 
 
    “No, Master!” he cried, but Kai reached for the emerald again. 
 
    Niron flinched and ducked his head, but beyond a slight flare of emerald green light, the talisman did nothing when the young man curled his fingers around it and pulled it out of the chair. 
 
    Niron reached his master as Kai collapsed at the base of the throne once more. Bismyval was at his side a second later. 
 
    The Daman knelt before his master, but he was afraid to touch him now. Kai had the emerald cradled in his lap, his head leaning against the stone chair, his eyes closed. He was still breathing hard and the pulse pounded in the hollow of his throat, while a sheen of perspiration glistened on his skin. Gathering his courage, Niron reached out to touch him. 
 
    Kai’s eyes opened and Niron started back. The Daman could swear they looked green rather than grey. The phenomena lasted only a moment, then Kai gave his servant a wounded smile. 
 
    “It’s real, Niron,” he whispered, closing his eyes again. 
 
    “I know, Master,” said Niron, glancing at Bismyval, who looked equally as worried as the Daman. 
 
    “It’s real,” whispered Kai again. Then he forced his eyes open and they filled with a look of abject terror. “Gods, Niron,” he moaned, curling his fingers around the gem. “Gods, Niron, that means the dreams were real!” 
 
    Niron caught his breath. 
 
    Kai tried to gain his feet again, but the moment he staggered upright, his eyes rolled back in his head and he pitched forward. He would have fallen over the top of Niron, but Bismyval was just a bit quicker and caught him before he fell. 
 
    The emerald dropped from his fingers and rolled across the floor of the clearing. As Niron knelt beside his master, his eyes fell on it. It lay in the dirt, gleaming beautifully up at him, but Niron had no intention of touching the cursed thing even if his life depended on it. 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    Cy shoved the log book away from himself and closed his eyes, leaning his head back. He was working in the private office off the main command chamber, trying to avoid another confrontation with Erram. 
 
    He needed to stay out of the sniveling bastard’s way if he was going to make good on his plan to escape Gava before the month was out. He had what he needed – a direction and the money to head there. He just had to wait until Gava was so occupied with toppling Loden that he didn’t notice Cy’s absence. At least for a few days. Cy figured that that was time enough to disappear into the world. If not, it at least gave him a fighting chance. 
 
    The one element that remained unpredictable was Erram. Cy knew he was being spied upon. It had been that way since Cy had been old enough to be a threat to his maniacal uncle, but he just wasn’t sure how diligent the surveillance was. 
 
    He reached for the log book again, but his vision swam suddenly and he was swamped with a feeling of vertigo. Hanging his head for a moment, he closed his eyes and fought the feeling. Slowly it passed, but a cold sweat had broken out across his shoulders and down his spine. 
 
    He frowned in confusion, then a thought hit him and his head snapped up. Jumping to his feet, he knocked the chair over in his haste to reach the door. A few of the Orahim stationed in the command center glanced up as he dashed across the room toward the catwalk. Yanking the door open, he stepped onto the catwalk, grabbing the rope rail in his fist. 
 
    Below him on the floor were the chanting Gavistra and above them on the stage was Gava where he usually was this time of day. However, even as Cy watched, Gava staggered and his head bowed. 
 
    Cy shivered involuntarily and his eyes narrowed in speculation. 
 
    Gava fought to regain his equilibrium. Cy could almost feel him gathering his power to him as he struggled to right himself. 
 
    The younger man’s eyes shifted to the Gaviston where they stood guarding the Gavistra. The Gaviston were motionless, unanimated even for automatons. Cy sucked in a lungful of air and held it, cataloging all of the information away in his quick mind. 
 
    It lasted only a moment, but it was a moment the younger man wouldn’t soon forget. When the first Gaviston moved again, Cy’s black eyes shifted to the Gavistra. The stupid cattle hadn’t even noticed anything was different, but he had and although he’d only observed it for a short while, he knew the moment had begun when he was in the office by himself. 
 
    Another shiver raced up his spine and he ducked back into the command chamber doorway, peering around it to where Gava had regained his feet. The despot had recovered, but he was no longer chanting with his slaves. He was staring up at the catwalk, staring at the exact spot his nephew had been only a moment before. 
 
    Cy’s jaw ticked with tension, but he didn’t move. Gava stared upward for a moment more, then without a word, he turned on his heel and walked back into the part of the stage Cy couldn’t see from where he was. 
 
    Cy waited a while longer, watching for any sign of his uncle, but when the Gaviston started herding the Gavistra back out, he allowed a smile to curve the planes of his mouth. 
 
    Interesting lesson, he thought and stepped back inside the command chamber. 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
     
 
    The old man’s strange white eyes flashed open and he gasped. The familiar beams of the ceiling warped and bowed crazily for a moment before settling into their regular pattern again. The old man realized he was panting and his body was bathed in a cold sweat. It was only through a supreme effort of will that he managed not to be physically ill. 
 
    Shoving back the bed covers, he sat up, but again the room took an alarming pitch. Closing his eyes shut tight, he braced his head in his hands. It was then he realized that his hands were trembling violently. 
 
    Before the feeling subsided, the door to his room flew open and a shadowed figure blocked the entrance. The old man squinted at the figure. It was just as well that Fodongo had come to him. 
 
    “Did you feel it?” asked the Stravad Leader, moving into the room. 
 
    “I’m still feeling it,” said the old man. 
 
    Fodongo made his way unerringly to the lantern beside the old man’s bed. Light flared, chasing back the shadows, then Fodongo trimmed the wick and replaced the cover. The light made hollows in his cheeks above his golden beard. 
 
    He looked the old man over, then walked to the dressing stand and poured a glass of water from the pitcher. Bringing it back to the old man, he held it out. The old man accepted the glass, drinking deeply, then watched the Stravad Leader grab the closest chair and pull it up beside the bed. 
 
    For a moment, they didn’t speak. They seemed reluctant to give voice to what they both had felt. The old man took another sip. His shaking was easing and his equilibrium seemed to be righting itself. Finally he looked up into Fodongo’s Stravad blue eyes. 
 
    “Well?” 
 
    The Stravad Leader arched a golden brow. “I was hoping you’d tell me. What I felt...” He paused, his eyes narrowing. “...is it what I think?” 
 
    The old man simply nodded and placed the glass on the table beside the bed. He clasped his hands together and hunched his shoulders, shivering even though he wasn’t cold. 
 
    “I’m not sure what to think,” said Fodongo. 
 
    The old man glanced up at him. “Think of how we are going to protect whoever it is, protect the heir and the talisman.” 
 
    Fodongo lifted a hand and stroked his golden beard. “How? I’m not even sure I know where the talisman was found.” 
 
    “South,” said the old man, his eyes going distant. He could feel the call if he just stretched forth his power, but it was more than that. He’d been one of the few chosen to make the initial decision. It had been a weighty one, one that had grown heavier in his heart with the years, but he’d been there. He’d known everything from the very beginning. 
 
    “South?” echoed the Stravad Leader. After a moment of silence, he nodded. “I feel it, but how can we make it in time? Won’t Gava feel it also?” 
 
    “Of course. We’re now in a race, against time, against him, but this race has exceptionally high stakes. We can’t lose it.” 
 
    “What if we have already? What if we’ve waited too long? Perhaps we should have moved before the talisman was found.” 
 
    “Perhaps, but then we would have forced the situation. The heir might not have been ready yet, unable to handle the power of the talisman. Or worse, we might have given Gava the information too soon, allowed him to find the talisman before the heir was ready to take it up. It’s been a very tricky business, and I’ve never been sure we’ve handled it correctly.” His eyes shifted to the ground. “I’ve always wondered if we should have moved against Gava sooner, crushed him with our greater numbers before he was allowed to gain power.” 
 
    Fodongo frowned. “That isn’t our way, Lemek. We protect our own, but we don’t interfere with the rest of the world. Live or die, it does so without our intervention.” 
 
    “Gava was of our world.” 
 
    Fodongo shook his head. “Not for many years. The trouble he caused has not been visited upon us. It’s a Human problem. They wouldn’t want our interference, even if it wasn’t against our philosophy of government. They could have ended the threat decades ago if they simply banded together. We are one small city. We could not make them face what they were unwilling to face for their own good.” 
 
    “Are you saying then that the issue of Eldon’s heir and talisman is not within our realm of interference either?” 
 
    “No, this is a different matter entirely. Should Gava gain control of either the heir or the talisman, he will be powerful enough to threaten our own. This is why I have never been comfortable with the decisions made before I became leader. I have never thought Eldon’s heir nor the talisman should be kept so far from Temeron. They are within our jurisdiction. The Humans are not.” 
 
    Lemek drew a weary breath. “I have found, Fodongo, that Human problems usually become everyone’s problem. I should have executed my brother when I had the opportunity.” 
 
    “Then the crime was only in taking pity on one of our own. If we don’t have mercy, what do we have, Lemek?” 
 
    “War,” said the old man. “I’m afraid we now have war.” 
 
    “You don’t think it’s come to that?” 
 
    The old man met the younger man’s eyes. “How else do you think you’re going to get Eldon’s heir away from Gava, Fodongo, except through war?” 
 
    “By winning the race. You said both were located in the south. In all these years, I’ve never asked where, never asked you to divulge that bit of information from your days as Stravad Leader. I’m asking now. Where were they hidden, Lemek?” 
 
    The old man drew another deep breath and closed his eyes. “DiNolfol,” he said. “They’re in DiNolfol.” 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    Kai gasped as the cold, wet substance slapped him fully in the face. He shivered and blinked rapidly a few times. Light coalesced into a rainbow of colors around him, gradually fanning out into more regular patterns. He drew another breath and winced. It hurt to breathe. 
 
    It occurred to him that he was lying on his back. A rush of panic swept through him, forcing him to try righting himself. The colors blurred around him and his stomach lurched. For a moment he was sure he was going to be sick. 
 
    “Go easy,” said a voice above him. 
 
    Kai blinked again, but didn’t try to sit up. The colors had sifted back into their proper order once more and he found himself staring up at the tangled branches of trees. His brow lowered in a frown. Trees? 
 
    The trees grew so closely together no light penetrated their canopy. The only reason Kai could see the leaves at all was because a fire burned to his left. That he could see from the corner of his eyes. 
 
    He drew another breath. He’d forgotten how much it hurt. Niron was staring down into his face, his own tight with worry. 
 
    “Niron?” 
 
    “You finally came back to us, Master.” 
 
    Kai became aware of two things at the same time. His face was wet and his body hurt miserably. He frowned as he tried to remember what had happened to him. Just like the light had finally filtered its way into recognizable shapes, Kai’s memories pieced themselves back together like a puzzle. 
 
    He started upright, then wished he hadn’t. His equilibrium had been affected by the events that day and he nearly pitched all the way forward on his face. Niron and Bismyval both caught him, helping him to lie back down again. 
 
    Kai fought the nausea that raged through him. A cool cloth was draped over his forehead, easing some of the discomfort. Carefully, he cracked open one eye. 
 
    “What happened?” 
 
    His two companions exchanged odd looks, then glanced back at him. “I mean after I got the emerald.” He felt beside him, sensing the gem. It lay beneath the blanket within hand’s reach. Curling his fingers around its cool surface, he felt an answering pulse of power. 
 
    “You fainted, Master,” said Niron. 
 
    Kai frowned. That didn’t sound like a very manly thing to have happened. Jurgon would be appalled. A moan escaped him as he remembered the realization that had caused him to faint. His dreams about the talisman had been real, which could only mean his dreams about DiNolfol might also come to pass. 
 
    He tried to push himself up, but it was Bismyval who prevented his movement. “Take it easy.” 
 
    Kai squinted at the man. “I have to go home.” 
 
    “We know. We’ll head out tomorrow morning. Right now it’s too dark to find the trail again and the horses won’t be able to carry us unless they get some rest. Besides, I don’t think you could ride at the moment. Let’s get some food in you and some sleep, my lord, then we’ll make a dash back to the protectorate in the morning. Agreed?" 
 
    Kai allowed himself to lay back down. “How long was I out?” he said, fighting the growing anxiety. He knew Bismyval was right, but it was hard to lie quietly while his people might be dying at that very moment. 
 
    “More than an hour, my lord. Finally, I threw water in your face to bring you around.” 
 
    Kai nodded in comprehension. Something tight was banding his chest and he moved his hand to find out what. A bandage had been wrapped around his ribcage beneath his unbuttoned shirt. He glanced down in surprise. 
 
    “What’s this?” 
 
    “We bandaged the wound in your chest, Master,” answered Niron. 
 
    Kai splayed his hand over the mark the emerald had made. “I feel like I’ve been beaten.” 
 
    “I don’t doubt it, my lord. For a moment there, Niron and I thought you were dead.” He shook his head in memory. “It was a terrible sight. I’ll never forget it.” 
 
    Kai nodded, then glanced around. They were still in the clearing where he’d found the emerald, but someone had gone back for their horses and gear. Kai looked back at his companions, who were both studying him in return. He wasn’t sure what to make of their scrutiny. Too many thoughts demanded his attention and he couldn’t sort through them all at once. 
 
    “Help me sit up,” he said. 
 
    Niron and Bismyval exchanged a worried glance, but they moved to do as he requested, settling a pack behind him to support him. Kai tried to breathe slowly and steadily, fighting the protest of his abused body. 
 
    Bracing his head in his hands, he fought the instant, unreasonable urge to weep. Fainting was bad enough, crying like a child would be devastating to his masculine image, he decided, fighting back the hysteria. 
 
    “Drink this, Master,” said the Daman, pushing a tin cup into his hands. 
 
    Kai drank mechanically, but once his battered brain cells recognized it as brandy, he drew a deep breath and sighed. At least the pleasant burn was comfortingly familiar. He glanced at the Daman. 
 
    “Thanks, Niron.” 
 
    Niron started to shake away his gratitude as he always did, but Kai held up a hand. 
 
    “Wait. Please listen to me. I need to say this.” 
 
    Both Niron and Bismyval were watching him now. “Thank you both for following me on this insane journey and for standing by me when I know you thought I’d lost my mind.” His gaze shifted to the Daman exclusively. “And whatever comes of this, Niron, thank you for standing beside me all these years. You’ve been so much to me, so much more than anyone intended from the start. I can never express what your friendship means to me.” 
 
    When the Daman’s huge brown eyes grew liquid, Kai had to look away. If Niron started crying, manly or not, Kai knew he wouldn’t be far behind him, his emotions were so unstable. 
 
    He lifted the cup to his lips again and took another sip, forcing the liquid past the tightness in his throat. The brandy settled warmly in his belly, but it couldn’t chase away the terrible doubt and fear crowding his heart. 
 
    Eldon’s star, what had he gotten himself into now! 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 11 
 
      
 
    Saria drew a deep breath and closed her eyes. She was sitting in the center of her aunt’s kitchen, during the quietest hours of the night, but she couldn’t sleep. The house was simply too quiet. She was used to the continual noise of her three cousins. But since yesterday, there had been nothing. 
 
    Not that she regretted making it possible for her aunt and cousins to leave DiNolfol. There was relief in the knowledge that her family had a chance for safety. 
 
    She lifted the cup of tea she’d made for herself and took a sip. Loneliness was beginning to settle around her. Which, in truth, was rather silly since she’d only been alone for two nights, but when she looked into the future, it didn’t seem much brighter. 
 
    Sometime in the last few hours, she’d faced the truth. The only reason why she hadn’t followed her aunt and cousins was because of Kai. She hadn’t wanted to give up hope that there might be a future for them. Being alone had at least convinced her of the truth. 
 
    Remaining here and putting her life at risk over a dream that would never know fruition was rather stupid. Should Kai ever return, it would be to take over a kingdom that was sorely in need of leadership. It was a role he’d been born to fulfill and one she definitely hadn’t. 
 
    She took another sip of the tea, hoping it would calm some of the restlessness inside of her. Without her family in residence, there was no reason to stay. She would tell the headmaster of the school tomorrow. Then she would hire someone with her last paycheck to see her safely to Zenoradel. 
 
    She would forget DiNolfol. She would forget Kai. She would begin anew. 
 
    Feeling resolved, she set the mug on the table and rose to her feet. Blowing out the low burning lamp, she stretched and turned toward the hallway, then she paused. 
 
    A strange red light was pulsing in the foyer. 
 
    Immediately her heart began pounding faster as she edged across the kitchen and peered toward the outer doorway. The pulsating light was spilling through the window beside the door and seeping around the cracks of the door itself. 
 
    She crossed the room and grabbed the doorknob. Unlatching the lock, she pulled the door open and stepped onto the porch. A gasp caught in her throat as she stood in the dancing red light. DiNolfol was on fire. 
 
    She dodged back into the house, slamming the door shut and placing her back to it. Closing her eyes, she willed the panic away. A building was burning, true; however, that didn’t mean the entire protectorate was on fire. She was allowing her own fear and the memory of Kai’s dreams to spook her. 
 
    Forcing herself away from the door, she headed toward the stairs. Her foot had touched the bottom one when the alarm rang out. She stumbled to a halt, grabbing the railing in a death-grip. 
 
    She’d heard the fire alarm before, but tonight it seemed to have an ominous echo. 
 
    She began climbing the stairs, pulling herself up step by step. The ringing of the alarm continued, louder than she remembered it. It also seemed to be coming too fast, a cacophony of shrill sound that seemed oddly discordant in the stillness of the night. 
 
    Saria had reached the top of the staircase before she realized why the alarm was so strange. It wasn’t simply one alarm ringing in the vicinity of the fire. It was a number of alarms ringing throughout the whole of the protectorate at once. 
 
    A whisper of terror flared to life inside of her. Gaviston! 
 
    Dashing down the hallway to her room, she tore open her closet and began rifling through it, searching for clothing. She was only vaguely aware of what she was doing as she dressed in the pulsing red darkness. 
 
    She had to get away. She had to get out of the city before it was too late. As she frantically dressed, the alarm continued to shriek, causing more panic to build within her. 
 
    When she tore open the door again and dashed onto the vacant porch, she stumbled to a halt. The flare of red had grown into actual flames. She could see them leaping violently from rooftops as close as a few streets beyond her own. 
 
    “Think!” she commanded herself. 
 
    The desire to escape was powerful, but the blind panic was ebbing in the harsh reality of her situation. If she kept racing around without a plan, she was as good as dead. 
 
    When a hastily loaded wagon careened around the corner and raced for the end of the street, Saria had her plan. She needed to get to the stables and find a horse. 
 
    A few of her neighbors were stumbling out of their houses, taking a look around. Saria had a very brief advantage. She’d already been awake and had guessed what was happening, while most of these people were slumbering peacefully. It seemed unbelievably heartless to leave them where they stood, but once they realized their plight, the streets would be choked with wildly panicked people attempting to escape too. 
 
    Saria tried to walk quickly toward the heart of the city, but as muted explosions began to shake the very earth beneath her feet, she began to run. As she’d expected, panic was taking control of the citizens. She met a number of people running the opposite direction who were sobbing or glassy-eyed. A few were beginning to get combative, shoving her out of the way rather than running around her. More wagons and a few horses barreled past her. 
 
    A woman was nearly run down by one of the wagons as she dashed across the street. As she reached the roadside, she tripped, sprawling across the sidewalk before Saria. 
 
    Saria stumbled to a halt and reached down automatically, pulling the woman up before she could be trampled by those who were running in the opposite direction. The woman was sobbing and her face was streaked with dirt. 
 
    “Are you hurt?” 
 
    The woman clung to Saria, gasping between her sobs and shaking violently. Saria’s eyes lifted to the center of the city, dismayed to see the number of refugees streaming toward them, intent on escaping the heart of the attack. 
 
    “Listen,” she said, gripping the woman by both arms. “I’m headed there.” She nodded at the fire. “I’m going after a horse. You can come with me and I’ll try to get you out too, but I’m going into the fire rather than away from it.” 
 
    “Please help me,” sobbed the woman, holding tight to Saria. 
 
    Saria tucked the woman into her side. “Eldon help both of us,” she muttered, not sure she hadn’t made an enormous tactical error in coming this way. 
 
    It didn’t take long for her to reverse that thought. 
 
    A scream, followed almost immediately by countless others, rent the night behind them. Saria and the woman stumbled to a halt and glanced over their shoulders. The refugees who had been running from the center of the city suddenly turned and slammed into those coming behind them. Confusion and terror reined for a moment as people were knocked off their feet and trampled. 
 
    A speeding wagon and horse team shot down the street, but when the driver saw the way was blocked, he tried to turn the horses from their path. The turn was too abrupt, causing the wagon to fish-tail out to the side, dragging the horses with it. 
 
    The wagon and team slammed into the crowd. Saria flinched and looked away. More screams and crying filled the street. 
 
    “Keep moving,” she said to the woman. 
 
    Saria kept her eyes fixed forward. She didn’t want to see the carnage they were leaving behind, but the woman suddenly pulled out of her hold. Her ear-shattering scream brought Saria around. 
 
    In the midst of the death and destruction came apparitions of shadow and steel. Saria couldn’t move, couldn’t breathe. She stood rooted to the spot, her lips parted on a gasp that she couldn’t draw. Gaviston! 
 
    People scrambled to flee, some crawled to escape them, but it was futile. They strode over the dead, they walked upon the wounded, and they came into the midst of the pain and suffering, bringing more with them. Bringing death. 
 
    Terror unlike any she’d ever known before pooled liquid in her belly. Grabbing the woman's arm, she fled into the unknowing crowd. They parted to allow her to pass, intent on leaving the fire behind, but coming face to face with death before them. She ran until her lungs burned and a stitch in her side made running impossible. Then she walked, dragging the woman with her. 
 
    It wasn’t until she found herself across the street from the store Maleki’s father owned that she understood the extent of her plight. The store was burning, the entire two floors engulfed. Two people stood before the store, one arguing with the other. Tugging the woman with her, she crossed the street and came to a halt beside Maleki and his father. 
 
    “Maleki?” 
 
    His eyes came into focus on her. Like her own, they were wide and glazed with shock. “What are you doing here?” 
 
    For a moment she couldn’t formulate an answer. She glanced around at the destruction and tears blinded her. The woman was no longer sobbing, but was strangely quiet. Saria didn’t even spare her a glance. 
 
    “I’m looking for a horse.” She nodded the way they’d come. “The Gaviston are coming from that direction. It’s...it’s...” Her mind wouldn’t process the images she’d seen, not yet, not now. 
 
    Maleki turned back to his father. “Did you hear her? We’ve got to go now, Father. Now!” 
 
    The older man didn’t respond. He simply stood, staring up at what once had been a prosperous business. 
 
    “Come on, Saria,” Maleki said, physically propelling his father to the other side of the street. 
 
    The four unlikely companions began threading their way toward the heart of the devastated protectorate. At some point (Saria was beginning to lose track of time), Maleki hailed a passing wagon. The kind man pulled the vehicle to a halt and waited for them to come alongside. The inner part of the wagon groaned with the weight of so many people, the supports were sprung, and there was no room for anyone to sit down any longer. 
 
    “Do you have any room?” Maleki asked. 
 
    “For maybe one, if we really shove together.” 
 
    Maleki turned to Saria. “Go. I’ll try to get her and my father out of town another way.” 
 
    Saria looked up at the wagon, the opportunity for survival and escape, then looked back at the woman. She didn’t even meet Saria’s eyes. Saria knew she wouldn’t be able to go on any farther in her condition. 
 
    “Take her,” she heard herself say as she pulled the woman to the side of the wagon. Some of the men leaned over and grabbed her, hauling her up. The woman didn’t even seem to notice she was being manhandled. 
 
    Then the driver cracked the reins and the wagon lumbered off, groaning under its massive weight. Saria and Maleki watched it until it was out of sight, then exchanged a glance. 
 
    “That was probably foolish,” he said. 
 
    “Probably,” she answered. Nodding toward the center of the city, she started walking again. “Let’s get going.” 
 
    They finally made it to the stable, but as Saria had been afraid, it was also on fire. Even as they stood before it in resigned shock, Barievon appeared in the blazing doorway, leading a horse with a blindfold over its eyes. 
 
    “Barievon!” cried Maleki. 
 
    The stable master stumbled to a halt and yanked the blindfold off the animal, glancing up at the sound of his name. His face was blackened with soot and he was sweating. “What are you doing here?” 
 
    “Trying to find a way out,” answered Maleki. He nodded at the dancing horse. “Any others?” 
 
    Barievon passed the bridle to his friend. “Wait here.” Drawing an exhausted breath, he turned back into the stable. 
 
    Maleki and Saria stared after him. He hadn’t been gone a few moments before a roar of fire, followed by the sound of falling timber, shot from the roof of the barn. “Barievon!” shouted Maleki, dropping the reins. 
 
    Before Saria could stop him, he dashed into the interior of the barn, disappearing in a red haze. The horse tossed its head in fear and Saria had to leap for the bridle. Even so, the animal dragged her a few feet before she could bring it under control again. 
 
    While she grappled with it, she glanced over her shoulder again and again, searching for the two men. She’d just given up hope when they appeared at the entrance, both of them leading another blind-folded horse through the inferno. 
 
    Maleki glanced around. “Where did my father go?” 
 
    Saria looked around also. He’d been standing a few feet away only moments before. Now that spot was empty. 
 
    Maleki began searching the streets. Immediately the horse reared, nearly knocking Saria off her feet. 
 
    “Maleki!” shouted Barievon, but at the same moment, the stable exploded. Flames belched out of the front doors and through the roof, then the roof gave way, collapsing in on itself. 
 
    Saria was forced to let the horse go or else be trampled as she dove for the ground to escape the flames. The second horse shot past her a moment later and she ducked, wrapping her arms around her head to protect herself. 
 
    Again the stable exploded, the roar of flames and falling timber deafening. In the next instant debris began to rain down on her, striking her where she lay. Just when she’d decided she had to race for safety, something heavy struck her in the back of the head. 
 
    Light exploded in her eyes. Then nothing. 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    Theron crept from beneath the bushes in Tafoya’s yard, leaving the Norrad behind. He glanced down the street in both directions, but it had been quiet for some time now. In the distance, the sky was an angry red as the main part of DiNolfol continued to burn, but here it was dark and ominously silent. 
 
    Crouching at the gate, he searched the darkness for signs of movement. It was almost impossible to see the Orahim until they were upon you, but it was the Gaviston that struck terror in one’s heart. The first time he’d stared into those soulless eyes, he was sure he was having a heart attack. He hadn’t even been able to draw enough breath to scream. If Tafoya hadn’t suddenly appeared, lashing out with unseen power, he would have died immediately. He hadn’t even had enough sense to run. 
 
    Tafoya. 
 
    His hands moved to the latch on the gate and he pulled it up. Yanking the gate open, he edged through it and again searched both ends of the deserted street. If it hadn’t been for the Stravad wizard, everyone on this block would have died, their houses burned to ash. He’d saved them. He alone had faced the Gaviston threat and bought their neighbors time to escape. 
 
    Theron’s back screamed in protest as he rose to a crouch. Keeping to the darkest part of the shadows, he darted up the street, pausing periodically to again search for signs of Gaviston. He was too old for such physical efforts, but he couldn’t just walk away. 
 
    Tafoya was still out here somewhere. 
 
    The street was empty for as far as he could see. He crawled forward despite the agony in his joints and muscles, glancing over fences into deserted yards, searching for the wizard. 
 
    Tafoya had known the protectorate was under attack before the first alarm had broken the stillness of the night. His servant had come to expect many unusual things from his Stravad master, but Theron could never remember such a look of grim determination in his eyes before tonight. 
 
    He’d knocked at the servant’s door, telling him to flee toward the castle in the distance. It was the only way to escape the Gaviston. Theron had thought he was being overly dramatic until the alarms began ringing throughout the whole of the kingdom. Theron had grabbed up the most precious of their possessions – the pile of paper money he’d hoarded away for years and the book the old man coveted above all others – but when he’d gone to find Tafoya, the old man was gone. 
 
    It hadn’t taken much to find him. Tafoya had gone into the streets, rousing their neighbors and urging them to flee. Theron had begged the wizard to abandon this hopeless crusade, but Tafoya had given him that calm, patient look of his and sent him on his way. 
 
    Theron had very nearly left him then. 
 
    He might be getting old, especially for a Human, but he had no desire to die, and he certainly had no desire to die at the hands of Gaviston. And yet, he hadn’t been able to leave. He’d been in Tafoya’s employment so long, they were more companions than servant and master. And so he’d stayed, even when the Gaviston appeared. 
 
    He’d huddled in the yard of the house, clutching the Norrad to his breast and shivering in paralyzed terror. Tafoya had not been afraid. 
 
    He’d taken up a position in the center of the street, his shoulders no longer stooped with age, his face stark in the flickering red light from the fires. And as the people fled around him, he’d held the Gaviston off. For a long while, his psychic attacks were so successful the Gaviston ceased coming, but as more and more refugees fled in this direction, they’d eventually returned in greater numbers, overwhelming Tafoya and sending his servant scrambling beneath the bushes for cover. 
 
    Theron had stayed hidden, his eyes shut tight, his heart in his throat. He suspected he was in shock for a good part of that time. But gradually, he came to realize that the screams and sobbing had ended, replaced with this eerie stillness all around him. 
 
    As he searched for the Stravad, he found many people who hadn’t made it out of the protectorate in time. After checking to make sure they weren’t the wizard, he looked away. In the impossibly long hours since the attack had begun, he’d shut off his ability to register shock and horror. If he hadn’t, he wouldn’t be able to continue moving. The reality of the destruction and loss of life was worse than his wildest nightmares could have been. It was devastating. 
 
    Just when he was thinking about giving up the search, he found him. 
 
    He knew it was the wizard before he even got close to him. Bile rose in Theron’s throat as he walked toward the crumpled form lying in the gutter. Irrational thoughts filtered through his mind. The old man looked surprisingly small and surprisingly still. 
 
    Kneeling beside him, he reached for his shoulder. He nearly jumped out of his skin when the wizard groaned. He recovered quickly, and eased the old man onto his back. 
 
    Tafoya’s eyes fluttered open. They searched Theron’s face before they closed again. “The boy...” he whispered. 
 
    Theron leaned close, then glanced down the street. It was a long way back to the wizard’s cottage, but he had no choice, he had to drag him there before more Gaviston arrived. 
 
    “Hold on, Master,” he told the wizard, hooking his hands beneath Tafoya’s narrow, bony shoulders. 
 
    The wizard muttered something, but the servant couldn’t understand. Clenching his teeth in physical misery, he rose to a crouch and started dragging the old man toward his home. 
 
    Had he been thinking rationally at all, he would never have started the journey in the first place, but how did one think rationally when the world had suddenly become so very irrational? 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    The hands that lay flat on the desk were alien to him. He didn’t remember when they had become so frail, so aged. When had the brown spots appeared, when had the veins become so prominent? When had the knuckles grown so large, so knobby? 
 
    He turned them over and stared at the palms. A patch-work of lines crisscrossed the broad expanse, an entire life laid out like trails and roads, some paved and smooth, some rough and rutted. 
 
    These hands had held power. He could still remember what it had felt like to close them into fists, causing every muscle to contract up and down the length of his arms. Curled around the hilt of a sword, such power had the potential to rain down death. Curled around the hilt of his scepter, much the same. Now...now no longer. 
 
    When had it happened? 
 
    When had he grown old? 
 
    That was a question without answer. He supposed it was much the same no matter who the person – peasant or king, you didn’t know you were aging until you were suddenly old. 
 
    But he knew the exact moment he’d become old. 
 
    It hadn’t been that long ago. A day, a few hours – recent enough to still measure the time in minutes if one were so inclined. He’d stared into his daughter’s dark eyes and he hadn’t been able to answer her, he hadn’t known what to do. 
 
    He wasn’t psychic like the Stravad. He figured he didn’t want such a burden anyway. Look what it had gotten his son...but something at that moment had whispered to him, in the depth of his mind, something had whispered that it was over. 
 
    He was over. He was done. 
 
    He was old. Too old to rule any more. Too weak to protect. 
 
    The sound of the door slamming into the wall pulled him a little way out of his thoughts. He looked up into the lifeless, pitiless eyes of his own hell, and oddly enough, he wasn’t surprised. In fact, beyond the feeble attempt of his heart to pound out of his chest, he felt little else. 
 
    It simply didn’t matter. Nothing mattered, not family, not sovereignty, not even survival. He was old and he was done. 
 
    And thus ended the reign of Ferenc, first sovereign ruler of the protectorate of DiNolfol. 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    Marri bolted awake. Someone was screaming inside the castle. It was a scream unlike any she’d ever heard. 
 
    Thrusting aside the covers, she climbed to her feet. She was shivering in after-shock of being so brutally awaken. Glancing at the window, she noted it was still night, the deepest, usually stillest part of the night. Creeping toward the door, she stumbled to a halt as another scream echoed through the castle. 
 
    She let out a scream of her own when the door slammed open and her wild-eyed maid ran through. The maid came to an abrupt halt and shrieked also. Marri shook away her fear and grabbed the woman’s arms. 
 
    “What’s going on?” 
 
    The maid blinked at her stupidly a moment, then turned Marri toward her wardrobe. “Oh, my lady, quickly dress yourself. You must escape.” 
 
    “Escape?” She faced the woman whose eyes were darting around the room. “Escape what?” 
 
    “Gaviston,” she hissed. “Oh, my lady, the castle...the protectorate has fallen.” 
 
    Marri was speechless for a moment, but her training was too deeply ingrained. “Nonsense, my father...” 
 
    “Is dead, to be sure. They broke into his study early on and are searching out the bottom floor now. The guards have made a stand in the main hall, but it won’t be long...you’ve got to run.” 
 
    Marri backed up until she hit the bed, then she sat down heavily. The maid gave her a frantic look, then ran to the wardrobe herself and tugged out the simplest frock Marri owned. She tossed it at the younger woman, but when it simply fluttered to the floor, she stared at her mistress a moment with brimming eyes. 
 
    “You’ve got to go, my lady. They’ll be here soon.” 
 
    Marri’s eyes shifted to the woman. “What about my mother?” 
 
    “They tried to get her out, behind the line of guards. We’re not sure if she made it. I’m taking you down the servants’ stairs and through the back of the castle. Come on, my lady, get dressed.” 
 
    Marri shook her head, tears brimming in her eyes. “No, I can’t. I can’t run away. Not from my home, not from my parents, not from my people. I just can’t.” 
 
    “We’ve got to go!” pleaded the maid. 
 
    Marri shook her head more firmly, tears streaming down her cheeks. “Go! Get to another protectorate if you can and warn them. Ask them to send us their aid, please. Go! It’s an order!” 
 
    The maid hesitated a moment more, but self-preservation won out in the end. 
 
    Marri wasn’t sure how long she sat in confused mourning. She’d feared such an attack might come, but she’d never really thought about what it might mean. The idea that her parents might be dead was overwhelming. Not her powerful father and her elegant mother! If they were gone, everything else was gone as well. 
 
    When the door burst open a second time, it took her a moment before she realized it wasn’t a Gaviston come to end her life. The soldier crossed the room in three strides and grabbed her by her upper arms, bodily lifting her from the bed. Then he shook her so hard her teeth rattled. 
 
    Indignity was the first emotion to register. 
 
    Marri shoved him away and shook back her tangled hair. “Just what do you think...” she began, then halted, her hand lifting to cover her mouth, her eyes going wide. “Grondi?” 
 
    He was disheveled, his uniform rent in a half-dozen places and his face smudged with soot. A cut over his left brow was still oozing blood. “Damn it! What do you think you’re doing?” 
 
    Marri realized she was trembling. 
 
    He bent down and grabbed the frock, shoving it at her. “Get dressed, then we’re getting out of this hell-hole!” 
 
    Clutching the frock to her breast, Marri shook her head. Tears streamed down her face. “My maid said my father and mother are dead. The protectorate has fallen. There’s nothing left.” 
 
    For a moment Marri thought she saw sympathy in his eyes, but then they sparked with fury once more. “Yes, I believe your mother and father are both dead. So are more than two-thirds of your father’s personal guard, including that lunatic Jurgon, but he and the other soldiers bought you enough time to escape.” 
 
    “Why should I escape when they didn’t?” 
 
    His eyes grew harder, more determined. “Because some of the people in the protectorate may have escaped. After tonight they are going to need someone to lead them, help them put their lives back together. You’re all they’ve got and I’m not gonna let you throw your life away as stupidly as your father threw away his! Now get dressed!” 
 
    Lifting her head as best she could, Marri pulled out of his grasp and walked to her dressing room. Her hands shook badly as she dressed, but she did so quickly and even managed to find a ribbon to tie back her hair. Although she wanted to dissolve into tears, she forced her chin higher when she returned to the main room to face him. 
 
    He was standing at the door, peering out into the hall. Two things struck her at once. First was his dedication. Second, he was still wearing his uniform. 
 
    Both her maid and he had said the Gaviston were killing the soldiers. If they left with him still in uniform, he was as good as dead should they meet any Gaviston. Not that she gave their chances much hope. 
 
    “You need to change also.” 
 
    He glanced down on himself, then into her eyes. “Why...” But he halted. A shiver took him as some memory raced across his mind. 
 
    “Come on,” she said, taking control. “We’ll get something from my brother’s room.” 
 
    Grondi insisted on going first. Marri let him lead, simply because the moment she left her room, the overwhelming tragedy hit her so hard she nearly collapsed. Bodies were strewn everywhere, on the stairs, on the landing below them, and across the entrance hall. Not only was there a great deal of blood, but smoke had begun to snake in and among the lifeless forms, slithering toward the stairs. 
 
    When she couldn’t hold back her gasp, Grondi turned and then reached for her arm. “Don’t look down!” he commanded, tugging her beside him. 
 
    He thrust open Kai’s room and hurried inside. Marri went no further than the door, her eyes taking in her brother’s things, her hands pressed against her lips. Incongruous thoughts paraded through her mind. She wondered how she would ever tell him what had happened to their father and mother, and she couldn’t help but note how comfortable a common soldier seemed to be, rifling through her brother’s belongings. 
 
    It wasn’t until he began to undress in front of her that Marri realized she was staring at him. Quickly shutting her eyes, she ducked her head, but the darkness of her mind only allowed her to remember the horror she’d seen in her own home, the needless death and destruction. 
 
    She couldn’t stop the violent tremors that raced over her or the moan of anguish that escaped her lips. Hugging her arms around her middle, she bent over, trying desperately to contain the sobs that were rising inside of her. 
 
    Suddenly the soldier was there, pulling her into his arms and pressing her face into the crisp clean linen of her brother’s shirt. Marri pulled back at first, but he whispered something soft and soothing in her ear. Curling her arms around him, she let the tears come, trying very hard not to make a sound, but it was nearly impossible. He held her and stroked her hair, continuing to whisper softly to her. She couldn’t understand the words, but she understood the intent. It made her cry harder. For a moment she simply savored the warmth and safety she felt in his arms. 
 
    Pulling back a little, she wiped the remaining tears away. “We should go,” she said. 
 
    He smoothed her hair back. “Yes, we should.” He wiped one of her tears away with his thumb and swallowed hard. “I’m sorry, Princess,” he whispered. 
 
    Marri shut her eyes to stop more tears, then reached for his hand, clasping it tightly in her own. “Let’s go.” 
 
    “Princess, it’s important you have shoes that you’ll be able to walk in for a distance. I’m not sure I’ll be able to get you transportation like I did last time.” 
 
    She forced a grin. “I made sure I had something better suited to walking after that last attempt. My maid went into the protectorate and bought...” Her words faltered. She couldn’t complete the memory. It was too painful. There was no more protectorate, no more maid, no more home. “Let’s go.” 
 
    He nodded and went to the door, pulling it open. Casting a glance over his shoulder, he gave her a slight smile. “Stay close.” 
 
    “You don’t need to worry about that,” she answered, following right on his heels when he ducked into the hallway beyond. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 12 
 
      
 
    Fodongo watched the old man slowly climb off his horse. They’d made good ground today, but the Stravad Leader was anxious. He feared they weren’t moving as fast as they should. If Gava had even a small jump on them, it could prove disastrous. He hated to admit it, but Lemek was slowing them down. 
 
    He’d chosen a deliberately small party to accompany him, just his closest friends. The only other person who knew about their journey was his wife and co-leader, Panral. It was essential they keep this business secret as long as they could for a number of reasons. Leaving Panral behind to lead the Stravad capital, he’d taken only the brothers, Ronake and Ronar, who were both skilled warriors, and his closest assistant Hadar. 
 
    Lemek had come because his experience and knowledge were irreplaceable. He’d been Stravad Leader before Fodongo and the younger man had counted on Lemek’s counsel to get him through the rough patches that occurred as headman of the Stravad capital. Yet watching Lemek descend from the saddle, it was obvious his mentor was aging. 
 
    Being leader of the Stravad capital was a relatively easy chore. Little crime occurred within Temeron’s golden walls. Stravad were typically good natured and more concerned with finding pleasure in life than creating havoc. That is most Stravad. There were a few exceptions; Gava being the most prominent. 
 
    Added to their even temperaments, Stravad were usually not conquest minded. They had their haven in Temeron and needed little else, which meant they had only passing dealings with the other races on the planet. Humans occasionally came to Temeron, but these visits were most often brief and of little consequence. There was more contact with the Daman to the south, but they were also a relatively placid people and so conflict rarely happened. The result, however, was that the Temerian Stravad had become isolated. 
 
    Lemek felt they’d become too isolated, but then he was personally involved with the current crisis. Gava was, in fact, his brother; therefore, the old man felt responsible. 
 
    Fodongo wasn’t nearly so self-sacrificing and he certainly wasn’t as bothered by the havoc the Stravad despot was wrecking on the Human population, but he wasn’t stupid either. Now that Eldon’s talisman had been discovered by his heir, the safety of the Stravad capital was in jeopardy. 
 
    It never occurred to Fodongo that someone other than Eldon’s chosen heir had discovered the talisman. No one else would be able to make it respond as it had the night both he and Lemek had felt it. Others might handle it, others might covet it, but should they try to use it, the sheer power the gem possessed would destroy them. Only one with powers equal to Eldon himself could wield it, and to date, only one Stravad beside Eldon held such power. 
 
    Fodongo had been part of the council who’d decided to send Eldon’s heir away from Temeron, even though he’d never known where he was sent. That knowledge had been held by Lemek alone. 
 
    He’d been a young council member then, but already Lemek had taken an interest in him. In fact, he was already being groomed to take over in Lemek’s stead. He hadn’t been sure then that they were doing the right thing. Not that he didn’t agree the babe was in danger. If Eldon had felt the power in him, Gava certainly would. What concerned Fodongo most was raising a Stravad so far away from his own people. 
 
    It was difficult enough to grapple with power of that magnitude, but it was even more difficult without the proper support of a people who understood such power. Humans did not. They either coveted it or they feared it. They never comprehended the double-edged sword it always was. 
 
    Fodongo had spent years watching Eldon grapple with it until he feared it drove the Stravad hero mad. And deep inside of himself, Fodongo had always been glad he didn’t have a measure of Eldon’s power. Not only did it control Eldon, but it set him apart, it made him a continual target of ravening power mongers like Gava. 
 
    So, although Fodongo had understood the need to hide the babe away from Gava, he’d hated to consign the child to a life without his people to support him. He’d only agreed in the end because the child’s Stravad parents would be the ones to raise him. He couldn’t think of two better suited people to guide the child through the pains of growing up different. 
 
    Yet he was now wondering if they hadn’t made a mistake. He had felt the power of the emerald across all of the ensuing miles. It was foolish to hope Gava hadn’t felt it. And it went without saying that Gava would be salivating to get his hands on such power. 
 
    Not that the talisman alone would do him any good. Gava was powerful, but it was a power gained through constant training, constant vigilance. Gava didn’t have the raw power, the untamed power, needed to control the talisman. That power belonged to only a few and unfortunately, it came with a dear price. It almost always drove the possessor mad. 
 
    Fodongo knew Gava needed both the talisman and the heir. 
 
    The Stravad Leader shuddered to imagine Eldon’s heir under Gava’s dominion. Such a combination would be disastrous for all involved, and most importantly, it very well could mean the end to the Stravad capital, which brought Fodongo’s thoughts full circle. He didn’t care much that Gava was enslaving Humans by the droves, he didn’t have Lemek’s fraternal guilt, but he was afraid for his people. 
 
    It would be naive to think Gava wouldn’t target Temeron once he had possession of talisman and heir. Only in Temeron was there enough combined psychic power to end Gava’s reign. But with Eldon’s heir and the emerald, the Stravad would not be able to repel him. 
 
    Which is why they were riding south as if their lives depended on it. They had to beat Gava to Eldon’s heir. They had to bring him back under Stravad protection until they could figure out what to do next. Although Fodongo didn’t lie awake at night worrying over the Human plight, he did realize that Gava couldn’t be allowed to go unchecked. 
 
    It wasn’t enough to think they could secure both talisman and heir under their protection, then return triumphant to Temeron. Fodongo knew Gava would not accept such defeat. Once thwarted, Gava would become an even greater threat to the Stravad. 
 
    And so Fodongo came once more to the only crisis of his role as Stravad Leader. Did he make the decision to build an army and attack Gava? It was the most distasteful thought he could imagine, but he saw no other alternative, except one that was only slightly less distasteful. He had begun to suspect the only answer to ending Gava’s threat was breaking the Stravad’s long-held isolation and petition the Human protectorates for help. If they banded together, they might succeed in overwhelming Gava. 
 
    Lemek limped up beside him. “There’s something we should discuss.” 
 
    “There are many things we should discuss, Lemek, least of which is how we’re going to get to Eldon’s heir before Gava.” 
 
    “Have you considered that we know nothing about Eldon’s heir?” 
 
    “More than once.” 
 
    “I don’t think it’s wise to divulge too much about his lineage until we know what he might have been told.” 
 
    “You mean it’s best not to tell him that he’s Gava’s nephew as well as your own.” 
 
    “Exactly, not until we know more about his personality, his strength, his character. Knowing you are related to Gava is burden enough for an old man. I fear what it might do to a young, inexperienced mind.” 
 
    Fodongo considered his mentor’s words a moment in silence. Lemek did have a point. 
 
    “That’s assuming we get to him before Gava does,” the old man added. 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    “What is the meaning?” 
 
    A frown marred Kai’s brow. “I don’t know.” As usual, he slammed the cover on the book, shoving it away from himself. “I never understand it.” 
 
    “Why do you suppose you don’t understand?” asked Tafoya. “Are the words so difficult?” 
 
    “Yes...no...” Hunching his shoulders, the prince ducked his head. “The words themselves aren’t difficult, but everything’s in riddles. If I’m supposed to get meaning from it, why can’t it just be stated? Shouldn’t lessons be easy to understand?” 
 
    “Should they? Is it the actual thinking that hurts you or simply the effort?” 
 
    Kai’s eyes narrowed in anger. “Would it kill you to give me an answer rather than a question just once?” 
 
    “I have no interest in making things easier on you, Kiameron.” 
 
    “That’s for certain.” 
 
    When the old man simply met him look for look, the prince finally glanced away. “I should go.” 
 
    “What happened in the parable?” 
 
    Kai stared at the cover of the black book. He needed to get back to the castle. The castle guards would be looking for him soon and it was certain his father was going to be angry at his disappearance yet again. 
 
    “The beaver kept damming up the river, but the river kept rising and washing away the dam. The idiotic beaver continued to build no matter how many times the dam was destroyed. Nonsense.” His eyes flashed angrily up at the older man. “Why, exactly, am I wasting time on childish fairy tales?” 
 
    “Childish? In what way?” 
 
    “Beavers, dams. Tafoya...” His voice trailed away. 
 
    “Why do people write childish fairy tales in the first place, Kiameron?” 
 
    “To make lessons that they believe children can more easily understand, but I don’t buy it. They never actually come out and tell you what the lesson is. You’ve got to think about it, decipher it. No child can possibly get a meaning out of a stupid beaver building a dam over and over again.” 
 
    “Perhaps there isn’t a meaning or a lesson then.” 
 
    “Of course there is, there always is.” 
 
    “And this one would be?” 
 
    “No matter how many times you face defeat, you keep trying.” 
 
    “So if the lesson is too difficult for children to grasp, who could they expect to grasp it?” 
 
    Kai opened his mouth to answer, then hesitated. As usual, Tafoya had worked him around to the meaning despite his reluctance. The lesson itself wasn’t important, but the respect he felt for his mentor was. Tafoya had a talent for getting his pupil to learn despite himself. 
 
    Now, drifting half in and half out of consciousness, this parable came back to the prince. Riding behind both Bismyval and Niron, he suspected his thoughts were confused between sleep and waking, but even so, his subconscious was worrying the memory like a dog worrying a bone. He needed to get to the heart of it. 
 
    Tafoya was always careful about what stories he made his pupil read. Sometimes the purpose was clear, more often it was not. And when he thought back on it, a great many of the lessons seemed to have the same theme – one person standing up against impossible odds. 
 
    Kai could sympathize with those same heroes. Right now simply staying astride his horse seemed a task more difficult than he thought he could master. Since finding Eldon’s talisman, something had gone wrong inside of him. He didn’t feel right, but beyond the painful burn on his chest, there was nothing physically wrong with him either. 
 
    Emotionally, he knew he was wounded. It was impossible to deny the obvious any longer. Something in his parentage had been hidden from him. Somewhere very recently in his line, he’d gotten powerful Stravad blood. The distinction that he now carried Eldon’s talisman wasn’t lost on him either. In all probability, he and Eldon shared ancestry. Kai wasn’t yet willing to openly admit what he now thought in that regard, but he could no longer hide behind the clever subterfuge of both his father and Tafoya. 
 
    To be Eldon’s heir and to possess his talisman held an alarming amount of uncertainty. What exactly did it mean? What was he expected to do? How, in Eldon’s name, was he going to save DiNolfol? 
 
    With these thoughts ambushing him from time to time, Kai rode behind his two companions. They’d broken camp at dawn and Kai had somehow managed to haul himself into the saddle. Although he tried very hard to stay awake, he was so tired, he found himself drifting off more than was probably prudent. 
 
    Instinct told him that he was in more danger now than before. He ought to be more wary than less so, but he couldn’t control the fatigue. Consequently he dreamed. They weren’t dreams of a mysterious future, they were dreams of the past. And yet, he wondered which memories were real now and which were false. 
 
    He felt like two people – the angst-driven prince and the insecure Stravad heir – and in all honesty, he wasn’t sure how he ought to behave. If in truth one or both of his parents weren’t biologically related to him, who was he? What was he? 
 
    His dreams were of his childhood. Marri and the many tutors they’d had. The games he and Marri had played, creating an adventure world to fill in the missing pieces of their own. He dreamed of the first time he’d seen other boys his own age (Maleki, Grondi and Barievon). The first formal ball he’d been forced to attend. His initiation into military training via a black eye and a concussion. 
 
    He relived the first time he’d ever mentioned his power to Tafoya. The feelings associated with that day were hard to explain. It had been both overwhelming and comforting to find someone who understood what went on inside of him – overwhelming to admit it was truly there and comforting to know he wasn’t losing his mind. 
 
    And still, his thoughts would circle back time and time again to the parable. Kai could relate to that unfortunate beaver. No matter how many sticks you stacked against it, the water still rushed over the dam. Kai’s problem was more complex, however. He wasn’t even sure how to build the dam in the first place. 
 
    How did he go about facing the future now? Did he confront Tafoya...his father and mother? How did he find the answers he needed when neither side had ever been willing to give him answers? And what about the threat of Gava? Would the emerald somehow, magically, keep him at bay? He wasn’t exactly sure what it did. 
 
    His hand strayed to the inner pocket of his cloak. The bulk of the emerald could be felt through the material, but as the prince pressed his fingers to it, he could swear he felt it kick. 
 
    He hadn’t seen the map in days, but he knew they were a good deal further into the forest than he’d first intended to come. Then there had been at least half-a-day lost when he’d sidetracked after the talisman. Whenever he tried to calculate the amount of time left to travel, he felt a tightening in his chest. Did DiNolfol have that much time? 
 
    Eventually he drifted into a dreamless, semi-napping state. 
 
    He wasn’t sure how long he slept, but he gradually became aware of something burning the right side of his chest. His eyes flashed open and he gasped, reaching for the emerald where it lay cushioned by his shirt and bandages. Although it was hidden by layers of material, the prince could feel the hum of power vibrating through it as he closed his fingers on it and pushed it away from his body. 
 
    Suddenly, Bismyval’s horse screamed and reared up on its hind legs. The emissary only saved his seat by leaning forward and grasping the cantle. Kai’s own horse and Niron’s pony whinnied in alarm and began dancing away from Bismyval’s mount. Kai forgot the emerald in his need to gain control over the horse. 
 
    Kai wasn’t the experienced rider Bismyval was, so when the mare he rode began to buck, he was nearly thrown. Grabbing for pieces of the animal’s mane, he clenched his legs tight around its middle, attempting to lean forward and force the horse down through a redistribution of his weight. 
 
    He wasn’t sure what was happening with his two companions until Bismyval was suddenly beside him, risking his own safety to reach for the prince’s bridle. “Grab the reins!” he shouted and Kai’s hands scrambled for them. “Turn her head!” 
 
    With Bismyval’s help, Kai got the mare facing back down the trail again. Bismyval’s mount was dancing anxiously beside him, its eyes showing white with fear, but the emissary had it under control. 
 
    “Now ride and don’t look back!” commanded the man. When his eyes glanced down to where the emerald lay, Kai became aware of it again. It still continued to radiate heat against his chest, but it was also pulsing like it had done when he’d first found it. Kai knew if he drew it forth, it would fill the forest with its green light. 
 
    “Ride!” Bismyval reached over and struck Kai’s mare on the flank. The horse leapt forward, throwing Kai back against the saddle, then began racing the way they’d already come. 
 
    Despite Bismyval’s warning, Kai couldn’t help but look back. And then he knew what had the horses so afraid...the forest was on fire. 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    Maleki pressed his back to the building wall and peeked around the corner. A small battalion of Gaviston were leading the way, followed by their Orahim consorts. Ducking back into cover, Maleki rubbed his eyes with his filthy fingers. Fatigue made his eyesight blur, so rubbing them was the only way to be sure he’d counted the number correctly. 
 
    Peering around the corner again, he made another rapid assessment – five Gaviston and about seven Orahim. He wasn’t as worried about the Orahim. They died as easily as their Human enemies did, but the Gaviston were not so easily subdued. 
 
    His fingers tightened reflexively on the handle of the ax he’d grabbed in the last battle. In order to kill Gaviston, you almost had to take them apart, piece by piece. Hours ago the grisliness of the chore had stopped bothering him. He’d seen so much death and wanton destruction in the last three days, killing Gaviston was becoming something of a pleasure. 
 
    “How many?” hissed one of the men. 
 
    The man’s uniform was in tatters, but by his weapons and the way he held them, it was impossible to mistake his past profession. Not many of the soldiers or castle guards had survived. The Gaviston had taken particular pains to eliminate them as quickly as possible. 
 
    A few, those that had been with the queen attempting to get her out of the protectorate, had survived simply because they’d been flanked by the Gaviston and cut off from their fellow warriors. Consequently, the queen and most of her guard had died, but a few soldiers trapped on the other side of the battle from them had escaped. They were guilt ridden and rabid with a need to prove themselves, but they made excellent companions in this uneven battle. 
 
    “Five Gaviston, seven Orahim,” said Maleki. 
 
    The soldier nodded and muttered something to his two companions. Maleki and Barievon exchanged a look. They all knew this stand was hopeless, the odds were impossible, but it was a better way to go than they’d seen, and Maleki intended to die on his own two feet. If he could take out a number of the enemy while he was at it, so much the better. It didn’t begin to replace what he’d lost, but it channeled the grief into something more productive. 
 
    He remembered little before the stable exploded. He’d been knocked unconscious by falling debris and when he’d awaken, he’d had to dig himself out. He found Barievon shortly after extricating himself, but Saria and his father were gone. He was sure they were dead – well, more sure of his father than Saria. The soldiers told disturbing stories about the Gaviston taking the young, able-bodied as prisoners. He didn’t intend to become a prisoner, not now, not ever. He’d die first. 
 
    “Get ready!” whispered the commander. 
 
    Maleki couldn’t seem to remember the man’s name. Asolom or something. He was the most experienced, the highest ranking officer that had survived the massacre. The other soldiers deferred to him. Because he was some fifteen years older than Maleki and Barievon, it had seemed only natural to let him lead them as well. 
 
    The soldiers moved into position, forcing Maleki to back up to where Barievon crouched. The soldiers’ weapons were better made than the make-shift weapons Maleki and Barievon had absconded, so they went first, striking down the Gaviston. Once the forward advance was halted, Maleki and Barievon were free to join in the killing. 
 
    With a war whoop, the soldiers jumped out at the unsuspecting Gaviston. Maleki and Barievon were only a moment behind. Swinging the ax despite the pain in his shoulder or the numbing weariness, Maleki threw himself into the pandemonium. Orahim scattered, breaking rank and dashing for cover. They’d return in a moment, but they were always routed by surprise assaults. As he hacked at the groping hands of a Gaviston, Maleki thought bitterly that it would have been relatively easy to prevent the complete destruction of DiNolfol if they’d only known half of what he knew now. 
 
    If the King had signed the treaty with Zenoradel and Trendaria, accepting their pledge of manpower, they could have staged similar assaults and likely kept the Gaviston from ever breaching the sanctity of the protectorate. And even if the King had recruited more males from his people to fill out his military ranks, many people, the King and Queen included, might have survived. 
 
    When the barrage of darts began to rain down on them, the attackers dashed for cover. Each one of them had seen the small arrows deliver a killing poison in a matter of minutes. Maleki raced for the corner of the building, expecting to feel the burning pain of a dart enter his back at any moment. 
 
    The enemy was predictable. 
 
    Each skirmish went much the same way. Maleki and his band would spring their trap, they would rout the Orahim and knock down the Gaviston. A few Gaviston would be hacked to pieces, but the Orahim always returned with their poisonous darts, driving the attackers away. 
 
    Rounding the corner, Maleki and his companions skidded to a halt. The Orahim had broken into two groups, one attacking on the main street, the other angling around behind it. As the serpents lifted their strange cylinder-shaped weapons and took aim, Maleki felt his mouth go dry. 
 
    “In here!” shouted the commander, pointing at the dark shadows of an open doorway. 
 
    The group turned and raced for the opening, even as a new shower of darts fell around them. One of the soldiers was struck five times in the back and dropped to his knees. Maleki was forced to leap over him or be knocked down. Even as Maleki started to help him, the man’s eyes rolled upward, showing white and he dropped face forward onto the cobblestones. 
 
    Barievon grabbed his arm, tugging him in the direction of the building. “Come on!” 
 
    Maleki let his friend pull him away. They dashed through the door as another barrage of darts peppered the doorframe and outer wall. 
 
    It was dark inside the building and almost impossible to see, but the commander led them away from the door and into the deeper shadows. “Stay close!” he ordered. 
 
    Maleki moved as close as the darkness would allow, squinting and hoping his eyes would adjust. He glanced over his shoulder as he heard more darts strike the frame and clatter to the floor. He didn’t think the Orahim would be able to see as well as he did inside here, at least not right away, but he wasn’t sure about the Gaviston. 
 
    Footsteps echoed in the room, vibrating out and never reaching a wall. Maleki knew they were in the warehouse district, but he wasn’t sure how big this particular warehouse might be. They needed to move carefully because one wrong step could mean the end of their rebellion. There was a lot of machinery around them and crates and boxes that sometimes blocked the aisle, then there was an entire second floor, underground, below them. The boards over the top of it groaned. 
 
    Maleki concentrated on placing his feet, listening for echoes below him, but he didn’t want to go too slowly and get separated from his friends. His concentration was broken a moment later as some large piece of machinery hit the floor. 
 
    Glancing back over his shoulder, he could just make out the door. His breath caught as a long, steady line of Gaviston began pouring through. Then the darts began to sail. It was harder to miss them in the confines of the building, and despite the dark, some of the missiles struck a little too close. 
 
    “Run!” shouted the commander. 
 
    Barievon and the other soldiers complied, followed by Maleki. 
 
    The young man knew he’d made a wrong step the moment his foot came down on the rotten board. He tried to dash across it, but his weight was too much. With a loud, sickening crack, the board dropped from beneath his feet, suspending him over thin air. The ax went sailing into the darkness as his arms wind-milled for balance. Then he was falling. Thankfully unconsciousness came the moment he landed. 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    Kai couldn’t catch his breath. The mare’s mane whipped in the wind of their ride, slapping against his face and stinging his eyes. Every time he dared a look behind them, the red glare of the fire met his gaze. 
 
    Niron’s little horse was almost done in and had only kept up with the longer-legged horses by sheer will. Kai feared his own mare was all but spent. Whenever they could, they brought the horses down to a trot, but that happened less frequently now. The dry brush beneath the trees in the thickly vegetated forest made excellent kindling. 
 
    Bismyval kept saying if they could just gain enough on the fire, they might be able to dismount and give the horses a proper rest. But the scope and breadth of the fire was too great. Kai suspected there was no way around it or ahead of it. He only hoped that the fire burned itself out in front of them before they ran out of unburnt forest. 
 
    They had to think of a different way out of this disaster. But what? 
 
    The realization that there might not be a way out struck him at the same moment the mare screamed. Kai’s head whipped up as the mare attempted to skid to a halt. Her legs buckled under the sudden shift of momentum and Kai lost his seat. 
 
    He had a moment of panic as he careened through the air, then he struck the ground, knocking the air from his body. The pain was consuming, blocking out thought, blocking out instinct, blocking out even the cries of his companions. 
 
    Gradually the pain ebbed and he was able to draw tiny gulps of air into his lungs. The ringing in his ears also cleared and he became aware of Bismyval calling his name, his voice urgent and strange. 
 
    Kai blinked open his eyes and the forest swam in a hazy red glare above him. Rolling painfully to his side, he caught his breath again in shock. The mare and Bismyval’s horses were standing, heads down, spent, their sides lathered. Niron and his little mount were gone. 
 
    The emissary from Zenoradel, however, was in battle, his sword ringing and clashing against the unyielding metal of a Gaviston. No matter how hard he swung or how great the impact, the metal monster came on, working its way toward the downed prince. 
 
    Kai managed to gain his knees through sheer terror. He reached for his sword, pulling it free, but it suddenly seemed heavier than he remembered. Gaining his feet was a battle with gravity that he nearly lost, but he clutched the closest tree to keep himself upright. 
 
    Lifting his sword he staggered to Bismyval’s aid. The emissary glanced over his shoulder. “Get on the horse and ride!” 
 
    Kai knew the horses couldn’t run any farther and he wasn’t about to abandon his friend now, not when they had the edge of numbers on their side. Lifting the blade above his head, he rushed at the metallic monster. The pulsation of the emerald against his chest and the rage of the moment filled him. 
 
    But he didn’t have his usual strength. 
 
    Lifting its hand at the last second, the Gaviston caught the sword at the hilt, stopping its downswing. Kai was carried forward by his own momentum, slamming into the unyielding body of the beast and ricocheting away. The Gaviston dropped the blade and almost playfully cuffed the prince against the side of his head. 
 
    Light and pain exploded in Kai’s head and he struck the forest floor, jarring his bruised and battered body. This time he couldn’t clear his vision enough to gain his feet. 
 
    Bismyval was shouting for him to get up. The emerald was searing him, but it did no good. He didn’t have the strength to stand. Insane thoughts tumbled through his mind, strange things he shouldn’t have been thinking at the moment he faced his own death. 
 
    When the Gaviston’s hand closed in his shirt and hauled him upright, the only thought left was that it would soon be over. Lifting his head, he gazed into the opaque glass eyes, seeing his own wide-eyed expression reflected back at him. At the same moment the emerald kicked against his chest, sucking his breath away. 
 
    Then he was falling again, landing on his backside, the Gaviston’s hand still attached to his shirt front, but no longer attached to the monster. Bismyval stared at him in shock, his sword still in the downswing position before him. The moment of hesitation was fatal. With lightning quick movements, the Gaviston’s remaining hand shot out and grabbed the emissary by the throat. Bismyval gave a strangled cry and dropped his blade, his hands closing around the monster’s wrist, trying to pry it free. 
 
    Although the emerald continued to blaze hot agony against his flesh, Kai scrabbled for the fallen sword, intent on saving his friend. He grabbed it in both hands and stumbled to his feet, swinging in the same motion. 
 
    The Gaviston blocked the blow with its severed arm, the power of its swing sheering the sword from the prince’s hand. With a return blow, it struck the prince under the chin, sending him sprawling. 
 
    Kai rolled to his side and pressed the back of his hand to his chin, but the emerald would not be denied a moment longer. Tearing the front of his cloak open, the prince reached for the gem, clawing it free of the inner pocket. Immediately the red haze in the forest blazed into green. A shaft of blinding emerald light shot from the top of the talisman and began ratcheting downward, across each facet. 
 
    Bismyval was no longer fighting the Gaviston and a trickle of blood was oozing from the corner of his mouth. Kai felt his own power rise with the power of the emerald, slipping its bonds and filling him with psychic energy. At the moment the shaft of light reached the Gaviston, Kai loosed his power. The combined force struck the creature, slamming it back into a tree and knocking Bismyval free. As the light impaled it, it gave a strange, almost Human cry, then convulsed briefly. 
 
    When Kai became aware again, he was on his hands and knees, the emerald lying in the leaves before him. He couldn’t draw a full breath and a cold sweat was peppered over the surface of his skin. Gradually he became aware of his own exhaustion, then he became aware that the green light from the emerald was replaced with red. 
 
    Carefully, painfully lifting his head, he glanced around. The Gaviston lay crumpled at the foot of the tree, smoke rising from its body. Bismyval also lay on his side a short distance away. The mare was gone, but the emissary’s horse stood where it had been commanded to wait. Behind it the forest glowed and crackled with fire. 
 
    Crawling on his hands and knees, the prince left the emerald laying where it was as he dragged himself to the still body of his friend. Grasping the emissary by the shoulder, he tugged him onto his back. Bismyval’s eyes were open but glazed in death, his lips stained with his own blood. 
 
    Kai closed his eyes and bowed his head, hot tears making his eyes smart as his fingers curled into fists in the emissary’s uniform jacket. Bismyval had given his life for a prince he hardly knew. It was a sacrifice the younger man wasn’t able to grasp. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 13 
 
      
 
    “Drink this, Princess.” 
 
    Marri accepted the flask handed to her and lifted it to her lips. She wasn’t prepared for the stinging bite of the liquor as it flowed down her throat. Gagging, she bent over and spit it onto the ground. Closing her eyes against a rush of tears, she shivered in misery. 
 
    Her dress was torn and filthy, her hair matted, and her face soot smudged. She was no longer the princess she’d once been. 
 
    “Come on, Princess. Take another drink. It’ll make you feel better.” 
 
    Marri opened her eyes and stared at her personal champion. He too didn’t look like much of a champion any more. Lifting the flask, she took another swallow, prepared this time for the burn of the liquor. Oddly enough, she wondered how a few swallows of cheap rum would make her feel better, unless he meant she ought to get stinking drunk. The thought wasn’t such a bad one, so she lifted the flask again, closing her eyes and taking a larger drink. 
 
    Calloused hands closed around her own and pulled the flask away. Marri didn’t even have the energy to be affronted by such handling now. She was no longer a princess, no longer able to dictate how people would treat her. A sob wedged in her throat and her eyes went liquid again. 
 
    When Grondi tucked a strand of hair behind her ear, she couldn’t contain her misery any longer. The sobs came then, rapid and gut-wrenching. He gathered her in his arms and held her close. 
 
    “Is the princess all right?” came a voice behind him. 
 
    “Exhausted just like the rest of us,” came the rumble of the soldier’s deep voice beneath her ear. 
 
    “Poor thing,” muttered the strange voice. 
 
    Poor thing? Marri found the strength to lift her head, her brimming eyes lighting on the back of the peasant who’d come to see about the pitiful princess. 
 
    A few hours ago they’d been forced to stop. They’d made it to the road outside of DiNolfol by the sheer province of fate, but then they weren’t certain which way to go. Grondi had suggested they just keep walking. It wasn’t long before they’d come upon this ragged group of peasants who’d also been fortunate enough to escape the carnage behind them. Deciding that larger numbers meant more protection, Grondi and Marri had joined the group. 
 
    Traveling in the pitch blackness of a moonless night was too dangerous to continue, so they huddled at the side of the road beneath some trees and waited for dawn. Dawn was almost upon them, but where to go and what to do kept them from moving out again. 
 
    Marri wiped at her eyes. “What did he mean?” 
 
    Grondi gave her a confused frown. 
 
    “Poor thing?” 
 
    “He was being considerate...concerned about you.” 
 
    Marri’s chin came up a notch. “Why am I a poor thing and he isn’t?” 
 
    Grondi glanced at the peasants, huddled in twos and threes beneath the outlying branches of the Karhartadon. “Because they understand how much harder this is for you than them.” 
 
    Marri’s eyes widened. “Harder for me? How so?” 
 
    “You had farther to fall than they did.” 
 
    Marri rose to her feet, forgetting her fatigue, forgetting the pain in her legs and lower back. “Did I? How is what I’ve suffered any different than what they’ve suffered? They lost loved ones too, they lost homes and possessions and security and...” 
 
    “But they’re better able to handle it,” said the soldier in a soft voice. 
 
    In that moment, only one thing was obvious to the princess. Death and destruction struck indiscriminately. No matter how privileged, no matter how wealthy, everything could be lost in the blink of an eye. She was as filthy now as the peasants and she was as poor. The only thing remaining of her past life was her – her will, her intelligence, herself. 
 
    She stared at the ragged group of survivors. For all she knew, they were what remained of DiNolfol. If the tale of DiNolfol’s fall was to reach the other protectorates, only they remained to see it done. 
 
    “We’re going on,” she said. Only a few heard her at first. “We’re moving out now. We’re going to walk as far as we need to walk, every one of us, until we reach Zenoradel.” 
 
    More had begun to listen. She could see the glimmer of their eyes in the lessening darkness. “We’re going on because we have to, we have to make it to Zenoradel and warn them. Tell them how DiNolfol fell.” 
 
    A few muttered in agreement, but all rose and gathered their pitiful belongings. Marri stood beneath the trees on the outskirts of her home and watched them, watched her people pull themselves together with a strength born of desperation. At least now they had a direction and a purpose. 
 
    “Well done, Princess,” said Grondi at her back. “You have the makings of a true leader.” 
 
    Marri glanced at him and forced a wane smile. “That’s good, however, I hope you know the way to Zenoradel because I have no idea.” 
 
    A return smile curved the planes of his mouth. 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    The horse stumbled to a halt and the prince slid from the saddle, sinking all the way to his knees in the soot and debris that remained of DiNolfol. Later he didn’t remember how long he sat there, his mind simply shut down, but eventually details began to sink through the shock. 
 
    Gaining his feet, he began stumbling forward, leaving the horse standing where he’d stopped. At first he wasn’t sure where he was, nothing remained of the city he’d once known, the buildings were burnt to ashes and the people...the people... 
 
    Gradually however, he began recognizing charred landmarks and half-burnt signs marking streets and buildings along the way. He passed locations that he’d explored with Maleki as a boy. He passed the store that Maleki had owned with his father. It too was gone, a pile of burnt timber and blackened stone where a once prosperous business had been. 
 
    It wasn’t until he stood before Saria’s house that reality struck. Throwing back his head, his cry of anguish rang across the barren emptiness of the devastated protectorate. Heedless of his own safety, he crawled into the rubble of Saria’s house, pulling up boards, throwing aside planks, searching frantically for some sign of life. 
 
    Exhaustion finally brought a measure of sanity and he sank to his knees again in the rubble. It was there he faced his darkest moment. DiNolfol was gone. 
 
    Every nightmare had come to fruition. How many more DiNolfol’s must there be before you face the truth? The truth...what was it? Had it been too late even when he’d had this dream? Was DiNolfol destined to fall no matter what he did? 
 
    His hand crept to the inner pocket of his cloak, closing with fury around the emerald. He wanted to take it out and toss it away, he wanted to smash it into so many shards of glittering green glass. 
 
    He did pull it out. It lay cold and dormant in his hand. Casting back his arm, he aimed for the middle of the street, hoping it would shatter into a million pieces. But something stopped him, some inner voice spoke to him in his madness. 
 
    How many more DiNolfol’s must there be before you face the truth? You can save the rest. You can make that choice. No one else has to suffer what happened here. This is your choice, your destiny. Take it before it’s too late. 
 
    He brought the emerald to rest in his lap, staring into the beauty of its multifaceted surface. There was only one clear thing to do now and no time to mourn. This might not have been his choice, but the choice had been made. It was up to him to control the rest of it. 
 
    He went to Tafoya’s house. As he went he noted a number of things that gave him a small measure of hope. Although he found many Human bodies among the wreckage, he also found quite a number of Gaviston and Orahim who’d met a violent end. Someone had fought back, someone had tried to turn the tide in this lop-sided battle. It gave the prince hope and it stirred to life the fires of rebellion in his own soul. 
 
    He got another surprise when he reached Tafoya’s street. Most of the houses remained intact. There were still bodies and debris, but the wanton destruction in the heart of the city had been kept at bay here. 
 
    He hesitated at the wizard’s gate. The cottage looked much the same as it had the last time the prince came here in the middle of the night, searching for answers. He’d run away then. He couldn’t run away any more. 
 
    It never occurred to him that the wizard might not be here. Somehow, some way he knew the old man was waiting. He just knew it. 
 
    Lifting the latch, he pushed open the gate and started up the walk. His eyes were drawn to the large black object lying in the lawn before the wizard’s gate. Crossing to it, he bent down and picked up the Norrad. For a moment, he simply stood, holding the book in his hands and staring at its dark cover. His eyes whipped to the door just as it opened. 
 
    Theron peered out, his eyes sunken and ringed in dark circles. He gasped when he caught sight of the prince and threw the door open all the way. Limping onto the walkway, he hurried in Kai’s direction. 
 
    “My lord, it is you. Thank the lord Eldon for small favors.” 
 
    The older man clutched the prince close. His eyes were brimming with tears. Gently extricating himself, Kai handed the book to the servant. Theron simply looked at it a moment before taking it. 
 
    “I forgot it when...” 
 
    “When?” 
 
    Theron met the prince’s stare. A parade of horror marched across the servant’s gaunt face. “When they came.” 
 
    Kai didn’t need clarification. He glanced around at the neighborhood. “How did the fire escape this part of town?” 
 
    “I don’t know, but I think Master Tafoya had a great deal to do with it. He knew they were coming before the alarms began ringing.” Shifting on the walk, the servant pointed to a spot up the road. “He made his stand there. You should have seen him, my lord. He was magnificent.” 
 
    “Where is he now?” 
 
    For a moment, Theron only stared into the prince’s face. Kai felt a sinking somewhere in the region of his belly, but he knew Tafoya had to be alive. He felt sure he’d know if it was any other way. 
 
    “He’s inside,” muttered Theron, clutching the Norrad to his chest. “He’s still alive, barely, but he hasn’t awaken since the battle.” 
 
    Kai’s gaze shifted to the cottage. Moving around the servant, he walked to the door and stepped inside. The cottage was strangely quiet and dark. For a moment he was so overwhelmed by emotion he couldn’t move. 
 
    Theron pushed his way through behind him. “This way,” he said, headed toward the hallway that led to the bedrooms. 
 
    Kai followed, his steps leaden, his heart hammering against his ribs. Tafoya lay in bed, his hands folded over his stomach, his face pasty and pale. As the prince crossed around the bed, the wizard moved his head and moaned. Taking a seat beside him, Kai could only stare into the familiar features of his mentor and feel a soul-deep sadness. 
 
    “How could we have done it differently, Tafoya?” he said. 
 
    He started in surprise when the old man turned his head and his eyes fluttered open. “Kiameron?” 
 
    Tafoya’s voice was barely above a whisper, forcing Kai to lean forward to hear him. “Tafoya?” 
 
    Tears pooled in the old man’s eyes and overflowed, running down his temples. “Did you find it?” 
 
    Swallowing against the lump of anguish in his throat, the prince could only nod. 
 
    The wizard’s hand moved weakly beside him. “Let me see it.” 
 
    Kai mechanically reached for the emerald and drew it forth. It pulsed with a muted green glow as he held it out for the old man to see. Behind them Theron gasped. 
 
    “Fold your hands around it and place it beneath mine,” muttered the wizard, his eyes closing against his tears. 
 
    Kai did as he asked, feeling an answering kick in the emerald as he pressed it beneath Tafoya’s hand. The wizard seemed to draw strength from the emerald, infusing his body with its energy. Kai realized he was the conduit. It made so many questions fill his mind that he couldn’t sort through them to find one to ask. 
 
    “There isn’t much time,” whispered the wizard, his eyes opening again and fixing on the younger man. “What would you know?” 
 
    His gentle persuasion snapped the prince’s thoughts into focus. “How did all of this come about?” 
 
    “It’s a good question.” 
 
    “Are you going to answer it?” 
 
    Tafoya nodded, but he didn’t say anything. It was as if he was gathering his remaining strength, drawing it directly from the emerald through Kai. 
 
    Kai’s gaze shifted away and came to rest on the bookcase. The portrait of Eldon was back in its spot on the shelf. He swallowed hard and turned back to his mentor. “Is Eldon my father?” 
 
    The faded blue eyes opened. “No.” 
 
    Kai was so surprised by the answer, he couldn’t move, couldn’t speak. For some reason a chill raced up his spine, causing him to shiver. 
 
    “Eldon’s not your father, but you are his heir. He chose you himself to follow in his stead, to wield his talisman, and restore balance on Samar.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “He felt your power. From the moment of your birth, he felt your power. He knew Gava would feel it also.” 
 
    “I don’t understand. How did Eldon know anything about me?” 
 
    “He held you in his arms.” 
 
    “Here?” 
 
    “No, Temeron.” 
 
    “How did I get here?” 
 
    “Eldon knew Gava would hunt you down, we all did, so we fled from Temeron when you were only a few months old. The council decided it was best. I wasn’t so sure.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “I was afraid of what raising you without your people might do. I was afraid you’d be more vulnerable without the protection of the Stravad, but the council was afraid of what Gava would do to Temeron in order to get you. With Eldon and you both in the Stravad capital, the lure would be too great. He would have to declare war, lay siege to the city. The council decided the safety of the Temerian people outweighed the safety of a small infant. They sent us away.” 
 
    “Who? Who did they send away?” 
 
    Tafoya met the prince’s tortured gaze. “You, me, Eldon, and your mother.” 
 
    “My mother?” 
 
    “My wife, Zela.” 
 
    Kai recoiled, almost releasing the emerald. Tafoya’s ancient fingers curled around his own, holding him in place. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Kiameron.” 
 
    “Sorry?” The word sputtered out in a mixture of outrage and pain. “Sorry? For what, Tafoya? For lying to me all these years, for isolating me where I was considered a freak, for denying me the right to know who I was...what I was?” 
 
    “It couldn’t be helped.” 
 
    Kai shook his head. “Why not? Why did it have to be like this? If we were sent away, why did you have to abandon me?” 
 
    Tears filled the old man’s eyes again. “You’ve no idea what we went through. To be sent away from Temeron was devastating...” 
 
    “You told me before that they didn’t banish you, that Gava drove you out. That was also a lie, wasn’t it?” 
 
    “No, not entirely. We were driven out because of Gava, but they didn’t let us go without provisions, without a direction. If we couldn’t stay in the protection of our people, they told us to go as far away from Gava’s threat as we could get. It was a good location – a fledgling protectorate, small and isolated with a powerful aura around it.” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” 
 
    “The Karhartadon. It has its own ancient seat of power. Didn’t you wonder why Eldon hid his talisman there? He said it rested in a seat of ancient power where only his chosen heir would sense it. An Orahim ancestral site, a religious site, but a place of great psychic energy none-the-less.” 
 
    “How did I wind up the heir to a Human throne, then?” 
 
    “Always we’ve underestimated Gava. As we fled south, he came after us. It was on the Longan River. We made it that far when they attacked. There was no warning. We were crossing the river. The party was split on both sides. I had taken you first because I was the better rider. Zela...” His voice trailed away. “Your mother insisted I take you.” 
 
    “She was on the other side?” 
 
    Tafoya’s jaw trembled. “She and a few of the warriors. I tried to go back, but Eldon held me off. He told me we must protect you, that it was too late. She fought valiantly, but there were too many. It happened so quickly, so abruptly. Then it was over. I think I went mad for awhile.” 
 
    The prince couldn’t speak, couldn’t respond. 
 
    “We came to DiNolfol just barely. Your mother bought our safety with her life. Eldon presented us to the King and Queen, then he left to dispose of the emerald. We never saw him again. He decided it was best if he leave also, drawing the Gaviston after him. I didn’t try to dissuade him. I was in too deep a mourning.” 
 
    “Ferenc was a young man then, filled with an arrogant bravado. He assured me he could and would protect you. For a price.” 
 
    “What price?” 
 
    Tafoya’s ancient eyes shifted back to the prince. “He and the queen had a small daughter. The birth had been difficult and it was believed the queen would never bear another child. Ferenc needed an heir, a male son to pass on the kingdom to when he came of age. He promised to protect you if I allowed him to raise you as his son.” 
 
    Closing his eyes, the prince bowed his head. 
 
    “I was devastated, half-crazy with loss. I had lost my homeland, my wife, and my closest friend. I knew nothing about raising an infant. I couldn’t even think beyond the next moment.” His fingers tightened around the prince’s hand. “I’ve regretted that one moment of weakness for twenty-five years. I’ve hated myself for agreeing to that plan.” 
 
    “I don’t understand. How did it all work? Weren’t the people suspicious, didn’t they question what you were doing?” 
 
    “Question the King? Never. They passed it off as a miracle. The princess was just over a year old at the time. They announced the birth and kept you hidden for the first year.” 
 
    “But how did you hide my Stravad heritage?” 
 
    “There are ways to change physical appearances. Your hair was already dark like the king’s and I altered your eyes from blue to grey. Your darker skin coloring was passed off as a quirk of nature, but you’ve never been as dark as most Stravad are.” 
 
    “How could you change the color of my eyes?” 
 
    Tafoya’s blue gaze searched the prince’s face. “There’s so much you don’t know about the power of your people, so much I wasn’t given the time to teach you. It’s up to you now. You must go to Temeron, Kiameron. You must take the emerald and find a way to reach the homeland of our people. They must teach you, they owe you that. They must teach you the boundaries and scope of your own power. And you must learn to be Stravad.” 
 
    Kai’s jaw hardened. “No, Tafoya, that time is past. I’ve got to go after Gava. He can’t be allowed to continue. It’s up to me to settle this score.” 
 
    The wizard’s eyes sparked. “Young fool, you can’t defeat Gava yet. He will enslave you, force you to do his will. It is imperative that you go to Temeron. Without their protection your life is forfeit. More importantly, without their protection, the entire region is forfeit!” He released the emerald and reared up out of the bed, stabbing the prince in the center of his chest with his finger. “Don’t let these people’s deaths be in vain! Don’t let your mother’s death be in vain! Do not let revenge rule your head and your heart! Go to Temeron!” 
 
    Collapsing back on the bed, the old man closed his eyes and fought for his next breath. Alarmed, Kai leaned over him, forgetting the emerald where it lay. “Tafoya?” 
 
    “Promise!” gritted out the old man between his teeth. “Promise me!” 
 
    Kai looked over his shoulder at Theron. The servant stood in the doorway, his eyes wide with fear, his hands over his mouth. 
 
    Tafoya’s hand curled in Kai’s shirt front, drawing his attention back. “Promise me!” 
 
    “I promise, Father,” he whispered. 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    The small group of ragged survivors panicked when they came to the blockade. The mayhem that ensued gave Grondi enough time to pull Marri out of the thick of it and into the forest fronting the road. 
 
    “Stop!” she commanded, tugging out of his grasp. 
 
    He pulled her around and shook her. “Do you want to die with them?” 
 
    Marri glanced between her champion and the people trying to escape the Gaviston. She felt an abject fear of the Gaviston, but she’d seen so much death and destruction, she couldn’t bear to see anymore. 
 
    “No, I don’t want to die,” she said. “But I don’t want to live this way either.” 
 
    He released her, staring at her as if she’d gone mad. “What?” 
 
    “What good is living if you purchase your life at the expense of others?” Glancing behind her, she turned back and looked into the soldier’s eyes. “Go, Grondi. Get away and alert the other protectorates. I release you of your service.” 
 
    “What? What are you going to do?” 
 
    She stepped forward and lifted on her tiptoes to press a quick kiss against his cheek. “I’m going to try to help my people,” she said, turning away. 
 
    She made it to the road again before he caught up with her. She glanced into his grimly set face, then lowered her gaze to the sword he’d drawn to defend her. She was both glad and sad that he had chosen to stand beside her. Taking a deep breath, she wound her hands in her skirts and strode into the middle of the mayhem. 
 
    The Gaviston likely wouldn’t have noticed her as any different from the others they were subduing unless Grondi hadn’t swung his sword into the chest of the Gaviston right in front of her, knocking it off its feet. It was dismaying to see how easily the creature righted itself after such a crippling blow, but Marri stood before it, staring up into its sightless eyes, her knees trembling with fear. 
 
    Silence fell on the road, the struggling halted, and everyone waited for the princess to speak. “I am the crown princess of DiNolfol and I command you to stop mistreating my people.” 
 
    A flutter of motion behind the barricade drew Marri’s attention. Two Humans stepped into the road. One was small, while the other was a giant towering over Grondi. 
 
    “Hold there a minute,” said the smaller man, coming forward and looking Marri up and down. “We got us royalty now.” 
 
    Marri glanced between the unmoving expression of the Gaviston to the little man and back again. “That’s right.” Her knees shook, but she knew she had one chance to save her people. “You do realize I’m worth a great deal more to you alive, than dead.” 
 
    “Go on,” said the Human. 
 
    Grondi glared at her. “Don’t. You can’t trust these villains.” 
 
    “I don’t have any choice,” she whispered. Her eyes shifted to the two men. “Promise not to kill my people and I will help you. If you petition to any of the other protectorates, I’m sure they will pay you for my safe return. You can make a great deal of money that way.” 
 
    The little man shrugged his shoulders. “Don’t need money. We got all we can handle. We need bodies, live ones. We had to kill so many.” 
 
    Marri flinched, but held her position. 
 
    “Gava ain’t gonna be happy about that. He needs lots of bodies, lots of young, strong bodies. If we agree to keep these ones alive, will you help us? Will you tell the rest of your people to stop fighting so we can take them to Gava alive?” 
 
    Marri opened her mouth to respond, but nothing came out. The thought of enslaving her own people was so abhorrent. Still, if it meant they would live... 
 
    She looked into Grondi’s face. It was difficult to decide what he was thinking. Glancing around at the battered, wounded remnants of her people, Marri knew she had no other choice. She just couldn’t stand any more death. 
 
    Meeting the little man’s cold stare, she nodded. “I will,” she said and wondered if she hadn’t just sold her soul. 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    The only thing keeping the prince moving was the memory of his promise to Tafoya. The wizard was now dead, resting in his own gardens, but it didn’t mean that Kai felt released from his promise. 
 
    He stumbled in numbing exhaustion and grief toward the castle. It was the last bit of business he had to close in DiNolfol before he could make his next move. He needed to know the way things lay at the seat of the protectorate and if necessary, bury his family. 
 
    He couldn’t stop thinking about the King and Queen as his parents just yet. It was all too new. For the last two days, he and Theron had kept up a constant vigil beside the Stravad wizard, yet he never regained consciousness. Last night, in the stillest hour before dawn, he’d simply died. Theron had awakened the prince, unable to speak past the tears in his throat. Kai had long since spent his tears –tears of frustration, rage, loss – but he’d bowed his head on the old man’s narrow chest and simply sat, for how long he didn’t know. Finally he’d risen and gone into the garden to dig the grave. 
 
    Theron wouldn’t come with him. He claimed there was nothing in the world left to him but the little cottage sitting in the dead kingdom. Kai didn’t have the energy to argue about it. So he’d left, headed toward the castle in the distance. 
 
    The front doors of the castle had been wrenched from their hinges and bodies lay strewn everywhere – servant and soldier alike. He found Jurgon beside the remains of a Gaviston, his face contorted in a grimace of battle-rage even in death. Kai suspected the military trainer would be happy about that. 
 
    His father was in his study, sitting behind his desk, his upper body sprawled over the surface of it. The prince didn’t have the heart to move him just yet. He stood beside the body and stared down at the powerful broad shoulders and the midnight black of his father’s hair. Covering his eyes with his hand, he realized he had more tears to weep. 
 
    It wasn’t Ferenc’s fault they’d never seen eye to eye. How could the man be expected to understand what went on inside a foreign head? 
 
    It was the emerald that finally brought the prince around. It began burning in its now familiar place against his chest. Turning on his heel, the prince crept to the door, peering out into the hallway. He was beginning to believe the emerald was trying to warn him of danger. 
 
    He didn’t see anything, but he decided caution was warranted. Easing into the hallway, he paused beside the body of a downed soldier and bent to retrieve his sword, his own having been lost in the Karhartadon. 
 
    The emerald didn’t stop pulsing in agitation the entire time he crossed the open expanse of the entrance hall. By the time the prince made the corridor leading to the servants’ chambers, his heart was pounding wildly in his breast. 
 
    He glanced in each of the rooms as he made his way down the corridor. The door leading into the orchard stood open at the end of the hallway. Creeping stealthily to it, the prince halted, his ears straining to make out the strange noise coming from the outer grounds. 
 
    Sliding through the door, he closed his free hand around the emerald and clutched the sword hilt tighter. The noise was coming from the back wall of the castle. Kai crept along the building, keeping the sword raised. He paused and glanced behind him before rounding the corner, then he came up short in surprise. 
 
    Niron was kneeling beside a pile of stones, weeping brokenly. Kai straightened to his full height and shoved the sword back into its sheath, crossing to the little man’s side. At the sound of his footsteps, Niron’s head snapped up and he scrambled backward, his eyes wide with terror. Kai halted and held out his hands. 
 
    “It’s me, Niron.” 
 
    Niron’s expression crumbled and he shot to his feet, catching Kai’s hands and clasping them to his lips. “Oh, Master, I thought you were dead.” 
 
    Kai pulled the little man up. “Calm down, Niron. What happened? Are you all right?” 
 
    It took a few moments for the prince to convince the Daman that he was in fact alive. Finally, both he and Niron sank to their knees beside the pile of rocks. Kai glanced at the cairn. “Who’s this?” 
 
    Niron’s expression dissolved again, tears choking him. He grappled with his grief for a moment in silence, then met the prince’s gaze. “My mother.” 
 
    Kai shut his eyes. “I’m so sorry, Niron.” 
 
    “I couldn’t dig her a proper grave, so I covered her with stones.” 
 
    “I understand.” 
 
    “I was going to do the King next.” 
 
    Kai grimaced and looked away. It was surprisingly peaceful in the orchard right now. “Have you found my mother? Marri?” 
 
    Niron shook his head. 
 
    “How did you make it here?” 
 
    “The horse. When the Gaviston appeared, the animal took off running. I lost control of the reins and could only hang on for dear life. We were nearly to DiNolfol when the poor beast’s heart gave out. I walked the rest of the way.” Niron’s eyes drifted back to the cairn. “Where’s Bismyval?” 
 
    Kai drew a pained breath. “Dead. He died saving me.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, Master.” 
 
    Kai could only nod. 
 
    They sat in silence awhile longer, but finally the prince stirred. “Let’s go back inside and search the castle one more time, then we should see about burying the others.” 
 
    Niron seemed reluctant to leave his mother, but finally he nodded. “All right,” he said and pushed himself to his feet. 
 
    The moment they entered the castle again, the emerald started to heat. Kai pulled the Daman behind him and hugged the wall. Something was definitely wrong in the castle. When Niron started to question him, Kai shook his head and held a finger to his lips, warning him to silence. Moving cautiously toward the back staircase, the two companions began climbing to the second floor. 
 
    Kai needed to be sure his mother and sister were not in the castle before he returned to bury the others. He also needed to know that he and Niron were the only living creatures inside the castle now. 
 
    Marri’s room had been ransacked, clothing strewn across the furniture and floor. All of the jewelry from the box on top of her dresser was gone. For some reason that fact surprised the prince a little. He didn’t remember hearing that Gaviston, or even Orahim, were overly fond of such trinkets. And he couldn’t think of a single use Gava would have for jewels. Still, a systematic search turned up no sign of his sister. 
 
    He motioned Niron to the door, pausing there to check the hallway beyond. The entire floor was clear and silent, but still the emerald continued to burn against his chest. Hurrying to his own room, he crossed the threshold, surprised despite himself to see it such a mess. All of his personal possessions had been handled and discarded like so much rubbish. 
 
    Niron wasn’t much help. Kai suspected the Daman was still in shock. He stood beside the door, his hands clasped before him, his eyes wide and anguished. 
 
    “Let’s check my mother’s suite.” 
 
    Although the emerald continued to warn him, Kai hadn’t seen nor heard anything to give him alarm. Still he carried the sword clutched tight in his fist as he strolled down the long hallway leading to his mother’s rooms. The moment he touched the threshold, every hair on the back of his neck stood on end. 
 
    He stopped in mid-stride and grabbed the Daman, shoving him back against the wall. Peering around the corner, he glanced into the sitting room. It was empty, but strange sounds were coming from his mother’s bedchamber. 
 
    Moving silently across the open expanse of the sitting room floor, Kai eased to his mother’s inner doorway, then halted. Inside the room were three Humans, a half-dozen Gaviston, and a few Orahim. The Humans and Orahim were going through his mother’s personal things, searching for gold. 
 
    Rage, powerful and hot, rose inside the prince and he reacted before he had time to think better of it. With a roar of anguish, he charged the group, his sword raised. He might have spitted one of the smaller Humans on the end of his blade if the larger one hadn’t swung at him, smashing his fist into Kai’s jaw. 
 
    The prince dropped, stunned. He heard Niron’s cry of protest, then caught a flurry of motion over his head. The Daman was struck and knocked back into the wall, cracking his head. He slid down the wall and slumped at its base, unconscious. 
 
    Kai’s fingers curled around the hilt of his sword and he rose to fight again. Even as he lifted the blade, something careened through the air and struck him in the center of his chest. 
 
    Kai gasped at the sudden, surprising pain and glanced down. A dart had impaled him just beneath his breastbone. In the next instant, he lost feeling in his hands and the sword fell at his feet. Gazing up in shock, he locked eyes with the lifeless glassy stare of a Gaviston, then his knees buckled. In the next instant his vision blurred. A moment later he found himself on his back, staring up into the distorted faces of the three Humans. For some reason he couldn’t move. 
 
    Without even waiting for him to finish dying, one of the smaller Humans knelt beside him and began rifling through his clothing after money and jewelry. He found the emerald almost at once. 
 
    Kai tried to fight them, he tried to protest as the gem was held up high for everyone to see. The three Humans were exclaiming in delight and laughing with pleasure at their find, but the prince couldn’t do anything to stop them. He couldn’t move. 
 
    The last thing he saw was the hand of a Gaviston reaching down to pluck the emerald from the Humans, then there was only blackness. 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    Cy fought his way up from a deep, dreamless sleep only to find that a weight was pressing against his throat, making breathing impossible. Survival instinct made him fight to knock the weight away, but the moment his fingers encountered the cold steel of a Gaviston’s hand, he stopped fighting. 
 
    Of course, the moment he stopped struggling to live, the creature released him. 
 
    Cy gulped in air, his throat a blaze of agony, and rolled to his side, gagging and choking. The Gaviston was merely a black shadow beside his bed. 
 
    “Number 101, Gava demands your presence.” 
 
    “Go to hell!” 
 
    “Number 101, Gava demands your presence.” 
 
    Cy closed his eyes wearily and rubbed his bruised throat. It did no good to refuse. The mindless beasts could go on like that indefinitely, and if they weren’t going to kill him yet, the only way to stop them was to comply. 
 
    He rolled to a sitting position, reaching for his trousers. However, the moment he stood to pull them around his waist, he had a Gaviston attached to either arm. He tried to yank free, but they dragged him to the end of the bed. 
 
    “Do you mind if I get dressed?” he shouted, continuing to struggle. 
 
    “Number 101, Gava demands your presence.” 
 
    Cy stopped struggling. It wasn’t the first time he’d been dragged out of bed and forced to dance attendance on his maniacal uncle. At least this time he was halfway clothed. 
 
    As they pulled him around the end of the bed, Cy’s gaze landed on his bag, the one he’d packed that very night with an eye toward escaping this hell in the morning. As unobtrusively as he could, he kicked the bag beneath the bed, hoping the Gaviston wouldn’t notice. In fact, maybe if he cooperated sufficiently, he could be back in his room before dawn and on his way the next minute. 
 
    The Gaviston led him down corridors he could navigate blindfolded. It wasn’t a pleasant familiarity in the least. He couldn’t stop the trembling that set up in his limbs the moment he was brought before the door to his uncle’s private chambers. 
 
    Only Erram waited inside. Cy’s eyes locked on his enemy, but the Gaviston shoved him, making him stumble into Gava’s enormous desk. He caught himself, clenching his jaw in fury. It was going to be hard to act cooperative under these circumstances. 
 
    Erram paced a lazy half-circle behind Cy’s back, his index finger pressed to his lips. Cy shifted to face him. “What are you doing?” he asked through gritted teeth. 
 
    An odd smile curled the lines of Erram’s mouth. “Admiring the patchwork of scars across your back." 
 
    Every muscle along Cy’s spine contracted in rage and he vaulted at the little rat-faced man. Erram squealed and jumped back, but Cy was stopped by the Gaviston and shoved into the chair placed before Gava’s desk. He tried to rise again, but the Gaviston laid a metallic hand on his bare shoulder, holding him in place. 
 
    Cy shivered in barely contained fury, his eyes fixed on his enemy. He was only half-aware of the inner doorway opening. 
 
    “What is going on?” came Gava's fluid tones. 
 
    Cy’s eyes snapped to his uncle. Deliberately he controlled his features. “You tell me.” 
 
    “Are my two favorite pets snapping at one another?” he purred, crossing around the desk and halting before Cy. As casually as if they were discussing the weather, he took a seat on the edge of the enormous piece. 
 
    “That’s what happens when you keep rabid dogs to lick your boots.” 
 
    Gava’s white brows lifted. Cy knew he shouldn’t bait his uncle right now, but it was almost reflexive. “It’s especially disturbing when such a dog bites the hand that feeds it.” 
 
    Cy swallowed, but his gaze never wavered. “One would have to wonder why you don’t put it down then.” 
 
    “And lose all of that beautiful viciousness. No, not when a good, stout tether can be employed.” 
 
    Cy felt something go cold inside of him. “What’s this about?” 
 
    Gava’s white eyes narrowed. “I’ve had word that you might be thinking of slipping your tether. Planning to leave me, Cy, my boy?” 
 
    The only betrayal of emotions was the blinking of his eyes. “And give up all of this?” 
 
    “It’s what I said to myself. After all, you’re much too intelligent to believe there could ever be a life for you outside of Gava.” 
 
    “Of course not, but really it’s the thought of everything I stand to gain when you die that keeps me here.” 
 
    Gava’s expression grew harsher. He leaned back, but his gaze never wavered. “Then you wouldn’t be planning to leave?” 
 
    “Not in a million years. Erram wouldn’t know what to do without me.” 
 
    “Really?” The despot made an idle motion with his hand. Something sailed through the air and landed in the center of the desk. Cy’s gaze was drawn to it and his heart sank. 
 
    Reaching out deliberately, Gava curled his fingers in the handles of Cy’s bag and pulled it toward him. Sliding back the zipper, he rifled inside, shoving Cy’s clothing around and coming out with a billfold. Holding the billfold in front of Cy’s eyes, he leaned forward. 
 
    “Explain this, then.” 
 
    “I thought I might go into Denortosal after a little female companionship. While I was there, I thought I might put an ear to the world, as you say so often.” 
 
    Gava leaned back, dropping the billfold in Cy’s bag. “Put an ear to the world?” 
 
    “Yes, I haven’t gone into Denortosal for you in awhile. I thought you might want some inside information.” 
 
    “Did you now? Without my instruction?” 
 
    “Well, I did say I wanted some female companionship. It wasn’t entirely for you.” 
 
    Gava smiled coldly. “If you want a woman, take one of the Gavistra.” 
 
    Cy grimaced. “I don’t know, I have this thing against mindless women...” 
 
    Gava’s hand shot out so fast, Cy barely saw the motion. He caught the younger man under the chin and turned his face so their eyes clashed. “Don’t lie to me, whelp. I know what you planned to do. I know you thought you could escape me, betray me. Admit it.” 
 
    Cy stared into his uncle’s eyes. “I did, so kill me.” 
 
    To his surprise, Gava merely laughed and released him. “Oh, no, my boy, you won’t get away that easily.” Leaning forward, he gripped the arms of Cy’s chair, forcing him back into the cushion. “Here’s the thing. If I decide to eliminate you as a threat, I won’t kill you and set you free. No, my boy, for you I will take particular pain to make you suffer.” Reaching up he caught Cy’s chin again and turned his face, studying his profile. “As you well know, Stravad make particularly bad Gavistra, very bad. I believe it’s something in that indomitable spirit. And you...well, you, my boy, have more than your share of spirit, I’ll give you that. You would make a beautifully wretched Gavistra.” 
 
    He turned Cy back to face him. Cy met his gaze. Visions paraded before his eyes, some of them as recent as the previous day. 
 
    Gava’s smile was cold and brittle. “Remember how it was with your mother, especially toward the end. She was longing for death, wasn’t she, Cy? Wishing for it with every ounce of her being – or what was left. And think, you are so much more spirited than she was, so much stronger. You might last decades in such a state, going mad by degrees and yet unable to end it.” 
 
    Cy couldn’t stop the trembling that set up in his body. There was little he feared in the world because there was nothing he cared about, not even remotely, but he feared suffering the same death his mother had suffered. It wasn’t even the death he minded so much; it was the dying, the slow withering away. 
 
    He didn’t want to go screaming mad. He didn’t want to be locked in a hell of his own making. If he had his choice, being eaten alive by wild animals was preferable to what his mother had suffered. 
 
    Gava leaned closer, his breath warm against Cy’s face. “Don’t ever think of betraying me again, Cy. If you do, I will be forced to eliminate you, but there are worse fates than death. I need you here, especially now when I am so close to knowing the fruition of all my exploits.” 
 
    He rose to his feet and turned his back on his nephew. Cy didn’t let himself relax yet. Somehow he knew the ordeal wasn’t over. Turning on his heel once more, Gava studied him for a long moment. 
 
    Cy met his look, forcing himself to stay still. 
 
    The smile Gava gave him was chilling. “By the way, I thought you might like to know that my dream has been realized.” 
 
    Cy felt his heart stop beating. 
 
    “DiNolfol is no more and Eldon’s heir...Eldon’s heir and talisman both are mine.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 14 
 
      
 
    “Fodongo!” 
 
    The Stravad Leader cracked one eye and peered up at the huge man leaning over him. It was still the depth of night, but a chill wind had picked up, blowing off the river. 
 
    “Fodongo, wake up!” 
 
    Rolling to a seated position, he rubbed his hands over his beard and combed back his hair from his eyes. 
 
    “I’m awake.” 
 
    “You need to see this.” 
 
    Shoving back the blanket, he shivered in the predawn chill. He knew the journey was hardest on Lemek, but he couldn’t deny he’d much rather be lying beside his wife at the moment. 
 
    Ronar was a hulking shadow in the darkness when he pushed himself to his feet. Without saying anything, the giant led him to the edge of the rise upon which they were camped. Beneath them wound the swift-flowing waters of the Longan River. 
 
    Hadar and Ronake were also awake, standing side by side. Fodongo was a little irritated about being awaken, but he knew his three companions wouldn’t have done so for a trivial reason. 
 
    He was not mistaken. 
 
    Someone was driving a huge wagon into the river, attempting to make a crossing. The spot was perhaps the lowest point, but there wasn’t much mileage on the Longan that couldn’t provide a challenge. Even as they watched, the huge wagon floated out past the team of horses pulling it. Fodongo grimaced, sure they were about to witness a fatal accident. But even as he watched, a flash of silver caught his eye. The wagon’s sideways progress was halted, then the horses were helped to continue their forward momentum. In a surprisingly short period of time, the horses hauled the enormous black box out of the river and onto dry land. 
 
    Fodongo’s eyes widened. 
 
    “Gaviston!” whispered Hadar beside him. 
 
    “You can guess what they got in that wagon,” muttered Ronar. 
 
    Fodongo followed the procession with his eyes. “I’ve always wondered how they escaped detection.” 
 
    “I’m sure anyone that questions the situation doesn’t live to do it a second time,” answered Ronake. “We’ve got bigger problems than that, Fodongo.” 
 
    Fodongo frowned. 
 
    “This isn’t the first one we’ve seen tonight,” Ronake finished. 
 
    The Stravad Leader couldn’t speak for a moment. 
 
    “What do you think it means?” asked Hadar. 
 
    “DiNolfol has fallen,” came Lemek's voice. 
 
    Fodongo whipped around and stared at his mentor’s grim features. “Are you saying we’re too late?” 
 
    Lemek’s gaze shifted to follow the Gavitram as it toiled up the small hills along the edge of the river. “I don’t think it much matters. We have the same duty to perform whether we’re too late or not. Somehow we’ve got to get Eldon’s heir and talisman, even if it’s from Gava.” 
 
    “I’m thinking that’s easier said than done, old man,” answered Ronar. 
 
    Lemek drew a weary breath and turned away. “I’m thinking you’re right,” he replied. 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    There is a place between waking and sleep where dreams and reality collide. However, if one’s dreams come true, that collision becomes much more ominous. What is now real and what is fantasy? 
 
    Kai had long been subject to this blurring of fact and fiction. Since his earliest memory, his dreams had often seemed the more real of the two states. Faced now with the fact that his dreams, his dreams presaged the future, it was more than he could grapple with all at once. 
 
    The mind is a miraculous organ. If the trauma proves too great, the mind simply shuts off. Although some people never recover, most wrestle the trauma into an acceptable size. 
 
    Physically ill from the effects of the unknown drug, Kai passed many days in a semi-conscious state. There were times of more awareness. He knew he was traveling in a small group of people, and he was remotely aware that someone made sure he ate and drank and voided when appropriate. There were even times when he could almost put names to the faces around him – at least one of the faces – but there were many more times when he was unaware, when he allowed himself to slip beneath the level he’d once called consciousness into a void of grief and denial where his wounded spirit wallowed around in darkness. 
 
    Sometimes dreams tickled at the edge of his consciousness and he was sucked into them. The dreams were insubstantial, filled with people he knew were dead, who contrarily seemed unaware of their nonexistence. He longed to argue that they had no business haunting him any longer – he was of course a failure – but that required too much self-awareness and he wasn’t ready to admit he had any self left. 
 
    Other times he drifted in the void, while his physical body struggled to heal itself and his mind relegated itself to overseeing only the simplest of body functions. At first he welcomed these times, sliding gratefully into the darkness and drifting aimlessly in an absence of identity. As his body began piecing itself back into health, these periods of emptiness grew less and less, shorter and shorter. It was during these times that he floated toward the surface and even touched the edge of consciousness. 
 
    Kai’s was not a fragile spirit. Although the trauma had been devastating both emotionally and physically, he could not float aimlessly in the void forever. It was during one of these times that the name came to him. He woke to find himself sitting against a tree trunk, his gaze focused on his own hands where they lay bound in his lap. It was the strange hour just before nightfall when the world seemed to pause and draw a weary breath. Beside him, he felt someone stir and he turned his head. 
 
    His eyes felt gritty and dry and his mouth tasted like paste. Every single part of his body ached, but he knew without a doubt that he was truly awake. Lifting his head, he met the glittering dark gaze of another. 
 
    Maleki. Maleki. His lips formed the name but no sound came. 
 
    “Are you awake?” was the whispered response. 
 
    Kai blinked and nodded. For a moment, an intense wave of vertigo forced him to close his eyes again. Memories crowded the darkness of his mind, blinding him with their anguish, and he moaned despite himself. 
 
    “Here, take this.” 
 
    After a moment, he realized someone was shoving something into his heavy, bound hands. He couldn’t seem to remember how to close his fingers until he realized his eyes were still closed. 
 
    “Wake up, Kai!” came the insistent voice beside him. “You’ve got to wake up!” 
 
    Maleki. He said the name in his mind, then was surprised to hear the ragged sound of his own voice in his ears. 
 
    “Shh!” hissed his friend. 
 
    Kai managed to open his eyes long enough to see his friend glance nervously around. It was then he realized that Maleki’s hands were also bound. A moment of curiosity was followed by another wash of memory and he flinched away from it; and yet, in the instant before he thrust it away, he remembered other names, other faces from his past – Tafoya, Saria, Niron...Eldon. 
 
    “You’ve got to eat something.” 
 
    He felt a rough texture against his lips. Then the smell struck him. It wasn’t necessarily pleasant, but it wasn’t unpleasant either. For some reason it brought saliva to his mouth, easing some of his discomfort. He licked his lips, then was surprised by the faintly salty, grainy taste. His stomach contracted in answer. 
 
    “That’s it, take it. Eat!” came Maleki’s encouraging whisper. 
 
    Kai wasn’t even sure if he remembered how to eat, but the physical necessity was greater than his conscious thought. He managed to gulp down the stale, dry bread in huge bites that nearly gagged him, but almost immediately he was sorry. His mouth was so dry it felt like it was swollen. 
 
    “Here, drink. It’ll help.” 
 
    The faintly metallic, cool flow of water soothed the agony in his mouth. Curling his knees in against his chest, he allowed himself to fall into the void again. 
 
    Perhaps another day passed in stretches of near-consciousness and dreamless sleep. He’d somehow lost the ability to tell time. But the stretches were broken always by Maleki, rousing him and forcing him to either eat, drink, or stumble awkwardly around. 
 
    At one point he heard someone calling his name. He swam up from the depth of the void only to be surprised it wasn’t Maleki calling him. Oddly enough it was Saria. 
 
    He was standing in the ruin that had been DiNolfol, wisps of smoke drifting past him, the burned-out, blackened husks of homes and shops all around him. She came through the smoke, striding toward him, a golden nimbus of light surrounding her. 
 
    Shame swamped him when he realized his first impulse was to run away. He didn’t want to look into her eyes and see his own failure. And he didn’t want to have to accept the inevitable – that she was likely dead. 
 
    She called his name again, but her lips never moved. The sound came to him disembodied, reverberating off the ruin on every side. It frightened him and he turned despite himself to flee. 
 
    He came up flush against a metallic body with dead, reflective eyes and a fixed expression. A cry escaped him and he stumbled back, only to collide with another body behind. Whirling around, adrenaline pumping vigorously into every limb, he tried to scramble away, but shock made him immobile. The second figure he’d bumped into was an older man of Stravad heritage with snowy white hair and eyes absent of any color. 
 
    The man’s strange eyes tracked a path across Kai’s body, from head to toe, then his lips lifted in a cold, humorless smile. “Hello, Eldon’s heir.” 
 
    The voice was oddly hypnotic, deep and fluid. It resonated against every nerve, causing him to shiver violently. “Who are you?” 
 
    The face smiled, although the eyes did not. Feature for feature the man before him had an unusual physical beauty, but there was some element missing, some indefinable component absent, which made the composite sinister. Like the voice, the over-all effect was exactly opposite what it ought to be – rather than compelling, the man repelled, leaving one feeling chilled. 
 
    “Who am I?” he repeated in his smooth, serpentine tones. The smile dried on the man’s lips, but the eyes sparked with white fire. “Why, I am Gava.” 
 
    “Kai!” 
 
    The dream shattered, throwing the prince violently into consciousness. There was a moment of transition, a moment when he heard himself moaning, then he was awake. 
 
    Maleki was beside him as usual, but they were not in the ragged, make-shift campsite outside of DiNolfol. They were in total and complete darkness. For a moment, Kai couldn’t catch his breath and he had the very real fear that he’d somehow gone blind, but gradually he became aware of motion beneath him. 
 
    He lay on his side. Forcing his weighted hands to move, his fingers spread against a cold, vibrating surface. After a moment’s consideration, he realized one side of his face was also pressed to that surface. 
 
    “Where are we?” he whispered. 
 
    “Gavitram,” came the reply. 
 
    It took a few moments for him to process this information. Gradually he was aware of other bodies close in the darkness, but except for an occasional groan of misery, he heard nothing else. The creak of the wagon and the clomp of the horses’ hooves obliterated any other sounds. 
 
    “How long?” 
 
    “A few days. You’ve been out of your head most of the time, babbling about I don’t know what. It was all I could do to force some water down your throat and get you to eat. Worst of all, I had to keep you as quiet as possible. For some reason, there are three Humans working for the Gaviston. One is fairly worthless, but the other two...psychotic bastards both of them, especially the smaller of the two. And if they weren’t bad enough, the Gaviston make you want to piss your pants whenever they come around.” 
 
    Kai shivered. He knew the feeling only too well. He’d never forget the memory of being held in those lifeless, murdering hands or watching Bismyval die... 
 
    He eased onto his back, blinking in the darkness. “How long have we been in this thing?” 
 
    “We’ve spent most of the nighttime hours traveling in it since we left DiNolfol. I think it’s been a good three days. Just before dawn, they find a campsite and haul us out like cargo.” 
 
    “How many of us are there?” 
 
    “About twenty started, but we’ve gradually been diminishing in numbers. I won’t go into the how of it, but I’m sure you can guess.” 
 
    Kai shut his eyes against his memories. 
 
    “I think we’re about fourteen now, not including the three lunatics the Gaviston have employed.” 
 
    “Fourteen? Is that all that’s left of DiNolfol?” 
 
    Maleki drew a deep breath and was silent for a moment. “I can’t really say, but I suspect they break up into smaller numbers to avoid detection. It would be my guess there’s a steady stream of these little wagons going north all night, every night, and another stream of Gaviston going south again almost at once.” There was an edge to Maleki’s voice, a barely suppressed rage. 
 
    “Is it safe to talk?” 
 
    “Like this, but you were crying out in your sleep before. I’m guessing they know you’re the crown prince because the Gaviston and their three pet Humans have been more interested in you than anyone since we left DiNolfol. I’ve been afraid they’ll separate us if I can’t keep you quiet, but at least now, you seem more like yourself again.” 
 
    Kai’s hand crept up to the place in the center of his chest where he bore the scar from the emerald. The ache of failure and loss was almost more than he could bear. The one reason he’d not been there during DiNolfol’s hour of need was because he’d gone after the emerald with the hope that if DiNolfol couldn’t be saved, the rest of the region might be; however, now even that hope had been stripped away from him with the emerald’s loss. 
 
    He couldn’t speak for a very long time while he grappled with the reality of his loss. For days, he’d been aware of the emerald’s absence, but his mind hadn’t been willing to give the loss validity by attaching words to it. But now he could no longer hide from the truth –  the emerald was gone and he’d failed even before he’d had a chance. 
 
    “Kai?” 
 
    His mind returned to the present and Maleki’s presumption that the Gaviston were interested in him because he was the crown prince of DiNolfol. Unlike his friend, Kai had no more delusions. 
 
    If the Gaviston were interested in him, it wasn’t because of his ties to the nobility of a dead protectorate. Not only had he given Gava the tool to crush the entire region, but he’d also hand-delivered himself into the bargain. 
 
    “I need to tell you something,” he whispered. “But first I need to hear what happened in DiNolfol.” 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    For a long while Niron fought against waking up. Somewhere in his subconscious he heard the sound of people moving around him. He was also aware of the bed beneath him and the miserable ache in his body. Yet despite his attempt to remain unconscious, he found himself blinking against bright sunlight. 
 
    It took awhile before he could do more than blink. Then it caused no little amount of pain to turn his head away from the annoying source of light. Black spots danced before his eyes and a cold sweat broke out on his forehead, but both gradually cleared and he realized he was in one of the guest rooms inside the castle. 
 
    His training had been deeply ingrained, so much so that he was at once ashamed and anxious. He should not be here, but the slightest effort of movement caused such discomfort, he gave it up. Somewhere near his feet a door opened and muted footsteps crossed the thick carpeting to the side of the bed. 
 
    Niron frowned in surprise as Tafoya’s servant, Theron, placed a tray on the bedside table and took a seat in the chair beside it. The servant’s grey brows rose in surprise when he found his patient awake and he reached for a glass on the tray. 
 
    Helping lift Niron’s head, he placed the glass against the Daman’s lips. Niron was grateful for the gift, but the simple movement made him moan. The servant eased him back on the pillows and replaced the glass, then gave the little man a rather sad, serious look. 
 
    “We wondered if you would ever come around again. It isn’t easy to know how severe a head injury one’s suffered when one is unconscious as a result of it.” 
 
    Niron frowned again. Just listening to that confusing jumble of words was giving him a headache. “How did you get here?” 
 
    “Later. Right now I’ve got some Stamerian tea brewing for you. Master Tafoya...” Theron’s voice choked off at the mention of the old wizard. His eyes shifted to the table and he fussed with the bottles and plates there as he spoke. “Master Tafoya always swore by it. He used to say it would cure anything that ails a man and more.” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Niron said. “I lost my mother and my master.” 
 
    Theron placed a knobby hand on the little man’s shoulder, but he didn’t speak for a moment. It was enough. Niron knew he shared his grief. Once the moment had passed, the servant picked up a teacup and held it before the Daman. “Drink up and then have a good sleep. When you wake, I’ll have something for you to eat. You’ll be right as rain in no time.” 
 
    The little man arched a brow (it was about the only place on his body that didn’t hurt), but he swallowed as the servant poured the fluid down his throat. Fortunately, Tafoya had been right about one thing. Stamerian was truly a miraculous plant. Not only did it ease the ache in his body, but it gave him many hours of dreamless sleep. 
 
    When he awoke, he was feeling not only a little better, but a little stronger as well. True to his word, Theron returned with some broth, a little piece of soft bread, and another cup of tea. Niron ate until his stomach was comfortably full, then sank back into the soft down of the bed and slept the night through. 
 
    However, by the next morning Niron realized that being right as rain was going to take a little longer than no time. Not only was he battered from his furious ride and subsequent mauling by Gaviston, but he was swamped with equal amounts of grief and guilt. Mental anguish coupled with physical pain made depression a very real enemy in those first couple of days. 
 
    His only companion during that time was Theron and although he tended well to Niron’s physical needs, he didn’t seem inclined to wrestle the demon of depression for him. Niron suspected it was a demon he knew himself rather intimately. 
 
    Perhaps those first couple of days were a necessary stop on the road to recovery because by the dawn of the third day, the little man was itching to be out of bed and plagued with a measure of curiosity. After their initial conversation, he and Theron had exchanged few words with one another. Today, Niron decided, was going to be different. 
 
    The servant caught him, his feet dangling over the edge of the too large bed, his head bowed. Arching one grey brow, Theron settled the tray he’d been carrying on a table at the far end of the room and crossed to his recalcitrant patient’s side. 
 
    “As if there wasn’t enough to be done, but you’ve got to go and risk another head injury before the week is out.” 
 
    Niron cast one baleful eye on the man. “Help me down or go away.” 
 
    Obviously the servant wasn’t a man to argue against insanity. He helped the Daman slide to the floor and supported him when his knees threatened to buckle. Then he stumbled awkwardly beside him as the little man made for the table. If anyone had seen them, both of such disparate heights, he or she would have been unable to keep from laughing. As it was, Niron was panting heavily and rethinking his impetuous move, while Theron calmly laid out the plates and fussed with the silverware. 
 
    “What are you doing here?” 
 
    Theron paused in the midst of his arranging. “Here at the castle or here in DiNolfol.” 
 
    “Both.” 
 
    “After Master Tafoya died, I thought I wanted to stay there in the cottage, but there was nothing to do...no one...” He drew a deep breath. “I decided to come after the young lord.” 
 
    “But he was already gone?” 
 
    Theron nodded, pleating and unpleating the napkin repeatedly. “I found you in the queen’s chambers. I would probably have passed right by you, except you were moaning. I moved you in here and started caring for you. It wasn’t long after that that the others started arriving.” 
 
    “Others?” 
 
    “Townsfolk, a few soldiers that had escaped the mass slaughter...” Here the servant shuddered violently. “Most were wounded, hungry. There’s enough stores in the cellars of the castle to feed an army for weeks.” 
 
    “How many people?” 
 
    “At last count there was seventeen, but a few more stagger in every day.” 
 
    “What about sending word to Zenoradel?” 
 
    “One of the soldiers went. He wasn’t as badly hurt as the others. It’s everyone’s hope that he’ll get through.” 
 
    Niron fell silent, contemplating the magnitude of the destruction. So few people left alive...so many missing, perhaps dead, perhaps not. How would they ever know? How would he ever know what had happened to his master? After everything that had happened with Kai in the Karhartadon, would Gava kill him or would he take him prisoner, subject to a fate that someone of his master’s fine spirit would never be able to abide? 
 
    Niron wanted to ask more questions, but he was getting tired. After eating as much as he could, he made no protest when Theron suggested he return to his bed. And so he passed another day, limping painfully about the room and trying to eat as much as he could to regain his strength between bouts of mercifully dreamless, healing sleep. 
 
    Finally he felt strong enough to venture out of the now familiar room. Theron assisted him down the stairs and he joined the refugees in the library. It was a sobering, strange experience. Each one of the people gathered there had his or her own story to tell, but after about the seventh, Niron stopped listening. 
 
    Unfortunately, they were mostly all the same – horrifically tragic, but common-place now in the dead kingdom. Only one was different and even then the man was reluctant to relate it. 
 
    Yet as he spoke, Niron found himself leaning forward and listening in horrified interest despite himself. The man, ragged and beaten as he now appeared, had been captain of his own battalion of soldiers. Theirs had been the assignment to protect the queen. 
 
    When the attack had been discovered, the captain and his squad had ushered the queen out of the secret entrance of the castle where they’d made a mad dash to leave the beplagued protectorate behind. What they hadn’t known was that the entire kingdom was surrounded. 
 
    On the road to Zenoradel, the platoon came under attack. The attack had been so quick and unexpected, the platoon had been separated into two halves. Gaviston, then Orahim with their deadly darts, had divided them, the queen and the vast majority of the platoon on one side of the road, the captain and a few of his men on the other. 
 
    It had been the captain’s plan, or so he said now, to circle around through the forest and meet up with their fellows on the other side of the road, but by the time they fought their way to the chosen location, they found the burned out husk of the queen’s carriage and the bodies of their comrades strewn across the road. The enemy was gone. 
 
    Guilt-ridden and battle-hungry, the few remaining soldiers had returned to DiNolfol. Finding a number of citizens with courage, if not skill, that were fighting back, the captain decided on a way to purge his wounded spirit. He pulled the rag-tag band around him, offering them the benefit of his experience and for a short period of time, they’d struck back at the villains who’d destroyed their home. 
 
    Eventually, as they knew would happen, the majority of their numbers were decimated and the captain himself injured. When the Gaviston and their counter-parts had withdrawn from the city, the few remaining rebels had limped toward the castle where they found Theron and his growing community of refugees. 
 
    What intrigued Niron the most in the tale was the period of time the captain and his rebels had fought back against the Gaviston invasion. The fact that they’d even dared such a feat humbled the little man. He’d never considered fighting against such overwhelming odds before, but although he didn’t have the words for what he was feeling yet, something kindled in his breast, driving back the depression, and he knew now that he had to get well as quickly as possible. 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    Cy hesitated before the door to Gava’s private chamber. Closing his eyes and drawing a deep breath, he wondered what unpleasant bit of business the maniac wanted now. Tugging the tight uniform jacket down, he reached for the knob. He was beyond any desire to thwart the despot. He would do exactly as he was told, no questions asked, because he truthfully feared only one thing – the fate Gava had laid out for him. 
 
    Thrusting open the door, he was met first with the blank stares of two Gaviston. He didn’t even bother to taunt them as he waited for them to move aside. Not that taunting the brain-dead beasts did any good; it was more for his own recreation than anything else. Moving further into the room, he was mildly surprised to find Gava waiting at his desk, Erram beside him. Kneeling before the despot were two ragged, bedraggled people Cy didn’t recognize. 
 
    Despite his resolve, he felt his stomach clench into a knot. One of the two, a woman, lifted her head and met his look. It cut through his careful layers of indifference, striking much too close to his dead emotional center. 
 
    The woman was Human, dark of hair and eye. Her coloring brought to mind many pleasant hours in the company of another woman, but this one had an innate grace to her movements that the other didn’t have. 
 
    Behind his desk, Gava cleared his throat, breaking Cy’s contact with the two prisoners. “You certainly came to heel quickly this time,” purred the tyrant. 
 
    Cy kept his features carefully neutral. The only way to deal with insanity, he’d learned early on, was to remain unpredictable one’s self. 
 
    Folding a hand beneath his chin, Gava regarded Cy a moment in silence. Cy stood perfectly still, resisting the impulse to shoot a glare in Erram’s direction. He could feel the little man’s malevolent gaze on him, but he pretended that he didn’t notice. 
 
    “I have a job for you,” said Gava, finally breaking the uncomfortable silence. 
 
    “But of course.” 
 
    Gava made an idle motion in the direction of the two prisoners. “Can you guess who I have here?” 
 
    Cy shook his head. 
 
    “We have before us the crown princess of DiNolfol and her own personal champion.” 
 
    Cy inclined his head briefly in acknowledgment, but resisted the impulse to look at the two prisoners. He knew Gava was waiting for some sarcastic remark, but he wasn’t going to give him an iota of satisfaction if he could help it. 
 
    After studying Cy’s blank expression for another moment, Gava leaned back in his chair. “The princess is worthless to me. In truth, I can think of only one use for her, but I’ve never been partial to Human women the way you are.” 
 
    Cy felt the coil of his intestines tighten, but he kept his features bland. Gava had obviously anticipated one of Cy’s typical responses, something like And I’ve never been partial to those without a brain, but when none was forthcoming, he simply narrowed his eyes and drummed his fingers on his desk. Erram was staring at Cy with bug-eyes, but unfortunately Cy couldn’t enjoy any of it. He just knew the despot was about to give him a task of an impossibly vile nature. 
 
    “As I know you’ve been itching for a woman, I thought I might give you the princess for a time, then when you’re done with her, you can add her to my collection in the catacombs.” 
 
    The image of Gava’s macabre collection of frozen dead in the lower recesses of his kingdom made Cy shiver. He had a very personal reason to hate the place and its owner, but even if he didn’t, there was something innately sinister about keeping the evidence of one’s own depravity so close at hand. 
 
    Cy knew his period of indifference had come to an end. Gava would expect some answer and Cy could only think of something scathingly sarcastic to toss his way. “As generous as the offer is, I think I’ll pass. I’ve never been much for princesses anyway. Too cold. Besides, I would never want a woman that you’ve hand picked for me.” 
 
    Gava’s chilling white eyes narrowed. When he spoke, his voice purred. “Suit yourself; however, you will dispose of the problem for me, won’t you? I’m not overly particular how you accomplish it, just make sure the body isn’t too badly mutilated for my display cases. I’ve never had a princess before.” 
 
    “Bastard, if you...” shouted the male prisoner, surging to his feet. Cy shifted in time to see one of the Gaviston backhand him with a metal fist, splitting his lips and spraying blood all over himself and the princess. She gave a cry, but rather than shrinking away, she threw herself over her champion, protecting him with her own body. 
 
    Cy flinched. It was too late to steel himself against the impact of what he’d seen. He tried to smooth his features before he turned back to Gava, but he knew the tyrant had marked the small chink in his armor. 
 
    Gava gave him a bored look, stroking his hand across his chin. “I don’t care how you dispose of that mangy dog or what you do with his carcass, just get rid of him as efficiently as possible.” 
 
    The full impact of what Gava was ordering him to do hit him then. His features froze, but behind the placid mask, Cy’s brain was rapidly sorting and discarding ideas, looking for a way out of this one. 
 
    “That’s never been my job. I thought that was why you kept Erram. Besides, I think you’re missing an opportunity here,” Cy replied, glancing at the couple. They shrank away from him, terror, stark and animalistic, moving through their faces. 
 
    “Speak,” rumbled Gava.  
 
    “I was just wondering if there isn’t a better use for the princess.” 
 
    “Ah!” shouted Erram. “I knew it! I knew...” 
 
    “Silence!” commanded Gava, slashing his hand through the air. 
 
    Cy flashed a smile in Erram’s direction, just for added insurance. It was important Gava think the biggest part of Cy’s motive was in competing with Erram for his favor. “It’s probably of little importance, but I was wondering if the princess might be a bargaining chip, so to speak.” 
 
    “How so?” 
 
    Cy sank into the chair before Gava’s desk, casually stretching his legs out before him. “With Eldon’s heir and talisman firmly in your grasp, it’s only obvious that your next move will be to topple the protectorates one by one.” He paused to let the weight of his words sink in. 
 
    “Go on.” 
 
    Cy shrugged. “I don’t think there’s a single doubt that you’ll eventually be victorious; however, it’s safe to say that future conquests won’t be as easy as DiNolfol. The other protectorates are larger, which means larger armies, and I think it’s safe to say there’s a very real possibility that after news of DiNolfol’s fall reaches the other kingdoms, they just might ban together for added protection.” 
 
    Gava’s eyes narrowed. 
 
    “While having Eldon’s heir and talisman at your command does tilt the scales in your favor, it doesn’t completely end the need for Gaviston or Orahim. The truth is even in DiNolfol there was a substantial loss of their numbers. Future battles will take their toll. Although you’ll prove stronger in the end, we both know Gaviston and Orahim do come in finite numbers. It wouldn’t do to topple the entire region, only to be unable to hold it due to lack of military strength.” 
 
    Something cold and deadly moved through Gava’s face, but he didn’t say anything for a moment. 
 
    Cy fixed his gaze on Gava’s chilling, white stare and didn’t look away. Gava’s upper lip twitched, then he blinked, once slowly. Leaning back in his chair, he motioned at Cy. 
 
    “Go on.” 
 
    “Wouldn’t it be better if you could garner a little cooperation?” 
 
    Erram snorted in derision, but Gava ignored him. “Cooperation?” 
 
    Cy shot a glance at the princess. Both were watching him with horrified expressions, but Cy sensed something shrewd and calculating in the princess’ look. “You know the way of Human nobility. They’d sell their entire population of peasants for one of their own. You might even be able to make an agreement with them to free the princess into their keeping if they surrender their protectorates to you.” 
 
    Gava’s frown deepened and Erram snorted again, rolling his eyes. “There must be more,” said Gava. 
 
    “You can also offer them their own freedom and the freedom of their families, as long as they agree to leave the region and never return. You might even let them take whatever dispensable wealth they have on hand. In all honesty, it solves two problems. First of all, you get the protectorate at no expenditure of your minions, and secondly, you get rid of useless nobility.” 
 
    “What if they prove more faithful to their subjects than you believe?” 
 
    “Then you’re back to the original plan, but what does it hurt? Of course you can always have a princess added to your collection at any time; however, by keeping her alive, you preserve an option that you didn’t have before capturing her. It costs you nothing, but the benefits might be larger than you can possibly anticipate.” Cy paused and a slight smile touched the corners of his mouth. “Don’t forget. Eventually, you’ll have to tackle the problem of Temeron before you have complete domination over Loden. Should even one protectorate take the bait, agree to safe passage out of Loden for their nobility and the princess here in exchange for a bloodless coup, wouldn’t it prove worth it in the end?” 
 
    “Master, this is ridiculous. He’s only trying to get out of disposing of her.” 
 
    “Of course he is,” purred Gava, causing Erram to frown. He shifted his attention back to Cy. “And if I allow the nobility to flee Loden, what would prevent them from returning with an army to overthrow me?” 
 
    Cy gave a bark of scathing laughter. “From where? The lands outside of Loden are hardly inhabited and those inhabitants are little better than animals. They live in nomadic groups that are migratory for all we know. They aren’t going to come after you and if they do, you have Eldon’s heir and talisman to answer them, don’t you?” 
 
    Gava’s lip twitched, but he didn’t answer. His dead, white eyes searched Cy’s face. Finally he gave a cold, sinister smile. “You see, this is the only reason you are still alive. That quick mind of yours is your single biggest asset.” 
 
    “It’s enough,” said Cy. 
 
    “Master, I must protest! He’s only trying to get out of doing as you ordered!” 
 
    “I know that, Erram, but giving him his way costs me nothing, while tethering him tighter to me. For some reason, the princess has touched that bleeding heart of his.” Cy fought to hide his grimace of distaste. “Be fully aware, Cy, that scheming mind of yours just might have bought the princess her life, and at any rate, it’s certainly bought her a stay of execution.” He leaned forward and forced Cy to meet his look. “I’m giving you this. Don’t disappoint me again.” 
 
    “Never,” said Cy, pushing himself to his feet. He bravely turned his back on the both of them and motioned for the Gaviston to pull the prisoners to their feet. 
 
    “Cy.” 
 
    The younger man flinched, but he turned around once more. 
 
    Gava gave him his coldest smile. “I’m glad to see you understand there is only one side for you.” 
 
    Cy paused, his gaze clashing with Gava’s white one. With a quick incline of his head, he broke the stare. “But of course,” he said and turned away again. 
 
    As he started for the door, his eye caught the princess’. A measure of shock was settling into her expression, but Cy didn’t mistake the shrewd understanding in the depth of her gaze. He had to admire her quick intellect, even though he knew she’d never thank him for his intervention on her behalf. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 15 
 
      
 
    It was too bright to sleep, especially since he spent as many hours as he could sleeping. Lying on his side, he stared out over the dismal camp, watching the slow progress of the Orahim as they patrolled the perimeter. At each corner of the rough rectangle stood silent, terrifyingly lifeless Gaviston, and yet he wasn’t fooled – he knew they could spring into lethal motion at the slightest provocation. 
 
    Such provocation came frequently. Although half-starved and filled with misery, the prisoners often snapped. Everything would be quiet and then suddenly, someone would try to break for the edge of the camp. To date not a single one of these mad dashes had proven successful. Two had been beaten, one so badly he babbled incoherently most of the time, and one had been killed. The fact that they were now down to the unlucky number of thirteen didn’t escape the past-prince, not that he thought he had any measure of luck left. 
 
    Whenever he got the chance, Maleki whispered that they had to try escaping during the next commotion. Even though he felt he owed his friend a great deal, Kai couldn’t summon up the energy to even think seriously about such a risky action. 
 
    When an argument broke out beside the Gavitram, Kai didn’t bother to lift his head. He recognized the psychotic rant of the smaller Human, Fordin he thought his name was. The answering guttural tones came from an Orahim. As usual, the larger of the Humans waded into the battle. 
 
    The topic and the outcome of this battle never changed. Fordin would begin complaining about his sorry ration of food and demanding to be let into the second, smaller Gavitram that held their meager supplies. The Orahim guarding it would give a negative response. Nepter would come to his friend’s aid, drawing more Orahim. Finally Fordin would haul the skulking little Human known as Helab into the mix to translate. It never, but never ended without the Gaviston settling it. The only thing that seemed to cut through the fog of Fordin’s insanity was the terrifying menace of the Gaviston. 
 
    To date they hadn’t come to blows, but Kai kept expecting the situation to escalate to that level. He couldn't understand what drove the crazy Human to such risks. True, none of them were getting proper rations, but he knew the three Humans got more than the prisoners. More puzzling was the why. Kai was barely able to choke down the rancid amount thrown at him twice a day. If it hadn’t been for Maleki who goaded him continually to eat for his strength, he wouldn’t consume that little amount. Still, Fordin seemed obsessed with getting a larger share of the provisions. 
 
    As the argument ground to its prescribed ending, Kai felt Maleki’s breath on his cheek. “If they ever come to blows, we’re making a break for it. You hear me.” 
 
    “I can’t, Maleki, but I’ll try and create a diversion whenever you want to risk it.” 
 
    “I’m not the one who needs to get away from them. You told me yourself what will happen if Gava gets his hands on you. You’ve got to try escaping for Loden, if nothing else.” 
 
    “Loden’s lost,” whispered Kai and he meant it. He couldn’t deny a small measure of anger directed at Eldon. The man had to be daft to choose such a weak, ill-prepared person as his heir and bequeath a talisman to him that was so easily absconded. Beyond being daft, Eldon also had a yellow-streak a mile wide. It seemed much too convenient to shuck one’s responsibility off onto a newborn babe... 
 
    ...which all begged the real question. Who in Eldon’s name thought one person might be able to stand up against such odds? Let Temeron fall, let the rest of the protectorates go the way of DiNolfol. It was no longer his problem. He was a failure. 
 
    “When are you going to stop wallowing in self-pity!” snarled Maleki. 
 
    Kai’s eyes snapped open and a strange feeling moved through him, chasing away the lethargy. He was surprised when he recognized the emotion. It was anger. How dare Maleki accuse him of wallowing when he was the one who’d had a cosmic joke played on him...who... 
 
    His thoughts took a mental leap. 
 
    ...who was acting suspiciously like the man he blamed for his entire predicament. 
 
    The following day found the little company on the banks of the Longan. Kai had once been to Zenoradel, no farther, but he’d often wondered about the other parts of Loden. For people in the south, the Longan River marked a boundary. Those lands on the other side carried a certain mystique about them. 
 
    There was some contact with the Daman, who lived in the Tridarn forest, but that contact was always one sided. Like Kai’s own servant Niron, Daman left the Tridarn, Humans did not enter. The only knowledge Humans had of Daman lifestyle was that given to them via second-hand information. 
 
    Temeron also held intrigue. Humans knew more about Stravad because there were a number that did live in Human cities and many Humans traveled to Temeron, some were even granted the right to live among them, but the Stravad’s strange psychokinetic powers had always been an alluring, yet alarming difference. 
 
    Further north-west was the Human protectorate of Denortosal, but Denortosal was not typical of a Human settlement. While the southern protectorates were docile, Denortosal was the opposite. Thieves and cutthroats weren’t exactly welcome in the kingdom, but they weren’t exactly discouraged either. In fact, the number of residents with legal conflicts in their past was surprisingly high. 
 
    And then ultimately, far to the north, was the death city of Gava. The mysticism surrounding that region had nothing quaint nor intriguing about it, but it was as foreign to its southern neighbors as the reclusive Daman of the Tridarn or the mystical Stravad of Temeron were. 
 
    Kai squinted in the bright sunlight of the early autumn morning. A chill shivered up his spine as he stared out over the river. The sun felt good, but there was a layer of fog rising off the river and blanketing the shore. 
 
    Behind him was the hated darkness of the Gavitram. Around him were the huddled, battered, half-starved remnants of his former kingdom. He felt as if he stood on the edge of an abyss. Once they crossed the waters of the Longan, he would be in unknown territory and much closer to the menacing darkness that had become Gava in his mind. 
 
    He felt Maleki’s hand on his arm. “Come on.” 
 
    He shot a glance at his friend, but his eyes were drawn back to the river. 
 
    Maleki took a few shuffling gaits forward and halted, glancing back over his shoulder. “Are you coming?” 
 
    The swift waters of the river raged and plunged through canyons and over rocks, drowning out any other sound. It was certainly enough to cover any cries for help that might be uttered in a moment of panic. And as he stood there, studying it, Kai wasn’t sure how the Gaviston planned to have them cross in the evening. The river was swift and deep. 
 
    Maleki shuffled back beside him, grabbing his arm. “Come on.” When Kai moved forward mechanically, Maleki drew an impatient breath. “This is why we need to escape.” 
 
    Kai hardly heard him. They’d come abreast of the smaller Gavitram, the one that held their stores. Fordin was skulking around it, his eyes tracking each one of the Gaviston where they stood. Kai hesitated, his heart slamming against his ribs. He could feel it. He could feel the emerald! 
 
    Stumbling to a halt, he shook off Maleki’s hold. His eyes shifted between Fordin and the wagon. It was there. He’d never been this close to the smaller wagon before, but it was unmistakable now. 
 
    “Kai!” whispered Maleki. 
 
    “It’s there! I can feel it!” 
 
    “Kai! Come on, now!” 
 
    Something struck the prince in the back of the head, knocking him to his knees. Stars exploded in his eyes and he found himself with his forehead pressed into the dirt, his hands braced on either side of him. 
 
    “We’re going, we’re going!” Maleki shouted at the Gaviston, then he felt his friend’s hand close around his arm, hauling him upright. 
 
    Placing a hand on the back of his head where a bump was already rising, he allowed Maleki to drag him to some spot on the other side of the camp. He was barely able to choke down the cold gruel and bread thrown at him before he rolled over and fell asleep. 
 
    When he woke much later, he could tell it was dusk by the shadows that lay over him. He lay on his side, blinking in the dying light, trying to piece together the strange dreams that had plagued him while he slept. Rolling onto his back, he grimaced. There was a good sized knot on the back of his skull. Beside him Maleki still slept and around them, everyone seemed to be in that lethargic mode that marks late afternoon. Even the Orahim dozed in their patrol positions. 
 
    Snatches of his dreams came floating down to him then, filtering through the muted autumn light beneath the trees. He remembered seeing Eldon, but although he’d spoken, Kai hadn’t been able to hear him. Whenever the Stravad hero had opened his mouth, the roar of the river had spilled out. 
 
    Eldon had eventually become a stranger. The man was obviously Stravad, but while Eldon had been dark of hair, this man’s beard and hair were golden blonde. The man also tried to speak, and his expression was both grave and urgent, but his words were lost in the roar from the stream. 
 
    Frowning in memory, Kai lifted his bound hand and scratched at the bandage that still swathed his middle. The scar had begun to itch. 
 
    If he thought about it very hard, there was another person in the dream. An old man – but the man had been turned so that Kai couldn’t get a good look at his face. At first he’d assumed it was Tafoya, but when the man moved, something in the movement told him it wasn’t his mentor. It was frustrating, making him shift in irritation. Beside him Maleki stirred and blinked open his eyes. 
 
    “Is something wrong?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    Maleki nodded at Kai’s hands. “Is that hurting you?” 
 
    Kai realized he was rubbing the scar in the center of his chest. It was burning again, gradually gaining strength with each moment. 
 
    His eyes locked on Maleki’s. “The emerald,” he whispered. 
 
    Maleki opened his mouth to reply, but he never got the chance. 
 
    “It’s gone!” came a cry from the other side of the camp. “It’s gone!” 
 
    The two young men struggled into a sitting position. 
 
    Orahim raced toward Fordin, their weapons drawn, and the Gaviston were shaking off their death-like lethargy. As everyone watched, Fordin went mad, leaping off the back of the smaller Gavitram and grabbing for the nearest prisoner. 
 
    The prisoner managed to scramble away, but Fordin pounced on the man’s meager bedding, tearing it and throwing it aside. Some of the pieces fluttered over the stunned Orahim, causing more confusion. 
 
    One of the Orahim lifted its strange cylindrical weapon, but Fordin roared up, grabbing it. The two struggled over the weapon, tripping over a few more prisoners and falling. Cries of alarm were beginning to sound as the victims tried to scramble away from the melee. 
 
    Fordin managed to wrestle the weapon from the Orahim and stagger to his feet. Before anyone could react, he turned the weapon around and fired at the serpent, peppering it with poisonous darts. 
 
    While the creature convulsed, Fordin turned the weapon on the phalanx of Orahim descending on him. The Gaviston had nearly arrived, but Nepter waded into the battle, catching up the ax that they used to chop firewood and swinging it at the closest metal monster. 
 
    Everything was happening so fast that Kai couldn’t react. Some of the prisoners were using the opportunity to make a break for it and the two Humans were aiding the escape. It occurred to the prince that he should do something, but what? 
 
    He felt someone grab him under the arm, hauling him upright. His eyes shot to Maleki’s face and he was surprised by the light of determination in his friend’s eyes. “Now!” he shouted, shoving Kai in front of him. 
 
    Kai stumbled over the bonds on his ankle and slammed into another person. They both dropped, tangled with each other. Kai fought to get free, but something caught his eye, making him go still. Between his hands and the other person’s lay the emerald, shining with brilliant green light. Kai’s eyes snapped up. Helab. 
 
    The prince’s confusion lasted only a moment before he grabbed for the talisman. Pain exploded in his jaw and he was thrown backward by the force of it. Tears blinded him, but he blinked them away, rolling to his side and opening his eyes as Helab grabbed the emerald and bolted to his feet. 
 
    Kai lunged for Helab’s escaping legs, but caught hold of empty air. The little thief darted between the falling bodies, making for the edge of camp. A cry of frustration escaped the prince’s lips, but a moment later the thief skidded to a halt, staring up into the furious, bloody face of Nepter. 
 
    Nepter gave a wicked laugh and lifted the ax. 
 
    Again the prince felt himself being grabbed from behind. “Run!” shouted Maleki. 
 
    “Wait!” cried the prince, trying to turn back around, but Maleki was stronger. Grabbing the bonds on Kai’s wrists, he yanked him as he ran for the other side of the camp away from the emerald. 
 
    Kai glanced frantically over his shoulder, trying to see who wound up with the talisman, but the movement only set him off balance. He careened into Maleki and the two of them fell, rolling on impact. The air was knocked from the prince and he lay gasping, trying to get it back again. 
 
    He didn’t know where his friend found the strength, but he was pulled and pushed to his feet again. Kai stumbled forward, unable to stop himself, but he didn’t want to go any farther away from the emerald. 
 
    They made the edge of the campsite and staggered into the forest. Kai chanced another glance behind, but wished he hadn’t. Three Orahim and two Gaviston were close behind them, following them rapidly. 
 
    Maleki also glanced behind. “Keep running!” he shouted, shoving the prince in the back. 
 
    Fear lent Kai strength and he hobbled forward as fast as the bonds would allow. Somewhere in his mind he knew it was a futile attempt, but the thought of feeling Gaviston hands on him again goaded him on. A few minutes more brought them to the steep banks of the Longan. They both skidded to a halt, losing their balance. 
 
    It was only through luck that Kai managed to grab a tree limb and halt his progress. Maleki wasn’t so lucky and he dropped over the side, sliding downward in the muck until he struck a rock. 
 
    Kai released the tree and dropped to the bank, crawling to the edge and peering over. Maleki groaned and rolled to his side, shaking his head. 
 
    “Are you all right?” 
 
    Maleki blinked up at him, then glanced around. “Yeah.” 
 
    Kai crawled as far over the edge as he could. Extending his bound hands, he nodded at his friend. 
 
    Maleki reached for Kai’s hands, and they were just able to clasp wrists. Kicking with his bound legs, Kai wriggled back on the bank, pulling Maleki upward. They collapsed together, panting, both covered in mud. He struggled out from under Maleki and managed to gain his feet, then he reached down for his friend. Maleki allowed Kai to haul him to his feet. However, the moment he put weight on his ankle, he nearly collapsed again. Kai caught him and kept him from falling. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “My ankle. I can’t put weight on it.” 
 
    Kai glanced around. He couldn’t see the Orahim or Gaviston, but he could feel them. Bracing Maleki with his shoulder, he nodded toward the forest. “Come on. We’ve got to find somewhere to hide.” 
 
    Maleki didn’t argue, but limped awkwardly beside the prince as they followed the bank deeper into the trees. They hadn’t gone far when Kai caught a flash of metal, yet when he looked directly at the spot, he saw nothing. A chill shivered over him and he gritted his teeth, dragging Maleki with him. 
 
    A moment later he heard thrashing through the underbrush. Panic made him quicken his pace, but Maleki’s ankle couldn’t keep up. He fell, dragging Kai with him. For a moment, Kai simply lay on the forest floor, panting to regain his breath. It was useless, had been from the very start. 
 
    Maleki crawled over to him and grabbed his shoulder, his fingers biting into bruised flesh. “Listen to me, Kai, you’ve got to get up and keep going.” 
 
    “This is stupid, Maleki.” 
 
    “No! You’ve got to get up. You’ve got to get away!” 
 
    “I’m not leaving you...” 
 
    “Don’t be stupid! You’ve got to get to Temeron! You’ve got to warn them! It’s your duty as prince of DiNolfol...” 
 
    “I’m not a prince...” 
 
    “Damn it, shut up! I don’t want to rot in Gava for the rest of my life and if I die before then, I don’t want it to be for nothing! Go! Now!” 
 
    Kai stared at his friend in disbelief. He didn’t have the strength to go nor did he have the will. He opened his mouth to tell Maleki as much, but his eyes snapped away, coming into focus on the Gaviston closing in on them through the trees. 
 
    Kai was paralyzed with fear, but Maleki looked around and grabbed the nearest fallen branch. Shoving Kai away from him, he threw himself at the Gaviston and swung the stick. It broke on the Gaviston’s head and ricochetted into the brush. 
 
    “Go!” screamed Maleki, swinging the remaining end of the branch. 
 
    The force of his command sent Kai scrambling for his feet. As Maleki swung again, the Gaviston struck out at him, knocking him backward. The next moment a dart hissed between the trees and struck the one closest to Kai. 
 
    Kai dove away from it and scrambled to put the nearest trunk between him and his attackers. The bonds around his ankles fouled up his stride and he slid in the leaves piled at the base of the tree. He and Maleki had been running so close to the steep bank that Kai now found himself sliding out over thin air. 
 
    His body slammed down on the bank. Slowly the earth gave way beneath him. Kai tried to kick clear of it by leaping for the edge, but his hands encountered nothing. 
 
    He had a moment’s sensation of falling, then impact. The shock of the cold water was so great, he sucked in a lungful before his head broke surface. Panic snapped his control and he flailed, sending himself under again. Gasping for air and fighting to regain the surface, Kai had a moment to realize he was in trouble before something struck him in the back and sent him under once more. 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    Fodongo’s heart was in his throat as he slipped and slid down the muddy bank toward the turbulent waters of the Longan. Ronar and Ronake were in front of him, the giant a little ahead of his brother, but the Stravad Leader wasn’t sure whether they’d make it in time. 
 
    When Fodongo’s feet found more solid purchase on a ledge, he paused for a moment, his eyes scanning the water and the opposite shore, then he shot a glance at the sky before taking another head-long plunge over the edge again. Curse it all, why did this happen when they were in a race against daylight? 
 
    All day the five companions had sat huddled at the edge of the rise, watching the latest Gaviston camp. Fodongo knew Eldon’s heir and talisman were in this group. He hadn’t needed Lemek’s confirmation, he could feel them himself. Then, when he was about to call his men around him so they could plot a rescue, all hell had broken out. 
 
    They’d lost the opportunity to recover the talisman, he felt sure, but they might still be able to recover the heir. Fodongo had made the choice. Of the two, the heir was the most important. He hated to think of Gava handling the talisman, but without Eldon’s chosen to wield it, he wasn’t sure it would do the despot much good. 
 
    Ronar had gained the beach. His long, powerful strides ate up the rocky shoreline as he streaked toward a distant spot on the horizon. They had all seen the body slam into the Longan. 
 
    The Stravad Leader stumbled onto the shore with less grace than he would have liked. Grimacing in discomfort, he raced after his two companions, using both his eyes and his psychokinetic power to scan the waters of the river. 
 
    He quickened his pace when he saw Ronar come to a sudden halt on the shoreline. Ronake was between him and the giant and he also staggered to a halt beside his brother, shielding his eyes to look out in the direction the giant pointed. With a nod, the thinner man dove into the surf and began pulling against the current toward the opposite shore. 
 
    Fodongo stumbled up beside his friend, glancing into his face. “Why didn’t you go?” 
 
    Ronar met his look, then shifted his attention back to the middle of the stream. “Ronake’s faster,” he grunted. 
 
    Fodongo stepped into the water after the swimming Stravad. The coldness of it was a shock and he gasped. He jogged out until the water was too high, then he began swimming. 
 
    Ronake had made it to a pile of deadwood and was shoving pieces aside, searching beneath it. Fodongo felt his heart slam against his ribs when his friend grabbed a floating piece of fabric. Hauling back, he pulled the body over, reaching for it with his other hand. Fodongo had almost caught up with him when Ronake braced himself against a log and shoved the body into the stream, curling his arm around its shoulders. 
 
    Using pieces of deadwood to pull himself in close enough, Fodongo helped Ronake navigate his way around obstacles until he was in the open water once more. Grabbing a handful of fabric, the Stravad Leader swam beside his friend, hauling the still figure between them. 
 
    Exhaustion nearly claimed them before they reached the shore, but Ronar waded out as far as he could and caught the body, lifting it as if it weighed no more than a sack of potatoes. As he picked his way to dry ground, Fodongo and Ronake waded in to shore. 
 
    Lemek and Hadar had caught up with them. Ronar had the prone figure on his stomach, arms over his head, and he was pumping the water out of him by pressing on his lower back. Ronake was kneeling beside them. 
 
    Fodongo dropped beside the still form and waved Ronar away, then he hauled the figure over onto his back. His brows lifted in surprise. He was struck by two things at once. 
 
    First of all, the young man was still breathing, which was very good, and he was obviously Stravad. The next thought that hit the Stravad Leader wasn’t pleasant. 
 
    He hadn’t really given much thought to exactly how young Eldon’s heir was. 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    Niron wandered around the castle aimlessly. He’d already been to visit his mother’s grave, but that was so depressing, he’d decided he’d likely not do it again. 
 
    There were quite a number of refugees currently in residence. Theron had a time of it keeping everyone fed and comforted. The Daman didn’t doubt the older man was enjoying his new role. Not that he thought Theron felt grateful the kingdom had met with destruction, but being useful helped keep the terrible memories at bay. 
 
    Niron understood that. He wished he had something as demanding to occupy him. Memories and regrets ate him alive inside. It was almost impossible to rattle around in the castle, helping Theron as much as he could without remembering other times. But it was thoughts of his master that bothered the little man most of all. 
 
    He’d failed Kai when he’d needed him the most. Without Kai, without Eldon’s talisman, what hope did the rest of the region have? 
 
    He knew he could stay at the castle, assisting Theron, until Eldon help them, someone arrived from one of the other protectorates to see how DiNolfol fared, but it didn’t seem like enough. Theron had the situation well in hand and someone had to get through to Zenoradel at some point. But who was helping his master and the other captives? 
 
    Some of the survivors told disturbing stories of watching their friends and family being loaded into wagons and taken away. At first Niron had feared his master was dead, but the more he thought about it, the more that didn’t make sense. Gava had taken the emerald; he’d destroyed DiNolfol for it. He would have wanted both it and the person who could control it in order to lay waste to the rest of Loden. He wouldn’t want Kai dead. Not yet. Not now. 
 
    Therefore, if Kai was alive, and Niron had to believe that fact, that left only one possibility. He would have Kai brought to Gava. The thought made something go cold inside of the Daman, but it brought him back to his original problem. 
 
    Who was going to help his master? 
 
    It seemed there was only one answer. Niron was. 
 
    But how? What could one little person do against such monumental odds? Niron had no delusions of grandeur. He wasn’t exactly hero-material. Not physically and certainly not emotionally. He didn’t even have fantasies about being a hero. He hadn’t really minded being a servant, in all truth. The only thing motivating him at all was his love for his master. Kai was the only thing left him in the world and without him, there really was no reason for living. 
 
    Just as Theron had found his purpose, Niron knew he’d found his. He knew the why, his greatest problem obviously was the how. Which is why, in the end, he went in search of the guilt-ridden captain who’d failed to get the queen out of DiNolfol safely. 
 
    He needed that methodical military-mind to sort through this epic task he’d designated for himself. More than that, he needed someone slightly more insane than he was to starch his resolve. 
 
    He found the man in the orchard over-seeing the seemingly monumental task of burying the dead. The orchard had been the largest area of undeveloped ground outside of the Karhartadon forest in which to complete this gruesome task. 
 
    As he approached the captain, the man turned and gave him a rather dismissive look. It was a look that would have made Niron walk away again just a few short months ago, but no longer. With some surprise, he realized he wasn’t the world’s humble servant any more. 
 
    “Captain?” 
 
    The captain was watching the pitifully few men under his command as they dug yet another grave, but sweat stains under his arms and down the middle of his back made Niron think he might have been doing some of the digging himself. 
 
    “Don’t get in the way, little man.” 
 
    “Niron,” said the Daman. 
 
    The captain had been squinting into the sun, now he squinted down on the smaller man. “Come again?” 
 
    “My name is Niron.” 
 
    One dusky brow lifted over a shrewd brown eye. “Don’t get in the way, Niron,” he repeated, then returned to watching his men. 
 
    Niron exhaled to release some of his frustration. “I would like to speak with you, Captain, if you don’t mind.” 
 
    “Later. I’m busy.” He punctuated his words by leaning against the fence rail enclosing the orchard. 
 
    Niron rolled his eyes. “Yes, I’m sure these men wouldn’t be able to dig this five hundredth grave without your constant supervision.” 
 
    The captain stiffened visibly. With a grimace of self-disgust, Niron realized he’d probably ruined any chance he had to gain the captain’s assistance, but it was difficult to know whether he’d lost or whether he might have just escaped making a monumental error. What the hell was he thinking – going to Gava, him, Niron? 
 
    “Never mind,” he said and turned back to the castle. 
 
    “What is it you want?” 
 
    Every instinct warned Niron to keep going, but he hesitated just long enough for his sense of duty to take over. He turned on wooden legs and faced the captain again. Behind the other man, he could see the flying dirt being hurtled out of yet another grave. It was an ominous sight. 
 
    “Instead of standing here watching over grave diggers, I have a proposal that might give you a renewed sense of purpose.” 
 
    The captain frowned. He was standing, feet braced, hands on hips, a towering figure designed to intimidate, but Niron held his ground. “What are you talking about?” 
 
    “I believe Gava took my master to make him his slave. I intend to go after him.” 
 
    The captain didn’t say anything for a long while, then that single dusky brow rose again. “After who? Gava or the prince?” 
 
    “The prince.” 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “And I wondered if you wanted to join me.” Even as he said it, he knew it sounded insane. The captain studied him a long moment in silence, a disbelieving look on his grim face. 
 
    Finally the captain gave a bark of laughter and crossed his arms over his chest. “Then you wouldn’t mind if I took Gava, would you?” he said. 
 
    Niron realized he was gaping at him. He snapped his mouth shut and felt his heart slide into the pit of his stomach. “I was being serious.” 
 
    The captain narrowed his eyes and something fierce and desperate passed over his taut features. “So was I,” he answered. “So was I.” 
 
    Niron’s gaze was involuntarily drawn to the newly-dug mounds littering the breadth and width of the orchard. With a heavy sigh, he looked back at the other man, then nodded. There didn’t seem anything else left to say. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 16 
 
      
 
    Cy sat in the chair in his own private quarters and stared at the wall opposite him. His hair was damp from a recent bathing and he hadn’t yet put on the constraining uniform shirt and jacket that Gava demanded he wear. He was expected on duty in a few minutes, but he couldn’t find the will to make himself finish dressing. 
 
    His thoughts were so confused, so tangled and unfocused it would have been a mercy to have none. Despite his own resolve, he couldn’t get the memory of the DiNolfol princess out of his mind. He’d set her and her champion up in the newer, more isolated cells, then left them to their own devises. He hadn’t been back to check on them, nor had he looked up their records in the command center. He truthfully didn’t want to know whether Gava had left them alone or not. It was easier knowing nothing, but it didn’t stop him from thinking about her. 
 
    She’d surprised him. He hadn’t expected her to face the destruction of her nobility with such bravery. She’d been afraid, and yet she hadn’t begged, she hadn’t pleaded, and she hadn’t dissolved into a useless pile of trampled aristocracy. She’d touched him. 
 
    She’d touched him. 
 
    Cy grimaced and forced the thought away. 
 
    He’d answered Gava’s every summons since the day he’d been caught trying to escape. He’d promised himself every minute since that time that he was doing the right thing. He didn’t want to end up like his mother, a mad, tortured shell. Death would be better, and yet, as insidious as a whisper, the thought had also intruded...would it? 
 
    Would it be better to die, knowing Gava would go about his business without him? And would it be better to do whatever Gava told him to do, selling his soul just to escape his mother’s fate? 
 
    Was it better? 
 
    It was during these moments of doubt that he saw the princess again in his mind’s eye. Was it better to participate, cloaking himself in his own fear, than to risk what his mother had suffered? 
 
    His tormented thoughts fragmented as the door to his chamber flew open, slamming into the wall behind it. Squinting against the brighter light outside, he watched as Erram, flanked by two Gaviston, entered his room, dragging a woman with him. 
 
    With a leer in Cy’s direction, Erram yanked the woman forward and released her so suddenly, she stumbled, catching herself on Cy’s dresser. She shrank away, clawing blonde hair out of her face and glancing frantically around the small room. 
 
    Cy regarded her with mild curiosity, then shifted his gaze to Erram. The little man was smiling, a sickly yellow smile, as he watched the hunted creature slink away from them along the wall. 
 
    “A present,” he said, motioning at the crouching woman, “from Gava for your cooperation of late. He’s giving you a few days off to enjoy her.” He looked back at the woman and sighed, shaking his head. “Can’t say I understand your affinity for Human women, but she ought to keep you occupied.” He turned on his heel and headed for the door. “Enjoy her before your uncle puts her to good use.” 
 
    Cy felt his jaw spasm as he watched the Gaviston file out again, shutting the door behind them. He knew it would be pointless to try to track Gava down now. He was certain the same Gaviston would be guarding the door if he should open it. 
 
    His gaze shifted back to the woman. She was trembling, watching him with an animalistic, wary stare. As he moved, she held out a shaking hand. “If you touch me, I’ll kill you!” she snarled. 
 
    Cy arched a brow. “That might prove entertaining, seeing as I’m fifty pounds heavier and a good head taller than you.” 
 
    Her eyes widened, then she glanced around. Before he could say anything, she grabbed the nearest thing, a bottle of liniment he used on his back, and slammed it against the edge of the dresser, shattering the bottle. 
 
    Cy watched glass shards and liniment ooze down the front of the dresser. He pushed himself upright. “At first I was simply annoyed, but now you’re pissing me off. That was the only bottle I owned and you’ve made a mess.” He took a few steps toward her. “You know you’re going to clean that up...” 
 
    He stopped abruptly when she shoved the jagged end of the bottle beneath his nose. “Or not,” he said, holding his arms out to the sides, his fingers splayed. 
 
    “Touch me and you’re dead!” 
 
    “You’re going to scratch me to death?” 
 
    “No, I’ll cut the jugular vein in your throat and watch you bleed to death!” 
 
    Both brows rose. Her head came just below his chin, but he was impressed by her ferocious defiance. Looking down at her, he thought she was pretty in a fragile, pale sort of way, but her tawny eyes made her remarkable. They flashed at him with unmistakable determination. 
 
    “I’d prefer you didn’t.” When she narrowed her eyes in confusion, he nodded at her weapon. “Cut my jugular vein.” He shook his head and made a face. “Very messy.” 
 
    Beyond the slight widening of her eyes in surprise, she made no other indication she caught his attempt to lighten the situation. 
 
    “Turn around!” 
 
    Cy frowned. “Come again?” 
 
    “Turn around, now!” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Do what I say or I’ll kill you and happily so! I’m getting out of here and you’re going to help me. Now turn around!” 
 
    Cy exhaled. “You’re not going anywhere. Neither am I. Maybe you didn’t understand but you’re a prisoner here...” He spoke slowly as if he were speaking to a simple child. 
 
    She moved so quickly, he had to jump back to avoid being speared in the throat. “Shut up and do what I say!” 
 
    He regarded her a moment more, but she was wound so tight he didn’t think she had any patience left. With another weary sigh, he turned so that his back was to her. She shoved him. He started more from surprise that she’d touched him than anything else. “Move toward the door!” she ordered. 
 
    Her hand trembled. It was also cold against his bare skin. He walked casually toward the door. 
 
    “Open it!” 
 
    He rolled his eyes and reached for the knob. This was all so stupid and humiliating. Pulling open the door, he let it swing wide and waited. As he’d suspected, the two Gaviston blocking the exit turned at the sound and gave him their dead-eyed stare. Cy cast a glance down at her over his shoulder. 
 
    Her lips parted soundlessly and her eyes grew wide. Backing away from him, she sat down heavily on the end of his bed. Cy shut the door, placing his back against it, and watched her. 
 
    She sat, staring at nothing for a long moment, then she lifted her left arm and studied the inside of her wrist. It wasn’t until she raised the shard of broken glass that Cy realized what she intended to do. Before he could think better of it, he crossed the room and grabbed her wrist, lifting her off the bed with the violence of his move. 
 
    She made a mewl of protest, but she couldn’t pull free. He yanked the glass from her and shoved her away. She fell back on the bed again, but scrambled to a seated position, curling her knees in against her chest. 
 
    “Why did you stop me? Just so you could rape me over and over again!” she cried. 
 
    Cy halted, staring down at her. Drawing a deep breath, he closed his eyes. Gods, he was so sick of everything to do with this demented kingdom. 
 
    “No, I already told you, I don’t want to clean up the mess.” 
 
    She looked up at him, startled, blonde hair tangling in her damp lashes and clinging to her wet cheeks. Cy didn’t want to be moved by her tears, so he turned away and took a seat in his chair again, bracing his forearms on his thighs. 
 
    “Besides it’s a cowardly thing to do.” 
 
    “And rape isn’t?” 
 
    “I’m not going to rape you,” he answered tiredly. 
 
    “And I’m supposed to trust a monster like you! I heard what that other one said...your uncle...well, I can guess who that is. I’m not stupid. You’re Gava’s nephew and just like him you’re a murdering, raping bastard who deserves to die!” 
 
    “That’s right, heir to Uncle’s kingdom. What sadistic pleasure is mine!” he said, holding his arms out to indicate the sparse, small room around them. 
 
    She stared at him in shock, then she glanced around. Hugging her knees tighter against her, she lowered her head and rocked herself distractedly. They sat in brooding silence for a long while. 
 
    “Who did that to your back?” 
 
    It was said so softly, he wasn’t sure he heard her correctly. “What?” 
 
    “Who put those scars on your back?” 
 
    Cy hunched his shoulders, feeling the tug of the scars. Her touch had made him uncomfortable, but talking about it was worse. He gave her a crooked, bitter smile. “Uncle also gifted me with these as well. Very generously.” 
 
    She looked away. 
 
    He hefted the broken bottle in his hand. “Your weapon was liniment to soothe the tightness of the scars.” He nodded at the sticky puddle that remained. “Apt revenge for crimes I apparently committed against you.” 
 
    “Why didn’t you let me kill myself?” 
 
    He opened his mouth to give her his same sarcastic response, but something held him. She looked so small and young at the moment, so desolate. He knew the feeling, even if he’d rather not admit it, but he knew it just the same. 
 
    “I got the feeling you were stronger than that.” 
 
    She gave him a confused look. 
 
    “Easy to die, harder to live.” He glanced around their prison. “Harder to live here. Still, I felt that you were stronger than that.” 
 
    “You were wrong,” she said. “I don’t want to live if it has to be like this. I don;t want to be a prisoner or a victim.” 
 
    “No one does. But if you die, you can’t change things either. And there will simply be someone to take your place. If you fight to survive, there’s a chance things might change.” 
 
    She considered his words a moment in silence. Cy rose to his feet and moved toward the dresser. She flinched away from him as he passed her, but he reached for a drawer and pulled it open, removing a clean white shirt. 
 
    “How long do we have to stay here?” 
 
    Cy shrugged his shoulders as he pulled the shirt on, then he reached for a towel and knelt to clean up the liniment pooled on the floor. “A few days. It depends on whether he needs me or not. In any case, he’ll likely forget about us until then. You should be glad for the reprieve.” 
 
    “Reprieve? How is being locked in here with you a reprieve, not when you’re going to...” 
 
    Cy rose swiftly to his feet, his eyes flashing. She fell silent. “I already told you I’m not going to rape you, so don’t say it again!” he snarled, surprised by how angry he was. “It’s a reprieve because as soon as you’re removed from here, he’ll begin turning you into a Gavistra!” Throwing the towel into the refuse bin, he glared down at her. “But maybe you won’t mind that because then you won’t have to think about being abused. You won’t even know it’s happening.” 
 
    The look on her face dissolved his anger. He drew a deep breath and closed his eyes. 
 
    “Look,” he said. “Why don’t you get some sleep? I’m sure you’re exhausted.” 
 
    The look she gave him almost made him laugh. He held the remainder of the bottle out to her, knowing that he was taking a risk. “I’ll even give you your weapon back and let you have the bed.” 
 
    Her hand trembled as she reached to snatch it from his grasp. Scuttling back on the bed until her back was pressed to the wall, she curled in on herself again. “Fair warning,” she said. “If you come near me while I sleep, I’ll cut you.” 
 
    Cy exhaled. “Fair warning,” he echoed and returned to his chair. 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    Helab’s teeth were chattering violently when he finally pulled himself from the river. Wrapping his arms around his middle, he hunched his shoulders and trudged up the bank, searching for firmer footing. Glancing back the way he’d come, he could just make out the scattered remains of the Gavistons’ fire. They hadn’t moved out at nightfall as usual. 
 
    Helab suspected he knew why. 
 
    The Gaviston were searching for the remnants of this latest shipment to Gava. The thief had never dreamed his larceny would create such upheaval, but the chaos that had ensued had saved his life. 
 
    Stumbling over a root in the dark, he fell on his hands and knees. With a groan of misery, he rolled onto his backside and hugged his knees in close against his chest, shivering with the falling night temperatures. He worried that he might have a fever, but then he suspected he’d been in a sort of fever ever since the day he saw it. 
 
    It. The Karhartadon emerald. A gem unlike any the little man had ever seen. 
 
    He’d always been drawn to shiny, beautiful things, but he’d never coveted anything like he’d coveted Eldon’s talisman. It had made him reckless and it had nearly cost him his life. 
 
    Because of the emerald, he hadn’t escaped the Gaviston after the sack of DiNolfol. Because of the emerald, he’d risked stealing it out from beneath their noses. 
 
    And he’d almost succeeded, he thought, as he forced himself to rise again. Stumbling the remaining way up the bank, he gained the more stable ground at the top. He couldn’t see any fire which marked the camp of strangers, but he knew which direction it must lay. 
 
    For hours now he’d huddled on the opposite bank, watching and listening. He’d seen the strangers race down the bank and dive into the river. He’d watched as they’d swum out and pulled the lifeless body of the prince from the water. He’d also seen them carry him away, which led the little man to believe the prince must still be alive. The prince...Eldon’s heir. 
 
    Helab may have lost the emerald, but he hadn’t lost the heir, yet. He knew if he had to walk all night he ought to stumble upon the strangers’ camp. He also knew that the prince wasn’t going to accept the loss of the emerald. When he recovered enough, he’d go after Fordin and Nepter, seeking to regain his stolen property, but Helab would be there waiting and in the end...in the end, the thief would finally get what he most wanted in the world. 
 
    Damn Fordin and Nepter anyway. He hoped they were dead and in hell. He’d almost gotten away with his prize, but he hadn’t counted on the depth of Fordin’s insanity. 
 
    He knew Fordin was obsessed with the emerald. It was how he’d planned to buy himself enough time to escape the Gaviston. When the emerald came up missing, he knew they’d think first that Fordin had stolen it. Stealing the key from the Orahim had been easy. No one could move as silently as Helab when he wanted to. If Fordin hadn’t gone searching for the emerald so quickly, he would have gotten away. He should have made sure the Gavitram was locked again after he’d slipped inside, but he’d been more worried about escaping unnoticed. 
 
    And then he hadn’t expected the half-starved, beaten slaves to rebel. That had surprised him more than Fordin had. Colliding with the prince had been a bad piece of luck, but even that he’d turned to his advantage. 
 
    Coming face to face with a raging Nepter was more than anyone could stand. In truth, it had been his life or the emerald and since he couldn’t have the emerald and live, he’d chosen his life. He would recover the emerald at a later date. 
 
    So Helab had bolted, narrowly missing a beheading by Nepter. He’d raced into the forest and nearly tumbled into the river, sliding down the bank in his desperation. There he’d huddled behind some brush, watching the events play themselves out across the river and listening to the sound of pursuit from above. Once darkness had descended, he’d risked a river crossing. The current had been swift, but he had been careful here and chosen the shallowest point at which to cross. Still he had drifted further downstream than he’d liked, but he had all night to locate the strangers’ camp. 
 
    Hunching his shoulders in his threadbare garments, he continued to pick his way over the uneven ground, looking for the prince who he hoped would eventually lead him to the emerald. How he hoped it! How he prayed! And he wasn’t even a religious man to begin with. 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    “This is where the queen died.” 
 
    Niron glanced up and grimaced. His eyes made a quick circuit of the road. He could have lived the remainder of his life without knowing this fact, still he hadn’t protested when the captain had suggested they stop for a moment. He understood guilt and he understood atonement. If he didn’t, he would never have cooked up this harebrained idea in the first place. 
 
    The captain knelt in the road. Despite a few wheel marks, there was nothing else to indicate such a dreadful event had taken place here. When a bird launched itself into the air, the Daman jumped. Still the captain didn’t rise. 
 
    “There was no warning, no way of knowing how large the attacking force was until it was too late. We should never have tried to get her out of the protectorate this way.” 
 
    Niron drew a deep breath. “You can’t second-guess yourself. It happened and there was nothing else you could have done.” 
 
    The captain looked up at him, his expression stark. “I could have died with her.” 
 
    “But you didn’t, so somewhere along the way you’ve got to let go of the past and think about the future. Do you think I don’t have a lot to atone for myself? Why else do you think I even proposed such a ridiculous notion?” 
 
    The captain pushed himself to his feet, dusting off his knees. He returned to the wagon and hauled himself up beside the Daman, reaching for the reins. “I don’t feel right without my uniform,: he grumbled, clicking his tongue at the horse to set him in motion. 
 
    Niron had to grab the side of the wagon to steady himself. They’d barely left the protectorate and Niron was already tired of the rustic mode of travel. “We agreed it would draw too much attention.” 
 
    “And we should have brought a squad of men.” 
 
    Niron felt his patience threaten to snap. “You said yourself the queen would have been better off without a squad. And second, you don’t have enough men left to make a squad. If you took what you had, you’d leave DiNolfol completely defenseless and there would be no one to dig the rest of the graves.” 
 
    “And you think this contraption is any less conspicuous?” 
 
    "Most commoners travel by wagon, and we needed to carry too many supplies to go on horseback. If we even make it out of DiNolfol, it’ll be a long journey. How many times do we have to go over these details, Captain?” 
 
    “As many times as I feel necessary.” He paused and slapped the reins against the horse’s flank. “Besides, if you don’t want to attract attention, or let anyone know of my military past, shouldn’t you stop calling me captain?” 
 
    Niron met him look for look. “I suppose; however, I don’t know what else to call you. You didn’t exactly gift me with your given name.” 
 
    “Ason.” 
 
    “Pardon?” 
 
    “My name’s Ason. Just that, nothing more.” 
 
    “Ason. Well, I ought to be able to remember that.” 
 
    “Good,” stated the captain, “because I can’t remember yours.” 
 
    Niron shot an aggrieved look in the man’s direction, but the captain was concentrating on the horse. “It’s Niron. Just Niron.” 
 
    “Well, Niron, you do realize we’ve both lost our minds, don’t you?” 
 
    “How so?” 
 
    “What exactly do you hope to accomplish? We’ve no weapons to speak of, no men to back us up, and no real idea where we’re going. We’ll probably get swatted like flies before we even reach the Madronic Mountains, let alone ever make it inside Gava...” 
 
    “Do you expect me to answer any of that or are you just stating the obvious?” 
 
    “Probably stating the obvious, but it bears repeating. We’re both mad.” 
 
    Niron shifted on the seat and looked at the larger man’s profile. “Anytime you’d like to turn around, don’t let me stop you, Captain, but I’m going on. I don’t know what I’ll do and I’m fairly certain it will do less than no good, but there isn’t much left for me back there.” He pointed over his shoulder at DiNolfol. “So I might as well take a shot, crazy as it seems. I’ve got absolutely nothing left to lose.” 
 
    “Except your bloody life.” 
 
    “Except that,” repeated Niron, “but living with my guilt and loss hasn’t made living worth very much lately.” 
 
    Ason glanced at him. Their eyes met and held for a long, tense moment. Finally, the captain turned away in disgust, slapping the reins once more. “Insanity,” he muttered. 
 
    “Just let me know when you’re going back so I can get down,” answered Niron, shifting forward again. 
 
    “I’m not going back. I’m going to Gava with you and make the bloody bastard answer a few questions.” He met Niron’s startled look. “Then I’m gonna kill him,” he said. 
 
    Niron shivered and his heart dropped into his stomach. He hadn’t planned on killing anyone, but it suddenly occurred to him that it just might be required if he continued on his present course. Shifting on the seat, he glanced back down the empty, lonely road to DiNolfol. Eldon’s star, hadn’t there been enough killing as it was? 
 
    People died in war and Gava had certainly declared war when he sacked DiNolfol. Surviving the death and destruction of his home had taken something from him, he realized, so that even when you survived, surviving no longer seemed the most important fact of life. 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    Kai felt warm for the first time in many days. He wanted to linger in the comfort of his dreamless sleep, but a nagging pain in his skull was forcing him to the surface of wakefulness. 
 
    He blinked open his eyes and realized he was facing a fire with blankets draped over the top of him. A few shadowed figures huddled around the fire, but they were turned so he couldn’t see their features. 
 
    He was just thinking of sitting up when someone leaned over him. The face that entered his field of vision made his heart kick against his ribs. He reared away, scrambling back, even as the man held out his hands. 
 
    “Don’t!” He was tangled in the blankets and his head hurt, but he knew the aged features and the strange white eyes from somewhere. “Gava.” 
 
    “Lord no, son, I’m not Gava.” 
 
    While the prince tried to sort through the riot of emotions raging inside him, another form hunkered down beside the first, back-lit by the glow of the fire. Kai stilled. He recognized this face also. The Stravad blue eyes and the golden hair were familiar. 
 
    “Who are you?” 
 
    “I’m Fodongo, Stravad Leader of Temeron, and this is Lemek.” When Kai frowned in confusion, the man motioned at the old one. “Not Gava.” Then the blue eyes narrowed. “Which brings up an interesting question – what made you think he was Gava? What do you know of Gava?” 
 
    “I had a dream...he told me his name...” Kai’s voice faltered and he shifted his attention to the older man. “He looked like you.” 
 
    Except he didn’t. This man’s features were more kind, more weathered, more Human if that made any sense, which the prince knew didn’t. 
 
    The old man gave him a sympathetic look. “Gava’s my brother.” 
 
    “I don’t understand.” He realized his head hurt so badly it was hard to concentrate. He braced a hand against his forehead. “It hurts to think.” 
 
    The golden haired man made a motion behind him. One of the shadowed forms placed a mug in his hand. “Drink this. I prepared it against your awakening. It’ll help the pain.” 
 
    Kai stared at the mug, but he didn’t take it. He didn’t know these people and he wasn’t about to trust them. “Who are you?” 
 
    The old man seemed sympathetic, but the younger one made a grunt of disgust. “I told you only a moment ago...” 
 
    The old man put a hand on the other one’s arm. “Go easy, Fodongo. It’s a legitimate question.” He gave Kai a weary smile. “This man is the Stravad Leader. I am one of his advisors. The other three are close friends, confidants if you will.” 
 
    “I don’t understand how I wound up here or why you’re here.” 
 
    The Stravad Leader answered. “We felt the power of the Eldon’s talisman when you recovered it. We came as quickly as we could to give you our protection. We had no way of knowing it was already too late.” 
 
    Kai rubbed his temples with the tips of his fingers. “I’m sorry, but you’ve no idea what has happened to me in the last few months. I’m still not completely sure I even know who I am yet.” 
 
    “You are Eldon’s heir,” replied the Stravad Leader blandly. 
 
    Kai’s grey eyes fixed on the handsome face in front of him. “Give me the mug,” he said, holding out his hand. “Eldon’s star, maybe I’ll get lucky and it’ll be poison.” 
 
    “Actually it’s Stamerian,” said the Stravad Leader, casting a confused look on the old man. 
 
    Kai lifted the mug to his lips and took a swallow. He had a sinking suspicion he was in for a long, trying night. They might be speaking the same language, he realized, but they weren’t listening with the same ears. 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    She was surrounded by eyes, blank eyes that reflected her own terrified features when she looked into them. She wanted to scream, but all that came out was a pitiful moan as she fought to escape them. 
 
    She kicked and flailed her arms, trying to break their hold, but they were too strong for her. She slashed at them with the jagged piece of glass in her hand, hoping that she’d startled them enough so they’d let her go. 
 
    She never expected a cry of pain or a string of curses. 
 
    Saria’s eyes flashed open. For a moment she was so disoriented, she couldn’t remember where she was. The shadowed form had retreated, muttering curses. Glancing down, she realized she still held the broken bottle in her hand, its jagged end bloody. 
 
    She dropped it and scrambled back against the headboard. Memories coalesced around her and she watched the figure with wary eyes. A steady stream of very colorful, inventive curses were falling from his lips, and he was hunched over his arm, cradling it. 
 
    “I told you not to touch me.” 
 
    He had turned a knob on the wall and a muted yellow light was filtering down from the ceiling. When she spoke, he lifted his head and looked in her direction. The light cast shadows over his features, but his eyes glittered like black obsidian. 
 
    “So you did. Damn me for trying to wake you from a nightmare!” 
 
    Her eyes shifted to the bloody piece of glass again guiltily. Easing off the bed, she approached him. “Let me see.” 
 
    He glared up at her. “So you can catch an artery this time.” 
 
    She held her hands out to either side, splaying her fingers. “I don’t have a weapon anymore.” 
 
    His black eyes narrowed on her, but he reluctantly extended his wounded arm. Saria grimaced. She’d done a good job, even half-asleep. He had a long, deep gash across the inside of his forearm. It was still bleeding heavily. 
 
    “We need to stop the bleeding,” she said needlessly and pulled open the drawer in the dresser. Before he could stop her, she grabbed one of the simple white shirts and folded it over the wound. 
 
    “Wait! That’s clean...” he began, then grimaced in pain and tried to pull away. 
 
    “Perhaps you’d rather bleed to death!” 
 
    He gave her a surprised look. “Wasn’t that your original goal?” 
 
    She glared at him in return. “You’re not a very nice person!” 
 
    “Runs in the family.” 
 
    The remark took her so by surprise that she could only gape at him. They stood in the muted light of his tiny room, staring at each other. 
 
    Sarcastic and definitely bitter, he wasn’t as deprived as Gava’s other henchman appeared to be. In fact, standing this close to him, she had to admit this particular villain had an unexpected charm. 
 
    Feeling uncomfortable with these conflicting emotions, she lifted the shirt and studied the wound. The light had been growing steadily brighter and she could see the gash clearly now. 
 
    “It needs to be stitched,” she said. “We might be able to make do with a tight bandage, but it’s fairly deep and I don’t think it’ll close properly without sewing.” 
 
    “Nicely done. That’ll teach me to come to the aid of damsels in distress.” 
 
    “The only aid I need from you is how to get out of this hell.” 
 
    He lifted his dark eyes and met her look. “Sweetheart, if you find the way, you can point me in that direction. I’ll be fast on your heels.” 
 
    Something in his tone touched her, but she didn’t want to feel anything but hatred for this villain. “Do you have any sutures?” 
 
    He gave her a wry look. “Certainly, with my surgical instruments.” 
 
    Saria sighed. “Could we just let go of the sarcasm for a minute, please? Do you have any thread then, perhaps a needle?” 
 
    “Like for mending, yes.” 
 
    “What about disinfectant?” 
 
    Even as she said it, she knew it was a stupid question. When the single black brow lifted, she shook her head to forestall another cutting comment. She tried to think of what a man like this might have that would pass for disinfectant in a pinch. 
 
    “Whiskey, do you have any whiskey?” 
 
    The other brow lifted to join the first, but he motioned beneath the sink in the corner of the room. Saria took his other hand and pressed it over the wound, then went to find the whiskey. 
 
    “Come here,” she said as she uncorked the bottle. 
 
    He had a wary look on his face as he crossed to her side. Saria balanced the bottle on the sink, then reached for his hand. He pulled away, his eyes widening. 
 
    “What are you going to do?” 
 
    “It’s just a guess, but I don’t suppose that glass was sterile, was it, so unless you’d like me to finish the job and simply cut off your arm entirely, you might want me to disinfect it.” 
 
    His black eyes searched her face for a moment in silence, then he exhaled and held out his arm to her. “I thought we were letting go of the sarcasm,” he mimicked. 
 
    She let the comment pass, tugging his hand into place over the sink. Lifting off the shirt, she draped it over the edge so they could easily recover it, and reached for the bottle. She didn’t look up at him as she poured the whiskey directly into the gaping wound. 
 
    “Shit!” he cursed, “That hurts!” 
 
    “It’ll hurt more if I have to cut it off,” she shot back, continuing to pour. 
 
    “I don’t think you have to worry about it. The whiskey’s gonna burn it right off!” 
 
    Saria faltered, her eyes snapping up to his face. His own eyes were narrowed in pain and he was studying his arm, but when he felt her gaze on him he lifted his head and met her look. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    Saria swallowed, studying his features intently. It wasn’t in his look necessarily, but there had been something in the tone of his voice or the inflection. She couldn’t quite place it. 
 
    “Listen, sweetheart,” he drawled, “Usually I love it when a woman stares at me, but I’m sort of bleeding to death here.” 
 
    She blinked and looked away. The strange feeling was gone. Grabbing the shirt, she pressed it back over the wound, then looked around. Unfortunately, the light was brightest over the end of the bed. Saria’s eyes were drawn to the source of light. A glowing orb was somehow recessed into the ceiling. As they had been working on his arm, the light had gradually grown into brightness. 
 
    “How does that work?” she said, pointing at it. 
 
    “Gava collects the sunlight somehow.” When she gave him an amazed look, he shrugged, pressing the shirt over the wound. “Leave it to him to enslave the sun.” 
 
    Saria motioned to the end of the bed. “Sit there where the light is brightest. Where’s your mending material?” 
 
    The man took a seat. “Same drawer as the shirts.” 
 
    Saria went and retrieved the neatly bound packet. She sat down next to him and began sorting through the needles and thread, looking for the best ones. 
 
    “What about bandages?” she asked. “Or should I just cut up one of these shirts?” 
 
    “Gods, woman, you’re gonna leave me naked.” 
 
    When Saria glanced up at him, he gave her a crooked, mischievous smile. It was the first time she’d ever seen him appear remotely amused. And suddenly she realized that he was younger than she’d thought, not much older than she was herself. 
 
    “Believe me, that is the farthest thing from my mind!” 
 
    He laughed then. Not a loud, uproarious guffaw, just a deep, pleasant chuckle. He did have a voice, this one, smooth and polished and resonant. 
 
    “Under the sink are bandages. They come in handy,” he said and looked away. 
 
    Saria grimaced, remembering the terrible scarring on his back. She left the mending kit and went to rummage under the sink. It wasn’t hard to find the neatly coiled bandages. 
 
    When she stood up, he asked her to bring him the whiskey bottle. An alarm went off inside of Saria, but she didn’t know how she could refuse. He was larger than she was. She brought the bottle back to him, then returned to sorting the materials she would need to stitch his forearm. She was momentarily distracted as he lifted the bottle to his lips and took a swallow. He hadn’t hurt her yet, but would he get violent if he drank too much? 
 
    She threw herself back into the task at hand. The gash was large and deep. It wouldn’t be a quick sewing job. In fact, it would be the first time she’d ever stitched a person in her life. She had done minor suturing on a few family pets when necessary, and she sewed most of her own clothing, but somehow this was different. 
 
    She tried to convince herself it would feel good to inflict pain on this man, but the moment she sank the needle into his flesh and felt his muscles tighten, she knew she was lying to herself. Glancing up at him occasionally, she worked as quickly and efficiently as she could. 
 
    He was surprisingly still. She had expected him to cuss her out or keep jerking away, but he bore the pain stoically. The only sign he gave that it hurt was the closing of his eyes, the clenching of his other hand around the whiskey bottle, and the sheen of perspiration on his upper lip. 
 
    Saria was trembling by the time she finished and sweat was tickling the sides of her face, crawling across her damp flesh and sliding under the collar of the rough-spun sack dress they’d given her to wear. In truth, she was afraid she might be sick, but she gritted her teeth and tied off the last stitch. Brushing the sweat away with the backs of her hands, she reached for the bandages. 
 
    He opened his eyes and studied her work. He was weaving a little unsteadily where he sat and his eyes glittered with a feverish intensity. “Nice job,” he muttered. 
 
    Saria grasped his inner elbow and pulled him back from the edge of the bed. “Are you all right?” 
 
    He nodded, then lifted the bottle to his lips again. His hand was shaking badly as he swallowed. While she bandaged the wound, he drank gulp after gulp, as if the answers to all his problems lay somewhere in the bottom and he had to drain it before he could find them. Saria didn’t like what was happening, but she didn’t have the heart to tell him to stop. Not that she thought he would. 
 
    The moment she tied off the bandages, however, he pushed himself to his feet, weaving where he stood, and staggered to the sink. Pouring water into the basin, he splashed it on his face with his good hand, then combed his fingers through his black hair. 
 
    Saria kept her eye on him as she replaced all of the materials she’d used. When he finally turned around, everything was put away again and she was sitting where she’d been, her knees drawn up to her chest in a defensive posture. He regarded her for a moment in silence, then took his bottle and dropped heavily into the chair. 
 
    Neither one of them spoke for a long time. For Saria, the tension was nearly unbearable. Occasionally she would glance at him, hoping he’d fallen asleep, but she always found him studying her with his glittering black eyes. The bottle was nearly three-fourths empty. She knew she would be well and truly plastered if she drank even half that much. She reasoned he had to be also, and yet, the alert expression on his handsome face and in those remarkable eyes belied that impression. 
 
    Unable to stand the silence, she glanced around his tiny quarters. “So what are you exactly – prisoner or participant?” 
 
    “Both.” 
 
    “How is that possible?” 
 
    “With the right motivation, anything’s possible.” 
 
    “I don’t understand.” 
 
    He lifted the bottle and took another drink. “Sure you do.” He held the bottle out to her. “Where are my manners? Do you want some?” 
 
    She shook her head. “Are you saying he threatens you? Gava, I mean, to make you do what he wants?” 
 
    “Smart girl.” 
 
    “He threatens to what – lock you up, beat you...kill you?” 
 
    “All of the above.” 
 
    Saria looked away. Something went cold inside of her. “I don’t know. I think I might prefer death than to being a participant in such horrors as that monster perpetrates.” 
 
    For a moment he didn’t answer, but when he did his voice was icily smooth. “Sometimes there are worse things than death.” 
 
    Saria’s eyes snapped back to his face. He met her look for a moment, then lifted the bottle again. 
 
    “How long do you think we’ll have to stay in here?” 
 
    “Until he wants me to perpetrate something,” he answered bitterly. 
 
    “Have you ever done those things?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Destroyed people’s homes, murdered them in their sleep, stolen their children away from them.” 
 
    “Oh,” he replied, lifting the bottle. “No, not yet.” 
 
    “You’re no better than he is. Why should I believe you?” 
 
    “Because I have no reason to lie.” He motioned around them. “Look at this and tell me I’m a valued ally. And this is a step up from where I started. You should have seen the place he let my mother and I have before he killed her.” His voice trailed away. 
 
    Saria opened her mouth to say something, but nothing would come out. The cold rage bled away, replaced with nausea. She lowered her head and pressed her brow to her knees. Eldon’s star, she felt like she was going to be sick. 
 
    “Why didn’t you let me kill myself?” she moaned. 
 
    He wasn’t even looking at her. “I don’t know.” 
 
    She drew a breath and released it slowly. Her chest felt so tight, she couldn’t draw deeply enough. Tears burned in her eyes, but she fought them back. For some reason, she didn’t want him to see her cry. He might decide to comfort her, and then she’d have to fight him. She realized that she didn’t want to hurt him anymore. 
 
    “Where were you from?” he asked suddenly. 
 
    Saria swallowed. She couldn’t believe it still hurt so badly to remember. “DiNolfol.” 
 
    He nodded, then placed the bottle on the floor beside his chair. Draping both hands over the arms, he slid down further, resting his head on the back cushions. “I’m sorry,” he said softly, sending a strange shiver down Saria’s spine. 
 
    The tears did come, no matter how hard she tried to stop them. They filled her eyes and spilled over, racing down her cheeks. He watched her silently, but made no effort to rise, as if he understood she couldn’t be comforted no matter what he did. After a while, she wiped the tears away. 
 
    “What’s your name?” 
 
    “Saria,” she answered. 
 
    “Hello, Saria,” he said in his smooth, fluid voice, “my name’s Cy.” 
 
    Saria didn’t have the strength to respond to that. Sliding back on the bed, she lay down once more. With a miserable sigh, she closed her eyes, letting her body relax. Blessedly, she fell asleep almost at once. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 17 
 
      
 
    “Fodongo?” came Ronak’s call in the dark behind him. 
 
    The Stravad Leader blinked away his semi-dreaming state and directed his horse to the side. 
 
    Ronake’s blue eyes were faintly visible. “I think our hero’s feverish.” 
 
    “I’m fine,” came the disembodied voice out of the darkness. 
 
    “Not by a mile,” Ronake said. “We’re sharing a horse and I’ve felt his chills and now I feel his heat. He’s got one hell of a fever and his breathing doesn’t sound good.” 
 
    Fodongo drew a weary breath. Of all the cursed luck. He knew they were pushing things, but he was afraid that Gava would realize who’d rescued his prisoner. There were too many Gaviston coming up behind them and any number between them and Temeron. The odds weren’t (and hadn’t been, in all honesty) on their side. 
 
    He motioned for Ronake to stop his horse. Hadar and Ronar paused in the trail before them and Lemek drew up on Ronake’s other side. Fodongo reached over to feel the boy’s forehead. 
 
    He sighed in frustration. “Can you think of a safe place around here to make camp, Hadar?” 
 
    “I told you I’m fine.” 
 
    Fodongo ignored him. 
 
    “What about the Daman?” suggested Ronar. 
 
    Fodongo shifted his gaze to the darker line that marked the edge of the Tridarn forest. It was certainly much closer than Temeron and he didn’t think it would do the Gaviston any good to search for them under its domain. 
 
    “We could spend as much time wandering around, waiting for the Daman to come to our aid, as it might take to push on toward Temeron,” stated Lemek. 
 
    Ronake grimaced. “He has a point.” 
 
    “Lemek’s right, Fodongo,” answered Hadar. “There just isn’t much between Voltarian and Temeron. We’ve never needed to hide anywhere before.” 
 
    Fodongo studied Eldon’s heir. “How much farther to Temeron?” 
 
    Hadar shrugged. “Another six days, maybe more. It depends on how hard we’re pushed or we push ourselves.” 
 
    “I’m fine,” snarled Eldon’s heir. The menacing tone didn’t have the effect he intended because he immediately dissolved into a fit of coughing. 
 
    “Pneumonia?” Ronake asked. 
 
    “Eldon protect us, I hope not, but it doesn’t sound good. I need to make a fire and boil some Stamerian.” Fodongo’s eyes drifted back to the line of the Tridarn. “Let’s at least get within the Daman’s kingdom and make camp. We can pray they don’t chase us out again.” 
 
    “You’ll simply have to explain why we’re there,” said Lemek. 
 
    “Ha!” snorted Ronar. 
 
    Ronake gave the old man a skeptical look. “As if they cared.” 
 
    Fodongo led the way off the trail toward the break of trees. “They should. It affects them too.” 
 
    “Well, make sure you’re the one that tells them that,” called Ronake at his back. 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    The Tridarn reminded the prince too much of the Karhartadon, which in turn reminded him that he’d lost the emerald. Not that he wasn’t grateful to be out of the Gaviston’s clutches, but getting away from the Gaviston had meant leaving Maleki behind. Bowing his head against his bent knees, he tried to forget everything he’d lost in the last few weeks. It was impossible, however, because he’d lost everything. 
 
    Pulling the blanket higher about his shoulders, he watched the Stravad moving about campsite. He couldn’t quite put it all together yet – not the hows or the whys – but he was too sick to question them at the moment. 
 
    “Here, Eldon’s heir,” said the golden haired one, handing him a mug. 
 
    Kai accepted it. Tafoya had sworn by Stamerian. He took a sip and let the warmth of the liquid travel throughout his body. 
 
    “I do have a name, you know.” 
 
    The golden haired man looked up, a startled expression on his face. The others also glanced over. They were huddled around the fire, each sipping some of the Stravad Leader’s concoction and absorbing the warmth. 
 
    The Stravad Leader exchanged a glance with the old man, the one that reminded Kai of Gava. “Of course, what is it?” 
 
    “Kai.” He hesitated, then smiled bitterly. “Actually, it’s Kiameron the First, Crown Prince of DiNolfol, but then I’m not really a prince and DiNolfol isn’t really a protectorate...well, not anymore.” 
 
    “I don’t understand.” 
 
    “Gava destroyed it.” 
 
    “I know that. I meant the other – the crown prince part.” 
 
    “I am, or was crown prince of DiNolfol, once heir to the throne.” 
 
    The Stravad were all staring at him, a blank wall of very handsome faces. The brothers Ronake and Ronar were different in appearance. Ronar was a hulking brute of a man, more than six and a half feet tall. Ronake was also tall, but not nearly so large, his slender form appearing lean and lanky next to his brother’s immense musculature. 
 
    Hadar was much shorter than Ronake and Ronar, shorter than Lemek even, and he tended toward roundness, but his face was so pleasant and jovial that he made you want to smile. 
 
    As the oldest, Lemek’s age was beginning to show, but he had a stately dignity about him that belied his declining years. His snow white hair and eyes were striking as were his weathered, even features. 
 
    Of the lot of them, Fodongo was by far the most handsome. He was tall and slender, and his golden coloring blended perfectly with the bronze highlights of his flesh. There was also something kingly about the man that made one sit up and take notice. Perhaps it was in his slightly arrogant voice, or perhaps it was simply the way his blue eyes looked straight into you, but Kai found himself listening to the man despite his own weariness. 
 
    “Explain what you mean.” 
 
    “What’s to explain? I was the crown prince, heir to the throne. I don’t understand what’s confusing you.” 
 
    “The crown prince part,” stated the Stravad Leader stubbornly. “Stravad don’t believe in nobility or royal lines of succession. I am Stravad Leader, not king nor prince nor...” 
 
    “Duke?” offered Ronar helpfully. 
 
    “Therefore, you could not possibly be the prince to a Human kingdom.” 
 
    Kai barked out a laugh, then dissolved into a fit of coughing. 
 
    “I don’t see what you find amusing.” 
 
    “Just the last twenty-five years of my life.” 
 
    Fodongo started to respond, but the old man held up his hand. “Maybe you should let him tell us about himself, Fodongo.” 
 
    “Go on, then. Why don’t you start by telling us what happened to Tafoya?” 
 
    Kai lowered his eyes. His feelings regarding the Stravad wizard were conflicted at best, and he still hadn’t gotten over Tafoya’s death. For some reason, he didn’t want to discuss his mentor with men who’d been party to Tafoya’s banishment from Temeron. 
 
    “Tafoya’s dead.” 
 
    A look of regret passed over Lemek’s features, but the others just studied him with their blue eyes. 
 
    “The Gaviston killed him.” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” said the old man. 
 
    Anger rose inside of the prince. “You’re sorry? If you were Stravad Leader before this one, you must have been part of the council that decided to banish him and my mother.” 
 
    “We never banished them...” 
 
    “Didn’t you? Voting for them to leave is the same thing, except it absolves you of some guilt, doesn’t it?” 
 
    “In what way?” asked the Stravad Leader. 
 
    “Banishment sounds negative. Telling them to leave for the good of their people sounds self-sacrificing, noble.” He shifted his eyes back to the old man. “Did you feel noble when you did it or were you just relieved?” 
 
    The old man didn’t answer right away, but the Stravad Leader did. “You can’t possibly know what all went into the making of that decision...” 
 
    “Of course not,” said Kai. “I was only a new born babe then, wasn’t I?” 
 
    Fodongo’s head came up and he blinked in surprise. The others exchanged uncomfortable looks. 
 
    “I wasn’t asked how I felt about any of this, was I? Not one damn bit of it.” 
 
    “What happened after your parents left Temeron? The council felt it best if we didn’t know the plans in their entirety – better for you and your parents, and for us,” replied the old man truthfully. 
 
    “Actually I only found out about this a week ago myself.” His eyes shifted to the Stravad Leader. “Until a few weeks ago, I thought I was the crown prince of DiNolfol, son to Ferenc and Vina, heir to the throne. I had no idea I was anything else.” 
 
    Fodongo frowned. “Son to...” 
 
    “The King and Queen.” 
 
    “I don’t understand. How could this have happened? One of the main reasons I ever agreed to the council’s plan was because your birth parents were going to raise you. How could you have been raised as a Human?” asked Fodongo. 
 
    “I guess it was the easiest thing to do at the time. I didn’t make the decision.” 
 
    “Didn’t you ever suspect there was something wrong? Didn’t you ever wonder why you weren’t like your Human counterparts?” 
 
    Kai gave another bark of laughter. “Every day of my life. From the time I was an infant, I scared the people with the things I could do that I shouldn’t have been able to do. And the dreams...there have always been the strange dreams, but until I met Tafoya I had no idea what any of it meant or what other possible explanation there could be.” 
 
    “How old were you when you met your father?” 
 
    “Ten and I met him only by accident. Then for the next fifteen years, I saw him regularly, but he never once told me who I was or who he was.” 
 
    Fodongo turned his bewildered gaze on Lemek. “How could this happen?” 
 
    The old man shook his head. 
 
    “Before he died, Tafoya told me what happened. He told me things hadn’t worked out as anyone had planned.” Kai finished the last of his Stamerian and settled the mug beside him. “When they left Temeron, they made it as far as the Longan River before they were ambushed by Gaviston. Tafoya and Eldon had apparently taken me across the river, leaving my mother and a few of their entourage stuck on the opposite shore. According to Tafoya, my mother died buying time for us to escape. He and Eldon eventually made it to DiNolfol where Eldon left him. He went to hide the emerald and draw the Gaviston after him. Tafoya never saw him again.” 
 
    “How did you wind up with the King and Queen?” 
 
    “Tafoya asked them for help, but the King would only give it if Tafoya agreed to allow him to raise me as his natural born son. Tafoya did. He stayed on in DiNolfol, but the king prevented him any access to me until I was ten and found Tafoya on my own.” 
 
    The circle of Stravad were staring at him in bewilderment. 
 
    “And in those fifteen years you knew him, he never told you who you were, or what you were destined to be?” 
 
    Kai shrugged. “He let on some things during the course of our lessons. He asked me often about Eldon. In fact, for awhile I was sure Eldon had to be my father. He also asked me about Eldon’s talisman and he urged me to go to Temeron for training.” 
 
    “This complicates everything.” 
 
    Kai wrapped the blanket tighter around himself. “How so?” 
 
    Fodongo was staring into the fire, but after a moment, he met Kai’s gaze. “I was part of the council that sent your parents away. I only agreed to the plan because I believed they would be there to teach you and guide you in the ways of your people. I never dreamed you’d be raised a Human. You aren’t trained as I’d expected you to be, not to face the crisis that is now upon us, and we don’t have time to train you properly.” 
 
    Anger rose inside the prince. “None of which is of my making. Perhaps you should have considered something might go wrong with your scheme.” 
 
    “What are you saying?” 
 
    “I’m saying that you’ve done nothing to stop Gava before now. You’ve done nothing to prevent this crisis from destroying the Human protectorates, taking Human lives!” 
 
    “And why should we?” demanded Fodongo. “What Humans do with their lives is their own business, no concern of ours!” 
 
    “Well, it seems to me that those Human concerns have suddenly become Stravad concerns, haven’t they?” He leaned forward. “You thought you could buy yourself time by sending your problems away, into lands occupied by Humans; however, you still fully expected to use me to solve your problems when you could no longer hide from them.” He sat back with a low, bitter chuckle. “Imagine your chagrin to realize your neglected hero is untrained and raised by Humans. I’m sure the disappointment is terrible.” Sliding down until he was reclining against one of their packs, he closed his eyes. “Well, forgive me if I’m not feeling sympathetic toward the lot of you. In all honesty, I think you got exactly what you deserved.” 
 
    “Why you ungrateful, miserable, little...” began the Stravad Leader. 
 
    “Fodongo!” interrupted the old man. “He does have a point.” 
 
    “Can’t really say I disagree with him either,” said Hadar. 
 
    Ronake and Ronar muttered something, but Kai didn’t catch it. He was already drifting asleep. 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    Cy almost turned around twice before he came to her cell. He knew it was a mistake to check on her. She wasn’t his problem and he certainly didn’t want anyone else to think he gave a damn about her, but in the two days since she’d been taken from his quarters, he couldn’t help worrying about her. 
 
    Which was about the most stupid thing he could do, he realized, flexing the muscles in the forearm she’d cut with her feeble weapon. He probably would have forgotten about her, eventually, if Gava hadn’t sent him to the command center where the logs were kept. It was too easy to glance over the latest logs and find out where she’d been moved. He’d still fought himself for another day, refusing to give into this urge to check on her, except he’d realized he probably should change the bandage and he wasn’t quite sure how to do it by himself. 
 
    It was a thin excuse, he knew, and he’d likely pay dearly for his trouble, but he couldn’t help himself. Not that they’d shared more than the meagre food he was given and a few stilted conversations. Up until the moment they came for her, she’d regarded him with wary eyes as if she’d expected him to spring on her at the slightest provocation. And yet, here he was, slinking down the corridors toward her cell, worried about her. 
 
    He was doomed. 
 
    He shifted the small package under his arm and motioned at the Orahim to precede him toward her cell. He didn’t speak the serpent’s language, but he understood a little of it and he could get by with a few hand motions when necessary. 
 
    One of his uncle’s orbs glowed in the corridor outside her cell. In its sickly light, he could see her sitting on the cot, staring at the floor as if there was something interesting written there. Cy felt a momentarily spasm of worry. Had they already begun giving her the mind-numbing drugs that were the hallmark of a Gavistra transformation? 
 
    When the Orahim placed the key in the lock, she glanced up anxiously and Cy exhaled. The light in her eyes told him the mind behind them was alert. To his surprise, she rose to her feet and crossed the cell, grabbing the bars on the door. 
 
    “Hello, Saria,” he said, giving her a wane smile. 
 
    “Hello, Cy,” she answered, studying him with a mixture of curiosity and mistrust. 
 
    The Orahim hissed something at her, refusing to open the door until she moved back. 
 
    “I thought you might help me change the bandage,” said Cy. 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    The creature opened the cell door and Cy slipped inside, flinching when the lock snicked closed behind him. Some recollections were powerful enough to cause a physical reaction. 
 
    Saria studied him with sympathy. “Bring back some bad memories?” 
 
    “The cell I shared for years with my mother wasn’t much bigger than this,” he remarked, allowing her to pull him toward the cot. 
 
    She had dark bruises beneath her eyes and she looked a little thinner if possible, but he’d forgotten how the light shone in her golden hair or how her eyes danced with spirit. 
 
    “How are you?” he asked as she unwound the bandage. 
 
    She gave him a withering look and he couldn’t help but laugh. “Sorry,” he offered, “I meant all things considered.” 
 
    She inspected her stitching job closely, but she glanced up at him. “It’s so quiet. The only sounds are the Orahim talking to each other. I feel like I’m the last person alive in the entire world.” 
 
    Cy glanced away, unable to meet her look. He knew it was a mistake coming here. It was a mistake allowing her to get beneath the wall he’d put up to protect himself. 
 
    He’d set the packet of clean bandages beside them and she reached for it, opening it. “The stitches can come out in another week. If you bring me some scissors, I can take them out for you.” 
 
    “Can I do it myself?” 
 
    She hesitated in unwinding the new bandage and glanced up at him. Her tawny eyes searched his face, then she looked away. “I guess so.” 
 
    He was surprised she’d caught his unspoken reason so quickly. “Look, Saria. It isn’t a good idea for me to come here.” 
 
    She nodded, winding the new bandage on his arm with short, angry motions. “Of course not. Eldon knows, we wouldn’t want you forgetting your place. I mean if you slum with the slaves someone might mistake you for one and then everything would be ruined for you. No more heir to Uncle’s empire.” 
 
    “Stop it!” he said, standing up. “You’ve got no idea...” 
 
    She rose also, throwing the bandages at him. They struck him in the chest and fell, rolling across the floor. “You know what? I actually started to believe there was something different about you, something good and decent, but I was right in the first place. You’re no different than he is...no, actually you’re worse. You pretend to be something you’re not. You play the victim very well. At least he doesn’t pretend to be anything else than what he is – a murdering, raping sociopath! But you, you are a coward!” 
 
    She spat on the floor by his foot. Cy stared at her wordlessly. 
 
    “Get out!” she cried, pointing at the door. “Get out!” Her voice trailed off on a sob and she sank onto the cot, burying her face in her hands. “Just get out!” 
 
    Cy sank down beside her. Every instinct within him wanted to comfort her, but he knew if he touched her he was lost. They both were. 
 
    “I am a coward, Saria,” he said, “but you’ve no idea what you’re talking about. If they find out I came here today...” He paused and she glanced up at him, tears streaming down her face. “Well, I can promise you they’d make your life more hellish than it already is. He has me followed, Saria. He has me watched constantly. I tried to get away, before you came, but he found out. If he was only going to kill me, I think I’d still try, but what he plans is worse than that. I don’t want to be driven insane by him, Saria.” 
 
    She stared into his eyes, her own overflowing with tears. “What do you think you’ve chosen instead, Cy?” She motioned around the cell. “How is this any more sane? How?” 
 
    “You don’t understand. You can’t possibly understand. You don’t want me to show you special attention. He’ll do things to you because of me that are beyond imagining, beyond any nightmare you’ve ever had. I can’t go through it again.” He rose to his feet. “I won’t go through it again. Once was bad enough. You have no idea the things he made me do to save my mother and in the end...in the end it didn’t matter.” He shook the cell door to call the Orahim. “Call me whatever you want. Curse me with your last breath, but I won’t watch anyone else suffer because of me again.” 
 
    The Orahim arrived, placing the key in the lock. The moment he heard the sound, Cy turned his back on her. Damn him anyway, he knew this was a mistake. He knew it two days ago. And yet he hadn’t listened. He never listened to his own common sense. 
 
    “Don’t you see, Cy,” came her voice. “Can’t you see what’s really happening? You don’t want to see anyone else suffer, so you’ve made yourself into a heartless person, but all you’ve got to do is open your eyes. Suffering’s everywhere you look and you’re doing nothing to stop it. In fact, you’re helping to contribute to it. You’re still the cause.” 
 
    He turned and his eyes whipped to her face. Behind him the Orahim opened the door. For a moment Cy could only stare at Saria, then he walked through the door, turning his back on her confounding logic. 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    Kai stared at the glowing orb above him, but he couldn’t figure out what it was. Turning a circle, his eyes took in the entire corridor of smooth metal, stretching away infinitely on either end. 
 
    “Where am I?” 
 
    “Gava.” 
 
    The voice came from behind him and Kai whirled, going into the guarded crouch Jurgon had taught him. The man stood just out of the glow from the orb, a tall, shapeless figure in the shadows. 
 
    “Who are you?” 
 
    The figure didn’t answer. 
 
    Kai glanced around. “How did I get here?” 
 
    “Not my concern.” 
 
    Kai frowned trying to place the voice from his many strange dreams, but this one was difficult to pin down. He squinted, trying to make out facial features, but the figure held to the shadows. 
 
    Shifting suddenly, the man pointed down the corridor behind them. “Come. There’s something I would show you.” 
 
    The man wore a long cloak and hood. 
 
    “Who are you?” 
 
    “Come.” 
 
    Kai hesitated a moment, torn between curiosity and concern. Reasoning that it was another prescient dream and therefore couldn’t hurt him, he decided to follow the man. 
 
    They walked for some time in silence. It occurred to the prince that he should at least hear the sound of his boot soles against the smooth metal of the corridor, but there was nothing. He quickened his pace to come abreast of his strange companion, but the faster he walked, the faster the man walked, staying always a few steps before him. 
 
    Kai was puzzling over the little bit of information he had, the few words he’d heard and the quality of the voice that had delivered them, when the first faint sounds came drifting toward him. It began as a low murmur, then as they neared, grew into the rhythmic pulse of Human voices. 
 
    A chant. 
 
    Kai had heard a few chants in his life, usually at a sporting match, but this was unlike anything he’d ever heard before. It was rhythmic, but dead. There was no life, no spirit in the voices chanting, nothing to indicate anything alive had taken up the call. Mechanical. 
 
    His companion had slowed, but still wouldn’t let him catch a glimpse beneath the dark cowl of his cloak. 
 
    “What is that?” 
 
    “Gavistra,” came the single word, then the man began walking again. 
 
    The corridor opened into a wide, domed room, a cavern. Instead of the strange glowing orb in the ceiling, there were torches blazing from brackets along both sides of it. Kai and his companion had come out on the second story and the prince found himself standing on a ledge overlooking the floor of the cavern. 
 
    Standing shoulder to shoulder extending beyond sight were Humans. They all looked the same, heads bowed, mouths working in the lifeless chant. 
 
    Kai whirled on his companion. “Why have you brought me here? What is this?” 
 
    “This is Gava’s vision.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Don’t let the Stravad make you ineffective.” 
 
    “I don’t understand.” 
 
    “You’re the catalyst.” 
 
    “The catalyst for what?” 
 
    The man walked to the edge of the floor, looking down into the cavern. “Mobilizing the Stravad. He fears them. Only them.” 
 
    “He who?” Kai was sick of these cryptic dreams. He reached for the man’s shoulder, thinking to turn him and get a good look at him. For a brief moment, he felt substance beneath his grasp, then nothing, only the rough fabric of the cloak. He held it clutched in his fist, but it was empty. Stumbling back, startled, he released it and it floated over the cavern, falling toward the bent heads of the Humans. 
 
    “Gava,” came the whispered answer right in his ear. 
 
    Kai slammed into wakefulness, jerking up out of his blankets, his heart hammering in his ears. Behind the frantic beat of his heart, the whisper was still fading away. 
 
    “Easy, Tiger,” said Ronake. 
 
    The Stravad was sitting beside him, poking the fire with a stick. Daylight had come, but like in the Karhartadon, the sun had a hard time finding its way through the dense vegetation. Kai ran a hand through his damp hair, willing his heart to calm. It hurt to take a deep breath and the need to cough tickled the back of his throat. 
 
    He canted a glance around the campsite. A moment later his head came up in surprise. They were surrounded. 
 
    On every side of them stood Daman warriors, weapons held in their hands. Sequestered off on his left, Kai found Fodongo and Lemek speaking to an elaborately dressed Daman. Ronar and Hadar were standing by the horses, watching the entire scene but making no move to intervene. 
 
    “What the hell...” 
 
    “Easy,” repeated Ronake. “They have their own language, the Daman, but most speak the common tongue and it wouldn’t do to dishonour them in their kingdom.” 
 
    Kai frowned at the man, then glanced around at the warriors once more. They reminded him of Niron and the prince realized how much he missed his friend. 
 
    “Where’d they come from?” 
 
    Ronake shrugged, continuing to poke at the fire. “In the Tridarn, Daman are rulers. The trees hide their movements and the leaves quiet their footsteps.” 
 
    Kai rolled his eyes at the poetic answer. “I think you’re sitting too close to the fire,” he commented, shoving his blankets aside. 
 
    Immediately every Daman in the vicinity was on alert, pointing their weapons in his direction. Kai halted, holding out his hands. 
 
    “I warned you. Now don’t make any other sudden moves.” 
 
    Kai didn’t need a second warning. He stared at the sharp blades pointed at him and the equally sharp arrows glinting from their bows and he settled back in his make-shift bed. They might be small, these warriors, but they looked like they might be able to do some damage and there were a hell of a lot more of them than there were Stravad. 
 
    His eyes shifted to the Stravad Leader who was glaring at him across the campsite. He didn’t think Fodongo was impressed with Eldon’s choice of heirs, but he didn’t much care what Fodongo thought. No one had bothered to ask him what he thought. 
 
    “What do they want?” 
 
    “Just to make sure we leave again. Daman are peaceful, unless you enter their domain unasked. They haven’t always been treated with respect by Humans.” 
 
    The Stravad’s contempt for Humans was obvious. “Then I don’t see the problem. If it’s Humans who have abused them, why are they worried about the lot of you? Or don’t they realize they’re in the presence of Stravad?” 
 
    Ronake gave him a startled look. “You’re a sarcastic little shit, aren’t you?” 
 
    “It must be my Human upbringing.” 
 
    “It must be,” he said, then pointed his stick at the elaborately dressed Daman. “That’s their jendarome.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Captain, if you will. He’s the head of their military, answers directly to their queen.” 
 
    Kai regarded the little man. He wore a bright uniform of red and gold. A white plume, nearly as tall as he was, bobbed from the back of his tri-cornered hat. Kai couldn’t help but smile. He looked quite festive in his get-up, but not so intimidating as his fellow warriors. 
 
    “An interesting people,” replied the Stravad. “They believe in royal succession, mind you?” 
 
    “Perish the thought,” interrupted Kai. 
 
    Beyond a narrowed look, Ronake ignored the comment. “However, their leaders invariably are women, queens. They do not believe in kings, male rulers of any kind. The queen’s mate is simply that – her mate.” 
 
    Kai's attention shifted back to the Daman. He knew something of this from Niron. The little man had always been bewildered by Ferenc’s absolute command. 
 
    “We’re lucky that relations are good between Temeron and the Tridarn. Otherwise they’d have escorted us out of the forest by now. Glinka, the Daman Queen, respects Fodongo. She thinks he’s a wise man.” 
 
    “You’ve got to be kidding me.” 
 
    “You haven’t given him much of a chance. He cured you of pneumonia, didn’t he? You’re already on the road to recovery. And he affected your rescue...” 
 
    “Rescue? Some rescue. You happened to get lucky there. Let’s be honest – I practically fell in your laps. And you didn’t manage to get the emerald, did you?” 
 
    “Eldon’s talisman was your charge...” 
 
    “Not by my choosing. This is what you don’t seem to understand. Look, I’m grateful you pulled me from the river, but truth be told, I might have been better off drowning. I’ve been thrust into some destiny that I don’t even understand and the only tools I had have been taken from me. I’m not sure what I’m expected to do and my allies have no respect for the way I was raised or confidence in my ability, which when push comes to shove, I can’t say I blame you. I’m not overly optimistic about myself either, but what I do know is that I’ve lost everything I ever believed in and everyone I ever trusted. If you wanted someone to goad you into action or lead you on some suicide mission, I guess I’m not the one, but I know that sitting around here, surrounded by miniature warriors isn’t helping anyone, least of all ourselves.” 
 
    “And you have a better plan?” 
 
    All anger and frustration drained from Kai. He slumped back against the pack again. Slowly he shook his head. “No, I guess not.” 
 
    His attention was distracted by the jendarome, who suddenly saluted Fodongo and barked a command to his warriors. Then as Kai watched, the Daman simply melted out of sight, back into the trees from where they’d come. 
 
    Fodongo and Lemek picked their way across the campsite to the fire, the Stravad Leader’s eyes fixed on Kai. Kai met his look because he didn’t want him to know how uncomfortable he felt under his scrutiny. Hunkering down in front of the fire, the Stravad Leader waited until the other two men had also come to take a seat before he began speaking. 
 
    “The Daman have given us permission to use the forest for another few days.” 
 
    Kai exhaled in relief despite himself. He didn’t exactly feel up to riding just yet. 
 
    Fodongo lifted his blue gaze and pinned him with a very serious expression. “However,” he said, “it appears we’re being followed.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 18 
 
      
 
    Helab stumbled and caught himself on the trunk of a tree, glancing anxiously behind him. He was sure he was being followed, but he couldn’t seem to catch a glimpse of his pursuers. 
 
    Think, think, think. For the last two days he hadn’t been permitted any time to think. They’d hounded him relentlessly, driving him toward the edge of the forest. He hadn’t even gotten more than a few minutes of sleep at a time. 
 
    He wasn’t sure who followed him. Gaviston or the Stravad – he didn’t know. So far they hadn’t made one mistake, while Helab had made many. Their methodical perfection led him to believe it was Gaviston, that is at first, but he figured the Gaviston would have captured him before now. 
 
    Helab moaned. He hadn’t eaten much either. The flat, unleavened bread the Gaviston carried had been consumed by nightfall the first day, and while water was not a problem, the Tridarn seemed to lack every other kind of foraging material the thief was accustomed to finding – a few berries and some wild mushrooms that made his lips tingle, but nothing else. 
 
    So if the Gaviston weren’t behind him, it was the Stravad, but that didn’t make sense. He’d seen them two days prior, making camp. Even from his hiding place far back in the trees, he could tell something was wrong with the prince. 
 
    A rustling of leaves startled him and he bolted from his crouched position at the base of the tree. He realized as he ran that he’d nearly fallen asleep there. He mustn’t make any more mistakes. Too many more and his pursuers might not be content with just driving him from the forest. 
 
    Helab’s thoughts shifted into focus. It wasn’t the Gaviston or the Stravad following him. It was Daman. He’d heard tales in the taverns in Denortosal; he knew that Humans were regularly chased from the Tridarn. Those that didn’t heed the warning often wound up dead. 
 
    Helab didn’t want to be one of these and yet he didn’t want to leave the forest either. The Stravad were still inside. Think, think, think! He knew he was missing something, but he was so tired and hungry. 
 
    Dropping down into a rapid walk, he pressed his fist into the stitch in his side and blinked his eyes to clear the black spots from them. He chanced a look over his shoulder again, but as always he saw nothing. 
 
    Another few hours passed as he stumbled along, alternately hiding in the brush or walking in whatever direction he was driven. To his surprise he found himself napping as he walked, only to awaken again with his heart pounding in his ears. The worst times were the few brief stops he was permitted where he huddled at the base of some tree or beneath some prickly bush. Sleep found him almost immediately then. 
 
    Therefore, it really was no surprise when he reached the breaking point. He’d fallen into a tormented sleep against a trunk. For a brief moment, he thought he was dreaming the soul-jarring drum beats all around him, but as his eyes fluttered open, the hair on the nape of his neck rose in animalistic warning. 
 
    Something slammed into the tree above his head. 
 
    He let out a terrified squawk and his eyes canted upward. Quivering just above his head was an arrow, the point embedded in the trunk. 
 
    Helab needed no more encouragement. 
 
    He jumped to his feet and bolted, running heedlessly forward, tripping over tree roots, falling over rocks. He ran until exhaustion overwhelmed him and night was falling. He’d just given himself up for lost when the edge of the forest loomed before him. 
 
    He caromed between the remaining two trees and went sprawling into the meadow beyond, his breathing a hitching sob in his own ears, his face buried in the damp grass. He lay for a long time wondering if the Daman wouldn’t continue the pursuit and kill him, but he didn’t have the strength to run any farther. Eventually, he slept. 
 
    When he woke, dawn was just crawling over the meadow. He was bruised, he was cut, he was filthy, but he was alive. Pushing himself upright, he knew he had to eat something, then perhaps after another nap, he must sit himself down and think. 
 
    He was staring blankly across the meadow when he caught the sporadic flurries of motion. Rabbits. The meadow proved fruitful and before long he’d caught a young rabbit. He built a fire and used his stolen pocket knife to skin it. It took more ingenuity than he felt he had, however, to fashion a spit so he contented himself with roasting pieces of meat over the fire on the end of a long, pointed stick. 
 
    Food aside, he then turned himself to finding water. As he’d discovered in the Tridarn, water was more than plentiful this close to the Longan river. He drank deeply, curled himself on the bank, and slept once more. 
 
    It was late afternoon when he awoke. There was enough rabbit left over to make a meal and clear water to wash it down. Feeling much better than he had in perhaps months, he contemplated a bath. 
 
    In the end, he settled for a cursory washing of his face and hands – he couldn’t work up enough courage to fully immerse himself, but then Helab had never been sure scraping off every layer of protective dirt was a healthy venture. 
 
    Night was beginning to cloak the meadow when he finally settled himself before a small fire for his think. It was always logical to start with what one already knew. The Stravad had taken the prince into the Tridarn for a reason and Helab was fairly certain he knew the reason. The prince was ill. 
 
    That left a few questions. Why had they sought shelter in the forest and why had the Daman not chased them out again? 
 
    The first was easily answered. With Gaviston right behind and probably before them as well, the Tridarn seemed the safest route. It was hard for Gaviston to navigate around obstacles, therefore the Stravad could hide or stay in front of them easier than they might be able to do in the open. 
 
    Helab could only guess at the answer to the second part of that question. The Daman had not chased them out because they’d known who the prince was and had agreed to help the Stravad. 
 
    Since Helab had no intention of risking a second trespass into the Tridarn, he had only one thing to decide. What to do next? 
 
    Nepter had the emerald. Helab was fairly sure Nepter and Fordin had escaped the Gaviston. As fugitives from Gava, and most of Loden for that matter, there was only one place they could go. Taral. 
 
    Fordin’s one living relative owned a gambling hall in Taral. Before being captured by the Gaviston, Fordin and Nepter had worked in the hall and lived behind it in a squalid room. Helab had also worked at the hall, sweeping broken glass mostly, but it had been enough to keep him in regular room and board. 
 
    It hadn’t been enough to keep him from seeking other opportunities, a situation he roundly cursed. 
 
    When Nepter and Fordin had suggested they bolster their income, Helab had agreed to participate. His job had been relatively easy – he was the look-out man. Unfortunately, he wasn’t a very skilled look-out man. Running from the soldiers had driven the three fugitives into the arms of the Gaviston. The rest was history. 
 
    But now that they’d escaped Gava and had the emerald, where would the two thieves go? 
 
    Only one place. Taral. 
 
    Fordin and Nepter weren’t stupid enough to think Gava would give up his pretty green talisman, but only one person had the strength and the manpower to protect them – Fordin’s uncle. Not that Helab really believed the small-time speculator was any match for Gava. Still it was their only hope. They wouldn’t like turning their prize over to the man, but they would know the only way they could keep it was by handing it over. 
 
    This scenario didn’t help Helab any. The memory of Nepter wielding an ax would live with the little thief for the rest of his days. He wasn’t about to pit his insignificant might against the giant and his crazed accomplice, and he wasn’t about to take on the uncle either. 
 
    Here’s where the Stravad came into the equation. He did think the Stravad had enough power, especially with Eldon’s heir, to recover the emerald. Helab would rather tangle with the Stravad than Nepter any day of any week. Not that he thought they would be more willing to hand over the gem. He simply thought they might be too naive to protect it properly and if he got caught, he was fairly certain they were much less psychotic than his previous allies. 
 
    The Stravad were simply a safer risk. 
 
    But now that he’d lost the Stravad he wasn’t sure what he was going to do. Damn the Daman, anyway. They’d ruined everything. And yet he knew there had to be a way around this conundrum. 
 
    The Stravad were headed for Temeron. Helab had to beat them to the Stravad capital and find a way inside. Gaining access didn’t worry the little thief. Temerian Stravad were lackadaisical. Most likely the gates of the city lay wide open with no one manning the guard posts. He would probably be able to walk down the main street in broad daylight, but if not, he wasn’t opposed to scaling the wall. Should he get caught, Temerian justice was laughably indulgent. 
 
    With a pleased smile, Helab rolled to his side and curled up before the fire. He was full, he was clean (somewhat), and he was warm. He also had a plan. All in all, the thief had to admit the day had been rather satisfying. Much more satisfying than any days he’d spent since making the devil’s pact with Gava. 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    In a week, Niron and Ason made Metariam, a city in the Protectorate of Voltarian. It was a reasonable place to stop, restore their provisions, and rest the horse. Niron wasn’t opposed to a night’s sleep in a bed or a hot bath either. 
 
    As they drove the wagon through the streets, the people came out and watched them. Niron and Ason marked the strange tension emanating from the citizens, but they weren’t necessarily surprised. 
 
    During the last week they hadn’t met with many travellers, but those they met with had similar worries and told familiar stories – a need to get to their next destination and someone they knew who’d suffered under Gava’s hand. They, of course, did not hesitate to educate their fellow sojourners regarding DiNolfol’s fall. 
 
    Ason located the stable and pulled the weary horse to a halt. His practiced eye was tracking both sides of the street as he spoke to Niron. “We probably should stay together. I’m thinking any strangers here are suspect right now.” 
 
    Niron glanced around, but he nodded in agreement. 
 
    Setting the brake on the wagon, Ason leaped to the ground. The stable master had come out of the building to meet them. Niron watched him as he began the more complicated problem of climbing from the wagon himself. The stable master nodded at Ason, shot a quick look in the Daman’s direction, then caught the horse’s muzzle and stroked it, clicking his tongue in a soothing fashion. 
 
    “Where you gentlemen from?” 
 
    “DiNolfol.” 
 
    The stable master’s eyes darted to Ason’s face, then back to the horse. “It was bad, I hear.” 
 
    Niron’s foot finally found solid ground and he relaxed, sliding off the wagon wheel. 
 
    “Yeah, it was bad, all right. Not much left.” 
 
    “Headed north?” 
 
    Niron met Ason’s gaze over the horse’s back. They’d worked out a story if anyone asked. It would only suffice until they moved beyond the Tridarn, but it was plausible enough now. 
 
    “I’m seeing the Daman home. He was employed by the king, but now...” 
 
    “It’s too bad. Almost more than one mind can take.” 
 
    Ason nodded in agreement. “Can you board our horse? We’ll pick him up tomorrow morning.” 
 
    “You can leave the wagon in the yard too. I dont need the space right away.” 
 
    “Thank you,” replied the captain as he moved to help the other man unhook the beast from his traces. Niron walked around to the back and pulled down the tailgate, climbing into the wagon to retrieve their packs. He tossed them over the side, then slid out himself. 
 
    By the time he was finished, Ason met him on the sidewalk and shouldered both packs as they headed in the direction of the hotel. Thankfully it wasn’t a long walk. Niron didn’t mind walking, especially after riding in the wagon all day, but Ason’s legs were much longer and like most Humans, he never thought to slow down for his companion’s shorter stride. 
 
    They paid for a room and ordered baths, then climbed the stairs to the second floor. Living in a castle worked to spoil a person, but Niron could honestly say the simple room felt luxurious at the moment. 
 
    He bathed, dressed in clean clothing, and went into the restaurant’s bar for a drink while he waited for Ason. The captain found him exactly on time. He had to give the devil his due – that military mind was made for precision. Signalling the bartender, he glanced up at Ason as the man took a seat beside him. 
 
    “What’ll you have?” 
 
    Ason eyed the bottle in front of the Daman. “Are you going to drink that entire bottle of brandy alone?” 
 
    “No,” Niron replied, motioning for the bartender to bring another clean glass, “I just wasn’t sure what you drank.” 
 
    “That’s fine.” He filled the glass halfway, then he tossed back the entire amount. Niron picked up his own glass and sipped, kicking his legs back and forth under the bar. 
 
    They drank for a few moments in companionable silence, until the bartender came back to take their dinner order. The meal was good, even though Niron wasn’t overly fond of stuffed pigeon and boiled potatoes, but the mellow brandy helped wash the entire plate down. 
 
    After the dishes were cleared away, he filled both glasses once more. The bottle was almost three-fourths empty, but Niron only felt a pleasant buzzing throughout his body. All in all, it was probably the most comfortable he’d been in a long time. 
 
    Ason reached for his glass and pointed at the Daman. “You better slow down.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “We’ve got to leave early tomorrow. I want plenty of daylight to cross the Longan River.” 
 
    “What has that got to do with enjoying the evening?” 
 
    “Not a thing as long as you aren’t too sick tomorrow to ride.” He cocked his head at the smaller man in a failed attempt at moderation. “You aren’t exactly my size, you know? It doesn’t take much to...well...” 
 
    Niron leaned forward, his eyes narrowing. “To what?” 
 
    “Knock you on your ass.” 
 
    A slow smile spread across the Daman’s mouth and he leaned back in his chair again, reaching for his glass. “Let me tell you something. Never underestimate Daman. We’re a lot hardier than you think, a lot tougher to be sure.” 
 
    “Right.” 
 
    Niron stared at him for a moment. “Let me tell you a story my people continue to tell to this day. Maybe you’ll understand where I’m coming from a little better then.” 
 
    Ason reached for the bottle and poured another glass for himself. “Go for it.” 
 
    Niron’s people took storytelling seriously. In a close knit community, a good storyteller was honored and respected. “In the Tridarn, a warrior is both a soldier and a hunter. My people can’t go to the market to get the day’s meat, they must capture it themselves. Therefore, warriors are highly prized.” 
 
    “For a lead warrior, the honor is greater, but so is the pressure. Not only is he responsible to the queen and the people, he is responsible for those warriors under his command.” 
 
    “There are many dangers in the Tridarn. Although it is plentiful, the living is difficult. My people are isolated from the other kingdoms. And the winters can be harsh. Winters are our worst times.” 
 
    Ason nodded in understanding. 
 
    “One winter, long ago, the snow was so thick, the people started going hungry. Every day the warriors went out hunting, but most of the smaller prey was hidden in burrows beneath the snow and the larger prey had been driven from the forest into the meadow after grass.” 
 
    “My people will eat anything the forest offers, but an elk or a wild boar can feed quite a few families for many days. However, hunting such large beasts when one is so much smaller (as you’ve kindly pointed out) can be difficult. More than difficult. It can be dangerous.” 
 
    “During this terrible winter of starvation and sickness, the warriors knew they needed to get larger animals to sustain those that remained, something that might bring some health back to those whose health was flagging. So they set out, intent on returning only when they had secured meat.” 
 
    “There were five warriors total, the fifth heading the expedition. The Daman call him the jendarl – lead warrior. Usually he’s the most experienced warrior, the best. This jendarl was not only the most experienced, he was known as the finest hunter among my people, a tracker beyond compare. If anyone could find meat, this man could.” 
 
    “And yet they didn’t. Not for many days. Back and forth they canvassed the forest. Desperation was settling in on them. Their own stores were running low and they were in danger of exposure. And yet the jendarl didn’t want to admit defeat. In a last ditch effort, he left his men and searched the area one more time on his own. It was during his return to camp that he found the tracks – boar tracks.” 
 
    “Bolstered by the signs, they set out immediately tracking the beast. The jendarl was a man possessed. For hours they tracked the animal and for hours it eluded them. At the close of the day, he was faced with a decision.” 
 
    “They would track the boar for another hour, only as long as the light held out, then they would head for home. The jendarl didn’t leave the situation to chance so easily. He had a plan. He and one of the other warriors would leave the trail and try to cut the boar off, trapping it between the two parties of men.” 
 
    “He wasn’t concerned with missing the animal. He had an instinctive knowledge of where his prey roamed. This instinct is what made him one of the finest hunters among his people.” 
 
    “So the jendarl and one other left the trail and headed off into the forest. They quickened their pace, keeping close watch on the failing light. The temperature was beginning to drop and the jendarl was concerned. It wasn’t the best time to hunt. A hunter’s reflexes were slower now, fatigue and chill settling into stiff muscles, but still they pressed on, determined to succeed. Just when the jendarl thought they would have to turn back, he crossed the boar’s tracks. Nearly running along the trail, he and his companion came upon the boar a moment before the other warriors arrived.” 
 
    Niron paused and took a sip. His voice was getting a little unsteady, but Ason didn’t seem to care. He was leaning forward, listening with rapt attention, his eyes widening in the fire’s light. 
 
    “The boar was a huge animal, battle scarred and hardened with enormous tusks. He sensed the closing of the trap. Whipping back and forth, he seemed to be searching and cataloguing the number of warriors and where they were taking up positions. When he turned back toward the open forest, two of the warriors darted forward and stabbed at his flanks with their spears. The stabs were not necessarily painful, but they maddened the beast and he snapped at the men, catching a spear and splintering it.” 
 
    “Then without warning, he charged.” 
 
    “Only the jendarl stood between him and freedom. And as he took position in the center of the trail, feet braced, spear raised, the jendarl understood one of them would die. For his people’s sake, it had to be the boar.” 
 
    “The reverberation of their impact echoed throughout the Tridarn. Both were thrown back by the percussion and snow fountained around them, obliterating the other warriors’ view. They were so stunned, not a one moved for a moment, then they started running, spears raised to deliver the killing blow.” 
 
    “There was no need to deliver another blow. The boar was dead. The jendarl’s spear had been true, finding the one soft spot beneath the huge beast’s front leg and directly into the heart. Death had been mercifully swift. Not so for the jendarl.” 
 
    Niron’s voice faltered again, but he drew a deep breath and continued. “The force of the boar’s impact had thrown the jendarl from his feet. On the way down, the boar had driven his head into the warrior’s chest and both tusks had impaled him, one on either side. The men separated them, amazed their leader remained conscious throughout the excruciating pain. There was so much blood it was impossible to tell what was pig and what was man. Binding the wounds the best they could, they set the jendarl on his feet, made a travois for the boar, and packed it with snow. Then they began the trek home.” 
 
    “None of the warriors expected the jendarl to make the journey back, but he continued on step after step, wounds seeping blood.” 
 
    “The joy was immeasurable when the warriors finally made the compound, dragging the enormous boar behind them. A call went up followed by cheering as the men trudged down the main street toward the Queen’s house. People danced, they laughed, they celebrated. The hunting party had brought meat, enough meat to stave off starvation for a little while more. And yet, as the hunting party came on, a murmur rippled through the crowd, growing ever wider.” 
 
    “The warriors were not celebrating, they were not calling in good cheer. They were not even smiling. And as the people watched, it occurred to them the numbers were wrong. Five had gone forth, but only four were returning. Gradually a hush fell over the crowd. Every eye in the compound turned toward the end of the street.” 
 
    “Staggering through the snow, bloodied and bruised nearly beyond recognition, came the jendarl on his own. Pride demanded he make the long walk unsupported, unaided. He came up the street and the people fell back, muttering. Some broke into tears, others stepped forward to assist him, but he waved them off.” 
 
    “He made it to the Queen’s house. His men were waiting there, standing in two even rows. Still strapped to the travois was the boar, resting beneath the Queen’s porch at the head of the column, and all around crowded the people, silent now, reverent.” 
 
    “No one dishonoured the jendarl’s strength and sacrifice by attempting to help him. No one dared to intervene. He staggered down the row of warriors toward the Queens porch, unaided, and she met him.” 
 
    “Beside the boar he sank to his knees, then he lifted his head, meeting the Queen’s eye. Not a sound broke the stillness for a moment, then he drew a deep breath and spoke.” 
 
    “‘We bring meat,’ he said. The queen inclined her head. ‘We are grateful.’ The jendarl cast a glance at the boar. ‘The hunt was good. The opponent worthy.’ ‘Yes,’ she said. ‘The hunt was good and the opponent worthy.’ Then the jendarl bowed his head before his queen and died, right there in the snow.” 
 
    Niron sat back. Ason watched him with wide, captivated eyes. 
 
    “That man, the jendarl, was my father. That story is a legend among my people, so you can imagine why I take offense when people underestimate me or the Daman. The measure of man should never be taken by his size.” 
 
    Ason was silent a moment more, then he reached over and emptied the last of the bottle into both their glasses, lifting his own in salute of his companion. “To the jendarl,” was all he said before downing the toast. 
 
    Niron smiled and reached for his glass. For him, it was enough. 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    Cy’s quick black eyes glanced over the ledger, adding notations and subtracting deletions. Unlike the rest of his inventions, Gava’s method of record keeping was simple. Since the Orahim kept the bulk of the records, there couldn’t be a great deal of written information. Most of it had to be translated into numerics. Which was why every living body in Gava had a number. Cy’s own was 101. 
 
    He flipped back a few pages. He added the numbers in his mind, then jotted the totals on a scrap of paper. Each of the protectorates had a number, so did Temeron. The Stravad capital was not surprisingly one, while DiNolfol was seven. Beyond tracking each living being in his dominion, Gava was also curious about where they came from. 
 
    He had theories. Cy hadn’t bothered to pay attention to many, but being forced to endure lecture after lecture on the subject, some things sank in despite one’s caution. Gava theorized that the richer the protectorate, the longer the Gavistra would survive. There were other more sinister theories, but the only thing that caused Cy any interest was the numbers designating what protectorate they came from. 
 
    Recently, as he’d known, the number with the designation of seven had increased dramatically. 
 
    Cy glanced at the total he’d scratched on his paper, then flipped back a number of pages and started the process over again. One for every body delivered to Gava, living or dead. Sometimes the brain-dead Gaviston didn’t know the difference. Minus one for every dead body that arrived in Gava. Minus again for every Gavistra that died in transformation. Once in a great while, there was an addition as a child was born, but Cy tried to ignore those. 
 
    He scribbled the total beside the first and sat for a moment staring at it. 
 
    So many. So many. 
 
    It was almost inconceivable. The bastard had done it this time. He’d taken down an entire protectorate. 
 
    Cy shivered. His entire life Gava had raged about how he would own Loden one day, but Cy had never really believed it was possible. Until now. 
 
    Lowering the pencil, he rubbed his eyes with his fingertips. Then with a dogged determination that would have concerned him any other time, he turned back the ledger a couple of months and picked a random protectorate, not seven, to total. He jotted that number beside the total for DiNolfol, then selected yet another and started the process over again. It didn’t take him long, not Cy. His eyes flew over the neat columns, and his mind added and subtracted nearly as fast. 
 
    He was starting on a fourth when the outer door opened. Lifting his head, he crumpled the paper in his fist, tossing down the pencil. Erram paused in the doorway and regarded him with curiosity before closing the door and moving across the room. 
 
    Cy shifted back to the ledger, sliding the paper into his jacket pocket as inconspicuously as he could. With his free hand, he idly flipped a few pages and pretended to be interested in the numbers. 
 
    Erram glanced over his shoulder. “What are you doing?” 
 
    Cy shrugged. “Checking how accurate the Orahim are in record keeping.” 
 
    “Hmm. Seems too useful for you. What are you really doing?” 
 
    Cy gave him his slow, cunning smile. “You’ve caught me. Actually I was counting the number of minions I’ll have under me when I take over the realm. I was pleased to see I can easily dispense with you. Just think, Erram, someday you won’t even be a memory here. You’ll be...” He paused and feigned deep thought. “Why, you’ll be exactly what you are now – nothing.” 
 
    Erram’s eyes narrowed and his jaw clenched, but he said nothing. 
 
    Cy frowned, expecting some backlash, even a physical one. There were no Gaviston to stop them from coming to blows, and certainly no Gava to make a half-amused attempt at conciliation. 
 
    In fact, Erram backed down first, striding across the command center and reaching for some logs that were kept on a shelf. 
 
    Cy shifted back around, staring out the windows that looked over the main chamber floor. The daily devotions had begun. Soon he would be able to hear the Gavistra’s chant even behind the closed doors of the command center. 
 
    “Gava’s right. There’s definitely something wrong with you.” 
 
    Cy only half-heard the words. 
 
    “Actually, he thinks this latest episode, where you tried escaping him, may have finally broken your spirit. Mind you, I couldn’t care less, but he’s said often that your spirit is the one thing worth keeping you alive for and without it, you’re basically worthless.” 
 
    Cy pushed himself to his feet and shut the ledger. 
 
    “I told him I thought you might be tiring of your obsession.” Erram shifted to face him. “You know, with Human women.” 
 
    Tugging his uniform jacket into place, Cy strode toward the command center door. 
 
    “Case in point,” Erram called after him. “I would have thought you’d be more interested in knowing what happened to her, but then I guess a day in her company proved disappointing.” 
 
    Cy hesitated despite himself. He told himself to keep walking, but he couldn’t. His eyes drifted back to the windows. “What are you talking about?” 
 
    “The little blonde Human, the one Gava let you use to entertain you. I thought you’d want to know what happened to her.” 
 
    Something snapped in Cy. They were alone in the command center and no one would be able to hear Erram scream. Crossing the room, Cy grabbed the pencil off the table and thrust Erram against the back wall, pressing the point beneath his jaw. “What happened to her?” 
 
    Although his eyes went wide with alarm, the little weasel managed a scathing smile. “You’re going to kill me with a pencil?” 
 
    “With enough force, I can drive this through your windpipe. It might not kill you for hours, but think of the agonizing pain.” 
 
    “Gava will have you executed.” 
 
    Cy shrugged, driving the point more firmly against the smaller man’s throat. “At least I’d be rid of you. Now answer me.” 
 
    Erram tried to brazen the situation out, but Cy saw the betraying tick of his upper lip and the way his eyes darted to the window, the door, and back again. 
 
    “You stupid bastard, do you really think I won’t kill you! Don’t forget, I have his blood in my veins!” 
 
    Erram’s eyes snapped to Cy’s face and he blanched. Cy saw real fear in their dark blue depth. “She’s down there. At devotions. The transformation started today.” 
 
    Later Cy realized his next move was the stupidest one of his entire life, but he didn’t think. He simply reacted. He dropped the pencil and bolted from the command center, dashing across the narrow catwalk. He took the stairs to the lower level two at a time, throwing himself down them with complete abandon. In fact, he slid down at least six, his boots finding no purchase on the slick metal, but he caught himself on the rail and prevented a headlong fall. 
 
    Yet once he reached the main chamber floor, he was in a quandary. He hadn’t bothered to think any of this through, most important of all how he would find her in this mass of muttering, gyrating people. He skidded to a halt. 
 
    Gava was so caught up in the chant and the diatribe, gesticulating wildly with his eyes closed, that he didn’t even notice him. The Orahim gave him wary glances and a few of the Gaviston did turn in his direction, but no one moved to intercept him. 
 
    Bracing his hands on his thighs, he paused to catch his breath. There was only one solution. He would search for her even if it took the entire devotional. 
 
    He forced himself to walk slowly down the middle aisle, but his heart was pounding rapidly in his chest. He couldn’t bother to analyze why he was so worked up, he had to find her. He’d already gone beyond the point of reason. 
 
    Searching each bowed head, each rocking, muttering body made his throat clench tight until he could hardly swallow. He lost track of time as he searched, but then when he was beginning to come to his senses again, he found her. It was as if his eye was drawn to her. He halted, staring, his insides knotting in fascinated horror. 
 
    She was curled up on her knees, rocking herself back and forth, her blonde hair spilling over her shoulders and hiding her features, trailing across the filthy floor. It wasn’t that she looked more helpless than the other muttering, half-crazed Gavistra and she certainly wasn’t more beautiful, especially not huddled over and dressed in dirt-brown sack cloth, but Cy felt the walls around his heart disintegrate. 
 
    Not since his mother’s death had he felt so exposed or vulnerable. 
 
    Immediately, he canted a glance at Gava and hunched his shoulders as if he expected a blow. The despot was lost in his own hell of maniacal chanting and self-hypnotic narcissism, but Cy could almost imagine a cry of triumph coming from his throat. 
 
    He started moving, walking around the prostrate Gavistra, angling closer and closer to her. He knew she was drugged before he even got to her, so he knelt beside her, but he didn’t touch her, not yet. 
 
    “Saria.” 
 
    She stopped rocking abruptly. Then slowly she lifted her head, blonde hair falling away from her face. He flinched when her eyes met his. They were as wild as an animal. She drew back and snarled at him. 
 
    “Let me help you, Saria.” 
 
    His words seemed to cut through the fog of drug-induced hysteria inside her. She startled him by throwing her arms around his neck and burying her face against his throat. 
 
    “Ah, gods, please help me!” 
 
    He pulled her close, pressing his cheek to her hair. She was trembling violently in his arms. He wasn’t sure what to do now, but he knew he couldn’t take her back to his quarters. Not only would she misinterpret his intent as strung out as she was, but it would be the first place Gava and Erram would look for him. 
 
    Gathering her in his arms, he decided the best plan was to take her back to her cell until he could make other arrangements. She didn’t resist him as he lifted her to her feet and directed her toward the edge of the chanting, writhing forms. He could hear her muttering something under her breath. 
 
    He knew the Orahim wouldn’t dare stop him from removing a Gavistra without a direct command from either the Gaviston or Gava, but he was a little afraid the Gaviston might intervene. The two closest Gaviston did track him with their dead eyes, but they didn’t budge from their stations. And yet, Cy couldn’t draw a deep breath until they were out of the main chamber and in the corridors beyond. 
 
    It wasn’t easy navigating Saria down the corridors. While she’d threatened him with death and dismemberment if he touched her before, now she clung to him with a tenacity that bordered on hysterical. Cy knew it was the drugs. 
 
    Rather than attempt the stairs with her clinging to him, Cy decided the moving chamber was a better bet, but the moment he opened the door, she balked and wouldn’t go inside, her eyes fixed and panicked. It was then he heard what she muttered. 
 
    Eldon protect me. 
 
    He caught her face between his hands, forcing her to meet his eyes. “Listen to me, Saria. You’ve got to stop fighting it so much. Let the drug control you for awhile, I’ll protect you, but the more you fight, the worse it is.” 
 
    The Orahim seemed like it might bolt when he ordered it to unlock the door to her cell, but eventually, it too gave in to Cy’s greater will. He got Saria to her cot, where she huddled against the wall, but the moment he tried to pull away, she panicked, grabbing his arm and dragging him down beside her. 
 
    “Don’t leave me!” she cried. 
 
    Lifting his hand to brush back the hair tangled in her lashes, he tried to soothe her. “I’ll only be gone a few moments. I’m just going to see about making different arrangements for you.” 
 
    “No!” she said, her eyes taking on that wild look once more. “No, don’t go! Don’t leave now! They’ll come for me again! They’ll come and... and... please, please, don’t go!” 
 
    Cy drew a deep breath. Of all the miserable things to happen to him, why? Why now when he desperately didn’t need it? Hadn’t his mother been enough punishment? 
 
    “I won’t go,” he said. “I promise.” 
 
    While she shivered and muttered and cried out in tormented sleep, he held her and thought about what a monumental error he’d made. He might as well have offered his soul to Gava. They’d set him up and he’d walked right into the trap, without even a whimper of protest. 
 
    He was pathetic. He was pitiful. He was doomed. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 19 
 
      
 
    Ronake pulled back on the reins, bringing his horse to a halt. Kai was becoming used to the subtle changes in his riding partner. He straightened from where he’d been leaning against the Stravad’s back and blinked open his eyes. 
 
    A bout with pneumonia had cost them almost a week in the Tridarn. While most of the sneezing and coughing was now finished, Kai’s head still felt stuffy and he wanted more sleep. 
 
    For the last several days, Kai had dozed behind Ronake. The prince admitted that the Stravad treated him with kindness, but he got the feeling Ronake wasn’t impressed with him. In fact, he suspected the Stravad felt Eldon’s heir was too young and inexperienced. 
 
    Kai knew Fodongo felt that way. As soon as he’d found out Kai hadn’t been raised by his parents, it was as if the Stravad Leader had dismissed him as nothing more than a nuisance. 
 
    “Come on. Take a look with me,” said Ronake. 
 
    Kai glanced around at his companions. The others had also stopped and were dismounting. It was dusk. They were riding across a small ridge and foothills spread away around them. 
 
    He dismounted, groaning at the pain when his legs struck solid earth. 
 
    Ronake chuckled and slapped his shoulder good naturedly. “Come on, walk it off.” 
 
    Kai glared at the other man, but he caught Fodongo watching them from beside his horse. There was a pinched expression on the Stravad Leader’s face. Kai suspected it was another disappointment to be measured against many disappointments where he was concerned. 
 
    He limped after the other Stravad. They were climbing up a small incline to where the sky met the land above Kai’s head. Kai followed. He wasn’t much interested in climbing hills right now, but Ronake was right. There was no quicker cure for stiff limbs than walking the circulation back. 
 
    Fodongo moved into place beside him. “When you reach the top and look over, I want you to think carefully about what you see. The prize below is the one Gava wants most of all. He will topple every Human protectorate to finally get what he desires the greatest.” 
 
    Kai glanced at the Stravad Leader in confusion. 
 
    Fodongo met his look, then nodded at the rise. The sky was turning a rosy pink, bleeding across the deepening blue. “Maybe you’ll understand why the council decided to send you away. It wasn’t my choice...” 
 
    “So you keep saying.” 
 
    Fodongo halted and his brows rose. 
 
    The way he threw away Human life nettled the prince. Kai might not be Human, but he understood their way of thinking, he understood what motivated them, and he didn’t think it was so mystically different from what moved Stravad. In fact, what he’d seen of Stravad so far suggested they were no different from their Human counter-parts in any discernible way. 
 
    “I don’t understand.” 
 
    Kai smiled bitterly. “I know you don’t. Come on. I’m shivering in anticipation now.” He turned away and climbed the remaining few feet to the top. The view that met his gaze took his breath away. 
 
    Below him lay Temeron. 
 
    The foothills upon which he now stood tapered off into a meadow, which waved golden brown in the dying light of the day. Behind the city, following the entire northern end, was a forest; however, unlike the forests Kai had been in, this one appeared less dense and more sunlit. Yet it was the city itself that caught the prince’s breath. 
 
    The dominant color was gold. Against the backdrop of a vermilion sunset, the buildings seemed to glitter. Kai suspected it wasn’t anything more than mica in the clay used to build the bricks, but it did offer a rather magical quality to the view. Even the outer wall was gold, circling around to the enormous gates that blocked the only entrance to and from the city itself. Kai could see movement along the wall, but the warriors were dressed in natural colors, making them blend with their surroundings. 
 
    Emotion clenched tight in Kai’s chest and he turned away. He couldn’t look at that magical fairyland just yet. As he limped back down the trail, he accidentally knocked shoulders with Fodongo, but he kept going, his head bowed. 
 
    “Kiameron!” 
 
    Kai halted, but he didn’t turn around. He couldn’t. Right now it was hard enough just to hold himself together. He felt like he was fragmenting, falling apart, tearing apart. He hurt. 
 
    “Is something wrong?” 
 
    The man was at his elbow now. 
 
    “I can’t look at it, not now.” 
 
    There was a moment of silence. Kai sensed the others coming up behind him. 
 
    “You can’t look at what? Temeron?” 
 
    Kai drew a breath, but it made his chest ache and he choked on a cough. Closing his eyes and willing it away, he clenched his fists. Finally he turned to face the other man. 
 
    “Yes, Temeron. I can’t look at it right now.” 
 
    Fodongo was frowning. So were the others. They didn’t understand. They would never understand. The gulf between them was longer than twenty-five years, wider than miles. 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    Kai looked away, up toward where the pink of the sunset had darkened into purple. “Because it’s beautiful.” 
 
    The Stravad exchanged confused looks, but their confusion only made Kai annoyed. He shifted his gaze to Fodongo’s face and shook his head. “But then DiNolfol was beautiful too. Were you aware of that?” He glanced around at his other companions. “Did you know that you could see the tops of the Karhartadon from every part of the city? Did you know that in spring, the ducks returned to the pond to lay their eggs and the wild flowers grew on the bank? All of the lovers met at the pond and walked along the bank and sat in the shade and shared secrets and stolen kisses.” 
 
    “In summer, the best place was the main square. You could sit on the edge of the fountain and feel the spray hit your back. In autumn, it was the orchard at the castle. The leaves would turn colors – reds, oranges, browns – and they would make a carpet beneath the trees. In winter, my favorite place was the library with the smell of old books and parchments and the smoke from the fire. I would pull back the drapes and sit in the chair before the fire and watch the snow fall outside the window.” 
 
    “And the people, they might have been Human, but they were real, they were alive. There was Tafoya’s servant, Theron. He always pretended he didn’t approve of Tafoya, but in the end, he risked his life to save his master. And my own servant Niron, a Daman. We had tea together every morning. When I needed a friend, he was always there, no matter how afraid he might be. He even rode into the Karhartadon with me when I went after the emerald.” 
 
    “There was Drahos who ran the biggest dry-goods store in the city. His porch was the place where everyone gathered. His son was my best friend. When we were children, Maleki invented all the adventures we went on, and when we were adults, Maleki sacrificed his life to get me free of the Gaviston. There was Barievon, who loved horses better than people. And Grondi, the castle guard who dared to love a princess, and Marri, my sister...” 
 
    “My sister who knew more about running a kingdom than I did, but was destined to be married off to the highest bidder and shipped away.” He met their eyes and smiled sadly. “Then there was Saria, pretty Saria, with golden hair and eyes like the wheat in that meadow below us. One minute she would curtsy to me, the next she’d scold me like one of her pupils.” 
 
    Ronake gave Kai an understanding smile. The smile on Kai’s lips dried and he swallowed hard. “All gone, all dead, except me. And I may not be Human and Human concerns may be their own, but I feel each of their deaths as if I’d lost my closest friends and family...and when push comes to shove, I did. They were all I had, all I lived for, and they’re all gone.” 
 
    He looked up at Fodongo, doing nothing to hide the pain in his eyes. “So when you say Temeron is the prize Gava covets above all others, I’ll probably agree with you, but I can’t help thinking of the prize that’s already been lost and forgotten. I just can’t.” 
 
    They were all silent for a long time. The purple sky gave way to indigo and then black. Pinpricks of light started gleaming. Night was upon them. Finally Fodongo moved. He crossed the distance between himself and Kai. 
 
    “Not forgotten,” the Stravad Leader said. “Never forgotten. We won’t let it be.” 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    Saria watched him pacing in front of the cell door. He was giving her instructions, but she couldn’t focus on them. All she could focus on was his agitation. He didn’t want to be here, but it was more than being locked in the little cell, there was something bigger driving him. 
 
    His right hand flexed and relaxed, flexed and relaxed, stretching the scar she knew lay across his forearm. A scar she’d given him herself. She felt guilty about that, especially after he’d saved her life. 
 
    She shuddered in memory. The Gaviston had been misshapen monsters with heads too large for their bodies and glassy eyes that devoured her. The Orahim had appeared to be savage beasts, whose mouths held too many teeth. As they’d dragged her from her cell, the corridors had elongated and curved, moving with a disturbing fluidity. Saria had only been able to close her eyes against the painful distortions, but when she closed her eyes...when she closed her eyes, she saw DiNolfol die all over again. 
 
    She wasn’t even aware she’d whimpered until Cy was before her, his hands on her shoulders. She surprised him by walking into his arms and burying her face against his throat. He smelled of soap and his arms felt secure around her. 
 
    He stroked her hair, murmuring in her ear, and she tried to focus on the resonance of his voice. “It’s all right. It’ll pass with time. There’s always some residual effects.” 
 
    She remembered similar words last night as he held her, confusing her. He represented the very thing she hated, the very thing that had stolen her life from her, but when she looked into his smoky black eyes, she no longer saw the right hand of Gava. She saw a man as lost and confused as she was, struggling to survive. 
 
    “I’m all right.” 
 
    He let her go. 
 
    She took a seat on the edge of the new cot. He’d removed her from her old cell this morning and guided her deeper into Gava. He said the princess had been stashed away somewhere close by, but it wasn’t within sight of Saria. 
 
    He knelt before her, taking her hands. Where she might have flinched away from him before, she simply looked into his dark eyes. 
 
    “Have you been listening to me?” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” she said. “Not very well.” 
 
    “Listen now, Saria. It’s important.” 
 
    “I’m listening,” she answered, but even as she spoke, her thoughts were wandering to the darkness of his skin against her own, the ebony blackness of his hair and eyes. 
 
    “Saria.” 
 
    She blinked and focused on his face again. 
 
    “Eat nothing that comes in a wooden bowl. Drink nothing that comes in a wooden pitcher. Repeat what I said.” 
 
    “Eat or drink nothing in wood.” 
 
    He flashed a ghost of a smile at her. “Eat only from pewter. Drink only from pewter. Even if they aren’t drugging you intentionally, you can still pick up a good dosing from the wood. It absorbs into the grains. Do you understand?” 
 
    Saria nodded. 
 
    He tightened his grip a moment to hold her attention. “If they give you pewter, you’ll know it’s come from me. You’ll know it’s safe to consume. I’ll make arrangements for them to continue this way even if Gava sends me on a mission.” 
 
    Saria swallowed hard. For some reason, her heart had skipped a beat. “Sends you away, you mean?” 
 
    Cy nodded. 
 
    “Why won’t they do the same thing to me then? Drag me to that...that place. Drug me.” 
 
    Cy’s gaze moved away for a moment and she felt the tension in him yet again. 
 
    “Cy?” 
 
    He lifted his eyes to her. Saria couldn’t help but notice how handsome he was, how straight his nose was, how full his lips, how beautiful his dark eyes... 
 
    “I think they’ll leave you alone, even if I have to leave.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    He rose and took a seat beside her. “Because you were the bait.” 
 
    “I don’t understand.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    Saria touched his arm. “Any other instructions?” 
 
    “Just stay out of trouble. Try to make them forget you’re here. If they come for you, don’t fight them, just...” His smooth, lyrical voice faltered. “Just ask for me.” 
 
    Saria felt her stomach sink, but her thoughts were still so muddled from the drugs, she couldn’t grasp the realization before it was gone. Something else rose back to the surface, demanding her attention. 
 
    “You said the princess was down this way?” 
 
    “Yes, why?” 
 
    “The princess, right?” 
 
    “Right.” 
 
    “Not the prince.” 
 
    Cy’s head lifted. “What prince?” 
 
    Saria wasn’t so drugged she couldn’t feel a pang of warning when it struck her. “It doesn’t matter.” 
 
    “What prince? Did DiNolfol have a prince?” 
 
    “Yes, but he must have been killed.” 
 
    Cy’s black eyes searched her. For a moment, he seemed like he would say more, but then his face shut down. The next moment he rose to his feet and walked to the cell door, rattling it for the Orahim. 
 
    Saria rose also. She didn’t want to continue the previous conversation, but she didn’t want him to leave either. “Cy?” 
 
    “I’ve got to go.” 
 
    “Will you be back?” 
 
    For a moment she thought he might not answer. The Orahim arrived and started fumbling with the lock. As the creature pulled open the door, Cy finally turned, his eyes meeting hers. He strode across the cell and lifted his hand, brushing back a few strands of hair that had escaped her hastily tied ribbon. Saria found herself leaning into his touch. 
 
    “I’ll be back.” 
 
    She nodded, but she wasn’t sure. He didn’t look like a man who wanted any entanglements...ever. 
 
    His eyes grew more intense, more feverishly bright. “Trust me,” he said, then turned around and walked out. 
 
    Trust me. 
 
    Saria sank on the cot, clutching her hands in her lap. Trust him? Could he have asked for anything more difficult? 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    Kai suspected it was close to midnight by the time they reached the gates of Temeron. From his seat behind Ronake, he lifted his gaze to the top of the wall. A moving shadow to their left sounded a call, which was repeated somewhere within the gate. Slowly the gates began to open to admit the travelers. 
 
    Kai lowered his eyes. Between the open gates, the streets of Temeron wound, dark now save for the lanterns that burned at measured intervals along the way. As the horses drew closer to the gates, the sound of their hooves took on a hollow, ringing quality. Kai knew they’d left the soft ground of the meadow for the harder paving of cobblestones. 
 
    When they passed beneath the gates, Kai couldn’t suppress the shiver that raced down his spine. Ronake cast a frown over his shoulder, but the prince’s attention was caught by the city that spread before him. 
 
    The gate opened into a central square that was empty now, save for the guardhouse. Fodongo and the others paused there, exchanging words with the guards before moving on again. Across the square, the street grew more narrow, lined on both sides with cottages. Most of the cottages were dark now, but a few still had light blazing from behind their curtains. The light cast a golden hue on everything, giving the prince the impression of warmth and comfort. 
 
    A few street turns took them to an even wider avenue where the houses were larger and more ornate. Beyond the barking of dogs in the distances and the muted call of guards at watch along the wall, no other sounds broke the stillness. Although it was mid-autumn, the breeze through Temeron was warm, sending a shower of leaves dusting over the riders. 
 
    The avenue they followed ended in the largest house the prince had seen so far. It rose two stories above them with a veranda that stretched across the front and circled around either side, disappearing from view. Many lights burned behind the windows of this house and a number of people milled about the veranda, watching the street. 
 
    Two guards detached themselves from the house and trotted down into the yard, unlatching the gate and stepping out into the road. The Stravad drew their horses to a halt and swung down from their saddles, handing the reins to the waiting men. 
 
    Fodongo spoke to both guards and they answered him, bowing their head respectfully. Kai couldn’t hear what they said from where he stood. At one point both men turned and looked at Kai, but he couldn’t make out their features in the darkness. 
 
    Leaving their packs on the horses, the Stravad began filing through the gate into the yard, headed for the house. Kai allowed himself to be guided up the walk and onto the veranda. The other two men waiting there bowed their heads and muttered greetings to their leader as one hurried to open the door. Kai and his companions stepped through into the entrance of the Stravad Leader’s home. 
 
    Pleasant smells struck the young man and his stomach growled. He covered it with his hand and squinted in the sudden brightness. A Stravad man of indeterminate years strolled down the hall before them, smiling as he came. 
 
    “Welcome home, Stravad Leader,” he said, lifting his hands to take Fodongo’s cloak. “Sirs,” he added, nodding at the others in turn and taking their cloaks as well. Kai simply shrugged at him and looked away. He had no cloak to hand over. 
 
    “Thank you, Gamel,” replied Fodongo. “Where’s my wife?” 
 
    “She retired not long ago. I’ll go wake her, sir.” 
 
    Fodongo clapped the man on the back. “I’ll do so myself.” 
 
    To the right of the entrance hall rose a staircase, the banister a smooth, polished piece of wood, the tread covered in gold carpeting. The wall beside the staircase was hung with portraits, all of Stravad looking regal and important. When his eyes focused on the last two (Lemek, then Fodongo), he knew they were all the past leaders of Temeron. It was a sobering sight. A great many years and a great many people had led the Stravad capital, while DiNolfol had only seen its first (and perhaps last) king. 
 
    “This young man is Kiameron, Gamel. He’ll be staying with us and I know you’ll treat him as one of our own.” 
 
    Gamel dropped into a polite bow. “Of course, sir. Welcome, young master.” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    Ronake stepped forward then, slapping the servant on a shoulder. “Tell me there’s something left over from supper, Gamel. I’m starved.” 
 
    The servant laughed at the Stravad and moved beyond him to hang the cloaks on a rack beside the door. “If not, I’ll find something that should satisfy you, Master Ronake.” 
 
    “And maybe a little beer,” added Ronar. 
 
    The others laughed, but the servant nodded his head, motioning down the hall. “And beer, Master Ronar.” 
 
    “Not the brew from Anatem,” protested Hadar, but he gave the prince a playful wink as he headed in the direction the servant indicated. 
 
    Fodongo touched Lemek’s arm, holding Kai with his eyes. “You’ll see Kiameron to a room, won’t you?” 
 
    Lemek gave the Stravad Leader a tired smile. “Of course, Fodongo. Run up to that wife of yours. We’ll see you in the morning.” 
 
    Fodongo returned the smile. “Sleep well, Kiameron. I’ll meet you again at breakfast.” 
 
    Kai nodded and moved to follow Lemek. The Stravad Leader stopped him with a touch on his shoulder. 
 
    “Welcome home, Eldon’s heir.” 
 
    Kai felt something clench tight inside of him. He met the Stravad’s gaze and then glanced around the comfortable interior of his house. For some reason he couldn’t find the power to speak. Swallowing against the lump in his throat, he nodded and turned away. 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    Cy spent a sleepless night, tossing and turning. His mind wouldn’t let him rest. He thought of Saria alone in her cell and he fought against the need to check on her. It was important to keep as much distance between them as he could. 
 
    When he wasn’t thinking about Saria, he thought about what she’d let slip in her drugged confusion. Prince. Prince of DiNolfol. It probably meant nothing, but Cy couldn’t shake the feeling that once she’d said the words, she’d wanted to unsay them. 
 
    But why? 
 
    The feeling wouldn’t leave him. There was something significant in her reluctance. He was missing some part of the puzzle and Cy liked to figure out puzzles. 
 
    Whenever he was presented with something that didn’t quite ring true, he couldn’t keep his mind from worrying it until he had a solution. Cy knew when someone wasn’t being honest. He’d been relatively young when Gava discovered his special talent. It hadn’t taken much for Gava to realize a benefit for himself either. Put Cy onto a puzzle and he’d pursue it until he dropped from exhaustion. That he often regretted solving the problem didn’t stop him from taking up the gauntlet the next time. It was an impulse he couldn’t relinquish. 
 
    Throwing back the covers, he dressed in the dark, tugging on his boots, trousers, and shirt, but foregoing the tight jacket and gloves. He left the ties of his shirt undone, so the throat hung open, and finger-combed his hair. It was late enough that only a reduced guard of Gaviston would be about, certainly no one to report he hadn’t been in full uniform. 
 
    Tugging open the door, he peered down the hall, but he knew it would be deserted. Moving with the ease of life-long familiarity, he strode down the corridors and took the moving chamber to the second floor. The main chamber stretched away beneath him as he hurried across the catwalk to the command center, his footsteps echoing on the metal surface. He always got a feeling of vertigo crossing the vast chamber below him. 
 
    Once inside the command center, he fumbled for the knob to turn on Gava’s orb and waited until it was light enough to avoid bumping into furniture. He left the most recent log books where they lay, strode to the inner doorway, and removed the key from the hook beside the door. He couldn’t help a paranoid glance around as he unlocked it and shoved it open. The interior was also dark, but he reached for the knob and twisted it on. 
 
    A long table for conferences took up the majority of the space, but shelves along each wall housed binders full of information. It was to the last shelf Cy headed, hunkering down so he could see the spines on each book. Selecting the most recent one, he carried it to the table and thumbed through it. 
 
    For the next several hours, Cy hardly moved, lost in the information that had been scribbled on the pages in Erram’s spidery script. Cy didn’t often look at these records because truthfully they made him ill, but if he wanted more than numbers to answer his questions, this was the only place to get them to which he had access. He suspected there was another set of journals in Gava’s chambers, kept by the tyrant himself, but he’d never been permitted a moment to search that inner sanctum and he suspected he never would. 
 
    Cy had to give Erram credit. He did a respectable job keeping record of his more remarkable instances of death and destruction. Case in point, he had pages and pages on the fall of DiNolfol. 
 
    Cy had long suspected there were times when Gava actually allowed Erram to control the Gaviston for awhile. He was certain it only happened when Gava needed to rest and replenish himself, but still he knew Erram was more than an assistant. Erram was a full-fledged partner, an apprentice being groomed to take over should anything happen to the original maniac. Not that Cy thought Gava would hesitate to eliminate Erram in a heartbeat if he perceived of him as a threat. Gava’s benevolence only extended so far. 
 
    Whenever Erram was allowed to control the Gaviston, he felt compelled to record the experience. Cy took advantage of his adversary’s vanity only when he most needed information. Cy hated to read Erram’s accounts. Erram was sick. 
 
    The account regarding DiNolfol became specific. There were details of murder Cy would rather not have known. When he’d finished reading it, he closed the binder and sat in silence, staring at nothing. He felt soiled and nauseous and none-the-wiser. There was not one mention of a prince in any of the pages. 
 
    For a moment he was swamped with defeat. He wanted to go to Saria. He wanted her to make him forget what he’d just learned, but he couldn’t. It was too dangerous for both of them. 
 
    Bracing his chin in his hand, he closed his eyes, only to have the horrors written on the page spring to life in his mind. His eyes snapped open again. If you couldn’t find information one way, you simply had to find another. 
 
    He had access to the one person closest to the situation. He had access to the princess. Surely she would be able to tell him if there’d been a prince, and if there had been a prince, she might be able to tell him why that seemed like such a significant piece of information for Gava and Erram to overlook. 
 
    Picking up the binder, he rose to his feet and replaced it. As he made his way across the catwalk, he was already trying to think of a way he might trick her out of the information. 
 
    He had a method picked before his foot touched solid ground again. 
 
    Detouring to the kitchens, he made a tray of the choicest morsels he could find. Not that there was anything more than passably editable in the larder, but it was better than the princess usually got. Adding a pitcher of hot tea and two cups, he balanced the tray on one hand and pushed open the kitchen door with the other. 
 
    The Orahim were beginning to stir as he made his way toward the princess’ cell, but there was still a skeleton crew of Gaviston guarding the corridors. Cy glanced at the orb overhead, trying to judge how much time he had left. He deliberately avoided walking down the corridor where Saria was housed. It was a nearly overwhelming temptation, however. 
 
    The princess and her champion were both asleep in their respective cells, but Cy picked up the pewter cup and clanked it across the bars. The champion rolled upright first, squinting toward the door with a murderous look on his face. Cy ignored him, bending to place the tray on the floor outside the cell. He didn’t want to wake an Orahim to let him in just yet. 
 
    When he glanced up again, the princess was sitting up, her feet dangling over the edge of the cot. She looked pale and thinner, her hair tangled. Cy made a mental note to remember that for next time. 
 
    “What are you doing here?” 
 
    He flashed his most winning smile as he poured the tea into the cups. “Bringing you breakfast.” 
 
    “You can just take it away again!” snarled her protector, already at the door. 
 
    Cy’s gaze trailed up the man’s battered boots and worn clothing to the stubble that covered his chin, resting finally on his snapping eyes. He made another mental note. The man wasn’t as tall as he was, but he might be just a little broader about the chest. If Cy was going to get the princess to cooperate, he knew he might have to win over her watchdog first. 
 
    He slid a cup into her protector’s cell, then pushed the second into hers. She exchanged a glance with the other man before she rose to her feet and walked toward the door. Cy was impressed that she managed to look so regal and disdainful when she’d likely never been so filthy or bedraggled in her life. 
 
    Taking a seat on the floor before her cell, Cy braced his forearm on his bent knee and motioned at the cup. “Tea. I thought you might like a cup this morning.” 
 
    She halted by the door and looked down on him, her eyes narrowed in suspicion. “Why?” 
 
    Cy shrugged, smiling up into her face. “Hospitality. I realized I haven’t looked in on you since the last time we met.” 
 
    “When you had us locked away.” 
 
    “When I saved your lives.” 
 
    She knelt down on the other side of the door from him, but she didn’t reach for her cup. Her protector continued to loom above them. 
 
    “Princess, don’t listen to this scoundrel!” he warned. 
 
    She shifted her gaze from Cy to her protector and her look softened. Reaching through the bars, she held out her hand. The man dropped to his knees and took it. When she looked back at Cy, he could see the suspicion in her expression. 
 
    “Why should we trust you? The tea might be poisoned.” 
 
    Cy exhaled, then reached beneath the plate opening and withdrew the cup, bringing it to his lips and taking a large gulp. With a grimace of distaste, he shoved it back into her cell. 
 
    “It’s already losing its heat.” 
 
    She reached for the cup and folded it between her fingers, bringing it to her face and inhaling the scent. Glancing into Cy’s face one last time, she took a sip. 
 
    “It’s been so long since I’ve had tea.” 
 
    “If you can call it that,” Cy said. 
 
    “Go ahead, Grondi, it won’t be warm much longer.” 
 
    The other man reached for the cup, but he still glared at Cy as if he would spontaneously combust as a result. Cy gave him a weary smile and shook his head. It must be galling to be so impotent against circumstances. It was a feeling Cy had lived with his entire life. 
 
    Lifting the plates off the tray, he shoved them through each cell’s opening. “Do I need to taste all of that first too?” 
 
    Marri didn’t answer, but she reached for one of the rolls and brought it to her lips, taking a bite. Grondi did the same. 
 
    “Why are you here? What do you want?” 
 
    “Such regal command,” said Cy, flashing another smile. “I just wanted to bring you news. They captured the prince.” 
 
    She gasped and nearly dropped her cup. Beside her Grondi went suddenly still. “Kai? How? Where?” 
 
    Cy’s gaze narrowed. She was distressed, but even as he studied her, he saw the look of understanding dawn in her dark eyes. 
 
    “Villain!” she hissed, reaching for the cup as if she’d sling the contents in his face. 
 
    Cy held up a hand. “I wouldn’t if I were you.” 
 
    She shivered in rage, but she lowered it. 
 
    “Obviously, I lied...” he began. 
 
    “But why?” 
 
    “I wanted to know if there was a prince. The slip was made yesterday, but when I tried to find proof, I couldn’t find anything.” 
 
    “The slip? What are you talking about?” 
 
    “One of your subjects asked me about the prince, and yet when I questioned, she wouldn’t say another thing.” 
 
    “One of my subjects? Who? Who else lives besides us?” 
 
    Cy gave a mocking laugh. “I’m sure you wouldn’t know her. She wouldn’t necessarily travel in your same circles.” 
 
    “Tell me!” cried the princess. 
 
    “Her name is Saria.” 
 
    “Saria? Saria’s here, alive? Where?” 
 
    It was Cy’s turn to be surprised. “How do you know Saria? Was she one of your servants? Did she have to sit by your feet and tend your every whim?” 
 
    The princess’ eyes narrowed and Cy immediately knew he’d given too much of himself away. “Saria wasn’t a servant. She worked at the school as a teaching assistant. I knew her because of my brother.” 
 
    Cy tried hard to keep his features neutral, but he couldn’t help the betraying tick in his upper lip. 
 
    She smiled slyly. “Does that bother you?” 
 
    Cy gave a careless shrug. “I couldn’t care less who your brother kept as his mistress.” 
 
    “Really? You don’t sound convincing.” 
 
    “So how did your brother escape capture when DiNolfol was sacked?” 
 
    He caught the look the princess exchanged with her champion. “He wasn’t there.” 
 
    Cy frowned. “Not there? He ran away? Left his people to die, while he saved himself?” 
 
    Grondi bristled in affront, but the princess shrugged. 
 
    “Not very noble of him, was it?” 
 
    “That depends,” replied the princess. “He avoided capture, while we did not.” 
 
    “Yes, but it doesn’t make sense. You tried to escape, but didn’t succeed. I know enough about Gava’s methods to know he would have surrounded the entire protectorate before attacking. How did the prince escape then?” 
 
    “Why do you want to know?” 
 
    “Do you know why Gava picked DiNolfol to sack first?” 
 
    She glared at him. “Because he is a murdering psychopath.” 
 
    “There’s that, but DiNolfol was a very deliberate choice for his first protectorate.” 
 
    “Because it was the smallest,” growled Grondi. 
 
    “True, yet still not it entirely.” 
 
    “Are you going to tell us?” hissed the princess impatiently. 
 
    Cy pushed himself to his feet and stood looking down on them. Sometimes you had to dangle the bait longer than you wanted before you got a bite. “He destroyed DiNolfol because Eldon’s heir and talisman were being hidden there. If you know any history at all, you’ll realize how significant that fact is, but I’ll leave you now to your own contemplations. Good day, Your Highness,” he finished, dropping into a low bow. With a saucy wink at the princess for Grondi’s sake, he turned his back on them and strolled down the corridor. 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    Kai stood at the window of the room he’d been given the previous night. The shutters were open and the curtains were drawn back. He leaned on the sill and looked down into the street below. 
 
    To his left rose a bank of mountains that dropped to the edge of the Temerian wall in similar shades of gold and amber brown. The forest hugged the back of Fodongo’s house, and the prince wasn’t sure there was any clear line of delineation between the beginning of one and the ending of the other. Directly beneath his window, however, was the most compelling sight. 
 
    Stravad wandered the streets, moving without any particular hurry either to the center of the city or to the outer gate. The sound of their lyrical voices drifted up to him, carefree and content. He’d never heard the equal in his life. 
 
    Behind him the door opened and Kai glanced over his shoulder. Hadar poked his head through, then smiled when he noticed the prince was awake. 
 
    “Good morning, Eldon’s heir.” 
 
    “Good morning, but please call me Kai. I never got used to being called prince in my past life. I don’t think I’m gonna get used to this Eldon’s heir thing either.” 
 
    Hadar chuckled and pushed the door open with his foot. He carried a bundle of clothing and linens in his arms. “May I come in?” 
 
    Kai smiled despite himself. The man was already in the room. “What have you got?” 
 
    “Fodongo thought you might like a bath and a change of clothing. We weren’t very well prepared in the field. The trousers might be a bit long, but we can take them up and we’ve been commissioned to get other things you need before the day is much older.” 
 
    “I don’t understand.” 
 
    “Fodongo wants us to go to market and buy you clothing and any other items you might need.” His eyes dropped to the prince’s waist. “A sword if you know how to use one.” He motioned to another door. “I took the liberty of drawing you a bath, so you should hurry before it gets cold.” 
 
    Taking the articles of clothing, he made his way into the small bathing room connected to his sleeping chamber. As Hadar had promised, a steaming bath had been drawn, complete with soaps and shampoos. 
 
    A mirror hung from the wall and laying down his burden, Kai stepped in front of it. There was a dusky shadow of beard on his jaw and his face looked gaunt and haggard. Dark circles marred the skin beneath his eyes and his hair was dishevelled. 
 
    He studied his features, still unable to believe that he was full-blooded Stravad. Lifting his eyes, he regarded Hadar in the mirror as he stood in the doorway. There were similarities between the two, but Kai still didn’t feel Stravad. Not that he knew what it meant anyway. 
 
    “It’s difficult to believe that you’re one of us, isn’t it?” 
 
    “My eyes are grey.” 
 
    “A necessary alteration to hide your identity. Didn’t you ever notice, though, that they were a most unnatural shade? Have you ever seen eyes the same color before?” 
 
    Kai stared into his own eyes as if he’d seen them for the first time. “Now that you mention it, but it never occurred to me before.” 
 
    “Well, I’m afraid that’s only the first of many discoveries for you. Now I’ll leave you to your bath.” 
 
    Kai continued to stare at his reflection for a few more moments. How did one go about altering something so individual as eye color? Although Kai guessed it had been necessary, he wondered what shade of blue his eyes had naturally been. Stravad eyes were singular because of their brilliance. They seemed to shine with an inner light. Staring at his eyes now, really seeing them for the first time, he thought they looked washed out as if they’d been leached of color and vibrancy. 
 
    After bathing, Kai met Hadar in the hallway beyond his room. The Stravad led him to the long winding staircase. While not as large nor as starkly grand as Ferenc’s palace, the Stravad Leader’s house was warm and welcoming. The walls were muted in earth tones and decorated with finely crafted paintings, some of people, but many of landscapes. Carpeting covered the stairs and spread through the entryway. Two hallways branched off the main entrance and Hadar took the one on the left which led past rooms that displayed more comfort than luxury. 
 
    Hadar stopped before two huge oak doors and taking hold of the gold handles, threw them open inward, exposing an enormous dining area filled with people. A long oak table took up the majority of the room and a fabulous scent found its way to Kai’s nose, but his eyes were captured by something else. 
 
    Fodongo sat at the head of the table, quietly talking to Ronake and sipping from a cup. To his right sat a breath-taking woman. Her long, golden brown hair flowed down her back and framed her delicate face with its perfect features. Her lips were full and lushly feminine. Her eyes were a sky blue and deep. She smiled at Kai as he stood dumbfounded. 
 
    Fodongo rose, motioning for him to approach. “This is Kiameron. This, Eldon’s heir, is my wife, Panral.” 
 
    “I’m pleased to meet you,” Kai said, inclining his head as he’d been taught in his father’s court. 
 
    Panral also inclined her head toward him. “The pleasure is mine. I trust you slept well.” 
 
    “It’s been a long time since I’ve slept as well, my lady.” 
 
    Fodongo’s hand came down on his shoulder, drawing him forward. “Remember. Temerian Stravad do not believe in titles of nobility. You may call my wife by her given name.” 
 
    Panral rose to her feet, casting a severe look on her husband as she took Kai’s arm and led him to a place beside her at the table. “Heaven forbid a person show respect, Fodongo.” 
 
    Kai sat where she indicated and glanced up at the Stravad Leader. He was actually smiling at his wife. It was a sight the younger man couldn’t remember seeing before, but it vanished the moment his eyes met Kai’s. 
 
    “He must learn our ways, Panral,” he replied, returning to his seat again. 
 
    Across the table, Ronake winked at him and leaned forward to pass him a carafe. “Have some tea, Kiameron.” 
 
    Kai reached for the container and filled his own cup, lifting it to his mouth. He couldn’t remember when he’d tasted tea last. The taste was so pleasant, so overpowering, he closed his eyes in pleasure and memories swamped him. 
 
    The smell of tea, the sun on his back, Niron across the table from him. 
 
    Someone clasped his shoulder and he glanced up to find Hadar taking a seat beside him. “Feels good to be safe, doesn’t it?” 
 
    “Yes, it does.” 
 
    At that moment, Lemek limped into the room. Hadar rose immediately to pull out a chair for him, but the old man waved him off. “I’m not crippled yet, so don’t treat me like I am.” 
 
    Ronake chuckled and nodded for Kai to hand him the carafe so he could fill the old man’s cup. “Mind if I pour you some tea, you old codger.” 
 
    “Ronake, really!” scolded Panral. 
 
    Ronake winked at her and picked up his fork, digging into the food piled on his plate. 
 
    Fodongo began placing dishes before Kai. “Eat, Kiameron, there’s plenty here.” There was fresh honey, roasted meats, and white flaky pastries swimming in a syrupy sauce of some kind. 
 
    Kai watched the food pile up before him and realized he’d lost his appetite. Everything was so strange now. He’d never felt like he belonged in DiNolfol. Temeron had always seemed like a bright haven waiting for him, yet now that he was here, he didn’t feel as if he belonged here either. He had to wonder if there was a place for him anywhere anymore. 
 
    He felt Panral’s eyes on him. “Fodongo told me you’d been ill. Are you still not feeling well?” 
 
    “I’m fine.” 
 
    “Then aren’t you hungry?” 
 
    He started to answer, then decided they might think him ungrateful. Truly, he was here at their mercy. He had no money – nothing by which to pay them – and because it was so awkward a position for a person who had never known a moment without, he didn’t know how to respond. 
 
    “I’m hungry,” he began. “At least I think I am. I just...” 
 
    As he’d seen many times on their journey to Temeron, the Stravad all regarded him as if he was suddenly speaking a language they didn’t understand. 
 
    “I’m not even sure what I’m doing here.” 
 
    Fodongo glanced at his companions, then back at the prince. “We were having breakfast.” 
 
    “That’s not what I meant.” 
 
    “Do say what you mean, then.” Fodongo took a few bites and nodded in Kai’s direction. “You’re free to speak your mind here.” 
 
    “I have no money...” 
 
    “Did anyone ask you for some?” responded the Stravad Leader indignantly. 
 
    “I’m not sure what you expect me to do now. We haven’t discussed that part of it. Obviously I can’t just hide out here forever. Gava’s bound to know I’ve escaped and he’ll track us here. If you pushed my parents and me out when there was only a threat, you can’t just let me stay now.” 
 
    Fodongo’s eyes widened. The others exchanged anxious looks, but they didn’t speak. Finally the Stravad Leader shook his head in disbelief. “Eldon’s star, it’s no wonder you have no appetite, but would you ruin mine as well?” 
 
    “You asked me what was on my mind...” 
 
    “And any one of those would have been plenty,” said Fodongo with a wave of his fork. He placed it back on his plate and pushed the plate away, rising to his feet. “You’ll never learn to be Stravad this way, Kiameron, by worrying yourself into anemia. Spend the day exploring the city, enjoying yourself. There’s plenty of time later to fret over Gava.” With a shiver of distaste, he extended his hand to his wife. 
 
    She rose gracefully and placed her hand in his. 
 
    “I shall see you tonight, Kiameron. Hadar has been kind to offer his guidance for today. Explore Temeron, buy whatever you need, and worry about nothing more. Listen and watch our people, and learn.” Leveling a piercing eye on the younger man, he added, “Learn what it means to be Stravad. That’s all we’re going to concentrate on now. That’s all.” With that he led his wife from the room. 
 
    Turning back, Kai looked between the old man, Ronake, and Hadar. They were watching him with that same bewildered expression. With a frown, he turned his attention to the food and began eating more for a need to fill the gaping void in his stomach than anything else. 
 
    “Don’t be afraid to open yourself up. Fodongo can teach you much you need to know. Let him,” said the old man and surprised him with a youthful smile. 
 
    Kai forced a smile in return. 
 
    With a grunt of agreement for the old man, Hadar pushed himself away from the table. “Come, Kai, let’s see Temeron.” 
 
    Kai rose to follow Hadar. His whole life was now new to him. Nothing remained of what he’d been or what he’d known. And suddenly Kai felt unbearably lonely. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 20 
 
      
 
    Hadar suggested they walk into the market. Kai wasn’t sure he felt up for a lengthy walk, but he didn’t want to seem disagreeable. And once he got on the street, he found he didn’t mind stretching his legs. 
 
    The sun was warm without being oppressive and the people they passed were all cheerful and good natured. Kai was content to walk beside the other man and drink it all in. Beyond the physical beauty of the Stravad people, Kai couldn’t deny they seemed happier and more content than any other people he’d ever met. 
 
    Eventually they came to the market, which was really a collection of colorful tents lining both sides of the street. The goods on display ranged from cooking utensils to fabric for dress making. The sides of the tents were open and joined to one another. A person could purchase a finely wrought sword in one booth and move to the next to buy a ring for his sweetheart. Strolling through the tents and among the shoppers were people playing various musical instruments. Kai heard flutes and lyres, and a strange collection of bells that chimed in different keys. 
 
    “Fodongo keeps telling me I need to learn what it means to be Stravad. What does he mean?” 
 
    “This,” Hadar said, holding out his hands. “This enjoyment in simply being alive. Forgetting all the Human trappings, the social hierarchies, the angling for a better position. Temerian Stravad exist in the moment, living life to the fullest.” 
 
    “That comes hard when one sees his family and friends killed, his home destroyed.” 
 
    “Yes, for DiNolfol I suppose it’s too late, but for a Temerian Stravad, there isn’t much to fear.” 
 
    Kai halted in the middle of the street and stared at him. “You don’t fear Gava?” 
 
    “Don’t mistake what I say, Kiameron. We have a very healthy fear of Gava, but we’re taking steps to insure the safety of our city.” 
 
    “Such as what?” He motioned around them at the people going about their daily business as if nothing dangerous lurked on the horizon. 
 
    “Such as you!” 
 
    Kai’s eyes widened. He must have blanched because Hadar’s smile fell. 
 
    “Are you all right? I keep forgetting the trauma you’ve been through. Should we return to the house?” 
 
    Kai could only stare at him. 
 
    “Kiameron? Are you all right?” 
 
    Kai took a deep breath. “What exactly do you and Fodongo think I can do?” 
 
    Hadar gave him a patient smile. “You’re Eldon’s heir.” 
 
    “What exactly does that mean?” 
 
    “You bear the emerald. You command its power.” 
 
    Kai opened his mouth to state the obvious – first, that he no longer had the emerald, and second, that he didn’t know what its power might be, and third, that he didn’t begin to know how to access that power even if he had it – but... 
 
    ...but, suddenly he knew it wouldn’t make any difference. 
 
    “Of course,” he said and flashed a pained smile. 
 
    They spent the remainder of the day more pleasantly than Kai had expected. They met many amusing people and Kai found himself laughing at their quick wits, despite the fact that he couldn’t shake his own apprehension. 
 
    Stravad were very generous with their wealth. If Kai so much as looked at an item for more than a half dozen seconds, Hadar either bought it or the merchant gave it away, and so the younger man came away from the day with more baubles and trinkets than he’d ever possessed in his entire life, and frankly, no idea of what he was going to do with it all. 
 
    In the late afternoon they wandered back toward Fodongo’s house, well fed and well encumbered with packages. Kai better understood why the Temerian Stravad seemed so oblivious to their plight. It was difficult to think anything existed beyond the golden walls of their city or that anyone would wish to do them harm, but the more Kai saw of Temeron, the more he knew it just couldn’t last. 
 
    Men like Gava always preyed on the innocent, they always sought to destroy beauty and purity when they found it. And Temeron had about it a beauty and sanctity that invited such attacks. 
 
    Even as these thoughts took form, he began to feel ill. He looked at Hadar and opened his mouth to speak, but dizziness swamped him and he staggered. Black dots danced before his eyes. The dots began to coalesce until they became a veil of darkness. Slowly the darkness began to clear like a grey fog sneaking away from the sun, and a building was unveiled. Sightless, mindless people issued from the building. 
 
    Kai trembled. One face filled his mind, a man’s face. His hands were clenched at his sides and his feet moved in a methodic, mechanical gait. White, blind eyes stared at him, cold and inhuman. They were strange, those eyes, so unfamiliar and yet... 
 
    The eyes were familiar, as well known as a part of him. Their shape, size, even color were a part of him...they were his own eyes. 
 
    The vision vanished and he found himself kneeling on the cobblestones before Fodongo’s house. Hadar was beside him. The sun was a warm weight against his back, but it didn’t warm him inside. 
 
    “Are you all right?” 
 
    Rolling to a sitting position, Kai braced his head in his hands. A cold sweat peppered his brow and ran down his spine. Hadar held his arm and their packages lay strewn across the road. 
 
    Behind them the door opened and rapid footsteps sounded across the veranda. Closing his eyes, Kai willed his heart to slow its frantic beat. 
 
    “What happened, Hadar?” came Panral’s anxious voice. 
 
    “I think he passed out.” 
 
    Panral hunkered down beside him, grasping his arm. “Let’s get you inside.” 
 
    Kai allowed the two of them to pull him upright. 
 
    Lemek waited on the stairs, a worried expression on his face. “Is he all right?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” said Panral, “but you’d better pull Fodongo out of council.” 
 
    “No,” said Kai. “Don’t bother him. I just need to sleep. It was the walk into town. I haven’t had that much exercise in a long time. I’m fine.” 
 
    For some reason he didn’t want to tell them about the vision. It seemed too personal, too intimate, and truthfully, he didn’t think he could bear another one of their confused looks right now. 
 
    He was grateful when they didn’t argue with him, but helped him to his room. While Panral and Lemek sat with him, Hadar ran down to the kitchen for some tea. Then they fussed over him a little more, closing the curtains, and feeling his forehead for fever. Finally they departed, warning him to call if he needed anything, and shut the door behind them. 
 
    Kai sat up, swinging his legs to the floor. Then he went and drew back the drapes. Taking a seat in the window, he looked down on Temeron. It was late afternoon and the mountain cast shadows over many of the houses, but in those shadows, the cottages seemed to glimmer like precious jewels. 
 
    When you reach the top and look over, I want you to think carefully about what you see. The prize below is the one Gava wants most of all. How many more DiNolfols must there be? This war isn’t going to be won by armies. It’ll take something more – the legacy of Eldon reborn. 
 
    Bowing his head in his hands, Kai wanted to weep, but to his dismay he didn’t even have the energy left to do that. 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    Cy clenched his jaw and shifted weight, willing himself to be patient as the sleepy Orahim shuffled down the corridor before him. He felt it was safest to see the princess in the early morning hours, when everyone else was usually asleep. 
 
    Cy woke even earlier to see Saria. He had brought her better clothing and a hairbrush, books and some vitamins in a pill form to supplement the meager nutrients in her diet. She had simply looked at the items for a long time, but finally she’d lifted her head and tears had glimmered in her eyes. 
 
    Cy had been startled. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    She had swallowed the tears, wiping them away with a sweep of her fingertips. “These belonged to your mother, didn’t they?” 
 
    He had admitted they were his mother’s things, things he’d bought her himself. Things he’d brought back to her during the many times Gava had sent him into Loden to put an ear to the world. 
 
    Gava couldn’t send Erram because Erram’s very appearance caused suspicion, but if Cy was careful, he could easily pass himself off as a Human. With threats against his mother always in the background of his mind, Cy had done Gava’s bidding more times than he could remember. And yet, never, never did he leave that he didn’t return with something, anything just to see a spark of life in his mother’s blue eyes. 
 
    It had been the first time he’d ever told anyone that secret, but he told Saria, sitting on the edge of her cot, his head bowed. She’d come to sit beside him and somewhere in the middle of it, she’d placed her hand in his. They’d sat like that for a long time without speaking. 
 
    The Orahim hissed something at him as it fumbled for the key. Cy blinked away the recent memory and glanced into the cell. The princess was rolling over, her eyes clouded by sleep, her hair more disheveled than a few days before. 
 
    Cy shifted his bundle and reached over the Orahim’s shoulder, grabbing the ring of keys. The creature hissed at him and reared away, but it made no move to stop him. Cy shot it a warning glare as he fitted another key into the lock, listening for a click. 
 
    The princess threw back her thin blanket and climbed to her feet. “This is getting to be a habit.” 
 
    He tried another key. “I think you’ll be glad I came when I show you what I’ve brought.” The lock clicked and he pushed open the door, removing the key and tossing the entire ring to the Orahim. 
 
    Its reflexes were still slow from sleep and the keys struck it in the chest, clattering to the floor. Cy flinched and instinctively ducked his head, then felt foolish for the movement. The princess’ shrewd eyes were on him as he crossed the cell and dropped his bundle on her cot. Behind them the Orahim shut the door again and shuffled back down the corridor. 
 
    The princess’ watch dog was awake now and looming at the bars that separated their cells. “What do you want?” 
 
    Cy glanced at him as he continued sorting. The princess had followed him and was watching him curiously. “I brought you some better clothing.” 
 
    “You could have done that out there,” said Grondi. 
 
    “You can pass these to him through the bars. I wouldn’t want him to try anything stupid,” responded Cy. 
 
    “Like break your neck,” the princess answered with a chilling smile. 
 
    Cy returned the smile with his most devilish grin. “Yeah, like that,” he purred, then reached down and picked up the glass bottle he’d brought. “This isn’t poison, sorry to disappoint you, but it is a supplement that might stave off malnutrition or other unpleasant dietary diseases. Orahim are not the most inventive cooks and...” He motioned to the orb faintly glowing in the corridor beyond the cell. “...that isn’t really sunlight; therefore, supplements – vitamin C, A, etc.” 
 
    The princess bent down and lifted one of the books. “And these?” 
 
    His black eyes danced with mischief. He enjoyed teasing her. “Didn’t they teach you to read, Princess?” When she glared at him, he smiled again and added, “Those are for your brain, so it won’t go to mush.” 
 
    “We don’t want your charity!” growled her champion. 
 
    “He has a point,” said the princess. “We have absolutely nothing to give you in return.” 
 
    Cy shoved aside one of the garments and lifted the brush, holding it up before the princess’ eyes. “That’s where you’re wrong. And can you really tell me you wouldn’t like just one little thing here?” 
 
    She snatched the brush from his fingers. “You’re a villain.” 
 
    “So you’ve said. And you probably give every man sleepless nights, Your Highness.” 
 
    “Is that what keeps you up? Thoughts of a woman? Saria perhaps?” 
 
    “Saria isn’t open for discussion.” 
 
    “Neither is my brother,” stated the princess, taking a seat on the cot. Even in tattered sack-cloth, she looked as if she were holding court. 
 
    Cy drew a deep breath and sank down beside her. She didn’t draw away from him, but on the other side of the cell, Grondi was about to throw a coronary. Running a hand through his hair, Cy thought over his plan once more. The princess was too shrewd, too clever to trick for very long. And she had a suspicious nature, one an equal rival to his own. 
 
    “What if I level with you, come clean, and then you decide if you can trust me?” 
 
    “Is that possible for you?” 
 
    When Cy arched a brow, she added, “The coming clean part, I mean.” 
 
    “I know what you mean,” said Cy and he couldn’t help but smile. “Is it possible for you to trust anyone?” 
 
    “You’re not exactly asking me to trust anyone, are you? You’re asking me to trust you.” 
 
    “Touché.” 
 
    She was studying him intently, her eyes searching his face. Cy watched Grondi pace, but he also tried to think of a way to get around this whole situation. 
 
    “What exactly are you?” 
 
    Cy’s eyes snapped to her face and Grondi stopped pacing. 
 
    “You ducked when the keys hit the floor as if the noise startled you, as if you didn’t want anyone to hear. Don’t you think that’s strange?” 
 
    Cy didn’t answer, simply studied her in return. He had a grudging admiration for her powers of observation. Without flinching from his stare, she continued. “I think it’s strange, but then I thought that day in Gava’s chambers was more than strange. I realize I was terrified out of my mind, but the way he treated you...” 
 
    “Was what?” 
 
    “Not like a conspirator.” Her eyes tracked him up and down. “Have you ever killed anyone?” 
 
    Cy glanced at Grondi, then back again. “If I answer your questions, will you answer mine?” 
 
    “We’ll see. Answer me first. That’s what he wanted you to do, wasn’t it? Kill us?” 
 
    Cy nodded. 
 
    “And that whole elaborate plan of yours, all of that prattle about ransoming me off, was so you could get out of killing us, wasn’t it?” 
 
    Cy nodded again. 
 
    “So tell me the truth – have you ever killed anyone?” 
 
    “No, not to my knowledge.” 
 
    “I didn’t think you could.” 
 
    Cy gave a bitter bark of laughter and pushed himself to his feet, striding toward the door. “Well, there’s where you’re wrong. I haven’t killed anyone, it’s true, but that’s because I haven’t had the right motivation. With the right motivation, I can do anything, even kill.” 
 
    “How long have you been here?” 
 
    “My entire life.” 
 
    The princess’ expression came the closest to sympathetic Cy had yet seen. He didn’t like it. He didn’t want her sympathy. “They’ve done things to you, haven’t they? Hurt you? That’s why you flinched when the keys fell.” 
 
    “What’s all of this?” 
 
    “I’m trying to find a reason for trusting you.” 
 
    “And if I’ve been abused, you’ll trust me, is that it? Gods, Princess, isn’t that just a bit melodramatic?” 
 
    “Maybe, but the truth is the truth and it’s there in your eyes. Deny it all you want. It’s still there.” 
 
    “I need to know about your brother, the prince, because it might be very important. Not just for you or me, but for everyone...all of Loden.” 
 
    She frowned at him. “That sounds melodramatic to me.” 
 
    Cy sat beside her again. “Please listen to me, Your Highness. Gava chose DiNolfol because he’d tracked Eldon’s heir and talisman to that very location. Surely you had some classical education that taught you about the prophecy of Eldon and the legend behind it.” 
 
    “Some,” she said. “Something about one giving way to many and a talisman of power. It never made much sense.” 
 
    “Prophesies never do, not in foresight, but the legend is this –  some time ago Eldon proclaimed an heir, then disappeared himself. It was believed he hid both the heir and the talisman somewhere close together. Most suspected Temeron was the location, but others said the two had disappeared into Loden never to be seen again...well, that is until such a time as they were needed.” 
 
    “I know that, but it’s a fable, a legend.” 
 
    “Gava believed it was true.” 
 
    “Gava’s a psychopath.” 
 
    “Maybe, but there must have been something more to his knowledge. Gava always hedges his bets and for as long as I can remember, he’s been searching for the both of them, tearing Loden apart. After DiNolfol fell, he told me he’d captured both.” 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “And I haven’t seen either, but that means less than nothing; however, I expected him to declare outright war the moment they were in his possession. DiNolfol has been gone what now – a month, and yet he sits in his chamber or pontificates to the Gavistra, but he makes no other move.” Cy tapped a finger against his right temple. “All of this has been going around and around in my mind, then the other day, I heard about the prince. Not one mention of him before, but suddenly no one knows what happened to him. I’ve seen how quick that mind of yours is. You tell me you wouldn’t be suspicious.” 
 
    “This is ridiculous!” snapped Grondi from across the cell. 
 
    Cy glanced at him, then back to the princess. “Is it? Am I really being ridiculous, Your Highness?” 
 
    “Stop calling me that. I’m not anyone’s Highness anymore.” 
 
    “I answered your questions. Answer mine. Why was the prince not in DiNolfol during the sack?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” 
 
    When Cy gave her an annoyed look, she added, “I’m serious, I don’t know. No one knew why. We were all out looking for him, but he disappeared. Four days before the attack, he went missing.” 
 
    Cy straightened beside her. She was telling the truth. After a moment, he rose to his feet and started pacing. Something wasn’t making sense. Something wasn’t right. Gava said he had both Eldon’s heir and talisman in his possession. It was a coup unlike any before it. Such a conquest would needs be flaunted, and yet it hadn’t been. Not another word had been said about it. 
 
    In fact, now that Cy thought on it, except for the strange delivery of Saria to his cell, Gava had not demanded his presence once since the princess arrived. Nor had Gava given him a task to perform. 
 
    “What are you thinking?” 
 
    He looked down at her. “Was there something special about your brother, something other than him being a prince?” 
 
    The princess shifted her eyes to her champion. 
 
    “Princess,” Grondi said in warning, then added, “Marri, be careful.” 
 
    She nodded at him, then looked back at Cy. “Yes,” she said, “yes, there was.” 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    Niron threw his pack in the back of the wagon and stretched to chase away the last bit of sleep. Ason looked down from the buckboard and watched the little man scramble into place beside him. 
 
    “The nights keep getting shorter and shorter, don’t they?” 
 
    Niron sighed and gazed out at the dense forest that stretched on before them. The Tridarn – Niron hadn’t been within its sweeping bows in so many years. He thought of his mother with no lessening of his pain. She’d always talked of returning to the Tridarn someday. The Daman wished now that he’d brought her body back to rest forever. 
 
    Ason clucked to the horse and it started forward reluctantly. “Curse this forest,” he said and Niron grabbed his arm, shaking his head. 
 
    “The trees have ears and they don’t like to be cursed. While we’re in the Tridarn, I suggest you keep your thoughts to yourself.” 
 
    Ason looked at him for a moment and then laughed. “My, you’re a superstitious little man, aren’t you? The trees have ears, and I suppose the rocks have eyes.” 
 
    “As a matter of fact, some of them do.” Ason laughed again. “But suit yourself. You’re the one that’s Human, not me.” 
 
    Ason stared at him for a moment, then forced another sarcastic laugh. “You do talk strangely sometimes,” he said and then leaned back on the buckboard and began to whistle. 
 
    Niron watched him with raised brows. It seemed Ason was determined to call attention to himself, despite Niron’s warnings. 
 
    He shut his eyes, remembering his childhood. It had been a relatively happy one in the Tridarn. The only thing that had marred it had been his father’s death when he was very young. Niron could still remember seeing the boar’s head hanging over the mantle in his mother’s cottage for years after his father’s death. 
 
    He opened his eyes when he felt the wagon pull to a stop. Around them stood Daman warriors with their bows strung and their arrows pointed at the intruders. 
 
    Niron rose to his feet and spoke something in Intera. 
 
    Ason watched him intently. “What did you tell them?” 
 
    “I’m not exactly sure, but they haven’t shot us yet so I must be doing all right.” 
 
    “You’re not sure! Don’t you speak the language?” 
 
    “Yes,” said Niron, “but I haven’t had occasion to speak it in over a decade. You can’t expect me to remember it as well as the common tongue you Humans babble in continually.” 
 
    “Well, maybe you shouldn’t speak at all. We don’t want to offend them.” 
 
    Niron eyed the man in disgust. “You already did that with your curses and your infernal whistling.” 
 
    The Daman warriors shouted something to Niron that the little man didn’t understand. Two of them came forward and grabbed Ason by the tail of his coat, pulling him from the buckboard of the wagon and dropping him on the ground. 
 
    “They want you to get down off the wagon,” said Niron with a smirk. 
 
    “Thank you,” said Ason, righting himself. 
 
    Niron climbed off the wagon and faced the warriors. They made some hand signals toward the horse that clearly indicated the entire group was to go on foot without the wagon. Niron looked at Ason and translated, “They want us to leave the wagon and horse here and go with them.” 
 
    “Amazing! I can’t imagine how you figured that out. Do you have Stravad powers of your own?” 
 
    “Fine. I won’t attempt to help you anymore, but I will tell you that Daman in the Tridarn have little love of Humans.” 
 
    Ason scrutinized the little warriors before him and then shrugged his shoulders. Niron suspected he thought the bows and arrows of his people looked like little more than darts, despite the story Niron had told him. 
 
    The warriors led them through the forest and it seemed like over an hour before they finally slowed their pace. They passed through some dense undergrowth and then suddenly Ason and Niron found themselves in the heart of the Daman kingdom. 
 
    Daman went hurriedly to and fro in the clearing from their cottages to the market and back again. Niron felt his heart quicken in recognition. The Daman warriors led them through the streets and stopped at a very large cottage surrounded by the protective trunks of Tridarn trees. On the porch sat a most exquisite Daman. Niron caught his breath. It had been many years since he’d seen the Daman queen, Glinka, but her beauty had not diminished with her age. She smiled and held out her hand. Niron accepted it and then went down on his knees, pressing it to his lips in reverence. 
 
    With a kind smile, she motioned for him to rise. Niron went and stood with his companion, shooting a warning look at him. They were still surrounded and any suspicious move would not be tolerated. 
 
    “Niron’s a child of this forest, but you are not. What’s your name?” she said to Ason in the common tongue. 
 
    Ason clicked his heels together smartly and executed a formal bow. Niron couldn’t help the impressed lifting of his brows. “Your Highness, my name is Ason. Lately I was in service to the lord and lady of DiNolfol.” 
 
    Glinka’s head lifted and a small murmur went through the gathering crowd. Most Daman spoke the common tongue, so Ason’s words were easily understood. Those that didn’t had only to ask their neighbor for a translation. 
 
    “We received word of DiNolfol’s tragedy,” said the queen. She made a motion behind Niron and the little man turned. He recognized the white plume bouncing from the crown of the jendarome’s hat immediately. It was the same jendarome who had presided over his father’s burial so many years before. When the queen cleared her throat, Niron shifted back around. “We also heard of your great personal loss, Niron.” 
 
    Niron swallowed hard, but he couldn’t speak. Instead he bowed his head. 
 
    “Your loss is our own. However, the jendarome may have welcome news for you.” 
 
    When Ason and Niron exchanged a puzzled look, she laughed. “We’ve had many visitors in the Tridarn of late.” 
 
    Niron’s expression grew expectant and he turned his gaze to the jendarome. 
 
    “Almost two weeks ago,” stated the jendarome, “we found a group of Stravad camping near the border. We intercepted them and shared discourse. It was the Stravad Leader himself and his closest advisors. With them was the prince of DiNolfol, or more accurately, Eldon’s heir.” 
 
    Niron's eyes swung to Ason’s face. “Are you sure? You saw him yourself?” 
 
    The jendarome nodded. 
 
    "But how? Last I saw him, he’d been captured by Gaviston." 
 
    “As the Stravad tell it, he escaped and they rescued him. They were headed for Temeron when we last saw them.” 
 
    For some strange reason, tears prickled in Niron’s eyes. He fought them back. His master was alive and safe with the Stravad. Just as Master Tafoya had wanted all those years before. 
 
    “Tell me, Niron, what has brought you home?” asked the queen. “And is it to stay?” 
 
    “No, my queen, not yet. I need to follow my master and offer him whatever help I can give.” He nodded at his companion. “Ason has agreed to accompany me.” 
 
    “The world’s filled with danger now. I fear that what happened in DiNolfol is destined to be repeated.” 
 
    “That’s why we can’t stay. It isn’t just for my master. It’s for DiNolfol and the Tridarn. For my mother and the queen and king. I guess, it’s really for all of Loden. If we don’t stand up and fight, who will?” 
 
    “Bravely spoken,” said the queen. “Our prayers go with you then.” She shifted her gaze to the Human. “We don’t often let outsiders into our inner sanctum, but this is not a usual time nor circumstance. You are welcome with us and from this day forward, you shall remain a friend.” 
 
    Ason executed another bow. “I’m honored, Your Highness.” 
 
    “You must stay here with us tonight and we’ll provide you with provisions for your journey tomorrow.” 
 
    “Again, we’d be honored,” replied Ason. 
 
    “On the single requirement that you let go of your grim mission and celebrate life with us. You must eat and drink and dance as if there would be no tomorrow and no regret if tomorrow never came. Do you accept?” 
 
    Ason couldn’t help but chuckle. “I accept.” 
 
    Glinka rose then to her feet and clapped her hands together. Before Niron’s stunned eyes the entire clearing was transformed. Boards, trestles and benches were brought forth, followed by Daman delicacies of every variety. Casks of beer were rolled out from the cottages surrounding the clearing and mugs were passed from person to person. 
 
    The feast was magnificent. Sitting next to Glinka, Niron received the choicest cuts of meat and the sweetest slices of pie. His beer mug was never allowed to run dry and as the feasting continued, his cheeks grew red and his tongue loose. 
 
    If the Daman queen and her subjects felt any fear of the future or any grief for those who shared Loden with them, it wasn’t evident during the elaborate meal. Even Ason, who didn’t understand a word of Intera, felt infected by the spirit of the occasion, and laughed and smiled at his Daman hosts when they spoke to him. 
 
    As the night wore on and the stars speckled the sky between the mass of tree boughs, Niron’s ability to understand Intera improved dramatically with each new mug of beer. Ason began to look to him for interpretation every time the Daman to his immediate right seemed intent that he understand something. 
 
    “He says that he’s never met a Human who could hold his beer.” 
 
    Ason regarded the man to his right narrowly and took a deliberate sip from his mug. “Tell him that I was the finest ale drinker during the Valhall celebrations each year in DiNolfol.” 
 
    Niron translated and both Daman broke out into guffaws. “He says that Human ale and Daman beer are nothing alike and to compare the two shows your utter inexperience at drinking. He also warns you to go easy on the mug in your hand before your senses become addled.” 
 
    Ason saluted both Niron and the Daman to his right with his mug, lifted it to his mouth, and drained it to the last drop. He returned the mug to the table with a satisfactory thump, amid laughter from both Daman, and leaned back in his chair with a self-serving smile. “I feel wonderful.” 
 
    A trio of Daman had taken a place in the center of the clearing. One held a flute in his hands, another had a drum with a twisting snake coiled around the base, and the third stood with arms folded behind his back. They struck up a melodic, slow song and the music was so sorrowful and the voice so wistful that tears formed in Niron’s eyes and coursed down his cheeks. For the first time since leaving DiNolfol, he cried for his terrible, bitter loss. 
 
    Then his tears were spent and yet the song wove on and up into the boughs of the pines overhead. He thought he could almost see the notes and the words drifting upwards towards the trees and he raised his head to the sky. After a time he felt tired and closed his eyes as the tune washed over him and buoyed him in its wake. 
 
    He woke with a start and glanced around. Dawn had come. He sat up and placed his throbbing head in his hands as the memories of the previous night flushed over him. He looked down on himself and realized that he was lying in the back of the wagon. Suddenly, the horse nickered and tossed its head. 
 
    Looking around, he pulled himself to his knees. The clearing in which the feast had taken place the previous night was gone as were all traces that it had ever been. The Daman were gone... 
 
    His eyes came to rest on Ason, who sat on the ground beside the wagon with his head in his hands. “They’re gone.” 
 
    “But how...” 
 
    Niron narrowed his eyes on the Human. “It’s the Daman way. No one’s allowed to know and as I no longer belong here, I wasn’t privileged with that information.” 
 
    “Let’s go. We’ve a lot of ground to cover if we’re gonna try and catch up with the prince in Temeron.” 
 
    Niron grimaced. “Good land, man, have you no heart. Can’t a body collect his thoughts and have a quick breakfast before suffering through another day being pulled by that skinny nag of yours.” 
 
    Ason sighed. “Obviously, it’s going to be a long day.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 21 
 
      
 
    Kai wandered down the staircase, studying the faces of the past Stravad Leaders. He wasn’t surprised to find so many women among the auspicious line-up. Temerian Stravad believed in whoever was best suited to fulfill that duty, not paterlineal orders of succession. 
 
    He paused beside Fodongo’s portrait. The Stravad was smiling, something Kai had seldom seen him do. He had also left him alone last night. Despite his loneliness, Kai needed time to sort through his conflicting emotions, time to think. Yet even with that time, he hadn’t come up with any solutions. 
 
    He’d passed a tormented night, sleeping for short intervals, only to awaken with an odd feeling of doom pressing down on him. Nothing seemed right, nothing seemed normal. Even in the most beautiful land in all of Loden, Kai could not find peace. 
 
    Gamel met him in the entrance hall. “Good morning, young master.” 
 
    Kai gave him a forced smile. “Good morning, Gamel.” 
 
    “Would you like some breakfast?” 
 
    “Tea would be appreciated. Actually, I’m looking for the Stravad Leader.” 
 
    “He’s waiting for you in his den. Come, I’ll show you the way.” 
 
    The servant took the opposite hallway from the dining room and moved along at a rapid pace. At the end were two doors – one was made of glass and opened onto the back veranda, and the other solid wood and shut for the moment. Gamel rapped on the wooden door. 
 
    “Come.” 
 
    Gamel reached for the handle and opened the door wide. “I’ve brought you Eldon’s heir, Stravad Leader.” 
 
    Fodongo was sitting behind a desk, but he swiveled in his chair and glanced up. He’d been talking with Lemek, who sat on a divan across the room. Behind Lemek was a bank of windows, which looked out over the back veranda and the forest beyond. 
 
    “Come in, Kiameron,” said Fodongo. 
 
    “I’ll bring that tea straight away,” said Gamel. “Anything else I can do?” 
 
    Kai gave him a smile and shook his head, sinking into a seat. 
 
    “Bring him some breakfast, Gamel, something good and hearty. Unless he’d like the fainting episodes of the previous day to continue?” said Fodongo. 
 
    A muscle ticked in Kai’s jaw, but he turned his attention to the waiting servant. “Anything you have readily available will be fine.” 
 
    Gamel gave an incline of his head and was gone. 
 
    “That was rather high handed of you, wasn’t it?” said Kai. 
 
    “As long as you are in my care, you will attend to your health.” 
 
    “I don’t believe I’m in your care.” 
 
    “If you’d like to add up the number of childish blunders you’ve already made, we certainly can, but right now I think our time can be better spent.” 
 
    Kai felt rage moving through him. “Blunders I’ve made? Oh, that is rich, Fodongo.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “I mean I looked around Temeron yesterday and I saw what it means to be Stravad. If you want to talk about childish disregard for one’s health, let’s start there. Those people have no idea what could happen to them – not one bloody care in the world – and if you think that isn’t a weakness Gava will exploit, you’re as naive as they are.” 
 
    “We are not naive. We are taking steps to...” 
 
    “...secure Temeron’s future,” interrupted Kai. “Yeah, I’ve already been all over that with Hadar, and I’m it. I’m the grand sum total of your plan. Why is it I don’t feel any more secure?” Some of the heat evaporated from Kai’s temper. “Let’s be honest with one another. You’re not secure with that yourself, are you, Fodongo?” 
 
    Fodongo sat back in his chair and looked at Lemek. The old man hadn’t said a word, but he met the Stravad Leader’s gaze and drew a deep breath. 
 
    “No, I’m not, Eldon’s heir,” said Fodongo finally. “I’m not and I don’t know what to do about it. You should have been trained here in Temeron, completely in control of your power. You should have been raised Stravad, understanding the meaning of that within every cell of your body. And you should have found the emerald long ago before everything reached the crisis point, so that you could wield it as if it were as familiar as your right arm. But none of these things have happened and I don’t know what to do with that.” 
 
    Because Kai didn’t have an answer for him, he chose to say nothing. 
 
    Silence stretched away around them, hanging in the air like static electricity. In the midst of it, Gamel returned with a tray. He shot an anxious look about the room, but made no comment, depositing his burden and leaving again. 
 
    Kai stared at the bowl of what he assumed to be oatmeal and the cup of fresh fruit, then he leaned forward and grabbed the carafe, filling the cup and bringing it to his mouth. The hot tea blazed a path down his esophagus and into his stomach, settling some of the riot of emotion inside him. 
 
    “I think you’re both wrong,” said Lemek into the silence. 
 
    “How so?” asked Fodongo. 
 
    “What good would it do to get our people worked up over a pending doom no one can predict? How would that serve anyone?” he said to Kai. 
 
    “It would help them prepare...” 
 
    “Did it help DiNolfol? They must have known the potential for attack was there.” 
 
    “They knew, but it was my father who refused to take any action. He had a chance to sign a treaty with other larger, more powerful protectorates, but he didn’t.” 
 
    “But would that have done any good? When DiNolfol fell, how much warning did you have? Was it enough time to send word to those other protectorates?” 
 
    Kai’s eyes widened. He didn’t want to think about that. 
 
    “I doubt it,” continued Lemek. “No, I’m sure you wouldn’t have. You see, by the time the other protectorates started talking alliance, it was already too late. Gava was too powerful and they’d aided him all along by remaining isolated. The time to end Gava’s threat was long before this, when we could have benefited by building an army and bringing a military action to his doorstep.” 
 
    “The Temerian Stravad are just as responsible. We didn’t want to band together, we didn’t want to be reliant on anyone else. We wanted Human concerns to be Human concerns.” He looked at Fodongo as he said it. “The time for action was even before your birth, Kiameron, before Eldon proclaimed you as his heir. Eldon should have led the army, he should have been the one to collapse Gava’s empire before it even began, but he didn’t. We didn’t. We were all weak, all naive as you say.” 
 
    “Without Eldon, we became even more isolated. We wanted a champion, even if that champion was a tiny infant. And then we were still afraid. Fodongo blames you for not being raised Stravad, for not being trained properly, for not finding the emerald in time, but you’re right. We did nothing to help you, we simply waited, waited for you to come to us. We believed in the prophecy too much, trusted in it to guide us and it made us impotent.” 
 
    Kai looked between the two Stravad. He didn’t like where this conversation was going. He’d lost his home, his family, and his friends, but was he supposed to walk away from that by throwing up his hands in defeat? Damn the prophecy anyway. Who lived by such things? 
 
    Fodongo seemed to speak his thoughts. “What are you saying, Lemek? That it’s over before it’s begun?” 
 
    Lemek’s strange white eyes shifted between the two of them. “I’m not sure. I’m not sure what we should do now. I do know an army isn’t going to have any effect on Gava. He’s holed up so deep in that mountain, we’d have better luck digging out a badger than him. We can throw all of the soldiers and all of the weapons at him we want. He will simply send down his Gaviston and crush us.” 
 
    “This war isn’t going to be won by armies,” muttered Kai. 
 
    Both Stravads’ eyes swung to him. “What?” asked Fodongo. 
 
    Kai met his gaze. “Tafoya said that. He said this war wasn’t like any other Humans had fought. He said it would take something more.” 
 
    “What more?” 
 
    “The legacy of Eldon reborn. Those were his words. But I still don’t understand what that legacy is.” 
 
    For the first time since he’d entered the den, the old man smiled. “I do.” 
 
    Kai and Fodongo glanced at him. Easing forward on the divan, he braced his arms on his thighs. Sunlight filtered around him, glowing like a nimbus of gold. “Surely you remember the fable of the Orahim war, the story that marked Eldon as more than a man, made him a legend.” 
 
    “Tell it anyway, Lemek.” 
 
    “It was the time when Humans were building their own kingdoms, pushing south for new lands yet unsettled. It was a time before we became so isolated. Inevitably the push for land drove the settlers close to the Orahim forest. It was promised in treaty that the forest would be left untouched, controlled by the Orahim, but they were still afraid.” 
 
    “Eldon went to meet with them, assuring their leaders the Stravad upheld the Orahim’s claims and would support them, but they saw us as little different from our Human cousins and therefore did not accept his assurance. Raids began. The Orahim were merciless, attacking the closest settlements, bringing death and destruction with them. Naturally there were more and more retaliations. Bands of Orahim caught outside the forest were slaughtered, whole hunting parties disappeared, and the fear began to grow that the only way to end the strife was to declare outright war between the two species.” 
 
    “I remember Eldon then. He was young and strong and secure in his power. The emerald was a blazing symbol of Temerian strength at his breast. There was no one who could look into his face and not bow to his will. He was a force to be reckoned with then.” 
 
    “He came to my father, Rodion, Stravad Leader before me, and asked to intercede. My father granted him permission and gave him a large fighting force for his own protection. They left at once to end the strife between both sides.” 
 
    “Even as they rode to intervene, it was already too late. A huge war party had left the Orahim forest and met with a war party of Humans on the plains of Zenoradel. Many soldiers on both sides died during those first few days. Legends tell of the streams that ran in blood for miles around. It was to those killing fields Eldon rode and as he looked down upon them, his heart bled.” 
 
    “The war was senseless. He couldn’t fault the Humans for wishing to expand and claim more land, or for protecting their settlements once they were established, but he couldn’t fault the Orahim either who feared losing their homes and ancestral seats to Human expansionism. The war must be stopped, but as blood had already been spilt, he didn’t know how to end it without spilling even greater blood or taking more lives.” 
 
    “Until the night of Valhall. By the light of that single brightest star, at the beginning of the Stravad new year, Eldon led his men into the camp of the Orahim. They were silent as death, invisible as a shadow, swift as the breeze. They surrounded the camp, disarmed the Orahim, and captured them en masse without shedding one drop of blood.” 
 
    Kai swallowed hard. He had heard the tale so many times, but in Lemek’s ancient voice it took on new life. 
 
    “The next day he went before the Humans. He promised them more bloodshed, more death, if they didn’t lay down their weapons. He had new treaties drawn up, treaties that stand to this day, and he brought both Orahim and Human to the table to sign them. Then he released the captive Orahim to their homes and placed a battalion at the entrance of the forest to protect them. Finally, he escorted most of the Human leaders back to their settlements and admonished them once more on pain of death to respect the tenants of the treaty.” 
 
    “For five years, the Stravad maintained a peacekeeping force around the Orahim forest, but it was then disbanded. And to this day, there has been peace between the Orahim and the people of Trendaria, peace that has lasted throughout the strife with Gava. All because of one man, because of Eldon.” 
 
    “So you’re saying a bloodless war is Eldon’s legacy.” 
 
    Lemek met the Stravad Leader’s blue gaze. “No, Fodongo, I’m saying that inventiveness is Eldon’s legacy. I’m saying that departing from prescribed actions is Eldon’s legacy. I’m saying that if we want to find a way to defeat Gava, we can’t look at it conventionally. We’ve got to think of something new.” 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    Cy settled his books on the small table and turned to look at her. Her hair was clean, shining even in the light of the orb outside the door. She had it down, lying across her shoulders in a blanket of golden blonde. 
 
    He tugged off his glove and reached out a hand, passing a few strands through his fingers. It was still damp. 
 
    Something clenched tight in his chest. “They took you to bathe.” 
 
    Saria nodded. 
 
    “They took you to bathe?” he repeated. 
 
    “Yes, why?” 
 
    Black spots danced in the field of his vision and he swayed. She grabbed his arm, moving closer to him. 
 
    “Cy, are you all right?” 
 
    “I’m fine,” he said, but his voice sounded tight to his own ears. He took a seat on her cot and patted the place next to him. “Saria, sit down.” 
 
    She did as he asked, perching on the edge, watching him with those large, tawny eyes. 
 
    “You remember what I told you if they send me on a mission, right?” 
 
    “Don’t fight them. Do whatever they want me to do.” 
 
    “Yes,” he said. “But I also told you to ask for me. Tell them you want to see me. You’ve got to remember that. It might be important.” 
 
    “I will. Did they say something to you? Tell you something?” 
 
    “No, they haven’t called for me. I just feel something. I don’t know. I can’t put my finger on it.” 
 
    She didn’t say anything for a moment. He hadn’t told her about his meetings with the princess because she’d acted so strangely the first day they’d discussed the prince, but he wondered if he shouldn’t come clean with her now. He hated keeping something from her. He felt like he was lying. And yet, he didn’t really want to discuss the prince with her. He didn’t really want to know what had been between them. 
 
    “So,” he said. “I brought you more books. Did you read the others?” 
 
    “Yes,” she said, reaching out to touch the leather spines. “All of them. It helps pass the time.” 
 
    “All of them? You must have done little else.” 
 
    She shrugged. “Thank you for bringing them.” 
 
    “So, tell me which was your favorite.” 
 
    “Dove’s Flight.” 
 
    Cy grimaced dramatically. “You didn’t find it sappy and unrealistic?” 
 
    She laughed. “I found it romantic and sad.” 
 
    “Sad? Why?” 
 
    “They loved each other, but couldn’t be together in the end.” 
 
    “That was the only realistic part, but I don’t buy he could have still loved her after she betrayed him like that.” 
 
    “She didn’t betray him, she loved him more than her own life.” 
 
    “She married another man.” 
 
    “Obviously you didn’t understand any part of it. She had to marry that other man in order to save him. They were going to kill him if she didn’t. For the rest of her life, she thought of him and wondered where he was.” 
 
    “Why didn’t she run away with him then?” 
 
    Saria’s look sobered. “How could she? They were from such different worlds.” 
 
    Cy frowned. He’d been enjoying the playful disagreement, but she seemed so sad now. “If two people really love each other, they should be able to bridge anything.” 
 
    Saria gave him a sad smile. “Not always. Sometimes the distance is too great. Sometimes no matter how badly you want something it can never be. Where would they live? She knew only castles and wealth her entire life. She couldn’t live like he did, never knowing when he’d get his next meal or where he’d sleep at night.” 
 
    Cy narrowed his eyes. “Did it seem familiar to you, Saria?” 
 
    She sighed. “There was a prince, in DiNolfol. We met at a celebration. He’d snuck away from the castle to come. We danced and talked until nearly dawn.” She lifted her eyes to meet Cy’s. “I knew it could never be anything and my aunt warned me what happened to common-born women when royalty took an interest in them. But he never made any demands or even suggested that was his intention. In fact, he kept demanding to know why we couldn’t forget how we’d been born. And somewhere along the line I started believing him, wondering why it was so impossible for two people from different worlds to be together if they loved each other.” 
 
    Cy rose abruptly and paced to the cell door. He couldn’t hear anymore. It wasn’t that he expected much of anything in his life, it was just that this had felt so right, so pure. For the first time in his miserable life, he’d dared to hope for something sweet and good. 
 
    “Cy,” she said and then she touched him, laid her hand flat against his back. 
 
    He turned to face her and lifted a hand to slide a strand of hair through his fingers. 
 
    Then he did something really stupid. 
 
    He bent his head and pressed his lips against hers. 
 
    She stiffened at first, then she returned the kiss, lifting her hands to grasp his shoulders and draw him closer. Cy lost himself – he forgot where he was and what he was doing. Most important of all he forgot who he was. He pulled her closer. 
 
    Then he remembered. 
 
    He jerked away from her and set her on her feet. She was dazed and blinked up at him, her hand lifting to touch her lips. 
 
    “No,” he said, then he turned and shouted for the Orahim. 
 
    “Cy.” 
 
    “No! This isn’t right!” 
 
    She gaped at him. The Orahim came running and opened the door. Cy stared at Saria wordlessly, and he felt as if the floor was falling away beneath his feet. Then he turned and fled. 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    Ronake crossed the room and held his hand out for Kai. Kai shook it. “What’s this all about?” 
 
    Kai glanced around Fodongo’s dining room. Hadar, Lemek, and Panral were waiting patiently, sitting at the table. The Stravad Leader would be along shortly, but he hadn’t arrived yet. 
 
    “We’re going to add up everything we know and subtract it from everything we don’t know. Then apparently we’re going to come up with a plan.” 
 
    Ronake scratched his jaw thoughtfully, but said nothing. 
 
    Fodongo entered a moment later, carrying a large black book. Kai felt his intestines coil as he watched him slide it across the table to Lemek. The old man opened it. Taking his usual seat at the head of the table, Fodongo motioned for Ronake and Kai to take a seat. 
 
    “Where’s Ronar?” 
 
    “Fodongo sent him to scout after the Gaviston.” 
 
    “When?” 
 
    “Shortly after we arrived.” 
 
    “When’s he due back?” 
 
    “Whenever he feels it’s time. Don’t worry about Ronar. He’s enough to give the Gaviston heart palpitations.” 
 
    “All right,” said Fodongo, drawing everyone’s attention. “We’re meeting to discuss how we’re going to handle Gava’s threat.” 
 
    Ronake frowned. “Isn’t the council supposed to decide that?” 
 
    Fodongo and Lemek exchanged a look, then the old man returned to thumbing through the pages of his book. 
 
    “We decided that it’s best the council not be included right now. Lemek, Kiameron, and I have talked over what went wrong in the past. We’ve come to the same conclusion. The time for all-out war is beyond us now. Gava’s too powerful. Even if we went to the Human protectorates and proposed an alliance, it might be months or years before anything could be settled and longer still before a force could be mounted.” 
 
    Ronake drew a deep breath and exhaled. “I’m not sure I like where this is going, Fodongo.” 
 
    “Neither do I, but there’s really no other way to look at it. Believe me, I’ve spent the last two nights thinking about it.” 
 
    “And pacing the house,” added Panral. 
 
    “Yes, and that.” He ran a hand over his beard. “DiNolfol’s a painful, but obvious lesson. The attack came so rapidly even if they’d been prepared, the protectorate would have fallen. To bring a force against Gava would entail a siege. And the truth is winter is near and I don’t think anyone wants to get into a prolonged campaign under those conditions.” 
 
    “We can’t just let him keep toppling protectorates! I may not have cared what happened to the Humans before meeting Kiameron, but I do now. And I also see that each protectorate that falls brings him closer to Temeron.” 
 
    “I see it too, Ronake.” 
 
    “And you don’t think this should be brought before the council?” persisted Ronake. 
 
    Lemek looked up then. “Actually, I don’t think anything we discuss here tonight should leave this room.” 
 
    Ronake sat back, perplexed. 
 
    Lemek turned his attention to the Stravad Leader. “I’ve found the prophecy.” 
 
    “Read it to us, Lemek.” 
 
    “The pebble triggers the avalanche and the many give way to the one.” 
 
    Kai shivered. 
 
    “What does it mean?” asked Hadar. 
 
    Fodongo scratched at his beard. “Let’s just take the first part. The pebble triggers the avalanche.” 
 
    “Is it talking about the snow in the mountains in winter?” continued Hadar. 
 
    Lemek shook his head. “Nothing that literal, I’m afraid.” 
 
    Kai sighed. “Gods, I hate prophesies.” 
 
    The six people sitting about the table thought in silence. Kai kept his head bowed, his hands clasped before him. He hadn’t felt so out of place in a long time. He’d never been good at interpreting the Norrad. He hated that book, yet it kept cropping up in his life. 
 
    He tried to think back over all the lessons Tafoya had taught him. Every stupid story he’d made him read and analyze. Every game he’d urged Kai to play. Every silly trick he’d made him perform. Every frustrating test he’d been forced to endure. 
 
    Something clicked in his mind. He glanced up at Lemek. “As part of my training, Tafoya made me read the Norrad.” 
 
    Fodongo gave him that annoyed look of his, but Lemek said, “Go on, son.” 
 
    “I was just sitting here remembering all of the stories he made me read, all of the questions he’d ask me – the games and the tests and the tricks. When I boil it all down, there are two main themes that keep repeating themselves – one person or thing pitched against impossible odds and more than one solution to a problem.” 
 
    Fodongo’s head came up. At the same moment the door opened and Gamel poked his head inside. “Can I bring anyone a refreshment?” 
 
    “Yeah, a bottle of Fodongo’s best Trendarian brandy and six glasses, Gamel,” said Ronake. 
 
    Rising to his feet, the Stravad Leader began pacing behind Panral and Lemek’s back. “Returning to your point, Kiameron, you said the lessons had two themes. The first was one person or thing against impossible odds.” 
 
    “The pebble against the avalanche?” said Hadar. 
 
    Lemek shook his head with a frown, leaning over the book again. “It says the pebble triggers the avalanche, not opposes it.” 
 
    “And yet, it’s one thing against impossible odds.” Fodongo made an impatient motion with his hand. “Let’s move on to the second theme. More than one way of doing something. We’ve already established that. As Lemek says, Eldon’s legacy is such – a unique, unconventional approach to war.” 
 
    Panral shifted in her chair to look up at her husband. “What if the impossible odd isn’t the avalanche, but what the avalanche does – bring down mountains?” 
 
    Fodongo’s brows lifted in interest. 
 
    Kai squinted. He was getting a headache. 
 
    “Then what’s the pebble?” asked Ronake. It was an off-handed comment, but the moment he said it, all eyes in the room turned to look at Kai. 
 
    The prince sat up straighter, feeling the coil of his intestines writhe. “I’ll go see what’s keeping Gamel,” he said, but at the same moment, the door swung open and the servant bustled through with a tray. 
 
    He settled it on the table and began pouring glasses. Kai received his first and threw back the entire amount, coughing as it blazed a path into his stomach. When he opened tearing, watering eyes, the Stravad were still staring at him. 
 
    “Why can’t the pebble be one of you or the emerald for that matter?” he said. 
 
    Ronake smacked his lips in pleasure and settled his own glass on the table. “If it’s the emerald that still means you, boyo.” 
 
    “Then what’s the avalanche?” 
 
    “Following Panral’s idea, it might be the downfall of Gava,” said Fodongo. 
 
    Lemek frowned. “Seems too obvious.” 
 
    “Then what does the second part mean?” asked Hadar. 
 
    “The many give way to the one.” Fodongo's expression was distant in thought. 
 
    Kai took another large gulp. “Don’t tell me. I’m the one again.” 
 
    For the first time since they’d met, Fodongo smiled kindly at him. “Whatever you face, Kiameron, we will face it with you.” 
 
    Ronake was lounging in his chair, his feet stretched out beneath the table. He glanced up at Fodongo, then around the table. “So what I’m really hearing is instead of all-out war, you intend to infiltrate Gava with a small force and what...sabotage him?” 
 
    Fodongo drew a deep breath and glanced at Kai. “It’s what I’m thinking, yes.” 
 
    “How?” cried the prince. 
 
    “I’m hoping we’ll be guided, Kiameron.” 
 
    Kai couldn’t speak. His gaze shifted to the others, but they all looked pretty much the same – as if it was the most natural solution in the world. Ronake reached across him and grabbed the decanter, pouring brandy into his glass. 
 
    “I think I’m gonna get drunk,” he said. 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    Cy gasped, sucking in both air and water. His eyes snapped open, but his vision was blurred. The sound of his own ragged breathing was in his ears. As he lay prone, on his stomach, blinking rapidly, his vision cleared until he was staring at his arm, bound to the table at the wrist. 
 
    His back was a blaze of fiery agony. 
 
    Somewhere behind him a woman was sobbing hysterically. Saria. 
 
    Memories fell into place and he struggled against the bonds, an overwhelming need to get to her filling him. Grinding pain tore through him, forcing him to stop fighting. He lay exhausted, blinking back the veil of darkness that threatened to fall over him again. 
 
    Slowly Gava’s face came into focus beside him. There was an unnatural light in his chilling, white eyes. With a tsking sound, he brought his lips close to Cy’s ear. Cy couldn’t stop himself from trembling in a fear so deep, it ran liquid through his marrow. 
 
    And Saria continued to sob. 
 
    “I could have Erram strip every layer of skin from your body, killing you by degrees. It might take days, it might take weeks. You would be nothing but a writhing mass of nerve endings and pulverized flesh.” 
 
    Cy tried to swallow, but his throat wouldn’t work properly. “Please...” 
 
    Gava’s breath pulsed against the side of his face. “Please?” 
 
    “...don’t hurt...her,” he finished, closing his eyes. The black veil was falling again. 
 
    A shattering pain rose up inside of him, speeding away into every limb, making his muscles spasm in agony. The pain was so demanding, it shoved unconsciousness away. 
 
    Cy lay twitching uncontrollably. 
 
    “Don’t dare pass out again,” snarled Gava in his ear. 
 
    “I won’t,” breathed Cy, “I won’t.” 
 
    “I warned you not to betray me. Remember?” 
 
    Cy nodded, but it was more a muscle spasm than anything. 
 
    “You were going to escape with her, weren’t you?” 
 
    “Please don’t hurt her,” he gritted out, his teeth chattering against his will. 
 
    Gava’s white eyes narrowed. “She means less than nothing to me, except as a tool to rein you in, boy. The greater question is whether you’re of any further use to me or if I should simply kill you!” 
 
    The pain struck without warning, rising inside of Cy. It was worse than Erram’s whip, worse than the bleeding lash marks he knew ribboned his back. This pain tore through his mind and his body, sinking its teeth into his bones. He cried out despite himself and Saria started screaming. 
 
    Instantly it stopped. Again Cy lay on the table, his limbs twitching involuntarily, his muscles writhing. Gava bent over him. “I could finish you that way or I could leave you to Erram. In all truth, I’m not sure which would be worse.” 
 
    Saria was sobbing again. Cy’s own breath sounded suspiciously like a sob as it panted from his body. “Tell me what you want,” he whispered, closing his eyes against the tears that ran across the bridge of his nose. “Tell me and I’ll do it.” 
 
    “I want Eldon’s heir and talisman brought to me.” 
 
    Cy forced his eyes open, staring into Gava’s face. “Eldon’s heir...” 
 
    “...and talisman.” 
 
    Cy tried to speak, but his teeth were chattering. 
 
    “Do you understand me?” 
 
    Cy managed a jerky nod. 
 
    Gava brought his lips close to Cy’s ear. “If you don’t bring them to me, if you don’t find them, I will make sure her death is more painful than anything your mind can conceive. And I will make sure it is prolonged. Do you understand me?” 
 
    Cy nodded again. “Please don’t hurt her.” 
 
    “Then you’d better not fail me.” He leaned back until Cy could see his face once more. “I will give you a few days to heal and regain your strength, then you will leave. The rest is up to you.” 
 
    Cy nodded, his body trembling uncontrollably. Saria was still sobbing somewhere outside his line of vision. He wanted to call to her, he wanted to comfort her, but he couldn’t even keep his own eyes open. He fought the unconsciousness that was threatening, he fought it for Saria’s sake, but he couldn’t control it. He couldn’t control anything, least of all his own body. 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    Kai bolted awake with a cry. The horrible pain he’d felt was ebbing away inside of him, but his muscles still twitched involuntarily. His entire body was bathed in a cold sweat and his back felt like it was on fire. 
 
    Scrambling out of the covers, he staggered to the bathing chamber, bracing himself on the sink. His hand trembled as he reached for the pitcher, pouring water into the basin. As he leaned over to splash water on his face, he could feel the pull of open wounds across his back and he shivered as his own blood ran in rivulets along his spine. 
 
    Carefully lifting his head, he stared into the mirror. His eyes were wide and his pupils enormous in the shadowed darkness. 
 
    He fumbled for the lamp on the counter beside him. Turning slowly around, he angled his back so he could see it in the mirror. It was unblemished. 
 
    Kai didn’t move for a long time, staring at his own unbroken skin. Gradually the pain and the crawling sensation of blood went away. And yet he couldn’t move. 
 
    When the Stravad Leader suddenly loomed in the door, Kai’s eyes snapped to his face. “Are you all right?” 
 
    Kai swallowed against the lump in his throat and nodded weakly. “It was a dream.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    Kai tried to answer, but he couldn’t find the words. 
 
    Fodongo crossed the room and grabbed his arm, pulling him away from the mirror, but not before Kai took one final look at his back. “Sit down.” 
 
    Kai sank down on the edge of the bed and braced his head in his hands. Fodongo sat in the chair opposite him. “What happened?” 
 
    Kai glanced up at him through his hands. “Why are you so angry?” 
 
    “Because I felt it,” said Fodongo. “I don’t know. I felt something, heard something. Your cry, I’m not sure.” 
 
    “I had a dream, a nightmare. I thought for a moment it was real. It felt real.” 
 
    “What was it?” 
 
    “Someone beating me, hurting me horribly, then I woke up, but it was still with me.” 
 
    “I felt it too, or I felt your reaction to it. I was in a deep sleep and suddenly I was awake, my heart in my throat.” 
 
    “Do we have any idea what we’re doing, Fodongo?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” said Fodongo in a tired voice. “Do we have any other choice?” 
 
    “It’s like we’re dabbling in things that are beyond us. Playing with something that might crush us in the end.” 
 
    Fodongo leaned forward, bracing his arms on his thighs. “Now you know what it means to be Stravad, Kiameron. Now you understand.” 
 
    Kai looked into the Stravad Leader’s serious as death expression and shivered. He wished he didn’t know after all. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 22 
 
      
 
    Helab ducked as the giant paced behind him. He was bigger even than Nepter and equally as mean. Still the little thief couldn’t say he was terrified. 
 
    True, he’d been caught trying to sneak into the Stravad capital and then the guards at the front gate had turned him over to this monster. He’d also been disappointed when they threw him into a holding cell below the Stravad Leader’s house, but he was warmer than he’d been in weeks and the food they’d given him was some of the finest he’d ever eaten. 
 
    Chewing a particularly large slice of roast, he followed the giant with his eyes as he prowled behind him once again. Across the table stood the golden haired man they called the Stravad Leader and the old one that reminded Helab a lot of Gava. That had given him a nasty turn, but it hadn’t taken long to see the minute differences between them. 
 
    Two other Stravad sat at the far end of the table, one red-headed and plump, the other tall and dark haired like the giant. He suspected they were brothers. It was the same group that he’d followed into the Tridarn. 
 
    Including the prince – who sat across from him at the moment and glared at him as if he could think him to death. 
 
    Helab met his stare and dug his fork into his plate after a wad of mashed potatoes. Cramming that in his mouth with the roast, he tried to focus on what they were saying. 
 
    It was something about following the Gaviston until they entered the Madronic Mountains. Helab lost interest. He was free of the Gaviston. He was free of Fordin and Nepter, and soon he’d have the emerald again. 
 
    Of course the prince had blabbed all about his connection to the Gaviston the moment he laid eyes on Helab. Helab had wanted to deny it, but with the giant looming over him, he didn’t have the courage. 
 
    “So how did they catch this one?” asked the Stravad Leader. 
 
    Helab’s attention jumped back to the conversation. 
 
    “They caught him skulking around the wall, trying to find a way inside. Of course they were suspicious. When I came through, they asked me if I knew anything about him, said he was asking some strange questions about Eldon’s heir.” 
 
    Helab grimaced. Perhaps that hadn’t been the brightest idea. 
 
    “Where’s the emerald?” snarled the prince. It was the same question he’d been asking all along and frankly, Helab was getting bored of it. 
 
    He shrugged. “I don’t know.” 
 
    A muscle in the prince’s jaw spasmed, but Helab returned to his meal. The Stravad Leader placed a hand on the prince’s shoulder, then reached for the chair next to him and pulled it out. 
 
    “Perhaps he’s telling the truth, Kiameron. Are you enjoying your meal?” 
 
    Helab smiled around a mouthful of food. “Very nice,” he answered. 
 
    “It doesn’t seem like you fared very well, being one of Gava’s minions.” He motioned at Helab’s tattered clothing. “You’re half-starved and wearing rags. Doesn’t seem to be a very profitable venture from here.” 
 
    Helab swallowed his bite. “It isn’t. We weren’t really personnel, we were slaves too. If we didn’t do what he said, he’d kill us. And I saw how he killed.” 
 
    Without warning, the prince vaulted over the table, reaching for him. The Stravad Leader grabbed him, dragging him back as Helab reared away, nearly toppling his chair. The others were also on their feet. 
 
    “Murderer!” the prince shouted, straining to be free. 
 
    “Kiameron! Get control of yourself!” 
 
    The prince shook off his hold. 
 
    Helab blinked in shock for a moment, his eyes moving warily between the prince and the others. 
 
    “Finish eating,” said the Stravad Leader. 
 
    Helab eased forward, then he waggled the fork at the pacing prince. “He shouldn’t be going after me. I didn’t do nothing.” 
 
    He started back when the prince swung around to face him again. “You didn’t do nothing! You destroyed DiNolfol, murderer!” 
 
    “Kiameron!” shouted the Stravad Leader. “I’ll handle this. Maybe you should go.” 
 
    “I’ll be quiet,” he seethed, glaring at Helab. 
 
    After a moment’s consideration, the Stravad Leader flashed a chilling smile at the little thief. “I really find that hard to believe.” 
 
    “I didn’t. I was only there. I helped them translate for the lizards.” 
 
    “Lizards?” asked the thin brother. 
 
    Helab nodded. 
 
    “Orahim,” said the red head. “They’re called Orahim.” 
 
    “Yeah, them. I translated. It’s all I did.” 
 
    The Stravad Leader’s eyes narrowed. “So why did you come here? You must have been asking after the prince for a reason.” 
 
    Helab went still, his meal forgotten. “I thought we might deal.” 
 
    “Deal? With you?” Leaning forward, the Stravad Leader’s eyes glimmered with malice. “I can’t think of one single reason why I would make a deal with the likes of you.” 
 
    “I didn’t do nothing!” 
 
    “Nothing?” asked the Stravad Leader. He glanced over at the red head. “What were those violations of Temerian law that this man committed, Hadar?” 
 
    “Consorting with a known war-criminal. Innumerable counts of murder against Lodenian citizens. Innumerable counts of arson against Lodenian property. Innumerable counts of larceny against Lodenian citizens. One count of grand larceny against the Heir of Eldon. One count of attempted breaking and entering. One count of...” 
 
    “All right!” screamed Helab, placing his hands over his ears so he didn’t have to hear any more. “All right, I get it!” 
 
    The Stravad Leader’s expression was grim. “Do you? I’m not certain you do. Any one of these, let’s say the least offense, the breaking and entering, would carry a heavy penalty under Temerian law, but when combined with the others…” 
 
    Helab blinked in disbelief. He’d spent his life hearing about laughable Temerian justice. Stravad were known to be lazy pleasure-seekers. It was why a maniac like Gava had gained such power in the first place. They did nothing to punish criminals in their very midst. They wouldn’t do anything to him. He’d done nothing wrong. 
 
    “What do you want?” 
 
    “The truth.” 
 
    “Then you’ll let me go?” 
 
    The Stravad Leader let out a bark of laughter. It was echoed by the other men in the room. Helab felt his heart begin to pound. This wasn’t supposed to happen like this. The Stravad were the safe risk. Fordin and Nepter were the dangers. 
 
    “Give us the whole truth without much dissembling and we might, just might let you keep your sorry life.” 
 
    “And if I don’t?” 
 
    The Stravad Leader simply closed his eyes and shook his head. 
 
    Helab blanched. 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    Cy stood on the threshold of Gava and stared down into the valley below. Storm clouds brewed over the Madronic Mountains and occasionally he caught flashes of lightning snaking from the sky. 
 
    Tugging his riding gloves over his hands, he paused and stared at the red mark ringing his wrist. Places the ropes had burned raw were now scabbed, some showing the healthy pink of new skin. Even the deeper wounds on his back were nearly healed. Gava had spared no cost in medicating him this time. He wanted Cy fit to ride as soon as possible. 
 
    He winced as he pulled the cloak closer about his shoulders. The broken skin may have mended, but the muscles were still sore, still damaged. That would take longer to fix, but it wasn’t anything that would keep him from going after Gava’s prizes. 
 
    Cy permitted himself a bitter smile. All the time he’d been trying to find out about the prince of DiNolfol, the truth had been right within his grasp. Gava’s hold on both heir and talisman had been brief. Somehow they’d slipped away from him again. 
 
    Gava sensed the talisman was somewhere in Denortosal. Of course, he couldn’t pinpoint it precisely. That would have made Cy’s life so much easier. He did know that Eldon’s heir apparently hid in Temeron, that is if he hadn’t drowned in the Longan. Cy knew he hadn’t. That also would have made things easier on more than one count. 
 
    Cy didn’t remember ever feeling quite this low. He’d believed he’d sunk to the bottom the day he returned to find his mother gone. Now he knew he could sink lower still. The beating had been bad, the pain Gava had inflicted with his twisted power worse, but the most gut-wrenching of all had been hearing Saria cry. 
 
    He wanted her love, not her pity. He had only her pity. It made him bleed inside. 
 
    He wished he could look Gava in the face and spit on him. He wished he could lift his head and tell him to do whatever he wanted to him, he was through, but as long as Gava had Saria, Gava had Cy. 
 
    He’d fought against it. He’d run from it, but it had happened just the same. He’d fallen in love with her and given Gava an even more powerful weapon to use against him. Cy was more than his slave now. He owned Cy’s soul. 
 
    And for what? For what? 
 
    For a woman who didn’t love him. She pitied him. She was grateful to him. She was even dependent on him, but she didn’t love him. She loved another. In fact, she loved the very man Gava was sending him to betray. 
 
    The irony wasn’t lost on Cy and what concerned him the most –  he found he almost relished the thought. 
 
    Pain and fear boiled down to one thing – hatred. 
 
    He couldn’t hate Gava because Gava might catch that wayward thought, then Saria’s life was forfeit, so he hated Eldon’s heir instead. Her love. Her prince. And when it came time to hand the bastard over to Gava, he would do so without one shred of regret, one ounce of guilt. 
 
    Gava had beaten that out of him. Gava had taken his soul. 
 
    And therefore, Eldon’s heir would pay. 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    Fodongo stood on the porch of his house and smiled down into his wife’s eyes. She was trying not to cry and he was trying not to make her, but his own eyes were burning with tears. “I’ll be back.” 
 
    She smoothed her hands over the collar of his cloak. “Of course you will.” 
 
    He ran her hair through his fingers and looked his fill of her. They both knew his promise was hollow. There was no guarantee of anything. “Lead Temeron well in my absence.” 
 
    “Always,” she whispered, then she moved forward and wrapped her arms around him, tucking her head in beneath his chin. 
 
    He closed his eyes and held her, breathing in her scent, etching the feel of her in his memories. Footsteps sounded behind them on the gravel of the walk, but Fodongo didn’t turn. 
 
    “We’re ready, Stravad Leader,” said Ronar. 
 
    Fodongo nodded, swallowing against the lump of emotion lodged in his throat. “Just a moment more.” 
 
    Ronar didn’t answer, but Fodongo heard his footsteps crunch back down the walkway. 
 
    Panral lifted her head. Tears were streaming down her face now. He brushed one away with the pad of his thumb, stroking her cheek as he did so. She cupped her hand over his and pressed it to her face, then turned and kissed his palm. 
 
    “Take care of Lemek.” 
 
    He nodded, but his eyes were searching her features, remembering, savoring. 
 
    “Are you sure he should go?” 
 
    Fodongo shrugged. “I wouldn’t presume to tell him otherwise. I wouldn’t rob him of his dignity.” 
 
    She nodded, then she wrapped her arms around his neck, lifting her face to his. He bent and kissed her. “I love you.” 
 
    “I know. I love you.” 
 
    Backing up until he only held her hand, he stepped down on the first stair. She didn’t move. When he took another step back, their hands separated. His eyes shifted to Gamel where the servant stood by the door. 
 
    “Goodbye, Gamel.” 
 
    Gamel inclined his head. “Goodbye, Stravad Leader, take care of yourself.” 
 
    Fodongo nodded, then his eyes shifted back to his wife. She pressed her fingers to her lips and extended her hand to him. He took a moment more to commit this view of her to memory also, then turned his back and walked toward the street. 
 
    Ronar was holding his horse for him and gave him a stout pat on the shoulder as Fodongo swung into the saddle. Glancing around, the Stravad Leader nodded for them to begin, yet he couldn’t help one last look behind. 
 
    Panral was a silhouette against the golden light spilling from the front door, Gamel at her side. When he turned back, Lemek watched him and gave him one of his sad, understanding smiles. Fodongo couldn’t find the heart to return it. 
 
    The party and the hour were much the same as the night they’d returned to Temeron with Eldon’s heir two weeks prior, but that had been a homecoming. Fodongo couldn’t help but wonder if he’d ever have another. 
 
    Because they were taking such drastic steps largely without the approval of the council, the Stravad Leader had felt it best to keep the entire venture quiet. Most of the council knew what they planned and disagreed, but Fodongo was Stravad Leader and his decision was final. Still, he didn’t want to flaunt that authority before them. Leaving in the dark of night also allowed them to slip away without causing undo anxiety in their people. 
 
    When they passed between the gates of the city with nothing but a wave to the guards, Fodongo felt a catch in his chest. He was home-grown Stravad, born and raised in Temeron. He’d never even had a fleeting wish to leave it. Funny how destiny drove you against your will. Kicking his horse in the flanks, he cantered ahead of the others and led the way into the meadow. 
 
    “Are you all right?” 
 
    Fodongo looked into the handsome face of Eldon’s heir. He hadn’t expected understanding from this quarter to be sure. Even when he didn’t want it, there was strife between them, anger and resentment. He tried to put it aside, knew he ought to be the bigger man and do so, but he couldn’t shake his monumental disappointment. This man-child was not Eldon. 
 
    “I will be with time.” 
 
    Kiameron faced forward, giving Fodongo a view of his profile. The sum of his features was definitely Stravad, but he was lighter skinned than most and his eyes were that strange, unnatural metallic grey. And then of course, he didn’t carry himself like a Stravad. Fodongo knew it was a small flaw at best, and petty of him to notice, but Eldon’s heir held himself as if he were Human nobility. 
 
    When Human nobility rode, walked, or danced, it was always with complete and rigid control. They owned whatever they strode or rode upon, cleaving the air before them as if it was an enemy to be vanquished. Fodongo found it exhausting to watch them parade and promenade everywhere. 
 
    Kiameron wasn’t as elaborate as most, but he still sat with that rigid regality, still rode against the horse, rather than with it. 
 
    “Ease up your grip,” he said, nodding at the fist the prince had wound in the animal’s reins. “Don’t oppose her, move with her.” 
 
    The prince gave him an affronted frown, yet he did unwind one loop of the reins, giving the horse a little more of her head. 
 
    Fodongo nodded in encouragement. 
 
    “It’s difficult to leave, isn’t it?” 
 
    Fodongo would rather discussed horse-riding technique. He would prefer pointing out that Stravad tried to move with the environment, rather than against it. Temerian Stravad attempted to blend, not over-shadow. 
 
    “If you move with the motion of the horse, it’ll be less tiring.” 
 
    “I don’t need riding lessons. I ride just fine.” 
 
    “You ride like a Human,” said Fodongo. 
 
    The bewildered look on the younger man’s face struck home. Fodongo understood his own motives behind this budding argument. If he could get Kiameron to squabble with him, he could keep him from getting too close. 
 
    He drew a deep breath, then exhaled slowly. “It’s hard to leave. Temeron’s in my blood.” 
 
    “I can see how that might happen.” 
 
    Fodongo glanced at him. “She does set her teeth in a person.” 
 
    Kiameron nodded. “Tafoya never stopped longing for Temeron until the moment he died. He had paintings all over his walls of its streets and portraits of its people. I remember the way his eyes would get distant and dreamy when he talked about it.” 
 
    Fodongo sighed. 
 
    “Leaving the woman you love is harder, I think,” stated the prince, slanting a look at the Stravad. 
 
    “You have no idea.” 
 
    The prince gave a low, bitter chuckle. “I think I do. I didn’t realize what I really felt until I realized she was likely dead.” 
 
    “The blonde haired woman you told us about? I can’t remember her name.” 
 
    “Saria. I wouldn’t admit I loved her until she was gone and then it was too late.” 
 
    “I’m sorry. Why didn’t you tell her? Before it was too late, I mean?” 
 
    “We could never have made it work, or so everyone said. She was common-born and I wasn’t. Well, I thought I wasn’t.” 
 
    “See, that’s what bothers me about Human nobility. It’s discriminatory.” 
 
    “I agree, I thought so even then.” 
 
    They fell silent for a while and continued to ride on, following the distant line of the Madronic Mountains. Finally the prince stirred and guided his horse around a rough patch in the road. It brought him closer to the Stravad Leader’s side. 
 
    “Look, Fodongo, I know you’re disappointed in me. I know you don’t think I fit in.” 
 
    Fodongo glanced at him, opening his mouth to protest. 
 
    “Let’s not lie to one another. I’ve seen it before. I didn’t fit in in DiNolfol either. All of my life I’ve wondered why I never seemed to belong and for the last few days I’ve wracked my brain trying to figure it all out. This is what I’ve come up with.” 
 
    “Maybe I’m not meant to fit in. Maybe I’m supposed to be caught between both worlds. We keep saying nothing worked out the way it was planned – I wasn’t raised by my birth parents, I didn’t find the emerald soon enough, I didn’t have enough training. Most glaring of all, I’m a Stravad who was raised Human. But what if all of that was meant to happen? What if it was destined from the very beginning?” 
 
    Fodongo narrowed his eyes. “Go on.” 
 
    “What if I’m not meant to defeat Gava, but merely meant to bridge our two peoples. What if I’m nothing more than the conduit between Human and Stravad. Maybe that’ll be enough to save Loden, and maybe that’s all that can now.” 
 
    Fodongo let his words sink in. It made sense. Then realizing the mood was nearly oppressive, he nudged Kiameron’s mare with the side of his gelding. 
 
    “It doesn’t mean you can’t learn how to ride more like a Stravad though.” 
 
    Kai chuckled and pulled his mare away. And Fodongo found himself smiling. 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    Niron felt miserable by the time the Stravad capital came into sight. It had begun raining the previous day and with no shelter available on the wagon, both he and Ason were drenched to the skin. 
 
    It didn’t even do any good to change into dry clothing. The rain never let up, never abated for more than a few moments at a time. And as far as the eye could see, the sky lowered an angry black, speckled with lightning. 
 
    The trail was clear enough, but in the rain, it turned to mud, which only worked to slow the whole process down. The horse got exhausted much quicker, dragging its hooves from the sucking brown sledge, and the wagon wheels froze up when the caking of debris became too thick. 
 
    During those times, both men had to climb from the buckboard and find sticks in order to knock off the mud. Ankle deep in mud and water, it seeped through Niron’s boots, soaking his stockings and making his feet cold. At the end of the second day, it was enough to cause thoughts of going home to drift through his mind. 
 
    Therefore, when the golden rise of Temeron’s outer wall came within view, Niron could hardly choke back his tears of joy. Even Ason was affected by the sight and slapped the reins against the poor nag’s back to get her moving faster. 
 
    Both of them expected to be stopped at the gate, yet they were still startled when Stravad moved across the road to block them. The guards were difficult to spot until they were nearly upon you. In clothing of forest green and earth brown, they melded into the backdrop and became invisible. 
 
    Motioning with their bows for the two men to descend, Ason and Niron climbed out of the wagon. Niron’s legs felt numb with cold and he knew he looked bedraggled. It wasn’t the way he’d wanted to present himself before his master, but it wasn’t his fault either. 
 
    “Good evening,” said one of the guards. “What can we do for you?” 
 
    “We’ve come a long way,” said Ason. “All the way from DiNolfol. We traveled through the Tridarn and met with the Daman.” Here he nodded Niron’s way. Niron gave the warriors a patient smile. “While we were there, we were told the prince of DiNolfol was being escorted to Temeron and...” 
 
    Ason’s voice trailed away as the guards suddenly stiffened. They murmured something between themselves, then the first motioned them toward a small building set into the wall of the city. “Come inside,” he said. Niron knew the atmosphere had suddenly become threatening. 
 
    He moved next to his companion and they followed the first guard into the warm interior of the gatehouse. The second guard did not accompany them and when Niron glanced back into the street, he caught a dark shadow headed away from the main gate. 
 
    “Is something wrong?” 
 
    “Warm yourselves,” the guard said, motioning at a round stove standing in the corner. 
 
    Niron swallowed against the lump of anxiety in his throat and followed Ason over to the stove, holding his hands out to its warmth. Needles of pain traveled up his fingers. 
 
    On top of the stove was a teapot and the guard reached for it, taking it back to a table that dominated the center of the room. He poured tea into two mugs and settled the pot on the table. Lifting the mugs, he carried them to his visitors. 
 
    Niron placed his back to the stove and accepted the mug, letting the steam bathe his chilled, damp face. “Thank you.” 
 
    “Of course. Miserable night outside.” 
 
    Niron glanced down and noticed a puddle was forming beneath him and his cloak was beginning to steam. He lifted the mug and took a swallow. 
 
    Blessed warmth flowed throughout his body, spreading across his belly like a benediction. “Lord, that’s good.” 
 
    The guard gave him a smile. 
 
    Ason cleared his throat then, shifting his weight from one foot to the other. “I don’t mean to be impolite, but is there something wrong?” 
 
    The guard tapped a tattoo on the table with his fingers. He wore gloves but the tips had been cut off so he could still use his fingers without removing them. “We’re just waiting for instructions from the Stravad Leader.” 
 
    “I see,” said Ason, glancing at Niron. 
 
    “We’ve had a number of people asking after Eldon’s heir lately.” 
 
    Niron swallowed. He was still cold, still wet, and very tired, but he was getting excited about the prospect of seeing his master again. And yet he didn’t like hearing someone else had been asking after him. 
 
    “Is he all right?” 
 
    “The captive? He hasn’t been hurt...yet, but then his trial hasn’t begun.” 
 
    Niron shook his head. “No, I mean my master...Eldon’s heir. Is he all right?” 
 
    The guard's dusky brows rose and his fingers stopped drumming. His blue eyes shifted between Ason and Niron. Niron felt a sinking sensation in the pit of his stomach. Something was definitely wrong here. 
 
    “We’ll just wait for word from the Stravad Leader,” the guard repeated, picking up his rhythm again. 
 
    Niron sighed and turned to face the stove. Could it be possible he’d come all this way to fail in the end? Had something happened to his master? 
 
    His outer cloak was nearly dry by the time the second guard returned. He was driving a carriage and he pulled it up to the gatehouse before jumping down. Striding into the room, he leaned over the first guard and whispered something in his ear. 
 
    Niron turned and watched him expectantly. 
 
    “Go with Ren here and he’ll take you to the Stravad Leader.” 
 
    Niron didn’t have the heart to question any of this anymore, so he followed the second guard back into the rain. The Stravad gave him a polite smile as he held the door of the carriage open, but Niron didn’t have the energy to return it. He dropped onto the leather seat and pulled his damp cloak about him. The carriage swayed as Ason climbed abroad, then the door was closed and a moment later the vehicle lurched into motion. 
 
    “Something’s wrong, I can feel it,” Niron said. 
 
    “They’ve been more than nice.” 
 
    “Still something’s wrong.” 
 
    Ason nodded, swaying with the motion of the carriage. “Yeah, I got that feeling too. Who’d have asked after the prince except us?” 
 
    “I have no idea,” replied Niron, turning to look out the window. Brightly lit cottages lined the road, glimmering golden in the falling rain. Everything looked clean and tended and comfortable. It looked like a vision from a fairytale. “Sure is pretty.” 
 
    Ason grunted in agreement, his forehead pressed to the glass of the window. 
 
    They drew up before a two story house with a wide veranda stretching across the length of it. The front door was open and someone’s silhouette filled the doorway. The guard dropped to the ground and opened the carriage door, motioning for his two passengers to descend. Then he preceded them up the walkway and opened the garden gate, holding it for them as they passed. After Niron and Ason walked through, he followed them up the walkway toward the front door. 
 
    Another Stravad met them at the door and bowed his head when they climbed onto the veranda. “Good evening, sirs,” he said, motioning inside. “The Stravad Leader awaits you. Please follow me.” 
 
    Niron only had a moment to register the pleasant decorations in the entrance hall before he had to quicken his pace to match the servant. The Stravad led them to a door at the end of a long hallway that was guarded by two more Temerian warriors. One opened the door and waved them through. 
 
    Niron followed on Ason’s heels and came up short. A beautiful Stravad woman was waiting for them and rose to her feet at their entrance. The guard who’d brought them to the house pushed them gently in the back, urging them forward, then closed the door. 
 
    “Gentlemen, this is the Stravad Leader, Panral.” 
 
    Dropping into a quick bow, Niron ducked his head. “My lady, I’m pleased to meet you.” 
 
    Ason muttered something similar. 
 
    When Niron glanced up again, she was smiling. “My husband would tell you titles of nobility do not belong in Temeron,” she said, then she motioned to an arrangement of couches and chairs behind her. “Please have a seat.” 
 
    “We’re filthy and wet, my lady,” said Ason. “I wouldn’t want to soil the furniture.” 
 
    “Don’t be silly. Please sit. Ren, take their cloaks and call Gamel, please.” 
 
    The guard looked uncomfortable. “I can’t leave you alone with them, Stravad Leader.” 
 
    “I’ll be fine. I’m only asking you to call Gamel, not return to the gatehouse.” 
 
    His jaw clenched, but he held his hand out for their cloaks. With a warning glare at each of them, the guard went to the door and slipped outside. 
 
    “Please, come sit.” 
 
    Niron took a seat on the couch. Ason settled beside him. They were both aware of their dirty, damp travel gear and their muddy boots. The Stravad Leader took a seat in the chair facing them, folding her hands in her lap. 
 
    “I understand you’ve come all the way from DiNolfol.” 
 
    Niron opened his mouth to reply, but the door swung inward and the guard was back, his eyes sweeping over the three of them. Behind him came the servant. 
 
    “Can I bring you something, Stravad Leader?” 
 
    “Perhaps some brandy to warm them and see if we don’t have something dry they can change into after our talk.” 
 
    “Of course,” said the servant, hurrying from the room. 
 
    As the door closed behind him, the guard took up his position again, his eyes narrowed on the two men. 
 
    “Yes, my lady, we’ve driven all the way from DiNolfol. Before its fall..” His voice caught and he coughed to clear it. She gave him a sympathetic look. “Before its fall, Ason and I were employed by the king. I was servant to his son, the prince, and Ason was a captain in the castle guard.” 
 
    “I see. I’m very sorry for your losses.” 
 
    The two men nodded in acceptance. “We decided to follow my master. We believed he’d been captured by Gaviston, so...” Niron grimaced. This was the part of the story that sounded far-fetched. 
 
    “So?” prompted the Stravad Leader. 
 
    “So we decided to go to Gava.” 
 
    The guard’s head swung around and his blue eyes narrowed on them. Even the lady seemed taken aback. Niron squirmed uncomfortably. He knew it sounded insane. 
 
    “It does seem crazy,” said Ason, “but we didn’t know how else to help the prince.” 
 
    “I think it sounds courageous.” 
 
    At that moment the door opened, hitting the staring guard in the back. He sidestepped and the servant pushed through, carrying a tray with a decanter and three glasses on it. He bustled to the table, then began pouring out the drinks. Niron accepted his with a polite nod. 
 
    The blend was smooth and warm and flowed over his tongue like honey. Even though his clothes were still damp, he had to admit he was more comfortable than he’d been in days, except he had a very bad feeling about his master. If the prince was here, surely someone would have told him by now. 
 
    When Gamel left the room again, the Stravad Leader motioned that Niron should continue his story. 
 
    “About a week ago, we were in the Tridarn. The jendarome told us that the prince had been in the forest a few days prior. He told us the prince was traveling with the Stravad Leader and his advisors toward Temeron.” 
 
    She nodded. “My husband, Fodongo. I’m his second and take over in his place.” 
 
    Niron swallowed. The brandy suddenly tasted like vinegar in his mouth. “So he isn’t here?” 
 
    “I’m afraid not.” 
 
    Tears threatened in the Daman’s eyes. He realized he was exhausted, but this seemed like too much after all they’d been through. “Was he ever here?” 
 
    “Your master, Kiameron?” 
 
    Niron nodded, blinking to hold back the wetness in his eyes. 
 
    “He was...what is your name?” 
 
    “Niron.” 
 
    “Niron, he’s a fine young man and very brave.” 
 
    “I know that, my lady. Where is he now?” 
 
    She looked so sorrowful, so concerned, Niron’s fingers tightened on the glass. “He went with my husband after the emerald.” 
 
    Niron glanced up at Ason. The Human sighed and lifted his drink, draining it. 
 
    “I’m so sorry you missed him, Niron. I know he would have been happy to see you.” 
 
    “We’ve come so far,” he murmured. Lifting his hand, he rubbed his fist across his cheek, swiping away a tear. “Can you tell us what happened, my lady? Is he going to Gava for the emerald? The guards said someone else had been asking after him.” 
 
    She gave a sad, little laugh and placed her own glass on the table. “Tell you what – why don’t you both change into something warm and dry. Gamel will show you to a room. Then when you’re ready, you can meet me in the dining room and we’ll have a late supper. I haven’t eaten myself. Over the meal, I’ll tell you everything I know and you can tell me the parts of your story you left out for time’s sake.” Her blue eyes shifted between the two men. “I’d be appreciative of the company. It’s lonely here without my husband and the others. Say you’ll join me.” 
 
    “Of course, my lady.” 
 
    She rose to her feet and turned to face the guard. “And you, Ren, you’ll simply have to eat with us if you’re going to continue protecting my virtue.” 
 
    The warrior looked startled, but he straightened importantly and inclined his head. “As you wish, Stravad Leader.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 23 
 
      
 
    Kai’s head nodded forward and he sat up with a start. The sun had set and the sky was darkening. Lemek rode beside him, his head lolling against his chest. Kai reached over and touched the old man’s shoulder. Lemek looked around, then gave the prince a weary smile. Ahead of them rode the other Stravad. 
 
    “I think we’re the only ones who feel the length of this ride, Lemek.” 
 
    “Not true, the others are just better at hiding their complaints.” 
 
    Kai smiled at him. Since beginning the journey nearly a week before, he’d come to respect Lemek. 
 
    It hadn’t been an easy week. The farther they went from Temeron, the more Kai dreaded their decision. He found himself developing a strange wariness, his eyes darting over the landscape, his ears trained for any sound. He half-expected Gaviston to appear around every bend in the road. 
 
    Anatem. They would soon reach the city in the heart of Denortosal. He’d heard of it, but knew little about it. “What’s Anatem like?” 
 
    “I’ve never been there. The first time I’d ever been outside of Temeron was to come after you.” 
 
    Kai blinked in surprise. “The first?” 
 
    “When I was young, there wasn’t time for adventure because I was training to be Stravad Leader.” 
 
    “How is the Stravad Leader chosen? Is Fodongo related to you?” 
 
    “The Stravad Leader is elected by the people, but there are those of us that are identified early on who seem to have the mark of leadership. It’s most often one of these chosen that are elected by the people. Fodongo’s a good illustration of this. I noticed his leadership ability when he was young and urged his parents to have him begin training. He was definitely my choice of successor, but it was the people who made the final decision.” 
 
    “So it never follows in familial lines of succession then?” 
 
    “Not the way of Human nobility. Just because someone carried my blood would not necessarily make him or her leadership material. And yet, if a child of my blood showed such an ability, he or she would train and then be a candidate for election.” 
 
    “Did you have children of your own, Lemek?” 
 
    The old man gave him a sad, tired smile. “Marella and I were unable to have children. Marella was my wife. She died years ago.” 
 
    “I’m sorry.” 
 
    “So am I. I’ll never stop missing her. We were much like Fodongo and Panral, deeply in love.” 
 
    Kai looked to where Fodongo rode before them. “He misses her, doesn’t he?” 
 
    “Yes, but she was needed to lead Temeron in our absence.” 
 
    Kai looked straight into Lemek’s eyes. “It isn’t going to be an easy journey and we really have no idea of what we’re going to face.” 
 
    “I know, Kiameron.” 
 
    “And you’re willing to leave Temeron for only the second time in your life for something that just might be futile.” 
 
    “Fighting evil the likes of Gava is never futile. It will be a good way to end my life, if necessary.” 
 
    “You and I both know we’ll probably succeed at nothing on this journey.” 
 
    “I don’t know that.” 
 
    “But why you? After all you’ve done for your people, being Stravad Leader, helping Fodongo lead, why do you feel it’s necessary to risk what time you have left?” 
 
    “It’s necessary for me to be there.” Lemek looked away, giving Kai a view of his lined profile. “Gava’s my brother.” 
 
    “I don’t understand.” 
 
    “I didn’t take action against him when I should have because he was my brother. I had the power to goad Eldon and I didn’t. I had the power to mobilize my people, band with the other protectorates, but I did nothing. I let him grow until he became the monster he is now.” 
 
    “Just like you said, he was your brother. I don’t think anyone faults you for that.” 
 
    Lemek gave a sad, weary smile. “I fault myself and it’s enough. I was weak and indecisive and so many people have paid for that. Now I’ve got to see it ended.” 
 
    “Even if it means seeing him destroyed?” 
 
    Lemek shifted and met Kai’s gaze. “Even then, especially then. After all, isn’t that what we all intend to do? Bring Gava down.” 
 
    “In theory, yes.” 
 
    “I couldn’t have stayed behind in Temeron and let you take this risk alone, not when I’m responsible for it.” 
 
    “You’re not responsible for what Gava has done,” said Kai. “Gava’s responsible for his own actions. You’ve given your whole life to your people. If you chose to sit this one out for any number of reasons, I think everyone would understand.” 
 
    Lemek waggled a finger at the prince. “You might just need me yet, so don’t discount the worth of an old man, Eldon’s heir.” 
 
    “I would never do that. My father...” His voice faltered on the word. “My real father was very powerful, despite his age.” 
 
    “Tafoya was a remarkable man. He and your mother sacrificed much for Temeron. They will never be forgotten.” 
 
    Kai stared at Lemek, wanting to ask about his parents, hungering for more knowledge, but the pain of his father’s death, the newness of his own identity, kept him from saying anything. 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    “Anatem,” said Hadar in fond anticipation as they rode down a green valley and into the filthy streets of the city. “There isn’t a more wonderfully wretched place than this in all of Samar, unless it be Taral, itself.” 
 
    The sun had just set and the air was crisp. People walked down the broken boardwalks and gazed at the weary party in apprehension. 
 
    “Hadar, you’re fond of the booze in Anatem, not of the town,” said Ronake with a bark of laughter. 
 
    “Ah, but Ronake, you don’t do the town justice. The booze only adds to the warmth and good cheer of the people,” said Hadar. 
 
    “The people are only cheerful after they have a few shots under their belts,” finished Ronake. 
 
    They all laughed. 
 
    Hadar pulled his horse out of the line, slowing for Kai to catch up. “You must come with me for a drink, Eldon’s heir.” 
 
    Fodongo was frowning, but Kai expected Fodongo to frown. “Let’s not announce our purpose to every drunk and reprobate here, Hadar!” 
 
    Hadar seemed chastised. 
 
    Kai liked Hadar and he didn’t think Fodongo needed to be quite so forceful. Shooting a glance at the Stravad Leader, he smiled at the red-headed man. “I’d be honored, Hadar.” 
 
    To his credit, Fodongo seemed to realize he’d been too harsh. He shifted in the saddle and looked back at his closest friend. “I didn’t mean to snap, it’s just been a long week and I’m tired. Why don’t you take Kiameron and the brothers, and have your drink now. Lemek and I can arrange lodgings there.” He nodded at a hotel across the muddy street. 
 
    “Are you sure about that, Fodongo?” asked Ronake. “We can wait and all go together.” 
 
    “In truth, Ronake, I wouldn’t mind a few moments to myself.” 
 
    Spotting a stable, Fodongo pointed in its direction. They dismounted and walked their horses to the entrance. While Ronar went to find the stable hand, the Stravad Leader reached into his pocket and withdrew a few coins. 
 
    Motioning to the prince, he handed him the coins. “Enjoy your first taste of debauchery.” He shifted his eyes to Hadar. “Make sure you watch over our young prince.” 
 
    “I’ll guard his back with my life.” 
 
    Fodongo rolled his eyes. “Now I’m really worried.” 
 
    Hadar laughed. “I’ve always protected your back, Fodongo.” 
 
    Dropping a companionable arm over the smaller man’s shoulders, the Stravad Leader gave him a tired smile. “That you have, Hadar, that you have.” 
 
    Kai followed Hadar down the street. The four men drew attention as they went and as Kai looked at the people around them, he guessed he knew why. There didn’t seem to be any other Stravad in the vicinity. 
 
    Anatem wasn’t large or cosmopolitan. It lacked a great deal of the charm that marked Temeron. The people were shabbily dressed and unfriendly looking. It was strange to see his cheerful comrades smile and nod at the people they passed, while the citizens of Anatem provided an almost hostile response. 
 
    The streets were narrow and dirty, the gutters choked with debris. Many of the store fronts had boarded up windows or broken boardwalks, and some of the facades were crooked or warped. The signs over the buildings were often faded, or non-existent. He wondered how anyone found what they needed in such disarray, but that didn’t seem to be a problem for Hadar. 
 
    After a short walk, the Stravad stopped and tilted his head back, looking at the faded sign above a dark building. He looked at his companions waiting behind him and flashed a smile. “The Rosebud has the finest rum in town and the most beautiful owner. We’ll start here.” 
 
    They entered the small bar and took a seat at a table. The interior was as dark as it had appeared outside, the table was lopsided and wobbled when they placed their elbows on it, and the chairs were uncomfortable, but it was surprisingly clean. Even though it was early evening, and a relatively early hour for drinking, the tavern was full. Kai guessed the rum must be as good as Hadar said. 
 
    A woman moved to the table and wiped it with a cloth hanging from her apron. Kai looked up into a pair of mesmerizing brown eyes. She was young and beautiful with glossy black hair pulled back severely from a porcelain complexion and tied in a knot at the top of her head. She wore a worn, but clean dress that hugged an ample, entirely feminine figure. Kai felt his heart begin to pound a little faster. She didn’t have any of Saria’s delicate charm, but she was stunning in her own right. Immediately the prince revised his initial assumption. It wasn’t the rum that made the Rosebud so attractive. 
 
    “What can I get for you boys?” she said, her dark eyes making a quick circuit of the table. 
 
    “A bottle of your finest,” said Hadar. 
 
    “Anything to eat?” 
 
    Hadar looked around at his companions, but they were all staring at the beautiful woman with open admiration. “I think we’ll wait awhile.” 
 
    She nodded and turned away. Four pairs of male eyes followed her swaying hips as she eased herself behind the bar and retrieved the bottle and four cups. She set out the rum and arranged the cups with a practiced hand. 
 
    “Obviously, you aren’t from around here.” 
 
    “We’re from Temeron,” said Hadar. “But I’ve drank at your fine establishment many times. I told my companions they must try the finest rum in Anatem, poured by the most beautiful proprietress in town.” 
 
    She smiled, showing even, white teeth. “I’m flattered. Now if you’ll excuse me, I have other customers to attend. Call if you need anything else.” 
 
    They watched her departure, then turned to the cups before them. Hadar, Ronake and Ronar downed half the drink in the first swallow. Kai watched in awe. A cheer rang from the other end of the room and Kai looked towards it. Many men crowded around a table, laughing and elbowing each other. 
 
    “A contest,” said Hadar. “You should try, Ronar.” 
 
    Ronar laughed and said, “It wouldn’t be a contest anymore.” 
 
    “What kind of contest?” asked Kai as the cheers rose once again. 
 
    “Drinking, what else? Whichever man can drink the most and stay on his feet is the victor,” said Ronake. 
 
    The crowd roared and hands holding cups were thrown into the air. Kai watched curiously, but from where he sat he couldn’t see the contestants. 
 
    “Sounds ridiculous.” 
 
    Hadar shrugged. “More like a waste of fine rum. It should be drank slowly and savored, as should a beautiful woman.” He pointed his cup in the tavern maid’s direction. 
 
    Ronar nodded. “She’s a rare beauty.” 
 
    Another cheer rose from the crowd and the woman looked in that direction. There was a worried expression on her face. Kai wondered if she feared her customers might be getting out of hand, but the game seemed to be harmless enough, for the moment. 
 
    He turned back to the table as Hadar refilled his cup. A strange, pleasant warmth was spreading through him and he settled himself in the uncomfortable chair, realizing this was the first time he’d relaxed since leaving DiNolfol. 
 
    Another cheer rose from the group, but this one was much louder than the others. Slowly the crowd parted and a young man pushed his way through. He was about Kai’s age with black hair just a shade darker than his own. His features were striking and he walked with a practiced swagger. Many of the men patted him on the back and offered to buy him a drink, but he waved them off with a smile and made his way to the bar where the beautiful tavern owner replenished his cup. Then he sauntered off to the end of the bar and took a seat, leaning back against the wall. 
 
    His eyes made a circuit of the room and came to rest on the Stravad. He seemed momentarily surprised, but then his handsome face smoothed over like a mask, all except his piercing black eyes. They scrutinized each face in turn, pausing finally on Kai. 
 
    Kai stared at him openly. The man was familiar somehow, yet he couldn’t place why. Suddenly, the man stirred and cup in hand, he approached the table, offering his other hand to the prince. 
 
    “My name’s Cy,” he said with a surprisingly silky voice and a crooked smile. “Have we met?” 
 
    “Forgive our friend for staring. He’s never been to a tavern before,” said Hadar. 
 
    “No apology necessary.” The other man’s piercing black eyes never left Kai’s face. “Don’t see many Stravad in Anatem. Forgive my base curiosity.” 
 
    “No harm done,” replied Ronake, drawing the man’s attention. He pushed the single remaining chair out with his foot. “Why don’t you take a seat? We can all assuage our curiosities that way.” 
 
    Cy shot the Stravad a cocky smile and said, “If I’m not imposing.” 
 
    “Of course not,” said the Stravad, but his expression was blatantly suspicious. 
 
    Cy took a seat. “Welcome to Anatem.” 
 
    “You win that contest?” Ronar said, nodding at the rear of the tavern. 
 
    Cy glanced at him briefly. “That? Hardly a contest.” 
 
    “Really?” said Ronar and he reached for the bottle of rum, filling both his and the newcomer’s cup. 
 
    Cy’s black eyes danced with mischief and a cunning smile curled the lines of his mouth. Reaching for his cup, he tossed back the entire amount. Involuntarily, Kai’s gaze shifted to Ronar. The huge Stravad made a snarling motion with his upper lip before lifting his own cup. The cup landed back on the table with a hollow ring. The rest of them scrambled to keep the dishes upright as the table tilted with the force of his blow. 
 
    With a good natured chuckle, Cy nodded at the bottle, encouraging the giant to refill their cups. The prince’s eyes widened. He’d never seen anything so stupid in his entire life. Were they really going to drink themselves sick just to see who could hold more? 
 
    He studied Cy. He didn’t come anywhere close to Ronar in size or bulk, but there was something in those quick black eyes that told Kai he shouldn’t underestimate the man. 
 
    The bottle ran out during the fourth round. Little had been said once the impromptu contest had begun, but the moment the rum went dry, Hadar closed his eyes and moaned. He’d had only one cup so far. 
 
    With another pleasant chuckle, Cy made a motion with his hand. The beautiful tavern owner came forward with a second bottle and began pouring it in their cups. 
 
    Ronar’s attention was finally diverted from the stupid contest. 
 
    Cy marked the Stravad’s interest. “Have you met Zhera?” 
 
    Zhera’s pale cheeks seemed to color at the remark. Ronar opened his mouth to speak, but Zhera recovered first. “I haven’t had the pleasure of their names.” 
 
    “An oversight, dear lady,” Ronake replied. “I’m Ronake and this is my brother, Ronar. The gentleman to my left is Hadar and this is Kiameron.” 
 
    “Pleased to make your acquaintances,” she said and then looked back at Cy, who lifted an ebony brow and smiled his rogue’s smile. She colored again and turned away, hurrying back behind the bar. 
 
    Ronar watched the exchange and bristled at the frank, appraising look Cy gave the woman. “Where are you from?” 
 
    “Aramad in the south.” 
 
    “And what brings you so far away from Aramad?” said Ronar. 
 
    “I grew tired of the city and wished to find adventure or love, whichever came first.” 
 
    “You mean trouble.” 
 
    Ronake and Hadar shot the giant a quick glance and Kai suddenly felt uneasy. This was the most Kai had heard the giant say since they’d begun their journey over a week ago. 
 
    “No one goes looking for trouble.” 
 
    “And yet I imagine you find your fair share of it,” said Ronar. 
 
    Cy suddenly turned his cold, black eyes on the giant. “Are you looking for some?” 
 
    Kai blinked. Something in that tone had struck a chord inside of him, but he couldn’t place it. His gaze roved over the other’s face, searching, seeking. At the same moment, Cy’s eyes shifted to him. They locked gazes for a tense moment, then the black eyes blinked, slowly, and the strange static energy drained away. 
 
    With a sigh, he reached for his drink. “Listen, I really don’t want trouble.” He lifted the cup toward Ronar. “I concede you victory. I think I’ve probably had too much to drink, so forgive me if I take my leave of you. Good evening.” 
 
    “Good evening,” said Hadar and Ronake in strained unison and the four companions watched him return to his former seat at the end of the bar. 
 
    The evening wore on uneventfully. They talked a little about the journey and about Anatem, but they avoided any mention of their mission. It was quite late when Kai realized they’d finished off the second bottle and he was getting tired, not to mention his head was buzzing disturbingly loud. 
 
    “I’ve got to get some sleep,” he said, bracing his head in his hands. The table tilted for the hundredth time and he barely grabbed his cup before it fell off the edge. 
 
    Hadar smiled at him, fingering the handle on his own cup. “I’ll walk back with you. I’m tired too.” 
 
    Ronake nodded, rising to his feet. He laid his hand on his brother’s rock-hard shoulder. “You coming?” 
 
    Ronar shook his head. “I think I’ll just sit here and have a few more.” 
 
    The three companions exchanged concerned looks, shifting around to mark where the black-haired drunk was currently sitting. He hadn’t left his place at the end of the bar and he was talking with another of the bar maids. The woman wore a revealing dress and her face was heavily made-up. Kai suspected she was quite a bit older than the rogue, but she giggled at whatever he said and slapped him on the shoulder. 
 
    Shaking his head in disgust, Kai looked down at the giant. “He’s not worth it, Ronar.” 
 
    Ronar’s eyes shifted to Zhera behind the bar. “I’m not interested in him.” 
 
    “Promise you’ll leave him alone,” demanded Ronake. 
 
    Ronar placed a hand over his heart. “I swear I’ll leave the little drunk alone, as long as he stays away from me.” Kai and the other two nodded in agreement a moment before Ronar added, “But if he doesn’t, I’m gonna pulverize him.” 
 
    Kai grimaced and patted the giant’s shoulder. “Fair enough,” he said, shooting a skeptical look at the other two. 
 
    They both chuckled and turned to leave the tavern. Kai followed them, but he paused on the threshold and glanced back at the dark-haired rogue. There was something about the young man that nettled him, but he couldn’t place what it was. 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    It wasn’t long after Ronar's companions left that the drunk turned back to the bar and motioned Zhera over. He said something to her Ronar couldn’t hear. She gave him an annoyed look, but she reached beneath the bar, pulling out a bottle and sliding it to him. He paid her and gave her a wink before weaving off his seat and moving toward the door, bottle in hand. 
 
    Ronar silently willed the drunk to bait him some more. He hated pretty boys with a passion and he wouldn’t mind planting his fist in this one’s face and ruining that perfect nose. He didn’t think many women would be so quick to fawn all over him then. 
 
    The fool did pause in front of Ronar. He placed the bottle on the table, swaying where he stood, and yet the table did not tilt. Something about that bothered Ronar, but he couldn’t put his finger on what it was. 
 
    “For you,” he slurred, stepping back and motioning at the bottle. “To remedy any breech in our friendship.” 
 
    Ronar glared up at him. “I don’t want it!” 
 
    Cy held out his arms, indicating he had only the sincerest motives in mind. “It’s yours. Feel free to bestow it on someone else.” 
 
    “I’d like to bestow it between your eyes.” 
 
    As drunk as he was, there remained a great deal of craftiness shimmering in his black eyes. “You can’t turn an offer of friendship into a weapon. Now, good night, dear sir.” 
 
    With that he weaved unsteadily from the bar. Ronar watched after him, then turned back around and studied the label. Trendarian brandy. The best. Despite himself the giant couldn’t help but chuckle. 
 
    Breaking open the seal, he poured a large helping into his cup and brought it to his lips. It took nearly one half of the bottle before he could finally work up the courage to ask Zhera to join him for a drink. She surprised him by accepting now that the tavern was closing and she had few patrons left to serve. 
 
    As she sat at the table, Ronar smiled at her and filled her cup. “How did such a pretty lady come to be owner of a tavern?” 
 
    “My father left me a little money after he died. It wasn’t enough to live on indefinitely, but enough to start my own business. There aren’t many female proprietors, so I attracted customers at first because of my uniqueness. I kept them because my rum’s the best in town.” 
 
    “You’re also the most beautiful tavern owner in town.” 
 
    She laughed and took another sip. 
 
    “Do things ever get out of hand?” 
 
    Her eyes grew troubled and Ronar felt a protective instinct surge inside of him. “I do fine. Most men respect my position as owner, and those that don’t answer to Offel.” She nodded to the far corner of the room where an enormous dog lay. Ronar realized he’d been lying there all night. 
 
    “I see.” 
 
    Zhera smiled. “So tell me why so many Stravad show up here from Temeron?” 
 
    Ronar eased back in his chair and drank from his cup. He’d been drinking for a good many hours now and although he had a great deal of tolerance for his liquor, his tongue had grown loose, especially in front of his charming companion. “We’re on our way to Taral. The young man with us, with the grey eyes, he’s looking for a possession that was stolen.” 
 
    “A possession?” 
 
    Ronar nodded and drank again. Zhera lifted the bottle and refilled his cup. “An emerald, actually.” He leaned forward and lowered his voice conspiratorially. “It’s said to have strange powers.” 
 
    “Powers? What kind?” 
 
    Ronar shrugged. “I’m not sure. I’ve never seen it myself, but they say it’ll bring down Gava if wielded by the proper man.” 
 
    Zhera’s eyes snapped back to the Stravad’s face. “Bring down Gava? Wouldn’t that be wonderful.” 
 
    “Yes,” said Ronar, lifting his cup in an informal toast. 
 
    She touched glasses with him. “Is this grey-eyed young man the one to wield it?” 
 
    Ronar shrugged and drained his cup. “Fodongo thinks so, but I’m not so sure. He’s awfully young and inexperienced. It’ll take a powerful sorcerer to destroy Gava.” 
 
    She reached to refill his drink, but Ronar covered the opening with his hand, feeling suddenly dizzy. 
 
    “You’re so beautiful. Would you allow me to call on you tomorrow?” 
 
    Her eyes snapped back to his face and a look of surprised vulnerability flared in their brown depths. Then she smiled genuinely for the first time. “I’d like that.” 
 
    “I’ll come by around nine.” 
 
    “Fine,” she said with another smile. 
 
    Ronar staggered to his feet, surprised by his unsteadiness, but he forced it to the back of his mind. He bowed low to Zhera, lifted her hand to his lips, and bid her a most restful sleep. Then he weaved and bumped his way from the bar and down the street to his hotel. 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    Zhera watched the huge Stravad go with a melancholy smile and rose to her feet. She usually didn’t get involved with her customers, but there was something sweet and innocent about the Stravad. She glanced at Offel and shook her head. 
 
    “I must be getting soft or lonely.” 
 
    Rubbing her neck, she grabbed a tray from behind the bar and began loading dirty glasses onto it. Footsteps sounded on the boardwalk outside the door and a dark shadow fell across her. She spun on her heels and then took a deep breath in relief. 
 
    “Cy, in Eldon’s name, you startled me.” 
 
    “It hasn’t always been that way, Zhera.” 
 
    Zhera turned away and continued to load the tray with glasses. “We’re closed, Cy,” she said and moved behind the bar to place it between them. 
 
    He leaned against the bar and watched her work. “You’ve never been closed to me before.” She faltered in her movements and her face flushed, but he only smiled wickedly. “I noticed that you stayed open beyond hours for that Stravad.” 
 
    She stopped again in mid-motion and fixed her eyes on him. “The Rosebud’s closed, Cy.” 
 
    Moving slowly around the bar, the tips of his fingers passing over the grains of wood, he said, “That doesn’t mean the night’s over, does it?” 
 
    Zhera watched his hand as it caressed the bar’s surface. She turned suddenly and held up her hands before her. “No, Cy, not this time. All you want is to know what that Stravad said to me. I won’t tell you so you may as well leave.” 
 
    “If I wanted to know what the Stravad said, I’d simply ask, Zhera, but that’s not what I want,” he said, moving closer to her and reaching out with his hand. 
 
    She caught his hand in her own. “No, Cy, the last time you left Anatem, I vowed I’d never let you into my bar again.” 
 
    Cy smiled. “Is that so?” 
 
    She nodded and stepped away, his hand still held in her own. “Yes, now leave.” 
 
    He smiled again and pulled her closer. With his other hand, he stroked her cheek and she closed her eyes. Then he removed the pins in her hair and allowed it to fall in a thick wave over her shoulders. Pulling her against him, he placed his mouth against hers and kissed her. 
 
    “I hate you,” she breathed against his mouth. 
 
    “I know,” he whispered and kissed her once more. 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    Cy stared at the ceiling above Zhera’s bed. She was curled up beside him, her head resting on his chest. 
 
    “Aren’t you glad you didn’t turn me away?” he said with a crooked smile. 
 
    She ran her hand over his chest. “No, because you’re a scoundrel and any self-respecting woman would have nothing to do with you.” Then she lifted up and kissed him. 
 
    He ran his hand along the side of her body. 
 
    “Cy, stay here in Anatem with me. There’s a cottage at the end of the row that’s for sale. They don’t want much and it would be perfect for us. I know you don’t want to return to Gava. Stay here with me and I promise I’ll make you happy.” 
 
    Cy laughed a deep throaty laugh and she lifted her head to look at him, her expression pained. He fixed her with his black eyes. “If it were so simple. Do you think he’d let me stay here with you? What should I tell him? I’ve found someone to share my bed and I don’t want to be in your service anymore. Come on, Zhera, you’re more clever than that.” But her eyes showed disappointment. “I can’t make any promises to you, Zhera, but I think you should take the cottage. You’ve plenty of money and I’ll give you what I can when I come through.” 
 
    Zhera rolled to her back, pulling the covers over her. “Is that what you really think of me? Do you really think you can buy your way into my bed with your money?” Her eyes blazed as she met his surprised look. “If that’s what you think then I want you to leave. Don’t you understand, Cy? I love you. I always have.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, Zhera. I wish I could be free of him, but I’m trapped. You’ve got to understand, you’re the only one who can.” He kissed her and nuzzled her neck. “I need your help, Zhera. Tell me what the Stravad had to say.” 
 
    Her body stiffened and she pushed him away. “No, Cy, I should’ve known better than to trust you.” 
 
    He gathered her in his arms and kissed her. “Please, Zhera, I need to know. If you love me, you’ll tell me.” 
 
    “Please, Cy, don’t do this.” 
 
    “Tell me, Zhera.” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Tell me,” he purred against her throat. 
 
    Forcing her eyes open, she stared up at him. Tears glistened on her lashes. “All right, Cy, but swear you’ll never ask me to spy for you again.” 
 
    “I swear.” 
 
    “The group that was in here tonight are Stravad from Temeron.” 
 
    “Yes, yes, I guessed as much already,” he said impatiently. 
 
    Tears made a glistening path from the corner of her eyes down her temples. “What you don’t know is that the young man with the grey eyes is from DiNolfol.” 
 
    Immediately Zhera wished she hadn’t said anything for Cy’s eyes took on such a malevolent light that she felt afraid. “From DiNolfol, eh? That is news! What else?” 
 
    “Only that they’re going on to Taral after Anatem in search of some emerald.” 
 
    “Really,” he muttered absently. 
 
    “Please, Cy, leave them alone,” she whispered as she buried her face between his throat and shoulder, holding him tightly. 
 
    Cy barely heard her. His mind was already preoccupied with the Stravad. Releasing her abruptly, he threw back the covers and climbed out of bed. 
 
    She watched his slender form as he dressed in the light of the fire. “Where are you going?” 
 
    He looked up and she could see his eyes gleaming in the darkness. “I’ve got a lot to do before they leave,” he said, half to himself and half to her. 
 
    “Listen carefully, Cy,” said Zhera, leaning forward. “You’re too careless with people. You think you can hurt people without it touching you, but mark my words, someday you’re going to be hurt. Someday you’re going to fall in love and it won’t be returned.” 
 
    Cy met her gaze without speaking. 
 
    After a tense moment, he moved to Zhera’s side and dropped to one knee, laying his head in her lap. She hesitated a moment, surprised by this change of emotion, and then stroked his hair. “Why did he send you this time?” 
 
    He lifted his head and met her gaze. “It doesn’t matter.” 
 
    Zhera stroked an ebony lock from his brow. “It does. I’ve seen your back, remember? I’ve felt the scars myself. This time was brutal.” 
 
    He gave a mocking shrug. “They’ve all been brutal, Zhera. Don’t worry about it.” 
 
    “I do. I hate what they’ve made you.” 
 
    He reared away from her, his expression stricken, then he eased up on the bed beside her. “Is that so?” he purred before his mouth came down on hers. 
 
    Zhera knew she was going to give in the moment he touched her. “No,” she whispered, pulling him closer. “No, I don’t.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 24 
 
      
 
    Cy leaned against the hitching post and allowed the sun to bathe his face. His tryst with Zhera the previous night had provided him with a boon of information. It only remained for him to become part of the Stravad party going to Taral. That minor detail didn’t bother him. If Cy possessed any of his uncle’s traits, he possessed Gava’s silken voice and his ability to talk anyone into anything. 
 
    He saw Zhera come down the street, moving at a determined pace. As he stepped out into the street, she pulled up short, a look of panic crossing her face. 
 
    “Get out of my way, Cy.” 
 
    “Is that anyway to talk after last night?” 
 
    “I don’t have time for this. You’re not going to stop me.” 
 
    “You don’t have time for this? Where are you going?” 
 
    Zhera wouldn’t meet his gaze. “Saving my soul.” 
 
    Cy narrowed his eyes. “You wouldn’t be about to betray me, would you, Zhera?” 
 
    “I can’t live this way – I can’t even look at myself in the mirror without feeling like I’m a traitor. I’ve done everything you asked me out of my love for you, but last night I decided that if I truly loved you, I’d save you from yourself.” 
 
    Cy struggled to control the growing anxiety that welled within him. As Zhera attempted to push past, he grabbed her arm and spun her around to face him, only partially aware that Ronar was watching the scene from the tavern porch across the street. 
 
    “Let go of me, Cy.” 
 
    Cy smoothed over his features. “Please Zhera, let’s go to your room where we can talk this over like sensible adults.” He bent to kiss her, but she turned away. 
 
    “No, Cy, leave me alone!” 
 
    Before Cy had time to pull her back, a blur of motion caught him in the chest and threw him against the hitching post where he struck his head. He went down and felt himself being lifted again by massive forearms. A fist hammered beneath his ribs and his body heaved upward with the force of the blow. The breath exploded out of him and he felt himself falling. 
 
    Zhera screamed. 
 
    For a moment, her screams blended with the memory of Saria’s screams, confusing him. 
 
    “He was hurting you. I was trying to help!” came a voice above him. 
 
    Cy blinked his eyes. Breathing was taking all of his concentration. 
 
    “Don’t hurt him anymore!” sobbed Zhera. Then she was kneeling beside him. 
 
    Canting a glance upward, Cy could just make out the blurry form of the Stravad giant. He was staring at Zhera in bewilderment. Suddenly two more Stravad appeared beside the first. Cy’s gaze focused on the younger of the two – Eldon’s heir. He’d bet his life on it. He ignored the inner voice that whispered it was Saria’s life he was betting. Still, with Zhera’s information and his own instinct, he felt it was a safe bet. 
 
    “What’s going on?” demanded the other Stravad. 
 
    The giant shook his head in confusion. “Fodongo, I was only protecting the lady. He was hurting her and she told him to leave her alone.” 
 
    “You can’t go around assaulting people! I didn’t ask for your help!” 
 
    “But you told him to leave you alone and he wouldn’t!” 
 
    “Ronar!” hissed the other Stravad. “Stop yelling!” He shot an anxious glance around the street. 
 
    Peering through his lashes, Cy noticed they were drawing a lot of attention and he suspected the Stravad didn’t want that. In fact, Saria’s prince grimaced in concern. 
 
    “I’ll have you arrested and charged with assault!” threatened Zhera. 
 
    Cy knew it was time for him to take charge. “It’s all right, Zhera. I’m fine.” He tried to sit up, but with a catch of his breath, he sank back into Zhera’s lap. 
 
    That got the desired effect as Zhera began fussing over him. A crowd was beginning to form. Cy heard someone say a soldier was approaching. Actually, it was an officer and the Stravad blanched when they saw him. 
 
    “What’s going on?” 
 
    Zhera jumped in to give her version of the story. Oddly enough, Ronar had become the villain. What was it about love that made a person stupid, Cy wondered. 
 
    The two Stravad were shaking their heads in protest, but Eldon’s heir had his eyes narrowed as if he knew this wasn’t good. 
 
    Cy lifted himself on an elbow. “Officer, I think I can clear this up.” 
 
    The officer’s brows rose nearly beneath the band of his hat. “You?” he asked. “You’re gonna clear this up?” 
 
    Cy reached for Zhera’s hand. “Help me up.” 
 
    She scrambled to do what he wanted, bracing him as he climbed to his feet. Cy leaned on her, sliding an arm around her shoulders. Time to pour on the charm! 
 
    “We’ve just had a misunderstanding. This man’s only guilty of being chivalrous, nothing more. I think we can forget anything happened and go about our business again.” 
 
    The officer leaned close to Cy. “If it were anyone else, I’d haul him in, but since it’s you, I agree. You’re a two-bit gambler and a whore-monger.” Here he cast a disparaging look at Zhera. “And I’m keeping my eye on you.” He turned and walked away. 
 
    Lifting a hand to the back of his head, Cy touched a sore spot on his scalp. His fingers came away bloody. The blonde Stravad saw it and moved forward. 
 
    “Let me see,” he demanded, reaching for Cy’s head and pulling it down. “I’m a healer among my people.” 
 
    Cy tried to pull away as the man probed his scalp. “So he busts them up and you put them back together?” 
 
    Blue eyes met black as the man released Cy again. “It’s a small cut.” 
 
    “There’s a lot of blood,” said Zhera. 
 
    “Scalp wounds bleed a lot,” replied the Stravad. “Come with me and I’ll clean it for you. It’s the least we can do since you got us out of that trouble.” 
 
    Cy threw a smile the giant’s way. “Heh, it was my pleasure. Ronar and I are old friends.” 
 
    The giant made that strange snarling motion with his upper lip, but he looked contrite the moment the blonde’s eyes swung in his direction. Cy waggled his brows at the giant behind the other’s back. It amused him to see such a huge man squirm. 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    Fodongo dampened a cloth with his most stringent antiseptic and then parted the stranger’s black hair to get to the cut on his scalp. There was a lot of blood, but the cut itself wasn’t deep nor was it overly large. 
 
    He glared at Ronar as he cleaned the wound. Damn it all, they didn’t need trouble. Except Fodongo had always believed chance meetings were never chance. You couldn’t be Temerian Stravad without placing a lot of stock in prophesies and destiny and the guiding hand of fate. 
 
    The woman watched with that anxious expression of love. Fodongo was a good judge of people and he suspected the love was pretty one sided here, still, something in the woman’s face touched him. 
 
    “He’ll be fine. It’s only a flesh wound, doesn’t even require sutures.” 
 
    She nodded tensely.  
 
    He glanced back at his work. He actually wanted to get rid of the woman for a little while so he could talk with her companion. He suspected the man was exactly what the soldier had said, but maybe he was also exactly what they needed to retrieve the emerald. 
 
    That part of the problem had been worrying the Stravad Leader no little amount. If they found the gaming hall Helab told them about and if they found his two accomplices, that didn’t mean they’d find the emerald. It might take someone with cunning to get that information, and this rogue seemed to have some cunning. 
 
    Being Stravad presented a problem when one left Temeron. Since most full-blooded Stravad lived within the Stravad capital, they always drew a great deal of attention whenever they entered a Human protectorate. There was no way any of them could snoop for information about the emerald. Even Kiameron would draw suspicion. 
 
    Walking over to the basin, Fodongo began washing his hands. His eyes shifted to the young stranger named Cy. He was gingerly feeling the back of his head, his eyes narrowed in discomfort. Fodongo suspected Ronar had also bruised a few ribs, but he didn’t think it was as bad as he’d pretended. Some of that acting ability might come in handy when they got to Taral. 
 
    Staring at the man’s profile, Fodongo suspected he had some Stravad blood himself. It was there in his skin coloring and the finely sculpted features, but with his dark eyes, he could pass for a Human. 
 
    Drying his hands on a towel, he smiled at the woman. “You know what might help – a hot meal and some fruit juice. The natural sugars in the juice will restore fluids and help him build back the lost blood.” 
 
    She blinked up at him in confusion. 
 
    “I wondered if you wouldn’t mind getting him something, since you know Anatem better than we do.” 
 
    “Of course,” she said, standing up. 
 
    Both Kiameron and Ronar frowned at him, but the rogue simply looked curious. Fodongo knew there was a more than swift intellect behind those black eyes, no matter what else the man might be. 
 
    The woman crossed to his side, placing her hand on his shoulder. He looked up at her and gave her a smile. “Are you all right?” 
 
    “I’m fine, Zhera.” 
 
    She bent and kissed him quickly. “I’ll be back soon.” 
 
    He nodded and watched her leave. 
 
    Fodongo waited until the door closed. “Take off your shirt and let me look at your ribs.” 
 
    He was surprised when the rogue reared back. His eyes shifted between Ronar and Kiameron, then returned to Fodongo. 
 
    “I’m fine.” 
 
    “Don’t be ridiculous. Ronar’s a brute. I’ve seen what those fists can do. He might have cracked something.” 
 
    A rebellious look entered the younger man’s face and in that moment, he looked very young indeed. “No. I told you I’m fine.” 
 
    The Stravad Leader thought the reaction strange, but he wasn’t a man to fight against blatant determination. Grabbing a chair, he pulled it close to the bed and took a seat himself. 
 
    “Are you any good?” 
 
    “At what?” 
 
    Fodongo ran a hand across his beard. This Cy might be young, but there was a wariness about him that only experience gave a man. “At gambling. You are a gambler, right?” 
 
    “When I need to be.” 
 
    “But are you any good?” 
 
    “I’m good enough. Why?” 
 
    Fodongo shrugged. “You also seem able to ferret out information from usually uncooperative sources.” He didn’t need to look at Ronar to know the giant was squirming. 
 
    A smile curved the lines of Cy’s mouth. “It isn’t difficult if you find a man’s weakness.” 
 
    Fodongo sighed. He understood what happened last night. The woman was pretty and Ronar did think he could hold more liquor than he really could. 
 
    “I wonder if you’d be open to new employment opportunities.” 
 
    “Fodongo!” said Kiameron. 
 
    Fodongo ignored him, focusing his attention on Cy. 
 
    Black eyes tracked a path between the two of them, then the cunning smile flashed once more. “What sort of opportunities exactly?” he asked. His voice was unique, pleasant and yet alarming at the same time. Fodongo realized a person might not catch the words themselves if he got too lost in the fluidity of the tone. 
 
    “A possession of ours was stolen. We want to recover it.” 
 
    “And where do I come in?” 
 
    “We have it on good authority this possession’s being kept in a gaming hall. We need someone...” Here the Stravad Leader paused and held out his arms. “...someone not so obviously Stravad to go in and get information for us.” 
 
    “Spy.” 
 
    “Not spy, that sounds so negative. Let’s just call it obtaining information.” 
 
    The smile was back. “Obtaining information that way leads to untimely death. And what happens when I obtain the information you want?” 
 
    “You help us come up with a plan to get our possession back.” 
 
    “Now it’s spying and stealing.” 
 
    “No!” protested Fodongo, but he knew he’d already lost this battle of wits. 
 
    “Let him go, Fodongo. We don’t need his help!” 
 
    Fodongo met the quick black eyes. “What other unparalleled opportunities are awaiting you here?” 
 
    “What is this possession?” 
 
    “Don’t, Fodongo,” warned Ronar. 
 
    “Something of great sentimental value.” 
 
    “And what would be my compensation?” 
 
    “Room, board, travel expenses even if you don’t get any information for us. One thousand in gold if you retrieve our possession.” 
 
    “When people say something of great sentimental value, it’s pretty certain they know the value in gold too. Five thousand if I get it back for you.” 
 
    “This is ridiculous!” said Kiameron. 
 
    “He’s right. That would be black-mail.” 
 
    Cy made a tsking noise. “Not black-mail, that sounds so negative. Let’s just call it obtaining capital.” 
 
    Fodongo was silent for a moment, studying the younger man. Lifting his hand he scratched at his beard. “Two-fifty.” 
 
    Kiameron made a strangled cry of rage and the Stravad Leader could feel the tension emanating from Ronar. 
 
    “Where is this gaming hall?” 
 
    “Taral.” 
 
    Cy reached up to touch the wound on the back of his head. “It’s tempting, but...” 
 
    “I understand if you think it’s beyond your skill.” 
 
    Cy chuckled. “Is this where I’m supposed to agree to assuage my male ego?” When Fodongo opened his mouth to protest, Cy held up a hand. “Room, board, and travel expenses?” 
 
    Fodongo nodded. 
 
    “And money to gamble with, right?” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    Cy leaned forward and dropped his voice into a conspiratorial whisper. “You know when you had me?” 
 
    Fodongo shook his head, confused. 
 
    “When you asked me if I had any other opportunities waiting for me. My curiosity happens to be greater than my common sense.” 
 
    “Are you accepting the job?” 
 
    Cy shrugged. “Why not?” He canted a glance at Ronar. “As long as you muzzle the brute.” 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    “Have you lost your mind, Fodongo?” said Kai as he moved down the street beside the Stravad Leader. “Why, in Eldon’s name, would you employ that man?” 
 
    Fodongo paused and regarded Kai for a moment. “Have I lost my mind? What do you mean by that?” 
 
    “I don’t trust him, Fodongo, and I don’t want him coming with us. I don’t like the way he looks at me, as if he were looking right through me.” 
 
    “You don’t like the way he looks at you? I’ll admit he’s a bit of a rogue, but we’ll need his cunning. Mark my words, Kiameron, it’ll take cunning to recover the emerald.” 
 
    “This man’s dangerous. I don’t like him and I especially don’t like that he’s going to be traveling with us. How are you going to get rid of him after the business in Taral is finished?” 
 
    “Perhaps I won’t. If he’s going to prove dangerous to us, it may be just as well to keep him close. Besides we’re headed to Gava, Kiameron. Who wants to end up there voluntarily?” 
 
    “I don’t like it, Fodongo. I want my opposition known before everything gets out of control.” 
 
    “Your opposition’s noted and your concern shared, Kiameron; however, I still intend for Cy to join us and I won’t hear another word against it.” 
 
    “No you won’t, Fodongo. If I’ve learned anything about Stravad, I’ve learned that they are infuriatingly stubborn.” 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    Cy woke with a start and sat up in the bed. His side ached and his head hurt. Zhera moved to the bed and took a seat, placing her hand on his arm. 
 
    “Are you all right?” she said. There was a strange catch in her voice. 
 
    He looked up and focused on her. Night had fallen outside the window and the curtains blew inward. He braced his head in his hands. The dream he’d been having had seemed so real that he was actually surprised to find himself in Zhera’s room, not in Gava. 
 
    “I...” He hesitated again and stared into her face. “For a moment I thought you were someone else. Someone...” 
 
    “...named Saria,” said Zhera, her eyes narrowing. 
 
    “What did you say?” 
 
    “Who’s Saria, Cy? You spoke her name many times in your sleep, especially just before you woke.” 
 
    It didn’t take much imagination for Cy to conjure Saria in his mind. “A woman I know,” he said, pushing back the covers and rising painfully to his feet. 
 
    He walked stiffly over to the dressing table and poured water from the pitcher into the bowl, bending to wash his face and hands. “What time is it?” he said, looking up into the mirror. Zhera’s reflection was visible just over his shoulder. 
 
    “A little after midnight,” she said coldly. “Is Saria another one of your conquests, Cy?” 
 
    Cy lowered the towel and stared at her reflection. “Conquest?” 
 
    “Where did you meet the tramp? Do you keep her somewhere between here and Gava, and drop by whenever the mood suits you, like you do with me?” 
 
    Cy whirled to face her. “Don’t say anything else!” 
 
    Zhera lifted her head in surprise. “What!” she cried, rising to her feet. “You scoundrel, I allow you to share my bed, I defend you and protect you, and watch over you, only to listen to you call the name of another woman in your sleep! I deserve to know who the tramp is! I demand to know!” 
 
    “Don’t call her that again! At least she doesn’t give a tumble to any booze hound that comes sniffing around!" 
 
    Zhera struck him. 
 
    He flinched away from her and dropped his eyes. He was ashamed of what he’d said, how brutal he’d been. She had her hands over her mouth as if she couldn’t believe she’d hit him. 
 
    “Zhera, I didn’t mean...” 
 
    “Look at me!” 
 
    He did more out of surprise than anything else. 
 
    Her gaze studied him, searching, seeking...finding. “Do you love her?” 
 
    Cy returned to the basin to finish washing his face. “Don’t be stupid.” 
 
    Zhera moved behind him and laid her hands on his bare shoulders. “I’ve known you too many years, Cy, to know when you’re lying. No one knows you better than I do. Look me in the eyes and tell me I’m wrong – look me in the eyes and tell me you aren’t in love with this woman.” 
 
    Cy opened his mouth to speak, struggling with the words, then he swallowed hard and moved away from her to the chair in the corner, grabbing his pants and bending to put them on. 
 
    “This can’t be happening. Not after all this time.” She looked up at him. “Who is she? Don’t you think I deserve that much?” 
 
    Cy hesitated as he pulled his shirt over his shoulders. “Deserve? I suppose you deserve a great deal more than I’ve ever given you, Zhera, but what will it help to know who she is?” 
 
    “I just need to know,” said Zhera, wrapping her arms around her waist and leaning against the dressing table. 
 
    Cy exhaled. “She’s a prisoner of Gava. I’ve known her for about a month.” 
 
    “A month? A month, Cy?” 
 
    Cy met her eyes, then looked down, buttoning his shirt. “She’s not like any other woman I’ve ever met.” He sat down on the edge of the bed and pulled on his boots. “When I’m with her I feel like...I don’t know, like I matter.” 
 
    As he spoke, Zhera edged around the bed to stand before him. She knelt and put her hand in his. “Please stop.” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” he said, then his features grew grave. “Listen to me. You can’t betray me to the Stravad. If you love me at all, listen well to what I’m saying. If I don’t succeed in this venture, Gava will kill her and if she dies, so do I. I promise you this. I won’t go back and pick up the pieces without her. I won’t.” 
 
    Tears filled Zhera’s eyes and spilled over. “Get out!” she cried, pointing to the door. “Get out!” 
 
    Cy reached for her, but she batted his hand away. Rising to his feet, he caught up his cloak and slung it over his arm. He gave Zhera one final look, then he walked to the door. Once in the hallway, he hesitated and looked back, but Zhera had sunk to her knees, her face in her hands. 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    Cy returned to his room and threw his cloak on the chair in the corner, then lay down on the bed. Zhera’s face came to him. He saw her sitting on the floor, still lost in confusion and grief. He forced her out of his mind. It wouldn’t do to feel too much tenderness towards her. 
 
    He thought instead of the grey-eyed heir of Eldon. Kiameron –  he said his name. There was something strange about him that intrigued Cy. Some overlay of power in the odd eyes. Cy caught his breath – the eyes. 
 
    The heir of Eldon would be Stravad for Eldon wouldn’t have chosen a Human to carry on after him, and only Stravad possessed the sort of powers Cy sensed in the young man. Kai’s features were Stravad – the golden skin, the high cheekbones, the slightly slanted eyes. 
 
    Cy rose to his feet and stood before the mirror, looking at his own Stravad features. Then he focused only on his black eyes. Gava had altered the color of Cy’s eyes when he was an infant to hide his bloodline for reasons Cy could only guess. He thought again of Kai’s eyes. They had the same uncanny cast to them, the same unnatural light. 
 
    Gava had been fooled all these years by the same trick he’d used himself. He’d searched in vain for Eldon’s heir, believing him to be Stravad when he’d been raised the entire time as Human in DiNolfol. 
 
    A strange respect blossomed inside him toward the Stravad. Clever rouse and it had nearly worked, but they’d now met with a much more clever adversary than Gava and it would mean the death of Eldon’s heir. 
 
    A pang of remorse struck him, but he thought of Saria. The end justified the means; it must or else nothing had meaning. 
 
    Saria. 
 
    He sat down on the bed and lost himself in memory. 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    She sat curled up on the cot, reading one of his books. He stood outside the cell and watched her. He could never in all his life remember when simply watching a woman made him feel so good. 
 
    When the Orahim came to place the key in the lock, she looked up. There was a brief moment when she was caught between the world on the pages of her book and reality, then she slammed the book closed and scrambled off the cot before he could even step inside. 
 
    For a moment he thought she might launch herself in his arms and his heart raced with excitement, but she checked herself, coming to a halt before him and looking up into his face. He smiled down at her, happy just to be with her, happy for the few stolen moments they could share. 
 
    The next moment his smile sobered. The news he had for her wasn’t good. 
 
    “Hello, Cy.” Her fingers twitched and then finally she gave in and grabbed his hand, turning it over so she could inspect the scar across his forearm. 
 
    “How are you?” he asked, lifting his other hand to brush back a wayward strand of blonde hair. 
 
    “I’m fine. How’s your arm?” 
 
    “I have to leave in the morning,” he said abruptly. 
 
    She released his hand and backed up. Her eyes became so enormous they nearly swallowed her face. “What?” 
 
    “Gava’s sending me to Denortosal. I’ll be gone about two weeks.” 
 
    “No, I don’t want you to go.” 
 
    “I don’t have any choice, Saria. We don’t want him to start investigating where I’ve been spending my time. That wouldn’t be a good thing, sweetheart.” 
 
    “I know, it’s just...” 
 
    “You’ll be fine. The Orahim will continue providing for you and I’ll be back. I promise.” 
 
    Tears threatened. She dropped her head, blonde hair hiding her face. 
 
    “Saria,” he said, reaching for her. 
 
    “Take me with you.” 
 
    “What?” He backed up, releasing her. 
 
    “Take me with you. Please.” 
 
    “I can’t...I...” He paused. “Unless...” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “It’s too risky, Saria.” 
 
    “Tell me anyway and let me decide.” 
 
    “I’ll tell you later.” He pinned her with a hard look. “Are you sure you’re willing to take the risk? If we get caught...” 
 
    “Yes,” she answered. “I’m ready.” Then she seemed to consider what she was asking. “Are you willing?” 
 
    “For you, yes.” 
 
    It wasn't difficult to get her out of the cell. The Orahim gave him an odd look, but it wasn’t about to oppose him. Cy had warned Saria it was important to act natural and acting natural in Gava meant she ought to look terrified. They left everything behind, every item he’d given her, every article of clothing. It was also important that it look as if he planned to return her the following morning. 
 
    Once inside his own chambers, he shut the door, but stood with his ear against it, listening for sound. From the corner of his eyes, he could see Saria wandering around, reacquainting herself. When he was satisfied no one had followed them, he turned to face her. 
 
    She gave him a nervous smile, pushing her hair behind her ears. “What’s the plan?” 
 
    He stood where he was so she wouldn’t be afraid. “We wait here until the early hours of morning. The watch is brought down to a minimum then. We’ll head out with the stores I’ve already packed for the journey and we’ll have to share a horse, but it’ll only be until we make it to Denortosal. There we’ll buy another horse and replenish our stores, get you some clothing. And finally, we’ll head for Nevaisser.” 
 
    “Nevaisser?” 
 
    “Gava likely won’t come after me for awhile. And even if he does, we can stay a few steps ahead of the Gaviston. If we make Nevaisser, that region is big enough where we can lose ourselves permanently. I think we’ll be safe there.” 
 
    “I can’t go to Nevaisser, Cy. I need to go to the castle in Denortosal.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Gava took my life from me, Cy. He robbed me of my friends, my home, and my memories. They’re filled with death and destruction now. I can’t just run away from that. I’ve got to do something to stop him.” 
 
    “He’ll hunt us down, Saria.” 
 
    “Maybe, but you said you think we can stay in front of him. If I can just get to Denortosal...” 
 
    “You think they’ll protect you. The idiots haven’t done anything to help themselves!” 
 
    She moved closer until she was looking up into his face. “That’s why I have to go to them. I’ve got to give them what little information I have and urge them to take a stand.” She laid her hand on his arm. “This is your chance too, Cy, your chance to finally break away. Please say you’ll help me.” 
 
    Cy studied her face in a conflict of emotion. Her idea was illogical. One little Human woman from the smallest protectorate in Loden couldn’t make any difference in this lop-sided war. And yet, as he looked at her, he knew he couldn’t crush such reckless bravery. 
 
    “All right, Saria. I’ll take you anywhere you want to go.” 
 
    She smiled, blinking back her tears. He caught her face in his hands and brought his mouth to hers, kissing her gently, softly at first. She lifted her hands to his shoulders, pulling him closer, returning his kiss. When her arms slid around his neck, Cy was lost. He backed her toward the bed. At first she went with him, but the moment her thighs hit the edge of the bed and she felt his fingers on the top button of her dress, she pulled away. 
 
    “No, Cy. Please stop.” 
 
    Cy pulled back at once. He watched her pace away from him, her arms hugged around her waist, her expression panicked. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “I don’t know! I just thought it would be different, somewhere different and with someone different!” 
 
    Cy went still. “I see.” 
 
    She looked up at him, her eyes wide. 
 
    “You thought it would be with your prince.” He held out his hands. “Look around you, Saria! Where is he! Not here, is he?” 
 
    “Don’t do this, Cy. You don’t understand...” 
 
    He crossed the room toward her. She went scrambling back into the cabinets. Leaning over her, he lowered his voice. “I do understand. Believe me. I understand exactly what it feels like to be in love with someone who loves someone else.” 
 
    She flinched. 
 
    Cy felt the anger drain from him. Oh, they were a pair, the both of them. Each in love with someone who was unable to return it. 
 
    He moved away from her and turned his back, headed across the room. 
 
    “Cy.” 
 
    His shoulders tensed and he didn’t turn around. “Let it go, Saria, please. Better yet, get some sleep. It’ll be a long ride tomorrow.” 
 
    “You aren’t taking me back to my cell?” 
 
    “A promise is a promise, Saria, and I keep my promises. I’ll get you out of here, no matter what.” 
 
    She didn’t answer and for that he was grateful. 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    He woke with a start to the snarling hiss of Orahim all about him. He was confused and unsure of where he was. Then he heard Saria scream and he jumped to his feet. They had her and were dragging her from the room. 
 
    “Leave her alone!” he cried, but the Gaviston standing beside him struck him in the temple and Cy dropped. 
 
    Then they were gone. He forced himself to his feet and staggered for the door, but he had to lean against the jamb because his head was reeling. Lifting his hand, he touched his temple. His fingers came away wet with his own blood. Groping along the walls, he found his way to Gava’s chamber and flung the door open. 
 
    Gava sat as always behind his desk and Saria had been forced to kneel before him. The sight of her kneeling brought rage boiling to the surface inside of Cy and he pushed forward, shoving the Orahim away. 
 
    Saria gasped when she saw the gash on his temple. “Cy?” 
 
    He caught her under the arm and brought her to her feet beside him. 
 
    Gava’s lips slowly lifted in a vindictive smile. “What happened to you?” 
 
    “What’s the meaning of this!” 
 
    Gava leaned back in his chair and folded his hands. “I was going to ask you the same.” 
 
    It maddened Cy to hear Gava’s voice in all of its poisonous smoothness, a voice so like his own when he was in control. 
 
    “I thought we had an agreement. You’re always telling me to use the Gavistra, instead of going into Denortosal.” 
 
    Gava lifted a white brow. “Is that what you were doing?” 
 
    “Of course. What did you think?” 
 
    Gava motioned to the Orahim standing at Cy’s elbow. Cy suddenly realized it had been standing there all along. Its uniform was torn and bruises showed black against the pale green of its flesh. As it stood there, it shivered in obvious terror, watching both Gava and Erram through half-lidded eyes. 
 
    Cy didn’t know who the creature was, they all looked alike to him, so he turned back to Gava with a frown. “What?” 
 
    “This is the Orahim who guards the corridor from where you removed my Gavistra. It came here at once and reported what you’d done.” Gava gave a negligent shrug. “Something about escaping with her.” 
 
    Cy gave a bark of laughter, but what was supposed to come out as scathing sounded hysterical. An Orahim weapon, fully loaded, lay on the corner of Gava’s desk. It was too far away to reach without making sure he’d get his hands on it in the end. He was just contemplating the odds of that, when Gava’s fist came down with a thud. 
 
    Beside him Saria jumped and Cy’s eyes whipped back to the despot’s face. Veins stood out starkly against Gava’s throat, warning Cy that he was about at the end of his temper. 
 
    “Were you?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “I’ll ask you only once more. Were you trying to escape with her?” 
 
    Cy looked him straight in the eyes. “No.” 
 
    “Then what were you doing?” demanded Erram. 
 
    “Don’t tell me no one explained to you the fundamentals of...well, you know. No wonder you’re such a bastard." 
 
    Erram’s affronted gaze shifted between Gava and Cy. 
 
    “Cy,” purred Gava and Cy felt Saria move closer still, her forehead pressed to his shoulder. “I’m not playing. I did not give you permission to use a Gavistra, did I?” 
 
    “I didn’t think I needed permission. She’s the same one you let me use before. You did promise me recreation when I wanted it, didn’t you?” 
 
    “So that’s all it was – harmless recreation?” 
 
    Cy nodded, reaching back to take Saria’s hand. 
 
    Gava tapped his lips with his steepled fingers. “Explain to me, then, why you were sleeping in the chair, while she had the bed?” 
 
    Cy went still. He couldn’t say anything. To admit it would be to doom them both, but to lie would only infuriate Gava more because he would know, he would feel the lie. 
 
    Gava’s eyes narrowed on him, then he made a motion of the hand toward Erram. The smaller man caught up the weapon, turned it until it was pointed at the wounded Orahim, and rapidly fired off a round of darts into it. 
 
    Saria screamed and Cy jumped nearly out of his skin. He could only watch in mute horror as the creature convulsed and crumpled to the ground, fighting desperately for its next breath. Cy had thought all Orahim looked the same, but in that moment, he knew he would never forget the look of this one. 
 
    As its last breath sighed from its lungs, Cy turned on Gava. “Bloody hell, why did you do that!” 
 
    “I can’t have underlings who won’t follow orders. They’re better off dead as far as I’m concerned.” 
 
    Cy started forward. “You insane son-of-a-bitch, I’ll...” 
 
    “Kill the girl,” Gava told Erram blandly. 
 
    Cy threw himself in front of Saria. “No!” 
 
    Erram’s hand wavered on the weapon. Cy wasn’t sure, but he suspected Gava was controlling Erram psychically to keep him from going too far. When he was sure Erram had lowered the weapon, he turned back to Gava, his heart hammering in his ears. 
 
    Swallowing hard, he met Gava’s cold stare. “Look,” he said, his voice trembling with emotion. “I’m to blame. Im the one who did it. I took her out.” 
 
    “Cy, don’t,” whispered Saria at his back. 
 
    Cy made a slashing motion with his hand to silence her. If either of them were going to survive the next couple of moments, he had to think clearly and quickly. There was only one chance and if he played his last card too soon, they were both dead. “If anyone needs to suffer for this, it should be me.” 
 
    Gava gave a chilling laugh. “Oh, you’ll suffer, that isn’t the question. Right now I’m trying to decide whether you’re worth keeping alive any longer.” 
 
    “Don’t do this, Cy,” muttered Saria, her hands digging into his arm. “Don’t. He’s going to kill me anyway.” 
 
    Cy glanced at the dead Orahim, then back into Gava’s face, and in that moment he understood the truth. You could subjugate anyone if you could find his or her weakness – that thing he or she loved more than life itself. 
 
    “He isn’t going to kill either of us,” he said, lifting his head. 
 
    “What would make you say that?” asked Gava. 
 
    Cy mentally shuffled his cards. “You’d have killed us immediately like you did the Orahim.” 
 
    A muscle ticked in Gava’s jaw. “Perhaps this is purely recreation, watching you squirm and beg. That...” He pointed at the dead creature. “That was business.” 
 
    “So is this.” 
 
    Gava leaned forward. Beside him Erram fiddled with the weapon as if he could hardly keep himself from loosing it on Cy. “You are playing a dangerous game here.” 
 
    Cy nodded. “I know, but you taught me to be a gambler.” 
 
    “I warned you what would happen once I could no longer trust you.” 
 
    Cy gave a bitter laugh. “You’ve never trusted me and we both know it was probably wise of you.” 
 
    “So speak!” 
 
    Cy dealt his hand, hardly daring to breathe. “You aren’t going to kill me now because you still need me. Something went wrong and you no longer have Eldon’s heir or talisman.” 
 
    Gava’s face drained of all color. 
 
    “You need me to find them.” 
 
    “That doesn’t mean the girl must live!” 
 
    Cy’s jaw clenched. “It most assuredly does. Mark me well, Gava. If anything happens to her, anything at all, I’m done. I will not piece together a life from the shards you leave me afterward. Not a second time. If you touch her, if anything happens to her, make sure you’ve gotten your final bit of use from me because there will be no more!” 
 
    Pain struck Cy like a physical blow, beginning in his middle and rapidly filling him up inside. He gasped and his back arched, then he dropped, landing on hands and knees, gasping for each tiny, shallow breath. A convulsion shook him and he nearly collapsed, but the pain was too demanding to let him fall. Black spots dotted his field of vision and a dull ringing echoed in his ears. Every thought fled. 
 
    All that was left was pain. 
 
    Then it was gone. He found himself still on his hands and knees, his forehead pressed to the cold metal floor, his stomach heaving with non-productive retching. Saria was a weight against his back, her body shielding him, her voice in his ear, trying to soothe him. A cold sweat peppered his back and he shook uncontrollably. Any strength he’d once possessed had abandoned him. 
 
    Gradually his breathing eased and he slid into a sitting position, allowing Saria to hold him close in her arms. He knew he couldn’t make his feet just yet. Carefully opening his eyes, he found both Erram and Gava watching him. 
 
    Erram was salivating, shivering with malicious delight, his eyes a feverish dark blue. Gava simply looked curious. Cy hated them both with an intensity that frightened him. 
 
    “Listen well, Cy,” purred Gava. “You’ve once again proven your cleverness; however, I’m not sure it’s enough to save you this time.” 
 
    He rose to his feet and crossed around the desk. Erram was right on his heels. Kneeling down, he reached out and caught Cy’s chin in his hand. 
 
    Cy was too hurt to pull away. He looked into Gava’s eyes and trembled. 
 
    “One thing I do know,” Gava said and his voice was almost lyrical, “your suffering is far from over.” 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    Cy shook himself out of his memory and rose to his feet, unbuttoning his shirt and dropping it to the floor. He half-turned before the mirror and looked at the scars across his back. Self-loathing filled him. Both Saria and Zhera were right. He was no better than Gava, and yet he could no more stop himself from going down his present path than he could change his genetics. 
 
    The paradox was this: he loved Saria because of her innocence, but in order to save her life, he had to drown in treachery himself. As he studied the patchwork of scars on his back, he realized they only marked the infinite number of times he’d sold his soul in search of something good. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 25 
 
      
 
    The tension was unmistakable as Cy entered the stable. Immediately the Stravad broke off their argument. Fodongo left the group and met him halfway. Cy’s eyes shifted between the Stravad Leader and the others. 
 
    “Trouble?” 
 
    “It’ll be fine. Are you ready?” 
 
    Cy motioned to the saddlebag slung over his shoulder. 
 
    “Do we need to rent a horse for you?” 
 
    “I left her tied to the post outside.” 
 
    “Good. Come, I’ll introduce you to the others.” He turned and began walking away, but he halted and glanced at the younger man. “Perhaps you shouldn’t bait them right now.” 
 
    Cy gave the Stravad Leader a mock-wounded look. “Me?” 
 
    “Yes, you.” 
 
    Ronar glared at him and Eldon’s heir suddenly found the cinch on his saddle interesting, but the two other Stravad from the night in the tavern came forward at Fodongo’s urging. 
 
    “This is Ronake and Hadar.” 
 
    “We met the other night at the Rosebud.” 
 
    “Right. We’re waiting for Lemek and then we’ll be off.” 
 
    The tension was so heavy, it felt like a physical force pushing him away. “I’ll wait outside with my horse.” 
 
    Before the door was closed, the Stravad erupted into conflict again. He gave a tired chuckle and headed for his mare. 
 
    He was whispering nonsense into her ear when his eye caught on the old man trundling down the boardwalk. He was obviously Stravad from the coloring of his skin to the even placement of his features, but something else struck Cy. Keeping his eye on the man, he patted the mare and moved to her flanks, swinging his saddlebag in place. 
 
    Looking up in surprise, the old man’s gaze met Cy’s. He stopped, staring at him. 
 
    Cy thought his heart would burst. The man had white eyes the exact shade of Gava’s. Not only that, but staring at him this close up, he looked a great deal like the tyrant. 
 
    “Good morning,” said the old man. “You wouldn’t be the clever rogue Fodongo’s hired to assist us, would you?” 
 
    Cy could only nod. He couldn’t find his voice. Then the old man smiled. 
 
    “Yes.” He moved away from the mare and held out a hand. “I’m Cy.” 
 
    The old man took his hand. “You have quite a voice there.” 
 
    Cy felt his heart kick against his ribs. 
 
    Luckily the stable door opened and the Stravad began filing out. “I see you’ve met Lemek.” 
 
    Cy nodded and moved toward his horse, but halted when he caught sight of Zhera rushing toward them. His eyes narrowed as she approached. 
 
    “Don’t say anything, you’ll only ruin it,” she said, and then threw her arms around his neck and kissed him. “Please be careful.” 
 
    Taking her face in both his hands, he kissed her again. “I will.” 
 
    She turned and fled down the street as fast as she could. Cy watched her go. 
 
    “She’s too good for you,” said Ronar from horseback. 
 
    Cy smiled, but he didn’t respond, swinging into the saddle. Still he felt Ronar’s eyes on him. 
 
    Ronar’s gaze tracked a path to his ribs and back up. “You also heal amazingly quick.” 
 
    “Or maybe you aren’t as strong as you’d like to believe.” 
 
    Ronar frowned and kicked his horse forward. 
 
    “Come,” said Fodongo, turning his gelding down the main street. 
 
    The group moved on to the road leading toward Taral. Almost immediately lightning split the sky and thunder rolled over them, then the clouds burst and the rain pelted down. 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    They’d ridden for a few hours when Fodongo angled his horse in beside Cy. Glancing at the Stravad Leader from beneath the cowl of his cloak, he noted the man’s own hood was thrown back, granting the rain unhindered access. 
 
    “Aren’t you cold?” 
 
    “Cold, wet, and wishing for a fire.” 
 
    “Yet you feel no need to keep the worst of it out?” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter how much clothing we wear, a rain like this will drench you through and through. Besides, Temerian Stravad do not seek to distance themselves from the environment. It’s a part of us.” 
 
    “It certainly is now.” 
 
    Fodongo gave him a half-smile. “You’re from Aramad?” 
 
    Warnings teased across Cy’s skin, making the hair on his arms stand on end. This one was sharp and might have some psychic ability. He wasn’t going to take any chances. “Once. A long time ago.” 
 
    “Ah, and what brought you north?” 
 
    “There was a time when I thought I wanted adventure.” 
 
    “No longer?” 
 
    “Funny thing about adventure. If you go seeking it, you usually find more than you can handle. In the end, you’re homeless, broke, and lonely.” 
 
    “Why didn’t you go home?” 
 
    “Nothing to go home to. Gava made sure of that.” 
 
    “I see.” 
 
    “I guess the same story’s being told all over the region.” 
 
    “Do you have any family left?” 
 
    “No, Gava killed my mother and the woman I would have married. He left me nothing.” 
 
    “You’re right. It’s a story that’s become much too common-place. I’m sorry for that. Kiameron was recently a victim as well. Which is why this business in Taral is so important.” 
 
    “The item of great sentimental value?” 
 
    Fodongo nodded. 
 
    “Look, Fodongo, I’ll do my best, but if I had a little more information it might help. What exactly is this item of great sentimental value?” 
 
    Fodongo gave him a crafty smile. “You’ll know when the time comes. Surely your years of adventuring taught you patience.” 
 
    “Yeah, and you’d think it would have taught me a little healthy caution too, but look where I am right now.” 
 
    Fodongo chuckled. “And where is that?” 
 
    “Trapped with a bunch of Stravad who don’t have sense enough to pull up their hoods to keep out the rain, riding into one of the most notoriously villainous cities to gamble for a possession that was stolen, non-withstanding the fact that most of my allies would rather see me spitted and slow-roasted.” 
 
    The Stravad Leader laughed a little louder. “Well, then I always say, it’ll have to get better, won’t it?” 
 
    “Not necessarily. It could start to snow.” 
 
    Throwing back his head, Fodongo laughed deeply. “Take heart. It isn’t as bleak as all that.” Patting Cy’s shoulder as he passed, he cantered to the front of the line. 
 
    Cy watched him go. He didn’t dare think about what he was eventually going to do or what a scoundrel he really was. His eyes shifted and found Eldon’s heir watching him. He nudged the mare and brought her to a trot, so he could come abreast of the other man. 
 
    “What did you say to get Fodongo laughing? I haven’t heard him laugh before.” 
 
    “Not much. We were talking about Aramad where I grew up. And he told me you’d lost your family recently.” 
 
    He felt Kai’s gaze on him, hot and full of impotent rage. “He had no right to tell you anything about me.” 
 
    Cy met the prince’s stare. “Gava killed my mother too.” 
 
    For a moment Kai didn’t say anything, then he drew a deep breath. “I’m sorry. I don’t know what else to say.” 
 
    “Nothing. I’m sorry too. I know how it feels to find everything gone.” 
 
    “Everything gone. My home, my family, the girl I loved, all gone.” 
 
    A muscle in Cy’s jaw ticked and he warned himself to drop the conversation now. “The girl you loved?” 
 
    Kai glanced at him, his eyes narrowing. “Yes, why?” 
 
    “Same thing happened to me.” 
 
    “Some part of me can’t believe she’s gone. Some part of me can’t believe this entire thing isn’t a nightmare.” 
 
    Cy nodded, he didn’t trust himself to speak. 
 
    “I have dreams of her. She’s right in front of me, so full of life, so alive...” 
 
    “Look,” Cy interrupted. “I didn’t mean to dredge up the past.” 
 
    Kai gave him another strange look. “Are you all right?” 
 
    “Fine.” 
 
    Kai fell silent. 
 
    Cy was grateful for the reprieve. He didn’t want to hear anymore about Saria. 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    They made camp that night under a stand of trees. A small fire blazed and the Stravad sat around it, singing and laughing. Cy lay off to the side and pretended to be asleep. 
 
    The Stravad voices lifted in harmony. Enchanted by the scene, Cy couldn’t help but feel remorse. When he was a child, he’d been allowed to live with his mother in her cell. As the Stravad sang, he remembered his own mother’s voice singing similar songs. Even locked in a dank cell, these had been some of the rare times of happiness in his life. 
 
    Before Cy turned five, Gava took him away from his mother. Cy only saw her on brief visits; until he became fourteen and was old enough to know that the treatment of his mother was wrong. He demanded that Gava free her and Gava complied, turning her into a Gavistra. 
 
    Cy had attacked Gava in a rage, trying to kill him, but as always Gava’s entourage prevented it and Cy was beaten. Gava threatened to kill Cy’s mother if he ever betrayed him again, and so the years passed in this dreadful harmony. Cy did as Gava bid and took care of his mother, until she became ill. When Cy returned from one of his many missions, he was told she’d died. Although there was no reason for Cy’s loyalty, he’d grown so use to serving Gava that he no longer thought to rebel. 
 
    Until he met Saria and again independence had been born in him through his love of her, but through his love of her, Gava also found a new way to enslave him. 
 
    Cy scrutinized each of the faces beside the fire. He’d never given more than a passing thought to his own Stravad blood all these years. He knew his mother had been full-blooded Stravad, but what it meant to be Stravad had never occurred to him. Now as he looked on the faces of his kinsmen, he felt a sense of familiarity. 
 
    How can I betray them? 
 
    But betray them he would because he must, because he had to protect Saria. The irony of his situation continued to ambush him. If Eldon’s heir died, Gava would gain control over all of Loden and Saria would pay the ultimate price anyway. But if he didn’t do as Gava commanded, Saria’s life was forfeit. 
 
    He was so lost in thought that he started when Ronar loomed before him. “Thinking about how you’re going to slit our throats while we sleep?” 
 
    “Just yours,” answered Cy, smiling wickedly. 
 
    Ronar dropped to a squat. “It’d be wise for you to watch your step.” 
 
    Cy rolled to a sitting position. “Why? Did you drop something?” 
 
    Ronar’s blue eyes glittered in the darkness. Cy wasn’t exactly sure, but he thought he caught a glint of amusement intermingled with hostility. “I don’t trust you for a moment.” 
 
    “And I trust you? I have more reasons to distrust you, but it’s probably wise for neither of us to be too trusting.” 
 
    “I don’t like your arrogance.” 
 
    Cy laughed. “And while you, sir, are a paragon of humility.” He leaned close to the Stravad, dropping his voice. “You know what I think the problem is – you see just a little too much of yourself in me.” 
 
    Ronar’s face blanched. “Arrogant bastard.” 
 
    “Undoubtedly. It’s my uncle’s favorite curse.” 
 
    Ronar made a sputtering sound, whether from laughter or fury Cy just wasn’t sure. Without another taunt, he rose to his feet and lumbered away. 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    The party trudged on through the mud and the pouring rain. Kai, who rode at the back of the party, felt melancholy. His mind wandered over the days of his childhood in DiNolfol. The painful ache of his loss sprang up with added force in the midst of this interminable ride. It was hard to believe he’d ever felt his life before was suffocating. He’d give anything to return to it now. Not that he wanted to take over the crown, but having a home and a family to care for you never meant so much as when it was gone. 
 
    He remembered a time with Maleki, Barievon and Grondi. He was about fifteen. They’d been exploring the entire city from the rooftops all day and had finally collapsed, filthy, exhausted, and starved on the top of Drahos’ mercantile. Leaning against the metal stack of the chimney, Kai looked up at the stars and took a deep breath. He couldn’t remember being happier. 
 
    Maleki glanced over the edge of the roof. “Come here, Kai.” 
 
    Kai crawled to his side, looking over also. Lamps were on in the many houses and businesses, making the city look peaceful and content. Something clenched tight in Kai’s chest. It was beautiful. 
 
    “This will all be yours someday. Just imagine it.” 
 
    Kai swallowed hard. He couldn’t respond. He didn’t have the words to express what he was feeling. 
 
    Maleki’s eyes were glittering black diamonds in the darkness. “Isn’t that great!” 
 
    Kai dropped down, pressing his back to the wall. Great wasn’t the word he was thinking at the moment. 
 
    “What’s the matter, Kai?” asked Grondi. 
 
    “I don’t know. It doesn’t feel right.” 
 
    “What?” said Barievon. 
 
    “This,” answered the prince, holding his arms out to indicate the whole of DiNolfol. “The very idea that I will be ruler of it all someday. It just doesn’t feel right.” 
 
    Maleki gave a disbelieving laugh. “You’ve got to be kidding me. I don’t know a single person who wouldn’t cut off his right arm for what you’ve got.” 
 
    Kai’s gaze swung to his friend’s face. “What? What have I got, Maleki? An obsessive father, a psychotic military trainer, and a sister who hates me. In the future, I get to sit on a throne while annoying retainers buzz around like insects, and make laws and collect taxes so that the entire protectorate can hate me. Finally, I get to marry someone my father thinks is a good match who probably has buck-teeth and body odor, yet happens to have royal blood in her veins, while the girl I really love marries a farmer and breeds a passel of squalling brats...” 
 
    “Okay! Okay!” Maleki laughed, holding up his hands to forestall anymore doom. “We get the picture.” 
 
    “Sorry,” he muttered, pushing himself to his feet. “I’ve got to go anyway.” 
 
    The three young men bid him good night and Kai hurried back to the castle. The episode hadn’t occurred to him again until now. He wondered if he had sensed even then that DiNolfol would be destroyed, preventing him from becoming king. 
 
    Closing his eyes, Kai knew that he would have taken up the crown, become all those things he’d so feared at fifteen, if only DiNolfol might have been spared. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 26 
 
      
 
    The party came upon the rain-swollen banks of the Rovarn River. White water churned and hissed over snags and debris, while branches and brambles floated by. Without hesitation, the Stravad led their horses into the river. Riding at the back of the group, Cy had to concentrate on keeping his horse headed for the opposite bank. 
 
    The water was icy cold and quickly climbed to a spot just above his waist, forcing the horse to swim. Because the current was swift, Cy’s horse wanted out of the water just as badly as Cy did, but suddenly, one of the Stravad let out a cry. 
 
    Cy lifted his head and caught sight of a log swinging into the current above Ronar. It struck the giant and his horse on the rear flank, forcing both under the water in a tangle of tree limbs and dead wood. 
 
    Ronar and the horse came to the surface separated. The horse was confused, but the stronger pull of his legs brought him out of the tangle of branches and into the open stream. He pulled toward shore and soon was out of reach. 
 
    Again Ronar went under, the log rolling on top of him. Cy knew that he’d be drowned if he didn’t get free of it. With a weary sigh, he jumped from his horse’s back into the current, swimming toward the log. He caught the log and pulled himself to the top of it, grabbing the back of Ronar’s tunic. Hauling upward, he brought the sputtering man to the surface. Ronar’s arms flailed, nearly striking Cy. 
 
    “Stop swinging!” 
 
    Ronar grabbed the log in a death-grip and buried his face in the damp wood. Cy looked to the rapidly fading bank and saw that the rest of the party had pulled the two horses to shore. Fodongo and Ronake were running down the bank. Although he couldn’t make out what they were saying, he knew they were telling him to let go and swim for shore. He grabbed Ronar’s arm and shook him. The giant lifted his head. 
 
    “We need to swim for shore before the bloody river takes us too far downstream.” 
 
    Ronar shook his head in terror. 
 
    “It isn’t far. Come on now, we’ll have to swim for it or spend the rest of our lives attached to this log.” 
 
    “I can’t. You go.” 
 
    Cy glanced back at the bank. Fodongo and Ronake were fading from sight. He looked at the giant. He couldn’t believe he’d gotten himself into this mess. What had possessed him to leave the safety of his horse to save this man? He didn’t even like this man. 
 
    He felt the current pick up speed as the log swung around, giving him a clear view of the open river. Looking back over his shoulder, he saw the bank climb steeply until it was no more than a sheer cliff’s face. 
 
    “Damn it. Well, you better hold on, Stravad, because we’re in it for the duration.” 
 
    Ronar looked up at the cliff and caught his breath. “My legs are getting numb.” 
 
    “Listen to me, you big ox, if you let go I’ll kill you. I haven’t risked my damn neck for nothing.” 
 
    They spun on down the river. Cy’s legs were numb also, the numbness creeping into his chest and arms. He tightened his grip and scanned the bank for any sign it might be getting less steep. 
 
    It was ironic that he should be saving Ronar only to turn him over to Gava in the end. 
 
    “I can’t hold on anymore,” said Ronar. 
 
    “Shut up!” Cy’s attention was drawn back to the cliff and he noticed that the bank was sloping downward. A few hundred yards farther down, the bank opened onto a sandy beach covered with dead wood. “Do you see that beach, Ronar? Kick toward it as if your life depended on it, which it does.” 
 
    Cy felt the surge of the log as the huge Stravad began to kick. It took a painfully long time, but suddenly Cy felt gravel beneath his feet. He brought his legs under him and stood. The current pushed against him and he staggered to keep his balance. 
 
    “Stand up, Ronar,” he commanded and the giant rose. 
 
    Struggling against the swift current, they forced their way to the bank and let the log float out into the stream again. Then they collapsed on the beach. A few minutes passed as they panted to regain their breath, but eventually Cy became aware of a warmth on his face. He forced his eyes open and saw the sun peeking through the clouds. He sat up. The rain had stopped. 
 
    His clothing lay plastered against his body and he was shivering with the cold. Looking over at the Stravad lying beside him, he kicked him with his boot. 
 
    “Get up!” 
 
    Ronar groaned and opened his eyes. “Leave me alone.” 
 
    “Get up, you great fool,” he said. “We’ve got to get a fire going and get out of these wet clothes.” 
 
    Ronar lifted himself into a sitting position. “How in Eldon’s name are we going to start a fire? The wood around here’s wet from the storm.” 
 
    Cy glanced around the beach at the piles of dead wood, then checked his belt for the knife he carried. “Some of these piles are pretty high. Maybe the wood in the middle’s dry enough to burn. We can start it by striking sparks off my knife with a rock. Come on, help me find some wood.” 
 
    They searched the piles of driftwood. Cy arranged it on the beach and although it took a long time, he finally had a small blaze going. The two men set out their clothes to dry beside the fire. 
 
    As Cy leaned over to add more wood to the blaze, Ronar’s eyes fell on the scars across his back. “Good land,” hissed the giant. “Where in Eldon’s name did you get those scars?” 
 
    “Discipline came at a heavy price,” he answered, then forced a sardonic smile. 
 
    Ronar met his gaze. “Too heavy.” 
 
    Cy shrugged and his thoughts became lost in the dancing flames. 
 
    Ronar watched him in silence. “Why’d you come after me?” 
 
    Cy looked up. “Is that supposed to be your way of thanking me for saving your life?” 
 
    “You didn’t save my life. I was capable of getting out of that.” 
 
    Cy crossed his arms over his chest. “Really? Well then, why didn’t you?” 
 
    Ronar opened his mouth to speak and then shut it, looking instead at the fire. “I can’t swim,” he said softly. 
 
    “You can’t what?” 
 
    “I can’t swim. There, are you happy?” 
 
    Cy threw back his head and laughed. “Good lord, you can’t swim. I should have guessed.” He continued to laugh. “You great coward, why didn’t you tell me? Why didn’t you tell Fodongo?” 
 
    Ronar bowed his head. “I couldn’t.” Then he fixed his eyes on Cy. “Swear that you won’t tell them. Swear to me!” 
 
    “You mean forego this chance to make an ass out of you. No way.” 
 
    “Swear to me, Cy, or I’ll strangle you right here.” 
 
    “Go ahead and strangle me, Ronar. It’ll be worth the opportunity to humiliate you as you did me in Anatem.” 
 
    “I’m sorry about Anatem.” 
 
    “You’re sorry? Don’t think you’ll convince me to be quiet so easily, but I might be persuaded by a bribe.” 
 
    “A bribe? What sort of bribe?” 
 
    “How much gold do you have on you?” 
 
    “Nothing, it was all in my saddlebag, but if you’ll keep quiet, I’ll give you what I have.” 
 
    Cy regarded the Stravad for a moment. “How much are we talking?” 
 
    “Enough to buy your silence.” 
 
    Cy shrugged. “I don’t know, I don’t come cheap.” 
 
    Ronar was making that strange snarling motion with his lip. 
 
    Cy motioned at it. “What’s that? Is that supposed to intimidate me? You look like a rabid bear or something.” 
 
    Ronar stopped snarling, but his eyes narrowed. “Swear you’ll keep quiet.” 
 
    “I’ll keep quiet.” 
 
    Ronar stretched out on the sand, moving close to the warmth of the fire. “Smart of you,” he said, yawning. 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    The rest of the party found their lost companions just before dusk. Fodongo decided to pitch camp on the sheltered beach. Taral could be reached the following afternoon if they set off after daybreak. 
 
    Cy lounged before the fire, taking swallows of the rum that had been placed close by his elbow. 
 
    “I owe you thanks,” said the Stravad Leader, squatting next to him. 
 
    Cy gave a laugh and lifted his cup again. “Save your thanks, Fodongo. I can’t begin to explain why I did it. Stupidity would be my guess.” 
 
    “Funny, isn’t it, how heroism and stupidity are nearly one in the same. But Ronar’s been my friend for many years and to lose him would hurt me. I still appreciate your actions whatever the reason.” 
 
    Cy looked into the fire. “You’re welcome,” he muttered and reached for the bottle. 
 
    As usual the Stravad sat around the fire and told stories or sang songs. Cy had to admit that ridiculous as he often found them, he liked them – he liked everything about them, and he especially liked that which made them the most vulnerable to Gava – their simple joy in living. 
 
    Shaking away a wave of helplessness so great he felt like he would suffocate from it, Cy pushed himself to his feet and weaved rather unsteadily into the darkness away from the fire. Threading through the dense tangle of trees, he found a spot of solitude and leaned against the rough trunk, closing his eyes against a surge of self-loathing. 
 
    “Hey!” came a tense whisper through the darkness. 
 
    A smile touched Cy’s lips. “Can’t you let me answer nature’s call in privacy, you buffoon?” 
 
    There was a grunt and the leaves underfoot rustled as the enormous man moved a few steps away. Cy closed his eyes again and leaned his head back against the tree, fighting for his own composure. He wished Ronar would leave him alone right now – he needed a moment to gather his thoughts. 
 
    For awhile he dared to hope he might be successful, but Ronar turned again with a hiss of impatience. 
 
    “Bloody hell! You must have a bladder the size of a cow...” 
 
    Cy frowned at the unflattering comparison. “It’s a race horse, you idiot!” 
 
    “Huh?” 
 
    “Not cow, race horse...” Shaking his head in irritation, he pushed away from the tree and headed back in the direction of camp. “Forget it!” 
 
    Ronar stopped him with a hand in the middle of his chest. “Here.” 
 
    Cy glanced down and saw the small pouch Ronar held in his fist. He took it from the giant and hefted it. “How much?” 
 
    “Enough to buy your silence.” 
 
    “I don’t know, like I said I come pretty expensive.” 
 
    Ronar’s blue eyes narrowed. 
 
    Cy tucked the pouch in his belt. “Why not come clean with them? It’d save you the worry that I might not be a man of my word.” 
 
    “I’m sure you’re not a man of your word, but...” His voice trailed away and he turned around. “Forget it!” 
 
    “It’s amazing, but you’ve actually peaked my interest.” 
 
    Ronar stopped in the cover of the trees. He didn’t turn back around. “I don’t want them to know I’m afraid of anything.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    Ronar turned back to face him. “I know you’re not that stupid. Stravad don’t leave Temeron for a pleasure excursion. We’re on a dangerous mission...” 
 
    “This business in Taral?” 
 
    “Right. Anyway, they selected me because I’m strong and fearless.” 
 
    “Ah, not exactly.” 
 
    “Right. Anyway, I would prefer they continue to think that in a moment of danger, they can count on me.” 
 
    Cy was moved by the giant’s commitment to his companions. He never remembered having anyone he could count on watching his back. Anymore grand gestures from these ridiculous Stravad and he was going to get down-right maudlin. Ronar stopped him with a hand in the center of his chest again. Cy’s eyes flashed up in surprise. 
 
    “Just so we’re clear. That money had better buy your silence because in case you haven’t noticed, I make two of you.” He punctuated his warning by thumping a finger in the middle of Cy’s chest. “And there’s no skirts to hide behind out here.” 
 
    “No, you’re right, but I’m sure I could find a cup of water. It might be a bit embarrassing when your friends see you running the opposite way.” 
 
    Ronar’s eyes widened and his lips twitched. 
 
    Cy patted his shoulder and moved beyond him. “If you’re really trying for intimidating, you might control that need to smile. It blows the whole effect.” 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    Rain again marked the ride to Taral. By the time they entered the town, Kai was soaked. Taral was larger than Anatem, but beyond that, there was little else to show they were in a new location. 
 
    The streets were dirty, especially with the mud from all the rain, and the boardwalks were uneven and warped. Of the establishments that sported signs above their doors, most were illegible. 
 
    Few people were out on the streets and those that were paid the newcomers no mind. After stabling their horses, the Stravad made their way down the street, searching for a hotel or boarding house that might put them up for the night. Of the three they located, only one was able to accommodate their numbers and then they were told they had to double up on the rooms. 
 
    While remaining silent throughout the whole miserable morning, Cy suddenly shook himself alive. Pushing Fodongo out of the way, he flashed his rogue’s smile at the plump, greying proprietress. 
 
    “My lady,” he purred in that resonant voice of his, “I’m sure a woman of your obvious style and decorum can find us each a room of our own.” 
 
    While she had been glaring daggers at the good-natured Stravad Leader, her demeanor changed in the face of Cy’s charm. “It’s just that we’re nearly full. Never can tell what might come in by nightfall.” 
 
    Kai frowned. Fodongo had shown her they possessed enough money for the rooms, but she’d been adamant that she was already full. 
 
    Cy leaned his arm on the counter and moved closer. Again he flashed that polished smile. “But I’m sure a woman of your social standing doesn’t want any old vagrant waltzing in off the streets. A woman with style and class, such as yourself, wants boarders who’ll do her establishment credit and bring in other boarders of similar caliber.” 
 
    She devoured every word Cy said. Kai shivered in distaste. It was that smooth voice of his and his good looks. He cast a look at Fodongo, wondering if the Stravad Leader was noting how slick their newest traveling companion could be. 
 
    “Well,” she said, blushing. “I suppose I might be able to scare up a couple more rooms. You do have a point.” 
 
    “That would be wonderful. Just think, when we get back to Temeron, we’ll be telling everyone we know about your establishment.” He waved expansively. “This place will be crawling with handsome, wealthy Stravad in no time.” 
 
    Her eyes brightened and she looked over the entire company with calculation. “You don’t say!” 
 
    “That I do.” 
 
    Kai gave Fodongo a hard look and walked away, but now he couldn’t argue that he was glad of the bath and the space to himself; still there was something about their newest companion that alarmed him. And it wasn’t just the suaveness or the quick repartee. It was something more elusive, something that he just couldn’t pinpoint. It was in certain looks, or gestures, or the way he said certain things. Without warning, something would trigger Kai’s suspicion, but he could never place exactly what it was. 
 
    Tossing the damp towel on the only chair in the room, a dirty, rickety affair at that, he crossed to the bed and pulled back the covers. Clean sheets stared back at him. Closing his eyes and drinking in a deep breath, he climbed inside and pulled the covers over him. 
 
    He was awakened many hours later by a pounding on the door. Throwing back the covers, he sat on the edge of the bed and combed the hair out of his face. The pounding continued. 
 
    “Just a moment.” He crossed to the door and unlocked it, pulling it open. 
 
    “Good evening, my sleepy prince,” came Hadar’s bright voice. He shouldered his way into the room, carrying a tray with steaming food on it. 
 
    Kai blinked at him sleepily, then looked into the hallway. The noise of a badly tuned piano and loud male laughter came from the lower floor. 
 
    “What’s going on downstairs?” 
 
    Hadar placed his burden on the nightstand beside the bed. “Not downstairs.” He motioned toward the window. “Out there.” 
 
    Kai crossed to the window and pushed back the dusty curtain. Darkness had fallen, but light spilled out of many of the buildings along the street. Even though the rain continued, cloaked and hooded figures moved from building to building, running across the muddy streets and dodging horses and carriages. 
 
    “Just like Anatem, Taral comes alive at night. The rum here isn’t as good as in Anatem, but it’s passable, and the gambling’s better.” 
 
    Kai let the curtain drop back in place and ventured toward the food. “I thought you had color in your cheeks. Been sampling already?” 
 
    “I went out after sustenance. You can thank me later.” 
 
    Kai lifted the cover and scrutinized the fare. It looked appetizing enough and smelled better. Sitting in the wobbly chair, he sampled something that looked like mashed potatoes. “What do we do now?” 
 
    “Fodongo wants you to stay here.” 
 
    “Wonderful. What are you going to do?” 
 
    “The rest of us are going out to take a look around.” 
 
    Kai paused with the fork halfway to his mouth. “Look around?” 
 
    “See if we can find out anything. Helab said the two that stole the emerald owned a gaming hall here.” 
 
    “So you’re going gambling?” 
 
    “Looking for the emerald.” 
 
    Kai placed the fork back on the plate. “Why can’t I come? I’m the one that saw them.” 
 
    “That’s why you can’t come. We don’t want them to recognize you. This has got to be done subtly. We don’t want to alert them to why we’re here.” 
 
    “Just how do you think you’re going to get it back?” 
 
    “We’ll come up with something once we find it.” 
 
    “And Cy? Are you going to clue him in?” 
 
    “Not yet. Besides he’s already gone to explore the night life of Taral.” 
 
    “If anyone can find out where the emerald is, it’s that villain.” 
 
    “You’re probably right, but Fodongo doesn’t want him to know yet. I don’t think he completely trusts him.” 
 
    Kai stared at the Stravad in amazement. “You don’t say!” 
 
    Hadar’s brows rose in bewilderment. 
 
    Kai rose to his feet and put the plate back on the tray. Directing Hadar to the door with a hand on his back, he opened it and motioned into the hallway beyond. “Go find the emerald, Hadar.” 
 
    Hadar opened his mouth to respond, but changed his mind. He moved into the hallway, then turned back to face the younger man. “Am I missing something? I’m not familiar with Human emotions.” 
 
    “Since I came to Temeron...” Kai paused and shook his head. “No, since DiNolfol fell, I’ve been dragged all over creation, and no one has thought to ask my advice. If I’m feeling a little irritated, it isn’t because I was raised Human, it’s because everyone is irritating the bloody hell out of me. Can you understand that?” 
 
    Hadar nodded. 
 
    Kai drew a deep breath. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to snap.” 
 
    Hadar shrugged with the same careless ease that marked his people. “It’s all right.” 
 
    Kai stared at him in bewilderment. Without another word, the Stravad meandered down the hallway as if the previous conversation hadn’t taken place. Shutting the door, Kai resigned himself to the fact that he might also be Stravad, but he’d never have their philosophy toward life. 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    Cy drew his sword and faced the three men blocking his way out of the alley. He knew he could make a dash for the other end, but they’d be on him before he got halfway there. 
 
    He knew better than to empty the pockets of men like these, but he’d been drinking more than he usually did. Now he was likely to get beaten half to death, or else stabbed for his arrogance. 
 
    In the end it was the Stravad’s fault. Cy never drank heavily and he was a meticulous gambler. He usually made it appear that he lost more than he won. Tonight, however, he’d fled the hotel and his growing guilt, and he’d set himself up at a tavern that catered to less than up-standing patrons. Then he’d proceeded to get drunk and relieve his fellow gamblers of their money. 
 
    The men were closing in on him. The smart thing to do would be to throw down his winnings and make a dash for it while they fought over them, but he’d been spoiling for a fight all night. 
 
    “Look, gentlemen, maybe we can talk this over.” 
 
    They glanced at each other, then began advancing again. Two carried stout sticks, one with nails protruding from it, and the third had a wicked-looking pike. Thankfully the men were as drunk as he was, or maybe more so. Cy was able to disarm the one with the pike on the first swing, then he dodged between the other two. While the third was scrambling for his weapon, the other two rushed him. Cy ducked one swing and caught the other on the edge of his sword. Using a well-aimed kick, he sent the first sprawling in the mud, then used his leverage to twist the board from the hand of the second. 
 
    When the man went to retrieve it, Cy stepped on it. The man looked up, presenting his chin for an uppercut that also had him sprawling in the mud. Before Cy could dispose of the board, however, the third dove at him with the pike, but Cy deflected the tip of it into the mud, then blocked it with his boot, sending this assailant head over heels across the top of it like a pole vault. 
 
    Whirling around, he crouched in a fighting pose, his fingers flexing on the sword handle. Slowly the three men were pulling themselves to their feet. Abandoning any chivalry, Cy attacked while they were dazed. He gave one a cut on his thigh that erupted in a froth of blood and another a tag on the cheek. Neither were dangerous wounds, but they bled and alarmed the men. The third attacker went wild, flying into a swinging rage. Casting aside the sword, Cy stepped into the next assault, taking the blows on his shoulders, and using a round-house, dropped the man where he stood. 
 
    Cy backed away, his hands braced on his thighs, panting. When a body dropped directly behind him, he whirled and almost lost his footing. His eyes whipped up from the unconscious, sprawled body of a fourth attacker to the laughing blue eyes of the Stravad giant. 
 
    His surprise lasted but a moment. Motioning over his shoulder at the other three attackers, he said, “I was doing just fine on my own.” 
 
    Ronar nodded and crossed his arms over his enormous chest. “You weren’t doing bad for a little guy, but I figured it might be harder to fight with that sticking out of your back.” 
 
    Cy glanced down to where the unconscious man lay. Lying near the man’s out-flung hand was a particularly long, particularly evil-looking knife. Glancing over his shoulder, he was glad to see the other three were retreating now that the odds were more even. “That might have made things difficult – breathing in particular." 
 
    “Hmm,” grunted Ronar. 
 
    Cy strolled to where his sword lay in the mud and picked it up. Using the downed man’s shirt, he cleaned the blade and replaced it in its sheath. Standing, he offered the Stravad his hand. 
 
    “Thank you. It appears we’re now even.” 
 
    Ronar’s brows rose in amusement. 
 
    “Let me buy you a drink.” 
 
    Ronar nodded in acceptance and fell into step beside him as they made their way out of the alley. “Mind you, I’m not surprised you were in that fix, but just what did you do to piss them off?” 
 
    Cy shrugged as he stepped up on the twisted boardwalk. “Emptied their pockets for them.” 
 
    Ronar stopped him in mid-stride. “You robbed them?” 
 
    Cy threw back his head and laughed. “No, I beat them at cards.” He continued to chuckle as they started walking again. “Would it wound your righteous Stravad pride to think you saved the life of a thief?” 
 
    “It wouldn’t surprise me to find out you’re one, let’s say. But since you’re now so wealthy, you can give me back my money. Especially as we’re even on the life-saving count.” 
 
    Cy laughed again, but he reached into his pocket for Ronar’s small pouch as they came to the door of a tavern. 
 
    “Have you been thrown out of here yet?” 
 
    Cy stepped back to survey the hanging sign above the door. “Nope, and I haven’t gambled in here either.” 
 
    They entered the tavern and pushed their way through the crowd to the bar. They both ordered whiskey, then sat back and surveyed the people gambling and drinking around them. 
 
    The tavern was loud and smoky and very densely packed with male bodies. The only women visible were scantily dressed and heavily made-up. Cy found himself longing for the fresh, clean face of Saria and he realized that sometime between the fight and the walk here, he’d sobered up. It wasn’t a pleasant discovery. 
 
    He downed his glass and motioned for another. 
 
    “Haven’t you had enough?” 
 
    Cy narrowed his eyes on the giant and deliberately lifted the second drink to his lips. “Not hardly.” 
 
    Ronar shook his head, but didn’t say any more. After awhile, Cy returned to watching the crowd. There were many gaming tables in this tavern. In fact, almost every game that a man could lose money at was found here. When the bartender came over to refill his glass, Cy turned to him. 
 
    “Is this the largest hall in Taral?” 
 
    The bartender nodded. “It is now.” 
 
    “What does that mean?” 
 
    “It just came under new ownership recently. The two guys that help run it hit a streak of good luck. The original owner was getting old, so they got in with him for a good price.” 
 
    “Is it always this busy?” asked Ronar. 
 
    “Pretty much. Word travels fast out here. There ain’t much else to do but gamble and drink.” 
 
    “Looks like they have every game imaginable.” 
 
    “Now they do. The original owner had most of it, but when these other two bought on about a month ago, it went like crazy. I see more fortunes made and lost in one night than most people see in a lifetime.” 
 
    “High stakes, eh?” 
 
    The man glanced over his shoulder. “You play it high?” 
 
    “Sometimes,” said Cy, lifting his glass. 
 
    The bartender leaned on the bar. “They can match anything you got.” 
 
    “What are you – their ferret?” 
 
    “I’ll admit I get a little bonus for scouting out high rollers, but if you wanna play high, this is the place.” 
 
    Cy shifted his eyes to the table closest to them. The dealer was dealing hands faster than the eye could follow. There was a lot of money on the table and as soon as a seat was vacated, it would be filled by someone waiting behind them. 
 
    Leaning back in his seat, Cy watched some of the other tables and sipped his drink. It didn’t take long before he saw someone take offense at having his money taken. The minute the man rose from his chair, this hulking brute of a man came out of the shadows and unceremoniously showed him the door. Glancing around, Cy noted many dark shapes standing in the wings, watching for just such trouble. 
 
    “How good are you?” asked Ronar. 
 
    Cy glanced at the giant and found the Stravad studying him closely. “Why?” 
 
    “Just curious.” 
 
    Cy narrowed his eyes on the man. He wasn’t that drunk. Every instinct was on full alert. “I’m good.” 
 
    “How good?” 
 
    “Good enough for whatever scheme’s going on in that Stravad head of yours.” 
 
    Picking up his glass, Ronar motioned to the table closest to them. “Prove it, and don’t worry about cleaning out pockets, I’ve got your back.” 
 
    Cy lifted his own glass and followed the Stravad. “Somehow that doesn’t comfort me all that much.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 27 
 
      
 
    Cy rubbed his eyes with his fingertips and pushed the mug away. Around three in the morning he’d switched to tea, but his head was buzzing uncomfortably now and he wanted to quit. Whenever he suggested to Ronar that they cash out, the giant shook his head. 
 
    They had changed the decks on him yet again, suspecting him of marking cards, but since they couldn’t prove it, they couldn’t throw him out. Most of the other gamblers had left before dawn, and those that had been watching this game for hours now had finally slunk off in exhaustion. It was getting harder and harder to concentrate on the draw, but Ronar was still bright eyed and feverishly absorbed. 
 
    “Are you gonna bet?” asked the dealer wearily. 
 
    Cy stared at the man, then glanced at the two men who flanked him on either side. The one on the right was the owner, a man named Dumont who had now become the sole remaining player, except Cy himself. A little after midnight he’d entered the game, obviously suspicious about Cy’s brand of luck. Early on, he had been about as flashy as they came in a starched suit and polished shoes, but now he was starting to show his age. His tie was hanging from his neck and his white hair was standing on end. He’d also been drinking all night. Cy wasn’t sure how he kept going. 
 
    The third man was one of the brutes that acted as crowd control, but this man was also one of the co-owners who went by the name of Nepter. He was every bit as big as Ronar, but dull-witted and humorless. 
 
    “Well?” demanded the dealer. 
 
    Cy dropped his eyes to the pile of chips in front of him. His pockets were already bulging from the bills they’d cashed for him in order to make room on the table. He hadn’t lied to Ronar. He was a damn good gambler. He could read people’s faces, almost as easily as the Stravad in Temeron were said to read thoughts. The amount of money he’d won off these people was in the tens of thousands so far and looking at his hand right now, he wondered how the hell he and Ronar were going to get out of here alive. 
 
    Pushing a pile of chips forward, he lifted his eyes to the owner. 
 
    Dumont looked ill. 
 
    Cy waited, his eyes roving between the three men. Dumont reluctantly called his bet and threw down two discards. “Give me two,” he snapped at the dealer. 
 
    The dealer passed the cards across the table to him. Dumont looked at the cards, his face blanching. He shot a glare at Cy. 
 
    Despite his own anxiety, Cy shifted his eyes to the dealer. “I’m good.” 
 
    Dumont ground his jaw, his eyes moving from his hand to Cy’s face and back again. Cy swallowed hard. He knew the other man’s hand wasn’t any good. Cy also knew what he’d do next. When Dumont pushed all of his remaining chips into the pot, Cy guessed it was a last ditch effort to back him down. 
 
    Drawing a breath, Cy matched Dumont’s bet. There was a ridiculous amount of money in the pot at the moment. When Dumont laid down his hand, Cy didn’t look at it immediately. Drawing a deep breath, he laid down his own hand. 
 
    He flinched at the gasps of dismay from both the dealer and Dumont, then he raked in the chips. 
 
    The dealer shuffled the cards. “Ante’ up.” 
 
    “We need to get out of here,” Cy whispered to the Stravad. 
 
    “Not yet.” 
 
    Cy turned on him. Ronar’s eyes were fixed on the dealer’s hands. “Have you lost your mind?” 
 
    “I thought you were up for the challenge.” 
 
    “I’m not up to having my throat slit,” he hissed, nodding at the brute across from Ronar. 
 
    “Don’t worry about him.” 
 
    “They’re not gonna let us get out of here alive, Ronar. I’ve won more money than you’ll see in a lifetime. How much more do you want?” 
 
    “It’s not enough. Keep playing.” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Somehow I didn’t take you for a coward.” 
 
    Name calling didn’t sway Cy, but the calculating look in the giant’s eyes did. Ronar knew something Cy didn’t and that something had nothing to do with money. Cy knew money meant little to Stravad. Even Gava didn’t hunger after riches – Gava’s addiction was power. 
 
    “Are you in?” asked the dealer. 
 
    Cy studied Ronar a moment longer, then turned back to face the three men. “Deal.” 
 
    “You’ve been playing all night. Why don’t we call the game now and I’ll give you our best rooms on the house?” said Dumont. 
 
    “I’m fine. I can play all night and all day too.” 
 
    “Nepter,” Dumont commanded, pushing himself to his feet. 
 
    Nepter continued to scowl at Cy as he rose and followed his partner a few feet away. Immediately the two of them began arguing heatedly. Cy watched them, then glanced at the Stravad. Ronar was also watching them intently. 
 
    Finally they returned to the table and the older man combed his hair back with a trembling hand. He gave Cy a weak smile. 
 
    “Everything okay?” 
 
    “You’ve just pretty much cleaned us out. Can’t open tonight if we don’t have ready cash, now can we?” 
 
    Cy shrugged. 
 
    “We welcome high rollers. We got a reputation for that, don’t we, Blane?” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” muttered the dealer. 
 
    “Truth is, you’re ‘bout the biggest high roller we ever saw. You got the damnedest luck. Cards just fall your way.” 
 
    “I’m thinking it’s gonna be lucky just to get out of here alive.” 
 
    The owner broke into nervous laughter. “Don’t be ridiculous. We’re men of honor, we are. Hell, we’d be shut down if we didn’t honor our deals. In fact, they’d run us out of town. Isn’t that true, Blane?” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “That’s right. We’re professionals here. You win some, you lose some...well, except you, that is.” Again the nervous laughter. “We’ll even escort you to your room when you’re done.” 
 
    “Then let’s play.” 
 
    The dealer glanced at Dumont for direction. 
 
    “Not so fast. You’re not in any hurry, are you?” 
 
    “Maybe.” 
 
    Dumont drew a deep breath and splayed his trembling hands on his thighs. “Here’s the thing. We can’t match your bets anymore.” 
 
    “That isn’t exactly good advertising.” 
 
    “I know, I know...” 
 
    “You said you welcomed high rollers...” 
 
    “We do, but like I said we ain’t never...” 
 
    “...had a high roller like me. Still, that’s a problem because I’m not ready to stop yet.” 
 
    “I know and we like to keep our customers happy, we do. Here’s the thing. We can’t meet your bets anymore, but we don’t want you going away disappointed. We thought we might put up something of immense value against what you’ve already won.” 
 
    Cy frowned. “I’m not following.” 
 
    “One last hand, very high stakes.” 
 
    “Dumont!” snarled Nepter. “I said no.” 
 
    “We have no choice,” hissed Dumont. 
 
    Nepter leaned his bulk on the table. “I said no.” 
 
    Dumont looked back at Cy. Every nerve in Cy was on alert. He needed to know what they had. 
 
    “I accept your terms.” 
 
    Nepter’s fist slammed on the table, making everyone jump. “No!” 
 
    Suddenly, Ronar pushed himself to his feet. “If you’ll excuse us.”
He grabbed Cy under the arm and hauled him up. Dragging Cy away from the table, he leaned close. “Walk away.” 
 
    “What? Don’t you want to know what they’ve got?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Why? He said it was more valuable than all the money I’ve won.” 
 
    “It’s not the right time. You’ve already proven that you’re good. Now let’s walk away.” 
 
    Cy straightened. Everything fell into place in his mind. “You know what it is, don’t you?” 
 
    “I do.” 
 
    “The thing of great sentimental value?” 
 
    Ronar nodded. 
 
    “And you want me to throw the game now, when it could be ours?” 
 
    “Absolutely.” 
 
    Cy straightened and folded his arms over his chest. “Want to explain why?” 
 
    “Look at the way they’re growling over it. It’s already devoured their minds. They’re standing just this side of insanity.” 
 
    “Not my problem.” 
 
    “It will be when they kill you for it – amend that, kill us both.” 
 
    Cy searched the giant’s face. “All of this was a test, wasn’t it?” 
 
    “It was.” 
 
    “And you want me to walk away with nothing to show for it.” 
 
    Ronar gave him a level look. “You have your money. Besides, it’s the challenge you like. Well, you proved yourself, now walk away.” 
 
    “Only if I’m in on the final game.” 
 
    “You will be, rogue. You’re our ace in the hole now.” 
 
    Cy drew a deep breath and returned to the table. He studied Dumont and Nepter closely. Ronar was right. Neither looked sane. “I fold,” he said. 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    Cy wasn’t sure what woke him, but he lay on his back and stared up at the ceiling. By the shadows gliding across it, he knew it was early afternoon. Combing a hand through his hair, he closed his eyes and tried to go back to sleep. 
 
    After returning from the tavern, Ronar had been very explicit that he was to go to his room and remain there until that evening. Cy had bristled at the heavy-handed treatment, but he knew Ronar was pissing all over himself to tell the Stravad Leader what they’d found. And he didn’t want their ace in the hole getting himself killed by a vengeful tavern owner. 
 
    Cy would’ve liked to be in on the conversation between the Stravad about the emerald, but he guessed he pretty much knew how it would go. And he was exhausted. 
 
    A sound of sobbing – wailing rather – drifted up from the street below and Cy realized that it was that sound that had awakened him in the first place. Throwing back the covers, he rolled to a sitting position. 
 
    Pushing himself to his feet, he crossed to the window and pulled back the drapes. The usually deserted streets of Taral were choked with people, straggling by on foot or horse-back or in hastily packed wagons. 
 
    Their clothing was in disarray, their hair disheveled, and their faces streaked with ashes or dirt. Most of all, their eyes were glazed, their expressions slack. They looked like the thousands and thousands of people that arrived at... 
 
    Cy stumbled back from the window and sat down hard on the bed. He’d done it again. 
 
    Gava had attacked another protectorate! 
 
    Cy slammed his fist into the dresser, barking his knuckles. Why? Why would Gava attack when he’d sent Cy out to do his dirty work? If he wanted the heir of Eldon alive, did he really think the bumbling Gaviston could accomplish it? And if he believed they could, why send Cy out at all? 
 
    He flexed his wounded fingers. Gava was getting closer to his mark. Cy had to give him credit for that. They’d just been in Anatem not four days ago. If the Gaviston had moved faster, they would have caught them unawares... 
 
    Cy sat forward, his heart in his throat. Anatem. The refugees had to be from Anatem, which meant... 
 
    Zhera. 
 
    He jumped to his feet and scrambled around, pulling on his clothes. Then he dashed out the door and down the stairs, hitting the street at a dead run. 
 
    But once on the street, he skidded to a halt. His eyes met and held the eyes of a small child – not more than five, no older than Cy had been when he was taken from his mother. The child’s face was streaked with dirt and soot, and he clutched a tattered blanket in his hand. His other hand was enfolded in that of his mother’s. 
 
    Cy lifted his eyes to the woman’s face. Tears made a streak through the soot on her face and like her son, her eyes were tormented. She staggered and Cy reacted on instinct, darting to her side and steadying her. 
 
    She braced herself on his arm and looked up into his face. “Thank you, sir,” she whispered. “We’ve been walking for two days now and we ran out of food.” 
 
    Cy’s eyes dropped from hers, unable to meet her look, and he noticed the blood on the hem of her dress. Dropping to a squat, he carefully lifted the tattered skirt, but she weakly batted his hands away. It didn’t matter. He’d seen enough. 
 
    “You need medical help. The cut on your calf’s infected.” 
 
    Her eyes brimmed over with tears. “We don’t have anything left. They...” She glanced at the little boy and then lowered her voice. “They killed my husband. He died buying us time to escape, but we didn’t have time to take anything else.” 
 
    Cy looked around the street for help and noticed a soldier from Denortosal directing the refugees. 
 
    “Come on,” he said, taking the boy’s small hand in his. They didn’t resist him; he was sure they were too exhausted and beaten down to question the actions of any stranger right now. He stopped before the soldier. “This woman’s hurt. Is there anywhere set up to help these people?” 
 
    The soldier motioned toward the end of the main street. “The church at the end is taking them. They’ve got food and blankets, and healers.” 
 
    Cy nodded and turned away, but he paused and looked back. “What’s being done to protect Taral? Is the king sending more troops from Denortosal?” 
 
    “They’re coming as fast as they can. Some will be marching on Anatem soon to see what they can do to free it. You can be sure we’re doing all we can – so’s the king.” 
 
    Cy exhaled wearily. What the soldier didn’t say is that it wouldn’t be enough. If Cy didn’t get the emerald and the Stravad out of here soon, they’d attack Taral and burn it to the ground. Cy’s choices were getting slimmer. Betray the Stravad and lose the only chance anyone had to stop Gava, or don’t betray them and let more people die for Gava’s revenge. 
 
    Glancing at the boy, he tugged on his hand and started walking for the church. 
 
    Chaos reigned inside the make-shift shelter and the sound of pain and grief was almost overpowering. Not that Cy hadn’t heard the sound before. It haunted his sleep. 
 
    He wasn’t surprised to find Fodongo and the other Stravad moving among the wounded, distraught people. He turned the woman and her son over to Hadar, but before he left, he pressed some of the money in his wallet into her hand. She kissed his cheek in gratitude and started weeping again. 
 
    Cy watched her being led away and the spot she kissed burned like a raw, open wound. He turned and searched the crowded room for Zhera. He found her almost immediately, serving water to some of the wounded that were lying on the ground. She became aware of him at the same moment. 
 
    Like the others, her hair was disheveled and her clothing dirty and torn. Dirt marred both cheeks and her forehead, but Cy couldn’t see any sign that she was hurt. The suffocating ache in his chest eased just a little as she picked her way among the wounded to get to him. 
 
    He could only stare at her in relief when she stopped before him, but Zhera’s eyes narrowed in fury and she launched herself at him, pounding him with her fists. He pulled her into his arms, her face pressed to his shirt, sobs shuddering from deep inside of her. 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    Zhera sipped at the spiked tea and extended her bare feet toward the fire. She never remembered being more grateful for a hot bath and clean clothes in her life. 
 
    Her eyes lifted and fixed on Cy’s back where he stood silhouetted in the window. He’d been standing there for awhile, staring out at the night, watching the people moving on the street below them. 
 
    “You’ve got to tell them who you are.” 
 
    Cy’s shoulders hunched and he lowered his head. Zhera was worried about him. “I can’t.” 
 
    “Then I will.” 
 
    He turned and put his back to the window. “You can’t either.” 
 
    She motioned to the window, shaking her head in disbelief. “After what you saw today...” She closed her eyes against a fresh wave of tears. “Lord, what am I saying? You must see this every day of your life, so it means nothing to you.” 
 
    “You’d think so, wouldn’t you?” 
 
    She opened her eyes and looked at him. “Then why won’t you tell them?” 
 
    “I’ve been thinking about this for hours now and I think I’ve found a way.” 
 
    A chill shivered up Zhera’s spine. “A way?” 
 
    He nodded and left the window to sit on the ottoman before her. Clasping his hands together, he gave her a quick, fleeting smile. It wasn’t his usual off-center smile. This one was genuine. 
 
    “What’s the one thing Gava fears?” 
 
    “Eldon’s heir?” 
 
    Cy nodded. “Eldon’s heir and his talisman.” 
 
    “I’m not following you.” 
 
    “It didn’t make sense, Zhera. He told me he had both when DiNolfol fell, but obviously they escaped him. How?” 
 
    “I can’t begin to fathom...” 
 
    “Because something went very wrong.” He shrugged. “Somehow he lost control of things.” 
 
    Zhera folded her hand over his clasped one. “Cy, you’re not making any sense.” 
 
    His eyes were glittering like pure ebony now. “But I am, for the first time in my life, I understand.” 
 
    “Then explain it to me.” 
 
    He rose to his feet and paced away from her. “Maybe his power’s stretched too thin or maybe Kai’s more powerful than he appears, but he escaped Gava. The one thing Gava wanted most of all, the thing that would give him the entire region, and he lost it. How is that possible?” 
 
    “Everyone makes mistakes, Cy, even maniacs.” 
 
    “You don’t know Gava. He’s set himself up like a god in those mountains and he’s spent his life perfecting his control. Gava doesn’t make mistakes. And look what he’s accomplished so far. He’s practically impregnable. They can march against his stronghold. They can amass an enormous army and they can throw every weapon at him that they can invent, but he’s seeded so deep in those mountains they’ll never reach him.” 
 
    “But if he has that much power, why does he need Eldon’s heir or his talisman?” 
 
    “That’s where I didn’t get it. Until today.” He came back to the ottoman and took a seat. “The Stravad seem ridiculous and flighty, but there’s something else there. They aren’t here only to retrieve the emerald. They’re planning on attacking Gava.” 
 
    “Where entire armies are sure to fail?” 
 
    “For years I’ve been wondering how Gava could be stopped. I thought he might stretch his power too thin and they’d find a way through his defenses; I’ve even thought the Orahim might be turned against him, but I’ve always known the only way to defeat him is from the inside.” 
 
    “And you think this tiny group from Temeron can sneak inside and destroy him?” 
 
    Cy nodded. 
 
    “So tell them who you are.” 
 
    “No! That would be a mistake. They wouldn’t trust me then, they’d always suspect I was going to betray them.” 
 
    “But you are.” 
 
    “No, not now. Now I don’t have to. I can lead them to Gava, I can show them every single way into the Death City, and I can take them right to his door. If they’re going to have the slightest chance, they need me and they’ve got to be able to trust me. Knowing who I am will ruin everything.” 
 
    “How are you going to explain you know every secret entrance into Gava?” 
 
    “Once there, I’ll tell them. They’ll have to believe me then.” 
 
    Zhera searched Cy’s face. His eyes were blazing with feverish intensity. She wanted to believe him. She wanted to cling to any hope. She’d lost everything in Anatem, but material things could be replaced. What she’d really lost was any sense of security she’d ever had. Gava needed to pay. 
 
    “What if you’re wrong? What if this little band of Stravad can’t do anything more than get themselves and you killed?” 
 
    “It’s better than the present path I’m on. I can live with this decision.” He motioned behind him to the window. “I can’t live with that anymore.” 
 
    “What about Saria?” 
 
    Cy drew away from her. “I’m hoping I can get to her before Gava suspects anything, but if I can’t, death is preferable to insanity.” 
 
    “You’re risking a lot on a gamble,” she said. 
 
    “I know,” he answered. 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    “You’re risking a lot on a common two-bit gambler, Fodongo,” said Kai furiously. 
 
    Cy glanced up at him, but kept his expression neutral. One of the main obstacles to his latest scheme was this young man right here. Kai didn’t trust him. 
 
    “He’s good, Fodongo. I watched him myself,” commented Ronar. “He plays it straight, above suspicion. Beyond storming in there and robbing them outright, I can’t think of any other way to go about this.” 
 
    “How can you know they’ll put the emerald up again?” asked Ronake. 
 
    “They will,” both Cy and Ronar said in unison. 
 
    “Then why won’t they just slit your throats and toss you out with the trash,” snarled Kai. 
 
    “Sorry to burst your little fantasy there, but that’s why we go in early and play while the tavern’s full of witnesses.” 
 
    “And that’s why I’ll be there, hanging on Cy’s arm. They wouldn’t want to be accused of harming a woman.” Zhera wrinkled her nose at Kai. “Bad for business.” 
 
    Fodongo sat at the foot of the bed in Kai’s room and fingered his beard while he listened to the arguments. Agreeing to let Zhera in on the entire situation was the only way Cy could get her to swear she’d keep quiet, but he knew it went against the chivalrous Stravad’s nature. The fact that it worried Cy himself he kept under wraps. 
 
    “And after you’ve gotten the emerald, you’ll meet the rest of us at the stable...” offered Hadar. 
 
    Kai turned on him. “There’s an awful lot of things left up to chance.” 
 
    Cy leaned back in his chair and spread his hands before him. “Of course, if you have a better plan...” 
 
    Kai glared at him, but Cy calmly folded his arms across his chest and stared back. 
 
    “I think your plan’s the best,” Fodongo said to Cy. 
 
    Kai whirled on him. “Damn it, Fodongo, think for a moment!” 
 
    “Perhaps one shouldn’t be so critical of another’s plan before he comes up with one of his own,” said Cy acidly. 
 
    Kai’s hands curled into fists and he turned slowly around to face his opponent. “What exactly is that supposed to mean?” 
 
    Cy shrugged. “Since I joined your little party, you’ve done nothing but whine and complain while everyone else took the risks for you. You haven’t liked one single thing anyone’s suggested, but you haven’t ventured forth anything original yourself. I’m just guessing, but perhaps thinking isn’t your strong point...” 
 
    Kai lunged at him. Cy was able to throw him off, but Kai was on him again before he could gain his balance. They were evenly matched, of nearly the same height and build, but Cy was used to fighting, while it was obvious Kai was not. Still, Cy let the other man throw a few punches before he retaliated. Then he knocked Kai flat with a well-aimed blow to the jaw. 
 
    At the first sign of trouble, the Stravad were all on their feet, moving to intervene, but the fight was over almost before it began. Cy stood over his downed opponent and wished they’d had a little more time to really get everything out of their system, but when Kai rolled into a sitting position, his hand rubbing his jaw, the fire in his eyes rocked Cy back on his heels. 
 
    “You’re gonna have to show me how you do that,” commented Ronar at Cy’s shoulder. 
 
    Kai slowly climbed to his feet, but the light in his eyes wasn’t diminishing. It was a killing light and Cy could feel the static electricity of his building power. Fodongo must have also felt it because he stepped between the two and took Kai by the shoulders. 
 
    “That’s enough!” 
 
    Kai blinked and glanced at the Stravad Leader. When he looked back at Cy, his eyes still burned with anger, but the inner light was gone. 
 
    “Are you young bulls through ramming heads together?” demanded Fodongo. 
 
    Cy held up his hands. “It wasn’t my fight.” 
 
    Kai rubbed his jaw. “It’s over.” 
 
    “Why don’t we all sit down again and go over the entire plan from start to finish.” 
 
    The other men moved back to their places, but Lemek stood, his eyes fixed on Cy. Cy halted in mid-stride and met the look. There was something in the old man’s expression that made Cy’s spine crawl. It’s just the color of his eyes, he told himself, nothing more. But he couldn’t deny that Lemek reminded him of Gava. 
 
    Crossing to Cy’s side, Lemek put his hand on Cy’s shoulder and turned him toward the door. “Let’s get us something to drink. It might cool tempers.” 
 
    Cy let himself be led to the door and then followed the old man’s shuffling gait down the stairs and to the little bar set up in a corner of the lobby. Lemek motioned for the bartender and turned to face Cy, resting his forearm on the bar. 
 
    “You play a dangerous game, son.” 
 
    Cy narrowed his eyes, but glanced up when the bartender approached. 
 
    “A pitcher of the house brew, please,” said the old man, then shifted his strange pale eyes back to Cy. “Don’t provoke Kiameron. He might kill you before he realizes what he’s done.” 
 
    “I didn’t pick that fight. He took the first swing.” 
 
    Lemek’s expression was bland. “You’re not stupid, son. Anyone can see that. Why do you take such stupid risks, though?” 
 
    “Isn’t he in control of his power?” 
 
    “Most of the time.” Lemek looked up at the bartender when he returned with their order. When he moved to pay, Cy forestalled him and paid himself. “Thank you,” he said, then continued, “He’s still learning. He’s still young.” 
 
    “And you say I’m playing a dangerous game. Don’t you think he ought to be more than still learning?” 
 
    “Maybe, and maybe we don’t always have control over every little thing. Still, we ought to control those things we can, such as your need to provoke people and make them want to kill you. It’s a nasty habit.” 
 
    Cy rolled his eyes and fell into step beside the old man. They climbed the stairs together. 
 
    Before the door to the room, Lemek stopped Cy with a hand on his arm. “Exactly how much do you know?” 
 
    Cy faced him and their eyes locked. “I know this thing of great sentimental value is special and I know that he is too. And I know that you’re up to a lot more than you’ve told me. I also know I’m sick to death of seeing the entire world being destroyed by one madman, so I’m hoping there’s a hell of a lot more to all your secrecy than you’re letting on.” 
 
    Lemek smiled in admiration, then he reached out and patted Cy’s cheek as if he were a young boy still. Shaking his head, he opened the door and disappeared inside. 
 
    Cy hesitated a moment in the hall. “Bloody hell.” He’d actually come to like the old Stravad. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 28 
 
      
 
    Niron’s eyes passed over the moaning people covering the floor of the make-shift hospital. He didn’t think he’d ever get used to seeing such destruction. Since this interminable journey had begun in burned-out DiNolfol, Niron had regularly found more reasons to hate Gava. 
 
    Ason touched his shoulder and pointed to the young woman bending over one of the patients on the floor. Niron nodded and followed the Human through the tangle of bodies. 
 
    The woman lifted her head at their approach and her pretty face broke into a smile. Rising to her feet, she hurried to them and rose on her tiptoes to kiss Ason, then bent and planted a kiss on Niron’s cheek. He blushed and smiled, glancing down in embarrassment. 
 
    When they’d found her a couple of days ago, she’d been a shivering, sobbing bundle of dirt, bruises, and tangled hair. 
 
    “We were worried about you, ma’am,” said Ason. “When we came looking for you yesterday, they said you’d left with someone and hadn’t come back.” 
 
    “I ran into an old friend and he got me lodging at one of the hotels.” She glanced over her shoulder, searching the room. 
 
    A little ways beyond the young woman knelt a man with ebony black hair. He was talking to a little boy and although Niron couldn’t see his face or hear his voice, his gestures were familiar. Niron stepped forward. 
 
    “Master?” 
 
    “Cy?” 
 
    The man turned. 
 
    Niron stumbled to a halt, staring. It wasn’t his master, but... 
 
    Touching the boy on the shoulder, the young man rose and crossed the room to them. He was nearly the same height as Kai and almost the same build. When he halted before them, Niron felt his heart begin to race. He had the same color hair as his master and although he was quite a bit darker complexioned, there was something around the eyes and cheekbones that was very familiar. 
 
    “Cy, these are the two men who saved my life. They got me out of Anatem when the Gaviston attacked.” 
 
    The young man turned to them and Niron felt his heart drop. The eyes that met his own were ebony black, not grey. 
 
    “It’s a pleasure to meet you.” 
 
    Ason accepted the offered hand. “We came to make sure Miss Zhera was all right. You must be the friend that rescued her last night.” 
 
    The man nodded and offered his hand to Niron. “I’m Cy.” 
 
    “I’m Ason and this is Niron.” 
 
    “You’re a good distance from home, aren’t you?” Cy said to the Daman. 
 
    Niron frowned. “Yes.” 
 
    Ason glanced at Niron, then back at Zhera. “Well, we just wanted to make sure you were all right. We’ll be going now.” 
 
    Zhera touched his arm to stop him. “Please don’t go. Let me at least buy you supper. It isn’t enough to thank you for all you’ve done, but it’s a start.” 
 
    Niron glanced at his Human companion and tilted his head to indicate it was his decision. Ason smiled at her. 
 
    “That would be nice.” 
 
    She looked up at the dark-eyed young man. 
 
    “Let me guess. I’m buying.” 
 
    “You’re the one with the money.” 
 
    Cy chuckled good-naturedly, then motioned toward the door. “After you.” 
 
    Although the establishment the couple picked was clean and the food proved to be tasty, Niron found he didn’t have much of an appetite. Sitting across from the young man with the smooth voice and the ready smile was difficult. Not that Cy reminded him as much of his own master as he had at first. 
 
    Still, the journey had been long and the disappointment great when they’d entered Anatem and found it smoldering in ruin. Even Niron was beginning to give up hope that Kai would ever be found. 
 
    “What brings you north?” asked Cy, leaning back in his chair and sipping at his glass of wine. 
 
    Niron glanced up from his plate, but he didn’t feel inclined to answer. 
 
    “We came from one of the protectorates to the south,” said Ason. “We both lost everything when the Gaviston came through. There didn’t seem to be any reason to stay, so we thought we’d come north and warn people as we went.” 
 
    “Sounds depressing.” 
 
    Ason shrugged. “It’s better than doing nothing. Sometimes we can do some good.” 
 
    Cy reached over and clasped Zhera’s hand. “I guess you’re right.” 
 
    The waiter approached with the bill and placed it at the young man’s elbow. He reached for it and gave it a passing glance, then removed his wallet and counted out a number of bills. 
 
    Niron’s eyes were drawn to the amount of money crowding the interior of the wallet. “Helping refugees is either more profitable than it appears or else you’re in some lucrative business here.” 
 
    With an off-center smile, Cy closed the wallet. “Very lucrative if you have the right touch. I’m a gambler.” 
 
    Niron exhaled and looked down. How had this arrogant, urbane young man ever reminded him of his master? “We should go,” he said to Ason. 
 
    Ason nodded and tossed his napkin on his plate, but before they could say their goodbyes, a loud voice interrupted them. 
 
    “Here you are, rogue!” 
 
    Niron glanced up and sat down hard in his seat again. Towering over the table was the largest man the Daman had ever seen. 
 
    “Insults don’t go well with red wine, Ronar. Besides, you’re frightening my guests, you ox.” Cy motioned at the staring Daman. 
 
    Ronar glanced down into Niron’s upturned face. The dark skin and blue eyes looking back at him could only belong to a... 
 
    “You’re Stravad,” he gasped. 
 
    Ronar quirked a brow. “And you’re not.” 
 
    Cy chuckled, earning him a glare from both men. “What? It’s amusing.” 
 
    Ronar pointed a threatening finger at him. “You’re not supposed to be here, remember?” 
 
    Cy merely shrugged, not the least bit intimidated. 
 
    “We’re just leaving, Ronar,” said Zhera. 
 
    She rose to her feet and the men rose with her. She gave her hand first to Ason, then Niron. “Thank you again for rescuing me.” 
 
    “Don’t mention it,” answered Ason. 
 
    Cy also offered his hand. “Please stay and enjoy the rest of the wine.” 
 
    Ason nodded at him. 
 
    Ronar glared at Cy. “Are you coming?” 
 
    “Cool your heels.” He shot an amused look at Niron. “The bigger they are, the...” 
 
    “Don’t say it!” 
 
    Cy chuckled and took Zhera’s arm. “Good evening.” 
 
    “Good evening,” Ason answered. 
 
    Niron felt as if his heart would pound out of his chest. Stravad in Taral. The Stravad Leader had told them that Kai was traveling with Stravad. 
 
    “Sir?” 
 
    The three companions turned and glanced at him. Niron took a few steps forward, staring up into the Stravad’s face. “I was wondering…” His voice faltered. Ronar frowned. “Sir, I was wondering if you know my master.” 
 
    The giant exchanged a look with Cy. Cy shrugged. 
 
    “Probably not. I don’t know any Daman.” 
 
    “He isn’t Daman, he’s Human. No, actually, he’s Stravad.” Niron glanced around the restaurant, but he turned back in time to catch the alarmed look on Ronar’s face. “His name’s Kai.” 
 
    Cy’s brows rose and Zhera seemed like she wanted to speak. Before she could, however, Ronar shot her a look and shook his head. 
 
    “We won’t keep you any longer,” he answered, not unkindly. “Enjoy your meal.” 
 
    Niron stared at him in disbelief. Ronar had ignored his question. Without another word, he motioned for his companions to precede him, then he gave Niron one final look before turning his back on him. Niron watched the three of them leave the restaurant. 
 
    Stravad in Taral. It didn’t matter that the man had refused to answer his question, Niron knew his presence was significant. Grabbing his jacket, he elbowed Ason. “Come on.” 
 
    Ason looked up at him in confusion. “Where?” 
 
    “I’m not sure.” 
 
    Rising to his feet, the Human gave him the look that said he was daft. “What now?” 
 
    “That giant was Stravad.” 
 
    “I noticed.” 
 
    “Did you also notice that there aren’t many Stravad in town?” 
 
    “There aren’t many Daman either.” 
 
    “But I think he knows my master.” 
 
    “He wouldn’t even answer you.” 
 
    “Kai made it to Temeron; therefore, that Stravad has something to do with him.” 
 
    “Of course he does, and maybe pigs can fly.” 
 
    Niron glared at him. “And maybe Humans are intelligent.” He turned on his heel and started for the door. 
 
    Once outside, he scanned the boardwalk both ways for Ronar and his companions. 
 
    Ason stepped out beside him. “How do you think you’re gonna get any information out of him? He’ll just ignore you again.” 
 
    Niron didn’t answer, but spotting his quarry, he headed in their direction. 
 
    “Hold on,” called Ason behind him, “I’m coming.” 
 
    Niron didn’t hear him. He followed the Stravad, until they came to a tavern midway down the main street. Outside the building, they met with three others. 
 
    He waited a few moments in the darkness while the group entered the tavern, then motioned for Ason to follow him. He climbed the boardwalk, then peeked in the open door. It was more than a tavern, it was a large gaming hall. And it was very crowded. 
 
    He lost sight of his quarry for a moment, but when he found them again, his eyes widened in surprise. The three who joined them were also Stravad. 
 
    “Find a seat at the bar. I’m going to get closer,” he said to Ason. 
 
    Ason nodded. 
 
    Usually Niron hated crowds, especially crowds of people who were so much bigger than he was. He didn’t relish fighting his way through this throng at an eye level with their belt buckles or their rear ends, but he wanted to hear what the Stravad were saying. 
 
    He lost sight of them, then he almost ran into Ronar’s leg without realizing it. They’d been stopped in front of one of the card tables by a Human brute equally as big as the Stravad. 
 
    “You’re not welcome here.” 
 
    The Human was talking to Cy, but he was glaring at the Stravad. 
 
    “Why not? You were happy to steal my money the other night.” 
 
    “I said you’re not welcome here.” 
 
    “Well, how do you like that!” said Zhera, tossing her hair in a coquettish way. The Human was distracted by her. 
 
    One of the Stravad with a golden beard added, “Is this how you treat all your successful customers?” 
 
    A few of the patrons standing around the table were beginning to take notice, which was exactly what Niron supposed the Stravad wanted since they were talking so loudly. 
 
    “I said...” 
 
    “That my money wasn’t good enough to play here. Just because I nearly cleaned out the house the other night,” said Cy, then he glanced around at the many faces listening to the fray. “Some of these men were here and saw me play – saw me win. There’s no reason to refuse me, except you’re afraid I’ll win again.” 
 
    A few murmurs of dissent met this remark. 
 
    “And if you’re afraid I might win, you must be afraid someone else in here will have a run of luck.” 
 
    The Human’s scowl was murderous, but more people were taking notice. 
 
    “Let him play!” 
 
    “What kind of a place is this anyway?” 
 
    Niron glanced around at the gathering crowd and wondered if he shouldn’t move. He didn’t want to get caught in a brawl. 
 
    Suddenly an elderly man shoved his way through the people followed by two more enormous Humans. By his smart suit and slicked-back hair, Niron guessed he must be the manager. 
 
    “Is there a problem, Nepter?” he asked, then his face blanched when he saw Cy. 
 
    “I told him he wasn’t welcome here.” 
 
    “Is that true? Am I not welcome here?” 
 
    The older man glanced around at the gathered crowd. “No, of course not. Nepter misunderstood.” 
 
    “Good,” said Cy and started for the table, but Nepter continued to block him. 
 
    “Wait!” said the old man. “You can play here, but not at the card table.” 
 
    The murmur of the crowd grew. The old man held up his hands, pleading for silence. He got it, but the room was seething now. 
 
    “You won a lot off us last night, and what with all the refugees in town, the banks closed down. I wasn’t able to replace my funds.” 
 
    “Not my problem. However, are you suggesting you don’t have enough to cover these other people’s bets? Not good advertising, is it?” 
 
    The old man looked around. Many of the patrons were pressing forward. He changed tatics immediately. “You weren’t playing by the rules the other night.” 
 
    “Now you’re accusing me of cheating?” Cy’s resonant voice rose above the murmurs. The people stiffened and the older man grew paler. 
 
    “No, not exactly, but your streak of luck was suspicious.” 
 
    “You don’t have any money to pay off the winners, then you accuse me of cheating!” 
 
    The crowd grew menacing. 
 
    “No, no I’m not, but it is suspicious the way you won so much…” 
 
    “This is wrong!” shouted someone. 
 
    “The place is rigged!” said another. 
 
    Cy waited, his dark eyes searching the old man’s perspiring face. 
 
    The golden haired Stravad moved forward then. “Let’s be reasonable, gentlemen,” he said. “If Cy promises to play by all of the rules, surely you’ll let him play.” 
 
    “Not cards!” growled Nepter. 
 
    “Nepter’s right. Not cards. He can play anything else.” 
 
    “You’ve got to be joking. What else is there?” 
 
    “Roulette,” said the brute. 
 
    “Roulette,” agreed the older man. 
 
    “No!” said Cy. 
 
    The Stravad answered at the same time. “Fine!” 
 
    Turning on his companion, Cy glared. “No, Fodongo, not roulette.” 
 
    Fodongo flashed a patient smile at Nepter and the older man, then taking Cy’s arm, pulled him through the crowd. The other Stravad followed, but Niron ducked out of sight. 
 
    Pushing through the legs of the patrons, he found an open space around a brick fireplace. If he climbed on it, he could see over the heads of the crowd and watch the Stravad. The fact that there were Stravad in Taral was news enough, but their determination for Cy to play sparked Niron’s interest all the more. 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    “Not roulette, Fodongo. Don’t give up now. We’ve got the crowd on our side.” 
 
    “We don’t want any fights until after they bargain with the emerald. What’s the difference between cards and roulette?” 
 
    “Everything. Cards are a game of skill. The owner’s right, Fodongo, I don’t exactly play by the rules. I can read the players’ faces and tell if they have a good hand or not.” 
 
    Fodongo regarded Cy steadily. It was a look that made him want to squirm. “Can’t you do the same with roulette?” 
 
    “No,” answered Zhera, “roulette is all in the luck of the ball.” 
 
    “Besides that, the house can control where the ball lands.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    Cy rolled his eyes. “Magnets. Everyone knows that.” 
 
    Fodongo looked at his three companions and they nodded in agreement. “Okay, not roulette, but there must be something else they’ll let you play.” 
 
    “What about Harafel?” 
 
    Cy’s eyes snapped to Hadar’s face. “No.” 
 
    “Good. So they won’t be suspicious of Harafel?” asked Fodongo. 
 
    “Didn’t you hear me? I said no.” 
 
    Fodongo frowned. “Now you’re just being difficult. What’s wrong with Harafel?” 
 
    “Haven’t you ever gambled before?” 
 
    Fodongo looked confused. “Should I have?” 
 
    “Forget it. I’m not playing Harafel.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “It’s also a game of chance,” said Ronar. “You toss a four pronged stick, bounce it off a wall, and hope it lands on its forked end. If it does, you win. If not, you lose.” 
 
    “Sounds like a game of skill to me.” 
 
    “Not even close. No one can throw that stick with any consistency. It’s weighted funny or something. I’ve never been sure,” said Cy. 
 
    “But you’ve played before?” 
 
    “When I was young and stupid. Harafel’s a game of luck.” 
 
    Fodongo smiled slowly. “Call me luck, then.” 
 
    For a moment Cy didn’t follow him, then his eyes widened. “Oh no. If they caught on that I had an unfair advantage at cards, they’re definitely gonna get suspicious if I start winning at Harafel with Stravad hanging all around.” 
 
    The Stravad Leader shrugged. “By then we’ll already have the emerald and be on our way out of town.” 
 
    Cy opened his mouth to speak, but looking at the faces around him, he decided it wasn’t worth the effort. He took a deep breath as he turned to face the owner and his muscle. The crowd had also been waiting and the tension in the room was growing. 
 
    “What about...” He paused, glancing over his shoulder at Fodongo. “...Harafel.” 
 
    Dumont seemed to deflate in relief. “Harafel it is then.” He motioned toward the Harafel table tucked into a back corner of the room. 
 
    Cy lifted his eyes to Ronar. “Perfect place to keep us from getting away any too easily.” 
 
    Ronar’s brows rose in agreement. 
 
    The crowd made a path for Cy and his Stravad companions as he walked to the Harafel table. Tucking Zhera’s hand in his arm, he leaned closer to her. “When I tell you to get out, you do it without question, you hear?” 
 
    He saw his own uneasiness mirrored in her eyes. “Don’t worry, just watch your back.” 
 
    “That’s supposed to be Ronar’s job.” 
 
    He took a seat before the gamekeeper. Ronar took up a position at his back, but the others were jostled by the crowd that fought over the places on either side of the table where they could bet for or against the current thrower. 
 
    Cy’s eyes shifted around the people scrambling for a position at the table. The bouncers had to intervene and shove some of them back before a fight broke out. Cy’s upper lip twitched. He wasn’t sure where the Stravad Leader had ended up and he was afraid to appear too anxious to locate him. 
 
    “Are you in or not?” said the gamekeeper. 
 
    Cy’s eyes snapped to his face. He wasn’t opposed to gambling, but he usually liked the odds stacked a little more heavily in his favor. Sometimes, however, you had to throw caution to the wind. Reaching into his pocket, he pulled out his wallet and laid out the bundle of bills Fodongo had placed in his hands. 
 
    The gamekeeper raised his brows at the pile of money. 
 
    “I’m in,” he said and a cheer went up around the table. 
 
    “Let me go over the rules,” said the gamekeeper. He lifted a polished stick. One end was divided into four narrow legs like a stool, and the other end was undivided, smooth, and straight. “One player, the caster, throws the Harafel piece. It must ricochet off the back wall, then if it lands on its end and stands, the caster wins the hand. However, if it falls on its side, I win the hand. The other players at the table have the option of betting with the caster, or against, as they see fit. The odds for the caster are ten to one. The odds for the bettors are reduced. Clear?” 
 
    “As crystal. Is there a maximum bet?” 
 
    “None. We like high rollers here.” 
 
    “Company motto,” muttered Cy as he shoved a number of bills forward. 
 
    A flurry of motion ensued as the other players placed their bets. Cy didn’t bother to see which way the majority fell. The gamekeeper pushed the Harafel piece at Cy with a long stick that had a flat end on it. Cy picked up the piece. As usual, he got the sense that it was weighted funny. 
 
    Resisting the urge to look for Fodongo, he drew a deep breath and cast. The stick landed on its side. Without hesitation, the gamekeeper raked in the bills and paid the other gamers. 
 
    “Place your next bets,” said the gamekeeper. There was some muttering among the gamers, but no one left his spot at the table. 
 
    Pushing some bills forward, Cy locked eyes with the gamekeeper. “Don’t be discouraged yet, friend,” said the man. 
 
    The piece was shoved at him, but this time Cy rubbed his fingers across the polished wood, then balanced it in the palm of his hand. The piece teetered. Cy watched it sway on the flat of his palm, then slowly closed each of his fingers over it. When he looked up, the gamekeeper was watching the piece, but his eyes darted to Cy’s face and he smiled a nasty, thin smile. 
 
    Cy tried to use the strange balance of the stick to his advantage, but it again landed on its side. The other players muttered and watched the gamekeeper rake in their money. 
 
    Three more times Cy placed his money before him and each time the gamekeeper raked his money in. A few of the players angrily left the table and Zhera’s hand tightened on his arm. There was a lot of shoving and pushing as more players took the vacated seats, but still no sign of Fodongo. 
 
    Cy rubbed a hand across his chin. Had he misunderstood what Fodongo meant? That didn’t usually happen to him, but it was pretty obvious he was on his own. 
 
    “Still wanna be the caster?” 
 
    Cy’s gaze fixed on the gamekeeper and he smiled wickedly. Time to call in all his markers and find out if he really was alone. Deliberately separating the pile of money in half, he pushed one pile forward. The gamekeeper’s eyes widened and the other players gasped. 
 
    “Are you sure?” 
 
    Cy smiled again. “Not at all.” 
 
    He felt Ronar’s hand fall on his shoulder. “Perhaps you should be.” 
 
    Cy reached for the piece. This time he made no effort at all to direct his throw. 
 
    The stick landed on its forked end, tottered a moment, and then stood still. 
 
    A gasp of surprise resounded around the table and then cheers. Lifting his eyes, Cy met the blue gaze of the Stravad Leader at the other end of the table. 
 
    Shifting his attention to the gamekeeper, Cy nodded toward the pile of bills. “You still in?”               
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    In a matter of moments, Cy had replenished his money and the other gamers were dancing. The stick no longer tottered, but simply held fast as if by magnetic pull. Soon the other gaming tables ceased to function as each player moved toward the spectacle and waited for an opportunity to bet with the young man. And the bets grew more reckless with each cast. 
 
    “This table’s closed!” 
 
    Cy’s eyes whipped up and clashed with the owner. A seething silence followed his words. “Come again?” 
 
    “I said this table’s closed.” Nepter was standing at his back and he was flanked by a half-dozen of the other muscles. 
 
    “Because I’m winning...because we’re all winning?” 
 
    The crowd erupted angrily, but Dumont held up his hands. “Listen, people, Nepter’ll see you all get a free drink; however, this gentleman has cleaned us out again tonight. We simply can’t continue to match all these bets. Gods’ blood, the banks are closed, people!” 
 
    The cries of angry protest rose. 
 
    Again Dumont held up his hands. “Listen please, people. You know this isn’t right. Few people ever win at Harafel. How many casts has he made without losing? Think about it. How many?” 
 
    Cy didn’t need Ronar’s elbow in his back to tell him things were getting dangerous again. And Zhera’s nails were digging into his arm. 
 
    He loosened her hold on him. “Just what are you accusing me of now?” 
 
    Nepter barreled forward. “It’s the Stravad. The place’s crawling with them.” 
 
    “I beg your pardon, sir,” said Fodongo as he shoved his way to the table. “You make it sound as if we were vermin.” 
 
    Cy grimaced, but Nepter stared at the Stravad Leader in bewilderment. 
 
    “My partner’s right. We’ve all heard stories about the strange powers Stravad have.” Dumont turned and pointed a finger at Cy. “He’s cheating.” 
 
    “Sounds like a load of horse shit to me,” said one of the players. “But if the Stravad leave, will you let the game continue?” 
 
    Cy’s head came up and his gaze shifted to the Stravad Leader. Dumont seemed to be mulling over the situation. 
 
    Fodongo inclined his head toward Cy, then extended his hands graciously. “If it will allow these good people to keep playing, we’ll leave.” 
 
    The owner was stuck. The crowd was demanding that he take the offer. With a half-sick nod, he motioned that he accepted the terms. Some of the muscle moved to escort the Stravad to the door, but Fodongo held up a hand to ward them off. The crowd parted for him and he strode through followed by Ronake and Hadar, his golden head tilted back. 
 
    “Watch yourself,” muttered Ronar as he followed in their wake. 
 
    Cy glanced at Zhera, then he turned back to the table. 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    Once outside the tavern, Fodongo tugged his clothing back in place and smoothed his beard. “The infidels. Do they really think I have to be inside to cheat?” 
 
    With that he strode down the boardwalk toward the side of the building. 
 
    Hadar and Ronake exchanged a smile and followed him. 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    It took a moment for things to quiet down after the Stravad’s departure. Finally Dumont and his thugs restored order, but not a one of them left the Harafel table. 
 
    The gamekeeper pushed the Harafel piece at Cy. He accepted it, but his fingers tightened around it convulsively. If he cast now and it landed wrong, he was in big trouble. Glancing at Zhera, he wished he’d sent her out with the Stravad. 
 
    “Well?” asked Dumont with glittering eyes. 
 
    Shoving a large wad of bills forward, Cy glared back at him, then closed his eyes and breathed the first prayer of his life. 
 
    He didn’t even open his eyes as he cast the throw. Zhera’s nails dug into his arm and the silence was deafening. 
 
    Cy was almost knocked off his stool by the following roar of the crowd. He was jostled and pounded on the back. He opened his eyes and they landed on the stick. It stood straight up in the center of the table. 
 
    Cy couldn’t help the laugh that bubbled out of him. And he didn’t even notice the murderous glares of both Dumont and Nepter. 
 
    The game became really fun then. Cy pushed back the stool and stood, making more and more wild casts to the delight of the crowd. 
 
    “Enough!” screamed Dumont, nearly sprawling across the table. 
 
    Cy looked down into the man’s face in surprise. 
 
    Dumont’s eyes narrowed and the purple vein in his forehead throbbed. “What do you want!” he hissed. 
 
    Placing both hands flat on the table, Cy leaned toward the owner. “You know what I want,” he whispered. 
 
    The man’s face drained of color. Some of the players had begun chanting to continue the game. 
 
    Nepter hauled Dumont to his feet and glared at Cy. “Let me take care of him!” 
 
    Cy held out his arms, indicating the chanting crowd. “And have a riot on your hands!” 
 
    The crowd was now stomping their feet and pounding their fists on any available surface. Dumont looked around with wild, frightened eyes. 
 
    “Get it!” he told his partner. 
 
    “No!” 
 
    “Get it or they’re going to tear this place apart! We’ll lose everything anyway!” 
 
    Nepter hesitated a moment to glare at Cy. 
 
    “Run along now and be a good boy!” said Cy. 
 
    “What are your terms?” growled Dumont. 
 
    Cy leaned forward again. “Same as before. One toss, all or nothing. I win, I take your prize. You win, I get nothing and walk out of here never to return.” 
 
    The owner’s left eye ticked as he nodded once. 
 
    Cy pulled Zhera close. “Get out of here now!” 
 
    “I’m not leaving you.” 
 
    “Go, Zhera. Warn the others and meet me at the stable.” 
 
    She searched his face, but she backed away. He watched after her until she was lost in the crowd, then he turned back as the chanting fell off and the crowd grew silent. 
 
    Nepter was shouldering his way through with the black box. 
 
    Dumont grabbed up the stick and shoved the Harafel piece at Cy. “Cast!” 
 
    “Open the box.” 
 
    “NO!” growled Nepter. 
 
    “You really do need to work on your vocabulary.” His attention shifted back to the owner. “Open the box or no deal.” 
 
    “That isn’t necessary. In fact, it’s better for you if we don’t. Especially if you want to make it out of here alive.” His meaning was clear enough without Nepter’s murderous glare. 
 
    Cy flattened his palms on the table and leaned forward. “How do I know what’s in there if I can’t see it? Open the box!” 
 
    They glared at each other for a tension filled minute, but finally Dumont looked away. “Open it, Nepter.” 
 
    The brute started to protest, but Dumont closed his eyes and shouted, “Open the damn box!” 
 
    Taking the key from the owner, Nepter fumbled with the lock, but finally got it open. Slowly he lifted the lid. 
 
    One of Cy’s brows rose in appreciation. It lay in a bed of black velvet, sparkling with warmth. He reached toward it, but Nepter snatched it back. The emerald, however, erupted in brilliant green light. The crowd reared away and Dumont ducked, shielding his eyes. 
 
    Cy could feel a pulsation of energy as he stared into the depth of the emerald. The thought of Gava handling so much power made him nauseous. Still, he couldn’t leave it here. “Let’s finish this.” 
 
    Picking up the Harafel piece, he clutched it a moment, then lifted it to his mouth and gave it a kiss. Bringing back his hand, he tossed. It arced end over end through the air, bounced off the rear wall, and landed perfectly on its forked base. The crowd went wild, cheering and pounding him on the back. Finally they quieted to a dull roar and Cy was left to face both Dumont and his bodyguard. 
 
    Holding out his hand, Cy nodded at the box. “I’ll take that.” 
 
    Nepter started to pull away, but a blur of motion struck his arm, knocking the box onto the table. The emerald spilled out and burst into blinding green light, throwing the crowd backward. 
 
    A weasel-faced man leapt in front of Cy, holding a knife aimed at his belly. “You can’t have it!” 
 
    Cy glanced from the knife into the insane eyes of the man. 
 
    “Put down the knife, Fordin!” commanded Dumont, but Fordin was beyond hearing. He reached out with his free hand and grabbed up the emerald. 
 
    “You can’t have it!” 
 
    “Do what he says, Fordin, and put down the knife,” said Cy. 
 
    “You can’t have it!” He dove at Cy with the knife. 
 
    Later Cy wasn’t sure what saved him, but he dodged back at the same time others dove forward, knocking the emerald from Fordin’s hand. Cy was caught in a jostling of tumbling bodies and found himself outside the fray. Recovering his senses, he shifted to his knees and searched the ground for the emerald. 
 
    The room erupted in mayhem. Bodies rolled over the top of him and screams of rage and pain filled the room. It didn’t take long before he knew this was a futile search and he pushed himself to his feet, dodging through the swinging, fighting patrons. He barely gained the door, but once outside, he collapsed against the building and took a shaken breath. 
 
    His hands were trembling as he ran them over his face and chest, making sure he wasn’t hurt and didn’t know it. Curse the Stravad and everything to do with them. They’d almost gotten him killed. 
 
    Inside the riot continued, while in the street other people were rushing toward the tavern. Cy slipped off the boardwalk and lost himself in the gawkers, shouldering a path through them in the direction of the stable. 
 
    At the far end of town, Cy skidded to a halt and stared in disbelief. The Stravad were thundering out of Taral on horseback. Muttering oaths under his breath, he continued toward the stable. If they betrayed him, if Ronar wasn’t waiting for him when he arrived, Cy swore he’d feel no remorse when the time came to turn them over to Gava. 
 
    Suddenly Nepter burst from the tavern. “Stop him! Thief!” 
 
    Cy half-turned and saw the enraged tavern keeper pointing directly at him. Some of the gawkers had also turned and were regarding him suspiciously, but before Nepter could articulate his grievance anymore, the melee from inside the tavern burst through the doorway and tumbled into the street, taking Nepter with it. 
 
    Cy dashed into a darkened alleyway and pressed his back against the grimy building. He wondered how he’d ever make it to the stable now without being waylaid. 
 
    While he struggled to decide the best path, a small figure peered around the corner of the building. Cy’s eyes widened in recognition. The Daman halted just outside the alleyway. He carried a bundle beneath his coat and edged along the buildings, trying to stay out of sight. 
 
    Impulsively, Cy reached out and caught him around the neck, hauling him back into the cover of the alleyway. Niron cried out and struggled against his grasp, kicking and squirming. From under his coat fell the emerald. 
 
    Cy stared at it in amazement, still holding the struggling little man by his collar. “Why, you cursed little toad, so you’re the one who nearly got me stuck, eh! I ought to ring your neck...” 
 
    Voices shouted nearby in the street. Clapping a hand over Niron’s mouth and grabbing the emerald in his other, Cy edged further down the alleyway, shoving the gem in his pocket. 
 
    The rear of the alleyway opened out behind the buildings and angled to the back of the main street. Cy went as quickly as he could with the struggling Daman in his arms until he came to the stable. Pounding on the rear door, he searched the streets, but they were empty. 
 
    A bar was lifted from inside the stable and the door was opened a crack. Ronar peered out. 
 
    “Open the damn door!” 
 
    “I didn’t think you intended to come,” said Ronar as Cy pushed his way inside. 
 
    “Bar the door, quickly!” 
 
    “Who have you got there?” came Ronake’s voice. 
 
    “No time for introductions.” 
 
    “Do you have the emerald?” said Ronar, lowering the bar. “I hope you didn’t forget it while you were causing a rampage.” 
 
    “Ask me later.” 
 
    Ronake went into one of the stalls and drew three horses out with him. 
 
    Cy tossed Niron up before the saddle. The Daman swung a leg over as if to dismount, but Cy sprang nimbly into the saddle behind him. “If you want to get out of here alive, I suggest you stop fighting me and hang on.” 
 
    Voices could be heard shouting outside the door and Cy felt his stomach knot. They weren’t going to let him leave without a fight. He kicked his horse forward. 
 
    Ronar swung into the saddle as the townspeople forced the doors open. With a thunder of hooves, Ronar led the way through the entrance, scattering the townspeople in his wake. Ronake followed close behind, then came Cy. 
 
    Cy caught a glimpse of his pursuers righting themselves. Tapping the horse with his heels, Cy urged the animal to greater speed. 
 
    The entrance to Taral loomed in front of them as the four men thundered towards it. Cy felt the horse’s muscles gather beneath him, grow taut, and then lengthen as she shot beneath the entrance. 
 
    A searing pain scored through him at the same moment and he cried out, nearly throwing himself and the Daman from the saddle, but he clung to the horse and soon Taral and all pursuit was lost from view. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 29 
 
      
 
    Niron shut his eyes as the horse thundered through the stable doors and into the street beyond. He opened them just before the animal bore down on the entrance to the town. They’d never make it. 
 
    Just before they passed under the entrance, Niron caught sight of Ason. He felt a pang of remorse as he realized he’d never see him again. 
 
    His musings were cut short as he felt Cy shudder violently and pitch forward. Both he and Cy were nearly thrown from the horse, but somehow the young man tightened his grip on the horse’s reins and righted himself. Niron clung desperately, confused and terrified. What had happened? 
 
    They were free of the entrance. Any pursuit was being left far behind. On they rode at tremendous speeds. Niron could scarcely breathe. Suddenly forest closed in around them and the two Stravad leading slowed to a fast trot. Niron’s mind whirled. Something was wrong with Cy. Niron could hear a strange whistling sound each time he took a breath. And Cy had the emerald. If he was dying, Niron needed to get it from him and make sure the Stravad didn’t leave him behind. 
 
    “Heh!” he cried. 
 
    Cy stiffened and the Stravad turned in their saddles. 
 
    “Quiet!” said the thinner of the two. “Do you want them to follow us?” 
 
    Niron glanced back, but saw nothing. “Something’s wrong.” 
 
    “Shut your mouth, toad!” hissed Cy. 
 
    However, the two Stravad slowed and waited for the black horse to come alongside them. Suddenly, both Stravad faces registered shock. “You’re hurt,” said the thinner one. 
 
    “Thank you for informing me of the situation,” said Cy, then he pulled back on the reins. “Here, take his lordship.” 
 
    The slender one caught Niron and hauled him onto his own horse behind him. Niron shifted and caught sight of the arrow embedded in Cy’s back at the shoulder blade. 
 
    “In Eldon’s name, Cy,” said Ronar, “did you plan to tell us you caught a shaft in the back?” 
 
    Cy didn’t answer him. The two Stravad exchanged looks. 
 
    “Can you make it to the camp?” Ronar asked. 
 
    “I don’t know,” said Cy, then he reached into the pocket of his trousers. “Here, you’d better take this.” He removed the emerald and it burst forth in a green shaft of light. 
 
    Ronar had started to reach for the magnificent gem, but his eyes locked on Cy’s and he drew his hand back. There in the blackness of the forest, in the sharp green light of the emerald, Cy’s eyes glowed a deep, piercing Stravad blue. The two Stravad gasped. 
 
    Niron could only stare. 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    Kai looked up from the small fire Fodongo had permitted them. He thought he heard something through the trees. He lowered his head and his eyes fixed on Zhera’s. He smiled at her. He could see how worried she was about Cy. Looking at her brought Saria to mind. 
 
    Had Saria ever loved him? Kai could hardly remember anymore, it had been so long. He forced thoughts of her away and found his attention drawn to the forest again. He stood up as a horse came through the trees carrying Ronar. Behind him came Cy and Ronake. And riding behind Ronake was Niron. For a moment, Kai was so stunned that he couldn’t speak. He started forward, intent on Niron, but something else distracted him. 
 
    Kai’s gaze fixed on Cy’s pale face as he slid from the saddle. He swayed and nearly dropped to his knees, clinging to the cantle. Ronar jumped from his own mount and reached to help him, but Cy waved him off. 
 
    An arrow protruded from Cy’s shoulder blade and red gore stained the back of his shirt. Fodongo and Hadar had also started forward, but Cy stopped them. “Wait.” 
 
    Kai knew he was awake, but everything was so surreal, it seemed more like one of his prescient dreams. Cy staggered to a halt before Kai and lifted his eyes. Black met grey, then Cy reached into his pocket and removed the emerald. It erupted in pulsing green light. As Kai reached for it, he felt his consciousness join with Cy’s. The moment passed in a single breath, their minds touched and separated. 
 
    Then Cy’s eyes rolled back in his head and he dropped. 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    Kai stared into the fire. To his left he knew Fodongo and Lemek labored to save Cy. They couldn’t let him die. He had questions to ask him. 
 
    A shadow fell over him and he looked up. Niron squatted down before him. With a faint smile, Kai held out his hand and pulled the Daman into an embrace. 
 
    “I haven’t given you a proper greeting, have I, Niron?” 
 
    “Circumstances considered, but you can’t know how relieved I am that you’re safe and not in Gava, Master. I thought...” 
 
    “I know,” said Kai, stopping him before the memories of his last moments in DiNolfol flooded his mind. “I can’t imagine what you’ve gone through to find me. How did you know I was in Taral?” 
 
    “A beautiful lady told me.” 
 
    Kai frowned. “I don’t follow.” 
 
    “The Stravad Leader...” 
 
    “Panral?” 
 
    “She said you were going after the emerald.” 
 
    “I understand you were the one to get it.” 
 
    A strange light came into the Daman’s eyes and he rubbed his hand against his thigh. “I found it under the table. They were trying to reach it, but I was smaller...quicker. It has great power, doesn’t it?” 
 
    “Yes, if only I understood it.” 
 
    “You’ll figure it out, Master.” 
 
    Kai gave him a weary smile. Another thought entered his mind. “When you grabbed the emerald, did it light for you?” 
 
    Niron looked into his master’s face. “No, Master, I’ve only seen it do that in your presence...and his.” He glanced over his shoulder at the huddle of Stravad. 
 
    With another weary smile, Kai reached over and squeezed Niron’s shoulder. “I still can’t believe you’re here. You came all the way from DiNolfol after me?” 
 
    “What else could I do? There wasn’t anything left for me in DiNolfol. And we’ve had adventures, Ason and me, we have.” 
 
    “Ason? Why is that name familiar?” 
 
    “He was one of the captains assigned to protect the castle. He was one of the last people to see your mother...I mean the queen, alive.” 
 
    Kai closed his eyes. So much violence, so much death. He studied Niron’s face in the fire’s light. The Daman had aged in the last few months. New lines ringed the area around his eyes. Kai suspected he’d aged himself. He knew he felt a great deal older. 
 
    “I want to hear all of your adventures, Niron. You can’t know what it means to me that you came all this way. It’s more than I could’ve ever asked of you.” 
 
    Niron looked down in embarrassment, but after a moment, he lifted his head and met Kai’s gaze. “Master, you were always more friend to me than anything else. You treated me like an equal, and for that reason I would follow you to the ends of the earth.” 
 
    “Not simply friends, Niron. We’re family.” His face fell and he swallowed hard. “In fact, you’re the only family I have left.” 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    Kai and Niron sat and talked late into the night. As they talked, Fodongo and Lemek worked over Cy’s prone form. Eventually exhaustion laid claim to Niron, but Kai was too wound up to sleep. When Niron went and rolled himself up near Kai in one of the Stravad’s bedrolls, Kai continued to sit before the fire. He was just beginning to nod asleep, when Fodongo sat down beside him and stretched out his long legs. 
 
    “He’s going to live.” 
 
    “Is it bad?” 
 
    Fodongo glanced at him. “The wound?” 
 
    Kai gave him a look. “What else would I be talking about?” 
 
    “I’ve seen worse. Pierced a lung though. A few inches further to the left and he’d be dead.” 
 
    “Fodongo, did you see how the emerald...” Kai’s voice failed him. 
 
    Fodongo nodded. “What happened when you touched it at the same time, what did you see?” 
 
    Kai looked into the fire. It felt hot and dry against his face. “I’m not sure.” 
 
    “How long are you going to continue this charade, Kiameron?” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” 
 
    “This...this denial of who you are. Loden’s as good as lost if you don’t accept your role in its future. You have the emerald now. You were shown something important when it passed between you and Cy, yet you tell me you don’t know what it was, you tell me you’re not sure. Well, I’m sure of one thing. You’ve got to stop being so concerned with yourself and start thinking about Loden for a change.” 
 
    Kai rose to his feet in fury. “Why am I Loden’s savior?” 
 
    Fodongo rose to meet him as the rest of the company turned to watch the confrontation. “Because you hold the emerald...” 
 
    Kai laughed derisively. “The emerald – is that what you base this asinine claim on? If that’s your indicator, how do you know that Cy isn’t the savior?” 
 
    “I believe that Cy has an important part in the future...” 
 
    “Really, then perhaps Cy’s the one to wield the emerald against Gava. You told me the emerald was made by Eldon, forged by him, and that only he and his chosen heir could bring it to life. Well, you saw it come to life in his hands, you saw it with your own eyes. Can you deny that?” 
 
    “How do you know the emerald didn’t come to life because it was in your presence?” 
 
    “Because Ronar and Ronake saw the same thing in the forest before they came near the clearing.” He took a deep breath. “Listen, Fodongo, you told me that Eldon was still alive. You told me that the Stravad have been waiting ages for him to beget a son. Perhaps Cy’s Eldon’s son with the rightful power to wield the emerald. Perhaps there isn’t any need for me any longer.” 
 
    “Cy isn’t Eldon’s son, Kiameron...” 
 
    “How do you know? How can you possibly know?” 
 
    Lemek moved forward then and laid a hand on Kai’s arm. “Cy isn’t Eldon’s son, Kiameron, because Eldon’s son isn’t born yet. You are Eldon’s heir.” 
 
    “Well, then maybe Loden has no hope.” 
 
    Fodongo glared at him. He moved forward suddenly and shoved Kai in the chest. Kai was startled and stumbled back, but the Stravad Leader moved aggressively close again, pointing furiously at the front of his shirt. A couple of red spots marred the otherwise clean garment. 
 
    “Look at this! It’s blood. His blood! And do you know what I found when I cut his shirt off?” 
 
    Kai shook his head. 
 
    “Horrible abuse. Years of it. We’re tearing ourselves apart. Gava isn’t defeating us. We’re defeating ourselves.” 
 
    “You’re the one who told me Human problems were Human problems.” 
 
    “Yeah, I did and I was wrong. For a number of hours now, I have cut and stanched blood and dug and pulled and sewn, and for what? Because Loden doesn’t have enough problems with Gava destroying us, we’ve got to destroy each other!” 
 
    Kai stepped forward until he was face to face with the Stravad Leader. “And yet you expect me – me alone, to solve this for you! Go to hell!” With that he turned and stomped off into the forest. 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    Kai found himself lying in a corridor of metal. A bright light glared above him and loud voices could be heard in the distance. A harsh laugh echoed off the metallic walls and Kai shivered from cold...no, not cold...fear, terrible paralyzing fear. 
 
    He scrambled to his feet, crouching in the empty corridor. He couldn’t see beyond the perfect circle of light surrounding him. Everything else was shadow. He shivered again, hugging his arms around himself. 
 
    Then the glare of the light over him diminished and angled out in front of him. Far down the corridor he saw two people. He rose, opening his mouth to speak, but he was so relieved to see another soul that his voice caught in his throat. 
 
    As he struggled to formulate a sound, he became aware that the two people were a man and a woman. They were facing each other and as he watched, the woman stepped forward and put her arms around the man’s neck. Pulling her closer, the man bent his head and kissed her. They clung to each other, oblivious to anything else. 
 
    Behind the man and woman appeared a Gaviston, the pale silver of its body gleaming in the yellow light of the corridor. Kai tried to cry out a warning to the unsuspecting pair, but again his voice died in his throat with a horrible, choking gurgle. 
 
    Reaching down to his side, Kai found the hilt of his sword and drew it. With a cry, he ran forward to drive off the Gaviston, but instead the blade acted with a mind of its own and tore at the man and woman. 
 
    “No!” Kai shouted in horror, but the corridor was plunged into darkness. “NO!” He stumbled to a halt and dropped to his knees, burying his face in his hands. 
 
    Even as the sword had fallen, the woman had turned with a look of surprise on her face...and the face had been Saria’s. 
 
    Kai jerked awake. 
 
    The Stravad were unidentified lumps in the darkness, lying around the fire. Niron lay beside him, breathing heavily. Hunching his shoulders, Kai shivered, trying to shake off the last remnants of the dream. 
 
    It was only a dream – a nightmare. Saria was dead. She had to be. To think otherwise was simply too horrifying. Saria wouldn’t be able to abide being a slave to Gava. 
 
    Kai glanced over his shoulder to where they’d lain Cy. He could just make out Hadar’s red hair in the fire light. Throwing off his blankets, he climbed to his feet and picked his way across the campsite. Hadar was wringing out a cloth in a pan. He looked up and gave the prince a tired smile. 
 
    “How is he?” 
 
    Hadar reached for the blanket and pulled it back, spreading the damp cloth over Cy’s naked flesh. “Fever, but Fodongo said that’s to be expected. He’s got him heavily drugged right now, so he’ll sleep, but he keeps muttering things I can’t understand.” 
 
    Kai didn’t answer for a moment, he was transfixed by the patchwork of scars on the other man’s skin. “Why would anyone do such a thing?” 
 
    Hadar glanced up, then followed the direction of Kai’s gaze. “Lots of reasons, perhaps. I’ve seen such scars on criminals, but that’s usually an incorrigible, dangerous criminal and our Cy doesn’t seem the type. Besides he seems rather young to have suffered that many years of incarceration.” 
 
    “Then what?” 
 
    “Child abuse. That’s all I can think of. Constant and continual child abuse.” 
 
    “Eldon’s star!” muttered Kai in horror. 
 
    “What bothers me most, though, is that Fodongo thought some of these scars weren’t so old.” 
 
    “That is unbelievably disturbing.” 
 
    “I would say so.” 
 
    Kai took a seat on the other side of Cy’s prone body. He was lying on his stomach, but they had folded blankets beneath his head and upper chest to prop him up so his head was slightly elevated. Kai figured it was to aid his breathing. Fodongo had said the arrow had pierced a lung. 
 
    Occasionally Cy would mutter something, but Kai couldn’t catch the words. 
 
    “Where’s Zhera?” he asked, remembering that the pretty tavern owner hadn’t been far from her lover’s side the entire time Lemek and Fodongo operated. 
 
    “I sent her to get some sleep. She’ll probably be back anytime now. She didn’t want to rest as it was. Ronar wasn’t much better.” 
 
    “Ronar?” 
 
    “I think he feels responsible. He told Cy he’d watch his back.” 
 
    “A promise to a reprobate – I hardly think it counts.” 
 
    “That reprobate got the emerald for you.” 
 
    Kai blinked in surprise. Hadar had never spoken to him so severely before. 
 
    “I’m sorry.” 
 
    Hadar shook his head, running a hand through his red hair. “No, I’m sorry. I guess I’m exhausted. It’s just that there’s more to this young man than is readily apparent.” 
 
    “You all must be blind. He’s a gambler and a womanizer. Have you forgotten that?” 
 
    “No, but I also believe in looking at the facts. He saved Ronar’s life and he retrieved the emerald for us. That last thing alone saved us a monumental amount of time.” 
 
    The emerald. It felt strange to have it back again. It had proven a rather illusive talisman for him to hold onto in the past. Knowing he was being foolish, Kai reached into his pocket and pulled it out just to reassure himself that it was still there. Immediately it began to glow. Curving his hands around it, he had the sensation it was pulsing with warmth. 
 
    Cy moaned and moved restlessly. The prince’s grey eyes snapped to the other man. Hadar was also watching. Another moan left Cy’s lips and he muttered something. 
 
    Kai and Hadar exchanged a look, then the Stravad reached out to soothe the wounded man. As he bent over him however, Cy’s voice rose to a level that even Kai could hear. 
 
    “Don’t let him...don’t let him...” 
 
    Kai frowned. “Don’t let who?” 
 
    The Stravad shook his head. 
 
    “...feel it,” came the anguished whisper. 
 
    The prince leaned over and as he did so, the emerald began to pulse with more energy. 
 
    “Don’t,” moaned Cy. “He feels it.” 
 
    A shiver went up Kai’s spine and his fingers tightened over the emerald. 
 
    Hadar’s eyes whipped to the prince’s. “Put it away! Put it away!” 
 
    Kai slipped the emerald back in his pocket. Gradually Cy settled down again. Hadar removed the cloth and soaked it in the water, ringing it out, then he replaced it. 
 
    “What was that about?” 
 
    “I wouldn’t begin to know, but you’d better tell Fodongo tomorrow.” 
 
    Kai shifted his gaze to the huddle of bodies around the fire. How was he going to tell Fodongo when he and the Stravad Leader could hardly speak to each other without yelling? 
 
    Closing his eyes, he realized that he was tired, but it was a tired far deeper and more heavy than he ever remembered feeling. And to think that once he’d felt being king was an impossible burden. 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    Cy drifted in a haze of dream and reality. Sometimes he was aware of where he was and who he was with, but most of the time he slept, a deep, healing sleep that kept him from feeling much pain or being aware of what went on around him. During these times he dreamed, but they weren’t typical dreams of a fevered mind – they were memories, relived in his healing sleep. 
 
    The most difficult of these memories had to do with the last few days he’d spent with Saria. During these dreams, he thrashed and fought to wake up, but his body was too weak to answer him, so he was forced to endure them, reliving every painful episode again and again. 
 
    As always, Saria was sobbing. Cy opened his eyes in his dream and saw her kneeling beside him. Beyond her was the door to her cell, which meant he was lying on the cot inside that cell. He tried to lift himself, but agony exploded across his back and he dropped down, closing his eyes again. 
 
    Her cool hand touched his shoulder. “Don’t move,” she whispered close to his ear. 
 
    Cy opened his eyes again, scrutinizing her face. “Did he hurt you?” 
 
    The tears spilled over, tracking down her pretty face. “Lord, Cy, no, he hurt you. They beat you unconscious because of me.” 
 
    Cy exhaled in relief and closed his eyes for a moment again. He was thankful for small mercies. He must have slept for awhile because he came awake to the feel of Saria washing his wounds. He smelled Stamerian and the pain had become distant and dull. 
 
    He looked into Saria’s face. She wasn’t sobbing anymore, but the tears continued to fall. He reached for her hand and clasped it. “Don’t cry anymore.” 
 
    She shook her head and pulled away, bending to wash out the cloth. “I can’t stop. This is my fault.” 
 
    “This isn’t your fault. You didn’t do this.” 
 
    “I might as well have. This wouldn’t have happened if you weren’t protecting me.” 
 
    “This isn’t the first time and it won’t be the last.” 
 
    “What did he do to your mother?” 
 
    “That was a long time ago, Saria.” 
 
    “Tell me, please.” 
 
    “He turned her into a Gavistra.” 
 
    “One of those poor mindless creatures that work the mines.” 
 
    Cy could only nod. 
 
    Saria’s eyes filled with tears again. “Why?” 
 
    “Because I defied him once.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    Cy drew a deep breath and looked away. She laid her hand on his arm. 
 
    “Tell me.” 
 
    “I demanded he set her free. And he did.” 
 
    “That’s how he’s making you do what he wants now. Threatening you with me.” 
 
    Cy didn’t answer. Gava had made that pretty clear. Saria looked back at him and her eyes glittered in the faint light from the corridor beyond her cell. 
 
    “Don’t do it. Whatever it is he wants you to do, don’t do it. It isn’t worth it. Walk away from all of this. Get away!” 
 
    He moved his hand until he could clasp hers. “You’re not worth it?" 
 
    She shook her head. 
 
    “Well, I think you are.” 
 
    “Why? I’m as good as lost anyway. I’ll never get out of here. I can’t stand that I caused you to be beaten, but if I caused you to do something worse to someone else, I couldn’t bear that, Cy.” 
 
    “I already told you you aren’t responsible for the beating, and you aren’t responsible for anything I might do.” He tightened his hold on her. “Where’s that optimism of yours? What do you mean you won’t get out of here? We almost did. And next time, we’ll be successful.” 
 
    Her eyes searched his face, but she didn’t answer. He didn’t like the look in her eyes. After a long moment of tense silence, she turned toward him, holding his hand close until he could feel the rapid beating of her heart. 
 
    “Promise me something.” 
 
    “Anything, except that I leave you here.” 
 
    “Promise me that if he makes me one of those things, a Gavistra, promise me you’ll end it for me.” 
 
    Cy flinched and tried to pull away from her, but she held his hand tightly in both her own. 
 
    “You saw your mother, Cy. You can’t possibly want that for me. Promise me you won’t make me live through that. Promise me.” 
 
    He met her look. “I promise,” he said. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 30 
 
      
 
    Cy forced his eyes open. They felt dry and gritty, his vision blurred. He blinked and the cloudiness cleared until he found himself staring at a low beamed ceiling. With surprise he tried to lift himself, but pain shot through his body. 
 
    “Lie still,” came a voice and aged hands eased him back down on a feather bed. 
 
    He shifted his head and found Lemek sitting on a low stool beside him. He tried to speak, but his voice came out in a faint, harsh whisper. 
 
    The old man placed a hand under his head and helped him to drink something. Cy knew it was Stamerian from the smell and the taste of it, and he lay back as it warmed a path through his body. 
 
    “Where am I?” he asked in the same faint whisper. 
 
    “We’re in Denortosal, the capital. We came here from the forest outside of Taral.” 
 
    “How long...” 
 
    “You’ve been unconscious for three days now. We spent one in the forest and then brought you here on a litter. Now you mustn’t speak any more or try to rise. Your wound is grave and if it hadn’t been for Fodongo’s skill you’d have died.” 
 
    Cy licked his dry lips. “You saved my life?” 
 
    Lemek smiled. “If you wish to give praise to anyone, you owe it to Fodongo.” 
 
    “The others...” 
 
    “All well, in fact, Ronar and Zhera haven’t been far from your side the entire time. The young woman is desperately in love with you, and Ronar...well, you’ve made an impression on him. On all of us, actually.” 
 
    Cy felt the warmth of the old man’s smile. He tried to smile himself, but found he couldn’t. “I need to speak with Fodongo.” 
 
    “There’ll be time later, now you must get some sleep.” 
 
    Cy shook his head. “No, it’s too important to wait...please...” 
 
    “Not now. You mustn’t waste anymore strength trying to talk. Whatever you need to tell him will wait until you’re stronger. Go to sleep now!” 
 
    “Please,” Cy said, but even as he tried to protest, he felt sleep descend on him and found he couldn’t hold it off. 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    Ason held his hands over the refugees’ fire. Technically, it was still autumn but fading rapidly toward winter. He glanced at the passing pair of refugees, the woman limping and sobbing, the man staring ahead of him with a fixed, stoic expression. Ason was enough of a soldier to recognize a man in shock when he saw one. 
 
    There was an awful lot of shock all around the past captain. The Gaviston had attacked Taral and the townspeople had fled. What had been a trickle from Anatem had now become a flood. They limped and crawled in a growing tide of suffering humanity toward Denortosal, and within sight of the large city, they hit a wall of unmoving, heavily armed soldiers. 
 
    While the army had welcomed the refugees into a hastily erected tent village, they wouldn’t allow them to pass through into the city itself. A major had read an edict from the King. Shelter and some food would be provided, but they were not to try breaking through the barricade. Lethal force would be used against anyone attempting to pass the army. 
 
    For a long time the people huddled at the barricade, some screaming curses and insults. A man, who’d lost his entire family in one of the attacks, went crazy, flinging himself at the barricade and shouting that the King of Denortosal was in league with Gava. 
 
    Ason had stood in the background and watched, believing a riot was unfolding before his eyes. But these people were already beaten down, some of them wounded, most hungry and cold. It took little effort for the soldiers to restore order. Thereafter everyone accepted the tent village without complaint. 
 
    The people of Denortosal did try to help. They sent blankets and food, what medicines they could spare, which never went far enough, and some even strode among the refugees, offering their advice. 
 
    In the end, even the most vocal of the refugees settled down into a seething lethargy, sinking into the despair that only people who have lost everything can feel. There wasn’t even a way to rebuild their lives. Their homes had been destroyed, and their future was held hostage between an alarmed king and a maniacal dictator. 
 
    Ason had barely escaped Taral with his life. The Gaviston were merciless now, killing indiscriminately. They tore the town apart, obviously searching for something, then when they didn’t find what they sought, they torched the buildings. 
 
    While the refugees ran in hysteria to the road that led to Denortosal, the owner of the tavern, where he and Niron had been separated, rallied his hulking brutes around him. He armed them with axes and swords and set them on the Gaviston. If the sight hadn’t been so horrifyingly grisly, Ason would have laughed. The larger the man, the bigger the target for the near-sighted, clumsy Gaviston. It had been pitifully easy for the metal monsters to eliminate the tavern owner’s over-sized army, and eventually, the tavern owner himself. Ason had run after that. 
 
    He knew it was only a matter of time before the Gaviston tore down the line of defense Denortosal had erected in their way. Although the soldiers were more diligent about protecting the capital because of the presence of the King, they had no idea what they’d face in the near future. Not even trained military men could fathom the efficient killing machines that were the Gaviston. 
 
    Ason huddled over the fire, warming his hands, but his eyes were fixed on the largest tent on the military side of the compound. The flag of Denortosal, a bear rearing up on its hindlegs, flew from the pinnacle of this tent, designating it as the major’s. 
 
    The flap on the tent parted and the major strode out. Ason rose to his feet and angled toward him. There were mud puddles that he had to step around and places where the army had allowed the horses to void without bothering to clean it up. 
 
    Not a single soldier moved to stop him. They seemed bewildered by his rapid approach. The major’s head lifted in alarm and his aide stepped in front of him as if his smaller bulk could protect his commander from harm. 
 
    Ason came to a halt, dropping into a formal military salute. “Major, I wonder if I could have a word with you?” he asked, moving into his attention stance. 
 
    “Who are you, man?” snapped the major. 
 
    “My name’s Ason. I used to be captain of my own battalion in the military of DiNolfol. I was assigned to protect the royal family.” He winced inwardly. His failure still stung, would forever sting he suspected. 
 
    The major and his aide exchanged a bewildered glance. “Are you enlisting, man?” 
 
    Ason blinked, then straightened again. “Perhaps, sir, but I request a moment of your time to speak about our current situation.” 
 
    The major motioned his aide back beside him and folded his arms over his chest. “At ease, soldier.” 
 
    Ason lapsed into his at-ease stance and searched the major’s face for some indication of his mood. It was hard to read that weathered, scarred visage with any accuracy. 
 
    “What is it you want to discuss with me?” 
 
    Ason glanced around. A number of soldiers had moved closer to hear the conversation. Ason didn’t want to discuss his plan in front of them. “I wanted to discuss a proposal for dealing with Gava, sir,” he muttered. 
 
    “Speak up, soldier!” shouted the major, “I can’t hear you!” 
 
    Ason’s training kicked into play. “I wanted to discuss a proposal with you, sir!” 
 
    A murmur went through the gathered soldiers. 
 
    “What sort of proposal, soldier?” 
 
    Ason glanced around once more. The shouting had drawn other witnesses, some from the refugee camp. “I wanted to speak with you in private, sir.” 
 
    The major shot a scoffing glance at his aide. “I’m a busy man, soldier. Speak now, speak quickly, and get it done. Otherwise, step aside. I don’t have the time.” 
 
    Anger mixed with humiliation rose inside of Ason. He started to let fall a scathing retort, but caught it in time. He supposed he’d been traveling with the sharp-tongued Daman too long. He’d nearly lost his precise military manners. 
 
    “I want to be assigned a small battalion of trained soldiers who would infiltrate Gava with me.” 
 
    For a moment the silence was deafening. Wind whistled past Ason’s ears and a bird cried high overhead, but no other sound disturbed the quiet. Ason waited. 
 
    Finally the major shook his head, putting a finger in his ear as if to clear it. “I’m sorry, soldier, I’m not sure I heard you right. I heard you say you wanted me to assign a battalion of my men to your command so that you can infiltrate Gava.” 
 
    “You heard correctly, sir.” 
 
    There was another long moment of silence, then the major threw back his head and laughed uproariously. His aide joined him and after him a handful of soldiers standing on the periphery. 
 
    Ason dropped his eyes, feeling ashamed. He caught a glimpse of the refugees watching the entertainment from the side-lines, his gaze fixing on one in a tattered black cloak. The other man met his gaze, then gave him a sad smile before turning away. 
 
    Ason shifted his attention back to the major. “Major, I believe this is the only chance we have. If you can give me a small force, I’ll do my best to get them inside Gava. Once there we’ll wreck havoc on the death city.” 
 
    The major’s merriment sobered. “You cannot be serious. That’s a suicide venture.” 
 
    “With all due respect, sir, so is this. I saw DiNolfol fall, I came through after Anatem was burnt to the ground, and only a few days before, I barely escaped Taral with my life. You can’t fight the Gaviston on their terms. You have to change the terms of the war and set Gava on the defensive. This can only be done by infiltrating his lair. It’s the only way. Believe me, I’ve spent a lot of time thinking about it.” 
 
    The major’s face made another alarming transformation into fury. His features became florid and the tendons in his neck stood out. “I will not hear any other talk like this. You’re insane to think I’d let you take my men into certain death. I don’t even know you, but I do know the royal family in DiNolfol is dead. If you were assigned to protect them, you didn’t do a very good job. I’m certainly not about to lay the future of Denortosal in your hands. Now go back to the refugee camp and sit quietly. If not, I will have you forcibly removed.” 
 
    With that he motioned to his aide and strode away. Ason watched after him, his hands curling into fists, his insides aching with impotent rage, and yet he knew there was nothing more that he could do. 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    Kai stared at the pale profile in front of him. Cy was not resting easily. He murmured in his sleep or he moved fitfully in discomfort. Still Kai knew this was likely the only chance he’d get to speak with the scoundrel without one of the others stopping him. 
 
    He could understand Zhera’s devotion. She loved him, but he didn’t understand why Ronar was so protective over him, or Lemek and Fodongo for that matter. The only person who seemed to share his misgivings was Niron, but then Kai hadn’t expected anything less from his faithful companion. 
 
    The night was still and heavy around them. The rest of the rented cottage was dark and quiet as well. The others had bedded down for the night, although Kai knew Fodongo was given to wandering in the quietest hours before dawn. 
 
    Outside snow fell, the first snow of the season. It made him uneasy. Time was slipping away from him, and yet he couldn’t muster much enthusiasm for the future. 
 
    He glanced toward the door of the room. Fodongo insisted it remain ajar in case Cy cried out. Kai had to admit he was impressed by the Stravad Leader’s skill. Cy often woke in pain, but Fodongo was usually there to ease it with a dose of Stamerian. 
 
    Since all was still quiet, he turned back to the other man. “Cy, wake up.” 
 
    Cy rolled his head against the pillow and sucked in his breath, then his eyes slowly blinked open. He stared at Kai a moment in confused silence, until his gaze cleared with recognition. 
 
    “Are you awake?” 
 
    Cy nodded, then grimaced in discomfort. “Is something wrong?” 
 
    Kai almost let loose a bark of laughter. There were so many things wrong in the prince’s life, he couldn’t begin to imagine how he’d answer that. He narrowed his gaze on the other man. Cy was pale, thinner than he’d been, and dark circles bruised the flesh beneath his eyes. Kai knew what a struggle the last week had been for him, between the wound, the loss of blood, and the harrowing trip to Denortosal. 
 
    “We need to talk,” he answered, shooting a glance at the door. 
 
    Cy frowned. “Now?” 
 
    “Yes, now.” A couple more hours and there would be another rotation of visitors sitting beside him, keeping watch. 
 
    Cy’s black gaze searched the prince’s face. “About what?” 
 
    Kai swallowed. He wasn’t sure about this conversation, but he had to have answers. He had to know what it was that seemed to be connecting the two of them no matter how much Kai tried to fight it. 
 
    “I want to talk about the emerald.” 
 
    Cy licked his dry lips and closed his eyes. “I see.” 
 
    “Do you? I’m not sure you do.” 
 
    “What does that mean?” 
 
    “Let me put it this way. Everyone has a reaction to the talisman. The Stravad avoid it, the Humans became enamored with it, and even Niron doesn’t like to touch it, yet it has no effect on you, does it?” 
 
    Cy shook his head. 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “How should I know that?” 
 
    “I think you do. I think you know why.” 
 
    Cy shifted until he was looking the prince directly in the eye. “Well, then listen to me now. I’ve no idea why it doesn’t have an effect on me.” 
 
    “And yet in the forest after you were wounded, I took the emerald out and you told me Gava felt it. How could you know that?” 
 
    “I was delirious, but it seems logical, doesn’t it, Eldon's heir? Every time you wave the damn thing around, another city falls, another protectorate dies. Maybe you should stop playing with it like it’s some spoilt child’s toy.” 
 
    Kai sat back, his own face blanching. A sick feeling struck him in the pit of his stomach. This was the danger of talking with Cy. He had a way of turning everything around on a person until one wasn’t sure who was in control of the conversation. He decided to shift topics. “When was the last time you were beaten?” 
 
    Cy blinked in astonishment. “What?” 
 
    “The scars? Fodongo thought some were new. When was the last time?” 
 
    Cy swallowed, but didn’t answer. 
 
    Kai leaned forward again, feeling the shift of power in their conversation. “You know I have dreams, right? Prescient dreams. I dreamt of DiNolfol falling and it fell. I also dreamt of being beaten. It was a little more than a month ago, when I was still in Temeron. It was so real I actually had to look to see if it was true. So tell me, Cy, when was the last time it happened to you.” 
 
    The black eyes glittered like ebony in the darkness of the room. “You said the dreams were prescient, Eldon’s heir? Correct me if I’m wrong, but doesn’t that mean you can foretell the future? If so, I’m guessing there’s a lot of pain in store for you.” 
 
    Kai caught his breath. Cy had him again. For a moment he was so filled with rage, he couldn’t say anything. 
 
    Cy closed his eyes and exhaled. “Can we end this interrogation now, please? I’m in a lot of pain.” 
 
    “Yes, we can and will,” came a voice from the doorway and they both glanced up to see the Stravad Leader standing there. 
 
    Kai met the man’s blue gaze unwaveringly. He might not have won this battle of wits, but he wasn’t about to feel guilty for the attempt. Fodongo himself had told him to face the fact that there was something strange between him and Cy. Kai was taking the Stravad’s own advice. 
 
    “Fine,” he said, rising to his feet, his eyes still locked with Fodongo’s. “I was finished anyway.” 
 
    With that he left the room. 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    “Mind if we share your fire,” said a deep male voice. 
 
    Ason tore his eyes from his scrutiny of the military camp and looked up into the face of the man in the tattered black cloak. Three other men stood behind him, waiting for Ason’s answer. Ason’s gaze tracked from man to man and back to the one in black. If they wanted to rob him, they’d picked the wrong guy. He had very little left. 
 
    “Not at all,” he said, motioning to the logs he’d hauled close to the fire so the refugee women could sit without wallowing in the mud. A dusting of snow lay over everything, the first snowfall of the season, but it had turned to slush with the dawn and created more mud for everyone to wade through. He pulled his hand back and cupped both of them over his mouth, blowing on them for warmth. 
 
    He’d bought a pair of gloves off a merchant from Denortosal. The tips of the fingers had been cut away to make use of the hands easier, but it didn’t help much with the chill. The King had promised them shelter. The tattered, ragged tents he’d given them hardly qualified as shelter. Most refugees huddled around the fires, leaning against one another for warmth and support, sleeping while sitting up. 
 
    The men arranged themselves on the logs and held their hands out to the warmth. They didn’t speak right away and Ason wasn’t in the mood, so silence descended. The other refugees were at the chow wagons waiting for the sorry rations they got handed out twice daily. Ason intended to go when the line died down. He didn’t much care what he got and he wanted the women and children to get the best portions, but he did wanted to get there before everything was taken. 
 
    One of the men, a very tall but thin man, stirred, pulling the cap off his head. He gave Ason a tired, wounded smile. “My name’s Brandt. I was a doctor in Anatem before she fell.” He held out his hand and Ason couldn’t help but notice how clean and neatly trimmed his nails were. His own nails were torn and filthy. 
 
    “Ason,” he answered, taking the offered hand. “From DiNolfol, before she fell.” 
 
    The doctor nodded. He had the brightest red hair Ason had ever seen and a patchwork of freckles over his nose and cheeks. His brown eyes were warm and understanding. He motioned to the man sitting to his left. “This is Amondo, he was a miner in Taral.” 
 
    Ason nodded at the miner. The miner nodded back. He had a thick pair of spectacles perched on the end of his nose and as he looked through them, his eyes appeared enormous and bulging. His hair was a dusty brown and tightly curled against his scalp. 
 
    Leaning forward, the doctor motioned at the two men to the left of Amondo. “This is Jarral and Nolen.” Jarral was a short, round man, nearly as round as he was tall, with thinning blonde hair that he combed over the crown of his head to hide his baldness. Nolen was the man in the black cloak, the same man who had smiled at Ason the day the major had humiliated him in front of the entire camp. “Jarral was a locksmith and Nolen ran a small gaming house in Taral.” 
 
    Ason nodded at them, but his eyes strayed back to the military camp. In any military operation there were always those men who felt things weren’t being handled correctly. Ason hoped he might sway some of those malcontents to his side of the situation. 
 
    “We thought we might talk with you,” said the doctor. 
 
    Ason shifted back to face them. “Sorry, gentlemen. I haven’t been feeling very sociable lately.” 
 
    “We’re not exactly here on a social call,” said Nolen. 
 
    Ason’s gaze shot to the man’s face. Looking into the other man’s pale brown eyes, Ason knew he was a man searching for a reason to keep going every morning. “What’s going on, gentlemen?” 
 
    Nolen canted a look at his other companions. “I heard your proposal to the major and I heard your reasons.” 
 
    “Then you also heard my unequivocal rejection too.” 
 
    “I heard, but I don’t think you should’ve gone to him in the first place. We’ve been here for more than a week now, stuck in this stinking camp. Only we don’t sit as passively as the military would like. We talk, we compare notes, we strategize, and finally we plan. We’d like to include you in on our plan. I think you’d find it interesting.” 
 
    A chill shivered over Ason and it had nothing to do with the winter weather. “I’m listening.” 
 
    “Good,” said Nolen. He turned then and nodded at the doctor. “Go on, Brandt.” 
 
    Brandt shot a cautious look at the military camp, then narrowed his gaze on Ason. “When we first got here, we were all trying to find a way to put our lives back together. We’d all lost something – our homes, our jobs, our way of life, but we’re all single men without families. That is until we met Nolen.” 
 
    The man in question bowed his head. 
 
    “Nolen had a daughter. He watched the Gaviston take her, unable to do anything to stop them. He’d been shot with an Orahim dart. Well, losing your home is bad, losing your employment worse, but losing your child…” 
 
    Ason nodded. 
 
    “We came to the same conclusion you did. An army isn’t going to do anything against Gava now, but if we could somehow break inside, we might be able to rescue Nolen’s daughter and cause some damage to Gava, damage that he isn’t expecting. For a few days we planned together, but independently, we really thought it was a stupid idea. Then two things happened to change our minds. The first I’ll tell you about in a moment. The second was you.” 
 
    “Me?” asked Ason. 
 
    Brandt smiled again. “We each have special skills that’d come in handy on a clandestine operation. Amondo’s a miner. He can read tunnels like most men read books. There are gem mines in Gava.” Here he shot a worried look at Nolen, but the man still had his head bowed. “That’s what people say happens to the captives. If we can make it into the mines, Amondo can lead us. If we find the cells where Gava keeps the captives, Jarral’s our man. He can open any lock, even the most complicated. I’ll be along to patch up any wounds and treat the captives if we’re successful at freeing them. And then there’s you.” 
 
    “And what am I to do?” 
 
    “You possess that precise military discipline we need. You can keep us together when things get the most difficult. You can lead us when we want to run away. You can keep us in line.” 
 
    Ason glanced down into the smoldering fire. Most of the rations would have been partitioned out by now, which meant he’d get nothing, but he couldn’t deny he was interested in these men’s idea. 
 
    “Okay, I was the second sign, but what was your first?” 
 
    “That’s where Nolen comes into it. After Taral fell, all of the refugees streamed this way and met the barricade. Behind us the army engaged the enemy. When the first battles happened, do you remember how the soldiers brought back a few dead Orahim so they could inspect their weapons and see how they operate?” 
 
    “I remember.” 
 
    The doctor’s eyes glittered with excitement. “That’s when Nolen found the map.” 
 
    Ason’s gaze shot to the other man’s face. “What map?” 
 
    Nolen reached into his cloak and pulled out a faded, yellowed map and spread it open on his knee. Ason leaned close to look at it. 
 
    “It’s a map of Gava or as near as I can guess,” replied Nolen. He pointed to a few spots on the map. “And these must be hidden entrances into the mines.” 
 
    Ason sat back, stunned. 
 
    Brandt nodded at him. “You see why we thought it was a sign. Having one of these is an advantage we never expected.” 
 
    “How did you get it?” 
 
    The doctor smiled, so did his companions. “It fell off an Orahim as they were dragging it into camp.” 
 
    Ason glanced from each of their faces to the soldiers and back again. His military training was deeply ingrained, but so was his sense of righteousness. A wicked smile curled the lines of his mouth. “What was that Ancients’ saying about finders keepers?” 
 
    “Exactly. What do you say? Will you think about our proposal? It’s probably suicide like the major says, but then so is this.” 
 
    Nolen nodded at the doctor’s words. “Besides, isn’t it better to die fighting than sitting like cattle for the slaughter?” 
 
    Every nerve inside of Ason was awake for the first time in more than two weeks. He forgot the cold, he forgot the filth all around him. His mind was already plotting, cataloging, and strategizing. “If we even begin to think about this, we’ll need more men, more reinforcements.” 
 
    The other four were nodding at him in agreement. “We hoped you could help us pick out the best,” added Brandt. 
 
    “And we need to make sure the major and his men know nothing about it,” continued Ason. 
 
    “Agreed,” they said in unison. 
 
    Ason braced his elbow on his tented knee and scratched the stubble on his chin. His eyes strayed to the map. “We have one major problem though. We’ll need supplies, weapons, and horses, but we’ll never be able to get beyond the barricade into Denortosal.” 
 
    “I can,” came a voice behind them. 
 
    The four men across from Ason whipped around and Ason looked up in alarm. A small, wizen man was standing in the mud watching them with large, wary eyes. His clothing was tattered and filthy beyond imagination. His lank brown hair hung in long, tangled clumps over his face, and his cheeks were sunken with malnutrition. Ason knew he didn’t look much better himself, but he wondered how long this poor, bedraggled creature had been without a decent meal. 
 
    “This is a private conversation, sir,” said the doctor. 
 
    A muscle ticked in the little man’s jaw, but his eyes shifted to Ason. “I can get past the barricade and get the supplies you need.” 
 
    “How?” asked Ason. 
 
    The four shifted and stared at him as if he’d gone mad. They were all a little mad for even considering this course of action, he thought, so they shouldn’t treat him like a lunatic. 
 
    “I was a thief in my former life.” 
 
    “Was?” scoffed Brandt. “Are you telling us you’re reformed?” 
 
    The quick, anxious eyes darted to the doctor and back to Ason. “Somewhat. I’ve been through some rough times. I was locked up not too long ago and just barely escaped, but I did escape. I can get your supplies for you. I swear it.” 
 
    “We have nothing to give you,” answered Ason, motioning at his own tattered clothing. 
 
    The little thief shook his head. “I know that.” 
 
    “Then why would you risk your neck? If the soldiers find out, they’ll lock you up again,” said the doctor. 
 
    For a moment the little man didn’t answer. His mouth worked, but no sound came out. His eyes widened until he reminded Ason of a terrified rabbit about to bolt, then his gaze fixed on the past-captain and he regained control. With a strange little smile, he said, “Let’s just say I owe Gava one, same as the rest of you.” 
 
    Ason studied him a moment more. He was probably foolish to trust any of these men, but in truth, they had more motive to follow his command than the soldiers did. 
 
    “All right,” he said, exhaling. “Why don’t you join us then? First of all, tell us your name.” 
 
    The little thief halted in the act of taking a seat, his eyes sliding up to Ason’s face. With another strange smile, he ducked his head and hunkered down in front of the fire. “I’m Helab,” he said. “Just Helab.” 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    Cy couldn’t believe how long it took for him to recover. One week after his wound, he was only able to sit propped up with pillows for a short time. Although he kept asking to speak with Fodongo, the Stravad Leader found every excuse to avoid a conversation. 
 
    During the second week, Cy was able to sit in a chair beside the bed, but Ronar had to lift him into and out of it. It wasn’t until the middle of the third week that Cy could take a few steps across the room by himself; although, his requests to speak with Fodongo continued to be forestalled. By the start of the fourth week, he was feeling strong enough to venture outside the cabin the Stravad had rented for his recovery and he went in search of him. 
 
    The Stravad Leader met him half-way across the yard. “Are you sure you should be out?” 
 
    “I’ve been asking to speak with you for weeks now, but I keep getting put off.” 
 
    Fodongo gave him a grim look. “I’ve been out scouting. I’m afraid the Gaviston have attacked Taral, burned much of it to the ground. It’ll only be a matter of time before they reach Denortosal.” 
 
    Cy took a deep breath. “Do you suppose we could have a talk now?” 
 
    Fodongo’s brows rose. He motioned to the porch of the cabin. “Only if you agree to sit. You still don’t look too steady. Perhaps I should take a look at the wound again.” 
 
    “The wound’s fine!” snapped Cy, then he closed his eyes, searching for composure. “Please, Fodongo, this is important.” 
 
    Fodongo motioned toward the porch again. 
 
    Cy eased into the rough, wooden chair. “Let’s stop dancing around the issue.” 
 
    “Fair enough.” 
 
    Cy opened his mouth to speak, but the door of the cabin opened and Kai stepped out. He regarded the two of them, then turned toward Fodongo. “What did you find out?” 
 
    “Taral has fallen, but the troops are holding them well outside of Denortosal.” 
 
    Kai closed his eyes and his hands tightened into fists. 
 
    “Cy and I were just having a talk, Kiameron.” 
 
    Kai’s grey eyes flashed open and he glanced between the two of them. “About what?” 
 
    “We hadn’t gotten to that yet.” 
 
    “Don’t you think we’ve wasted enough time as it is. He doesn’t need you as his nurse-maid anymore. Let’s stop playing around and make some decisions.” 
 
    Fodongo scratched at his beard. “I suspect we were about to do just that.” 
 
    “With him?” 
 
    Fodongo arched a brow, but he didn’t respond. 
 
    Cy pushed himself to his feet. “Listen, I believe I can help you...” 
 
    “You?” Kai motioned expansively. “Look around – there’s no booze to swill, no whores to tumble, and no reprobates to rob. There’s nothing you can do!” 
 
    Cy’s eyes narrowed, not that the name calling meant much to him, but he didn’t necessarily like his talents listed so unflatteringly. 
 
    The anger in Kai’s voice had drawn some of the others from the cabin. Fodongo rose to his feet. “Why don’t we listen to Cy...” 
 
    “We’ve listened to Cy enough. Not only that, but we’ve expended a hell of a lot of time on your two-bit gambler, Fodongo. Enough is enough. There’s nothing this scoundrel could say that would be of any interest to us. You’ve used his talents to their end, there is no more. There’s nothing left of worth in that clever head of his!” 
 
    “What about the way into Gava?” 
 
    Kai whirled on him and Fodongo’s eyes grew so wide there was a ring of white clear around the iris. Cy glanced at the others and found them all gaping in astonishment. Well, if you wanted to get someone’s attention, throwing down your hand was one certain way. 
 
    Kai’s look was murderous. “You’d better have a good explanation for knowing something like that.” 
 
    “The same way I know the emerald’s Eldon’s talisman and the same way I know you aren’t just some spoiled Stravad brat.” He reached out and grabbed the collar of Kai’s shirt, yanking it open. The mark of the emerald was visible on Kai’s breast, but Cy didn’t need to look down to know that. His eyes shifted to Fodongo as he released him. “And it’s the same way I’ve known all along that you didn’t come to Taral only to retrieve the emerald.” 
 
    Fodongo nodded carefully. “I’m listening,” he said. 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    Cy looked around the table. The Stravad faces glowed a warm brown in the light from the lantern. “I was a prisoner of Gava a few years ago.” Mainly true. “It was after Aramad was destroyed and my family killed.” Blatant lie. “Gava likes taking the young as his captives. The young women...” He glanced at Zhera. “Well, you can imagine. And the young men go to work in the mines. The problem is they often rebel, so he...he steals their minds.” 
 
    “How?” asked Ronake. 
 
    “It starts with deprivation. Food, water, light, contact – until they’re so physically and emotionally weak, they’re easy to put in a trance. Then he starts the mind-washing, the daily devotionals where they’re fed an exhausting combination of chanting and indoctrination until they eventually go insane. Those that go violently insane are controlled with drugs, others simply become catatonic. Eventually they all are. They eat, sleep, defecate on command.” 
 
    “And you were one of these?” asked the Stravad Leader. 
 
    “I got away before they could complete the first step. The Gaviston are his brain-less muscle. They kill and beat and physically force great masses of people wherever Gava wants them, but they can’t care for the Gavistra – feed them, bathe them, doctor them. He uses the Orahim to do that and the Orahim are easy to overpower.” 
 
    Fodongo watched him with narrowed eyes. “So you overpowered an Orahim?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “How did you find your way out?” asked Hadar. 
 
    “It took days, but eventually I found my way into the mines. They’re like catacombs in many places, but if you find the right one, it’ll lead to the outside.” 
 
    “How many shafts lead outside?” asked the Stravad Leader. 
 
    Cy shrugged. “I have no idea.” In truth, there were six, but he thought that might sound a bit suspicious. “I found the only one I needed and I got out of there.” 
 
    Fodongo sat back. “Why didn’t you tell us about your experience earlier?” 
 
    Cy glanced at Zhera. She’d kept her mouth shut during his embellishments, but he could tell she wasn’t happy about his largest omission. “I can’t begin to tell you what it’s like.” He looked up into the Stravad faces and he didn’t have to feign his revulsion. “I’ve been wondering for years about the way to stop Gava. As you know, directly attacking him will end in defeat.” 
 
    Ronar nodded. “A siege with no winners.” 
 
    Cy met his look. “Oh, there’ll be a winner. The same winner that’s been there for fifty years or more.” 
 
    “We know a siege won’t work,” remarked Fodongo. “We know attacking his stronghold won’t work.” 
 
    “Not from the outside, but from within...” 
 
    Fodongo’s head lifted. 
 
    Kai turned and glared at him. “Fodongo!” 
 
    The Stravad Leader held up a hand. “Go on.” 
 
    “That’s why you’re here. That’s why he’s here.” Cy motioned at Kai. “And that’s why I’m here.” He leaned forward and dropped his voice. “I want to be in on this. I want to go with you to Gava.” 
 
    Fodongo exhaled. “We’ll likely get killed.” 
 
    “You must have heard the nightmares that torment me. Obviously, you’ve seen my back. I can’t live with the guilt that I ran away and left those people to suffer. I thought I could. I thought I could just pick up my life again, but I can’t. I can’t live with doing nothing to stop him anymore.” 
 
    Fodongo’s blue eyes searched Cy’s face. “Neither can I.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 31 
 
      
 
    Zhera tucked her hair under the hat and tightened the chin strap. “This isn’t doing you any good, Cy. I’m going.” 
 
    Cy was leaning against the doorjamb of her room, his arms crossed over his chest. “That’s stupid, Zhera. You’ll get yourself killed.” 
 
    “And you won’t. You’re playing both sides of this. If it isn’t Gava who gets you, it’ll be Eldon’s heir.” 
 
    “I told them everything I could.” 
 
    “Except the truth.” 
 
    Cy exhaled wearily. “I didn’t see you come clean with them.” 
 
    She pulled the hat off and dropped it on the dresser. “Because I realized you’re right. If they’re going to be successful, they’ve got to trust you, but are you sure you know what you’re doing?” 
 
    He gave her his off-center smile. It was the first time she’d seen it since he’d been hurt. “No, but I’ll come up with it as I go along.” 
 
    She couldn’t help but smile back. “That’s the Cy I know.” And love, she added silently. 
 
     
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    Helab watched the men climb the trail toward him. He recognized the captain and the glaring man in black. It was difficult to tell who the others were in the heavy mist that clung to the mountain passes. Behind the thief, the pack mules snorted and the leather of their harnesses creaked. The men were panting by the time they reached his spot. The trail was steep and slick with mud, and patches of ice made it particularly treacherous. 
 
    Only the captain smiled at him, a weary smile, but a welcoming one no less. The other men stumbled to a halt in a semi-circle at the captain’s back. 
 
    “You look good,” the captain said. 
 
    Helab glanced down at his clean clothes. They were the newest clothing he could ever remember owning. The Boss said he had to dress well if he was going to work for him. Helab had also cut his hair. 
 
    “So do you,” he returned. Ason had demanded utilitarian garments in black – trousers, shirts, cloaks. The Boss had let Helab purchase fur-lined cloaks for warmth and new boots. 
 
    “Did you have any trouble getting past the barricade?” asked Ason. 
 
    Helab shook his head. “Did you?” 
 
    Ason gave a grim laugh. “They aren’t watching trails into Gava very well. It’s the roads coming out of Taral that have them most occupied.” 
 
    “Did you get the supplies?” said Nolen. 
 
    Helab pointed to the mules. 
 
    Ason motioned the men forward, and they rifled through the packs and inspected the mules. Nolen had wanted horses to transport them, but Ason decided it would be a waste of money. In order to escape detection, they’d have to let the horses go before they got close to Gava. Mules would be needed to transport the bulk of the supplies anyway. A few mules would be easier to hide than a half-dozen horses. 
 
    Helab hid a smile of pleasure as the men murmured over the quality of the supplies. The swords, bows, and quivers of arrows were the finest Denortosal could offer. The food was hard-tack, but plentiful, and he’d even been careful to include a few flasks of rum. Bedrolls were heavy cotton and down, and tarps were thick and water-proof. 
 
    Ason turned to him with a broad smile. “I can’t believe you got this much.” 
 
    Helab returned the smile, but it vanished when Nolen shifted to face him. “You’re either a better thief than I thought you were, or the merchants in Denortosal are blind.” 
 
    “You have a benefactor.” 
 
    “A benefactor?” 
 
    “A businessman in Denortosal. I ran into him and wound up telling him what you planned to do. He agreed to pay for everything. You didn’t think I could get fur-lined cloaks with the little coin you gave me, did you?” 
 
    Nolen snorted. “No, we figured you stole them.” 
 
    Helab was offended by the man’s words. Slipping past the barricade had been as easy as breathing. Getting a fraction of what they said they wanted with what little money they had proved more difficult. Still, except for slipping past the barricade, everything else had been done honestly. 
 
    “Go on, Helab. Tell us about this benefactor,” said Ason. 
 
    “He figured you’d be doing him a favor if you were successful. He’s an entre-something or another and scouts out business opportunities. Gava’s pinched his business quite a bit and if Denortosal falls, he stands to lose everything. It didn’t take much to convince him to help you out.” 
 
    “You did real well, Helab, real well. We don’t know how to thank you or this benefactor.” Ason motioned at the gear and mules. “Why don’t you come with us and help us out? We could use a good man like you.” 
 
    Helab’s eyes widened and he felt the blood drain from his face. “No, I remember what it was like in Gava. I’m not going back.” 
 
    “What will you do then?” 
 
    “The Boss offered me a job. He wants me to go south and scout out the rebuilding that he figures must be starting up there. He says there’s lots of things people might need.” 
 
    Ason chuckled. “So you’ll be doing some legal robbery, eh?” 
 
    Helab’s expression was serious for a moment, but when he realized the captain was teasing him, he smiled in return. “You might say that.” 
 
    Reaching into his pocket, Ason pulled out a pouch and extended it to Helab. “Here. It isn’t much, but it should cover your time.” 
 
    Helab looked at the little pouch and his fingers twitched involuntarily, but he didn’t reach for it. “You keep it. The Boss paid for everything anyway.” 
 
    When Ason didn’t immediately move to hide the pouch, Helab’s eyes shot to his face. “I said put it away. I can’t be expected to do the right thing all of the time, now can I! Don’t make it any harder!” 
 
    Ason chuckled again and replaced the pouch. “I suppose that’s only fair, eh? Take care, Helab.” 
 
    “You too, Captain. I hope you’re successful.” 
 
    Ason gave him a wry smile. “So do I, Helab, so do I.” 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    Cy knew he was but a shadow in the mist that surrounded them. The rain had let off for a few moments, so the party took advantage of it to rest the horses. Peering into the murky twilight, Cy could just make out his companions. 
 
    Kai had sequestered himself off to the side, talking with the Daman. Zhera had stopped to wrap a blanket around Lemek’s stooped shoulders. The four Stravad were standing by the horses, discussing something, but he couldn’t begin to guess what. 
 
    Cy wondered if Fodongo or perhaps Lemek sensed what he sensed. They were being followed. Their pursuers were still far behind, hindered by the weather and the rough terrain, but they were gaining. Unlike the Stravad and Humans, their pursuers didn’t need to rest. 
 
    What puzzled him, however, was Kai’s lack of awareness. As Eldon’s heir, shouldn’t he feel their presence? But then Kai was lost in his own world of self-pity and paralyzing fear. Cy wasn’t sure Saria’s prince would ever reconcile himself with his own destiny. It made the situation much more difficult from Cy’s point of view. 
 
    Rolling his tight shoulders, he winced in pain. He was tired, he was sore, and every single mile upward was a fight against his own weakness. Zhera, Niron, and Lemek were suffering. The weather was as bad as they’d expected, but the route up was worse. The weather was always unpredictable in the Madronic Mountains and the terrain treacherous, but added to a continual deluge, it became perilous. 
 
    “Perhaps I should take a look at the wound,” came the Stravad Leader’s voice behind him. 
 
    Cy didn’t turn immediately. There was something disconcerting about Fodongo, something that played havoc with Cy’s emotions. Ironically, Fodongo made him want to confess his identity just as much as Kai made him want to hide it. He sensed understanding in Fodongo. He sensed hatred and contempt in Kai. 
 
    “It’s fine.” 
 
    Fodongo was quiet for a moment, then he spoke, startling Cy. “The course is harder than I’d expected.” 
 
    Cy shifted and met the Stravad Leader’s blue gaze. “What?” 
 
    “The way, the trail. I hadn’t thought it would be this difficult. It’s particularly hard on Lemek. What will happen when we’re forced to leave the horses behind?” 
 
    Cy didn’t know how to answer. He always got the sense that there was more than one meaning to Fodongo’s words. “Maybe we should send him back. Also Niron and Zhera.” 
 
    “That’s not the Stravad way. We cannot dictate to them whether they should return or continue. The choice is theirs.” 
 
    “Even if they slow us down?” 
 
    “We might need to make adjustments, but eliminating them is not an option.” 
 
    Cy drew an aggravated breath, then wished he hadn’t. It still hurt to breathe too deeply. “That’s ridiculous, Stravad Leader. If they’re slowing us and it’s for their own good, eliminating them might be the only option.” 
 
    “And if they’re necessary to the completion of this journey...” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “How can you possibly know? In reality, you aren’t handling this as well as you might if you hadn’t been wounded, now are you? Should we send you back?” 
 
    “I know how to get into Gava.” 
 
    “Ah, so we should make allowances for you because we know how you are useful, but eliminate them before they’ve had a chance to prove themselves. I don’t think it wise. Each person deserves to be judged on his or her merits, not superficial facts that are beyond his or her control, don’t you agree, Cy?” 
 
    Cy swallowed hard and met Fodongo’s piercing gaze. “I don’t know, Fodongo, but I do know I hope you’re right.” 
 
    Fodongo turned to go, but halted and glanced back over his shoulder. “So do I, Cy, because this wouldn’t be a good time to be wrong, now would it?” 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    Days passed in a slow, torturous climb through wind, rain, and often sleet. The horses stumbled, the party was forced to walk beside them. Nights were the worst. Once the sun gave up its feeble attempt to shine, the temperature dropped dramatically. They had a fire when it wasn’t raining too hard and huddled together beneath tarps and blankets when it did. 
 
    Cy knew their pursuers were closing in, but the bad weather held them off as much as it hampered Kai and company. He had begun to suspect the emerald was the draw. It had been from the start. Gava had felt it over the entire expanse of Loden. It only made sense that he would feel it now, when they were breathing down his neck. Unfortunately, Cy suspected they were going to have to come up with a contingent plan. Getting them into Gava unnoticed was growing more and more uncertain. Getting them into Gava alive was becoming a real dilemma, and insidious as poison, the thought kept intruding in Cy’s mind – he knew how to make sure they got there safely. 
 
    From a distance, the Madronic Mountains looked purple, hazy, insubstantial. Up close, they were anything but. Rocky, barren, cold and inhospitable, they wore away at a person until he felt like he was only a few moments from insanity. 
 
    Deny the truth all he might, Cy knew the original plan was failing. He searched obsessively for another way out, nearly driving himself mad with the chore, but nothing viable presented itself, nothing even remotely feasible. And time was running out. 
 
    Time was running out. 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    They made camp at nightfall again, too exhausted to continue. They huddled beneath the rocks and scrub brush on the mountain face. Kai sat in his own self-imposed exile, warring with emotions too terrifying to confront and too demanding to ignore. 
 
    His eyes lifted and fixed on Cy where he sat on the opposite side of the fire. Kai didn’t trust him and he could barely contain his rage that Fodongo did. If it wasn’t for the strange behavior of the emerald, behavior that seemed to belay all of Kai’s suspicion, he’d have rebelled before now and refused to continue as long as Cy rode with them. 
 
    Diverting his gaze from the younger man, his eyes fell on Zhera and Niron. To make matters worse, Fodongo wasn’t just risking himself and Kai. He was risking people who had no business putting themselves in such jeopardy. This wasn’t either Zhera’s or Niron’s battle. 
 
    “That’s where you’re wrong,” said the Stravad Leader, sitting down beside him. 
 
    Kai glared at him. “Don’t read my thoughts. I hate it. I hated it when Tafoya did it.” 
 
    Fodongo sighed expansively. “Don’t project them all over creation then.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t bait me right now, Fodongo. I’m edgy as a hornet.” 
 
    “Don’t you think I know that. I’m not the enemy, Kiameron. I’m trying to help.” 
 
    Kai struggled to his feet, his hands clenched. The others were watching in concern, but Kai ignored them. “Don’t help me anymore. Don’t give me advice, and damn it, don’t intrude on my private thoughts!” 
 
    Fodongo also rose to face him. “Then stop acting like a sniveling coward and accept your fate.” 
 
    Without thinking, Kai struck out at the Stravad Leader, bringing to bear only a fraction of his power, but he caught Fodongo by surprise and knocked him off his feet. The others jumped up in horror as Kai reached for Fodongo again. Hadar and Ronake caught him and tried to hold him off, but Kai struck at them with his power and sent them sprawling. With Kai’s mind momentarily occupied by the other two, Fodongo managed to gain his feet. 
 
    The Stravad Leader rose to his full height as if he meant to retaliate, but Lemek stepped between them. 
 
    “Enough!” he cried. “Save your energy for the enemy.” 
 
    “Enough! Yes, I’ve had enough! I’ve had enough and I want it to end.” 
 
    Suddenly he gasped. A tightness had stretched like a band across his chest and he feared he was suffocating. 
 
    “Kiameron?” said Fodongo in alarm. 
 
    Kai gasped again, unable to get any air past his lips. Slowly he dropped to his knees. “I can’t breathe. I can’t breathe.” 
 
    Fodongo started for him, but before he could, Zhera cried out. 
 
    “Gaviston!” 
 
    Fodongo whirled. Clambering up the steep trail below them were half a dozen faintly visible silver bodies. 
 
    The emerald against Kai’s breast erupted like fire. Kai curled around it, clawing to remove it. Before he could, however, he felt hands grab him under his arms and haul him to his feet. He still couldn’t draw a deep enough breath. 
 
    “Get the horses!” commanded Cy. 
 
    The others were scrambling to gather up their possessions. Cy was issuing orders, while he supported Kai against his side. Dragging him toward the frightened mounts, Cy caught the horse’s halter. 
 
    Kai shoved away from the other young man, but his vision blurred and his knees grew weak. He still couldn’t catch his breath. Sinking down to his knees, he tried to pull forth the emerald. Everything had a dream-like quality about it, everything except Cy. For some reason, he was the only solid thing anchoring Kai to reality. 
 
    Bending down, he pulled Kai to his feet again. Kai tried to breathe, but it was impossible. Suddenly, Cy shook him violently. Kai felt something snap within him, as if the band across his chest had broken, and he could draw breath again. 
 
    He feels it. The words were an echo of memory. 
 
    “Get up there and ride! Don’t look back,” commanded Cy. 
 
    Kai hauled himself into the saddle and took the reins. Kicking the little horse in the sides, he cantered up the trail, but halted and looked behind. Cy was suddenly there on his mare, leaning over to slap the horse’s flank. The horse let out a surprised whinny and darted away before Kai could get a good grip on the reins. 
 
    When he finally did, he dropped down to a trot and glanced around for his companions. They were stretched out behind him, but they were all mounted and riding in his direction. The emerald had stopped blazing at his breast and he could breathe deeply again. 
 
    “Did we lose them?” he asked Cy. 
 
    Cy met his look. “For now, but we have to change the plan.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “They’ve marked you. They’re not gonna give up. They’re gonna keep hounding us, driving us right to the front door of Gava. We’ve got to find another way.” He pierced Kai with his black eyes. “And we’ve got to stop fighting amongst ourselves.” 
 
    “What do you suggest?” 
 
    “There’s not many choices. We keep going the way we are, staying one step ahead. Or we use my contingent plan.” 
 
    “Which is?” 
 
    “We split up, so they don’t get all of us at once.” 
 
    “That doesn’t sound like much of a plan.” 
 
    Cy met his gaze. “It’s not. And it would be my last resort.” 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    Cy stood on the edge of the cliff, staring down at the line of Gaviston climbing toward them. They were still at least three hours away, but they were gaining with that mindless determination they were famous for. Casting his eyes skyward, he noted the dropping of the sun. A few more hours and darkness would fall, but darkness didn’t stop the Gaviston. 
 
    “Don’t they ever sleep!” growled Ronar. 
 
    Cy glanced into the giant’s tense face. Dark circles shadowed his eyes. “Yes, but they only need a few hours at most.” 
 
    “It’ll be dark soon.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    And he did. It was time for him to make a decision. They couldn’t go on like this. They were being driven unmercifully by creatures that didn’t need to rest or replenish themselves very often. And they didn’t need to stop after dark because if one of them fell to its death another replaced it immediately. 
 
    Glancing over his shoulder, his eyes came to rest on the old man. Lemek wouldn’t be able to keep up much longer and they didn’t dare risk traveling after night because the trail was so treacherous and the climb so steep; one false step could mean death. And it wasn’t just Lemek slowing them down. 
 
    Zhera was suffering from exposure and the Daman was nearly all in. Cy’s greatest fear was that they’d be overtaken anyway and he’d be rounded up with the rest of them. The Stravad would fight and someone was bound to die. Then there was the emerald to think of. If it fell into Gava’s hands... 
 
    He shuddered to think the rest. 
 
    However, if he did what he’d originally set out to do, he might be able to ensure that the entire company make it to Gava alive. At least he could ensure that Lemek, Niron and Zhera make it there safely. Without them, the rest might still stand a chance. 
 
    Turning on his heel, he strode back to where they were sprawled across the rocks, seeking a moment of rest before they pushed on again. The Stravad Leader lifted his head when Cy hunkered down before him. 
 
    “We need to face the truth, Fodongo.” A few of the others looked up – in particular, Kai – but no one said anything. “We can’t keep traveling as a group anymore.” 
 
    “What are you suggesting?” 
 
    “We need to split up.” 
 
    He had all of their attention now, but no one interrupted. 
 
    “Go on.” 
 
    “The two brothers, you, Hadar and Kai can make better ground without the rest of us holding you back. There’s still a chance you can make it to Gava, but if we stay together, we’re going to be captured. If not tonight, then tomorrow.” 
 
    Fodongo’s eyes widened. He opened his mouth to speak, but the old man preempted him. 
 
    “He’s right, Fodongo.” 
 
    “We’re not leaving you alone to face the Gaviston,” said Ronake, rising to his feet. 
 
    Cy looked up at him. “They’re following Kai. If he’s not here, they might just pass us by without stopping.” 
 
    “And they might not.” 
 
    Fodongo’s blue eyes tracked between the two of them. “I’m not certain I like this plan, Cy.” 
 
    “You said it yourself the other day. We can’t force anyone to turn back, but we can’t keep going this way either. It solves nothing.” 
 
    “And how are we going to find the way in without you?” 
 
    Cy glanced up at Eldon’s heir. “I’ll draw you a map. The rest is up to you.” 
 
    “Fodongo, you can’t possibly know the Gaviston will leave the others alone if we’re gone,” protested Ronake. 
 
    Fodongo’s expression was pained. Cy looked at the prince once more. Kai drew a deep breath and closed his eyes. After a moment of silent struggle, he opened them again. 
 
    “He’s right, Ronake. They’re following me and the emerald. DiNolfol fell because of me, so did Anatem and Taral. All along they’ve been drawn to me.” 
 
    “And what makes you think the Gaviston won’t attack them anyway?” 
 
    “Then we’ll fight,” said the Stravad Leader. “Lemek and I have a few tricks still.” 
 
    Cy’s eyes whipped back to Fodongo’s face. “I wasn’t suggesting you stay behind.” 
 
    “Why not? Kiameron’s really the only one who’s indispensable. Ronake, Ronar and Hadar can watch out for him. Ronar alone is a match for the Gaviston, while I might be of more use here. Ronake’s right about one thing, I can’t leave the rest of you defenseless.” 
 
    No one else spoke for a moment. Cy had expected more protest, but they were all so exhausted that even being captured didn’t seem so bad. 
 
    “Are we decided then?” said Fodongo. 
 
    He didn’t get any verbal agreement, but most of the party nodded their heads. 
 
    It took a few moments to divide the provisions and draw a map. Once everything was settled, only an hour or so remained of daylight. The Stravad seemed reluctant to part from their leader, but Fodongo was his usual optimistic self and hurried them to their mounts. 
 
    Cy watched from a distance while the party took their leave of each other. The two brothers feigned stoic fronts, but Cy could feel their reluctance. Before he mounted his horse, Ronar looked back at Cy, but beyond a slight nod, there was no other acknowledgement. 
 
    “Fodongo,” said Hadar, but the Stravad Leader held up his hand to forestall him. 
 
    “Don’t give me any final goodbyes, my friend. Let’s just part as if we’ll see each other tomorrow.” 
 
    Hadar drew a deep breath, but he nodded. Fodongo pulled Kai close for a quick embrace, then held him away with his hands on his shoulders. Kai’s grey eyes searched the Stravad Leader’s face, but he didn’t say anything. 
 
    With a half-hearted smile, the Stravad Leader released the young man and stepped away. “Guard our prince well,” he commanded his friends, then turned and walked toward the small fire waiting in the distance. 
 
    Kai watched him until he disappeared around an outcropping of boulders, then swung into his horse’s saddle. Tugging the horse around one final time, his eyes met and held Cy’s. 
 
    Cy didn’t break the stare, although he wanted to. It was Kai who finally looked away, but in that brief moment, Cy wondered if he was doing anything right any longer. 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    Fodongo fought the sleep that crept up on him. His head would nod forward toward his chest, and he’d jerk it back up again, blinking owlishly in the darkness beyond the fire. 
 
    Sometimes the lure of his dreams was almost overpowering. In them he was no longer cold, no longer wet, and no longer filled with doubt. Usually he was in Temeron with his wife and his people, and the troubles of the rest of the world were very far away. 
 
    It was Zhera’s scream that brought him back to the present. He saw a flash of silver out of the corner of his eye and his hand closed on the stout club he’d found earlier. Swinging instinctively as he rose, he caught a Gaviston under the chin, sending it sprawling on its back. Before he could even register the blow, others were pressing in around them. 
 
    “Stop!” 
 
    The shout came from beyond the fire’s light, but the Gaviston and the Stravad Leader all went motionless. 
 
    Cy stepped into the dancing light of the flames, his expression grim. He was wearing a uniform that Fodongo had never seen. “Put down the club, Fodongo. It’s over.” 
 
    Fodongo’s fingers tightened on the wood and his eyes widened in disbelief. 
 
    Cy indicated with a nod of his head that Fodongo should look behind him. “Put it down.” 
 
    The Stravad Leader glanced over his shoulder and saw that his other three companions were being held by more of the silver demons. Each one of them looked mute with terror, but they seemed unharmed. For the moment. 
 
    Letting the club fall, Fodongo looked back at Cy. “Why?” 
 
    Cy glanced away briefly, but when he looked back, his own eyes were tormented. “How else was I going to keep you alive?” 
 
    Fodongo rose to his full height, his eyes locked with the younger man. “Do you know what you’re doing?” 
 
    Cy swallowed hard. “I hope so.” 
 
    “Do you know what side you’re on?” he pressed, although the words almost choked him. 
 
    The black eyes glittered fiercely in the younger man’s face. Fodongo held his breath, waiting for him to answer. Finally, he nodded. “Yes, Stravad Leader,” he said. “That’s one thing I know. Don’t doubt that for a moment.” 
 
    Fodongo clenched his jaw in a rush of emotion, but he didn’t allow any other feeling to show on his face. “Doubt it, Cy? I’m betting my life on it.” 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    The four companions fled into a rocky, debris choked defile and the horses stumbled over the loose rocks, finding surer footing in an outcrop covered with snow. Glancing back over his shoulder, Kai could see the Gaviston following. 
 
    It had been a mistake to separate from Fodongo and the others. Not that Kai had thought they had much choice at that moment. He knew he was the draw, the one thing that was luring the Gaviston on with such mindless determination. If he could save even half their numbers by leaving, he knew he had to take that chance. 
 
    What seemed even more futile was their entire journey. They’d never stood a chance. The minute they’d entered the Madronic Mountains, the entire range was crawling with Gaviston. Gava wasn’t about to let anyone or anything get close to him voluntarily. Why had they ever believed he might? 
 
    Unless Eldon descended suddenly from the clouds, the venture was at its close. Kai didn’t begin to know how to get himself out of this mess and he certainly didn’t know how he was supposed to defeat Gava. Would something involuntarily happen when he was brought before the dictator, because if not, he didn’t have a clue? 
 
    Clutching the emerald in one hand, Kai clung to the saddle with the other to prevent himself from being pitched from the horse’s back. The Stravad had disappeared and Kai realized he couldn’t place when he’d last seen them. 
 
    The defile broadened and lengthened out into a dry river bed. The horse sped across the surer surface, but no matter how fast she went, the Gaviston gained on them from behind. 
 
    Then the defile branched out on both sides and Kai directed her down the broader of the two. As it narrowed, Kai glanced up onto the outcropping they’d been following only moments before and caught the shifting glimmer of two silver bodies, then the Gaviston were before him, barring the way. 
 
    Hauling back on the horse’s reins, he brought her around sharply and flew back down the way they’d come, skidding to a stop just at the fork. Gaviston barred the way he’d come, so he forced her head in the direction of the one remaining route. 
 
    The horse’s stride lengthened and it seemed she might actually outdistance the Gaviston, but then suddenly the sides of the defile rose sharply and curved inward, and the horse skidded to a halt. Kai looked frantically around. He was in a box canyon. 
 
    He turned in the saddle and glanced back at the mouth of the defile, but already silver bodies moved through the snow and dense undergrowth. Kicking the horse unmercifully, he decided he was going to run right at them and hopefully break through, but she couldn’t take anymore. 
 
    With a shrill cry, she reared and her hooves clawed at the air before her. Kai leaned forward trying to force her down, but she suddenly arched her back and bucked. Kai’s jaw struck the horn of his saddle and his head snapped back. Then before he knew what had happened, he felt his body impact with the jagged rocks and the snow on the defile floor. 
 
    He scrambled to his feet and for some unknown reason drew his sword, although he knew a sword wouldn’t even scratch the polished surface of a Gaviston. The Gaviston formed a ring in front of him, but Kai braced himself. 
 
    “Don’t, Kai, they’ll kill you.” 
 
    Kai whirled in disbelief. 
 
    Cy sat atop his massive black horse. He wore a dark grey uniform, black boots and black gloves. An equally black cloak was thrown back over his shoulders and in the broken light of the day, he looked both sinister and imperial. 
 
    Casting aside his sword, Kai clawed to free the emerald; however, the moment he had it in his hands, a searing pain speared him through the back. He convulsed once and staggered, then dropped to his knees. 
 
    Their eyes met for one agonizing moment – the man on horseback and the man in the snow – and then Kai fell forward, unconscious. 
 
    For a moment the Gaviston didn’t move. Cy swung his leg over the mare’s neck and dropped into the snow. His cloak billowed behind him as he strode to Kai’s side. Two of the Gaviston bent and started to haul Kai up. 
 
    “Easy!” he commanded and they gentled their hold. 
 
    A flash of green winked at the young man as they lifted Kai. Glancing at the Gaviston, Cy moved forward and kicked snow over the emerald, packing it down beneath his boot. If the Gaviston noted the gesture, they gave no indication as they hauled their latest cargo away. 
 
    Cy watched them warily as they dragged Eldon’s heir to the Gavitram waiting at the end of the canyon. It had almost been too easy. The Gaviston traveled these mountain passes as instinctively as they breathed. It didn’t take any thought to push Kai and the other Stravad into a passage that had no exit. 
 
    The challenge had been Cy’s – to get here at the same time and prevent any of them from being killed. 
 
    Once the Gaviston were occupied at the Gavitram, he knelt and brushed the snow off the emerald. It blazed forth with radiant green light. Glancing toward the end of the canyon again, Cy caught it up and hid it beneath his cloak, tucking it out of sight. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 32 
 
      
 
    Kai opened his eyes to darkness. His body ached and iron chains cut into his wrists. The floor of the Gavitram heaved upwards and Kai was thrown back into the wall, striking his head. He felt a wave of nausea come over him and shut his eyes again. 
 
    “Are you all right?” 
 
    “Fodongo?” he whispered. 
 
    “Here. We’re all here.” 
 
    “He betrayed us.” 
 
    “Do you still have the emerald?” 
 
    Kai shifted against his irons until he could just lift an arm to his breast, but he already knew the emerald was gone. He couldn’t find his voice to tell Fodongo as much. It had been stupid to draw the emerald against the Gaviston. What had he thought? That the talisman would take command and get him out of an impossible situation? 
 
    He’d believed just that, but even then, he’d known it was futile. The fact that Cy would simply turn the emerald over to Gava wasn’t lost on him either. He’d never trusted Cy; he’d always felt that he was just too useful, too damn clever, but he’d never dreamed Cy would be in league with Gava. Kai didn’t even have words for the rage and shock he felt. Why hadn’t they thought to question Cy’s story? 
 
    Because the hatred in his face and voice had seemed so real. 
 
    The Gavitram rumbled on and Kai lost track of time in its death-like darkness. Finally he drifted into a troubled, terror-stricken sleep from which he fled until finally he struggled to the surface and came awake. 
 
    The Gavitram had stopped moving and was filled with a tenuous silence. Kai could hear his companions breathing beside him, but little else. The time had come to meet Gava and Kai knew that he wasn’t prepared. 
 
    Gava would destroy him, worse yet, he’d make him a Gaviston. Kai preferred death to the wraith-like existence of the silver bodied demons. 
 
    A loud percussion of iron on iron sounded before him and the Gavitram door opened. Light flooded in, a light so bright that Kai was blinded. He heard the clanging of chains and the movement of bodies beside him. He heard the muffled grunt of a Stravad as he was forcefully pulled from the Gavitram. A hand grabbed him roughly under his arm and he was dragged to his feet. He felt the chains being pulled and they cut into his wrists, but he was pushed forward into the light, squinting against the painful glare. 
 
    Slowly his eyes adjusted and he glanced around. Gaviston led him, one on either side. They were in a hall that seemed to go on forever, slate grey walls and no doors. Ahead of him staggered Ronake, his tall, slender body stooped under the weight of his shackles. Before Ronake was Niron, half-running to keep up with his longer-legged captors. 
 
    The Gaviston forced their captives up a flight of narrow stairs. At the end of the hallway was a large, iron door and Kai shrank away from it, but the Gaviston merely tightened their grip. He watched as each of his shackled companions were shoved through the door. Then he was forced through and the door slammed behind him with a sharp, echoing reverberation. 
 
    He looked up into Fodongo’s blue eyes. ‘Have faith, Kiameron,’ came the Stravad Leader’s thought. 
 
    Have faith! In what? 
 
    All of his companions were huddled close together. There was no one left who could help them, no one to come to their aid. Kai didn’t even have the emerald anymore. How difficult that talisman had proven for him to hold onto! 
 
    A door opened at the far end of the room and a soft light flooded through. Figures moved through the light and came into the room, lining up along either wall. Kai scrutinized these newcomers. 
 
    He was always startled by the appearance of the Orahim. They were smaller than Gaviston with pale green skin and a serpentine head. Their eyes were large, sharply slanted and amber in color. Their arms hung down below their knees and their hands ended in cruel-looking claws. They carried cylindrical weapons that Kai knew could fire a round of poisonous darts into a person. 
 
    “Orahim,” whispered Ronake, his voice laced with disgust. 
 
    Kai glanced at him, but his attention was drawn to another figure, sitting behind a desk. This man was either Stravad or Human, Kai couldn’t decide. His skin was terribly pale and sallow, but his features were sharply etched, especially his nose, which ended in a predominant hook. His hair was thin, a dusky brown, and combed back from a heavy brow ridge. He was of medium height, yet gaunt and shrunken. He wore the same uniform of grey with black gloves and boots that Cy had worn the last time Kai had seen him. 
 
    “More light,” the man commanded and a Gaviston moved out of the shadows to do his bidding. The room came alive with white, phosphorescent light and Kai squinted against its glare. 
 
    The man scrutinized each of the prisoners in turn and Niron tried to sidle away as his gaze passed over him, coming to rest on Kai. Kai met the gaze unwaveringly. If this was Gava, Kai was surprised at what little fear he felt. 
 
    Leaning back, the man folded his hands in his lap and seemed about to address his prisoners, but suddenly the outer door flew open and Cy stormed in. 
 
    Kai’s gaze fell on him and thoughts of vengeance filled his mind, but bound as he was and without the emerald, there was little he could do. At any rate, Cy took no notice and strode boldly toward the desk. 
 
    “Hello, Erram,” he said in his polished tones. 
 
    The gaunt man, Erram, lifted his lips in a snarl. “Number 101, what do you want?” 
 
    Cy leaned forward on the desk. “I’d like to see Gava, so please go fetch him for me.” 
 
    Erram’s eyes narrowed. “Gava’s busy. Go away and he’ll deal with you later.” 
 
    Cy forced a smile. Straightening, he stepped away from the desk. “Look, Erram, you and I have been at odds for a long time, but don’t you see what this means? With Eldon’s heir under Gava’s dominion,” he said with an idle wave in Kai’s direction, “there’s plenty of realm left for the both of us.” 
 
    “Think of it, Erram, this is the age of Gava, a dynasty coming into being. The Stravad will soon be enslaved and then everything will be ours. Women, money, pleasures by the wagon load...a beautiful Gavistra to wait on you.” 
 
    Erram snarled a smile. “I suppose you’ve already picked yours out, Number 101.” 
 
    Cy shrugged carelessly. “Suppose I have, I intend to have many before I’m through. But all of this can only come about if the two of us band together.” 
 
    “I don’t see the necessity of this. My favor with Gava has always been higher than yours.” 
 
    Cy smiled crookedly. “So you’ve thought, but let’s be honest, Erram. When it come down to it, you don’t stand a chance. I win in all areas – cunning, intelligence, blood. Don’t forget who hand-delivered Eldon’s heir to Gava’s doorstep, when others failed miserably.” 
 
    Erram’s face contorted in hatred. Kai watched in fascination and a part of him hoped the gaunt, pale man would strike out at Cy. Around him the Stravad shifted nervously and Zhera’s eyes were glued to Cy’s back. 
 
    But Erram regained control. “What do you propose?” 
 
    “Loden’s a big realm, Erram, plenty for both of us, more than enough room to avoid each other forever once it’s completely under Gava’s dominion.” Cy leaned forward and his black eyes danced. “Let’s put aside our differences, call a truce, and work together to see Gava succeed.” Cy extended his hand. “Let’s shake on it. A gambling man will always hold true to a handshake.” 
 
    “You have learned which side to place your bets on, I see,” commented Erram, glancing between the Stravad and Cy’s hand. 
 
    Cy shrugged. “You taught me well.” He flashed his off-center smile. “It was a lesson I only needed once.” 
 
    With a self-satisfied smile, Erram slowly stretched out his hand to accept Cy’s, but Cy moved, grabbing the man’s wrist and hauling him forward across the wide desk. A flash of silver caught Kai’s eye as Cy placed a dagger against Erram’s throat. 
 
    “Never shake with a gambling man, Erram,” he said with a low hiss, then he lifted his eyes to an Orahim who moved nervously in the shadows. “Get Gava now!” 
 
    The Orahim scuttled away into the inner room. Cy watched it depart and then looked down into Erram’s frightened face. “Relax, slitting your throat would only be recreation and I don’t really have time for it.” 
 
    It seemed only a moment more before the Orahim scurried back to its post followed by a man who moved regally into the room. A shiver of fear raced down Kai’s spine and a band tightened across his chest, restricting his breathing. 
 
    As the man moved into the light, Kai gasped. He was tall, obviously Stravad, but his hair and eyes were white. Just like Lemek’s. Then Kai saw the similarity between the two men and he knew he was in the presence of Gava. 
 
    Gava passed his withering gaze around the room, allowing his eyes to rest on Lemek. “Well, hello, Brother,” he said in a silken-smooth, emotionless voice. Cy’s head snapped up and he glanced over his shoulder at the old man. Gava smiled coldly. “Welcome to my empire. What do you think of it?” 
 
    Lemek’s jaw clenched and his white eyes seemed to blaze, but he only glanced briefly at Gava before shifting his attention to Cy. “I think that it’s an empire divided and about to collapse in on itself.” 
 
    No expression marred Gava’s cool features, but Kai could almost feel the pulse of his wrath in the air around them. The prince didn’t remember when he’d been so afraid, but his fear made it impossible for him to tap into the power that was always there, lying beneath the surface. Gava’s white gaze shifted to him and Kai thought his heart would pound out of his breast. He struggled to breathe, he struggled to draw in his power, but he couldn’t. After a moment that seemed an eternity, Gava’s chilling gaze shifted to Cy. 
 
    “Causing trouble again, I see.” 
 
    Much to Kai’s shame, Cy met Gava’s gaze. “I wanted audience with you and I was not going to be denied.” 
 
    “Release him,” Gava said, his voice strangely hypnotic. 
 
    “Not until you release her as agreed.” 
 
    Kai knew his thoughts were unfocused and panicked, but there almost seemed something familiar in the silken fluidity of both men’s voices. And he thought he saw a resemblance between the two men about the eyes and mouth. 
 
    Gava’s lips creased in a stone-like smile. “Still defiant, still mooning over the same woman. And here I thought you’d have forgotten about her by now.” 
 
    Cy pressed the dagger into Erram’s neck and the man stifled a cry of fear. Cy’s eyes flashed. “Don’t play games with me anymore, Gava. I brought you Eldon’s heir as agreed.” 
 
    Gava’s face was impassive. “I don’t feel the emerald. Eldon’s heir is trivial compared with the talisman.” 
 
    Kai stopped breathing. The pounding of his heart was deafening in his own ears. Now Cy would betray them, he would hand the emerald over to Gava, and Kai could do nothing to stop him. He had lost the emerald and worst of all, he’d lost his power! 
 
    ‘Calm yourself, Kiameron,’ came Fodongo’s thought, but it was swallowed in the roar of Kai’s own blood. 
 
    Cy’s gaze narrowed. “We had the emerald, but it caused a riot. I couldn’t get my hands on it again. Then I took an arrow in the back for you, trying to make sure you at least got Eldon’s heir. Before I could return to Taral, your idiot Gaviston attacked and burned the entire city to the ground. They probably destroyed the emerald themselves.” 
 
    Kai’s eyes were so wide, his vision swam. He didn’t dare breathe, didn’t dare speak. Was Cy really going to keep the talisman for himself? Did he think Gava wouldn’t find out some way? 
 
    “Young fool,” said Gava, his voice crackling like ice. “How could you have lost the emerald when you had it?” Then suddenly he hesitated and narrowed his eyes on Cy. 
 
    Kai felt the psychic struggle between the two men. Finally Gava’s gaze shifted. Kai was trembling violently and a cold sweat peppered his skin. He’d felt Gava’s probe as if he were sharing Cy’s very thoughts. 
 
    “You’re telling the truth,” said Gava in cold wonder. “You really don’t have it...” Then his head snapped up. “You will return to Taral immediately and locate the emerald. You’ll not return until it is also in your possession.” 
 
    “I told you the Gaviston...” 
 
    Gava waved the protest away. “Nonsense. The emerald cannot be destroyed so easily. It’s still there. It only remains for you to find it.” He folded his hands before him as if the conversation were mundane. “You’ve done well, better than I dared to hope, but you will rectify your mistake. You will get me the emerald. Be aware, however, that if you don’t return with it, it won’t go well. Yet I have faith you will set things right.” 
 
    Cy straightened, his hand tightening on the dagger. “No, no more. I’ve done what you asked and now I demand my payment as agreed. If you don’t, I will kill Erram.” 
 
    Gava’s eyes glanced between Erram and Cy. “Do so then,” he said icily. 
 
    Erram’s protest was stifled by the dagger. Cy looked down at the gaunt, pale face beneath him and flexed his fingers on the hilt of the blade. Erram’s terror-stricken eyes were enormous. 
 
    Kai could hardly breathe and his knees shook, threatening to give out on him, but he couldn’t turn away. 
 
    Gava also watched, but with a cold indifference. Finally, however, he motioned to the Orahim standing beside him. “Bring the Gavistra,” he said and Cy’s head lifted. 
 
    It seemed an agonizing long time as the two men faced each other across the desk with the whimpering figure of Erram between them, but suddenly the Orahim returned, shoving a small, shackled figure before it. Kai felt apprehension shiver through him as the figure tripped and fell into the middle of the floor. 
 
    Cy released Erram immediately and reached for the figure, while the pale man scurried behind Gava. As he moved, light fell on the thin face of Saria. Her eyes had a vacant, haunted look, but as they met Cy’s, she began to weep. Then she buried her face in his chest. 
 
    A cry escaped Kai’s lips and his knees did buckle, but Fodongo grabbed him and hauled him upright. For a moment, Kai wasn’t even aware of what was happening. Saria was alive, but the price she’d paid had been enormous. And all of it, all of it was Kai’s fault. To make the situation worse, he was so weak, so ineffective, he couldn’t even summon his power and kill Cy where he knelt, holding the woman Kai had once loved. 
 
    Cy’s head whipped up and his eyes bore into Gava’s. Gava smiled slowly, coldly. 
 
    “You promised me you’d keep her safe if I did as you commanded!” he cried. 
 
    “Did I? The process has only just begun. Deprivation of food and water’s the first stage in creating a Gavistra. At this point it can be reversed.” 
 
    Kai wanted to strike out at both Gava and Cy. The sight of Saria drove him mad with grief, the sight of her hollow, sunken face, the thin hands that clung to Cy in desperation, but fear, pure terror, held him immobile until he thought he’d suffocate. 
 
    Cy slowly disentangled himself from Saria and she huddled on the floor. He rose to his feet and faced Gava. A cold, murderous mask fell over his handsome features and his black eyes flashed. 
 
    Gava met his stare, Erram peeked out from behind Gava’s cloak, and the Stravad shifted nervously. 
 
    Fodongo pulled Kai back against his side. ‘You’ve got to fight this panic and self-doubt. It will doom us all.’ 
 
    But Kai was lost. He was reliving the horrible moment he’d returned home to find DiNolfol destroyed and his family murdered. He hadn’t been able to prevent that, nor could he prevent this. It was destined from the moment Eldon had chosen such a weak, ill-prepared heir. 
 
    “I will not be manipulated anymore,” said Cy, his voice laced with deadly detachment. “You broke your promise, you’ve always broken your promises, and you will continue to break your promises until someone sticks a dagger between your ribs.” His jawline grew hard and his fist clenched. “Do what you will. I’ve finished with you.” 
 
    Turning on his heel, he headed for the door, but his eyes chanced to meet Kai’s and he hesitated. Rage rushed through the prince’s body, finding focus, and his power rose up behind it, ready to tear into Cy, but Gava’s voice stopped them both cold. 
 
    “Kill the woman.” 
 
    Kai’s gaze shot to the despot and the pulse of his power snapped with a pain so staggering he swayed where he stood. 
 
    Fodongo grabbed him again. ‘Come out of it, Kiameron!’ 
 
    The Stravad Leader’s thought was like a physical blow, further confusing him. 
 
    Cy whirled as the Orahim lifted the discarded dagger and bent over Saria, pulling her head back and placing the blade against her throat. Tears streaked her face and her eyes found Cy’s, holding them. 
 
    Cy shivered violently and shut his eyes. “Please don’t.” 
 
    Gava lifted his hand and the Orahim held the blade. “What was that?” 
 
    Cy looked up. “Please don’t kill her.” 
 
    “That isn’t good enough. Kneel and beg for her life.” 
 
    Kai went motionless. For a chilling moment, his thoughts were clear. He hated Cy and yet he knew beyond a doubt that Gava had him by the throat right now. It made the prince sick inside. Bile rose within him, burning his esophagus. 
 
    At the same moment a shiver raced over Cy’s body. 
 
    “Kneel or she dies.” 
 
    Cy swallowed hard and fixed his eyes on Saria. She shook her head faintly, but he ignored it, slowly lowering himself to his knees. Kai felt something shatter within him. The last memory he had of sweetness and innocence died; it was the death of his youth and his past. The image of Cy kneeling to save Saria’s life would be indelibly marked on his soul. Somewhere behind him he heard Zhera sob and he understood that too, felt her pain as he felt his own. 
 
    As he felt Cy’s love. 
 
    “Please don’t kill her,” said Cy in a broken voice. “I beg you.” 
 
    “I want the emerald. I don’t care if you have to search all over Loden, I want the emerald.” 
 
    Cy nodded. 
 
    Gava narrowed his eyes, then motioned to the Orahim who stepped away, releasing Saria. Cy caught her in his arms and pulled her close. She buried her face against his neck and began to sob again, her chains rattling as she tried to wrap her arms around him. 
 
    Lost, gone, everything...now even Saria, even his memory of all that they’d shared together in DiNolfol. Cy had taken that from him. 
 
    Two Gaviston moved forward and bent over the huddled couple on the floor. Their hands closed on Saria’s arms and pulled her away. Cy rose to his feet as they dragged her from the room, then the inner door closed with a thud. 
 
    Cy’s gaze fixed on Gava. “If anything happens...” 
 
    “Hold your tongue!” snapped Gava. “Don’t threaten me! She’ll be here when you return, just as your mother always was.” 
 
    Rage contorted Cy’s face and he moved swiftly forward, but the Gaviston were quicker and struck him a blow which sent him careening back into the Stravad. Both Fodongo and Ronar caught him. 
 
    Fodongo shoved Cy away and for a moment their gazes locked on one another. Some communication, without any vocal or electrical pulse, passed between them. Kai caught it, but in his haze of anguish, he couldn’t interpret the sign. The entire scene seemed surreal. Was he missing something? Cy’s gaze shifted to Kai, then he turned away. 
 
    “The emerald,” he said, pressing a gloved hand to his split lip. “You want it to conquer Loden and you think one woman, half a Gavistra, is enough payment.” 
 
    Gava’s eyes flashed angrily, although his face remained emotionless. “I’d be careful if I were you.” 
 
    Cy forced a cocky smile. “I’m not asking much, just one of the smaller Protectorates far away from you and your pet rat there,” he said, pointing at Erram. 
 
    Gava’s hands curled into fists. “Get out before I have you killed. You are quickly becoming more trouble than you’re worth.” 
 
    Cy narrowed his eyes. “Really. Strange the lengths you go to to keep me under heel, Gava. Especially if I’m not worth your trouble.” 
 
    “What is it you want?” 
 
    Cy licked the blood off his lip. “If you touch her again, I’ll take you and your emerald to hell with me.” 
 
    He didn’t wait for a reply, but turned and strode from the room. 
 
    Gava watched him go and stood unmoving for a moment as the door shut behind him. Then his eyes came to rest on Kai. No matter how hard he tried, Kai couldn’t meet those chilling white eyes without feeling his heart spasm and his knees grow weak. And he couldn’t summon his power. It fled before Gava's presence like night from the sun. 
 
    Fodongo placed himself protectively in front of Kai. “It’s always dangerous to capture one’s enemies, Gava,” he said, speaking for the first time. “However, I’m not sure you know who your allies are. They seem to switch sides with amazing regularity.” 
 
    Gava’s eyes moved slowly from Kai to Fodongo. “How little you know, Stravad Leader,” he said smoothly. “But it doesn’t really matter. Soon you, my dear brother, and Eldon’s sorry excuse for an heir will be gone. Your power will be mine, and your city...well, you can guess what I’ll do with Temeron. In fact, I want you to spend some time doing just that. Thinking, worrying, obsessing over what I’m going to do until you go mad with it.” 
 
    He made an idle motion with his hand at the Gaviston. “Take them away,” he said, then turning on his heel, he strode from the room, Erram stumbling along in his wake. 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    Cy collapsed against the rock outcropping and dropped down to a sitting position. He shut his eyes for a moment, breathing deeply, then slowly drew forth the heavy bundle hidden beneath his cloak. 
 
    Forcing open the mouth of the leather pouch, he dropped the emerald into his hand. It flared with light, illuminating his eyes, and he huddled over it to shield the bright glare. 
 
    He still didn’t know how he’d escaped. He was sure Gava had sensed the emerald, but he’d begun to guess that Gava’s power was stretched thin, holding the will of both his Gaviston and Gavistra over so far, and increasing, a distance. 
 
    And too, Cy was suddenly realizing that he had his own power, Stravad power, and when Gava had pitted his own force against Cy, Cy had found a surprising strength to resist it, hiding the truth within himself. Then there was the reaction of the emerald. Kai had been right. It had no effect over Cy, therefore, Cy was beginning to wonder if his immunity cloaked it somehow, hid its presence from the one man who wanted it most of all. 
 
    Thrusting the emerald back in its pouch, Cy slipped it over his neck and tucked it into his shirt. Rising to his feet, Cy began to climb up the mountain’s face, slipping among the rock outcroppings to remain out of sight. He’d ridden for two days toward the Madronic ridge and then had slipped back to the East when darkness fell. Once he’d reached the farthest end of Gava, he’d turned the horse free and had continued on on foot. 
 
    He knew there was an unused tunnel far to the east of Gava, a tunnel that had been used for mining the various lodegems Gava used to power his inventions, but that was long ago. Sometimes it was guarded, but not often. Cy was banking everything on the fact that he could slip into this tunnel unhindered and therefore, back into Gava, while his uncle believed he was in Taral. 
 
    Looking up into the crisp, clear sky, Cy could faintly make out the star of Eldon. He said a silent prayer and continued to climb. 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    Nolen studied the map in silence. Snow filtered down out of the sky and dusted his hair and shoulders, gathering in the creases on the map. Ason watched him shake the snow away, then squint into the distance, trying to place the landmarks he was seeing. 
 
    They had just missed a passing patrol of Gaviston. It hadn’t been too hard to elude the creatures in the falling snow, but the Gaviston knew these mountain passes better than Ason and his men and the captain didn’t want to make a mistake when they were so close. 
 
    The men around him weren’t trained soldiers, but they were good men. In the last week and a half, they had proven themselves time and time again. The trip had been harder than any of them expected. Near the summit they’d had to abandon the mules and carry the remaining provisions on their backs themselves. Of the nine men he had surrounding him, not a one had uttered a single complaint. 
 
    “This way,” said Nolen, folding the map and pointing. 
 
    Ason hitched his pack higher on his shoulders and nodded. “Let’s move out before those Gaviston catch us. I have no idea where the tunnel entrance is, but I can feel it’s close.” 
 
    “So can I,” said the miner Amondo beside him. 
 
    Ason led the way. At least the Madronic Mountains weren’t thickly wooded. Ason figured the altitude had a lot to do with that, and the continual snow. The snow wasn’t falling thickly at the moment, but it had in the recent past, camouflaging hidden pit-falls and making the going all the more slow. 
 
    Checking his progress, he noted a small, black opening far up on the closest mountain. It seemed to be in the direction Nolen had pointed. Ason hoped so. The longer they roamed around out here, the more certain their capture by Gaviston had begun to feel. 
 
    He called a halt well away from the tunnel entrance. Motioning Amondo forward, he pointed to it. “Do you want to take one of the men and check it out?” 
 
    Amondo nodded, then unslung his pack. He pointed at the man he wanted to follow him, one of the newer recruits, and together they set out across the open terrain. A moment later, they disappeared into the mouth of the tunnel. 
 
    Ason held his breath and his eyes chanced to meet Nolen’s. The other man stared back at him with a tense, alarmed expression. This entrance had been labeled as an unused one on the map, but that didn’t mean very much. It might be used now, and it certainly might be guarded. Ason tensed, waiting for a cry of alarm to sound. 
 
    Finally Amondo appeared at the opening, motioning them forward. Ason reached down and shouldered Amondo’s pack as well as his own, then led the way. He moved as quickly as he might, consciously aware of the open land he had to cross in order to reach the tunnel. 
 
    Ason ducked under the tunnel entrance, but it took a moment for his eyes to adjust. When they did, he was surprised to find a relatively dry, clean tunnel, the walls of which glowed in varying shades of color. 
 
    “Is it clear?” 
 
    “As far as we could see. They might have it guarded further up the line,” said Amondo. 
 
    “Should we get our torches out?” asked the doctor, peering around them. 
 
    Ason turned to the miner. “Can we expect this much light the deeper we go underground?” He motioned at the walls. “What is this stuff? Why does it glow like that?” 
 
    “Lodegems. All of the Madronic Mountains are made from them. Why do you think Gava chose this place for his fortress?” replied Amondo. 
 
    Ason frowned. “Lodegems? I’ve heard of it, or something about it. What exactly is it?” 
 
    “Them, you mean. There are a number of varieties, all with different properties. In this tunnel alone I’ve spotted three or four distinct veins. Weak ones, mind you, because they’ve been harvested, but the traces are there and if you had enough manpower, you might still strike some rich veins deeper into the rock.” 
 
    Ason looked around, studying the faint glow. 
 
    “That doesn’t tell us what they are,” demanded Nolen petulantly. 
 
    “Lodegems are mineral deposits that can be cut into gems. They come in many colors and each color has different properties, or different reactions depending on how you use them.” 
 
    “What sort of reactions?” asked Jarral, the locksmith. 
 
    Amondo shrugged. “Some produce a low heat, some mainly light. I’ve heard of miners striking a vein of the emerald variety and getting blown across the tunnel.” 
 
    Some of the men looked at the tunnel walls warily and moved a step closer to the center of the floor. Ason shot a look out of the tunnel. “I suppose we don’t need to question why Gava wants this sort of power.” 
 
    Amondo nodded in agreement. 
 
    Nolen was feeling along the walls, touching the minute spots of color with the tips of his fingers. “I overheard some of the soldiers talking about the Orahim weapons, something about them being powered by gems.” He shifted and looked back at Amondo. “Is this what they were talking about?” 
 
    “Probably,” answered the miner. “I wish I could have looked at those weapons.” 
 
    “Have you mined lodegem?” asked Ason. 
 
    “Yes, but around Denortosal we find only the weaker varieties. The altitude seems to have something to do with the strength or maybe it’s just the depth of Gava’s mines. We’ve heard rumors about the powerful veins that run through this part of the mountains.” 
 
    “What have you found?” questioned Brandt. 
 
    “Chrysoberyl which gives off a low heat, and garnet which allows us to communicate over longer distances in the tunnel. It seems to carry or receive audio waves. And once in awhile, we find turquoise which produces light.” 
 
    “How?” said Ason, shifting his gaze back to the miner. Amondo seemed to be warming to his lecture. 
 
    “I’m not really sure. I’m a miner, not a scientist. Anyway, I’ve heard some people think the gems tap into the electromagnetic field of the planet, especially here in Loden.” 
 
    “Then they what? Transfer power, energy?” asked Ason. 
 
    “I believe so.” 
 
    Brandt's gaze shifted between the two men. “What a dangerous toy to put in the hands of a maniac.” 
 
    “So you didn’t answer. Will this light continue the entire way?” 
 
    “I have no idea. It depends on how much this tunnel has been plundered. In other words, be prepared for anything,” finished Amondo. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 33 
 
      
 
    Kai heard a scuffling noise outside his cell. He lay on his back, his head turned toward the iron door, and listened. Fear was like a living force moving through him, setting his heart to beating rapidly. Had Gava finally sent for him? He’d waited...how long...he couldn’t remember. He thought it might have been a week, perhaps more, everything was a blur, a fog of grief, loss, and near hysteria. 
 
    They’d left him alone after the first episode in Gava’s chambers. They’d brought him here, somewhere within the iron city, far from the Stravad, where not even Fodongo’s presence could penetrate. He didn’t know if the Stravad were still alive. 
 
    He thought continually about Saria, saw her arms go around Cy again and again, relived the haunted, vacant look in her eyes, and he hated Cy with an intensity that almost drove him mad. 
 
    The only contact he had with a living being was the Orahim who brought him his meals and spoke nothing, shoving the plate through an opening at the bottom of the iron door. Evidently Gava didn’t plan to make him a Gavistra. Hadn’t Cy said the first step was to deprive one of food and water? Kai hadn’t been deprived, but Saria had. 
 
    Closing his eyes, he tried to drive the memory away. 
 
    “Kai!” The voice came from the cell door. 
 
    The prince opened his eyes. He knew that voice. For a moment his rage was so powerful he couldn’t move. 
 
    “Bloody hell, Kai, get up. I don’t have much time.” 
 
    Rolling to his side, Kai squinted in the semi-darkness. Crouched on the other side of the cell was a figure in black. 
 
    “The Orahim’s coming to bring you your meal. When it does, be ready. We’re getting out of here!” 
 
    Kai didn’t answer. Truthfully, he was so surprised, he couldn’t formulate a coherent thought. Cy was not supposed to be here. Cy was the enemy. 
 
    “Be ready,” warned the other man again, then he rose and slipped from sight. 
 
    Kai rolled to a sitting position, staring into the corridor, wondering if he hadn’t been hallucinating. Cy had betrayed them. Kai admitted to a grudging admiration. Cy was good. He’d even begun to trust him, look to him for a spur of the moment plan. So what was Cy about now? 
 
    Kai rose to his feet when he heard the muffled jangle of the Orahim’s keys. Moving to the entrance of the cell, he grasped the bars in his hands. The Orahim hesitated, plate in hand, and looked up at him with its strange, slanted amber eyes. 
 
    Kai tried not to give anything away in his expression as the dark shadow glided up behind the creature and grabbed it about the neck. The plate fell from the Orahim’s claws, clattering against the bars. Kai flinched at the noise and looked down the corridor to see if any other guards were in sight. All was quiet, except the gurgling, growling sound the Orahim was making as Cy struggled to subdue it. 
 
    “Get the keys!” 
 
    Kai’s gaze dropped to the creature’s belt and he reached through the bars, yanking the ring free. His hand trembled as he fumbled to fit key after key into the lock. Finally he found the right one. The sound of the lock snapping open was one of the sweetest sounds the prince had ever heard. 
 
    He pulled open the door and Cy wrestled the Orahim into the cell. During the struggle, Kai noted the dagger hanging around Cy’s waist. Without thinking, he reached for it and pulled it free at the same time Cy shoved the Orahim toward the cot. 
 
    Cy whirled, his eyes wide with surprise, as Kai stepped into the opening of the cell, holding the dagger in front of him. “Don’t move!” 
 
    Cy rose to his full height, his eyes narrowing. He had two swords strapped to his waist, one hanging on either side, but he made no move to draw one. Kai’s gaze shifted from the weapons to Cy’s face. 
 
    “There may be other Orahim.” 
 
    “There may be,” repeated Kai. 
 
    “And perhaps some Gaviston.” 
 
    “Perhaps.” 
 
    The two men stared at each other across the distance of the cell. 
 
    “So how long are we going to stand here like this?” 
 
    Kai shrugged, but his grip on the dagger never loosened. “Until I decide whether to kill you or not.” 
 
    “And what will make that decision?” 
 
    “I’m not sure. Start talking.” 
 
    Instead of doing as Kai commanded, Cy reached inside his shirt and drew forth a leather pouch. The prince’s eyes were drawn to it. With a negligent toss, Cy sent the leather pouch sailing toward Kai. The prince caught it with his left hand, then gave an involuntarily shiver as he realized it was the emerald. 
 
    “What exactly are you about now, Cy?” 
 
    Cy swallowed hard and glanced away. When he looked back, his black eyes were glittering fiercely. “I never wanted to betray you.” 
 
    “Really, and yet you did it so handily.” 
 
    “I think you know why I did it.” 
 
    Kai flinched. “For Saria?” 
 
    “But also for you.” 
 
    “For me?” 
 
    “And the Stravad.” 
 
    “I’m not that stupid, but keep talking. You’re making it easier for me to think about killing you.” 
 
    Something sparked in Cy’s eyes, an emotion very close to anger. “I thought I had a plan.” 
 
    “You thought you had a plan?” 
 
    “There isn’t time for this...” 
 
    “Take the time!” shouted Kai. 
 
    Cy glanced at the Orahim and then back at Kai. “I thought I could get you into Gava without being noticed, but I should have guessed that Gava would know the moment you entered the mountains. When that became obvious, I knew the only way to save you and the Stravad was to...” 
 
    “...betray us. Forgive me if I’m not grateful for that.” 
 
    “It wasn’t a betrayal. I always intended to come back for you.” 
 
    Kai shook his head in disbelief. 
 
    “All right, Eldon’s heir, then tell me why I didn’t turn the emerald over to Gava. Why, exactly, are you holding it now?” 
 
    “I’m not sure.” 
 
    Cy’s eyes never wavered. “You can’t think I want to see Gava gain dominion over all of Loden.” 
 
    “You stand to gain quite a bit...” 
 
    A bitter laugh left Cy’s lips. “Yes, I certainly do. If I remember right, you were in his chambers the other day and you saw what he did to Saria. Before I left to come find you, I bought her safety with my blood. It certainly gained her a lot, didn’t it?” 
 
    Kai flinched. 
 
    Cy’s dark eyes narrowed. “It’s Saria, isn’t it? Oh, I don’t doubt you want to kill me for betraying you, but you think that Saria and I...” 
 
    “Don’t say it!” 
 
    Cy exhaled. “She doesn’t love me, Kai. She made that very clear.” 
 
    Kai stared at him in amazement. “I saw her. I saw the way she clung to you.” 
 
    “Because I’m all she’s had since she got here. You’ve been here only a week, but she’s been here months now. I’ve been the only contact she’s had with anyone beside the Gaviston and that....” He made a motion at the Orahim. The creature hissed back at him. 
 
    “It’s more than I’ve been.” 
 
    “But you’re here now, and you’re the link to everything that was the past, everything she’s hung onto.” 
 
    “Our past was burned to the ground by the Gaviston.” 
 
    “Please, Kai, we’ve got to get to Saria and the Stravad. I don’t know if there’s anything you can do against Gava, except let him collapse in on himself, but I know we’ve got to get away, and I know I can get you out.” 
 
    “Do you love her?” 
 
    Cy met his gaze. “Yes.” 
 
    “Did he threaten to kill Saria unless you betrayed us?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Is that why you did it?” 
 
    Cy closed his eyes in frustration. “I already told you, I changed sides at the last minute to make sure you weren’t killed by the Gaviston.” 
 
    “What else has he made you do to protect Saria?” 
 
    “Will you trust me?” 
 
    “Answer me.” 
 
    Cy looked down for a moment and when he looked back up, his eyes were tormented. “I’m not proud of what I’ve done or who I am, but I’m not going to make excuses for loving Saria. I’m sorry if that hurts you somehow, destroys your memory of your perfect love for her. The truth is I’d do just about anything, even murder, to protect her, but lately I’ve come to realize that as long as Gava lives, I’ll never be able to protect her. I’ll never be able to save her or myself for that matter. That’s where you come in. You’re the solution. I don’t care why you chose to fight Gava, I don’t care if it was for Saria or for the Stravad or for Loden. I only care that you help me get Saria and the Stravad out of here. Now, damn it, will you trust me?” 
 
    Kai studied his face for a tension filled moment. “You’re asking an awful lot of me.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “I don’t think I can ever trust you, but...” His voice caught and he lowered the dagger. “I saw you with Saria. I believe you love her. And I believe you want to get her out of here. I’ll go with you that far, just far enough to help you get Saria and the Stravad.” 
 
    “Good enough,” said Cy. 
 
    Flipping the dagger over in his hand, Kai extended it, handle first. Cy reached for it and their gazes locked on one another. When Cy had the dagger in his hand again, he unbuckled one of the sword belts hanging from his waist and extended it to Kai. After slipping the emerald over his head, the prince took the sword belt and slid it around his waist, lowering his head to buckle it in place. 
 
    When he lifted his head again, he saw Cy approaching the Orahim with the dagger balanced in the palm of his hand. The creature had scuttled back as far on the cot as it could, moaning in terror. It was obvious what Cy intended to do. 
 
    Kai understood the necessity, even if he didn’t want to watch it happen. He started to look away, but something in the Orahim’s expression stopped him, even as Cy raised the dagger. 
 
    Over the past few months, Kai had been given ample opportunity to despise the Orahim. He’d seen them kill, he’d watched them assist the Gaviston in enslaving his people, and yet there was intelligence lurking behind those alien-features, fear and panic staring out of those amber eyes. They had their own language, their own culture, their own rituals and beliefs and perhaps, if the tables were turned, they viewed those they enslaved as more alien than they were themselves. 
 
    Before he could think better of it, he caught Cy’s wrist and stopped the blade. 
 
    Cy gave him a startled look. “What?” 
 
    “I don’t know. Do you really have to do this?” 
 
    Cy yanked free of his hold. “This is war, not some tea party at the castle. Things, people, die in war. You and I may be next and don’t think anyone is going to shed many tears over it.” 
 
    Kai opened his mouth to respond. Before he could, however, the Orahim sprang at Cy, knocking Kai backward. The prince careened into the cell wall and caught himself. The dagger had been knocked from Cy’s hand and skittered through the door into the corridor beyond. The Orahim had Cy by the throat, but it looked up and then leapt for the cell door. 
 
    “Stop it!” shouted Cy, rolling over. 
 
    Kai’s reflexes weren’t quick enough for him to dive after the creature, but his power was. The emerald kicked against his chest and his power responded, slashing out at the Orahim and catching it in the air. The serpent slammed into an invisible barrier, rebounded and struck the cell wall, then crumpled in a heap on the floor. 
 
    Silence fell as both young men stared at it in amazement. Finally Kai took a step forward, holding out a hand to Cy. Cy accepted the hand and let the prince pull him to his feet. 
 
    Cy knelt beside the Orahim and felt at its throat for a pulse. When he stood again, he gave Kai a shrug. “Well, that’s one way to solve a problem.” 
 
    “Is it dead?” 
 
    “Nearly so.” Cy strolled out into the corridor and picked up the dagger, tucking it into his belt. “I will say your way is less messy.” 
 
    Kai’s gaze shifted from the creature to Cy and back again. He hadn’t meant to kill it. 
 
    “I wouldn’t get bogged down by guilt. You do realize it was going for a Gaviston when it tried to throttle me, right?” 
 
    Kai nodded, then tore his gaze from the crumpled body and met the glitter of Cy’s black eyes. 
 
    “Do you want to stay or would you like to help me free Saria?” 
 
    Kai didn’t answer, but he followed his companion out of the cell. 
 
    The two men, allies now by necessity, moved swiftly and silently down the faintly lit corridor, keeping close to one wall. Cy went first and Kai followed behind. It wasn’t long before they heard the clomp of metallic feet in front of them and Cy shrank against the wall, pulling Kai with him. 
 
    “Be quiet. Gaviston can only see forward, but they hear well.” 
 
    Kai held his breath as four of the metal creatures passed them in the corridor perpendicular to their own. They moved with purpose, obviously unaware of the young men. 
 
    Cy darted into the corridor as their clomping died away and he dragged Kai with him. They came to a heavy door at the end of the hall and Cy pushed it open. Kai lost track of the winds and turns that Cy took him down. They traveled through many corridors, all similar, always slinking against one wall or another. Every so often, Cy would pull up and force his companion back against the wall. Immediately, Kai would fall silent and somewhere, either before them or behind, a troupe of Gaviston would pass heading in the direction they had come. Kai didn’t understand how Cy was always alerted to the Gaviston’s presence, but he suddenly felt relieved to have such an ally. 
 
    As they went, it became increasingly clear that the Gaviston knew Kai was missing. The patrols grew heavier and passed closer to the two companions with every sweep. Finally Cy pulled the prince down a much shorter corridor and came to a halt before a narrow door. He slid it open, peered inside, and then forced the door back, revealing a small chamber. Stepping inside, he motioned for Kai to follow. 
 
    “We’ll have to go down into the Catacombs of the Dead or they’ll overtake us.” 
 
    “Catacombs of the Dead?” 
 
    “Few patrols go down there. We can follow it to the other side of Gava and come out just shy of Saria’s cell.” 
 
    “Catacombs of the Dead. Why won’t there be patrols? What does that name mean?” 
 
    “Just what you think. There aren’t any patrols because Gavistra who escape into the catacombs usually die of dehydration.” 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    “Exactly what its name suggests. Many Gavistra die in transformation, or if not, life in the mines is difficult. Few live past their first months. When they die, they’re moved into the Catacombs.” He reached out and pulled Kai inside the small chamber. “Gava does experiments with them, or so I’m told.” 
 
    Kai shivered. 
 
    Cy slid the door shut and moved to the left wall, placing his hands on a metal wheel. The wheel spun effortlessly in his hands and Kai felt the floor give beneath his feet. Then he had the sensation that they were being lowered. He looked at Cy, his eyes wide with fear. 
 
    Cy slowed the progression of the chamber by tightening his grip on the wheel and met Kai’s gaze. “Stay away from the entrance wall and you’ll be fine. Don’t try to touch it or press against it until we’ve completely stopped.” 
 
    Kai watched the wall speed away before him and then he looked around at the rest of the chamber where the other walls seemed stable. The entire contraption disconcerted him. 
 
    “What is this thing?” 
 
    “Gava calls it a moving chamber. The wheel passes through the wall here and attaches to some sort of a pulley that both lifts and lowers this chamber. How it all works escapes me, but it’s efficient in climbing levels of Gava.” 
 
    “I’ve never seen anything like this. I’ve never seen anything like this entire place in all my life.” 
 
    “No doubt.” 
 
    “How does he come up with all these things, all these metal gears and pulleys...” 
 
    “Gava follows what he calls the Ancient religion. I’ve spent my life hearing him say, ‘Automation is the way of the future.’ I never knew what automation meant, except anytime he thought of something to lessen work, it was automation. Every time he took the nature and life out of something, it was automation.” 
 
    “But he’s Stravad...” 
 
    Cy laughed bitterly. “A paradox. Gava shuns the Stravad religion. He pretends he doesn’t believe in Stravad power. Yet the irony of this philosophy is that he uses it continually. Stravad power is how he controls his personal slaves, how he deprives them of their minds, thoughts, lives. Then there’s the power of the lodegems.” 
 
    “The what?” 
 
    “The lodegems – what he mines. They help him power his inventions, focus his psychic energy, but he still pretends it’s automation. The metal of the Gaviston’s only a facade to hide the Stravad control Gava exerts over them, control enhanced by the lodegems.” 
 
    Since Kai felt inferior in this conversation, he decided to change it. “I’ve noticed something since I’ve been here. There are Gavistra, Gaviston, and Orahim, then there’s you and Erram.” 
 
    Leaning back against the wall, Cy watched the wheel slip between his fingers. “Erram has skills that Gava can’t do without. He’s heartless and he can think of punishments and mind-crushing tactics that make even Gava pale, but more than this, Erram has his own Stravad power. He can draw the life force out of a living being with a thought. Yet Erram isn’t as clever as you might think with so many talents.” 
 
    “He’s pleased to be Gava’s second hand and he won’t jeopardize himself, unless Gava demands it. Therefore Erram won’t take risks, while I, on the other hand, will. However, Gava knows he can’t trust me.” 
 
    “Can anyone?” said Kai, narrowing his eyes. 
 
    Cy paused and met Kai’s gaze. “I can’t live in Gava’s world anymore.” 
 
    Kai scrutinized him, then nodded. “Somehow, some insane way, I believe you.” 
 
    Cy didn’t answer. The chamber came to a halt and he slid open the door. Peering out, he slipped into the darkened corridor. Kai hesitated a moment and studied the wheel, then followed his companion. 
 
    He soon found himself in a cavernous room. Stretching on in front and to both sides were rows and rows of strange looking glass chambers. His eyes scanned them as he moved forward. 
 
    The glass cells rose up beside him, at least ten feet high and only a couple of feet across. Within the glass cells, standing on pedestals, facing outward, were people...thousands and thousands of people...Stravad and Human...even a few Orahim. 
 
    Kai stopped and stared at one of the lifeless forms – a woman with long blonde hair. Her eyes stared out at a spot somewhere over Kai’s head, her hands pinned at her sides. She was Stravad and terrible in her deathlike beauty. Transfixed, Kai moved forward and reached out his hand to touch the glass cell which held her. 
 
    He jerked his fingers back in surprise, until his brain registered that the glass was cold. Placing his hand against the cell, he watched the glass cloud, then pulled away. 
 
    “Frozen?” he whispered. 
 
    “Dead,” said Cy farther down the row. 
 
    Kai glanced at him, then back to the woman in the box. At the top of the cell was a small silver plate with the number 1043 on it. Kai squinted at the number, uncertain what it might mean. Moving down the row, he watched the numbers descend...1042, 1041, 1040, 1039... 
 
    He stopped beside Cy and swallowed hard. He couldn’t describe his feelings. There was something horrifyingly fascinating about this entire chamber. 
 
    “The numbers...” He hesitated, unsure of what he wanted to know. 
 
    Cy was strangely distant. “Each body’s numbered when it’s brought in here. That way Gava can keep track of how many Gavistra have died in the mines or in transformation. The ones beginning with 10— are all Gavistra who died in transformation. Stravad make particularly bad Gavistra, most die before the transformation is complete.” 
 
    “What exactly is this transformation?” 
 
    Cy turned away and started walking down the row. Kai followed behind him. “It begins with food and water deprivation. Such deprivation makes the mind more pliable to stimulus. After the Gavistra are starved and dehydrated, they’re dragged into the main Mind Chamber where they’re subjected to hours and hours of mind training...mind erasing. When this process is finished, most Gavistra remember nothing about their former lives. They can only feed themselves, defecate, and use a shovel and pick in the mines; and they don’t try to rebel.” 
 
    Cy continued on down the row, his voice detached, emotionless. “Gava has an amazingly high success rate at mind erasing, considering the high mortality rate...but we don’t mention that side to the project.” 
 
    “Once a Gavistra...” began Kai. 
 
    “Always a Gavistra. There’s no way to reverse the effects.” 
 
    Kai stopped walking. “There must be some way. I just cant believe you can entirely erase what a person used to be, erase all his memories. There must be some way to access their minds.” 
 
    Cy turned to face him. “Do you know what you’re saying? Erasing starvation and thirst, erasing hours of programmed droning, erasing innumerable beatings and days upon days without the light of the sun?” 
 
    “What about the years before Gava? These people had many years of freedom before Gava took them, Cy. You think that’s so easily erased. Do you think any living creature forgets what it’s like to feel the sun and the wind and the rain? Do you think any living creature forgets what it’s like to be free? I just can’t believe that.” 
 
    Cy laughed bitterly. “You may be disappointed. You’ve been here only a few days, left pretty much alone. You don’t know half of what you’re saying.” 
 
    “Maybe not, but maybe you don’t know everything either.” 
 
    Cy’s face grew suddenly terrible and grim. “Somewhere...somewhere in these rows and rows of frozen bodies is my mother. I’ve spent days, weeks searching for her, but I’ve never found her.” 
 
    “But I remember, I remember what she was like after he made her a Gavistra. Her heart might have been beating inside, but she was dead.” He slammed his fist against one of the glass cells. “As dead as they are!” 
 
    He ended abruptly and said no more. He stood for a few more moments, his eyes fixed on Kai, then he moved away. Kai stared at his back, then glanced up at the glass cells and shuddered. Lowering his head, he followed Cy without looking behind. 
 
    At the other end of the vast cavern, they came to another of the narrow doors and another moving chamber. This time Cy had to crank the wheel backwards to lift the chamber from the lowest level. They climbed for sometime in silence this way until Cy stopped the wheel. He pushed Kai behind him and drew his sword, sliding back the door. 
 
    Peering out, he hesitated a moment and then motioned Kai forward. The two slipped into a brightly lit corridor and again Cy led them against one wall, his hand skimming over the surface. 
 
    Kai marveled at the brightness of the corridor, but he couldn’t see the source of the light. “Where does the light come from?” 
 
    Cy pointed at an oddly shaped convex in the ceiling that glowed fiercely. “The light’s always brighter in the day; daylight must have come when we were in the Catacombs.” 
 
    “But how does he get the light down here?” 
 
    “How does he do anything? How does he make light without fire, keep dead bodies frozen? It has something to do with the lodegems, but it’s still unnatural. This is not Stravad power.” 
 
    Kai shook his head in agreement. No, this was not Stravad power, this was some other power, greater than any the young man had seen. Light without fire, freeze without snow, not natural, but powerful, very, very powerful. Despite his wonder at Gava’s brilliance, Kai was frightened by it in a primitive way. 
 
    They moved in eerie silence, broken only by the sound of their boots on the shiny metal floor. As they went, they saw or heard no one else, no Gaviston, no Orahim. And the longer they went without distraction, the more nervous they became, imagining they heard footsteps when there was nothing to hear. The tension in the silent corridors was almost worse than the pursuit by the Gaviston earlier. 
 
    However, as profound as the silence had been, they suddenly heard voices. They both shrank back against the left wall, their hearts pounding. The voices were raised in a monotone, the same sounds repeating themselves over and over again, and interspersed with the voices was the ringing clang of metal on stone. 
 
    Cy looked back down the corridor. He seemed suddenly disoriented. His black eyes scanned front and back, then he scrutinized the walls and the light convex intently. 
 
    “What?” said Kai in a whisper. 
 
    Cy shook his head, his distress evident. “We’ve come too far, taken a wrong turn. It’s been a long time since I’ve come to her cell. I missed a turn. We’re now in the mining caverns.” 
 
    Kai looked beyond his companion down the corridor. The sound of the voices, the chanting, was alluring, transfixing. He wanted to go to the end of the corridor, he wanted to see the Gavistra. 
 
    The emerald blazed at his breast, but he wasn’t aware of it. He heard and felt only the strange chanting of the mining Gavistra. He pushed past Cy and continued down the corridor. 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    Cy was concentrating on the way behind them and didn’t immediately notice he’d gone. Turning back around, he saw Kai’s back as he disappeared into the cavern. He caught his breath and leaned against the corridor wall. What in Eldon’s name did the prince think he was doing? The mining cavern was crawling with Gaviston and they’d take him captive in a matter of seconds. 
 
    Cy was torn in two directions. He wanted to retrace his steps to Saria’s cell. And if Kai was as powerful as the Stravad believed him to be, then Cy had done enough by setting him free. He’d redeemed himself, he’d freed the man he’d betrayed. What more did he owe him? 
 
    Shutting his eyes and taking a deep breath, Cy knew the choice had already been made back in Kai’s cell. Knowing he was probably making a mistake, he followed his companion down the corridor toward the faint red glow of the mining caverns. 
 
    At the end of the corridor, the mining cavern opened widely, the roof sloping up and becoming a roughly hewn archway of stone that dipped back into smaller archways, which disappeared from sight. The floor of the cavern was some fifteen feet below Cy, rubbed smooth by the many feet that crossed it day after day. Branching out from all sides of the great chamber were tunnels that glowed red in the light from the torches. 
 
    Along the outer rim of the great chamber, running the entire length and crisscrossing over the width, was a parapet of metal with a metal railing. Snaking down from the parapet at measured distances were metal stairways leading to the cavern below. 
 
    A second ledge rose halfway up the outer wall between the parapet and the cavern floor. Along this ledge, also at measured intervals, were Gaviston, and below them on the floor of the cavern, were Gavistra. The Gaviston herded the Gavistra like cattle back and forth from the mines. 
 
    The Gavistra worked methodically. Some used picks to break up the stones in the tunnels, others pushed carts into and out of the tunnels. They were of both sexes, male and female alike, and their ages varied from the early teens to the late-thirties, but there were none any older. Their eyes were white, the color drained away with their life force by the mind erasing programming; yet despite their lifeless appearance, they chanted in a melodic, wordless way. 
 
    As always, Cy was stricken by the sight of the mining Gavistra and their abject conditions. The Gaviston had cruel, spiked whips which they applied at regulated intervals whether it was necessary or not. And it was never necessary. The Gavistra wouldn’t rebel, wouldn’t refuse to work – they couldn’t. All they could do was move back and forth, raise pick, scoop shovel, load and push cart, nothing more. Yet still the whips fell and their backs and arms were a mass of bloody welts. 
 
    Cy shifted his gaze further down the parapet where Kai had paused, the rail gripped in his hands, his knuckles white. The Gaviston hadn’t spotted him yet. There still might be time. 
 
    Silent as a cat, Cy slid down the parapet and came alongside his companion, placing a hand on Kai’s shoulder. Kai’s muscles were tightly strung, his back and temples damp with perspiration, his chest heaving with each breath. At his breast, Cy could see the pulsing green light of the emerald. 
 
    “Come on, before they see you,” he whispered, but Kai mouthed something. 
 
    Cy leaned closer, suddenly concerned by his companion’s catatonic state. “Kai.” Still no response. 
 
    “Can’t continue! Must stop!” 
 
    Cy stepped back. Kai’s grey eyes had begun to blaze with green light and the light effused out of his body and radiated around him. 
 
    On the second parapet, all the Gaviston suddenly turned, aware of the two intruders. Cy saw them move, felt them tense for an alarm, and he wanted to run. His entire body screamed at him to bolt for the open corridor behind them, but his feet wouldn’t respond. 
 
    Slowly, methodically, the Gaviston began to move, those closest to the stairs climbing upward. Cy had never been so terrified in his life, but more than the Gaviston, he was suddenly, profoundly afraid of Kai. 
 
    The prince’s hands shook on the rail and the green light spread out from his body, the emerald at his breast becoming so intense, Cy couldn’t look at it. Still the Gaviston came on, the sound of their feet sharp against the metal stairs. 
 
    The sound of their feet...the sound of their feet...the thought echoed in Cy’s mind. The sound was loud, deafening. Then suddenly he knew why. The Gavistra had stopped chanting. 
 
    Terrified, Cy leaned over the railing and looked down. He trembled in eerie apprehension. Not only had the Gavistra stopped chanting, but they had stopped working and had lifted their heads to face the lone, green-shrouded figure on the parapet. 
 
    Scrambling back, Cy threw himself against the wall of the cavern, trying to slow his hysterical breathing. He felt lightheaded and his knees shook. 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    The emerald blazed at Kai’s breast and he willed his hands to pluck it free, but they wouldn’t respond. The heat of the talisman increased and became a sharp hissing in his ears which grew more distinct as the emerald grew hotter. 
 
    ‘Must stop! Must stop! MUST STOP! MUST STOP!’ shrieked the hissing in his head. 
 
    Finally his hands responded, and he clawed at the emerald to dislodge it. It fell from about his neck, the leather pouch burned away by the intensity of its heat. Kai raised it, wishing to fling it off the parapet and be rid of it, but he couldn’t release it. 
 
    The moment he held it out, the emerald burst into new intensity. The light ricocheted off the stone work of the ceiling, struck one wall, then another, and another, the green light piercing and darting everywhere. 
 
    Within Kai, the shrieking continued. ‘MUST STOP! MUST STOP!’ and it burst forth from his chest in one ground-shaking “STOP!” 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    At his shout, Cy dropped to his knees, shielding his head with his arms, sure that one of the penetrating beams of the emerald would tear him in two. He huddled on the floor for a long time as the pulsing beams rent the air over his head. Then suddenly he felt a heavy weight descending on him, but rather than bearing him down, it infused him with new energy. He lifted his head a little and saw his hands and arms were bathed in a tranquilizing green light. 
 
    Then the green light slowly faded and was replaced by the dancing red of the torches in the cavern walls. Cy was aware of the faint smell of smoke and sulfur, and silence...silence. 
 
    He stayed huddled for a moment more and then lifted his head and looked around. The cavern was ominously still. He scrambled to his feet and staggered over to the railing. 
 
    The Gaviston along the lower parapet and the stairs were motionless. They had simply stopped moving and were transfixed as if they’d been frozen, but the Gavistra were moving, looking confusedly around, milling about the cavern floor, whispering amongst themselves. 
 
    At his side, he suddenly became aware of Kai slumped over the railing, the emerald dangling in his hand. “I can’t breathe,” the prince whispered. “I can’t breathe.” 
 
    Cy pulled him up and supported him, drawing back the emerald. He suddenly wanted to throw himself at this prince’s feet and pledge his undying loyalty. Shoving the emerald into his trouser pocket, he braced Kai against his side. 
 
    One of the Orahim scuttled toward the stairs and began climbing until it came to the motionless Gaviston. Cy watched as the creature tapped the Gaviston with its long claws. The Gaviston didn’t move. 
 
    “They’re dead,” said Cy. He didn’t realize his voice would carry in the silent cavern, but one of the Gavistra turned and looked up at him, a large man with a full beard. 
 
    “They’re dead!” the man repeated louder. 
 
    A cluster of Orahim had gotten enough courage to move toward the milling Gavistra, menacing them with their weapons. Some of the Gavistra fell back, confused and intimidated. 
 
    Cy’s jaw clenched in fury. “The Gaviston are dead!” he shouted. “They can’t hurt you anymore.” 
 
    Only the man with the beard seemed to understand. He nodded and approached the stairs, raising his pick as if he would use it against the Gaviston. The Orahim whipped around and brought up its own weapon. A look of fury passed over the man’s face and he struck the weapon out of the Orahim’s hands. It fell down the stairs, landing in the dust on the cavern floor. 
 
    Everyone went motionless, staring at the weapon as if they’d never seen one before. 
 
    Cy held his breath. He could feel they were on the tip of something important. 
 
    Suddenly the Orahim dove for the weapon, but the man reacted on instinct and struck it with the back of his arm. The Orahim tumbled to the cavern floor, then scrambled up and raced for the open end of the tunnel. 
 
    Spinning toward the cluster of Orahim, the bearded man took a step toward them, raising his pick and letting lose an unholy scream of rage. The Orahim fragmented, running in every direction, trying to get away. Some of the other Gavistra reacted, starting after them, reaching down to pick up rocks or shovels, and pursuing them as they fled the cavern. The mood sparked and spread like wild fire with more Gavistra joining the pursuit, their shouts of fury echoing back into the cavern as they disappeared from sight. 
 
    Cy clutched the rail with one hand, the other holding Kai up. He realized his knees were trembling and his heart was beating furiously. He couldn’t quite process what had just happened. Not yet. 
 
    Glancing around at the motionless Gaviston, he moved back from the edge, worried the cacophony of sound might draw other Gaviston to investigate. Supporting Kai, he walked as quickly as he could to a side tunnel and slipped into it, trying to put distance between him and the rebellion Kai had begun. 
 
    They didn’t get as far as he would have like because Kai obviously needed a rest. Easing him down in the corridor, he hunkered across from him, his mind filled with conflicting emotions. Kai sat with his back to the corridor wall, his eyes shut. Cy scrutinized his breathing. It had eased and he seemed to be resting comfortably. Patting the emerald at his side, Cy relived the episode in the mining cavern. Hadn’t he said only a few hours earlier that there was no way to free the Gavistra, that the mind erasing was permanent? But it wasn’t and Kai was the key to setting them free. 
 
    Cy knew this first insurrection wouldn’t last long because the Gavistra would be confused, wouldn’t be organized, but Cy’s quick mind had already solved that problem. If more could be set free, in different areas of Gava, the Gaviston and Erram would be so harried to crush them that some rebels would survive and then the chance that true leadership and organization would be born were higher. 
 
    Immediately Cy dismissed this idea. He wasn’t concerned with starting insurrections and certainly not with leading them. He had enough to do with getting Saria and the Stravad out of Gava alive. 
 
    Still...an insurrection... 
 
    Kai stirred and opened his eyes. “Are we safe?” 
 
    “This is probably the safest place in all of Gava, since they’ll have their hands full putting down the rebellion you started. But we don’t have long. Gava’s clever, he’ll figure out who’s responsible and then he’ll stake out Saria’s cell.” 
 
    Kai licked his dry lips. “I wish we had some water,” he said, but Cy didn’t answer. Kai looked away and continued. “I haven’t thanked you for protecting Saria the way you have. I keep thinking, despite what you say, that she’d have to be in love with you. You’ve risked your life to keep her safe. I left her in DiNolfol. I wasn’t even there when they came for her.” He looked at Cy, but Cy wouldn’t meet his gaze. “I loved Saria once, but that seems like a separate lifetime from now. So many things have changed. I’ve changed so much. I can't expect her to be the same either. I can’t expect her to love me anymore, can I?” 
 
    Cy still wouldn’t answer. After a tension filled moment, he rose to his feet and looked down on his companion. “No matter what either of you may feel, you owe her your help. I’m backtracking to her cell. Are you coming?” 
 
    Kai met his gaze. “Yes,” he said. 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    Amondo knew tunnels. What’s more, he didn’t seem as disconcerted about being underground as the rest of Ason’s small army. They had been walking for what felt like weeks, following the rough hewn mines deeper into the heart of Gava. Amondo led them faithfully. 
 
    He could tell which tunnels had seen more recent activity by the color of the pick marks. They had all agreed that the more recent the activity the more likely the tunnel would lead somewhere into the heart of Gava’s fortress. Ason trusted Amondo’s instinct, even though he couldn’t see a bloody bit of difference in the pick strikes himself. 
 
    The torches had burnt out at least a day ago. Ason had lost track of time, but by focusing his attention on the physical needs of his body for sleep and food, he thought he could come up with a pretty fair estimation. He believed they were into the afternoon of their third day. 
 
    Light wasn’t a problem very often. Amondo’s lodegems gave off a faint glow, brighter in the more recent tunnels where the layers had been freshly exposed. And they often found the remains of torches Gava’s slaves had left behind. Amondo was grudgingly impressed with Gava’s operation. He kept saying it would take a huge number of miners to make so many tunnels, move so much earth. These comments always sent a shiver up Ason’s spine. 
 
    Whenever they mentioned Gava’s slaves, the entire company shot a look at Nolen. Somewhere in this hellish rabbit’s warren, the man’s daughter was being held. It was a father’s love and anguish that kept them going when the way grew most difficult and they were the most tired. It was that same show of devotion that held them together when they came upon the first Gaviston. 
 
    The way had suddenly opened up into a large, echoing cavern. In this cavern, the tunnel construction was more elaborate. Two metal parapets spanned the length and width of the room with metal stairs connecting both levels and leading to the floor of the cavern. A myriad of tunnels branched off from the main room, but they led back out of the mountain, or so Amondo guessed. 
 
    The small army had crept to the edge of the cavern and peered inside. The sputtering torches flickered against the cold, silver surface of a Gaviston. Only a severe look from Ason had stopped the younger members of their army from crying out in surprise. 
 
    As Ason watched, he could see a number of other Gaviston throughout the cavern, but not a one of them moved. Some had even stopped walking with a foot raised as if they were in the act of mounting the stairs. Across the floor of the cavern lay discarded tools – picks, shovels, water buckets, and carts. One cart had been turned over and the contents spilled. 
 
    Ason’s attention shifted back to the Gaviston. The hair on the nape of his neck rose. They still held their statuesque poses, but something else about them alarmed the captain. They were all faced north, looking up at some point on the topmost parapet. 
 
    Ason turned back to his men. “Wait here and don’t move until I tell you to do so.” 
 
    No one argued with him, but Nolen put a hand on his arm. “You better be careful. There might be more hiding down one of the side tunnels.” 
 
    Ason nodded, then loosened his sword and crept out of the tunnel entrance in which they huddled. He darted across the uneven floor of the cavern, pausing to hide behind various obstacles and escape detection, but as the Gaviston continued to remain motionless, he stopped hiding. 
 
    Hand on the hilt of his sword, he strode into the middle of the cavern and turned a complete circle. The cavern and tunnels beyond were eerily quiet. The motionless Gaviston were disturbing. Shooting a glance at his army, he edged to the closest stair and started climbing. The Gaviston blocking the way was facing away from the captain, but even when Ason reached out and touched its back, it made no move to stop him. Backing down the stairs, he motioned to his men. They came out with the same wary care as Ason had shown, their expressions anxious. 
 
    “What happened to them?” asked Jarral. 
 
    Ason shook his head, but made room for the doctor as he mounted the stairs beside him. Brandt looked the Gaviston over, waving a hand before its face, but he got no reaction. 
 
    “If I knew exactly what they were, I’d say they were dead,” muttered the doctor. 
 
    Ason’s eyes passed over the gleaming silver body. There wasn’t a sign of injury – no dented armor, no missing limbs, nothing to indicate what had killed the monster. “How?” 
 
    Brandt shook his head. “Can’t say, but I sure would like to take this thing apart and see what’s inside.” 
 
    Ason flinched. “We don’t have the time,” he replied, then glanced away as Nolen climbed up beside him as well. 
 
    “Where does this lead?” Nolen pointed to a spot above their heads. 
 
    “I’m not sure, but we might as well check it out. This is the most architecturally altered tunnel we’ve come across so far. But we need to get the Gaviston out of the way.” 
 
    Nolen was studying the problem, while the doctor continued to study the Gaviston. Ason was surprisingly glad they didn’t have time for Brandt to make a thorough investigation. He couldn’t care less what inhabited the metal monster’s shell. Being this close to it was making his insides churn. 
 
    “If one of us can climb around it and get in front, we might be able to push it down the stairs,” said Nolen. 
 
    Ason nodded. “I’ll give it a try. Step back, Doctor, please.” 
 
    The two men had just turned to go down the stairs when a distant percussion of sound reached them. All of the small rebel army went still, huddled in the cavern, listening intently. A few cries and metal-on-metal clanging sounded a moment later. 
 
    “What’s that?” asked Jarral. 
 
    Nolen and the doctor shook their heads, but Ason knew that sound. You couldn’t be in the army for nearly twenty years without recognizing the noise of combat when you heard it. 
 
    “That’s a battle,” he muttered, pushing his way back to the cavern floor. “Come on, let’s look. We can come back here later.” 
 
    He crossed the cavern floor and paused at the juncture of three tunnels listening. Sound traveled differently underground, so he wasn’t completely sure which direction to choose, but Amondo was there to point him in the right way. 
 
    They traveled rapidly, yet cautiously, down the darker, narrower avenues, staying close together. It took longer to reach the altercation than Ason expected, but finally they came upon a small band of Humans fighting both Gaviston and Orahim at close quarters. The Gaviston and Orahim outnumbered the ragged Humans three to one, but the tightness of the area gave the Humans a surprising advantage. Even so, the number of dead was beginning to rise over the number still alive. 
 
    Ason motioned his men back around a turn in the tunnel and they huddled in the darkness, the sounds of fighting just before them, the eerie stillness of the cavern behind them. A strange excitement was coursing through Ason’s blood and the desire to leap into the battle was great. 
 
    “We’ve got to help them,” he told his men. 
 
    Jarral and Brandt exchanged a glance. “The odds are pretty stiff, Captain,” said Jarral. 
 
    “The odds were stiff for us even making it here alive, yet here we are. That’s a rebellion and if we don’t do something to help them, it’ll be quashed for good.” 
 
    Nolen’s look was fierce. “He’s right. We don’t have time to debate this either. They’re nearly finished as it is.” 
 
    “What about the cavern? Getting into the Death City to look for Nolen’s daughter was our primary objective,” protested the doctor. 
 
    “We’ll go back, as soon as this is over, but right now we’ve got a chance to swell our ranks a little. Shouldn’t we take the opportunities that are presented to us?” reasoned the captain. 
 
    They were silent in contemplation for a moment. It was a hard wait for Ason. The sounds of battle were close, the cries of pain and suffering even closer, bringing back memories better left unremembered. Finally it was Amondo who couldn’t take it any more. 
 
    “We came here to help whatever way we could. I can’t just sit here and listen to them die. Lead the way, Captain.” 
 
    Ason smiled at him, his eyes shifting to Nolen. 
 
    “We’re behind you,” Nolen said. 
 
    The doctor nodded and Jarral muttered a prayer, but they both drew forth their weapons. When they saw the other men arming themselves, the five recruits did the same. Ason pulled free his sword and clutched the hilt in a death-grip. 
 
    “Remember,” he said, his eyes dancing with excitement, “never miss the opportunity for a good battle! And give them hell!” 
 
    With that, he jumped to his feet and rushed around the bend in the tunnel. His war cry drifted back to the other men as they rose to follow him. 
 
    “For DiNolfol!” echoed the captain’s voice throughout the tunnels. 
 
    “FOR DINOLFOL!” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 34 
 
      
 
    Saria sat on her bunk huddled over, trying to keep warm. She’d finally been given some food and a little water. She’d devoured it, trying not to taste it, telling herself that she needed to keep strong. 
 
    She had to see Cy once more. This thought had nearly become an obsession in the last few days, especially after the incident in Gava’s chamber. She remembered little about it. She remembered there were people in the room, but their faces had been a blur. She’d only been aware of Cy. 
 
    She pushed back a straggling bit of hair and pulled her legs in closer to her body, shivering in the damp, cold cell. The darkness was like a barrier around her, little light came down in this corridor. She didn’t even remember what sunlight felt like anymore. She couldn’t remember how long she’d been in Gava and she was starting to forget what life was like before she was brought here. She realized this was part of the process of making her into a Gavistra. When she’d first come, she’d clung desperately to all her memories, those involving Kai in particular...Kai... 
 
    She mouthed his name in the darkness. Was that even his name? She couldn’t remember. Cy had taken the place of all her old memories. Once she had pushed him away, loyal to this other man, this other life, yet now she couldn’t remember what this other man looked like anymore, but she remembered Cy. She remembered the hours he’d spent talking with her, the things he’d brought her to keep her sane, and she remembered the beatings he’d endured because of her. 
 
    Without him, she realized, things would have been much harder, she’d have been a Gavistra by now, like the others. She would give anything now if she could see him again. 
 
    She dozed, or she thought she might have, and shook herself awake as the Orahim paused outside her cell. She watched as it placed the key in the lock and turned, pulling open the door. A faint ray of light fell on her and she squinted, pushing back her lank hair. The Orahim was flanked by two Gaviston, who waited in the hallway as it retrieved the plate and pitcher. Saria narrowed her eyes. 
 
    The only time Gaviston accompanied the Orahim were when she was taken somewhere. Her body tensed in fear. Where would they take her? 
 
    One of the Gaviston stepped to the door and motioned to her. 
“Number 2789, you will accompany us to the baths.” 
 
    Saria suppressed a momentary wave of excitement. The only time the Gaviston allowed her to bathe was when Gava presented her to Cy to keep him in line. Then disappointment, followed by fear, descended. She’d kept enough track of time to know Cy couldn’t be back yet. If he was back, then something was wrong. 
 
    Still the bath felt good and she languished in it as long as the Gaviston allowed her. Then she was given a clean tunic of coarse wool and a comb to brush the tangles from her hair. There were no mirrors in Gava and Saria was glad for this. The distorted views she got in the cold silver of the Gaviston bodies were bad enough. 
 
    To her surprise, they led her back to her cell and locked the door behind her. She stood in the darkness, stunned. What could this mean? Why had they allowed her to bathe? Why were they giving her food and water? 
 
    She sat down on the bunk and forced herself to think. Cy was in Denortosal. He would be gone many weeks, possibly months. 
 
    Then it came to her. 
 
    Cy wasn’t in Denortosal. He was in Gava. He’d never left. 
 
    Gava had discovered his ruse and was setting a trap for him. She was the bait and when he came for her, they’d kill him. They’d torture him in front of her, and in the end, they’d kill him. Worrying the issue until she exhausted herself, she fell asleep, her dreams filled with anxiety. 
 
    She woke, sometime later, uncertain what had disturbed her sleep. 
 
    A shadow passed over the door, voices speaking in whispers. She’d heard enough of the Orahim language to know these weren’t Orahim. In fact, she had begun to decipher their tongue to pass the long hours and was good at it. This talent had delighted Cy, who encouraged her to practice. He said she’d never know when such a skill might come in handy. 
 
    She forced her thoughts back to the shadows and the voices. She prayed that the shadows had nothing and everything to do with Cy. She wanted him here and still as far away from Gava and her cell as possible. 
 
    A key went into the lock and she tensed. The lock turned, the door edged open, and light fell across the bunk, then Cy stepped through. 
 
    She lunged to her feet and threw her arms around his neck. “Cy,” she breathed, burying her face in his neck and tightening her hold, “I’ve got so much to tell you, so many things, but we’ve got to get away, now. I don’t care where, I’ll go anywhere as long as we’re...” 
 
    He caught her shoulders and held her from him, placing a single finger over her lips. She didn’t want him to stop her, she wanted to tell him how she felt right now before the Gaviston could come between them. 
 
    “Cy, listen.” 
 
    “Stop, Saria,” he said, shaking his head. “I’m not alone.” 
 
    She looked at the door. A second shadow materialized in the dim corridor and moved into the cell behind Cy. The second figure was familiar, very familiar – dark hair and grey eyes. 
 
    “Hello, Saria.” 
 
    Saria’s gaze shifted to Cy. Cy’s look demanded she play along. She didn’t really understand, she was so confused. He stepped away as she turned to face the second man. 
 
    The newcomer stepped forward and took her hands. She endured it, surprised at how little emotion she felt. She didn’t know him anymore. A lifetime had come and gone in the darkness. 
 
    “Hello, Saria,” he said again. 
 
    “Hello, Kai,” she said and endured his quick, awkward embrace. 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    Kai watched Saria as they huddled in the dimly lit corridor. Cy and Saria were speaking in whispers. She was telling him something about a trap, about the Gaviston waiting for him, but there were no Gaviston around. 
 
    Saria was thin and her eyes had a strange hollow look to them, but Kai had forgotten how beautiful she was. Even here, even in this prison, Saria was beautiful. The tightness in his chest returned as he looked at her and remembered how much he’d loved her once and how much he wanted her now. 
 
    But she wasn’t looking at him – a quick glance in his direction once in a while – but her attention seemed focused on Cy. As he held her in her cell, he’d felt the distance. 
 
    And yet she had thrown her arms around Cy’s neck. She doesn’t love me, Cy had said. It was the me in that statement Kai questioned now. Once he’d believed she loved him, but he hadn’t been there when she needed him. She’d endured weeks in this prison, deprived of her freedom. Kai had only been here a short while and already he felt the toll of it. Saria had been sent to the brink of insanity and Cy had pulled her back. 
 
    It hurt, a deep throbbing pain in the pit of his stomach, and yet he wasn’t surprised. She stirred something within him, but the old feeling, the obsession with her wasn’t there anymore. She was everything that was past, she was DiNolfol and dreams and plans... 
 
    ...that were all dead, gone. It hurt, but it wasn’t unexpected. He was her past, he was her DiNolfol, burned and buried and...and forgotten. 
 
    “We need food and water, Saria.” Cy’s voice broke through his thoughts and fragmented them. Yes, he was hungry and very, very thirsty. 
 
    Again she cast Kai a brief, passing look and fixed her eyes on Cy. “The Orahim have a pantry close by. I’ve seen it many times when they take me to the baths, but they’ll be there. And I can’t promise you’ll be able to eat their food.” 
 
    Cy smiled roguishly. “I’d eat anything at this point, sweetheart. It’s been days, and as for water, I’d drink from a muddy pool.” 
 
    “But what if this is a trap, Cy? There are always Gaviston down in this corridor. Where are they? Why aren’t they here?” 
 
    Cy shrugged. “Can’t answer that, but this is a remote part of Gava. I don’t think they’d try to take us here. They know now that we aren’t weaponless and that we can cause a bit of havoc if we choose.” 
 
    Saria frowned in confusion. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “It’ll have to wait. I don’t think you’d believe me if I told you.” 
 
    “What about the Orahim in the pantry?” 
 
    “Leave them to me,” he said. “Just get us there.” 
 
    She led the way down the dark corridor, like Cy always keeping to the far edge of one of the walls. Before long, she hesitated and pulled Cy back into a shallow doorway, crouching down. Kai followed them, feeling like an unwanted tail. 
 
    “Down there,” she whispered, motioning to a well lit room that opened off on the left side of the hallway. 
 
    Cy listened. A faint hissing could be heard coming from the pantry and shadows danced on the walls inside. 
 
    “Can you hear what they’re saying?” 
 
    She paused for a moment, crouching beside him in silence. Her thin, small hand still rested on his elbow. Kai looked away, unable to watch any longer. 
 
    “They’re talking about a rebellion of some sort in the mining caverns. The Gaviston were all directed down that way to crush it.” 
 
    “Which is why they aren’t here.” 
 
    “And a lot of Orahim have been directed to the eastern cells as well,” she finished. 
 
    Cy nodded. “So the Stravad are in the eastern cells.” 
 
    “How do you know this?” Kai asked Saria. 
 
    “I’ve learned their language.” 
 
    Cy smiled. “She’s good at it. Gives me all the inside information I could possibly want. That is, any information the Orahim have. She learned their language incredibly fast.” 
 
    “It’s not a difficult language, Cy,” she said, but she was obviously pleased with his compliments. 
 
    Again Kai was struck with how little he knew of Saria anymore. 
 
    “I don’t like this, Cy,” she said, tightening her hold on his elbow. “Why wouldn’t they try to take you here?” 
 
    “I’m not sure Gava knows I’m here yet.” 
 
    “But who’s in the eastern corridor?” 
 
    “Long story, sweetheart, but first I want some dinner,” he said and turned to Kai. “Stay here with Saria. I won’t be long.” 
 
    “Wait,” said Saria, clutching his arm. “You don’t know how many are in there, Cy. Someone will hear you.” 
 
    Cy opened his mouth to speak, but Kai stopped him. “She’s right,” he said. “I’ll go. I can subdue them without using a sword.” 
 
    Cy shook his head. “Too dangerous, I’m expendable at this point.” He reached into his pocket and removed the emerald. Kai looked at it and then up into Saria’s anxious face. 
 
    “No, you hold it for me a little longer. Besides I don’t need it to take care of the Orahim. Ask Saria, she knows what I was able to do before I found the talisman.” 
 
    His eyes pleaded for her to remember, to remember something of their time in DiNolfol together. 
 
    She met his gaze. “He’s right, Cy. He can get food and water without drawing a sword. Please let him go.” 
 
    Kai didn’t wait to hear Cy’s response. He slid out of the shallow doorway and crossed the hall. He inched his way to the pantry and peered inside at the Orahim. There were only three, sitting around a table, passing a wine skin. 
 
    He glanced around the pantry. The only furniture was the single table with a half dozen chairs. A shelving unit lined the right wall and Kai saw loaves of what appeared to be bread, unidentified crocks, and skins which he assumed were either wine or water, he didn’t know which. 
 
    Leaning back into the corridor, he tried to think up a quick plan. When Cy had rescued him, he’d noted how easily subdued the Orahim were. Any sign of resistance and they went into survival mode. If he could startle them enough, they might bolt, leaving the pantry and the corridor to Kai and his companions. 
 
    He eased to the opening and glanced inside again. The shelving unit wasn’t attached to the wall behind it. If Kai brought to bear a fraction of his power, he could make it rock just enough to alarm the Orahim. Since they wouldn’t be able to find any obvious cause for the movement, Kai was hoping they’d decide to flee instead. He glanced down the corridor to where he’d left Cy and Saria. They weren’t visible as long as they remained crouched in the shallow doorway. The Orahim would likely run right past without seeing them. It didn’t buy them much time to get supplies, but it was the only thing he could think of to avoid a battle. 
 
    Closing his eyes and slowing his breathing, he drove every other distraction out of his mind. He let his power slip forth and wrap itself around the shelving unit. Once he had it securely contained, he gave it a slight nudge with his power and felt it rock. 
 
    Nothing happened. 
 
    He opened his eyes and frowned, keeping the power carefully within his control. Leaning around the edge of the door, he found the Orahim passing their wine skin. Narrowing his focus, he gave the shelving unit a psychic shove. It slammed back into the wall and rocked forward again. Some of the crocks rattled and a lid slid off onto the shelf. 
 
    The Orahim whipped around in unison, staring at the rocking shelves, their amber eyes wide. One had even reached for its weapon, pulling it close. Kai permitted himself a brief smile, then repeated the motion. The shelves struck the wall and rocked forward. The lid slid across the shelf and teetered on the edge. As the shelf rocked back again, gravity won and the lid fell, smashing on the metallic floor. 
 
    The three Orahim bolted to their feet, backing away from the unit. They had begun to chatter and hiss amongst themselves. Kai shot a brief glance at them before he turned his focus on the shelves. One last bump should send them running. 
 
    Unfortunately, the psychic bump he sent the unit was stronger than he’d intended. The thing smashed into the wall behind it, then caromed forward, spraying crocks, skins, and loaves of bread. As he watched in horrified dismay, it teetered precariously, then fell. The Orahim let out cries of terror and threw their arms up to block it, but it toppled across them, breaking the table with its force and pinning them beneath it. Kai couldn’t move, couldn’t speak, couldn’t run. He stood in the doorway, watching the creatures writhe and crawl, trying to get out from beneath the debris. 
 
    Cy skidded to a halt beside him and stared into the room. Kai shot him a brief glance. “Yeah,” he said in his lazy, smooth voice, “much quieter than my way.” 
 
    Kai started to say something, but the other man turned and grabbed his shoulders, shoving him toward the end of the corridor. “Run down there and wait for me. There’s a moving chamber at the end! Take Saria with you!” He pushed him in the chest. 
 
    Kai stumbled, then reached for Saria’s arm, racing in the direction Cy indicated. They skidded to a halt at the end of the corridor. Kai had been in a moving chamber, but he wasn’t sure how to work it. Saria was too busy looking back the way they’d come. Cy appeared at a dead-run, carrying two skins and some loaves of bread under his arms. 
 
    “Get inside!” he yelled. 
 
    Saria was suddenly beside him, pulling open the door. She grabbed Kai’s arm and pushed him into the small room, then turned back for Cy. The other man skidded into the chamber and the two of them pulled the door closed. 
 
    Giving the prince and Saria his bundle of stores, Cy reached for the wheel and set the chamber in motion. Everything happened so fast that Kai could only stand in the middle of the room and stare at the moving wall, clutching the bread and skins to his chest. After a moment, he felt Cy and Saria’s eyes on him. 
 
    They were looking at him as if he were an idiot. For some reason, anger bubbled up inside of him. “What? So I’m not as clever as you are.” When Cy opened his mouth to speak, Kai held up a hand. “Don’t even say it. I don’t want to hear it.” 
 
    Cy quirked a brow and Saria gave him another look, but neither of them made a single comment. Kai turned his attention back to the moving wall, feeling foolish and useless and unwelcome. It was then he realized they were dropping floors. 
 
    “Are you taking us back to that place?” he said with an involuntary shiver. 
 
    “It’s the only place I can think of where you’ll be safe, while I try to get some news on the Stravad.” 
 
    “I hate that place,” he muttered. 
 
    Once inside the Catacombs, Cy searched until he found a hollow tube that ran between two of the aisles of glass chambers. He motioned them inside. They had to crawl into it, the roof was so low, and they found it was extremely tight quarters. They could only sit side by side, their knees forced up to their chest. 
 
    It was cold inside the tube, but not unbearably so and it was better than staring at the dead faces in the glass chambers. Cy made sure they were secure, then told them he’d be back. 
 
    Saria, further down in the tube and blocked by Kai, seemed agitated and Kai felt sure she would have followed, if he wasn’t obstructing her way. He didn’t know whether she was afraid to be left alone with him or concerned for Cy’s safety. Both, he decided. 
 
    “Cy.” She reached over Kai and held out her hand, which he took with some hesitation and a glance at Kai. “Please be careful and come back quickly.” 
 
    “Of course, sweetheart,” he said with a forced smile. He glanced at Kai again, but Kai wouldn’t meet his gaze. With another smile at Saria, he disengaged his hand and crawled to the end of the tube. He vanished the next second and silence descended. 
 
    Saria watched after him, her hand still outstretched, then she seemed to remember herself, and pulled back. 
 
    Kai shut his eyes and tried to rationalize the terrible situation again. No matter how hard he tried though, it still hurt. Then he remembered the skin around his neck and his thirst returned. 
 
    He pulled the skin over his head and unscrewed the top. He lifted it to his nose and smelled. Wine...the strong pungent odor stung his nostrils. He was disappointed, he wanted water so terribly, but wine would do in a pinch and he upended the stale skin. After he drank his fill, he held it out to Saria, who sat beside him with her head bowed. 
 
    She looked at the skin a moment, then slowly took it and lifted it to her nose. She grimaced and took a sip. “Is the other one wine?” 
 
    Kai glanced at the other skin, then opened it. Immediately the pungent, acidic odor filled the tube. He nodded his head and tightened the cap. 
 
    He broke off a piece of the rough bread and gave it to her. She took it and tore bits off it. Kai watched her for a moment, then tore into his own half of the loaf, putting the other aside for Cy when he returned. 
 
    “You look well,” she said, glancing at him as she placed another bite in her mouth. 
 
    “So do you,” he said and realized it sounded ridiculous. 
 
    She pushed back her hair and took another drink from the wine skin. “I never thought you’d really come here.” 
 
    Her simple words stung him. “I’m sorry it took so long.” 
 
    She nodded. “It feels so wonderful to be out of that cell. Just sitting in this cramped tube is an amazing change.” 
 
    “I know...” He stopped and looked at her. 
 
    She fixed him with her hollow eyes and said nothing. He took another long pull on the wine skin and felt it heat a path through his body. Whether it was the wine or the hopelessness of their situation, he reached over and took her hand. 
 
    She pulled back at first, then allowed him to caress it. “I’ve missed you,” he said, a catch in his voice. 
 
    She looked away. “I’m not the same person I was in DiNolfol, Kai. I remember so little of it now.” 
 
    He tightened his hold on her hand. “I don’t expect you to be the same, Saria. I don’t expect you to remember...” 
 
    She shook her head. “You don’t understand. I can’t remember. It’s like years have passed in here, and with them, parts of me, parts of my sanity. I don’t want to remember, Kai. I don’t want to go back.” She pulled her hand from his. 
 
    His stomach roiled. She meant she didn’t want to remember about him. 
 
    “You’re in love with him, aren’t you?” He didn’t want to sound hurt, bitter, but it was hard to disguise. 
 
    “What did you expect when you came here? That everything would be the same. That I’d still be the same naive girl I was in DiNolfol. You and I could never have been. It was stupid of me to think that. You’re royalty and I’m nothing.” 
 
    “I’m not royalty anymore, Saria.” 
 
    “It doesn’t really matter. We’re from two different worlds. Once I thought I could have anything if I wanted it badly enough, even loving a prince, but somewhere along the way I grew up. I don’t want castles and pageantry anymore. I want a little cottage in an out-of-the-way place and I want...” 
 
    Kai swallowed. “Him?” 
 
    Saria nodded. “When I thought I’d go mad, he brought me back. When they wanted to beat me for rebelling, he took the beatings. When they tried to make me a Gavistra, he swore to do whatever they wanted if they’d spare me.” Her haunted eyes found his. “What should I feel, Kai?” 
 
    Kai leaned his head back against the tube. His stomach tightened into a knot. 
 
    “I’m not angry with you and I don’t blame you. You did what you had to do, but so much time has passed, so many things have happened. I stopped believing in fairy-tales. I grew up.” 
 
    He lowered his head on his knees. A parade of maybes went through his mind. What if he hadn’t been in the forest when the Gaviston came to DiNolfol? What if he’d died in DiNolfol with the others? What if he’d gone immediately into Gava after her? But no matter how much he thought about it, he couldn’t change what had happened. 
 
    “I don’t expect anything. I just thought...” He paused, unable to decide what he wanted to say. “Cy told me that you didn’t love him.” He forced the admission. 
 
    She lifted her head and regarded him silently for a moment. “That’s all Cy knows. Long ago I told him that, long ago I still felt that way. But so much time has passed, Kai, so very much time. I forgot why I was being so devoted to you. Honestly I never thought I’d see you again.” She sighed. “Finally I realized what everyone had been trying to tell me. What I felt for you in DiNolfol might have been love or it might have grown into it, but it never would have worked. Then...” 
 
    “Then you fell in love with someone else,” he said, his voice edged with a bitterness he couldn’t hide. 
 
    She didn’t answer, but shifted her eyes to the end of the tube. “He’s been gone a long time.” 
 
    “He’s fine,” he said, upending the skin and taking a large gulp of the wine. “He takes care of himself very well. But I wonder if you know that. I wonder how much you know about him at all.” 
 
    “I know more than you do, I’m sure.” 
 
    Kai laughed a bitter, cutting laugh. “Do you? Do you know why I’m here, why I came here the way I did. Not by choice. Although I intended to attack Gava eventually, I didn’t intend to come as a prisoner, a captive. Cy saw to it I did.” 
 
    She turned away and hugged her knees closer. Her wish to deny who Cy was made Kai cruel. 
 
    “And I wonder if you know you aren’t the only woman in his life. Oh, I’m sure you’re not even the second woman in his life. In fact, somewhere in these cells is another woman that he’s ever so fond of just like you.” 
 
    She spun on him then, her eyes flashing angrily in the dim light of the tube. “Stop it. I know about Cy, I know everything I need to know, and you’re just trying to hurt me now.” 
 
    “No, I want you to know the truth. You’ll get it from me, I don’t know if you can say as much about him. Tell me exactly what you know, tell me all the secrets he’s told you and we can match them up, secret for secret, and see who knows more.” 
 
    “Stop!” she cried, burying her face in her knees. “Please stop!” 
 
    He started to berate her again, then paused as he heard a scuffling noise at the end of the tube. He turned towards it and caught the outline of Cy’s profile against the brighter light of the Catacombs. 
 
    “Come on. We need to move on. They’re close to this end of Gava and they’re tracking us. I don’t want them to trap us in the Catacombs. We don’t stand a chance then.” 
 
    Kai grabbed the two wine skins and the remaining loaf of bread, and crawled to the end of the tube. He rose to his feet beside Cy. 
 
    Cy stared at him, then bent to help Saria out. Kai felt guilty when he saw her face. Tears streaked down her cheeks. 
 
    At once Cy was concerned. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    She shook her head and moved away from both of them. Cy’s eyes pierced Kai with accusation. Kai met the look head on. He was guilty for hurting Saria, but he was also hurt and angry himself. His look dared Cy to make a comment, but Cy didn’t. 
 
    Instead he took an offered wine skin and drank deeply, grimacing in surprise at the taste. Like Kai, he’d expected water. 
 
    The prince broke off a piece of the loaf and handed it to him. “Put the rest away for later,” said Cy, declining a second piece. “We won’t get provisions so easily next time.” 
 
    Without any more conversation, Cy led them back to the moving chamber and lifted it a few floors. They went down corridor after corridor. 
 
    Cy slowed their pace unexpectedly and then signalled for them to stop. They huddled close and waited. On the cross corridor, a band of Gaviston came, their metallic feet ringing loudly. The three fugitives held their breath. 
 
    The band passed on without stopping and Cy led them down the opposite corridor. 
 
    For hours the situation remained the same. The progress was painstakingly slow because they came across many bands of Gaviston passing by in a great hurry. Twice they were hemmed in from front and back, and despaired of escaping. And as the time went by they grew tired. 
 
    Cy permitted only a brief rest where they shared the bread and passed the wine skin. The tension had mounted and they no longer attempted to talk even in whispers to one another. 
 
    Cy led them unfailing and he never missed a passing patrol, but the toll was heaviest on him. He was forever alert, straining his ears and eyes into the distance, searching for Gaviston. And the corridors were horribly confusing. Kai had long ago lost track of how many turns were made. 
 
    Finally, Cy made a mistake. He led them down a corridor which went nowhere. They found themselves at a dead end. 
 
    Kai spun on him immediately, the tension snapping his patience. “So what now? This is a fine fix. What do you propose we do?” 
 
    Cy’s eyes flashed in anger. “I propose you shut your mouth before you bring an entire battalion of Gaviston down on us.” 
 
    “And you think this little detour hasn’t already done it, or was this planned? Did you plan on getting us stuck at a dead-end, waiting like cows going to slaughter? Is this another betrayal in the making?” said Kai, his voice rising louder. 
 
    Cy stepped forward, his fist clenched, but Saria caught his arm, pulling him back. Kai saw the move and it infuriated him. 
 
    “Why are you protecting him? Do you think he can’t protect himself?” he shouted at her. 
 
    She shrank against Cy, her eyes wide with surprise. Cy’s jaw tensed. “Watch yourself, Prince of DiNolfol.” 
 
    “Watch myself, watch myself? Well, it’ll be a cursed lot better than watching the two of you moon at each other. You lied to me again, Cy. You told me there was nothing between you. Did you think I’d really believe you led us down the wrong way on accident? Let’s see, how does this fit in with everything, eh?” 
 
    Cy pulled Saria behind him. “I never lied to you about Saria. What happens between the two of you is your business, not mine, but I won’t stand here and...” His voice trailed off and his eyes shifted back into the corridor. 
 
    Kai turned then and saw them, his heart sinking into the pit of his stomach. Again he felt the tight constricting band over his chest and he couldn’t move. 
 
    Cy flew past him, knocking him into the wall, and drew his sword. It rang out, metal on metal, as Kai struggled to his feet. 
 
    Cy was quick and he darted in and among the Gaviston, his sword biting here and there, but there were too many of them and they fell on him, driving him back. His sword was knocked from his hands and he jumped at the closest Gaviston, who struck him a crushing blow with an upraised fist. He was flung back against the furthest wall and dropped, stunned. The Gaviston closed in on him as Kai watched. 
 
    Suddenly Saria was beside Kai, her hands like a vise on his arm, and she begged him to draw his sword. But he couldn’t move, couldn’t break the band about his chest. She didn’t wait long. Darting forward, she lifted Cy’s fallen sword and attacked the Gaviston, driving them off. Kai knew she wouldn’t succeed. She was no match for them. 
 
    Forcing himself to act, he pulled his sword free and went to her aid. Hacking left and right, he cut a path with her to Cy and bent over to haul him to his feet. Cy was dazed and shaken, but unhurt and he grabbed the sword from Saria’s hands, thrusting her behind them. 
 
    Together they forced the Gaviston back. The Gaviston weren’t used to fighting in close quarters with such desperate fugitives and they retreated in order to regroup. Both young men used this to their advantage and dove on them, trying to rout a way through into the corridor beyond. They’d nearly succeeded when darts from the Orahim weapons began to whine over their heads. They ducked and swerved to avoid being hit, and were separated, Kai on one side of the corridor, Cy and Saria on the other. 
 
    Cy, now more desperate than ever, lunged at the Gaviston and many fell to his wild blows. Kai realized that freedom and life meant finding a way out of this growing predicament. The numbers against them were becoming stiffer by the moment and the darts were an annoying nuisance... 
 
    He felt something strike him in the chest. The pain made him stagger, then his sight blurred, and a coldness crept out from the source of pain into his arms. He glanced down and caught a glimpse of a dart protruding from his chest, then he gasped and fell. Immediately the Gaviston surged forward. 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    Cy cried in fury and attacked them, trying to throw them off, but the corridor opened up suddenly behind him. 
 
    Saria, thrown clear in the melee, knew what had happened and that it was too late even if Kai were still alive. She watched Cy hurl himself unheeding at the Gaviston, until suddenly they turned on him, bearing down on him. She grabbed his arm and pulled him away. She forced him into the open corridor and then ran, dragging him with her and taking each turn that presented itself. Within minutes, they’d left any pursuit behind and Cy skidded to a halt, turning back. He pulled her to him and stared hard into her eyes. 
 
    “Stay here as long as you can. If I’m not back in a few minutes, continue on...” 
 
    Saria shook her head. “No, you’re not going back. It’s too late, Cy. They have him now.” 
 
    ‘I can’t just leave him, Saria. Do you know what Gava will do to him?” 
 
    “I know what Gava will do to you. He’ll torture you because you betrayed him. You left an entire corridor of Gaviston dead back there. You think they won’t report who it was, Cy.” 
 
    “I don’t think it matters, Saria. I’m expendable. Kai isn’t.” 
 
    “You’re expendable!” 
 
    “Yes, Kai knows how to free the Gavistra. He can crush Gava if he has the emerald. He’s the only one who matters. I’ve done my part. I’ve returned you to him...” 
 
    She struck him across the face and he flinched, looking at her with startled eyes. “You returned me to him? Is that really what you think of me?” 
 
    “Saria...” 
 
    “Answer my question. Once you said you loved me, now you’re turning me over to another man so you can get yourself killed.” 
 
    “I can’t stand around and watch the two of you together. I can’t accept that, Saria.” 
 
    She stared at him a moment more in amazement, then realized he couldn’t see what she felt and she’d never told him. Moving forward suddenly, she placed her hand behind his head and pulled him down against her, their lips meeting. 
 
    He yanked free in surprise and collided with the corridor wall. “Please don’t confuse me, Saria. Don’t make this harder.” 
 
    She crossed the distance between them and placed her hands against his chest. “I love you, Cy.” 
 
    “Don’t say...” 
 
    “You didn’t hear me, did you?” she said, pressing closer to him. “I love you, Cy.” 
 
    He caught her face between his hands and stared hard into her eyes. “You don’t know what you’re saying, sweetheart. You can’t be in love with two men.” 
 
    “I’m not, I’m in love with you.” 
 
    Cy frowned. “Saria, if we were to get out of here, who would you choose?” 
 
    She smiled and pulled his hands down, kissing them. “I’d choose you.” 
 
    He caught her in an embrace. Their lips met and they forgot everything that was around them. 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    Ason wandered among the survivors of the battle. He had lost one of his own men, one of the recruits, but the rest of his rebel army had come through the battle unscathed. He was grateful for small miracles – miracles like the seventeen past-slaves that had fought their captors and lived to tell the tale. 
 
    Not that many were talking. They were dazed, some wounded, others so starved they couldn’t stand any longer. The only thing that had gotten them through the battle had been the fierce drive for freedom. 
 
    Brandt and the rest of his pitifully small rebel army were giving them water, stanching their wounds, offering them the hard tack they carried in their packs. They worked by the dim light of Amondo’s lodegems because Ason was too afraid to light the torches. 
 
    Huddled in the tunnels off the main mining cavern, they listened for the clomp of Gaviston feet, afraid at any moment that they might be discovered. Ason knew they needed food, water, and rest before they could continue. He needed rest himself. 
 
    It had been a grisly battle. Gaviston were particularly hard to kill, and reaching the wily Orahim more difficult. Ason had hoped to capture some of the Orahim weapons as they were very useful in fighting a pitched battle, but the Gaviston had had enough sense to gather them up as they retreated down the tunnels. Ason hadn’t wasted any time looking for weapons they’d mistakenly left behind. He had to keep the past-Gavistra moving because inactivity seemed to bring on an alarming lethargy. 
 
    He hunkered down beside a man and extended his water skin. The man met his look with vacant eyes, then blinked and reached for the skin, lifting it to his lips. He drank mechanically, then handed it back to Ason. 
 
    Ason studied him in silence. Brandt suspected a portion of the inertia was due to starvation, but a great deal of it pointed to programming with mind altering narcotics. The captain wondered if some of them would ever recover their complete mental faculties. 
 
    He rose to his feet and continued to stroll among the quiet group of people. Brandt was leaning over a young man, bandaging his arm. Ason paused in mid-stride, staring. He seemed remarkably familiar, but the captain couldn’t place where he might have seen him. He hunkered down beside the doctor. 
 
    Brandt shot him a glance before returning to his task. “We need to get some real food. These people won’t be able to continue on the hard tack we’ve got. They’ve been too long without appropriate nutrition.” 
 
    “I’m not sure there’s a convenient market around here, Doctor, but we’ll do our best. Let’s get them patched back together and then we’ll move out.” 
 
    Brandt tied off the bandage and turned to face the captain. “What exactly is our objective? I thought we were going to try rescuing Nolen’s daughter, not wage war on Gava with a miner, a locksmith, and his own half-starved, nearly mindless slaves.” 
 
    The young man he’d been doctoring looked up and a light of awareness came into his eyes. “Wage war?” 
 
    Brandt ignored him, but Ason’s attention was captured. He was sure he recognized this Gavistra; although truthfully, Ason wondered if he wouldn’t have a difficult time recognizing his own mother after she’d suffered months of starvation and deprivation. He held out his waterskin. The young man accepted it and took a drink. When he lowered the skin, his hollow eyes shifted between the doctor and captain, then fixed on the captain’s face. 
 
    “Are you waging war?” he asked. 
 
    Ason shot a look at the doctor, then shrugged. “War might be a little ambitious, but causing Gava some trouble was part of the original plan.” 
 
    Brandt pushed himself to his feet in disgust, moving to the next person. 
 
    The young man’s eyes had drifted away and he seemed deep in thought, but Ason wasn’t sure. It was difficult to tell how much went on behind the Gavistra’s eyes. Ason hoped it was more than it looked, but he feared it was the opposite. 
 
    “Where were you from?” He couldn’t shake how familiar the young man looked. 
 
    The brown eyes lifted and fixed on the captain’s face. A glimmer of recognition seemed to spark and then extinguish again. “South,” he said, somewhat confused. “I came from the south.” 
 
    Excitement coursed through Ason. “DiNolfol?” 
 
    “DiNolfol?” The young man rolled the word around his tongue as if it were unfamiliar. “DiNolfol?” He braced his head in his hand. “I think so. I remember the name.” 
 
    “I’m from DiNolfol. I was a captain in the army there, palace guard.” When the young man simply looked at him with a bewildered expression, Ason sighed. “I don’t suppose you remember much about it. How long have you been here?” 
 
    “It seems like forever. Too long.” He lifted his other hand and braced his head with both, pressing against his temples. “Too long. Too much. No food, no water, days on end. Then the drugs and the droning and the labor. Too long.” 
 
    Ason encircled the young man’s wrists with his fingers. “Give it some time. With proper food and rest, you’ll feel stronger. Just give it some time.” 
 
    “Then what?” 
 
    Ason smiled and glanced around for the doctor. He leaned close to the young man again. “Then we fight.” 
 
    The young man stared at him, but after a moment, a faint smile touched the corners of his mouth. “We fight!” he whispered. 
 
    “So, comrade, tell me – what’s your name?” 
 
    Another look of confusion crossed the gaunt, filthy face in front of him. “I think it was Maleki.” His eyes focused on the captain. “Yes, that was it. My name is Maleki.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 35 
 
      
 
    Cy woke and shifted to look at Saria sleeping beside him. He smiled and brushed back a strand of blonde hair that had fallen over her face. Turning his head, he looked around the tight cell and then out into the corridor. 
 
    He slipped out from beneath her and swung his legs over the bunk, bending to grab his fallen clothes. He dressed in the dim light and walked to the cell door, stretching. 
 
    From the convex in the ceiling, he could tell that morning had come. The previous night, they’d continued on until they were exhausted. Cy had searched for an empty corridor, found a bank of unused cells, and they’d entered one. They’d been so emotionally drained last night that they didn’t care who might discover them, and the need to be together was stronger than their fear. 
 
    He turned back to the bunk. Saria was watching him. He crossed to her side and took a seat. She sat up and put her arms around him, holding him close. 
 
    He kissed her bare shoulder and shut his eyes. No matter how guilty he felt about Kai, he couldn’t believe what happened between them was wrong. He loved her, she loved him. Someone was bound to be hurt, but for once he wasn’t the one. 
 
    “Is it morning?” she said. 
 
    He nodded. “We need to move again before they find us. We were lucky last night.” 
 
    She slid back from him and studied his face. “You’ve been thinking about Kai, haven’t you?” 
 
    “How did you know?” 
 
    “Because I have, and I could hear it in your voice.” 
 
    He looked down, unable to meet her gaze. 
 
    “Cy, I never wanted anything to happen to him. I still don’t, and if there was some way to save him, I would.” She fell silent. 
 
    Cy watched her, then lifted her face until their eyes met. “I don’t regret last night, but I can’t deny I feel guilty about him.” 
 
    She nodded in understanding. “Where do we go now?” 
 
    “I have another debt to pay,” he said, and then told her about the Stravad. She listened attentively, and when he finished, her look was introspective. 
 
    “And you think they’re in the eastern corridors,” she said, no hint of judgment in her voice. 
 
    “Yes. This’ll be dangerous, Saria. I can take you down into the catacombs and leave you in one of the tubes. We’ll decide how long you should wait for me and when that time is up, you’ll try to find your own way out of Gava.” 
 
    She shook her head. “No, Cy. Do you think I’d let you go by yourself? I won’t have us separated. Whatever happens, I want to be with you.” 
 
    He smiled grimly. He didn’t want her in danger, but he feared that if he left her, he’d never make it back to her again. “All right, then we go together, but before we do, we’ve got to get some water.” 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    Cy hedged to the door of the pantry and peered inside. A Orahim was searching the shelves, but whipped around as Cy stepped through the door. It dove for its weapon, but Cy was quicker and impaled it on the end of his blade. It slid off, its eyes rolling back in its head. Cy pulled the sword free and cleaned it on the Orahim’s uniform, trying to ignore the blood pooling beneath it. 
 
    His eyes lifted to Saria, but she had turned away, shielding herself from the sight. 
 
    Cy went to her. “I’m sorry.” 
 
    She nodded and then went to the shelves along the wall, searching each cask and crock. She found water in a wooden bucket hanging from one of the shelves. 
 
    “Cy, here.” 
 
    He drank thirstily. “Do you think we can fill a wine skin?” he said, grabbing one off a shelf. 
 
    As she filled the skin, he searched the pantry and found a strange wooden locker at one end. He returned to the Orahim’s body and found two different sets of keys. One he knew unlocked the cell doors. The other he carried back to the locker and tried each one until he found the right one. Pulling open the door of the locker, he was surprised at the quantity of weapons he found. 
 
    There were more than a dozen Orahim weapons, each with a matching clip of darts, and at least two dozen swords. Removing his own worn belt, Cy drew his sword and looked at the notched blade, a souvenir from their last battle with the Gaviston. 
 
    He selected two long swords, both had to be strapped over his back in a cross formation, and a sword for his waist. He found a second short sword, perfect for Saria, and strapped it around her, placing a dagger in her belt. 
 
    In the meantime, Saria had raided the larder, piling bread and dried meats on the table. As she searched for a sack to carry them in, Cy went to the door and looked out. 
 
    He scanned the corridor. The Stravad had to be in this avenue, all others were simply blind corridors with no cells. He hefted the second set of keys in his hands. The corridor was silent and this bothered him. Only one Orahim guard for so large a cell block – it wasn’t right. 
 
    His eyes passed over the roof of the corridor. There was a long, narrow hole in the roof, a detached edge of metal peeking out and anchored by rope. Cy followed the rope down to a wheel on the wall, held by a pin, just like in the moving chambers. He knew it was a gate, meant to be lowered into the corridor to block one end of it. 
 
    Saria slipped to his side, a satchel slung over her back. Around her neck hung the water skin. He pulled her close. 
 
    “I’ve got an idea, but it’s a risky one,” he said. 
 
    “Let’s hear it.” 
 
    He pointed to the gate in the roof. “That’s a gate which lowers to block off this end of the corridor. The Stravad have got to be down here somewhere, but I’m not sure where. There’s no way for us to guard both ends so I suggest we lower this gate and then I’ll go to the other end and watch for Gaviston, while you search for the Stravad.” 
 
    “That leaves us only one way out.” 
 
    “Exactly.” 
 
    She was silent for a moment, then she nodded. “All right, let’s get this over with.” 
 
    He smiled. When he’d first met her, she’d seemed a frightened waif and his desire to protect her had attracted him, but now she was strong. 
 
    “I love you.” 
 
    “There’ll be time for you to show me later,” she said with a mischievous wink. 
 
    He smiled again, then slipped out into the corridor and crossed quickly to the wheel on the wall. Pulling back, he forced the pin out and slowly spun the wheel while the gate lowered. Pressing the keys into Saria’s hands, he drew one of the swords and ran to the other end of the corridor. 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    At Cy’s signal, Saria moved down the bank of cells, whispering into each one. Once in a while, dull, lifeless eyes would peer at her from the recesses and she shuddered to think that she might have been just so were it not for the man who huddled at the other end of the corridor. 
 
    The minutes ticked by in strained tension. Still no response from the cells and she started to wonder if they had the right corridor. She glanced at Cy, but he signalled all was clear. 
 
    “Saria?” 
 
    She heard a faint whisper. The voice was familiar. Wracking her brain, she tried to retrieve the memory. 
 
    “Saria?” 
 
    She followed the voice to a cell. A small man pressed against the door, staring up at her. 
 
    “Niron?” 
 
    He let out a half-choked sob. “I can’t believe you’re here.” 
 
    Emotions flooded her. She reached through the bars and clasped his hands. He pressed the backs of her fingers to his lips. “Have you seen Kai?” 
 
    Saria knelt before him. “He was captured last night by Gaviston.” 
 
    “What about the emerald?” came another voice. A man moved into the light of the corridor, his face shadowed by the bars, but she recognized his blue eyes. Stravad. “Did he have the emerald?” 
 
    Saria glanced to the end of the corridor. Cy motioned at her to hurry up. 
 
    “Cy has it. Kai gave it to him.” 
 
    She noticed other Stravad stirring in the cells nearby. She chose a key to fit in the lock. She knew if she could find the key to Niron’s cell, then the others would follow in a line around the chain, but there were a great many keys and not much time. 
 
    “How many Stravad are there?” 
 
    “Five,” answered Niron. “And Zhera.” 
 
    Saria didn’t know who Zhera was, but she continued fitting keys. Finally, after nearly half the ring was gone, she found the right one. It clicked and she pulled open the door. Before they could leave the cell, she moved to the next one, pushing a key into the lock. 
 
    As the Stravad and Niron left the cell, she motioned to the pantry behind them. “Inside that door, in a cabinet on the left wall, are weapons. Get yourself one, then help Cy guard that end of the corridor while I release the others.” 
 
    Inside the next cell was a tall, slender Stravad. She let him out and he extended his hand. “Ronake.” 
 
    “No time, Ronake.” 
 
    Ronake hurried to the end of the corridor to join the other men. Saria released a red-headed Stravad and then blinked in surprise as the next cell opened to emit an old man. 
 
    She reared away. He had white eyes and hair like Gava. For a moment, she was paralyzed. Was this a trick? She started to call a warning to Cy, but a familiar sound drew her attention. The hair on the back of her neck rose and she sucked in a wild breath. 
 
    Gaviston. 
 
    Her eyes met Cy’s at the end of the corridor. He motioned at her. She turned back to the old man. 
 
    “This is Lemek,” said Niron, sensing her hesitation. 
 
    “Lemek?” she repeated. 
 
    “Not who you obviously think, dear,” offered the old man with a smile. The smile alone snapped her hesitation. She pulled him and Niron into the cell with her, then she scanned the group: Niron, the old man, and a beautiful dark-haired woman around her own age. “Stay still,” she said. “Don’t even breathe.” 
 
    She turned back to the cell door and held her breath, praying the Gaviston would pass by without becoming suspicious. She wished they hadn’t shut off their only other way out of this corridor, but it couldn’t be helped now. 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    Cy tightened his hold on the sword. Let them go by, let them turn down the next corridor, he prayed, but the Gaviston continued on past the side corridors. Cy allowed the first to come just abreast of him before he struck. 
 
    His blow was quick and forceful, taking the Gaviston’s head neatly off its neck. It landed in the corridor as Cy jumped out over its fallen body. He met the next head on, taking the thrust of its forward momentum against his chest. Then both Fodongo and Ronake were beside him, swords ringing. 
 
    Behind him, he heard a shout of rage and Ronar dove into the fray. Glancing over his shoulder, he saw Saria ushering a small group toward the blocked end of the corridor, while the five men hammered into the Gaviston. Finally the Gaviston were routed and fell back to the cross corridor to regroup. Cy pulled his army around him. 
 
    “Why did they fall back?” asked Ronar. 
 
    “They’re waiting for the Orahim and their poisoned darts,” he said, trying to catch his breath. “Fodongo, get down to the other end of the corridor and get that gate up enough for us to get through. We’ll hold them off as long as we can.” 
 
    As Fodongo hurried to the opposite end, Cy dodged one of the Gaviston. The second assault was upon them. He caught a glimpse of both Ronar and Ronake fighting side by side, then a dart whistled by his left arm and he spun to avoid it. Clutching the sword with both hands, he swung it wide and caught the Gaviston in the chest. The force jarred Cy’s arm to the bone, but the Gaviston fell back. Cy didn’t hesitate. He drove forward, lifting the blade and plunging it into the Gaviston’s stomach. With a hiss, it dropped to the floor of the corridor. Yanking the sword free, he whirled to face the next metal beast, but it didn’t attack. 
 
    “Number 101, Gava will spare your life if you surrender.” 
 
    Cy drove his blade into the Gaviston’s mid-section. It dropped to its knees and fell forward, but as it did, Cy felt a sharp sting across the back of his legs. Something tightened around him and then he was thrown forward, his legs slipping out from beneath him. He shifted around and saw his legs were bound by a Gaviston whip and he was being pulled toward it. 
 
    He tried to swing the sword around, but lost his grip and it went skidding across the corridor. He clutched at his belt and grabbed his dagger, trying to push himself up so he could reach the whip. His heart was pounding wildly in his chest. This wasn’t the way he wanted to die. 
 
    Then Ronar was between him and the Gaviston, his sword arcing through the air. The Gaviston threw up its hands to shield its face and Ronar sheered the left one off, the sword embedding in the Gaviston’s neck. It fell and Ronar jerked the whip from its hand. 
 
    He bent, grabbed Cy’s dagger, and hacked away the remaining strands, pulling Cy to his feet. Cy realized the Gaviston had been routed for a second time. 
 
    All four men raced for the end of the corridor. Fodongo had lifted the gate enough where someone could slide under it. It was more than enough for what Cy was already planning. “Where’s the pin?” 
 
    Zhera held it out in the palm of her hand. Cy grabbed it and shoved it into the hole, stopping the wheel. “That’s enough! Get under it!” 
 
    He turned back to the battle, wiping perspiration from his brow. Already he could hear the third assault behind him, but this time it was the Orahim with their wildly flying darts. Cy grabbed Ronar and pulled him back. There was no way to attack the Orahim. One dart was immobilizing, more than one could mean death. 
 
    Lemek crawled beneath the gate, followed by Zhera. “Fodongo, go!” 
 
    The Stravad Leader balked, but Cy shoved him down and nearly pushed him under, then he motioned Ronake and Hadar to follow. 
 
    “Ronar, go under. I’m going to cut the rope free and the gate will fall. That’ll buy us some time.” 
 
    Ronar glanced back at the Orahim. “You’ll be left on the other side.” 
 
    “Which is why you’ll have to hold the gate up enough for me once I cut the rope.” 
 
    Ronar slipped under the gate, grabbing it with his hands and bracing himself. Immediately Ronake and Hadar joined him. 
 
    Cy struck the rope. It frayed, but didn’t split completely. Ronar groaned under the added weight. Cy swung again, the rope splitting with a sharp hiss as it careened past his head and up into the hole in the ceiling. With a quick glance at Ronar, Cy trusted to his strength and threw himself under the gate into the waiting arms of Saria. She pulled him clear and the gate crashed down behind him. 
 
    He jumped to his feet. “Hurry,” he said, racing down the open corridor. 
 
    For the third time, Cy went down into the Catacombs of the Dead, taking the Stravad with him. The Stravad needed a place to rest and eat before continuing on, but more than that, Cy needed rest. He suddenly realized that he hadn’t slept in three days, except the few brief hours he and Saria had spent in the abandoned cell. 
 
    Beyond rest, Cy no longer knew where to go or what to do. He couldn’t believe what he’d accomplished so far. He never thought he’d succeed at freeing Kai, after that everything else had been foolhardy speculation. 
 
    Once they’d gone far enough into the Catacombs, he took a little water, declined any of the bread or meat, and lay down where he was, closing his eyes. He wouldn’t allow Fodongo or Lemek to look at the wounds on his legs and he ignored their questions about whether they should set a guard. It was all up to them at this point, he was going to sleep. 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    The Stravad ate, too elated at being set free to sleep. Fodongo questioned Saria again about Kai, demanding exact details, which she gave. She explained where they had gone afterwards, declining to mention the few hours spent with Cy in the cell, but the Stravad Leader seemed to guess more than she wanted him to know. 
 
    “What was Kiameron’s state of mind when he was captured?” 
 
    Saria studied him. She felt the press of many eyes on her, especially those of the dark-haired woman, and she didn’t like the scrutiny. She lifted her chin and squared her shoulders. “He was upset, angry, and I’m sure more than desperate.” 
 
    Fodongo continued to watch her. “Angry? Why?” 
 
    Lemek noted her uneasiness. “Fodongo, go easy,” he said, but Fodongo waved him off. 
 
    Saria met the old man’s gaze, then focused on the dark-haired woman. Zhera didn’t look away. Saria took a deep breath. After all they had gone through, after the hours sneaking down innumerable corridors, she wasn’t about to be questioned like a criminal. Then she looked at Niron. Guilt flooded her. 
 
    “I don’t think...” she began, then realized she couldn’t continue. Rising to her feet, she walked away, trying to disappear between the glass cells. 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    Cy woke a few hours later and sat up, looking around. The Stravad sat in a huddle, talking quietly. A short way off lay the Daman. Near the talking group, but separated from them was Zhera. She was leaning against one of the glass chambers, her legs drawn up to her chest. 
 
    Cy glanced around again. Where was Saria? He rose to his feet and approached the circle. 
 
    “Where’s Saria?” he demanded. At his words, Zhera raised her head and fixed him with her eyes. He ignored her and turned his attention to Fodongo instead. 
 
    “Sit down, Cy,” said Fodongo. “We need to talk.” 
 
    “Not until I know where Saria is.” 
 
    “She walked off in that direction,” answered Lemek. 
 
    Cy followed his arm. ‘Why?” 
 
    “She wanted some time alone,” said Fodongo. 
 
    “No one went after her?” 
 
    “She’s fine.” 
 
    Cy ignored him, walking away in the direction Lemek had indicated. He found Saria two aisles down, sitting on the ground, her back pressed to a glass cell. As he knelt, she looked up; it was obvious she’d been crying. 
 
    “What’s going on?” 
 
    She brushed at her tears and pushed back her hair. ‘What’s he going through right now, Cy? What are they doing to him?” 
 
    He knew who she meant and pulled her close, cradling her in his arms. 
 
    Footsteps sounded behind him and he looked up into the Stravad Leader’s face. 
 
    ‘I need to speak with you,” said Fodongo. 
 
    Cy rose to his feet, pulling Saria up with him. “You want to know about Kai’s capture.” 
 
    Fodongo shook his head. “No, Saria’s already told me all I need to know about that.” He focused on Saria, deliberately avoiding Cy. “How much did Kiameron know about this?” 
 
    Saria bristled beside him. “I don’t owe you an explanation for anything.” 
 
    Cy glanced at her in surprise, then raised his eyes to Fodongo. Fodongo met his gaze. 
 
    “I expected better of you, Cy.” 
 
    “You expected what? What are you talking about, Stravad?” 
 
    “I didn’t think you’d prey on a confused young woman and...” 
 
    “Confused young woman?” said Saria. “Watch yourself, Stravad Leader. I’m neither confused nor have I been preyed upon. What happens between Cy and myself is our business and concerns no one, least of all you.” 
 
    Cy was just beginning to catch the gist of the conversation. “Do you believe I rigged Kai’s capture so that I could...” Words escaped him. 
 
    Saria tightened her grip on his arm to silence him. “Don’t you dare presume you understand anything, Fodongo. Don’t you dare presume you know what either of us has gone through!” 
 
    Fodongo tried to say something, but she cut him off and turned to Cy. “Where do we go now?” she demanded. 
 
    “I don’t know.” 
 
    “Fine.” She turned back to the Stravad Leader. “Then I suggest we figure out some way to help Kai while we’re still free, instead of meddling in other people’s lives.” With that, she walked away. 
 
    Cy watched her go, but he felt Fodongo’s eyes on him. “Fodongo, I didn’t betray Kai.” He reached into his pocket and removed the emerald, holding it out to the Stravad. “Take it. Use it however you see fit. I haven’t given you any reason to trust me, but think about this. If I’d intended to betray Kai simply to get him out of the way, why would I have wasted any time or taken such risk coming after you?” 
 
    Fodongo sighed. “You have a point.” He cast a wary eye on the emerald. “Put it back in your pocket. I don’t believe it would react as benignly with me as it does you.” He watched as Cy tucked the emerald away, then scratched his beard. “I’m not sure what to do now. If you haven’t noticed, planning isn’t one of my fortes.” 
 
    “It’s kinda obvious.” 
 
    The Stravad Leader’s blue eyes grew troubled. “Saria’s right about one thing – I’m responsible for bringing Kiameron here and I can’t just leave him at Gava’s mercy. Do you have any idea how we might help him?” 
 
    The irony of the situation wasn’t lost on Cy. He exhaled. “I might have a few ideas.” 
 
    “And a plan?” 
 
    Cy rubbed the back of his neck wearily. “And I just might be able to come up with one of those too.” 
 
    Fodongo smiled, then he sobered. “Kiameron’s very powerful.” He nodded toward Cy’s pocket. “So’s the emerald. The two together can destroy Gava. Are you prepared for that?” 
 
    “I’m praying for it,” said Cy. 
 
    Fodongo nodded in understanding, then continued, “Although Kiameron’s very powerful, I’m worried about what seeing you and Saria together might have done. What if holding onto his memories of Saria was the one thing that could enable him to call upon his birth-right?” 
 
    Cy shook his head. “It isn’t. I’ve already seen him call upon it.” 
 
    “Have you now?” 
 
    Cy touched the emerald in his pocket. “I wouldn’t underestimate him, Fodongo. After yesterday, I believe anything’s possible.” 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    Ason swung his sword again and again. The Gaviston kept coming, backing him toward others of its number that fought in the tight confines of the corridor. Hacking until his arm grew numb, Ason knew his only chance was to take the creature apart enough to reach some living tissue that could be mortally wounded. His feet slipped in the blood on the metal floor and he nearly went down. 
 
    Panic surged through him, sending adrenaline pumping into his arms and legs. He’d seen too many Gavistra killed by a broken neck when they’d had the misfortune to lose their feet in a battle. Over the last two days, there had been many battles and much death. 
 
    Not all of it was on the side of the rebels either. 
 
    His sword slipped through a rent in the Gaviston’s armor and pierced something softer. Ason knew the moment the fight ended. The Gaviston crumpled at his feet, pulling the sword from his hand. Bracing a foot in the middle of the metal monster’s chest, he yanked the sword free and ran for the end of the corridor. 
 
    He skidded to a halt beside Maleki, the young man that he’d fought beside in DiNolfol before she fell. Maleki wasn’t an economical fighter, but he made up for his lack of finesse in enthusiasm. His hatred of the Gaviston and the Orahim was single-minded, and effective. Ason knew the likelihood of their continued rebellion was slim, but he wasn’t above using the resources provided to him. 
 
    Just like he wasn’t about to give up this corridor. Down this corridor was a bank of heavily occupied cells and one of the Orahim kitchens. It provided a food supply and an area to use as a hospital that could be guarded fairly easily. It was also the first ground they’d wrested from the Gaviston and he wasn’t about to lose it now. 
 
    He lost track of time as he fought beside the younger man, inching forward through blood and gore until he was coated in it himself. Finally, the flood of Gaviston and Orahim ended. 
 
    Then Ason had to shift from warrior to captain, keeping the men on their feet and moving. He had them return to the kitchen and haul out any non-essential pieces of furniture, which they used to block the corridor, hopefully buying themselves some time and a rather primitive warning system. While that was being constructed, he searched through the rebel soldiers for the locksmith Jarral. 
 
    He found him helping the doctor and Nolen move the wounded into the make-shift hospital. Brandt glared up at him as he strolled down the aisles of reclining forms, Maleki at his side. Ason knew the doctor disagreed with his tactics, but the captain didn’t know any other way to go about it. They couldn’t locate Nolen’s daughter if they didn’t have access to the cells, and they couldn’t gain access to the cells if they didn’t fight for them. 
 
    “Jarral,” he said wearily, his shoulders slumping with exhaustion. “I thought you might help me open up some of these cells. I’m sure the doctor could use some fresh recruits to assist him with this latest batch of wounded.” 
 
    Jarral pushed himself to his feet. “Of course, Captain,” he said. “Let me grab my tools.” 
 
    Ason nodded and met Nolen’s gaze. “Do you want to come?” 
 
    Nolen glanced at the doctor. “Yes,” he said, rising also. 
 
    Brandt stood beside him. “You should probably get some rest, Captain. You haven’t really slept or eaten in two days. You look about ready to drop.” 
 
    Ason flexed the numb muscles in his right hand and winced at the pain that traveled into his shoulder. “No time right now. I want to free some more Gavistra and get them to take watch, so we can all rest later on.” 
 
    “Suit yourself,” muttered Brandt and moved off to the next patient. 
 
    Nolen shot a look after him. “Don’t mind him. He’s just afraid.” 
 
    “We all are, but what choice do we have?” asked Ason. 
 
    “Not much and we’ve done more damage than I would ever have believed possible. I don’t know how long it’ll last, but I do think we’ve taken Gava by surprise.” 
 
    Ason smiled in response, his eyes drifting to Maleki. When he wasn’t in the heat of battle or forced to concentrate, the past-Gavistra seemed to fall into a catatonic stupor. It was better than it had been, especially with regular meals and enough water to drink, but the captain wondered if it wouldn’t be years, if ever, before the young man made a full recovery. 
 
    Jarral and Amondo stopped beside them, Jarral fingering his packet of tools. “Let’s go,” he said, leading the way from the kitchen. 
 
    Ason had many opportunities to praise Nolen’s ingenious planning over the last few weeks. The past-gaming hall owner had found some of the most talented men Ason had ever known to front this insane expedition, and he’d chosen them from the ragged and the wounded in a relatively short period of time. 
 
    Although Brandt disapproved of their bold measures, Ason had rarely seen a field doctor with Brandt’s skill. He could patch a man back together and get him at the front again within minutes. He could also drive away the spectre of death with a handful of herbs, some stitches, and a bandage. Then there was Amondo who had guided them unfailingly through the mines and now through Gava’s corridors. Manmade or natural, tunnels of any kind did not confuse him. Ason speculated that they’d still be wandering the rabbit warren of mine shafts until they died of old age if Amondo hadn’t been with them. Finally there was Jarral. 
 
    Ason couldn’t deny he’d thought Jarral was a luxury they didn’t need. If they made it into Gava, he figured they’d simply find keys or other tools with which to break open the cells. He’d never reckoned that a locksmith could open any lock with little sound and less effort. Jarral saved them a monumental amount of time and was probably single-handedly responsible for the duration of their rebellion. When they needed more recruits to sustain them, Jarral set them free with his little packet of clever tools. 
 
    Now they went down the corridors, opening cells and freeing the Gavistra. Many were so weak with lack of food and water that they had to be dragged along with the group until others could be found who hadn’t suffered as badly or for as long. When there was a sufficient enough force, Ason sent them toward the kitchens and prayed they’d make it without getting lost or running into any of the enemy his army had failed to eliminate. 
 
    Frankly, some never made it to their destination, but Ason figured anything was better than sitting in a dank, cold cell and starving to death. Those that were more alert usually arrived and fueled the growing rebellion with their numbers. 
 
    As he strolled behind Jarral, his mind began to wander. He was so exhausted he couldn’t think straight. He understood how easy it was to deprive a person of his sanity and his will to live. He would probably be very open to mind controlling attempts himself at the moment. 
 
    They went as far as they dared go, knowing that a battle while they were so tired might prove disastrous, then they turned around to retrace their steps. Amondo led the way and Nolen walked beside Ason now, his eyes downcast. 
 
    Ason dropped a hand on his shoulder and gave him an understanding smile. Nolen returned the smile, although it seemed hollow and forced. The captain knew his comrade was losing hope of finding his daughter, but Ason had no intention of giving up yet. There was so much of Gava left unsearched.                             
 
    Speaking of which, he paused as he came abreast of a corridor he couldn’t remember searching. “Amondo,” he called in the gathering gloom of the corridor. They had all guessed that the glowing convexes in the ceiling funneled daylight some mysterious way, so that when the convexes grew dark, they figured night must have fallen in the outside world. 
 
    Amondo paused and glanced over his shoulder. Ason motioned wearily down the corridor. “Have we searched here yet?” 
 
    Amondo came back to the opening of the tunnel and peered inside. “No, but I didn’t hear anything so I figured it was empty. The first couple of cells are.” 
 
    Nolen watched him in the darkness. So did Maleki. Ason was so tired, he just wanted to forget about the corridor and accept Amondo’s words, but he knew he’d never forgive himself later if they didn’t search and they never found Nolen’s daughter. 
 
    “Let’s just take another quick look. It can’t be that long, can it?” he heard himself say. 
 
    The others exchanged looks, then Amondo shrugged. “I’m not sure. It might open onto another corridor, and then there’s the chance we’ll meet Gaviston or Orahim.” 
 
    “Better to know that now before we try to steal some sleep only to have our throats slit, right?” 
 
    “Whatever you say, Captain,” said Amondo tiredly, but he moved to the opening and led the way. 
 
    Although Nolen’s men were very talented, the captain found he missed a little of the precision and obedience of a military mind. If he’d snapped such an order to his men in DiNolfol, they would have responded with a hearty Yes, sir!, even if they were dropping with exhaustion. 
 
    Obviously there was a place for rules and regulations and mindless obedience. In the heat of battle, a commander couldn’t have his men balk at a command. They had to charge on to death or glory without a thought for themselves. 
 
    Ason stopped in the corridor, staring at the empty cells. The others walked on a few feet before they realized he wasn’t with them. Then they turned slowly around, giving him odd looks. Only Maleki turned with a blank expression, which slowly cleared to one of confusion. He glanced anxiously at his companions, then back to Ason, more worried by the captain’s strange behavior than annoyed. The others were annoyed. 
 
    Ason swallowed hard. Annoyance meant active thought. Maleki was suffering from an absence of command, someone else’s command. And the past-captain felt a sinking sensation in the pit of his stomach. Gava might have different methods to achieve his results, but the outcome was the same. Both Gava and the military sought to separate a person from his or her independent thoughts to make him or her more malleable, more pliable, more controllable. 
 
    Ason drew a deep breath. What was the matter with him? He had never questioned the path he’d taken before now. Well, in all honesty, before meeting Niron. The Daman had changed him, made him see a world where dedication didn’t have to be mindless or obedient, but simply in the name of friendship. 
 
    “Let’s go back and get some sleep. Amondo’s right. This corridor’s empty.” 
 
    He turned and began walking back the way they’d come. He could hear the others’ footsteps on the metal floor of the corridor behind him. Exhaustion pressed down on him like a weight, making each step painful and laborious. 
 
    It took a moment for him to realize Maleki was speaking. His voice came from deep within the corridor, lifted to an excited pitch that Ason hadn’t heard since they’d freed him. 
 
    “Wait!” 
 
    Ason almost didn’t stop. For half-a-second, his own needs nearly prevailed, but in the end, he couldn’t deny there was actually life in Maleki’s voice. He turned around. The others had stopped and were looking back as well, but they didn’t look pleased by the delay. 
 
    Maleki hurried down the corridor and his eyes glimmered with excitement. “I heard something.” 
 
    The hair on the back of Ason’s neck rose in warning. “Gaviston?” 
 
    Maleki shook his head. “People. I heard people. A cry for help. I heard a cry for help.” 
 
    The others turned and looked at Ason, but Ason was already moving, his hand falling to the hilt of his sword. Eldon’s star, he hoped the boy was right, but he couldn’t just walk away until he’d made sure. The others followed him, their pace quickening to match his own. 
 
    For a long time, Ason heard nothing except their own ragged breathing and the sound of their boots on the metal floor, then faintly at first and growing stronger with every second came a cry for help. Somehow Ason managed to quicken his pace to a jog. So did the others. 
 
    They turned a curve in the corridor and came to a halt, staring at a bearded face which stared back at them from the shadows of a faintly lit cell. Ason swallowed hard and glanced around. There were no signs of Gaviston or Orahim here, and if Maleki hadn’t heard the cry, they would never have thought to investigate further. The man would have died of thirst all alone. 
 
    Ason opened his mouth to address the man, but Maleki pushed past him. “Grondi?” 
 
    The bearded man gasped on a sob and held a thin arm through the bars. “Maleki?” 
 
    Black spots danced before Ason’s eyes as Maleki edged to the cell door. He remembered Grondi as being a young, robust soldier under his command in the palace guards, not this emaciated, disheveled wraith in tattered clothing. 
 
    “Do you have water?” Grondi asked, holding on to Maleki’s hand as he might a life-line. 
 
    Maleki reached for the skin Nolen carried. He tried to pass it through the bars, but Grondi weakly pushed it away. “No, not for me. Help the princess.” 
 
    Ason felt his heart skip a beat. He took a few steps forward, even as Maleki knelt outside the cell beside Grondi’s own. A small, still figure lay on the floor of the cell, a pale hand draped through the bars as if she had been clinging to Grondi. 
 
    “Jarral,” muttered Ason, but the locksmith was already at work on the lock. The captain knelt beside Maleki and searched the princess for signs of life. He thought he could just see the faintest lifting of her back with each breath. 
 
    “How long have you been without water?” he asked. 
 
    Grondi shook his head. He sank to the ground beside the princess, her hand clasped within his own. “I lost count. A long time. The Orahim just ran away one day and never came back. I was sure we were going to die. I called for help as long as I could, then my voice gave out. I thought I heard noise at the end of the corridor, so I started again. You must have heard me.” 
 
    “Maleki did. We were just going back to camp.” 
 
    Grondi studied both of their faces, then his expression brightened with recognition. “Captain?” 
 
    Ason nodded. 
 
    “What’s going on?” 
 
    Ason glanced up as the lock clicked open. He rose with Maleki and entered the cell. The princess groaned as they rolled her over, then blinked her eyes when Maleki carefully poured a few drops of water past her lips. Ason reached out and touched the hollow of her throat. Her pulse was thready, but strong. Hopefully, they could revive her enough to get some water into her and then a little food. If not, they’d have to carry her back to Brandt for aid. 
 
    “Is she all right?” came the soldier’s pained voice behind them. 
 
    Ason glanced over his shoulder. Jarral was already at work on Grondi’s lock, but Grondi was preoccupied with the princess. “I promise she’ll be fine,” he said, then wished he could take it back. He shouldn’t be promising anything right now. “We’ll get her back to camp and the doctor there can take a look at her. I don’t think it’s anything that a little food and water won’t cure.” 
 
    “Camp?” asked Grondi. 
 
    Maleki looked up at that. “The captain’s running a rebel operation now, Grondi,” he said, giving Ason a brief smile. It was the first Ason had seen. Then he went back to coaxing a little water into the princess. 
 
    Grondi’s lock clicked open and Jarral threw back the door. The soldier was unsteady on his feet, but Amondo and Nolen helped him hobble into the princess’ cell. He collapsed beside her, then without caring what anyone thought, the soldier dragged the princess into his arms, holding her in the gathering darkness. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 36 
 
      
 
    Cy led Ronar to the Command Center, a circular, glass enclosed room in the middle of Gava. The only way to get to and from the Command Center was across narrow catwalks that branched out like wagon-wheel spokes on all sides. 
 
    The main chamber floor, thirty feet below the Command Center, was empty now, but Cy told Ronar that at various intervals during the day, the main chamber was filled with Gavistra in differing stages of transformation. 
 
    The Command Center was the location from which Gava could watch his genius at work. Inside the Command Center were all the logs of prisoners and their current locations. Cy hoped they might find out something about Kai’s whereabouts here. 
 
    It was risky, attempting to breach the Command Center. During his days in Gava’s favor, Cy had often been sent to the Command Center. He’d had access to all the logs, but now he knew the watch would be alerted and they’d attempt to kill him before asking questions. 
 
    He glanced up at Ronar and took a deep breath. Ronar’s eyes darted between Cy and the Command Center. “Will the watch be Gaviston?” 
 
    “Or Orahim. If it’s Orahim, we won’t find out anything. In all the years I’ve lived here, I deliberately refused to learn their language, but Saria knows it. If it wasn’t so risky, I’d have brought her along.” 
 
    Ronar swallowed down a rise of nervous tension. “Let’s get this over with, shall we?” 
 
    “All right, but I warn you, attack first because they’ll do the same.” 
 
    “I just wish we knew what we faced before we charge in there.” 
 
    Cy glanced over the edge of the catwalk and shrank back, closing his eyes. He opened them and fixed Ronar with his gaze. “Do you remember the river and a little confession you made to me?” 
 
    “I remember.” 
 
    “I’ve never broken our bargain, I’ve never told anyone you can’t swim. Well, I’ve got a confession to tell you.” 
 
    Ronar also glanced over at the thirty foot drop. “You can’t be serious?” 
 
    “I’ve crossed this catwalk on a million occasions, but it makes me feel like retching every time. So I’d appreciate it if you’d go first.” 
 
    Ronar smiled. “If you do feel like retching, you’ll do it over the side, won’t you?” 
 
    Cy also smiled, feeling a little of the tension lift. “No promises.” 
 
    Ronar rose to his massive height and stepped out onto the catwalk, moving rapidly, his hands gliding over the thin rope handholds. 
 
    Cy forced himself to his feet and glanced down. The floor of the main chamber swayed away from him dizzily and he shut his eyes. Perspiration beaded his forehead and his stomach tightened into a knot. 
 
    He and Ronar had to enter the Command Center at nearly the same time to be successful, so he hurried forward, placing his feet as carefully as haste would allow. He halted just behind Ronar, reaching over his shoulder to loosen the two broad swords strapped to his back. Ronar glanced at him and Cy nodded, drawing in his breath. 
 
    Forcing the door open, the Stravad charged into the room, startling the handful of Orahim with his violent rush. Cy was a step behind. 
 
    The battle was brief and frenzied. The Orahim were surprised and had little time to reach for their weapons. Ronar’s sword made arcing sweeps through the air and soon the floor was a river of blood. 
 
    In the midst of the carnage, Cy caught a glimpse of Erram, who had been huddled over a log. Erram jumped to his feet and cringed back against the far wall, watching the Stravad rend the Orahim into shreds before him. Then his eyes lowered and fixed on Cy. 
 
    Cy drew in his will. For many years, he and Erram had been enemies. Cy hated Erram nearly as much as he hated Gava. And he knew the feeling was mutual. As their eyes met, Erram’s face twisted into a sneer and he reacted, grabbing the chair he’d been sitting on and rushing at Cy. 
 
    Cy sidestepped to meet him, his broad sword carving the air. He caught Erram in the left side, the sword slashing through clothing and flesh. Erram screamed in pain and surprise, shifting away. Cy’s next blow fell wide and Erram caught his up-thrust with the legs of the chair, forcing Cy back. 
 
    Cy’s footing slipped in the blood on the Command Center floor, his sword still wedged in the chair legs. He grabbed with his left hand for the other sword across his back, but Erram threw the weight of his body into the chair. 
 
    Both men, sword, and chair careened into the windows that fronted the Command Center. Cy heard the glass shatter and he let go of his sword, trying to grab anything that was rooted to the floor. His hands slid down the window frame, the shards of glass slicing into them, as Erram thrust the chair and sword hilt into his chest. 
 
    The air opened out beneath him and Cy felt himself fall. He reached frantically, his bloody hands clawing at nothing, and caught the tattered edge of the metal window pane, which was hanging down over the main chamber floor. 
 
    The pane groaned and Cy felt it give under his weight. Letting go with one hand, he swung his body under the Command Center floor, reaching for the steel struts that supported it. Soaked with his own blood, his fingers slipped and the pane gave, dropping him another few feet. Cy clung desperately, closing his eyes against a wave of nausea. He knew he never should have crossed that catwalk today. 
 
    He glanced up and saw Erram’s rat face peering down at him. What had happened to Ronar? Did he think Cy was already dead on the floor of the main chamber below? 
 
    The sound of booted feet could be heard coming down the corridors on the main chamber floor. The Gavistra were being led to devotionals by the Gaviston. If they saw him hanging, they’d storm in and kill Ronar. He had to do something. 
 
    Taking a deep breath, he swung the window pane back under the Command Center, yet this time he let go with both hands and clutched the steel girder. His fingers slid down the cold metal and he knew he was going to die. Then his feet struck the girder beneath him and he allowed himself to fall, grabbing it with his forearms, hugging it against his chest. 
 
    The blow knocked the air from his lungs and he lay, panting, eyes closed for a few moments until the roar in his ears died away. Only briefly did he glance at his torn hands, then he looked up. 
 
    He could still see Erram trying to peer beneath the Command Center. He wished he had just a measure of Kai’s power and that he could cast him to his death, but he didn’t begin to know how to do so. 
 
    Erram spotted him and then pulled back into the Command Center. When he showed himself again, he had the chair in his hands. Cy dropped his face in his forearms, trying to shield his head, as the chair came whistling down past him, grazing his right side. It smashed onto the main chamber floor as the Gavistra began to enter. They cried out in alarm and attempted to bolt, meeting the whips of the Gaviston. 
 
    Cy swallowed hard and lifted his eyes again. This time Erram was gone. The main chamber floor was mayhem, but above all was quiet. Cy knew the Gaviston would soon investigate the Command Center. Ronar needed to be warned. 
 
    Scanning the grid work, Cy tried to pick a path back into the Command Center. Just as he’d gathered enough courage to stand, Ronar’s head appeared above him. 
 
    “Eldon’s star, Cy, I thought for sure you were dead.” Then a smile creased his lips. “Have you gotten over your fear of heights yet?” 
 
    Cy frowned. “You’d better get out of there. Gaviston will be swarming it any minute now.” 
 
    “And leave you hanging,” said Ronar. “Never!” 
 
    He disappeared and Cy glanced down. The Gaviston were still beating the Gavistra, trying to force them to kneel in submission, but their efforts were fruitless. Cy felt a swell of pride as some of the Gavistra were taking the brunt of the whips and trying to dislodge them from the Gaviston’s hands. 
 
    A piece of rope fell over Cy’s back. Cy twined it in his throbbing hands and passed it over his back so his shoulders could take some of the weight, then he looked up at Ronar and nodded. 
 
    “Hold tight. I won’t let you down.” 
 
    “Very funny,” muttered Cy and gritted his teeth as the rope grew taut and began to pull him upwards. 
 
    With Ronar’s brute strength, Cy soon found himself lying on the Command Center floor. Ronar unwound the rope from about him and bound his hands in a piece of cloth. 
 
    “Couldn’t you think of something more practical to grab besides shattered glass?” 
 
    “I’ll try to remember that next time. Did you have any time to look through the logs?” 
 
    Ronar lifted his brows. “When? Between killing the Orahim or pulling you from the girders?” 
 
    “How about when you let Erram escape?” 
 
    “Don’t worry. You gave him a nasty little prick. I wouldn’t be surprised if it doesn’t do him in.” 
 
    Cy shook his head and struggled to his feet. “Not likely. Anyway, there isn’t time to search the logs now. The Gaviston will be here soon.” 
 
    He grabbed a few of the logs and shoved them inside his jacket, then followed Ronar out onto the catwalk. Instinctively he reached for the two guide ropes on either side. His left hand stung as the rope dug into it, but his right hand met air and he stumbled off balance. Ronar steadied him. 
 
    “Let’s not have a repeat performance.” 
 
    Cy’s look was incredulous. “Couldn’t you find anything else to use?” 
 
    “When? Between killing the Orahim...” 
 
    “...or pulling me off the girders. Hurry up, I don’t want to fight Gaviston on this catwalk,” said Cy. 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    Grondi glanced up in surprise when Marri appeared before them. He rose to his feet and caught her arm, supporting her even though he felt none too stable himself. 
 
    “What are you doing, Princess?” he said, concern making his words harsher than he intended. 
 
    “I woke up and you were gone.” She lifted her eyes to his face. They looked enormous against the gauntness of her features. “I got scared.” 
 
    Grondi’s expression softened behind his thick beard. He pulled her closer, something he would never have dreamed of doing before this nightmarish ordeal, but they’d had a long time to talk and simply live with only each other for companions. It was hard to maintain social customs when society was no more. 
 
    The rebel doctor rose also and reached for the princess’ arm, guiding her to a chair beside him. She sank into it, but her eyes lifted to Grondi again. He gave her a reassuring smile and pulled his chair close to hers, taking her hand as he sat. 
 
    “You look better, Princess,” said Brandt. 
 
    Marri gave him a look. It reminded Grondi of the past and he was glad to see a spark of the old princess again. “I’ve never looked worse,” she declared haughtily, then her eyes fell. “Nor has it ever mattered so little. I’m just grateful to be alive. Grondi told me Captain Ason was with the men who rescued us. Where is he? I’d like to thank him properly.” 
 
    “He’s fighting with the rebels, Your Highness.” 
 
    “And Maleki?” 
 
    “He went with them,” Grondi answered. 
 
    Her fingers tightened on his hand. “You aren’t thinking of going?” 
 
    He gave her a thin smile. “Not unless you release me from being your personal champion. Protecting you is my primary duty now, remember?” 
 
    She returned his smile. “Then you are consigned for life.” 
 
    Grondi cast a look at the doctor and found him frowning. It almost made him laugh, and he hadn’t laughed in a long time. If the man only knew the full truth, he’d be properly shocked all right. 
 
    That the soldier should love the princess might seem more pitiful than outrageous, but that the princess should love the soldier in return, well, he wasn’t going to enlighten the man. Not that he gave a damn anymore, but it was no one’s business except their own. 
 
    “The doctor and I were just talking about how to organize things in the hospital a little better,” he said, deliberately changing the subject. 
 
    Marri’s eyes glimmered with life for a moment. “I’d like to help.” 
 
    The doctor’s face registered further shock. “I couldn’t think of it, Your Highness. Most important of all is keeping you safe.” 
 
    Marri bristled with affront. “First of all, Doctor, I am no longer a princess. In case you haven’t heard, my father’s kingdom fell. Second of all, the most important thing is keeping this rebellion alive so that we might all see the outside of this hell someday, so I think you’d be most appreciative of any help offered to you, no matter who it comes from. Do we understand one another?” 
 
    Grondi arched a brow at the doctor. The man seemed flabbergasted, but he had the grace to duck his head in acceptance. “As soon as you’re strong enough, we’ll be most grateful for your help.” 
 
    She gave the doctor a sweet smile. “I’m strong enough to sit here and do something – tear bandages or something else, but I want to help right away, if you don’t mind?” 
 
    Grondi figured the doctor probably minded all right, but he was intelligent enough to know when he wasn’t going to win. With another inclination of his head, he rose to his feet and strolled away in search of something for the princess to do. 
 
    Grondi took the opportunity to slip his arm around her and pull her closer. She rested her head on his shoulder and exhaled. “Are you sure you feel well enough?” he asked. 
 
    “As long as you’re with me, I’m fine,” she said and Grondi had never felt stronger in his life. 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    Niron forced his eyes open when he heard the sound of the moving chamber door opening. He eased forward and peered through the half-light. He’d been set to watch by himself on this end of the Catacombs, while the others rested in shifts. 
 
    It was long past the time when Ronar and Cy should have returned. Not that Niron thought the loss of Cy would be any too terrible. He was a complication they didn’t need in their present predicament. However, he was the one who just might be able to find where they were holding Niron’s master. 
 
    That he was responsible for Kai’s capture, Niron didn’t doubt, but he wasn’t going to voice that out loud. Yet. 
 
    His eyes widened when he saw the first Gaviston lumber into view. A second followed. Both were armed and took up posts outside the moving chamber. A sick fear swept through Niron, immobilizing him. A few seconds later a handful of Orahim appeared, dreadful lizard-like creatures. Between them they were carrying a body. The Orahim disappeared back into the moving chamber, but they appeared a moment later, carrying another body. 
 
    Niron gasped and shrank back, his hand covering his mouth. They were carrying in more dead bodies to be housed in the awful cases rising all around them. That these bodies had died violently was patent. It showed in the expressions on their faces and the wounds that still oozed even in death. 
 
    The Daman knew he had to get back to his companions and alert them, but he couldn’t take the chance of anyone sensing him. Saria and Cy had warned them all that Gaviston could hear well and that Orahim had an exceptional power of smell. When the last body was carried out of the moving chamber and dumped in the passageway beside it, Niron held his breath and watched as the two servants of Gava climbed back in and shut the door. 
 
    Scuttling backward until he was out of sight, he climbed to his feet and ran back to where the group was huddled. They were all awake now. Most of them were sitting in a circle, talking quietly, but Saria was pacing. She whirled when she heard him approach and Niron could see the hopefulness on her face. 
 
    He grimaced. He might not like the man she’d chosen, but he hated to hurt her. She was all that remained of their past life, the only link to DiNolfol left to him. “Gaviston,” he said, dropping his eyes to the Stravad Leader. 
 
    He had them on their feet now. 
 
    “Where?” demanded Ronake. 
 
    Niron pointed back the way he’d come. “They came down in that moving chamber. There were a number of Orahim also. They were bringing in bodies.” 
 
    He didn’t need to say any more by the look of despair on their faces. 
 
    “Let’s not panic,” said the Stravad Leader. 
 
    Niron’s brows lifted. It didn’t seem like such a bad idea actually. “We’ve got to get out of here.” 
 
    They all turned and looked at Saria. Her eyes darted around the group and fixed on Ronake. “Cy and Ronar will never find us if we run now. If they’re only bringing in bodies, they might not even come in any farther.” 
 
    “There’s a lot of bodies, or it seems that way,” said Niron. “They just piled them outside the moving chamber, then went back up. I bet they’ll return with more. They can’t just leave them piled on the ground.” 
 
    All eyes shifted to Fodongo, but he seemed undecided. Ronake took control. “Zhera, hurry down to the other end and warn Hadar. He’s watching the other moving chamber. Saria, come with the Daman and me, and let’s look at the situation before we react.” 
 
    Saria drew a relieved breath and nodded. 
 
    “The rest of you, get ready to fight our way out of here if necessary,” finished the Stravad as he bent to pick up his sword. He dropped his eyes to Niron. “Let’s go.” 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    It was just as Niron had described. Saria gazed out at the bodies and shivered in foreboding. There were a lot of them and they hadn’t died in the usual way of Gavistra. These victims all had injuries, traumatic wounds, which could only come from hand-to-hand combat. 
 
    “I don’t understand.” 
 
    Ronake turned to her. “What?” 
 
    “This isn’t right.” 
 
    “I’m not following you.” 
 
    Saria tore her eyes from the grisly sight and fixed them on the Stravad. “They have wounds and some still have Orahim darts embedded in them. Most Gavistra die from starvation or illness, or they simply give up the fight to live. These...” She nodded at the bodies. “They died as if they were attacked.” 
 
    The Stravad shrugged. “Rebelling?” 
 
    “Not likely. If so, it became a battle. More of them rebelled at the same time than I’ve ever seen since coming here. Once in a while, one will fight back, but usually that one is quickly handled. Gava doesn’t want this sort of thing happening. It’s too costly, and more than that, there’s the chance it might spread and get out of control.” 
 
    Ronake’s brows rose. “Perhaps that’s exactly what happened.” 
 
    Saria leaned her head against the glass cell in despair. “Either way, how are Cy and Ronar going to get back to us?” 
 
    “That’s the least of our problems,” said Niron tightly, pointing toward the moving chamber. The sound of it lowering was unmistakable. He glanced up at the Stravad. “What now?” 
 
    “We wait and watch,” said Ronake. “We can’t get out now.” 
 
    “Yes, we can. From the other side.” 
 
    “What if they’re only dropping off bodies and...” 
 
    He didn’t get the chance to finish. The door opened, preventing their departure, and two Gaviston stepped out, taking up guard posts on either side of the chamber. The Orahim appeared, four in all, carrying a body. Saria flinched when they simply dumped it on top of the pile already growing beside the moving chamber door, then disappeared back inside. 
 
    They brought out five bodies total. When they were finished, rather than returning to the moving chamber, they began laying out the bodies and tagging them with a number. The entire process was so macabre that Saria began to wonder how anyone kept his or her sanity in such a dreadful place. 
 
    What did become clear in those awful moments was that the Stravad had to leave the safety of the Catacombs. How they’d meet up with Cy and Ronar escaped Saria, but they couldn’t remain here, waiting to be discovered. 
 
    Shifting until her back was pressed to the cell behind her, she closed her eyes. It was almost more than she could bear. She hadn’t wanted to be separated from Cy. Just when she’d found something worth fighting for, she couldn’t accept it was going to be taken away from her again. 
 
    She started when Ronake’s hand gripped her arm. The look in his eyes was all the warning she needed. Peering around the cell again, her eyes immediately fixed on the Orahim. One of them had straightened from its chore and was sniffing the air. 
 
    Shifting to her knees, she closed her hand around the hilt of her sword. Ronake’s eyes followed the motion and then lifted to lock with hers. 
 
    The guttural language of the serpents broke the stillness of the Catacombs and Saria closed her eyes. They knew something was wrong. They set up a conversation between them, but Saria couldn’t follow because they spoke all at once and too rapidly. She didn’t need to translate, however, because the meaning became obvious when they turned to the Gaviston and unslung their weapons. 
 
    “We can’t let any of them escape.” 
 
    Ronake nodded, drawing his sword. “Let’s put surprise on our side, then.” 
 
    She reached to catch him back, to warn him of the Orahim darts, but he was already moving. 
 
    One thing about the Gaviston she had to grudgingly admire was their quick reaction to violence. They met Ronake’s assault and the ringing of swords was loud in the death-like stillness of the Catacombs. Saria drew her own smaller blade and rushed the Orahim before they could gain the entrance to the moving chamber. 
 
    They scattered with shrill cries of alarm, too startled to load their weapons. She knew she had to keep them from loading until the other Stravad could come and lend them assistance. Chasing one down the aisle in which they’d been hiding, she skidded to a halt when Niron rose and impaled it by accident on the end of his blade. The Daman’s face blanched with horror when the creature slid off and crumpled at his feet, but Saria didn’t have time to comfort him. 
 
    She dashed back toward the moving chamber. Ronake had finished off one of the Gaviston, but the other was putting up a fight. Although the Stravad was quicker and more skilled, it was difficult to pierce the Gaviston’s armor. Saria couldn’t lend him aid because one of the Orahim had nearly made it to the moving chamber. 
 
    With a cry, she rushed it. It dropped its weapon and scuttled backward, allowing Saria to block the entrance. It hissed at her and glanced over its shoulder for one of its companions. She feinted at it and it danced out of reach. She knew she should kill it while it was unarmed, but she couldn’t summon up the brute heartlessness that act required. 
 
    They might have stayed in a stalemate forever, except Hadar suddenly appeared behind it. Saria was distracted and the creature dove at her. Its dead-weight careened into her, throwing her back into the moving chamber. The sword was knocked from her hand and skidded to the far wall as Saria fought to be free. 
 
    It was heavier than she was and difficult to subdue. She clawed at it, while its long-fingered hands tried to grasp her throat and throttle her. Realizing that it was stronger than she was, Saria grew desperate. Trying to rake its face with her nails, she drove upward with her knee. She wasn’t sure where she hit it, but it hissed and rolled off her. 
 
    Scrambling after her blade, she felt its claws curl around her ankle, dragging her back. Her fingers slipped over the hilt of her sword, missing it as the creature hauled her toward it again. She kicked in desperation and felt the claws scrabble for purchase. Surging forward, her fingers curled around the hilt and she swung blindly. The sword embedded in the creature’s stomach where it reared over her. A cool splatter of fluid sprayed Saria’s face and she shut her eyes, turning her head away. 
 
    She was knocked flat when the dead-weight of the Orahim’s body landed on top of her. With a strangled cry, she shoved it off and scrambled out of the moving chamber, wiping the blood off her face with the sleeve of her tunic. 
 
    She had to duck inside the chamber again as a rain of darts splattered the wall outside. Peering around the edge, she caught sight of the other two Orahim, holding the Stravad in a cross-aisle with their weapons, while Ronake was still battling the one remaining Gaviston. It was obvious the Stravad was exhausted – his breathing was labored and sweat dampened the back of his shirt. 
 
    Saria knew she had to get the two Orahim before Ronake’s strength failed. 
 
    Keeping her head low, she dashed into the aisle directly across from the moving chamber and parallel to the one in which the Orahim and her companions were fighting. 
 
    If she could cross behind the Orahim, she could finish them off before they could turn on her. Sliding between rows of glass cells, she came up a few yards behind the two Orahim. One heard her and turned, bringing its weapon to bear. Saria flattened herself against the glass cell as the dart whistled past her shoulder, then she swung her blade. 
 
    The creature used the weapon to block her swing, while the second abandoned its position and raced past them. 
 
    “Stop it!” she screamed at the Stravad, but the only one who reacted was Hadar and he dove at the Orahim in front of Saria with his blade. 
 
    It turned to fight, but the Stravad was quicker and impaled it. Saria didn’t wait to see if it was dead. She turned and raced after the one remaining Orahim. 
 
    Skidding to a halt at the end of the aisle, her eyes registered many things at once. The second Gaviston was dead, the Orahim had gained the moving chamber and was trying to shut the door, and Ronake was in pursuit. Desperate to get away, the creature abandoned the door and swung the weapon around. 
 
    “Ronake, no!” screamed Saria, but her warning came too late. 
 
    The weapon gave three rapid percussions of sound and darts slammed into the Stravad, knocking him off his feet. Saria could only stare in horror as the other Stravad ran past her and tried to stop the Orahim from shutting the moving chamber door, but the creature had the advantage. The door clanged shut, and they could hear the sound of it lifting. 
 
    Saria let the sword fall from her fingers as she moved toward the downed Stravad. As she knelt at his side, her eyes passed over the darts protruding from his chest and abdomen. He was gasping for air and already his eyes had begun to glaze over. 
 
    “Did...we...get them?” he gasped. 
 
    Tears filled Saria’s eyes, blinding her. She could only nod as she reached for his hand. 
 
    He gave her a faint smile and turned toward the Stravad Leader, who knelt at his other side. Fodongo seemed bewildered. Ronake smiled again. 
 
    “It was a good fight,” he whispered breathlessly. “Tell...tell Ronar.” 
 
    His voice died away on a final exhalation and he was still. 
 
    The tears slipped down Saria’s face and mixed with the Orahim blood. She leaned over and closed the Stravad’s staring eyes, bowing her head and weeping brokenly. 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    Zhera stood before the moving chamber, looking around at the battle with horror-stricken eyes. Her gaze shifted to Ronake. Fodongo and Saria were kneeling beside him, the Daman and Hadar were standing behind Saria with their heads bowed. 
 
    The old man appeared at the end of the aisle and looked around with the same horrified, bewildered expression. Then his eyes came to rest on Ronake. 
 
    “Oh no,” he whispered and went to him. 
 
    Ronake was dead. 
 
    Just like that. Alive one moment, dead the next. It had been so fast, so unexpected. When they’d heard the clash of arms and the cries of alarm, they had come running, but it had been too late. The battle was nearly over – well, almost. They had come in time to see Ronake die. 
 
    Zhera’s mind couldn’t quite grasp it all. It reminded her so much of what had happened in Anatem that for a heart-stopping moment, she thought she was reliving it. However, unlike Anatem, Zhera was no longer going to meekly stand by and watch this destruction without fighting back. 
 
    Where she’d felt terror and despair, deep, raging anger rose up and filled her. No more. No more standing around like a victim, accepting such devastation passively. She’d watched Saria pick up a sword and fight back, and she’d envied her that ability to take control of her own destiny. Zhera could do the same. 
 
    She might not have the brute strength of a man, but it hadn’t been brute strength that had felled a man the size of Ronake. 
 
    Her eyes came to rest on the strange weapon of the Orahim and she walked down the aisle, picking it up from where it had fallen. Slung across the back of the dead creature was its clip of poisonous darts. Fighting down her revulsion, she tugged it free and slung it and the weapon across her own back, then she walked down the aisle again and picked up Saria’s fallen sword. 
 
    One of the Orahim had gotten away. It wouldn’t take long before it came back with reinforcements. The only safe way out of this hell was a moving chamber clear on the other side of the Catacombs. They had to get out and get out now. 
 
    Crossing to the huddle of her companions, she braced the sword’s point on the ground and folded her hands over the hilt. “That thing went to get help. It’ll be back with reinforcements.” 
 
    Hadar, Niron and Lemek looked at her. Their grief was obvious, but there wasn’t time now to grieve. Unless they all wanted to join Ronake, they had to get moving, but Fodongo and Saria didn’t even acknowledge that she’d spoken. 
 
    “We’ve got to get to the other moving chamber. It’ll take Niron and Lemek longer than the rest of us, so I think we need to get going.” 
 
    Fodongo lifted his head. “No, I’m not leaving Ronake.” 
 
    “He’s dead, Stravad Leader.” 
 
    Fodongo searched every face with a wild stare. “What about Ronar and Cy?” 
 
    Zhera’s gaze shifted to Saria. Saria met that gaze and then turned to the Stravad Leader. “We’ll figure out another way to meet up with them.” 
 
    “No, I’m not leaving Ronake.” 
 
    Saria reached over and laid her hand on Fodongo’s arm. “Zhera’s right, Stravad Leader, Ronake’s dead. We can’t help him anymore.” 
 
    “I’m not leaving him.” 
 
    Saria pushed herself to her feet. “We can’t let his death be in vain, Fodongo. We’ve got to help the living. We’ve got to help Kai.” 
 
    “She’s right, Fodongo,” said Lemek. 
 
    Hadar crossed to his leader’s side and pulled him up. “Come on, Fodongo, he doesn’t need us anymore.” 
 
    Still the Stravad Leader hesitated, looking down at their fallen comrade. Zhera’s attention was distracted by the sound of the moving chamber lowering. Her eyes whipped back to her companions. Holding the sword out to Saria, she nodded down the aisle behind them. 
 
    “Take the others and get going for the other side. I’ll catch up.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “I’m gonna hold them inside this chamber for a few minutes to give you time to get Lemek and Niron down there, but once the clip runs dry, I’m gonna be on your heels.” 
 
    Saria opened her mouth to argue, but Hadar urged them forward. The chamber had nearly reached the ground. “Go, I’ll stay with Zhera. Hurry!” 
 
    Lemek and Niron started off. Saria glanced between the two of them, then grabbed Fodongo’s arm and dragged him behind her as she hurried off down the aisle. Hadar and Zhera exchanged a glance as they took up their positions facing the moving chamber. 
 
    “You know how to work it?” asked the Stravad as he watched Zhera study the weapon. 
 
    “I think so.” She handed him the clip. “Just keep passing those to me as fast as you can and if you can get your hands on any discarded ones...” 
 
    Hadar grabbed up the few that were close at hand, then positioned himself at Zhera’s side, watching as the chamber came to a halt and the door eased open. 
 
    “Ever fire a crossbow before?” he asked. 
 
    “No,” answered Zhera, drawing a sight. 
 
    “Ever fire anything before?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    Again they exchanged a look. 
 
    “Glad I asked,” he answered as the first Gaviston stepped out. 
 
    Before it could move away from the chamber and into the open corridor, Zhera fired. Luck was with her. The dart slammed into the glass eye and shattered it, embedding itself. The Gaviston halted abruptly, blocking those behind, tottered, then fell forward. Zhera fired on the next sign of movement inside the chamber. 
 
    Screams of shock and fear echoed throughout the Catacombs, but Zhera ignored them, firing again. This shot ricocheted off the door, but the occupants inside took heed and the door closed once more. The delay afforded Zhera enough time to reload and get the balance of the weapon. 
 
    The confusion didn’t last as long as she’d hoped, however, because the chamber opened again and another Gaviston appeared. For the next several moments, Zhera and Hadar harried the group so that they weren’t able to leave the moving chamber, yet the barrage of darts did little else but hold them at bay, and soon the clip was empty. 
 
    Tossing it down, Hadar grabbed Zhera’s arm and they raced after their comrades. The Gaviston were in fast pursuit and behind them came a small battalion of Orahim. 
 
    The retreat became an all-out race. 
 
    Rounding the end of the aisle, Hadar skidded across the slick ground, but caught himself before falling. Ahead of them they could just see their companions disappearing inside the chamber. Zhera wondered if they would wait for them, but a barrage of darts slammed into the wall behind her and made her quicken her pace. 
 
    She didn’t have time to fire back, and as she had only one dart left, it was pointless. Still she clutched the weapon tightly in her hands and prayed they wouldn’t be hit by the darts flying behind them. 
 
    Heedless of the poisonous projectiles, one of the Gaviston was gaining on them. Zhera glanced back once, then looked forward. Saria was motioning them to hurry, but the others were already inside the chamber. 
 
    Zhera and Hadar came upon the moving chamber door so suddenly that they skidded to a halt. The Gaviston were only a few paces behind and the Orahim had gone down another aisle, trying to head them off. Saria waved them in and Zhera dove inside, losing her grip on the weapon. It skittered across the floor and came to rest against Fodongo’s boot where he stood by the wheel, ready to lift the moving chamber once everyone was inside. 
 
    Hadar and Saria shoved the door closed. Zhera threw herself at it, seeking to help them. She tried not to lose her head as the Gaviston advanced within a few feet of the door and the Orahim weapons thwumped in response. Darts clattered against the walls on either side of the moving chamber, coming closer and closer to breaching the inside. 
 
    “Down! Down!” screamed Saria. 
 
    The Daman and Lemek dove for the floor. Still holding the wheel, Fodongo ducked, but began turning it even with the door partially open. Armored hands gripped the door right by Zhera’s face and she reared backward. The Gaviston planted a foot inside the chamber, surprising Fodongo. The Stravad Leader lost his grip on the wheel and the chamber slammed back down, knocking everyone off balance. A rain of darts breached the inside, pattering against the far wall. 
 
    While Saria, Hadar and Zhera fought to shut the door, the stronger Gaviston was shoving it open, the upper half of its body already in the chamber. A moment more and the door would be forced all the way open, allowing either the darts or more Gaviston to storm inside. 
 
    The chamber began lifting again and Zhera’s eyes whipped back to the Stravad Leader. Both he and the old man were trying to raise the chamber despite the Gaviston. For a moment Zhera feared they might be successful, taking the Gaviston with them. If the creature breached the interior of the chamber, someone would be hurt or killed before they could subdue it. 
 
    Her eyes dropped and chanced upon the discarded weapon. There was one dart left. 
 
    “Niron, the dart!” she cried. 
 
    The Daman scuttled for it, thrusting it up at her. Zhera caught it and without conscious thought, she rammed the weapon into the Gaviston’s face at the same time she pulled the trigger. The one remaining dart plunged into the Gaviston’s glass eye, the creature let out an unholy scream and fell back, and the door was shoved closed. 
 
    Zhera, Saria and Hadar were thrown to the back of the chamber by the sudden lack of resistance, but the Stravad Leader kept his feet and cranked back on the wheel. 
 
    For a few brief moments, they could still hear the clatter of darts as they struck the outer door. Then the door was gone and the wall sped by as everyone righted themselves and checked for injuries. 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    Cy and Ronar crouched in the corridor outside the moving chamber and watched the Gaviston and Orahim crowd into it for a trip down into the Catacombs. The same thing had been happening for the last half-hour. 
 
    Cy had been sick with apprehension at first, but as more and more troops went down and none came up with prisoners, he had to assume they’d found nothing. Yet. 
 
    “What do you make of that?” said the Stravad, pointing to the cart of dead Gavistra bodies that had been abandoned to one side of the moving chamber. 
 
    Cy had been studying those same bodies between the trips up and down into the Catacombs. He shook his head. “They died in battle.” 
 
    “The one we left behind in the main chamber?” 
 
    Or the one Kai had started in the mines. Whichever one, it meant that there was social unrest in Gava. With a shrug, he turned his attention back to the moving chamber. He prayed the others had made it out before the troops started descending, but he couldn’t understand why there were so many Gaviston and Orahim for a simple burial detail, even one as large as this. 
 
    Since there was nothing either of them could do against so great a number, Cy leaned his head back against the corridor wall and closed his eyes. His hands hurt and he was worried over what was happening below. Whatever it was, it didn’t bode well, and it especially boded badly for Saria and him. Although he prayed she and the others had escaped, he didn’t begin to know how they would find each other again. 
 
    He drifted in a state of anxiety-ridden semi-consciousness until Ronar tapped his shoulder. Opening his eyes, he followed the giant’s hand motion. Peering around the end of the corridor, his eyes narrowed in surprise as Gaviston and Orahim began striding away from the moving chamber. For the next ten minutes the chamber lifted and lowered, bringing up scores of Gava’s servants, who immediately followed after their companions. 
 
    “Where does that go?” asked Ronar, pointing in the direction of Gava’s departing minions. 
 
    “Eventually it ends in the main chamber.” All avenues ultimately ended there in the Death City. 
 
    “What do you make of it?” 
 
    Cy shook his head. As they watched, the chamber rose for the last time and the occupants spilled out, moving rapidly out of sight. Still the two companions waited, but the chamber and the dead bodies appeared to be abandoned. 
 
    “What now?” 
 
    Cy met Ronar’s gaze. “We go down.” 
 
    The look on Ronar’s face must have mirrored Cy’s own. He knew he couldn’t hide the blatant fear of what they might find. 
 
    “You know it might be a trap,” he said, nodding at the bodies. 
 
    Ronar shrugged. “Then we’ll spring it first. Give them a surprise before they take us.” 
 
    Cy nodded and rose to his feet beside his friend. He couldn’t argue with so solid a plan. 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    The small group huddled in an unused cell. The entire block was empty, but they’d chosen this single cell to occupy. None of them wanted to be parted from the others. They didn’t sleep for fear of discovery, and they didn’t talk for much the same reason. Their provisions had been left behind in the Catacombs, along with their water, but no one felt hungry in the aftermath of such trauma. 
 
    The Stravad Leader was the worst, however. Beyond a prayer for his friend’s departed soul, he’d said nothing, done nothing, but sit on the narrow cot and stare at the opposite wall. The others left him to his grieving, uncertain how best they might help. 
 
    While they sat in silence, night passed into day again. As the first distorted rays of sunshine filtered down into the corridor, Saria lifted her head. They couldn’t stay like this forever. In fact, they needed to make some decisions. 
 
    Her eyes shifted around the cell, pausing on each exhausted, emotionally drained face. Besides Niron, she didn’t know these people, but she felt tied to them by the events of the previous day. And she shared their grief. Ronake had died so senselessly. His brave, bright personality would be missed. And she felt not a little responsible. 
 
    She should have warned him about the Orahim darts. She should have urged him to attempt an escape before fighting. Not that she had any illusions they would have made it to the second chamber without a fight, but they might have tried. They should have tried. 
 
    But the simple fact remained. They hadn’t. They’d made a choice to stand and fight, and the choice had proven costly. For months Saria had been deprived of the right to make a choice. 
 
    Her head lifted. This wasn’t about escaping from the Gaviston or even Gava. This was about taking back control, taking back their lives, which meant they were at war. 
 
    “We’ve got to make some decisions.” 
 
    She started speaking quietly, and at first only Zhera and Hadar heard her. They both frowned in confusion. 
 
    She pointed back the way they’d come. “When we fought the Gaviston in the Catacombs...no, when we fought them in the corridor outside your cells, we went to war.” She had Lemek’s and Niron’s attention now. “What happened in the Catacombs was a battle and we suffered a loss, a terrible loss, but we also showed Gava we won’t be taken so easily again.” 
 
    Fodongo lowered his head and closed his eyes. “My friend was killed, Kiameron enslaved, and Cy and Ronar lost to us. It’s over, Saria.” He looked up and his blue eyes blazed with pain. “I once had a grand idea that we were going to come here, face Gava, and Kiameron’s birth right would do all the rest. How naive and stupid of me. And it got Ronake killed.” 
 
    Saria rose to her feet. “So it didn’t work the way you thought. So Kai didn’t magically vanquish Gava. But we’re on that path right now.” 
 
    Fodongo shook his head. “No, it’s over! It’s all over.” 
 
    “Just like that. Just like that you’re going to let Ronake’s death be in vain.” 
 
    “I can’t fight it anymore. I have nothing left to give.” 
 
    “Then what’s there left to lose. Why not fight! Why not give everything we’ve got left – our lives if necessary – to finish this!” 
 
    “For what?” cried the Stravad Leader, motioning around at their pitifully small group. “Fight for what?” 
 
    “Freedom!” She knelt before Fodongo and took his hands. “Our freedom, Kiameron’s freedom. Loden’s freedom.” 
 
    He shook his head in misery. “I don’t even know where to begin. I don’t even know what more we can possibly do.” 
 
    “Neither do I, but we’ve made a beginning.” She clutched his hands tighter. “Did you see the bodies they were bringing into the Catacomb, Fodongo? I’m sure you didn’t even notice them, but I did. They died of traumatic wounds, saber cuts, Orahim darts...” 
 
    “...battle wounds,” added Niron. 
 
    Saria nodded at him in agreement, then turned back to the bewildered Stravad Leader. “They died fighting. Don’t you see. It’s already begun – the battle has already begun and we’re just a part of it.” 
 
    “People die, Fodongo, and most don’t die as nobly as Ronake did. I know that doesn’t make his loss any easier to bear, but he must have come here knowing that death was a possibility and still he came. Do you know why? Because freedom meant that much to him, and I’m not talking about his own freedom – I’m talking about freedom for all people. It meant enough that he gave his life for it. How can we do any less?” 
 
    “But what...where do we go now? We have no provisions and the one hope we had – Kiameron and his birth right is lost to us now.” 
 
    “No, he’s not,” said Lemek. “Gava wouldn’t kill him right away. He’s too valuable and without the emerald, Gava doesn’t dare take the chance. What if Kiameron is the only one who can wield it? Gava won’t eliminate Eldon’s heir before he’s convinced Kiameron can’t be swayed to his side.” Lemek’s expression was grim. “Besides, Fodongo, you’d know if Kiameron was truly lost to us like Ronake was.” 
 
    “Yes, I’d know if he died, but I can’t contact him now like I used to, I haven’t been able to reach him since we came here.” His eyes lowered to Saria’s face. “And I don’t begin to know where to start searching. We needed Cy for that and...” 
 
    Saria was confused. “What do you mean you’d know if he died?” 
 
    Fodongo rubbed at his eyes, then ran a hand across his beard. “Kiameron and I had a special link. I could sense him long before he knew I existed. I could sense him across hundreds of miles, when he was in DiNolfol and I was in Temeron.” 
 
    Saria shook her head. “I’m not following you.” 
 
    “Telepathy,” offered Lemek. 
 
    “Telepathy?” 
 
    Lemek nodded. “Psychic communication.” 
 
    “You mean you...what? Shared his thoughts, talked with him? What exactly?” 
 
    “All of that. At first it was just an awareness...I don’t know how else to describe it. A knowledge of him, a sense of him...his power. I knew when DiNolfol fell and Tafoya died. Then I spoke to him telepathically.” 
 
    “But you can’t do that now?” 
 
    “I believe Gava’s blocked my attempts.” 
 
    “That would make sense. His entire program is based on dividing and conquering, keeping you apart from everything and everyone. Complete isolation.” 
 
    “It’s a pretty effective method,” remarked Hadar wryly. 
 
    “Brilliant,” added Niron. 
 
    “It is at that, psychotically brilliant,” said Saria. “If you keep people apart, they can’t band together and rebel, but that becomes logistically difficult the more people you attempt to enslave.” 
 
    “Which is why he needs the Gaviston and Orahim,” said Zhera. 
 
    Saria nodded. “Also Cy and Erram.” 
 
    “Ah,” interrupted Lemek, “but even there his plan is still intact. He pits the Gaviston and Orahim against each other, does the same with Cy and Erram, so each one is looking over his shoulder for the other and remaining isolated.” 
 
    “Which is where we come in,” finished Saria, “and why Kai is so essential. According to Cy, the emerald and Kiameron are necessary to free more Gavistra, which in turn fuels a growing rebellion.” 
 
    Fodongo shut his eyes. “And it all boils down to the same thing. I don’t know how to find Kiameron anymore than I know how to find Cy.” 
 
    “What about with your telepathy?” answered Saria. 
 
    “I told you Gava is blocking...” 
 
    “...your communication with Kai, but not Cy.” 
 
    “No, Saria, you don’t understand. Kiameron and I had a special tie. It doesn’t just work with anyone. Beyond that, it only works with Stravad, with pure-bloods.” 
 
    “Which Cy is,” offered Lemek. 
 
    Fodongo’s eyes whipped to the old man’s face. “What?” 
 
    “He’s Gava’s nephew...” 
 
    “Which only makes him one-half that we can be sure of,” reasoned the Stravad Leader. 
 
    Lemek drew a deep breath. “I don’t think so. I’ve been trying to figure this whole thing out since we first met Cy. If he was only one-half Stravad, the emerald would destroy his mind, but it does nothing to him. I think we’ve been missing something all along, Fodongo. Why did Gava send Cy after the emerald?” 
 
    “You’re not suggesting he gives a damn whether the thing drives Cy mad?” 
 
    “Not for any familial concerns, but should Cy have gone mad, he might not have brought the emerald to Gava. I think there’s something more to it than that.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Why didn’t Gava go after the emerald himself?” 
 
    Fodongo was obviously annoyed. “Because we’ve always assumed he was afraid of it, afraid of its power, just as you and I are. At least that’s what Eldon led the elders to believe. It’s how Eldon was said to have escaped Gava in the first place. Not to mention the fact that no Stravad will touch the thing, except Kiameron and Eldon. We all have a natural aversion to it.” 
 
    “You forgot to put Cy in that list.” 
 
    Fodongo rubbed his eyes again. “I don’t mean to be deliberately obtuse, Lemek, but I’m not following you. Why would the emerald not affect Cy when we’re fairly sure it will affect Gava? Cy and Gava are blood relations.” 
 
    “Yes, but Gava is not Cy’s only relation.” 
 
    Fodongo’s head snapped up and his eyes glowed in the dimness of the cell. “You’re not suggesting...” 
 
    “That Cy’s father passed on his immunity toward the emerald to his son.” 
 
    “That could only happen if...” 
 
    Lemek nodded. “And if so, Cy would be full-blooded Stravad and the link you have with Kiameron just might be there in Cy.” 
 
    Saria didn’t understand anything of what they were discussing, but the possibility of contacting Cy was more than she could stand. She clutched Fodongo’s hands. “Please, Stravad Leader, isn’t it worth a try?” 
 
    He looked down at her, his expression filled with doubt. Then his face softened and he touched her cheek. “It certainly is worth a try.” 
 
    Saria drew in a deep, calming breath, saying a quick prayer to Eldon himself that he might strengthen whatever convoluted connection there might be between the Stravad Leader, Kiameron, and her love. And if this didn’t work, well, Saria couldn’t begin to think otherwise. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 37 
 
      
 
    Cy leaned against the wall, standing guard over Ronar while the giant mourned the death of his brother. In truth, he was so heart-sick over the entire situation that he couldn’t come up with a single other thing to do at the moment. 
 
    Ronake had been one of the first things they’d seen when they opened the moving chamber door. Immediately Ronar had knelt beside his brother and he hadn’t moved since. Cy searched down the aisle until he came to the supplies the rest of their companions had discarded in their flight, then he returned to Ronar and waited. 
 
    He wished the numbness he felt was only grief, but it wasn’t. What he felt was much worse. He felt paralyzed – intellectually. Although he hadn’t known Ronake well, he mourned his loss. He’d been a brave, intelligent companion. And he was also a link to everything that had once been associated with Cy’s mother – a beauty and serenity Cy had never known except when his mother had told him stories of Temeron. 
 
    He also felt guilty. Cy was learning he had an infinite capacity for guilt where these Stravad were concerned. It hadn’t been an emotion taught to him by his uncle, but in the last two months, he’d suffered from it endlessly. 
 
    Most of all he was angry. He and Saria were now separated and the chance of them finding one another was slim. He wasn’t even sure that she’d escaped the battle. 
 
    Closing his eyes against a rush of pure hatred toward his uncle, he tried to come up with a logical next move. And he failed. He just couldn’t decide what they ought to do next. 
 
    He knew they couldn’t stay in the Catacombs, but where to go and what to do escaped him. He opened his eyes again and stared at Ronar’s bowed head. Would Ronar blame him for this too? Cy couldn’t fault him if he did, but he hated to think that Ronar would withdraw the tenuous friendship they’d developed. Cy had come to rely on it and even enjoy it, strange as it might seem. 
 
    Cy’s eyes blurred and he heard a soft whisper of sound. Blinking, he shifted his attention to listening. He must be more exhausted than he thought, but he could swear he’d heard the Stravad Leader’s voice. An eerie shiver raced down his spine and he straightened away from the wall. 
 
    When the sound came again, it was so distinct he jumped and moved closer to Ronar’s side. Hunkering down next to him, he glanced first at Ronake’s surprisingly peaceful face and then turned to the tormented features of the giant. 
 
    “What do you want to do now, Ronar?” he asked. 
 
    Ronar met Cy’s gaze. “I want to fry Gava over an open fire.” 
 
    Cy’s look never wavered. “And you’d probably like to add me to it also.” 
 
    Ronar frowned. “You’re not responsible for this. You weren’t even here.” He wiped viciously at the tears trekking down his face. “You’ve got to stop taking responsibility for the whole world, Cy.” 
 
    “No, just what happens here, which has damn well affected the whole world.” He reached over and grasped the giant’s brawny shoulder. “I’m sorry, Ronar. I don’t even know what to say. Nothing seems good enough.” 
 
    Ronar’s look softened and his eyes shifted back to his brother. “Sorry helps.” He touched his brother’s pale cheek. “He was older by two years. He was always looking out for me, even when I outweighed him by fifty pounds.” 
 
    Cy listened. 
 
    Ronar swiped at his tears again. “This wasn’t supposed to happen. I was always the one getting into scrapes, getting the hell knocked out of me. Ronake was the level-headed one, the practical brother. This wasn’t supposed to happen.” Ronar looked back at Cy. “We did talk about what might happen if we followed Fodongo, but all I could think of was the glory of it, the chance to fight a meaningful battle. Ronake...well, he felt he had to follow our leader, stand beside him. He would never let a friend take such a risk alone. And I think he wanted the chance to right the wrongs of the world – vanquish evil.” 
 
    While he listened to his friend, Cy thought he heard Fodongo’s voice again. He closed his eyes and shook his head. 
 
    “What is it?” asked Ronar. 
 
    Cy braced his head with his hand. “Nothing. Go on. I’m listening.” 
 
    Ronar shrugged. “It’s just that I have to go on, for my brother. I’ve got to keep fighting. I’ve got to see Gava pay for this...for everything.” 
 
    “He will. He is already.” 
 
    “But I can’t stand the thought of leaving him here in this hellish place.” 
 
    “We’ll come back for him, Ronar. When this is over, I promise you we’ll come back for him and we’ll make sure he’s buried in Temeron.” 
 
    Their eyes locked. They both knew that it was a futile promise; still neither of them said as much. It was enough to make the promise, even if it couldn’t be carried out in the end. 
 
    Ronar turned back to his brother. “I just can’t believe he’s gone. I didn’t even have the chance to say goodbye.” 
 
    Cy knew the feeling. “When I was seventeen, I went on a mission for Gava. I didn’t have much choice. If I didn’t do what he said, he’d hurt my mother. He’d hurt her so many times before that I couldn’t chance it and at that time, she couldn’t fight for herself anymore.” 
 
    Ronar searched Cy’s face. Cy felt oddly self-conscious. He’d never told anyone this story before, and the strange feeling that Fodongo was calling him was making him unnerved to say the least. 
 
    He paused and listened in the stillness of the Catacombs. 
 
    “Go on,” urged Ronar. 
 
    Cy looked back at him. “When I got back, Gava told me she died. It wasn’t that I was so surprised by her death; I’d been expecting it for three years. My mother was a spirited woman. No matter how long he kept her a prisoner, he couldn’t kill that spark of life inside of her, until he made her a Gavistra. He stole her mind and with it, her will to live. I think she only lived those three years for me, somehow she knew I needed her, but she no longer wanted to live. So her death didn’t come as a shock, but what I couldn’t get over and what I can’t get over even today is that I didn’t get the chance to tell her goodbye.” He nodded around them. “I’ve searched and searched for her, Ronar. He’s kept the spot of her burial a secret from me, but still I’ve searched. I keep thinking that if I could just see her one more time, tell her how much I loved her and miss her, that I’d finally be able to accept her death.” He motioned toward Ronake. “You’ve got that chance. Take it. Tell your brother goodbye, Ronar. I know in my heart he can still hear you and I know it will make it so much easier to accept. I know that.” With that, he rose to his feet and strode a few feet away, turning his back to offer the giant privacy. 
 
    Still the strange feeling plagued him. He could have sworn Fodongo was calling to him, but he knew he didn’t hear anything. For one thing, Ronar would certainly have reacted if Fodongo’s voice was real. Absently, Cy touched the emerald, wondering if it wasn’t finally having some effect on him, driving him mad as he’d seen it do to anyone else that held it for too long. While this thought scared him no little amount, he didn’t feel mad and the emerald still seemed like a pretty piece of green glass to him. 
 
    He was so intently focused on the strange phenomena that he actually started when Ronar touched his shoulder. Ronar blinked in surprise and frowned. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” 
 
    Cy shook his head distractedly. 
 
    “Tell me.” 
 
    “You’ll think I’m crazy.” 
 
    “Just tell me, Cy.” 
 
    Cy met his friend’s piercing gaze. Ronar’s eyes were red-rimmed and swollen, and he looked like hell. Cy was sure he didn’t look much better himself. It actually wouldn’t be so surprising if one of them was going mad. 
 
    “I keep thinking I hear Fodongo’s voice. Tell me you’ve heard it too.” 
 
    Ronar’s eyes narrowed to a mere slit. “What do you mean?” 
 
    Cy hesitated for a moment, but it didn’t do him any good to dissemble now. “I hear Fodongo, Ronar. He’s calling to us.” 
 
    Ronar cocked his head in disbelief. “Fodongo isn’t here, Cy, and there’s no other sound but our two voices...” 
 
    “I know!” Cy took a step back, bracing his head in his hands. He dug his fingers into his dark hair and pressed at his temples. “I know.” 
 
    Ronar caught his wrists and forced his hands down. “Wait a minute. Are you sure it’s Fodongo?” 
 
    Cy nodded in misery. 
 
    Ronar’s eyes gleamed. “Cy, Fodongo communicates with Kiameron psychically.” 
 
    Cy shook his head in confusion. 
 
    “Telepathically. In his mind. He talks to him that way.” 
 
    “And you think...” 
 
    “...he’s doing it with you. That’s how we’ll get back to them. That’s how we’ll find them. We’ll follow Fodongo’s voice in your head.” 
 
    Cy studied the giant’s face. “I think I liked it better when I thought I was going mad.” 
 
    Ronar gave a sad laugh. It sounded more like a sob. “I understand,” he said, looking over his shoulder at his brother. “Eldon’s star, I do understand.” 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    Fodongo looked up at the convex in the ceiling. Darkness had fallen a few hours before. The little group couldn’t wait much longer. Thirst and hunger would drive them from this haven they’d found if Cy and Ronar didn’t return to them by morning. 
 
    Closing his eyes, he bowed his head and concentrated on sending his thoughts to Cy. It was a risky venture. If he was successful, he was afraid Gava would intercept their communication and that might present unexpected complications. 
 
    “Anything?” asked Lemek, sitting beside him. His white eyes gleamed in the gathering gloom. 
 
    Fodongo shook his head. “You do realize that if this works, it presents more problems than it solves.” 
 
    “Such as?” 
 
    Fodongo drew a deep breath. “If you’re right about Cy, if I’m able to communicate with him, that means Cy has his own powers.” 
 
    “If I’m right about Cy, it would make sense. You knew Zela yourself. She was uncommonly gifted.” 
 
    “Uncommonly tormented.” 
 
    “Much like our two young heroes.” 
 
    Fodongo leaned back and crossed his legs at the ankles. “How could Gava not have sensed Cy’s power?” 
 
    “I’m certain he did. It’s the only reason he’s kept Cy alive once he became difficult to control, but he’s obviously done nothing to awaken those powers or teach Cy how to use them, now has he? Cy’s powers are completely latent.” 
 
    Fodongo fingered his beard. “Are you saying he fears him?” 
 
    Lemek’s smile was chilling. “Of course he does. I may not like to acknowledge our blood ties, but I do know enough about my brother to know when he fears something. I saw it in his eyes that day in his chambers when he made Cy bow before him.” 
 
    “Then why let him live?” 
 
    Lemek exhaled. “Isn’t that what you fear, Fodongo, that if Gava senses that his powers are awakening, he’ll try harder to eliminate him?” 
 
    Fodongo nodded. 
 
    “That’s why you’re here. You’ll have to make sure Cy is strong enough to fight off his uncle, just like you did with Kiameron.” He gave a slow, sad smile. “I’m an old man, Fodongo. I don’t have much time left and no children of my own to leave this world to. My nephew may be a rogue, but I’ve learned to love him like I might have my own child, and more than that, I sort of like the scoundrel. You and I, well, we can’t let Gava win this one. We can’t let him destroy our young heroes now. We’re all that’s standing between them and evil.” 
 
    Fodongo looked ill. “Well, you’d better hope I’m up to the challenge, old man, because it seems like you were right about your nephew.” He looked toward the corridor and nodded. “Our young scoundrel’s coming.” 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    Kai opened his eyes and felt a dull ache in his legs and spine. Only blackness met his gaze, and he shivered from the cold metal against his back and bare arms. He tried to sit up, making his head spin wildly. 
 
    A harsh grating sound caused him to flinch and he stiffened in anticipation. His stomach muscles tightened and he felt a cold sweat start on his back and brow. He swallowed hard, forcing the nausea down and fighting off the all-consuming blackness. His mouth was pasty and his throat felt dry and swollen. He swallowed, trying to ease his parched throat, and licked his lips, but they burned. 
 
    The sound came again and he shut his eyes, pulling back as far from it as he could. 
 
    A door swung open and a bright light fell on him, causing his eyes to sting and smart. Two shadowy forms stepped forward and blocked the light. An involuntary whimper escaped him and he brought his knees into his chest, burying his face against them, his body trembling violently, uncontrollably. 
 
    Fodongo, where are you? he thought in terror. 
 
    The shadowy forms moved into the room and grasped Kai by the arms. He pulled back and ducked his head. 
 
    They dragged him from the chamber and Kai felt himself slip from consciousness. His legs buckled and a cold sweat ran down his back and chest, but they dragged him on, unheeding. He was alone, so alone. He could hear the loud thumping of his own heart as it tried to beat its way from his chest. A salty tear fell on his lip and it seemed to burn the parched flesh. 
 
    He heard a door open in front of him and felt his body being forced into a chair. A cold piece of metal was placed against his lower lip and he flinched from its touch. He called for Fodongo in his mind, but he felt strangely alone, so alone. 
 
    Cool water touched his lips and he parted them to let it pass into his mouth and run down his raw throat. He grabbed for the cup with his hands and gulped the clear substance. Slowly the blackness began to lift and his shaking eased. 
 
    A thin face with a long, crooked nose and two beady eyes came into focus. A long, thin hand reached up and took the metal cup from Kai’s hands, then the man scurried back behind a desk. 
 
    At the desk sat Gava, his hands folded before him, his white eyes cold and emotionless. His gaze penetrated Kai, searching with malignant intent. “How was your sleep? Restful, I do hope,” he purred. 
 
    Kai lowered his head and shut his eyes, trying not to hear Gava’s seductive voice. 
 
    “You’re very much alone now. There’s no one to save you. Come, my prince, don’t fight me and make it more difficult on yourself.” 
 
    “What do you want from me?” asked Kai and his voice sounded broken. 
 
    “The emerald, I want the emerald,” hissed Gava. 
 
    Kai lifted his head. After the last three days of isolation and depravation, he was resigned to die, and suddenly, he felt less fear. He looked boldly into the colorless eyes. “What are you talking about?” 
 
    Gava’s mouth tightened. “The Karhartadon emerald which you used to free my people.” 
 
    “Your people?” said Kai, finding strength in defiance. “No one can own people, not even you.” 
 
    Gava let out his breath and leaned back, his hands gripping the arms of his chair. “Eldon chose a foolish heir, Erram.” 
 
    “I’m sure you’ve searched me,” said Kai, motioning at his bare chest. “Did you find the emerald?” 
 
    Slowly Gava folded his arms. “Saria’s dead.” 
 
    Erram began to laugh. 
 
    Kai’s eyes narrowed despite his resolve to show no emotion. He shook his head, but didn’t speak. 
 
    “Isn’t that her name, Erram?” 
 
    “Saria, yes, my lord. Number 101 cried out her name even as I drove my blade into her.” 
 
    Gava's smile was frozen. “Where did you find her again, Erram?” 
 
    “In his arms, asleep. That’s where they both died, in each other’s arms.” 
 
    Kai shuddered involuntarily. Gava marked it with a lift of his brows. “In each other’s arms,” he repeated slowly. 
 
    No, this couldn’t be true. Saria and Cy couldn’t be dead. The Stravad? 
 
    “And the Stravad?” asked Gava as if he read Kai’s thoughts. 
 
    “We got all of the Stravad. Once we killed the first, they stood there, waiting for us to finish the job.” 
 
    Kai’s composure fractured and he shut his eyes. Was this why he felt so utterly alone? Were all his companions dead? Were Cy and Saria dead? Was there no one left to help him? He opened his eyes and searched Gava’s face for any sign of deceit. 
 
    “You are truly alone.” 
 
    No, please, please no.  
 
    “Bind him,” came Gava’s command. 
 
    Erram made a motion and the Gaviston obeyed, binding Kai’s arms and legs to the chair in which he sat. He didn’t resist them, he was paralyzed by terror and grief. 
 
    Gava rose and crossed around the desk. Kai wanted to scream, but no sound came. He wanted to run, but his legs were fastened. He wanted to strike out with his power, but he couldn’t focus his attention. 
 
    Gava stopped before him. This was the end and oddly enough he welcomed it. If his companions were gone, why should he fight anymore? The sooner he gave in to Gava, the sooner his pain and terror would end. 
 
    Then, just as Gava bent over him, a thought flashed through his mind. 
 
    The emerald, the emerald – Gava didn’t have the emerald, Cy had it. But if Cy was dead, then why didn’t Gava have it? 
 
    Because Cy wasn’t dead. Cy was alive and Cy had the emerald. 
 
    Kai lifted his head and drew a deep breath, meeting Gava’s look. He wasn’t alone after all. 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    Fodongo rolled to his side, coming abruptly awake. His heart was hammering in his chest and he felt physically ill. On the other side of the cell, he could hear Saria speaking softly to someone. 
 
    He sat up and squinted in the darkness. Saria was bending over Cy, trying to comfort him. The young man was thrashing on the narrow cot and murmuring frantically. The strange feeling of illness increased inside the Stravad Leader and he rolled to his feet, moving toward them. 
 
    Suddenly Cy reared up and scrambled off the cot. He collided with the cell door and backed against it, crouching in obvious distress. Saria moved to comfort him again, but Fodongo blocked her. 
 
    “He’s asleep,” she said, looking up into the Stravad Leader’s face, her own features tense with worry. 
 
    Fodongo held her at his side, but his eyes never left Cy’s wild expression. “He’s not asleep. Not exactly. Right now he doesn’t know where he is or who he’s with and I don’t want him to hurt you without realizing it.” 
 
    Around them the others were coming awake, but the Stravad Leader was only focused on Cy. The younger man was edging along the cell door, trying to find the latch and set himself free. Fodongo knew he had to stop him before he got away from them and beyond their help. His eyes tracked over Cy, noting that he wasn’t wearing any weapons. Glancing toward the cot, he counted the swords lying near it, making doubly sure Cy wasn’t armed. Of course, he did still have the emerald. 
 
    He felt Saria’s hand tighten on his arm and he turned back, noticing that Cy had found the lock and was pulling open the cell door. 
 
    “Wait, Cy!” 
 
    The younger man whirled and dropped into a protective crouch. His eyes were wild and he was shivering. A soft moan of anxiety escaped Saria and Cy’s eyes whipped to her face. 
 
    “What’s happening?” she pleaded. 
 
    “I’m not exactly sure, but I was afraid something like this might happen.” 
 
    Ronar rose and Cy turned on him, but Fodongo held out a hand. “Let me handle this.” He released Saria and moved a step closer. Cy’s eyes shot back to him and his hands tightened into fists. Fodongo hesitated. If Cy thought to draw the emerald, there wasn’t much the Stravad Leader could do against it. 
 
    “Tell me what’s happening, Cy.” 
 
    Cy was breathing rapidly, hyperventilating. Fodongo could see the sheen of perspiration on his brow. “I have to go.” 
 
    “All right. Where?” 
 
    Cy shook his head and blinked rapidly, but he didn’t answer. 
 
    “It’s Gava, Fodongo,” came Lemek’s voice behind him. “I can feel his presence.” 
 
    “I thought as much. I was afraid he might try this once he felt Cy’s power.” 
 
    “I don’t think it’s only Cy he’s after. He might be trying to eliminate us too.” 
 
    “Well, we’ll just have to thwart that plan, won’t we?” 
 
    “Be careful. The emerald...” 
 
    Fodongo watched Cy pace before the cell door. “I know. I’ve already thought of it.” 
 
    Cy reached again for the lock. 
 
    “Please don’t go,” whispered Saria. 
 
    Cy whirled around and his black eyes searched the cell, finding her. He stared at her a moment in silent battle, while Fodongo held his breath. Rocking in agitation on his heels, he started breathing rapidly again. 
 
    “Please, Cy, let us help you,” she pleaded. 
 
    A shuddered breath, more like a moan of misery, escaped his lips. 
 
    Fodongo could feel the edges of the battle Cy waged for control over his mind. The breadth and strength of Gava’s power amazed him. “Let me help you,” he echoed. 
 
    Cy’s frantic gaze shifted to him and then he slumped against the cell door, sliding down to crumple at its base. Saria and Ronar started forward, but Fodongo threw out his hands. 
 
    “Not yet!” he shouted, stopping them in mid-stride. 
 
    He moved cautiously forward and knelt in front of him. Cy had his head clasped in his hands and he was rocking distractedly. “You’ve got to fight him. You’ve got to win this battle or he’ll always control you.” 
 
    “He’s in my head,” he moaned, shuddering violently. “I can’t get him out. He keeps repeating the same thing over and over.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    Cy lifted his head and his black eyes blazed with barely contained madness. “Kill them. Kill them. Kill...” He choked down the words and shuddered again, closing his eyes. 
 
    “Is that why you want to leave?” 
 
    Cy began rocking again. “If I don’t...if I don’t...” 
 
    “If you leave, he’ll drive you mad. You’ve got to force him out!” 
 
    “How!” The cry was tormented. “How? Help me.” 
 
    Fodongo knew there wasn’t time to get the others away from this danger. “Use the emerald, Cy.” 
 
    “I can’t.” 
 
    Fodongo moved closer. “You can. You proved you have your own power today, now use it to force Gava out of your mind. If you don’t, he’ll drive you insane and then you will do what he wants you to do.” 
 
    Cy dug his fingers into his hair, pressing his hands against his skull. “He keeps repeating it over and over.” 
 
    “Then force him out!” 
 
    For a moment Fodongo feared Gava was going to win the battle. Cy curled in on himself and began rocking again. Although the Stravad Leader could feel the edges of the contest, beyond that there was no more he could do. 
 
    As the tension mounted in the cell, Fodongo knew Cy couldn’t maintain such a savage struggle without going mad. Then when even the Stravad Leader despaired, Cy groped for the emerald and pulled it forth. The gem burst into blazing green light, sending the rest of them diving for cover. Fodongo ducked his head and shielded his eyes, but the rising tension inside of him was nearly screaming with static force. Bracing himself for some sort of physical percussion, Fodongo prayed fervently that Lemek had been right about Cy’s parentage, because if not, there was no way the young man could survive such a power struggle. 
 
    As quickly as the fight had begun, it ended. Fodongo felt a psychic blow that nearly knocked him off his feet. He buried his head in his hands and squeezed his eyes shut tight. Deep inside, he thought he heard an anguished cry, but it slowly faded away. In the next moment, the light of the emerald extinguished and the physical manifestations inside the Stravad Leader gradually diminished. Peering out from beneath his arm, he found Cy slumped against the cell door, the emerald lying in the palm of his hand. He was breathing quickly, but his features were less tormented. 
 
    Fodongo touched his arm. Cy sucked in a wild breath and lifted his head. “It’s over,” said the Stravad Leader. “It’s over.” 
 
    Swallowing convulsively, Cy blinked a few times, then straightened to a sitting position. When Saria approached him, he held out his hand for her. She dropped into his embrace and pressed her face against his throat, holding him tightly. 
 
    “Gava’s done the same to Kai, hasn’t he?” he said. 
 
    “I believe so.” 
 
    “What will happen to him without the emerald?” 
 
    Fodongo scratched at his beard and looked down. “I’m not certain.” He glanced at Lemek and the old man nodded. “We need to have a talk, Cy.” 
 
    Cy studied Lemek, then he kissed Saria’s forehead and held her away. “Get some sleep, sweetheart.” 
 
    Saria gave Fodongo a suspicious look. 
 
    Cy smiled at her wearily. “I won’t be far. It’s all right.” 
 
    She nodded, but her eyes followed him anxiously as he strode out into the corridor beyond their tiny cell. Fodongo touched her arm in passing and gave her a reassuring smile, then he followed Cy. 
 
    Cy paced to the end of the corridor and back again, coming to a halt in front of Fodongo and Lemek. Fodongo motioned to one of the other cells a short distance away. Cy stepped inside, but he moved back to the open doorway the moment Fodongo and Lemek entered. The old man took a seat on the cot, but Fodongo faced Cy, folding his arms across his chest. 
 
    “Tell us about your mother.” 
 
    “My mother?” 
 
    “What do you remember about her? What did she tell you?” 
 
    “What do you want to know?” 
 
    “Tell us her name,” offered Lemek. 
 
    Cy swallowed and dropped his hand. “Zela.” 
 
    The Stravad Leader and the old man exchanged a glance. “What was she like?” asked Fodongo. 
 
    Cy leaned his shoulder against the cell wall. “She was wonderful. Even when things were unbearable, she made it okay.” 
 
    “Was she full-blooded Stravad? Did she ever tell you that?” 
 
    “She talked about Temeron a lot. The way she talked I used to dream of it. I thought I could see it and that if I ever went there I’d know exactly where to go and what to do.” 
 
    Lemek smiled. “Did she ever talk about how she was captured?” 
 
    Cy blinked. “Yeah. She was traveling to one of the protectorates, she never told me which one, and the Gaviston attacked the party she was with. Some of them got away, but she was captured.” 
 
    “Did she know who got away?” asked the Stravad Leader. 
 
    “She never said, but she used to have nightmares, like I do. She would whisper a name, but I never could understand it.” 
 
    “How did Gava treat her?” 
 
    Cy straightened away from the wall. “He made her a Gavistra. What more do you need to know?” 
 
    “I know this is hard, Cy, but how did she react to Gava?” 
 
    “She fought him, especially when he took me away from her. They beat her in front of me, but she kept fighting. I’ll never forget her screams or the sound of her weeping.” Lifting his head, he blinked back tears. “After he turned her into a Gavistra, she would sit for hours, staring at nothing. I had to beg her to eat...to sleep. She would just sit and stare. She never spoke again, never answered me when I talked to her. But sometimes...sometimes she would suddenly look at me as if she recognized me and she’d reach out, touch my cheek...and she’d smile very, very softly.” He shook himself out of his memory and looked first at Fodongo, then Lemek. “Why are you asking me these things?” 
 
    Fodongo drew a deep breath and glanced down at Lemek. The old man braced his hands on his thighs and stared at the floor for a moment in silence, then he met Cy’s gaze. 
 
    “You know that I am Gava’s brother, don’t you?” 
 
    Cy flinched, but he showed no other sign of surprise. 
 
    “Anyway, it’s not a tie I’m overly proud of, as I’m sure you understand. Before Fodongo became Stravad Leader, I held that role. It wasn’t an easy chore, mind you. Gava was always a threat, increasingly so, and impossible to contain. At one point, the council voted to attack him and end his reign. A young hothead named Eldon decided to lead this attack.” 
 
    Cy’s eyes narrowed. 
 
    “I was a new leader, and stupid. The assault was a miserable failure and Eldon was captured. No one knows what happened to him, but many can guess. He escaped by using the emerald and somehow made it back to Temeron half-alive. But he wasn’t the same anymore. His mentor, a Stravad named Tafoya, hoped that Eldon’s emotional wounds would heal as well as his physical ones, but...well, he’d always been a sensitive man, and he was never quite right again. Although he was unbelievably powerful psychically, he couldn’t stand strife of any kind.” 
 
    “We feared, though, that Gava would try to regain control over him. Eldon’s power was so unmatched, he was a natural target for someone as power-hungry as my brother, and with the emerald, he would be unconquerable. It was decided that Eldon must go into hiding and the emerald must also be hidden apart from him. As Eldon no longer felt he could control the talisman, he gave no objection, nor did he protest leaving Loden for good.” 
 
    “A specialized guard was formed to protect him and the emerald was hidden, but before he escaped, Eldon chose an heir, a babe a month old. Out of all the people in Temeron, Eldon sensed a raw power in this babe unlike any other and he knew this child would be able to wield the emerald against Gava.” 
 
    “Kai?” 
 
    Lemek nodded. “Eldon’s choice wasn’t so mysterious. Kiameron was the child of his mentor and his mentor’s only other student, a young woman with powers nearly as great as Eldon’s. The young woman had gone to Tafoya many years before, seeking help to control her overwhelming gift. Through a twist of fate, Tafoya and this young woman fell in love, married, and had a son. Fearing the child would be destroyed by Gava, and with him the hope for all of Loden, Tafoya and his young wife fled Temeron with Eldon. The plan was to hide the child until he should come of age and claim his birth-right, but the entourage was attacked on the banks of the Longan River.” 
 
    “Here it was the young woman made the ultimate sacrifice. Knowing her child possessed her power and knowing he would need to control it, she sacrificed herself, buying time for her husband, Eldon, and the babe to escape the Gaviston. Before Tafoya could react, it was already too late. And now he had his son to protect. Uncertain what to do, he fled to DiNolfol, where the King was desperate for a son to follow his rule. Actually, DiNolfol was a natural choice since it was a fledgling kingdom tucked in a powerful, mysterious forest. The Karhartadon had its own ancient power, making it a perfect place to hide the emerald. The rest of that story you know, but the other...” 
 
    Cy’s eyes widened. “You’re not suggesting...” 
 
    Fodongo glanced at Lemek, then turned to Cy. “Kiameron’s mother was named Zela.” 
 
    Cy blinked rapidly a number of times, then hunkered down on his heels, placing his head in his hands. 
 
    “It actually makes a twisted kind of sense, Cy. The more I think of it, the more I’m sure that Zela was pregnant a second time when she was captured. Gava would have seen this as an opportunity to have a child of his own to control, a child with the power of Tafoya and Zela to replace the one he’d lost.” 
 
    Cy’s head whipped up and he glared first at the old man, then the Stravad Leader. “It makes sense? How? How does any of this make sense?” He drew himself to his feet and paced the length of the cell. “Eldon's star, she must have seen him every time she looked at me. Cy? Kai? Good lord, they’re nearly the same name!” He paced back the other way. “How she must have hated me! The times she sang to me, or held me close, or smiled at me, it must have been him...” 
 
    Lemek rose also and stopped him in mid-stride, clasping his shoulders. “Now think just a minute! She was your mother. Did she ever let you believe she blamed you for what happened to her? Didn’t you tell me she fought to get you back, even under threat of being beaten? Why would she do that if she hated you?” 
 
    Cy’s shoulders slumped and he swallowed hard. “I betrayed my own brother, Lemek.” 
 
    Lemek tightened his hold. “Then you’ll have to come up with a plan to set him free again.” 
 
    Cy’s eyes lifted to Fodongo. 
 
    “Lemek’s right. There’s no other way.” 
 
    Turning him to face the cell door, the old man wrapped his arm around Cy’s shoulders, directing him into the corridor and back to their companions. Cy went woodenly and Fodongo watched him, concerned about what this information might do to him. He and Lemek had discussed exactly how much to tell Cy, and Lemek had opted for total honesty, but the Stravad Leader hadn’t been sure it was a good idea. They needed Cy and they couldn’t have him bogged down with guilt.  
 
    They found their companions awake and searching through the logs Cy and Ronar had brought back from the Command Center. Cy dropped down beside Saria, accepting the water skin Ronar passed to him. 
 
    “We’ve been looking over these logs, Fodongo,” said Hadar, holding out the smallest of them. “They tell us less than nothing.” 
 
    Fodongo wearily took a seat on the cot. “That presents a problem.” 
 
    “You didn’t think Gava would simply advertise where he was holding my master, did you?” 
 
    Fodongo turned to the Daman and considered his question. “As a matter of fact, I sort of did.” 
 
    Niron rolled his eyes and looked away. 
 
    “What are we going to do, Fodongo?” asked Zhera. “We can’t stay here much longer.” 
 
    “I agree, but without Kiameron, the revolt that’s begun is just that, nothing more. Kiameron and the emerald are the keys to defeating Gava.” 
 
    “How can you know that?” she persisted. 
 
    Fodongo opened his mouth to answer, but Saria pre-empted him. “Whether he is or not, we can’t just let Gava destroy him. We’ve got to at least try to help him.” Glancing around the group, she looked back at Zhera. “At least I know I have to. I won’t speak for anyone else.” 
 
    Silence filled the tight cell, but finally Zhera stirred. “All right, we’ve come this far and there isn’t much more for us to lose, but how are we going to find him? Not to mention get him free?” 
 
    Fodongo held out his hands, palms up. “I’m open to suggestions.” 
 
    No one uttered a word. Eventually all eyes shifted to Cy. Cy met their looks, then lowered his head. Fodongo grimaced. This wasn’t a good sign. 
 
    It took a few minutes, but finally Hadar stepped forward. “We can start taking Orahim and Gaviston prisoners, questioning them until they tell us where Kiameron’s being held.” 
 
    Fodongo frowned. “How are you going to get them to tell you anything?” 
 
    “Saria understands the Orahim language and the Gaviston speak Lodenian...” 
 
    “That still doesn’t answer the Stravad Leader’s question. Why would they tell you anything?” asked Zhera. 
 
    Hadar’s eyes blazed. “I’ll make them.” 
 
    The others flinched in distaste. Lemek and Fodongo glanced at each other again and then focused their attention on Cy, but the young man said nothing. He simply watched the volley of ideas. 
 
    “I say we don’t bother with the peons and head straight for the top. We go straight to Gava’s private chambers and wait in the dark for him...” began Ronar. 
 
    Niron rolled his eyes. “Yes, and we’ll just tell the Gaviston guarding his chambers that we previously made an appointment with his personal secretary to see him.” 
 
    Ronar glared at the Daman. “You’re a sarcastic little toad!” 
 
    “Well, that was just plain stupid. I mean, if we’re going to come up with a plan, let’s at least use part of our brains.” 
 
    “Fine, then, come up with one of your own, you pathetic, mealy-mouthed little squirrel!” 
 
    “I will, you moronic dolt! I think we pick one of these banks of cells and start searching systematically until...” 
 
    “...we die of old age,” interrupted Ronar. “Or were you hoping Gava would die first?” 
 
    Niron shot to his feet and pandemonium ensued. 
 
    Cy watched it, then sighed. “Or...” he began. 
 
    Silence descended immediately and all eyes turned to him. 
 
    “Thank Eldon himself,” muttered Hadar. 
 
    Ronar braced his hands on his hips. “It’s bloody well about time.” 
 
    “I think they knew you’d have a plan,” said Saria, smiling at him. 
 
    Cy smiled wearily back at her. “I kinda thought so.” He narrowed his eyes on Ronar. “Wait in the dark for him?” 
 
    Ronar shrugged. “It sounded like fun.” 
 
    Cy shook his head with a tired chuckle. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 38 
 
      
 
    Ason hesitated in the tunnel and motioned behind him to his make-shift army. They waited in the half-darkness, the sound of their collective breathing almost too loud. 
 
    Flexing his shoulder muscles, Ason tried to ease some of the tension. The waiting was more unbearable than the actual fighting. Once they knew what they had to face, his small army was actually focused, but while they stood in the tunnel, listening for the clomp of metallic feet, many started to have misgivings. Ason knew he had to get them moving again, or risk losing some of them to the tension. 
 
    Then, suddenly, Maleki was beside him. Ason studied his face. Perhaps it was the months he’d endured in this prison, perhaps it was the torture he’d survived, but this young man was much older than he ought to be. 
 
    “The tunnel’s clear up ahead,” he said, “for at least a few hundred yards. Beyond that we may meet some resistance.” 
 
    Ason looked back at his tired, rag-tagged band. “Do you think it’s safe to rest here, Maleki?” 
 
    “As safe as anywhere.” 
 
    Ason motioned for his army to break. 
 
    Immediately they took seats on the ground, and some pulled forth the meager supplies they had and began distributing them. Removing a water skin from around his neck, Ason uncorked it and passed it to the scout. 
 
    “Beyond this tunnel, where should our next strike be?”  he asked. 
 
    Maleki lowered the skin and considered the matter a moment. “The main chamber,” he said, passing the skin to Ason. 
 
    “The main chamber?” Ason shook his head. “You said that was the most dangerous place to go.” 
 
    “Also the most effective. Look, you and I know these people won’t keep going if we don’t get reinforcements. The Gavistra in the main chamber aren’t completely converted yet, and most will still be willing to fight if we show them a way out. I know I was as soon as the opportunity presented itself.” 
 
    “Aren’t there always a lot of Gaviston?” 
 
    “More since the last revolt.” 
 
    “It’s too risky.” 
 
    Maleki laughed. “We’re beyond being risky. We’re desperate. Look, remember what they did to DiNolfol, remember what you watched them do to Anatem and Taral. For some reason, you came here, with as many people as you could, instead of running away. We took the risk to fight back in DiNolfol and lost, yet you still came. Why?” 
 
    Ason studied the oddly haunted eyes of his scout. Gradually Maleki was regaining his memory of life before Gava and the periods of confusion were happening less. 
 
    “Someone has to stop Gava,” he said. 
 
    Maleki nodded. “They killed my father and my friends. They took me away from the only home I ever knew. They locked me in a dungeon, they starved me, they preached at me, they beat me...” He took a shuddered breath. “When my section leaders were attacked and killed by the revolt, I didn’t stop to think about saving myself or getting away. I’m prepared to die, have been since DiNolfol fell, but if I’ve got to die, then I’m damn well going to die the way I choose and that’s fighting to end Gava’s reign.” 
 
    “Yes,” came a half-dozen murmurings in the darkness. The huddle of people, now soldiers, had heard the young man’s words and it woke them. Ason scrutinized them in the darkness and saw determination. There was nothing more for these people to lose but their lives. 
 
    “The main chamber?” asked Ason. 
 
    Maleki nodded. “It’s the only way.” 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    “The main chamber,” said Cy. 
 
    Ronar was the first to respond. “What?” 
 
    “What does Gava fear most beyond Kai and the emerald?” 
 
    “Us,” answered the Stravad Leader. “He fears us.” 
 
    Cy nodded. “He tried to eliminate you through me, but when that didn’t work...” 
 
    “He’ll try something else.” 
 
    Ronar frowned. “If he fears us, why didn’t he kill us when he first captured us?” 
 
    Cy turned to his friend. “You were the bait to capture me. Now Kai is the bait to capture us.” 
 
    “Or demoralize us,” said Fodongo. “Seeing that he’s captured Kiameron, that he’s in control of our single hope, would demoralize anyone.” 
 
    “Don’t underestimate Gava’s egotism either. He’s going to have to show off his triumph, and the only place to do so and be seen by the most people is...” 
 
    “...the main chamber,” finished Ronar with a fierce smile. “Bloody hell, you’re right!” 
 
    “If you find my master, how do you plan on freeing him?” asked Niron. 
 
    Cy shrugged. “We’ll figure that out when the time comes.” 
 
    “That’s your answer for too many things,” growled the Daman. “Funny how you can’t just let us know what’s going on in that too-clever head of yours.” 
 
    Cy’s brows rose. “All right, I thought you’d simply stroll between the Gaviston’s legs with the emerald and place it in his hands.” 
 
    “And perhaps you’ll slither through them and...” 
 
    “Enough,” said Fodongo. “Cy’s right, we’ll have to act on our feet once we find Kiameron again.” He fixed his eyes on Cy. “Although, most of us will be looking to you for a spur of the moment plan.” 
 
    “That’s all good and well,” said Saria. “But there’s too many of us. We barely made it here without being discovered. How do you propose we navigate these corridors as a group without getting ourselves captured?” 
 
    “We’ll have to go in two groups. Distribute those that can’t go as quickly between the groups, so neither one will be overly burdened,” answered Cy. 
 
    Saria met his gaze. Their eyes locked, Cy’s face grim and set, Saria’s suddenly panic stricken. 
 
    Hadar shook his head. “There’s a slight problem with your idea, Cy. Only you know your way through these corridors, and only you can alert us to approaching troops.” 
 
    “No,” said Cy, never taking his eyes off Saria. “Saria can find her way there too with the map Ronar and I got out of the Command Center, and Saria can also alert you to Gaviston and Orahim as well as I can.” 
 
    “No,” said Saria, struggling to her feet. 
 
    “Saria...” began Cy. 
 
    “No, Cy. If we separate again...” 
 
    “We’ll have to find our way back to each other just like we did before,” said Cy, rising also. 
 
    “No, I won’t do it,” she said and turned, retreating to the rear of the cell. 
 
    Fodongo sighed. “Anyone have another plan.” 
 
    “She’ll do it,” Cy said. “For Kai.” 
 
    Fodongo lifted his eyes. 
 
    “And to save me,” he finished. 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    Maleki paused. No turning around now. The attack on the main chamber had to be swift and furious. They had to take as many Gavistra with them in those first few seconds as they could. 
 
    He felt sure they were all going to be slaughtered, but it made little difference now. He shook his head to force away the stupor he felt descending on him. He had experienced too much mind erasing himself. It made thoughts scatter and without leadership, most Gavistra wouldn’t know what to do once set free. Ason provided that leadership. 
 
    Taking a deep breath, Maleki tightened his hand on his sword. For DiNolfol, he thought, for Drahos, my father. 
 
    With a quick nod, Ason jumped away from the mouth of the corridor and into the main chamber. His rebels followed close behind him. Swords rang around him, Gaviston hissed and whips cracked, the Gavistra screamed in terror and froze in an ineffective huddle. 
 
    They must be turned, they must be given direction. The other attacks had been relatively simple. Small, isolated bands of Gavistra and Gaviston, but here there were many Gavistra and many Gaviston, and even more dangerous, the serpentine Orahim and their poisonous darts. Avoid the darts! he reminded himself. 
 
    Maleki ducked as a barrage of darts whistled past his head. He ran for the huddled Gavistra being guarded by a handful of Gaviston. Darts rained down on him from above. He glanced up to see the Orahim flanking all sides of the upper platform and along the catwalks that stuck out like wagon-wheel spokes from the main chamber. 
 
    He caught the first Gaviston with a ringing blow to the chest. His arm went numb from shoulder to fingertips, but he hammered into it with desperation. It backed into the screaming Gavistra and fell. 
 
    Some of the Gavistra were struck with the darts. They convulsed, their hands clawing at the air, then died, dropping in twisted masses on the polished floor. 
 
    More Gaviston and Orahim poured into the main chamber to quell the revolt and Maleki lost hope. There were too many Gaviston, and the Gavistra were terrified, unable to respond, react. He couldn’t turn them, he couldn’t bring them out of their fear-induced stupor. Still he hacked away at the Gaviston, moving quickly in and out of their grasp. 
 
    Ason appeared to his left. With a madness born of purpose, he charged at a band of Orahim, dodging the darts, and his sword cleaved a path through the middle of them. He bent, lifted a fallen weapon, then quite by accident, pulled the trigger and released a barrage of darts into the serpents. 
 
    The Orahim shrieked and broke rank, running blindly onto the waiting blades of their enemies. The Gaviston, confused by the sudden retreat of their most effective allies, also backed away. Through sheer luck, Maleki watched the tides of battle turn. 
 
    “To arms, to arms!” Ason cried, and drew his ragged band of rebels about him. 
 
    The Gavistra were shoved into the midst of battle. Fallen Orahim weapons and swords were placed in their hands. The war was now in the hands of the rebels – for the moment... 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    Cy, Zhera, Lemek, and Fodongo made their way through the twists of the corridors. They paused only once to allow Lemek a rest. Fodongo didn’t have much hope in Cy’s plan. Cy expected to find Kiameron in the main chamber. His band was to enter on the main floor, somehow cross the chamber without being stopped by Gaviston, and rescue Kiameron, if indeed he could be rescued. 
 
    Saria’s group was taking the upper path. They were going to clear the Gaviston and Orahim from the upper platform that flanked the main chamber and off the catwalks. There were only four of them, two men, Ronar and Hadar, a Daman, and a woman. What could they possibly do against so many adversaries of such impossible strength? 
 
    For a brief moment, Fodongo allowed himself to think of his wife. He would likely never see her again, feel the touch of her hand. Would she even know that he died in Gava? And if he died, how long would she have before Gava assaulted Temeron? 
 
    Despite Fodongo’s growing doubt, Cy was still determined, driven on by a feverish need. Fodongo studied the young man’s back and felt an undefined wave of sorrow. It was all so hopeless, so bitterly hopeless, yet this one young man thought he could achieve the impossible. 
 
    This wasn’t what Fodongo had thought would happen when they came to Gava. Fodongo hadn’t really had a plan, but he’d been so sure Kiameron’s blood-right would come to bear against Gava. The thought that perhaps Kiameron wouldn’t challenge Gava had never crossed Fodongo’s mind. Kiameron feared this, but the Stravad Leader had always believed that Kiameron’s blood charge was stronger than his fear. 
 
    Simple plan, simple confrontation, and completely naive. Now Ronake was dead, the others a step behind. Fodongo was responsible. He’d listened to no one, he’d taken no advice, and they still followed him here to their doom. Fools, they were all fools, and this was the most foolish task of all. 
 
    Fodongo stopped abruptly in the corridor and opened his mouth to tell them as much, but he froze and listened in disbelief. 
 
    Cy crept forward and disappeared. The rest waited, holding their breath, listening to the clank of metal on metal, and the battle cries that rose before them. Cy returned and motioned them forward. 
 
    Insanity, thought Fodongo again, but with a deep breath, he followed... 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    Saria crouched in the shadows, biting her lip. She could hear the battle raging below them and she wondered if Cy was a part of it. She shook her head. Mustn’t think about Cy now. Instead she thought of Kai. She was doing all of this for Kai – leaving the man she loved, risking her life and the life of her companions, but it was worth it in the end. She owed Kai this much. For her memories of DiNolfol and all that had been, she had to finish this. 
 
    Niron scurried back beside her. “There’s a battle in the main chamber. Many of the Orahim and Gaviston on the catwalks and platforms are dead, shot with their own arrows. It looks like Gava’s losing this one.” 
 
    Gava’s losing this one, she repeated to herself. “Any sign of Kai?” 
 
    Niron shook his head in disappointment. “I saw nothing and I stayed as long as I could.” 
 
    “What about the others?” What about Cy, she wanted to say, but stopped herself. 
 
    Again Niron shook his head. 
 
    Biting her lip, she looked away. Niron studied her a moment, then turned to Ronar. “What now?” 
 
    “You want a plan?” 
 
    Niron narrowed his eyes. “I want something. You don’t expect us to just start hacking Orahim to pieces...” 
 
    “That’s what I plan to do,” said Ronar. “If you wanted something clever, you should have gone with Cy. With me, you get ugly, unorganized hacking. With Cy, you can have your beautifully choreographed battle. I’ll be happy to throw you down to him.” 
 
    “No need,” said Niron, “I’ll take hacking. Your Cy is a little too clever for my liking, as clever as a snake in tall grass.” 
 
    Saria’s eyes shifted to Niron. Niron lowered his head. “I’m sorry, Saria.” 
 
    “Forget it,” said Hadar. “We better decide what we’re going to do before the Gaviston find us sitting here arguing.” 
 
    “Then draw your sword, Hadar,” said Ronar, pulling his blade from its sheath. 
 
    All eyes lowered to the blade, then each of the companions drew their weapons. 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    Maleki wiped at the bead of perspiration on his brow and pushed another dart into the weapon. Ason was crouched at his side, passing the deadly darts to him as quickly as he could pull them from the discarded clips. As Maleki became more and more accurate with the weapon, it seemed less and less necessary to fight the enemy with swords. A small band of shooters had formed – some of them rebels from Taral and Anatem, but most Gavistra who had found direction and purpose. This unorganized uprising was effectively holding their more powerful adversaries at bay. 
 
    “I never dreamed we’d live this long,” said Maleki with an elated laugh. “Eldon’s star, we may actually succeed in defeating Gava with our motley band.” 
 
    Ason laughed with him. “The war isn’t won yet, but the battle certainly seems to be ours.” 
 
    Maleki squinted along the line. His aim was focused on the new reinforcements pouring into the main chamber from the south entrance. Ignoring the cumbersome, slow Gaviston, he trained his sights on the Orahim. They were more dangerous because they could fire their weapons accurately from a distance. 
 
    As the scout released the dart, the weapon made a noise that sounded like thwunk. Maleki and Ason didn’t stop to wonder if he struck his mark. They both dropped their heads and their hands flew over the weapon, quickly reloading it. 
 
    Again and again Maleki and the other shooters held the reinforcements back in the mouth of the southern entrance. The young man was filled with a vengeful energy. As he took sight along the weapon and pulled the trigger, he forced himself to remember the destruction of DiNolfol – the screams of terror and pain, the smell of burning buildings, the feeling of the cold Gaviston hands as they closed over him, and the sights, the horrible, unimaginable sights of the people being killed. Then suddenly, his sight blurred. 
 
    Load, aim, pull, load, aim, pull, load, aim, pull – the monotony was familiar, comfortable. Slowly the images of DiNolfol blurred and the stupor began to descend. Load, aim, pull... lift, drop, toss, lift, drop, toss – the rhythmic chant of the Gavistra in the mine. 
 
    He gasped for air and lowered the weapon, rubbing the cold, clammy sweat out of his eyes. Shaking his head, he lifted the weapon to his shoulder once more and took sight, but he couldn’t focus his thoughts. Dropping the weapon in his lap, he rubbed vigorously at his eyes once more. 
 
    Ason watched him with concern. “Maleki?” 
 
    Maleki blinked at the rebel leader. Lift, drop, toss – the words echoed louder and louder in his mind. 
 
    “Are you all right?” 
 
    Maleki turned from Ason and stared out at the south entrance. All the hope and elation he had felt drained from him. There was no point in fighting, no reason to reload. Everyone would become a Gavistra. 
 
    Even Kiameron, even Kai. Surprisingly, Maleki was deadly calm as he recognized the figure flanked on all sides by Gaviston. If Kai was a Gavistra, there was certainly no reason to fight. They were all doomed, lost. The weapon fell from Maleki’s hands as he watched Kai advance into the main chamber with his host of Gaviston. The rebels and freed Gavistra fell back at his coming. 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    Ason was staring at Maleki, then his eyes lifted. He recognized the prince of DiNolfol, but no matter what Kai might have been, he was now a tormented soul under the command of Gava. 
 
    His face was drawn and pale. Beneath his eyes were dark circles and his eyes, themselves, were no longer grey, but the lifeless white of Gava’s eyes, drained of their color. 
 
    Ason despaired, unable to think or move for a moment. It was all for nothing, they’d accomplished so little. Gava was invincible. 
 
    Ason’s eyes fell to the discarded weapon. Death was more welcome than becoming a Gavistra. That was the way to escape Gava, that was one thing he didn’t control. There was still a way out. 
 
    Yet as he reached for the weapon, Ason caught a glimpse of a swiftly moving figure out of the corner of his eye. He halted and watched as the figure darted into the midst of the Gaviston. A flash of green light sprang into the air, then focused and lashed out at the Gaviston on all sides. Their bodies were flung away, clattering against the walls or dropping in twisted heaps. The Orahim shrieked in terror and bolted back into the corridors, tearing and trampling each other in their hysteria. The Gavistra, on the other hand, were suffused with the light and transfixed. Even Ason felt the hot weight of it pass through him and hold him inert. 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    As Cy stepped into the chamber, he truly had no plan in mind. Think on his feet, that’s what Fodongo had said he’d do, but the main chamber was in mayhem. Orahim, Gaviston, and Gavistra bodies lay flung around the room. The floor was littered with darts and discarded weapons. 
 
    At his back, Cy felt the press of his companions. They expected him to do something, but what? He lifted his eyes to the upper ramparts, hoping that he might catch a glimpse of Saria. He would have even felt comforted seeing Ronar, but there was no sign of them. 
 
    Peering through the carnage on the main chamber floor, Cy could see no trace of Kai. Perhaps he’d been wrong, perhaps Gava wouldn’t have Kai on display. Maybe Kai was dead, but even as the thought formed, Cy knew he was wrong. 
 
    His eyes shifted to the south entrance. There in the midst of a band of Gaviston was a figure. The emerald in Cy’s pocket responded ardently, but Cy didn’t need the emerald to tell him who it was. Before he had time to think, Cy’s feet carried him into the middle of the battle. He heard his companions cry out to him and knew they were pursuing him, but his steps were swift and purposeful. Halfway across the floor, he broke into a run and darted into the center of the Gaviston protecting the figure. 
 
    His hand closed over the emerald and he drew it forth. Stepping forward, he thrust it at Kai, who lifted his arms to shield himself. As both men touched the gem, it burst into light. Cy wasn’t aware of the Gaviston as they were tossed through the air, or of the Orahim who scrambled away, or of the Gavistra who stood transfixed. He didn’t know his companions were rooted in shock at his back, or that Saria was standing at the rail on the upper level, clasping it with such force that her knuckles were white. He was only aware of Kai’s anguished cry in his mind and of the ponderous weight of Gava’s will. 
 
    Without knowing what he was doing, Cy thrust the light of the emerald at Gava’s presence. Caught in the middle, Kai shrieked in torment and tried to draw his hands off the gem, but it burned into his flesh, trying to become one with him. 
 
    Kill him! came Gava’s command, clear and distinct in both men’s minds. 
 
    Cy’s concentration broke at the sheer brutality of the order, but Kai suddenly had purpose. Gathering the light of the emerald, Kai centered it and drove it back into Cy. The blow would have flung him clear across the chamber, but Kai’s hands closed over Cy’s, pinning him to the talisman. 
 
    “No!” cried Fodongo, running forward as Cy dropped to his knees, his hands still clasped in Kai’s. 
 
    Kai’s head lifted, his eyes lit with a green light, and Fodongo collided with an invisible barrier, careening away. Lemek stepped between Eldon’s heir and the Stravad Leader, but Kai’s attention focused back on Cy. 
 
    “He’ll kill Cy,” said Fodongo, pushing himself up. “If he does, he’s lost.” 
 
    Lemek squared his shoulders and straightened his back. “Kiameron, stop!” 
 
    Kai’s eyes snapped to the old man. 
 
    “If you kill Cy, you will become Gava’s slave!” 
 
    Zhera bent and her hand closed over one of the discarded Orahim weapons. She lifted it and took aim at Kai’s breast. 
 
    Kai’s eyes shifted in her direction and a malevolent smile crossed his lips. In his mind, Gava’s voice spoke. Kill them. 
 
    Cy heard the words and he tried to strike out at Gava with the emerald. His effort saved Lemek’s and Zhera’s life, for it snapped Kai’s attention back to his most hated enemy. 
 
    Cy had betrayed him twice-fold – once when he brought them to Gava and again when he’d stolen Saria. The others were inconsequential. Cy was the enemy, Cy must die. 
 
    They all must die, including Saria. 
 
    The force built within Kai – Cy felt it. Futilely, he tried to block it, but his mind was no longer clear, the pain unbearable. Let it end, he felt himself wishing, but even as the thought formed, a new surge of life went through him. He didn't want to die. 
 
    They all must die. 
 
    “Kai, please.” 
 
    Kai’s head snapped up and his eyes searched the main chamber. The voice had been faint, but it had been unmistakable. 
 
    Saria. If Kai knew she was there, if he found her, he’d kill her, just as Gava commanded. 
 
    “Kai, let him go.” Kai’s gaze frantically searched the chamber. Suddenly they fixed on a small figure far up on the second level, leaning over the railing. 
 
    “Please let him go.” 
 
    Kill her! 
 
    “NO!” The shout was torn from Cy’s throat. 
 
    A green arc of light burst from the top of the emerald and filtered down in dying flashes of electrical fire. Both young men were surrounded by its spiraling glow, confined by it. A shriek of pure electrical energy careened out of the beam of light and ricocheted off the walls of the main chamber, sending the Gavistra and rebels diving to the floor and shielding their heads. Fodongo and Lemek followed it with their eyes, then turned back to the column of emerald light. The shriek died away on a wind of psychic pulsation. 
 
    Tearing his hands from the emerald, Kai dropped to his knees and clasped his head, folding over on himself. Cy also crumpled, the emerald falling from his grasp. They lay there, side by side, Cy breathing slowly and steadily, trying to stop the roar of pain throughout his body, and Kai attempting to hold himself together as thousands of images paraded their way across his mind. 
 
    Silence descended in the main chamber. The remaining Gaviston had been destroyed by the emerald and the Orahim had fled. The rebels and Gavistra were warily lifting their heads again. 
 
    Zhera dropped the Orahim weapon. She staggered forward and dropped beside Cy. He pushed himself into a sitting position and she threw her arms around him, holding him close. He smoothed her hair with his hand and shut his eyes as she began to weep. Lemek turned and helped Fodongo to his feet. The Stravad Leader laid a heavy hand on Lemek’s shoulder and then went to Kai. He reached out and touched Kai’s arm, but the prince shied away, his eyes wild. 
 
    “Kiameron, it’s Fodongo.” 
 
    Cy opened his eyes at Fodongo’s voice. The battle may have ended between them, but Kai was still raging a battle for control over his mind. 
 
    Cy rose to his feet, holding his hand out for Kai. Kai edged back, his gaze darting between Fodongo and Cy. 
 
    Fodongo moved closer to Cy. “He’s still fighting. Be careful, you’re still the enemy. He’ll try to kill you if he can.” 
 
    Cy exhaled wearily. “No, I don’t think he’ll try to kill me now.” 
 
    As he took a step forward, Kai narrowed his eyes. Fodongo placed a worried hand on Cy’s shoulder. “Cy, he doesn’t know any of us right now. I can feel it. Right now everyone’s the enemy.” 
 
    “You’ll have to trust me, Fodongo.” 
 
    Fodongo started to protest again, but Cy shook him off. 
 
    “Cy, please...” begged Zhera. 
 
    He stopped just before the prince. Kai pressed a hand against his temple. 
 
    “Let me help you.” 
 
    Kai moaned. He wanted help, he needed help, but Cy was the enemy. The voices grew in his head, Tafoya’s voice telling him he was his son, Fodongo stating that he was Eldon’s chosen, and Ferenc telling him that he must learn to be King of DiNolfol. Interlaced with all of them, chanting rhythmically, was Gava's voice... 
 
    “NO!” Kai clamped his hands against his head to stop the voices. 
 
    Cy stepped forward and caught his hands, pulling them away. “Don’t fight it. Let it go – all of it.” 
 
    Kai shook his head frantically. The voices were a loud roar in his head now, clamoring over one another, repetitive, disjointed. He felt his mind splintering and he fought to hold it all together. His knees went weak beneath him and he dropped. 
 
    “Don’t fight it! Let it all go.” 
 
    He fixated on Cy. The voices were chattering and spitting in his head, but Cy held his gaze. The blackness of Cy’s eyes offered oblivion, nothingness, silence. Despite the cacophony in his mind, Kai allowed himself to let go of everything but the darkness of Cy’s eyes. 
 
    And he understood why fate continually threw them together – why he was forced to hate Cy and yet rely on him as he was now, relying on him to anchor his sanity. 
 
    Slowly he became aware that he was sobbing. The voices were a dulling hum in his mind, but he felt the floor of the main chamber beneath him and the grip of Cy’s fingers on his arms. Gava’s hold was gone and Cy had broken it. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 39 
 
      
 
    Cy slowly came awake, his body feeling leaden. He drew a deep breath, filling his lungs. The distinctly feminine scent of a woman registered in his mind. He forced his eyes open and found Saria lying in his arms, her back pressed against his chest. 
 
    Cy pulled her closer and brushed his cheek across her blonde hair. After fighting for a lost number of days to free Kai, then Saria, then the Stravad, Cy had finally been given a rest. For two days now, Cy and Saria had been left alone, protected by the rebel forces in an open corridor in the newly conquered section of Gava. 
 
    The first day he had been so bruised and battered, he’d barely been able to bathe and eat a little before falling into a dreamless sleep. The next day, he’d felt a little stronger, but he and Saria had deliberately chosen not to leave their tight quarters, stealing this time for themselves. 
 
    Cy didn’t know where Kai or the Stravad were. He was concerned about Kai and knew that the hiatus was over for him and Saria. Gava still controlled most of the Death City and the rebels needed some true direction if they were going to succeed. And the two heirs of Eldon had unfinished business to attend... 
 
    Gava must be destroyed. 
 
    Cy didn’t even question this fact any longer. He would never be free to build a life with Saria while Gava lived. For whatever unfathomable reason, Cy and Kai had been chosen to stand against him.  
 
    He rolled to his back and stared at the metallic ceiling. The Stravad had given him these two days. Cy never remembered loving anything the way he loved Saria. The thought that these last two days might be their only days alone together hurt. How he wished he could believe they’d escape together. 
 
    Saria stirred beside him. She stretched and yawned, then rolled over, laying her head on his chest. Cy ran his fingers through her hair, enjoying the feel of her warm breath against his bare skin. 
 
    “How’d you sleep?” she asked, nestling in against his neck. 
 
    “Like I would never wake again,” he said, flexing his sore muscles. His hands still hurt from the multiple lacerations he’d gotten when he fell from the command chamber. There were bruises across his ribs, arms, and legs. Every inch of him ached with weariness and abuse. He had nearly been killed innumerable times. How he’d survived without even a serious injury escaped him. 
 
    Saria lifted her head and braced it on her hand. She stared into his face for a long moment, then drew a deep breath. “We’re going back to the war today, aren’t we?” 
 
    Cy narrowed his eyes. She could read him so easily. “We can’t hide here forever. We really don’t know what’s going on outside this cell. What if the war has ended?” 
 
    “The rebels and Stravad know where we are. If the war had ended, if Gava had been destroyed, we’d be one of the first told. They’ve given us this time, Cy, but we can’t take anymore, can we?” 
 
    Cy caressed her cheek. “I’m sorry, Saria. I wish we had the rest of our lives to spend just like this together.” 
 
    Saria’s eyes filled with tears and she opened her mouth to speak, but suddenly her chin firmed and she blinked away the tears. Shifting on the cot, she swung her leg over him and straddled him. Bending down she captured his lips with her own. “We have a little more time at least,” she whispered as she kissed him again. 
 
    Cy’s hands slid down her body to her hips. “Yes, we do,” he answered. 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    Cy watched the rebel leader. Ason was explaining the latest movements of the rebel forces. In effect, they had Gava on the run. Cy would never have believed this possible, but with the emerald, so many Gavistra had been freed in the last few days that the Gaviston and Orahim were overpowered by numbers. 
 
    He also knew that Gava had stretched his power too thinly over too great an area. He had so many minds to control that one hitch in the machinery threw the entire mechanism off. If the rebels had struck any time in the past, they would have been eliminated, but timed with Cy’s betrayal and Kai’s powers, the combination might truly toll the downfall of Gava’s reign. 
 
    Cy leaned back in his chair, his eyes drifting out of the Command Center, the rebels’ new seat of operations. He looked over the heads of the closely huddled council. They had routed Gava, but he wasn’t dead. He could still have some nasty surprises planned for them. Until he was destroyed completely, nothing would be finished. 
 
    He started when Ronar slapped his knee. He glanced around the group in surprise. He’d stopped listening quite some time ago and didn’t know what they expected of him. 
 
    “They want your opinion.”  
 
    Cy narrowed his eyes on his friend, then looked past him at Fodongo. The Stravad Leader was sitting with his arms folded, a smile on his face. Despite his grief over Ronake’s death, Fodongo seemed in much better spirits since they’d recovered Kai. 
 
    Cy’s gaze roved over Lemek, Hadar, Niron, Ason and the scout, Maleki, who had somehow known Kai in DiNolfol when they were younger. He glanced briefly at Zhera and away. For some reason he was feeling guilty over Zhera. 
 
    Saria had deliberately declined participating in this council and Cy hadn’t pressed her. Kai’s absence did bother him, however, and he wanted to ask where he was. 
 
    “I’m sorry. I don’t know what you want of me,” he said finally. 
 
    The Daman, sitting next to Ason, rolled his eyes in disgust. Cy knew the little man didn’t like him, didn’t trust him, but Cy wasn’t trying to win anyone’s favor. With a mischievous lift to his dark brows, he smiled at Niron. The Daman met his gaze and frowned. 
 
    “Where should we strike next? What will be the most devastating blow to Gava?” asked Ason. 
 
    Cy shifted his attention to the rebel leader. Why did everyone look to him for a plan? 
 
    “The Stravad Leader told us if anyone could orchestrate this war, you would be the best choice,” he added. 
 
    The Daman sputtered. 
 
    “Some obviously wouldn’t agree with you there,” Cy said, cocking his head at the little man. 
 
    “That’s right,” answered Niron. “You’ve routed Gava yourself, Ason, you and your rebel forces. You did it without any guidance from the inside and this man is a little too on the inside for my likings. I can tell you Cy’s everything these men have said. He’s brilliant and cunning, and foolishly brave, but what these Stravad have failed to tell you is that he’s Gava’s nephew.” 
 
    Maleki straightened suddenly, his eyes flashing. Ason caught his breath and stared for a moment in stunned silence. The Stravad and Zhera seemed equally amazed that Niron had spoken so rashly. 
 
    “Is this true?” asked Ason. 
 
    “Well...you see...” began Fodongo, shifting uncomfortably. 
 
    Cy glanced at the Stravad Leader. “Yes.” 
 
    Maleki rose to his feet. “What sort of deceit are you practicing? Is this some kind of sick joke?” His hand lowered to the hilt of his sword. 
 
    Cy’s gaze passed from the sword to the young man’s sunken face. Lifting his hands, he held them out before him and rose to his feet. 
 
    “It’s always seemed like a sick joke to me,” he said, his voice taking on its most silken quality. 
 
    It was the wrong tone to take with Maleki. “Treacherous, lying snake,” he hissed, drawing his blade. 
 
    Niron nodded in agreement. “That’s what I’ve been saying.” 
 
    Ronar glared down at the Daman. “You’ll pay for this.” 
 
    “I’m only telling the truth. You great blinded ox, your own brother was killed because of him. How can you defend him?” 
 
    “Niron, please don’t...” began Fodongo. 
 
    “Cy wasn’t responsible for Ronake!” shouted Ronar. 
 
    Cy started to lay his hand on Ronar’s shoulder to stop him, but at the slightest movement, Maleki lunged over the table and knocked Cy back into the wall. Before anyone could intervene, he had pressed the sharp edge of his blade against Cy’s throat. 
 
    Even Niron hesitated. 
 
    Cy held his breath, his eyes fixed on the glazed eyes of the scout. He felt the sharpness of the sword against his throat. Was this finally the end or was it another annoying close call? He couldn’t decide by looking into the scout’s eyes. The tension on the sword felt serious enough. 
 
    “Listen...Maleki, isn’t it?” 
 
    “Shut up!” he demanded, pressing the sword closer. 
 
    Cy swallowed his words and tried to edge away from the blade. 
 
    “Do something,” urged Zhera to Ronar. 
 
    Cy’s gaze shifted fearfully to Ronar. If the Stravad tried to intervene, he was bound to get his throat slit. He hoped Ronar had enough sense to judge the situation correctly. He hoped Fodongo or Lemek would do something. He didn’t want to die so senselessly, not while Gava still lived. 
 
    “Maleki,” said Fodongo, “let him go and we’ll explain things.” 
 
    Maleki’s hold didn’t lessen. “You didn’t even deny it.” 
 
    Cy started to answer, but the sword pressed tighter. It was becoming a little painful and he was getting worried. The look in this man’s eyes wasn’t entirely sane. 
 
    “Maleki, this doesn’t solve anything,” said Ason. 
 
    “If I slit his throat it solves something. It means he’ll never pass Gava’s blood on to another. How can Saria allow you to touch her?” 
 
    Cy flinched. The sword’s point had pricked the flesh under his jaw and blood had begun to trickle down his neck. “Are you going to kill me without letting me defend myself?” 
 
    Maleki’s eyes widened. “Defend yourself? You admitted it...” 
 
    “But you didn’t let him explain, Maleki,” said Fodongo. 
 
    Cy could see that Ronar wasn’t going to wait much longer. If Maleki cut him again or if he moved suddenly, Ronar would charge and in his present predicament, Cy would lose his life. 
 
    “There’s nothing to explain. Do you know the things I’ve lived through, the things they did to me?” 
 
    Cy nodded carefully. “I know,” he said. “I know what they did to you.” 
 
    Maleki shook his head violently, driving the point of the sword into Cy’s neck again. Ronar started forward, but Fodongo caught him. 
 
    “You don’t know!” shouted Maleki. “You can’t know. They starved me and beat me. They beat me until I was nothing more than tattered flesh...scars...they...” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “NO! You don’t know because you were part of it!” Maleki exclaimed. He pulled back his arm and raised the sword. Zhera screamed and the rest of the men held their breath. 
 
    Maleki slammed his forearm against Cy’s chest, pinning him to the wall, the complete edge of the blade across Cy’s throat. All the scout had to do was draw his arm back. 
 
    Tension snaked through the room. Niron sank into a seat, trembling, and Fodongo’s hand tightened on Ronar’s arm. 
 
    Blood ran down into Cy’s collar. He caught sight of the door opening off to his right and Kai stepped through. The prince stumbled to a halt. Maleki only briefly glanced at him before returning his crazed stare to Cy. 
 
    “Maleki, what are you doing? Let him go!” demanded Kai. 
 
    “Stay out of this,” said the scout. He swallowed and bit his lip. “You’ve got seconds to convince me not to kill you.” 
 
    Cy started to speak, but Kai interrupted him. “Maleki, why are you doing this? Let him go. You don’t know what you’re doing.” 
 
    “Stay out of this!” shouted Maleki, unconsciously driving the sword into Cy’s throat. 
 
    Cy gasped. “Maleki, please listen to me.” 
 
    Maleki’s eyes swung back to Cy's face. 
 
    “I know what they did to you because they did it to me. I’m here because I want Gava dead as badly as you do. I want to make sure he never preys on anyone ever again.” 
 
    “I don’t believe you.”  
 
    “I can prove it. Let me go and I’ll show you, all right? Then if you’re not convinced, you’ve still got your sword.” 
 
    “This better not be a trick.” 
 
    “No trick, just let me show you.” 
 
    Maleki took a step back. Cy shut his eyes and drew a deep breath. Opening them again, he kept them fixed on the scout as he slowly lifted his hands to the throat of his jacket. It was difficult to unbutton his jacket with his bandaged hands, but he dropped it and started to open his shirt. Maleki watched him suspiciously, his fingers flexing on the sword hilt. Cy pulled the shirt off his shoulders and turned around. 
 
    Of those gathered in the room, most had seen the scars across Cy’s back, but it was a grisly sight none-the-less. Fodongo shut his eyes, Lemek turned away, and Niron lowered his head. Standing closest to Maleki, Ason stared in disbelief. 
 
    But Maleki was the most profoundly affected. A sob choked in his throat and he lifted his free hand as if he would touch Cy’s back, then he lowered the sword. The tension evaporated. 
 
    He took a step back and sat down in Cy’s chair, burying his face in his hands. “I’m sorry,” he whispered. 
 
    Cy pulled his shirt back over his shoulders and turned, kneeling in front of the scout. He placed his hand on Maleki’s arm. “I don’t blame you.” 
 
    Ronar sat down heavily and let his head fall back. Cy patted his friend’s shoulder and glanced at Zhera. 
 
    She looked pale. “You’re bleeding.”  
 
    Cy touched the cuts. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” said Maleki again. 
 
    Cy shrugged. “I’m getting used to it. If I don’t have at least one brush with death per day, I feel out of sorts.” 
 
    Maleki stared at him, but Fodongo laughed nervously. Ason reached over Maleki’s shoulder and handed Cy a piece of cloth to stop the blood. Cy placed it against his throat and looked up at Kai. 
 
    “We’ve got to talk,” he said. 
 
    “Now?” 
 
    “Especially now, right now.” 
 
    Cy didn’t think there was anything to discuss between them. Kai had learned the secret of their parentage when their minds were joined by the emerald three days ago. He knew Kai was surprised and perhaps upset by the information. Either way their relationship with one another had changed, but what was the point of discussing it? In fact, he felt sure it was an issue better left unsaid. Still he knew he couldn’t refuse him. 
 
    Actually, he felt sure he wouldn’t refuse anything Kai asked of him, except of course, where Saria was involved. Cy hoped that Kai didn’t want to talk about Saria. She was the one thing that could come between them now and he didn’t want anything to come between them again. 
 
    “All right,” he said, rising to his feet. 
 
    “Wait,” said Fodongo. “We need to finish our plans, Kiameron.” 
 
    Kai’s white eyes flashed to Fodongo’s face. “Go on without Cy, Fodongo. You may have to do that from now on. We need to talk and nothing’s going to stop me.” 
 
    He didn’t wait for Fodongo to respond. He turned his back on the assembly and moved to the small office that branched off from the Command Center. Cy followed him. 
 
    Once he passed through the door, Kai shut it behind him. Then he wandered around the office, his head bowed, while Cy waited for him to speak. 
 
    Finally, he looked up, his strange white eyes fixing on Cy. “Eldon’s star, I thought you’d had it that time.” 
 
    Cy didn’t answer. 
 
    Drawing a deep breath, Kai leaned against the desk fronting one wall. “I’m not going to dance around the issue. I want you to leave Gava immediately. Take Saria and head for Denortosal.” 
 
    Cy’s eyes widened. He’d expected him to say many things, but he’d never expected this. “What are you saying? You know we’re in this together, Kai.” 
 
    Kai shook his head. “No, this is my battle and...” 
 
    “This was never your battle alone and you know that. Why are you even suggesting I leave?” 
 
    “Because I don’t want to watch you die. Gava wants you dead more than he wants to hold his empire together. He’d do anything to make sure you never leave here alive.” 
 
    Cy took a few steps closer. “And what about you? Do you think Gava’s ever going to allow you to leave if he can do anything about it?” 
 
    “It doesn’t really matter...” 
 
    “The hell it doesn’t.” 
 
    Kai exhaled. “Listen, Cy. Saria’s in love with you. I’m still confused and hurt by your relationship, but I can’t deny it. You have a life with her, a future. At least I’d know that you two had a chance for happiness.” 
 
    “How very martyr-like of you,” said Cy, turning away. 
 
    “Damn it, Cy, I’m not being a martyr. I’m being selfish. I can’t watch you and Saria together, but more than that I can’t watch you die. You’re the only family I’ve got.” 
 
    Cy whirled around and stared at him. “Then how can you expect me to walk away from you, leave you here to die.” 
 
    “Because I’m asking it of you as my brother.”  
 
    “All right, it’s now out in the open, so let me ask you something. What exactly do you feel for me? Confusion I’d expect, hatred I’d understand, anything else would be...” Cy exhaled wearily. “Anything else would be more than I’d ever expected.” 
 
    Kai’s expression was pained. “I’ve tried to hate you, and Eldon knows I’ve had my reasons, but I never could. Even when I thought I wanted you dead, you were the one who was always there for me. I never understood that until the other day, but every time I’ve been close to losing my mind, you’ve kept me sane.” 
 
    “Then how can you ask me to leave? If I’m all you’ve got, what do you think you are to me?” 
 
    “You have Saria.” 
 
    “And I’d be nothing to Saria if I turned my back on my own brother. You can’t defeat Gava alone. We were meant to do it together. It will take both of our powers to focus the emerald. You need me as much as I need you.” 
 
    Kai stared long at his brother. “You’re a stubborn ass, do you know that?” 
 
    Cy smiled wryly. “At least we agree on one thing.” 
 
    Kai pulled the chair out from the desk and sat down. “I’m so tired of this entire situation. I want it to be over, I don’t care how.” 
 
    Cy grabbed the only other chair in the room and pulled it close. “One way or another, it will end.” 
 
    “Did you tell Saria?” 
 
    Cy shook his head. “Every time I started to tell her, I realized how difficult it would be to explain. How do you explain that we had the same parents?” 
 
    “I want to find our mother, Cy. I want to take her from this place and see her laid to rest in Temeron.” 
 
    Cy leaned forward. “Do you know what I want?” 
 
    Kai met his gaze and shook his head. 
 
    “I want to ride under the gates of Temeron side by side, Kai. I want everyone to know that we stood beside each other and destroyed Gava.” 
 
    Sadness welled within Kai as he looked at his brother. Cy was perhaps a year younger than he was, if his calculations were correct, but there was such wisdom and age behind his brother’s eyes. 
 
    He choked back his grief and forced a strained smile. “I promise you that we will ride into Temeron together one day, and I will be proud to claim you as my brother.” 
 
    Cy’s eyes danced at his words. “Our mother would want it this way.” 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    The sound of metal on metal rang out in the corridors. Smoke funneled through in black clouds. Ronar appeared out of the smoke, Cy close on his heels. Behind them both came Fodongo. 
 
    Cy peered through the dense clouds, his face marked with soot and weariness. “They’ve moved farther up the line,” he said, drawing a deep breath, allowing the sword in his hand to relax. 
 
    Beside him, Fodongo nodded. “Isn’t Gava’s private chambers just a little ways up this corridor?” 
 
    Cy’s eyes blazed in the hazy darkness. “Yes, I can’t wait to set the torch to it myself.” 
 
    Fodongo looked away, listening to the sounds of battle. Most of Gava now belonged to the rebel forces and the Gavistra. The battles had been hard fought with many losses, but Gava’s reign in the Madronic Mountains was finished. Only a few isolated pockets of resistance remained. 
 
    In a few days, Fodongo felt sure all the Gaviston would be destroyed and the Gavistra freed. Only one detail bothered the Stravad Leader, dampening the mood of victory. Gava and Erram still lived. 
 
    Somehow the lord of the Death City had eluded their systematic search. The Stravad Leader secretly hoped they’d find him holed up in his own private chambers, ready to surrender. 
 
    Fodongo never expected the rebellion to be so successful. What seemed like years before in Temeron, when they’d decided on this mission, the Stravad Leader had been sure it was fool hardy. To see it succeed...well, he had never dreamed so wildly before, but even still, he feared that if Gava escaped, all the effort would be lost. 
 
    “Do you think...”  
 
    “No,” said Cy, his eyes searching the gloom. “Gava isn’t anywhere near us. I’d know, I’d feel him.” 
 
    Fodongo regarded the young man, but didn’t question him. Since recovering Kai, Cy had taken on an almost mystical quality. Fodongo believed whatever Cy told him now, he had no reason to disagree. 
 
    “Curses, what are we waiting for?” snarled Ronar. 
 
    Cy smiled at him. “Let’s go.” 
 
    They moved down the corridor until they came to the door of Gava’s private chambers. Ronar muscled the door open and the three men stepped inside. Even in the darkness, memories assailed each of them. 
 
    In this room, Gava had systematically tried to wear their defenses away, break them. In this room, Gava had pitted ally against ally. In this room, Gava had driven his nephew to his knees. 
 
    Now it was in complete disarray. Cy pulled the torch from the pack on his back and passed it to Ronar. As Fodongo moved about the room, the two men lit the torch and a sickly light flooded the hazy interior. 
 
    Chairs were overturned, papers strewn across the floor. Slowly Fodongo pulled out Gava’s enormous black chair and settled himself into it. Placing his hands palms down on the desk, he looked up at his two companions. 
 
    “I don’t think it’s a good idea to set fire to this place, until we’ve had time to look through all of Gava’s records,” he said, rifling a few papers on the desk. 
 
    Cy frowned and Ronar grunted in disappointment. Stepping further into the room, Cy looked around. 
 
    “I guess you’re right, Fodongo, but I’ve dreamt of this moment my entire life. So many times I was brought to this room...” 
 
    His voice trailed off and he turned to look at the Stravad Leader. “I’d stand here and he’d sit there. It always ended with a beating. When I was a child, I’d begin trembling when the Gaviston brought me down this corridor. By the time I made it this far, I could hardly walk on my own.” 
 
    Ronar lowered his head, but Fodongo met Cy’s tormented stare. “He’s not here anymore, Cy.” 
 
    “But he’s still out there, somewhere.” The young man drew a deep breath. “As long as he lives, Fodongo, I’ll still be that terrified child, praying he’ll kill me this time so it will end, praying I will never have to face him again.” 
 
    Fodongo rose to his feet and crossed around the desk. Placing his hands on Cy’s shoulders, he leaned close. “You have fought him and won. Whatever happens after today, you have faced the darkness of your childhood and risen above it. No one can ever take that away from you – no one.” 
 
    Cy swallowed against a lump of anguish in his throat. He wanted to believe the Stravad Leader, he sincerely did, but as long as Gava lived, as long as he was free to torment others, Cy would never be out of the darkness. 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    The entire group that had journeyed into Gava now left the Death City to camp in the open on the mountainside. The rebel forces had been so effective, so efficient, the air had gone bad inside the dimly lit corridors. Smoke filled the cells and most of the byways were choked with debris. 
 
    The only areas that hadn’t been systematically destroyed were the Catacombs of the Dead and Gava’s own private chambers, which Fodongo had protected at all costs. 
 
    As Cy stood on the edge of the trail leading down the mountain, he could already see the streams of Gavistra moving back toward Loden in one long line. Refugees returning to a land ravaged by war. He knew many would die on the way and many would die once they reached their destination, but as the stars appeared in the sky, the victory was theirs. Should they die, they would die in freedom – freedom bought with the blood of their families and friends. 
 
    They’d destroyed Gava’s reign. Cy still couldn’t believe the impossible had been made reality. How many times had he dreamt of such an event. And now it was over. 
 
    Cy closed his eyes and drew a deep breath. Over for them, but not for him – never for him as long as Gava still lived, still eluded capture. And Gava was here, somewhere on this very mountain, waiting. Since they’d left the Death City, Cy had felt his uncle’s presence looming out of the darkness, menacing in the brightly lit day. He couldn’t escape it, just as he couldn’t fully escape Gava until he was dead. 
 
    He started when he felt Saria’s hand on his arm. 
 
    “I’m sorry I startled you,” she said softly. 
 
    He turned and pulled her into his embrace. “I feel him, Saria. He’s out here somewhere.” 
 
    Saria shuddered in his arms, her eyes scanning the slow moving line of Gavistra. “Why can’t we follow them out? Why can’t we forget about him, Cy? He’s destroyed now. He can’t do any more harm.” 
 
    Cy looked down at her. Why couldn’t he explain the situation better? It did seem ridiculous – this vengeful pursuit of a man whose empire had collapsed around him, but Saria didn’t understand that as long as Gava had the power to think, he would have the power to rebuild, and his power would grow with the experience. 
 
    “Because he has to be destroyed, sweetheart, because he can’t be allowed to build his empire again.” 
 
    Saria drew a deep breath and tightened her hold. “I’m frightened. I should be happy now that it’s over, but it isn’t over for us and I’m afraid." 
 
    He placed his hand under her chin and lifted her face until their eyes met. “I’m afraid too, but you’ve got to believe me when I tell you that no matter what happens, I will always be here with you, always.” 
 
    Her eyes clouded over. “I hate it when you talk like that.” 
 
    He forced a wan smile. “Then let’s talk about the future. Where shall we make our home? How many children should we have?” 
 
    She started to answer him, but stopped. The dying sun had caught in his face, drawing deep hollows under his eyes. She shuddered again involuntarily and buried her head against his chest, forcing herself to memorize what it felt like to be in his arms. 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    Kai moved over the huddled bodies lying around the campfire, his steps silent in the stillness of the night. He made his way to where Cy and Saria lay wrapped in their blankets, their bodies intertwined with one another. He forced down his own selfish rise of pain as he looked down on them, wrapped so intimately together. 
 
    Saria looked peaceful and content lying in Cy’s arms. She seemed to belong there. Once Kai had dreamed of lying with Saria so close to him, but that dream was over. She belonged with Cy and no matter how it hurt, no matter how Kai tried to deny it, here was the proof. 
 
    He shifted his attention to Cy’s face. Cy didn’t seem to be as peaceful. In fact, Kai had lain in his own blankets for many hours now, listening to Cy tossing and turning. Something was bothering him, the same thing that had tormented Kai since they’d left the corridors of Gava behind. 
 
    Lifting his eyes he looked up at the mountain’s great summit. The dim red glow of firelight met his stare and he shuddered. Gava was there. Kai would have known it even if the emerald hadn’t begun a steady pulsation since they’d made camp four days ago. 
 
    The scouts had scoured the mountain side for any signs, but found nothing. No one else would have marked the faint glow of Gava’s fire either because it burned inside of the two heirs of Eldon and no one else. 
 
    Looking down on his sleeping brother, he knew Cy felt the call as strongly as he did himself, but Cy mustn’t be allowed to answer it. Somehow he had to summon enough strength to defeat Gava on his own. To bring Cy would most likely mean Cy’s death. And if Kai didn’t leave now, Cy would be driven after Gava by this shared feeling of necessity. No, the time had run short and now he must make the last stage of the journey alone. 
 
    He etched Cy’s handsome features in his mind. A strange, protective love had begun to grow in Kai toward his younger brother. If only they’d had more time together. If only Saria hadn’t come between them. So many ifs. 
 
    He hadn’t said goodbye to any of the others, not even Fodongo. They were inconsequential at this point. Everything had narrowed down to a triangle which comprised himself, Gava and Cy. Now Kai was determined to eliminate Cy’s part of it. 
 
    He reached out and placed a hand against Cy’s shoulder. Cy stirred, his brow furrowing in discomfort, but he didn’t wake. “Goodbye,” Kai whispered, then glanced once at Saria. “Take care of her for me.” 
 
    Slowly and silently he rose to his feet and moved over the remaining bodies until he came to the trail. Hesitating only a moment, he glanced back to where Cy moved in sleep, then with a determined sigh, he started up the trail. 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    Cy woke with a start and bolted upright, his entire body awash in perspiration. He ran a hand over his forehead and then dug at his eyes, trying to drive the dream away. But it wouldn’t fade. Over and over again he saw Kai falling off the summit of the mountain, plunging down to his death. Each time Cy saw his own bandaged hands reach out into the empty air for his brother and each time they grasped at nothing. 
 
    He stiffened and lifted his head, his eyes lighting on Lemek. The old man sat huddled over the coals of the fire, a blanket around his shoulders. He was a dark shape in the night, except for his strange white eyes which blazed through the blackness and pierced Cy. 
 
    Cy swallowed hard and threw back the blankets, rising to his feet without disturbing Saria. He moved to the fire and reached out, stirring up the coals. As he worked, he felt Lemek’s eyes on him. Finally he met their stare. 
 
    “It’s almost over,” said the old man in a strange voice. “And yet there is so far to go.” 
 
    A chill worked its way down Cy’s back. “What are you talking about, old man?” he said, trying to force more confidence into his voice than he felt. 
 
    Lemek extended a thin, skeletal hand and grasped Cy’s arm. The grip was hard. “Kai thinks of this as a triangle, but it isn’t. It’s more of a circle.” 
 
    Cy wanted to pull away, but he couldn’t move. He was paralyzed with fear. “What?” 
 
    “Gava and I are of the same bloodline. My blood runs in you and your blood runs in Kiameron. Don’t you understand.” 
 
    Again Cy swallowed convulsively. “This journey’s been too much of a strain on you...” 
 
    “Stop fighting it, Cy,” commanded Lemek. He removed his hand and pointed upward with one thin, long finger. “Look and feel.” He brought his hand down and thumped Cy in the chest. “Feel.” 
 
    Since leaving the inner city, Cy hadn’t allowed himself to look up at the mountain, only down to the plain leading to Loden. Even though he was terrified of looking upward, he couldn’t stop himself. And he saw the same red glow that had drawn Kai. 
 
    “He’s gone.” 
 
    Cy’s eyes flashed to Lemek’s face and he knew immediately who the old man meant. “No,” he whispered. 
 
    Lemek nodded. “He thinks he can protect you by going alone, but he’ll only doom all of us. Gava will gain control of the emerald and the power he needs to fulfill his dream.” 
 
    Cy shut his eyes and swayed with exhaustion. Finally he opened them again and fixed them on the old man. “Will you go with me?” 
 
    Lemek nodded. “This is my battle too. Why else did you think I came?” 
 
    Cy didn’t answer, but he knew. He guessed he’d always known. He glanced back to where Saria still slept in their blankets. If only. If only. But like Kai, he knew that was a hollow promise at best. 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    It was Saria who woke the others with her cry. Dawn had not yet risen and a cold, harsh wind blew down from the mountain summit. Fodongo was the first at her side, but the others crowded around, rubbing the last remains of sleep away. 
 
    “They’re gone,” she said, struggling to catch her breath. 
 
    Fodongo frowned and looked around at the huddled group. “Who’s..." He stopped and rose to his feet. Instinctively he looked up the mountain trail to the summit and he shivered. The wind seemed to howl in his ears. 
 
    “Hadar,” he said and made a motion with his hand. 
 
    The red-headed Stravad moved up the trail and bent over it, searching it for any signs. Ronar was at his side, his huge bulk bristling with fury. 
 
    “What were they thinking? What are they after?” 
 
    Fodongo met Ronar’s gaze, but said nothing. 
 
    Ason cleared his throat and glanced once at Maleki’s equally startled expression. “What’s happened?” 
 
    “They’re gone,” said Zhera, “Kai, Lemek and Cy.” Her eyes shifted to Saria, but she was standing beside the giant, her blonde hair blowing around her in the wind. She didn’t seem aware of the others, only the trail leading up the mountain. 
 
    “They’ve gone to find Gava,” said the Daman. 
 
    “Obviously,” said Ronar with a growl. “Lemek’s an old man. I never thought he’d make it this far. What’s gotten into his senile old head?” 
 
    They all looked at Fodongo, but the Stravad Leader didn’t seem to see them. He was listening to the wind with dread. He looked up at the lowering sky, clouds rushing overhead, their black bellies threatening. Why hadn’t he seen the way it would end? He’d grown complacent with their victory, and now.... 
 
    Hadar rose to his feet and wiped his hands on his pants. Moving back down the trail, he stopped before the Stravad Leader. “It looks like someone went earlier than the others, I think it was Kai. There’s a shuffling mark to the second pair of prints that must be Lemek’s and the mark of Cy’s boots. Cy and Lemek left not so long ago.” 
 
    Fodongo stared at his friend, trying to draw in his thoughts. Finally he shifted toward Saria. “How long ago did Cy leave, Saria? Have you any idea?” 
 
    She turned and regarded the Stravad Leader with a tormented look. “It got cold and I reached for him.” She shut her eyes and took a deep breath. “He wasn’t there. It couldn’t have been that long...just long enough for...” She didn't finish, but turned back to the trail. 
 
    Fodongo met the gaze of each of his companions. They were waiting for him to make a decision. He didn’t want to make any more decisions. Long ago he’d turned that practice over to Cy and he’d been glad to be relieved of it. Cy had been much better at seeing the whole picture anyway.  
 
    “I can only speak for myself. I think most of us know where they’ve gone. Somehow they felt the call of Gava and have left us to answer it. We all know that Gava’s still dangerous. What we do now may make no difference, but we started this venture together and I can’t help but feel we were meant to finish it.” He hesitated, then continued. “The battle inside the mountain was fierce and we survived. The battle about to be fought outside is even more dangerous. We may not all survive this. I say we began this venture together, but I won’t command anyone to finish it.” 
 
    He dropped his eyes and looked at the blowing dust at his feet. “I intend to follow them, no matter where the trail may lead or to what end. Each of you must make the decision on your own.” 
 
    There was a pause as each of the companions considered Fodongo’s words. Finally Saria broke the silence. “Let’s go, Fodongo. They’ve already got ahead of us.” 
 
    Fodongo met her gaze and nodded. 
 
    “I’m going too,” said Ronar, his hand dropping to the hilt of his sword.  
 
    Hadar drew a deep breath. “I’m beginning to forget what Temeron looked like,” he said, his eyes drifting toward the plain below him. “But I can track them better than the rest of you.” 
 
    Niron pushed his way into the center of the circle so he could be heard above the wind. “I’m going. I’ll do my best not to slow you down.” 
 
    Ason smiled down on his friend. What a strange companion the man had thought him at first, but he’d grown to respect the Daman’s pluck and dedication. Where Niron went, Ason was determined to follow. It only seemed right. 
 
    He shifted his gaze to Maleki. The scout still retained the hollow, distant look of being a captive in Gava. Ason never understood what thoughts went on in the young man’s mind, but he felt sure of what he was thinking now. 
 
    Maleki glanced only briefly at Ason, then looked at Saria. “I, at least, owe something to Kai. He kept his promise when no one else did.” 
 
    Saria flinched at his words, but her gaze remained unwavering. 
 
    Zhera felt a sudden urge to defend her. “He didn’t bring the Death City down by himself,” she scolded. “I think Cy deserves an equal amount of loyalty.” 
 
    Saria’s gaze shifted gratefully to the dark-haired woman. Zhera smiled, although the smile didn’t quite reach her eyes. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 40 
 
      
 
    Kai stood over the remains of Gava’s fire and stared down at it as if he could see the future written in the ash. He’d traveled for hours, climbing the mountain, trying to stay as far ahead of Cy as he could. He felt Gava all around him; even more troublesome, he felt his brother coming behind him. Yet he hadn’t found Gava. 
 
    Drawing in his breath, he shut his eyes. There it was, the unmistakable presence of evil, of Gava – in the wind that howled around him, in the clouds that lowered overhead, but most of all in the air he breathed. The emerald was a burning brand on his breast, warning him that Gava was close, very close, yet so far out of reach. 
 
    Kai grimaced. Curse him, what was he waiting for? He was ready for him – whether it meant death or not – he was ready. 
 
    More than that, he needed it to happen soon. Any more delay and Cy would catch up. And if Cy caught up to him... 
 
    Kai’s eyes flashed open. Gava was waiting for Cy. As unbelievable as it was, the emerald wasn’t a strong enough pull. Gava wanted his nephew more than he wanted the emerald, more than he wanted dominion over all of Loden. 
 
    Panic seized him. How could he force Gava’s hand before Cy arrived. His eyes scanned the trail going up the mountain. Just before it turned into a switch-back, it ended in a rock slide that jutted out over the plain below. 
 
    Moving to the edge of the trail, Kai looked down the mountain. He could now see Cy working his way upward with another figure. Kai narrowed his eyes against the hazy light. Lemek. 
 
    He was puzzled as he looked further down the trail. The rest of the party was following. Eldon’s star, they were all going to reach this spot within the next hour if he didn’t do something. 
 
    He looked back at the rock slide and squared his jaw. Reaching inside his shirt, he pulled the emerald free and slipped it over his head. It felt oddly heavy and hot in his sweating hands. How he hated the thought of using it, of abandoning himself to it again, but he had no other choice. 
 
    He lifted the emerald and took a deep breath. His power responded to his summons and he built it layer upon layer, then he lowered his gaze to the gleaming green of Eldon’s talisman. 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    Cy stood beside Lemek as the old man rested on a rock. He was anxious to keep going. Lemek was definitely slowing him down and he knew the others weren’t far behind. Yet he couldn’t abandon the old man; he felt sure Lemek was necessary to the completion of everything. 
 
    Lemek looked up at him, his eyes rheumy, his chest heaving with effort. “He...isn’t...far...away,” he gasped. 
 
    Cy nodded. He knew Kai was just above them, but he was more concerned with the party just behind. If things turned out badly, Saria would be in direct line to see it unfold or be caught in the middle of it. 
 
    He glanced down the trail once more. Their greater numbers made quite a racket as they clambered over the fallen debris on the trail. Cy fancied he could even hear Ronar grunting. 
 
    “Almost ready,” said Lemek. 
 
    Cy nodded without turning around, his eyes drifting toward the refugees headed out of Gava. A chill worked its way beneath his jacket. No matter how it ended, Eldon-knew, he was ready for it to be over, ready to be free of this entire business. 
 
    The wind howled past his ears and rifled his hair, sending up dust flurries around his boots. He turned and watched Lemek. The old man was leaning back against the cliff face, his eyes shut, his complexion too pale. If he made it back to Temeron alive, it would be a miracle. 
 
    “I think I’m read...” he began, but never finished. 
 
    Cy felt the reverberation of power a moment before it shook the mountain. His gaze whipped to Lemek’s face and the old man returned the stare. 
 
    “He’s trying to force Gava out.” 
 
    Cy didn’t respond, he simply started moving again. Surprisingly Lemek followed close on his heels, the exhaustion of the previous moment suddenly forgotten. 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    Zhera cried out and clutched at Fodongo as the mountain shook beneath their feet. The entire party stopped and lifted their eyes to the summit. Even from their distance, they could make out the rock slide. 
 
    “I don’t think you need me to scout out the trail anymore,” replied Hadar. 
 
    Fodongo looked at his friend, then turned away. He could still feel the residual power of the emerald snaking through the wind that buffeted them. 
 
    Saria was the first to move on. The others followed, their heads lowered against the wind. Fodongo watched them with pride. It would be so much easier to turn back, but they didn’t – and they wouldn’t until it was over. 
 
    Lifting his eyes to the mountain’s summit, Fodongo sighed heavily. He felt the conclusion of their adventures as keenly as the others and the hair on the back of his neck had begun to stand on end. 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    Kai released the power of the emerald in spiraling arcs, probing the face of the mountain with a systematic control he didn’t know he possessed. As long as he funneled all his concentration into his power, he didn’t feel the tug of anxiety that told him Cy was just below him. 
 
    Faintly he became aware of a change in the wind. What had blown with a dusty, smothering quality now took on a sour, sickly scent. Even the feel of it was different. The air seemed charged with electricity and heavy. Sweat ran down Kai’s temples and soaked through his shirt, pressing it against his back. 
 
    Slowly he forced open his eyes and choked down the probe of his power. Gava stood before him, balanced on the pile of fallen stones, his cloak billowing around him in the wind. 
 
    A grim smile crossed Kai’s lips as he looked on the man – then the smile dried for Gava was also smiling. Whipping around, Kai met his brother’s gaze and his body went cold. 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    Cy stopped moving a few yards below the spot Kai had chosen for his final stand. For a moment, he was only aware of his brother and the pulse of Kai’s power as it shook the mountain beneath their feet. Then he sensed the same changes Kai had sensed – the thickening of the air, the heating of the wind... 
 
    ...and Gava – appearing suddenly on the tumbled debris above them. 
 
    Lemek paused at his side and rested his hand on Cy’s shoulder. Cy didn’t look at the old man, but he could feel him struggling to catch his breath. Then Kai turned and their gazes locked for an agonizing moment. Kai didn’t want him here, had meant to keep him away, but he had come anyway, he’d had to. 
 
    Cy looked his brother over, etching his features into his mind. Now that the end was standing before him, he wasn’t afraid of it any longer. 
 
    He shifted his gaze to his uncle. Gava’s imposing height and flowing white hair made quite a spectacle standing on the landslide, but Cy was unmoved. Nothing Gava did mattered any longer. The end was here and Cy was ready. 
 
    As if he took strength from Cy’s calm, Kai straightened his shoulders and turned to face Gava. His power built again methodically and he looked down into the emerald. He released it with as much force as he could summon. 
 
    Cy watched Gava stagger from the blow, his face twisting into a grimace. Slowly the grimace changed into a smile of triumph as Gava reversed Kai’s attempt and slung it back at him. Their combined powers hummed and spit through the thick air between them. Cy fancied he could almost see a tangible exchange, an electrical current pass from Gava to the emerald and back again. 
 
    How long could it last? 
 
    Even as the thought formed, Kai staggered and dropped to one knee. 
 
    The next few moments were a blur of activity for Cy... 
 
    The remainder of the party appeared on the trail below and Gava’s attention was drawn to them. The mountain shook and rocks came plummeting down. Cy tore his eyes away from his brother and turned to watch the trail be consumed by a landslide. Stifling a cry in his throat, he started down the trail, but the billowing dust and a shower of stones forced him back. 
 
    As he turned around, Gava struck at Kai, throwing him off his feet and pummeling him into the cliff’s face with a bone crushing impact. Kai dropped to the ground and lay stunned, the emerald slipping from his grasp. 
 
    Moments crept away as Cy stared into his uncle’s white eyes. Gava’s lips lifted into a sardonic smile. For Cy’s part, he couldn’t move, couldn’t react. Such a blaze of terror tore through him as he met Gava’s gaze that the years were thrown away and he was a small boy again. 
 
    Behind him the dust settled on the trail. Ronar was the first to climb to his feet and look around. No one had been hurt in the landslide, but they’d been cut off from their companions. With a howl of rage, the Stravad began tearing into the slide, throwing the rocks over the cliff. 
 
    His howl shook Cy out of his trance and he became aware of Lemek speaking in his ear. “The emerald, Cy, we must get the emerald.” 
 
    He recognized the wisdom of this suggestion, but try as he might, he couldn’t make his legs work. He stared at Kai, pleading with him to rise again, but Kai was only now coming around, shaking his head in dazed amazement. 
 
    “Bring me the emerald,” said Gava in his seductive purr. 
 
    Cy’s eyes flashed to his uncle’s face. “No,” he whispered. 
 
    “Bring me the emerald!” 
 
    He took a deep breath. He’d done his uncle’s work for his entire life, obeyed his commands for one reason or another. Even at the end, the need to obey warred with the need for survival. 
 
    “We must fight him together,” whispered Lemek. “Draw in your power.” 
 
    “I have no power.” 
 
    Lemek never looked at him, his eyes fixed on Gava. “You’ve always had power. This is your chance to fight him, to break the hold he has over you. Fight him, Cy, draw in your power.” 
 
    “Bring me the emerald!” Gava commanded. “Now!” 
 
    Now! The simple word cut through Cy’s indecision. Suddenly he knew what he was about, what he had to do, what was meant to be done his entire life. Nearly two and a half decades of abuse boiled down into that one single word – all he’d endured, all he’d been, all he’d ever be... 
 
    Squaring his shoulders, he moved up the trail and his eyes blazed a brilliant Stravad blue. The emerald sensed his coming and green light sprang up from its many facets. 
 
    He hesitated a moment over Kai’s prone body. Kai groaned in pain and shifted in the dirt, but he didn’t seem aware of his brother. Bending down, Cy lifted the emerald. 
 
    “Bring it to me!” cried Gava, shaking the mountain once more. “Bring me the emerald!” 
 
    Cy turned and faced Gava. His eyes fixed on his uncle’s and he moved forward again. He was no longer aware of anyone or anything save the emerald and Gava. There was only purpose. All emotion and thought boiled down to one thing – binding the emerald to Gava. 
 
    Below him on the mountain, the others went still. The air thrummed with energy, the wind whipped past them. Even Kai managed to lift himself on his elbow and watch the spectacle. 
 
    Cy made it to the base of the landslide, his eyes glinting, the emerald pulsating in his hands. It was then that Erram appeared behind him, rushing down the switch-back. 
 
    A cry of alarm worked its way into Kai’s throat, but it never left his mouth. He heard Saria’s anguished cry, saw the glint of the knife in Erram’s hand as it angled down and into Cy’s back, felt the pain of the wound as if it were his own, and watched Cy stagger, until he lost his footing and fell to his knees. 
 
    The mountain filled with silence as Cy struggled to right himself, blood pouring down his spine. 
 
    The wind stopped howling. 
 
    Not even Gava moved. 
 
    Then Ronar returned to hurling the rocks over the side of the cliff, the sound drowning out all others. 
 
    Rage spiraled through Kai and he pulled himself to his feet, drawing in his power as he rose. Just below him, Lemek felt the power build and called on his own, rusty as it was. Slowly Cy’s head lifted and his fingers tightened over the emerald. 
 
    The pain was gone...in fact, he felt stronger than he’d ever felt before. Getting one knee under him, he forced himself to stand. He wasn’t aware of the blood trickling down his back or the strange hum in his ears. He was only aware of Gava and the need to give him the power of the emerald. 
 
    Gava saw the truth in his eyes at that moment. Using both Kai and Lemek’s power, Cy summoned his own. The three companions, linked by blood, bound their power to the emerald and completed the joining by hooking Gava into the circle. 
 
    Gava screamed in anguish as the force ripped through him. His arms flailed at Cy, attempting to drive him back, but Cy lifted the gem, its blinding rays striking Gava in the face and forcing him to take a step away. 
 
    The rocks beneath his feet shifted and spilled down the landslide, but Gava wasn’t aware of his precarious position. He only knew that he had to be free of the emerald or else he’d be destroyed. 
 
    His power burst forth in ragged spurts, causing more of the landslide to tumble free. Cy’s eyes had turned from their Stravad blue to a searing green, his body filled with the power of the emerald. In the last moments before the landslide gave way, Gava was struck with the unearthly beauty of his nephew, and he gave a strange laugh. 
 
    Cy had won. 
 
    The last of the slide gave away and Gava disappeared over the side of the mountain. 
 
    The moment he was gone, the light extinguished from the emerald. Both Kai and Lemek felt their power drain and they dropped in exhaustion. But Cy never felt the release. The power continued to thrum through him as he drew a final breath. 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    Kai slowly became aware of the sharp rocks cutting into his knees and palms. His breathing had stabilized and the horrible headache had grown to a distant throb. Blinking his eyes, he lifted his head and his gaze came to rest on Cy’s body. 
 
    A sob choked in his throat as he scrambled to his feet and ran to the rock-slide. He dropped beside Cy and turned him over, pulling him into his arms and hugging him against his chest. Warm blood continued to ooze from Cy’s back and it drenched Kai’s shirt, but he wasn’t aware of it. 
 
    “No, please no,” he whispered, rocking him frantically in his arms. 
 
    Lemek knelt beside him and placed his hand on Cy’s breast. He looked up and met Kai’s gaze. “He’s gone, Kiameron. He’s gone." 
 
    “No!” Kai choked on the word and lowered his face over his brother once more. “Please, Eldon, no!” 
 
    He held Cy as the others broke through the rock-slide on the trail. He held Cy as Saria threw herself on his chest, weeping with great wrenching sobs. He held Cy as the sun fell out of the sky in a blazing farewell, and even as night descended with bitter coldness, he held him and whispered into his ear. 
 
    Fodongo and the others left Kai and Saria on the summit while they descended to their camp. When dawn rose pale and pink in the sky, Kai and Saria met it together. 
 
    As the weak rays of sunlight brightened on the plain below, the refugees of Gava broke camp and began another long trek toward the Madronic Mountains. Fodongo and Ronar climbed back to the summit with a handmade stretcher and lifted Cy onto it. As they did so, the emerald fell from his hand. Kai stared at it. He didn’t want to pick it up again. 
 
    “You have no choice,” said Fodongo at his side. 
 
    Kai didn’t have the energy to argue. He bent and curled his fingers around it. It pulsed in response and he stared into its brilliant green surface. He and Cy had been pawns in someone else’s game. 
 
    Fighting the impulse to hurl it from the mountain, he shoved it in his pocket. Then he lifted the end of Cy’s stretcher. Together, he and Ronar carried Cy out of Gava. 
 
    When he and Saria paused to watch the sun set for a second time, neither could deny the beauty of it and they stared at each other wordlessly until the brilliant colors faded. 
 
    Behind them stood the stronghold Gava had built for himself. Darkness claimed it first and darkness held reign...for even in the midst of Gava’s ultimate destruction, evil persisted. 
 
    Erram still lived. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 EPILOGUE 
 
      
 
    Kai entered the tent Fodongo had pitched on the plain below Gava. The Stravad Leader was sitting behind a table, rifling through an unmanageable pile of papers. Kai cleared his throat and Fodongo looked up. 
 
    “Ah, Kiameron, how’s the exodus progressing?” 
 
    Kai took a seat across the table from him and sighed. “As well as expected. Provisions are scant, but spirits are high.” 
 
    Fodongo eyed him. “Not your spirits.” 
 
    Kai looked away, his eyes scanning the dusty inside of the tent. Finally he met Fodongo’s stare. “I miss him, Fodongo. I can’t stop thinking about him.” 
 
    “We all miss him. I keep thinking how much smoother the exodus would be if he were directing it.” The Stravad Leader leaned on the table. “But he’s gone and we’re here. You’ve got to accept it, Kiameron.” 
 
    Kai rose to his feet. There were so many things he wanted to say, to shout to the world, but it wouldn’t bring Cy back. 
 
    “How’s Saria?” 
 
    Kai turned and stared at Fodongo. He hadn’t seen Saria since they’d pitched camp here days ago. “You don’t know?” 
 
    “I’ve been busy trying to sort out the Catacombs of the Dead, Kiameron. You were grateful enough to learn the location of your mother,” said the Stravad Leader, motioning at the papers. “I thought you would look after Saria, considering...” 
 
    “Considering that she was my brother’s lover! Did you really think I’d want to seek her out? I can’t get him out of my mind as it is. Curses, Fodongo, I thought you’d watch after her.” 
 
    Fodongo leaned back in his chair and scratched his beard. “A rather selfish assumption on your part, don’t you think?” 
 
    Kai’s eyes blazed. “Damn you, Fodongo. I don’t have to take this anymore.” Whirling on his heel, he stormed from the tent. 
 
    Fodongo continued to scratch his chin, a smile tugging at the corners of his mouth. “Good to see some emotion in you,” he said and then returned to his papers. 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    Kai’s search for Saria drew him away from the camp to a ridge of small hills that overlooked the trails into the Madronic Mountains. Saria was sitting at the top of the highest hill, staring out over the plain. 
 
    Kai approached slowly, not sure what her reaction would be toward him. In all honesty, he wasn’t sure he wanted to see her again himself. Yet he forced himself to take a seat beside her. 
 
    At first she didn’t acknowledge him and he didn’t speak. Glancing from the corner of his eyes, he was surprised by her beauty. Her hair was clean and loose, her face less gaunt. He wasn’t sure what he’d expected, but he hadn’t expected her to look quite so...well...serene. 
 
    She shifted finally and looked at him. He tried to meet the look, but her eyes bore into him. Outwardly she might seem composed, but in the depth of her tawny eyes, he saw her pain as raw as his own. He looked away and wished he hadn’t sought her out. 
 
    “Saria, I’m sorry...” 
 
    “Sorry.” She mouthed the word. He tensed, waiting for her to explode at him in rage, but she didn’t. “Sorry,” she repeated. “Strange word.” She fell silent again. 
 
    He waited, his hands clasped in his lap. He was afraid that if he spoke again, she would snap at him and he didn’t think he could take it. Moreso, he didn’t think he deserved it. She hadn’t been the only one to lose Cy. He’d lost the last of his family – he’d lost his brother. 
 
    “So am I,” she whispered, looking away from him. 
 
    Kai glanced at her, frowning. “What?” 
 
    “I’m sorry too,” she answered. “I’m sorry for so many things, but it doesn’t do much good, does it? It doesn’t bring him back.” 
 
    Kai drew a deep breath, the pain in his breast making his chest feel tight. “I don’t know, Saria. I keep asking myself what will make it better. I’m hoping time, but I just don’t know.” 
 
    She nodded and looked at him. “What will you do now?” 
 
    Kai shrugged. “Can’t say. After I ride into Temeron with Cy, I intend to leave, but where...” 
 
    “Not back to DiNolfol?” 
 
    “No, not DiNolfol. I never wanted to be King, remember?” 
 
    “I remember. You wanted to travel, see Loden.” 
 
    Kai lifted his head and looked at the stars forming in the sky. “Not anymore. I just want to find a tiny plot of land in some corner of the region and hide.” 
 
    Saria’s face went still. “That was our plan,” she said. “That was our plan...” 
 
    Kai didn’t answer her at first. He didn’t know what to say, how to ease her pain or his own. And he couldn’t shake the feeling that the situation was too strange for words. Yet still he found himself speaking in the next moment and he’d never expected to hear himself say these words. 
 
    “We could find this place together, Saria...” 
 
    She flinched. 
 
    “I’m not expecting or asking for anything. I know you loved Cy and I know that will never change. I’m just saying that we understand each other.” He shifted on the ridge and faced her. “Everyone’s going to tell you to forget him. They’ll never understand that you can’t, but I do. And no one else in this world understands how much I miss him...except you.” 
 
    Her eyes were huge in the growing dusk – huge and vulnerable. 
 
    “We could find a place for ourselves without having to answer to anyone. I’m not looking to resurrect the past, I’m only looking for a friend, someone who understands, someone to share whatever is left to us, someone to build a new life.” 
 
    “I will never stop loving him, Kai. Never.” 
 
    “I know. I know that and I accept it.” He reached out and took her hand. “Can you accept what I offer you? No obligations, no demands – just friendship, companionship.” 
 
    She met his gaze. “I can’t even promise that,” she said in a strained voice. His heart caught and he shut his eyes. She tightened her hold on his hand and leaned closer to him, lowering her voice. “But I do need a friend and I will try to be one.” 
 
    He opened his eyes again and smiled. “It’s a start,” he said. “It’ll do.” 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    Kai and Saria sat on their horses and watched the last refugees take to the trail, headed back for Loden. In the midst of the crowd were the coffins for his mother and Cy, glinting pale silver in the early morning air. Flanking them on each side rode Ronar, Fodongo, and Hadar with a host of devout followers. 
 
    Kai thought of Saria’s final parting with Zhera. Dark circles had formed under Zhera’s eyes and her hair had been unkempt. She’d sought Saria out herself before she’d departed, accompanied by Ason and Niron. 
 
    They hadn’t known what to say to each other and after a few moments of awkward conversation, Saria had simply embraced her. Zhera broke down in her arms and wept brokenly, but Saria had been unable to cry. Later, she told Kai that she wished she could cry just once more and release the horrible agony. But she’d come to realize the pain went much deeper and no amount of crying was going to assuage it. 
 
    Kai released Niron from his service. The Daman had been hurt at first, but Ason presented him with a plan to explore the Tridarn together. Despite his devotion to Kai, Niron wanted to go with Ason. 
 
    The four men Ason led to Gava were accompanying them as far as Denortosal. The rebel leader, Nolen, had found his daughter and the others intended to see them home again. The doctor, Brandt, planned to build a new practice with Nolen’s help, but the other two, Amondo and Jarral, were thinking about accompanying Ason. Niron parted from Kai, preoccupied with giving the two men advice on Daman protocol. Ason and Kai shook hands, smiling, then Kai watched them go with quiet acceptance. 
 
    Kai shook himself out of his memory as Maleki, Marri and Grondi rode up beside them. Kai took Maleki’s hand and embraced him. Saria met his gaze with a smile and Maleki nodded. 
 
    “Are you sure you won’t return to DiNolfol with me?” he said to Kai. 
 
    Kai shook his head and glanced at Saria. “No, we want to find a place to start over new. Nothing to remind us of DiNolfol or Temeron or Gava, except our own memories.” 
 
    “I could use you to help rebuild,” he persisted. 
 
    Kai smiled and shook his head again. “I think you’ll do fine on your own, Maleki. I have faith in you.” 
 
    “I wasn’t born to be King.” 
 
    Kai laughed. “Neither was I.” 
 
    Maleki tightened his reins. “May Eldon be with you.” 
 
    “And with you,” answered Kai. 
 
    Without a second glance, Maleki spurned his horse forward and rode down onto the plain to join the refugees bound for DiNolfol. Kai watched him ride away. He would never see his childhood friend again, but he would hear about his restructure of DiNolfol. From peasant to king – somehow it seemed appropriate it should end that way. 
 
    He turned his attention to his sister and Grondi, reaching over the horse to hug her. Kai had been surprised by the change in Marri when he’d found her. She’d grown much more passive and thoughtful, if not a good deal thinner. He hadn’t been surprised to learn she intended to marry Grondi, however. 
 
    “I don’t know. Even at the end I thought you’d go with him,” he said, prodding her playfully. “You can rightfully claim the crown.” 
 
    Marri smiled. “And marry a rogue like Maleki, never.” 
 
    Kai laughed at Grondi’s pained expression. “I think you’ve made a wise choice, but don’t you want to return to DiNolfol? It was important to you in the past.” 
 
    “Family’s important to us now, Kai,” answered Grondi. 
 
    Marri nodded in agreement. “And you’re the only family I have left.” 
 
    Kai’s expression grew grim at her words. Their bloodline might not be the same, but she was right. They were family. 
 
    “Do you mind so much if we follow you?” 
 
    “Of course not,” said Saria. “We wouldn’t have it any other way.” 
 
    Grondi and Marri smiled at each other. “Well, who knows,” said Grondi, kicking his horse into motion, “maybe we’ll have a double wedding, eh?” 
 
    Kai shot a stunned look at Saria. She met his stare with wide eyes and then looked away, urging her horse forward. Kai watched the three of them angle down off the low hill and onto the plain, then he turned in the saddle and looked back at Gava. A chill worked its way down his spine and he shuddered. Forcing himself back around, he followed the line of the mountains where the sun glimmered golden against the last snow. 
 
    “Who knows?” he whispered and hurried to catch up with the others. 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    The golden gates of Temeron rose up out of the darkness as the refugees came in sight of it. A cry went down the parapet and guards filed out of the city to meet them. Inside the gates, lights went on in the cottages as the word passed through of Fodongo’s return. Soon the grounds outside the city were covered with Stravad, who took the refugees in hand and led them to a meal and a warm bed. 
 
    Kai watched the greeting from far back in the line. A part of him rejoiced at coming in sight of the Stravad capital and hearing their lyrical voices and laughter, but part of him dreaded entering the city under the current circumstances. He glanced at Saria and smiled. 
 
    “I’ll meet you at Fodongo’s house,” he said. “There’s something I have to do first.” 
 
    She nodded in understanding and he rode away. 
 
    In the middle of the caravan was the wagon which held Cy’s coffin. Kai rode up beside the driver and lifted his hand, signaling him to pull out of the line. The man complied with a frown. 
 
    “What is it, my lord?” he asked. 
 
    “I’d like you to wait for the rest to enter the city before you go through.” 
 
    The driver’s frown deepened. It had been a long journey and he wanted a hot meal and a soft bed, but he wasn’t about to deny Eldon’s heir with his strange white eyes and stern features. 
 
    “Any reason?” he asked, despite himself. 
 
    Kai stared at the man a moment in silence, then glanced back at the coffin and drew a deep breath. “I have a promise to keep,” he said. 
 
    The driver looked away and watched the line of refugees file under the gates. He didn’t understand the delay, but it didn’t really matter. He settled in the seat and closed his eyes. Sleep was soon upon him. 
 
    Kai waited in the shadows beside the road and marveled at the Stravad people as they greeted the refugees, Human and Stravad alike. There wasn’t a single one who waited very long before being welcomed by a Stravad and shown where to go. The number of refugees was large and Kai knew it would tax supplies, but no one seemed to mind the discomfort. A remarkable people, a remarkable place. Cy would have loved it. 
 
    Kai smiled to himself. Cy would have loved the overindulgence in everything – food, drink, conversation, love – and he would have quickly become a favorite among the Stravad. Yes, he would have fit in here quite well. Cy would have found a home. 
 
    The last of the refugees passed the wagon and Kai shook the driver awake. As the wagon pulled onto the road in front of the golden gates, Kai brought his horse close against its side. Reaching out, he laid his hand on the smooth surface of the coffin and passed under the gates of Temeron beside his brother. 
 
    Cy had come home. 
 
      
 
    THE END
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    Under twilight brooding dim, 
 
    And along the utmost rim 
 
    Wall and rampart risen to sight 
 
    Cast a shadow not of night, 
 
    And beyond them seemed to glow 
 
    Bonfires lighted long ago 
 
    And my dark conductor broke 
 
    Silence at my side and spoke, 
 
    Saying, “You conjecture well: 
 
    Yonder is the gate of hell.” 
 
      
 
    ~ A. E. Housman 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 PROLOGUE 
 
      
 
    Soren stood before the window, staring out into the yard. He was a Nazarien warrior, had been for the majority of his life, and Nazarien warriors did not display any weakness. Admittedly, Soren sometimes found the Nazarien definition of weakness perplexing, but he didn’t dare state so out loud.  
 
    His features were carefully controlled, neutral, and his eyes were narrow slits of light, giving nothing away. He stood, stock still, and stared ahead of him, and if he sometimes flinched inwardly, not a glimmer of such emotion darkened his brow.  
 
    Sitting to the right of him, just within the periphery of his vision, was the boy. Soren found him to be an affront, an abomination, but he didn’t give this feeling away. The child was all of five, light of hair with the darkest blue eyes the warrior had ever seen. Beyond those dark eyes, he showed no other sign of his paternity, but it was there just the same. Soren knew and it made his skin crawl when he thought about it. And it was impossible not to think about it now, being forced into contact with him. Yet the boy was protected -- he had the mark of Eldon on him.  
 
    The woman’s cry of anguish filtered through the dense wood of the closed door. Except for the narrowing of his eyes, Soren didn’t show that this bothered him either. The boy, however, was a different matter. He looked around the room with a panicked expression, sitting on the very edge of the chair, his hands clasping the arms until his small knuckles turned white. He was chewing on his lower lip unknowingly, a gesture a trained Nazarien warrior would never display.  
 
    The other warriors waiting in the little house ignored the boy. Soren wasn’t sure whether they felt the same affront he did by the boy’s mere presence, but they all knew the boy had Eldon’s immunity.  
 
    Soren had known Eldon well. He had ridden beside him in the Orahim wars, he had been party to the famous bloodless ambush, where the Orahim were captured en masse, ending the war. He had only been fourteen at the time, a new recruit. Of course he had lied about his age, but he’d had no other choice. Eldon was leading the squadron and Soren wanted desperately to be a part of it. 
 
    That was before the advent of the Nazarien and the ascetic guidelines that marked the faith. That was when he was still a Temerian Stravad, able to show his emotions, able to express them freely. Now he hardly remembered what it was like, he’d been Nazarien so long. When forced into the company of Temerian Stravad today, he found them flighty and unreliable. Reliability demanded its own costs and the Nazarien knew this well.  
 
    Soren had been one of the first warriors appointed to Eldon’s elite guard, later named the Nazarien. He had been one of the few to see Eldon after his capture by Gava, when he’d used the emerald to escape. To Soren’s way of thinking, this had marked the end of Eldon’s life.  
 
    He wasn’t the same anymore. No one knew what Gava had done to him, beyond the fact that he had broken the Immortal Warrior’s spirit. Soren had been witness to the eerie times when Eldon was catatonic, days on end, staring at nothing, speaking to no one. There were perhaps five people who knew of those occasions, and most of them were dead now. The only two still alive were Soren himself and Andoloshian, the Nazar, the Nazarien word for second-in-command.  
 
    Soren had ridden at Eldon’s side when he had escaped Temeron with his appointed heir. He had been one of the few who had survived the river crossing, watching his companions be overrun by Gaviston. After escaping the Gaviston, Soren had assisted in the building of Eldon’s stronghold in the Grozik Mountains on the border of Loden and Nevaisser. He had ridden his share of guard details, keeping an eye on Erram in the Madronic Mountains. He was just as shocked as the others when Erram suddenly turned up in their own backyard, inhabiting the volatile insides of Mt. Askar.  
 
    Soren voted for attacking the fanatic before he could amass a new following, but Andoloshian held more sway with Eldon. It would be too costly a campaign, he’d said, and Erram had only to slip deep within the mountain to escape them. Better to put a constant watch on him and make sure he never left. Even when Eldon wasn’t catatonic, he didn’t seem able to make decisions on his own anymore. As the years passed, he relinquished greater amounts of his control to Andoloshian.  
 
    Therefore, he obviously wouldn’t listen to reason when the woman suddenly appeared.  
 
    Soren still considered that event an evil omen. She was young and hysterical, badly beaten and abused. How she had found their camp always bothered Soren, but as she was obviously Stravad, they had offered her shelter. For many months Eldon had been no more than a wraith, floating aimlessly throughout his stronghold, but the moment he saw the woman, his eyes took on life.  
 
    He gave her his protection, his mark. Soren had pleaded with him to reconsider. He couldn’t shake the eerie feeling that the situation had a more sinister undercurrent to it. He wasn’t wrong, but it was already too late. The woman was beautiful, probably the most beautiful woman Soren had ever seen, and she was also sweet beyond belief. No matter what she’d experienced, she brought a feeling of sunlight with her whenever she entered a room.  
 
    Soren couldn’t fault her, necessarily. She did bring life back into Eldon’s eyes, but unknowingly, she would also lead to his destruction. By the time she was well enough to tell them her story, Eldon was already besotted, beyond saving.  
 
    That she was pregnant they learned fairly quickly, but with whose child, that. . . that piece of information would arrive too late.  
 
    Soren cast a quick glance at the boy as his mother cried out yet again. The boy shivered in misery and tears pooled in his eyes. He glanced up at the warrior, his expression pained. Soren felt no pity for him. He was an abomination. He should have been destroyed upon his birth.  
 
    He was Erram’s spawn.  
 
    Soren turned his gaze back to the window, the clenching of his jaw the only betrayal of emotion. Erram’s spawn, Eldon’s undoing. Even after learning of the woman’s horrifying experience at Erram’s hands and knowing that the child she carried was his, Eldon still gave her his protection.  
 
    Every single one of his Nazarien warriors tried to reason with him, men who had followed him their entire lives. Even the Nazar begged him to think through his decision. Soren had to admit it was the first time in years that Eldon had been himself. Even though Soren knew it was a mistake, his heart had pounded in his chest with excitement. Here again was the Immortal Warrior, the lord of the Nazarien.  
 
    Throughout the pregnancy, Eldon never left Rena’s side. He took care of her himself, comforted her when memories threatened to destroy her, and when the child pushed his way into the world, he’d wrapped him in a blanket and held him close, proclaiming him the son of his heart. It was as good as an oath for his warriors. The child now had his unwavering protection, and therefore the protection of all the Nazarien.  
 
    That had been five years ago. Thirteen since the death of Eldon’s heir on the Boline plain. Kiameron’s death had been the first clue the Nazarien had, telling them Erram was no longer skulking in Gava. It was too late to save Kiameron or his Human wife.  
 
    Kiameron’s death had heralded yet another long stretch of near-catatonia that had only been broken by Rena’s arrival. It wasn’t a surprise when less than a year ago, Rena and Eldon announced the eminent arrival of their child. Even Andoloshian had come out on the side of going after Erram. The presence of Eldon’s unborn off-spring was reason enough to end Erram’s threat once and for all. Eldon had agreed, but again, he wasn’t able to make wise decisions any longer.  
 
    He disappeared in the night. Rena admitted she had known he was going, but he swore her to secrecy so he could fight this final battle alone. Soren had felt his death. So had the other Nazarien. In fact, the warrior suspected his death was felt as far away as Temeron.  
 
    The Immortal Warrior had sacrificed himself, hoping to end the threat against his child. It was the last act of a desperate man and while Soren admired the bravery that had driven him to face that which he most feared, Soren cursed the insanity that made him try it alone. He never stood a chance.  
 
    Soren blinked when the scream of anguish ricocheted through the room. He could hear a muttering of voices behind the door. The boy had sprung to his feet, headed for the barrier between him and his mother, but a look from one of the waiting warriors had been enough to stop him in his tracks. Tears spilled over the confines of his eyelids, rolling down his face to drop off his chin.  
 
    Soren studied that chin, studied the features in their entirety. Like himself, the boy didn’t have the singular beauty of his people, but he wasn’t unattractive either. In fact, except for the color of his eyes, Erram’s bloodline did not seem to show. The boy was large for his five years, large even for his slight, petite mother – Rena barely cleared five feet – and he was blonde.  
 
    Dropping to a crouch, the boy hugged his arms around his knees and rocked himself distractedly. Soren knew he should feel pity for the boy, he was a child after all, but he couldn’t get over the feelings of rage that filled him whenever he was forced into the child’s presence. Being unable to show any form of that rage on the outside, Soren stored it up until it could stoke itself with little effort on his own part. 
 
    Tilting his head to the side, he listened to the muted sounds coming from behind the door. Rena was no longer screaming. He could hear footsteps and rapid movement, and a few mumbled words, but no more tears, no more cries of pain, only silence. The hair on the nape of his neck rose and he clenched his teeth hard to suppress a shiver. If everything had gone according to plan, wouldn’t someone have come out to tell the rest of them? 
 
    Soren turned his eyes back to the window, but he couldn’t stop his hand from tightening into a fist. The worst had already happened. Eldon was dead. Kiameron was dead, and his two sons were half-Human, basically worthless as far as the Nazarien were concerned. The hope of Loden lay with Eldon’s child. The hope of the entire planet might rest into the balance. Soren simply couldn’t believe another tragedy would smite them now. It simply couldn’t be.  
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
     
 
    Soren was sitting in the chair the boy had occupied earlier. His head was bowed, his hands dangling between his knees. Hours had come and gone. Night had fallen outside the window of the cottage. The boy had eventually exhausted himself and fallen asleep on the floor. One of the apprentices had carried him to his own room and tucked him into bed. Still they waited.  
 
    Soren’s head came up even before he heard the creak of the door. His stomach roiled in anxiety, but nothing showed on his hard, plain features. Andoloshian stood silhouetted in the doorway, staring out. His face was drawn, his eyes sunken -- he looked much older than he had when this ordeal began last night. His blue eyes made the circuit of the room and came to rest on Soren.  
 
    With a brief motion of his hand, he indicated Soren should come inside. The warrior rose to his feet, his gaze fixed on the Nazar, his steps unfaltering, but inside his heart hammered against his ribs. The room smelled of blood, but as Soren crossed over the threshold, he noted that all signs of it had been taken away.  
 
    Rena lay in the bed, holding a swaddled form to her breast, her eyes fixed on a face Soren couldn’t see. Something eased in the warrior’s chest. The child obviously lived. And although she looked weak and pale, Rena didn’t appear to be dying either. Soren’s gaze shifted to the Nazar.  
 
    Andoloshian drew a deep breath and exchanged a look with the two other men in the room, two of his advisors, both elders of the faith, then he lifted his tired eyes to Soren. “A boy,” he said in a tight whisper.  
 
    Soren swallowed, but kept his expression neutral. It was what they had prayed would happen. A boy to carry on his father’s name-- to bear the legacy of Eldon and Kiameron both -- that is if they could hold the world together long enough to see him grown to manhood.  
 
    Rena never lifted her eyes from her son. In fact, her hold on him seemed to tighten. Soren knew what was to come, he knew his role in it, but he wondered if Rena would be able to continue down the course they had plotted for her. For a brief moment, he wondered if he would be able to continue.  
 
    A sick feeling tightened in his intestines. How did one rob a mother of her babe only hours after it had been born? And yet, they had no choice. It was essential to protect the child. Without a doubt, Erram knew of the birth. In fact, Soren suspected the bastard had orchestrated the entire thing himself. They planned on attacking him and possibly getting lucky enough to kill him, but the safety of the child was paramount. He could no longer stay in Loden, not as long as Erram lived. In order to see him protected, he would have to disappear into Nevaisser without anyone knowing. Anyone, except the handful of Nazarien warriors in the cottage.  
 
    As if he guessed the nature of Soren’s thoughts, Andoloshian stirred and walked around the bed. His steps were heavy, his expression grim. Soren felt like he was going to be violently ill. Rena’s eyes shot to his face and for a moment, Soren couldn’t breathe. Such anguished terror stared out of those eyes that it took his breath away.  
 
    “It’s time,” whispered the Nazar, holding his hands out for the babe.  
 
    Rena shook her head, tightening her hold. An animalistic moan vibrated in her throat. For the first time since he entered the room, Soren saw a tiny fist leave the confines of the blanket and wave in the air. The child felt his mother’s panic.  
 
    Andoloshian simply nodded.  
 
    Rena’s frantic gaze shifted around the room, coming to rest on each grim, stoic face. One of the elders moved forward to stand beside the Nazar. “We discussed this at length. You know it can be no other way. To refuse will only doom your son.” 
 
    Rena rocked back and forth, moaning in that strange way, her eyes fixed now on the form within the blankets. Andoloshian allowed her another moment, then he reached down and took the baby from her arms. Rena went still and Soren tensed, waiting for some sort of cacophonous reaction. Without hesitation, the Nazar crossed around the bed and approached Soren. The warrior mechanically extended his own hands to receive the precious burden, his eyes locked on the deathly pale face of the child’s mother.  
 
    “Go! Quickly!” urged the Nazar, tucking the child safely in his arms.  
 
    Soren tore his gaze from the mother and met Andoloshian’s cold, determined stare, then without looking at the bundle, he spun on a heel and hurried for the door. The other elder opened it for him and shut it immediately the moment he was on the other side.  
 
    Soren made the center of the room before the scream rocked the cottage. It was a primordial scream, the scream of a mother who had lost her child. The child jerked in his arms and Soren stumbled to a halt. The hair on the back of his neck and arms stood on end. For the first time in twenty years, his composure cracked and he sucked in a lung full of air, closing his eyes.  
 
    The scream trailed away, replaced by an awful silence.  
 
    It was within that silence that Soren looked down into the face of the babe. Again he caught his breath and his heart slammed into his ribs. The face that stared back at him was almost painful to look at in its raw beauty. The eyes were open and wide, the pupil’s dilated. As Soren stared into those eyes, he felt as if he were looking into Eldon’s soul. The eyes staring back at him were Eldon’s exact shade of blue. A fuzzy thatch of black hair covered the perfectly round head and each feature was a study of physical perfection. A full lower lip trembled, but Soren clutched the babe closer, unable to remove his eyes, and in that moment, the warrior knew he didn’t need to pledge his life for the life of this child. It was already done. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 1 
 
      
 
    The room was tight, hot, and musty. The smell of sweat and manure permeated the air. Some of the men shifted uncomfortably, some coughed in boredom, others slept openly, their mouths gaping. Finally one of the men, a tall man with dusky blonde hair and stooped shoulders, rose to his feet and pushed his way through the crowd of bodies to the door. Shoving the door open, he propped it with a book and returned to his seat. The other men straightened in their chairs as the warm, heavy scent of spring wafted through the door. Some turned and looked out at the dappling of sun on the cobblestones.  
 
    Only one young man seemed intently interested in the droning of the constable. He sat, leaning forward in his chair, his chin in his hand, his elbow resting on his knee. His hair was black and long as was custom, his skin darker than most of the other men in town, but not as dark as the Stravad in Temeron, or so people said, and his eyes were a piercing grey. He would have been considered handsome (most of the men’s daughters secretly thought so), if he hadn’t been a half-blood, and that wasn’t something any man wished upon his daughter in Nogatav.  
 
    The constable was a heavy-set man, short in stature, with a thick moustache and no beard. He spoke dispassionately (the men were respectful enough not to say he droned) and ultimately, he was re-elected each term because he never upset the status quo.  
 
    Nogatav was a ranching town. People spent more time with their cows, horses, and pigs than each other. They didn’t want trouble and they didn’t want outsiders. They wished to keep the town small, their problems their own, and may the rest of the world spin on happily, or unhappily as the case may be, without them. Like all Humans, they revered the Stravad in Temeron, Eldon in particular, but reverently hoped they’d keep their distance. Having one full-blooded Stravad and his two half-blooded children within the last few decades was excitement enough for one little town far to the south in the Protectorate of Trendaria.  
 
    And regarding Trendaria, Nogatav took half a day off from their labors when the new, extremely young king was crowned five years before, in order to pay proper respect, but not a single citizen attended his coronation, nor the funeral for the previous king. The King was new, young, and far too cosmopolitan for Nogatav. He would most likely remain new for his entire reign as king, until he died and was replaced by an even newer king. And he would forever be young and cosmopolitan in the eyes of his lesser citizens, but as long as he paid little heed to his smallest protectee, allowed them to govern as they would, required a modest sum in taxes, and recruited only the brashest young men for his militia, Nogatav was not entirely unhappy with him.  
 
    Despite this prime picture, Nogatav had two problems. The first, and perhaps the least important, was a school which had opened only three years before. The school taught the Norrad and other books of pretentious information. Many young people were drawn toward the school and had learned to read and write. Divergent ideas were born in this indulgent atmosphere and some of the young people had tried to stir the old ranchers’ pots. The ranchers didn’t want their pots stirred, they were more than pleased with how things had run long before any of these upstarts were born, and they would be much happier still if their children would return to the range. Perhaps the school’s most grievous offense was that it allowed women.  
 
    The townspeople had tried to disband the school and run the headmaster out of town. They politely informed him, by delegation (the constable), that such institutions were better served in Trendaria or some of the other enterprising protectorates, such as Voltarian. However, even after the school was accidentally burnt to the ground, the headmaster still didn’t see the advantages of moving on. So in true Nogatavian style, the school simply ceased to exist in the minds of the townspeople.  
 
    The second problem, and the immediate focus of this waning town meeting, was war, or the rumor of war, and whether Nogatav ought to be sending more young men into the militia in Trendaria, thereby assuring Nogatav protection if, in fact, a war did break out.  
 
    The issue of whether there was going to be a war or not hadn’t yet been decided. The only real proof anyone had was the handful of skirmishes that had happened in the southern protectorates in the last few years. Some were perpetrated by the Orahim, living in a secluded forest near Zenoradel. Some were the doings of an aberrant cult, known as Harad’s people. And then others were rumored to be attacks by Gaviston. Gava was dead, but many people feared his accomplice, Erram, had survived and had set up shop within the volcano, Mt. Askar, on the Boline Plain.  
 
    The present meeting was sparked by further rumors, one of particular importance. Eldon, the Nazarien lord, hero of the last Orahim wars, the Immortal Warrior, was dead. Not only dead, but he had sacrificed his life to insure the timely escape of his infant son into Nevaisser, the unknown region far to the west. 
 
    The young man with the black hair and grey eyes understood that before Nogatav made up its mind whether to stand with Trendaria and send more men for the militia, Erram’s troops would be burning down the shops on Front Street. He listened as long as he could and then he straightened, shaking his head.  
 
    “What makes you believe Trendaria is going to remember Nogatav in a war if you don’t make some effort beforehand to show our alliance?” he said above the dull hum of the sleeping men.  
 
    They started awake at his voice, it was clear and sharp, and it cut through the drone of the constable. The constable blinked his eyes sleepily and thought about the question. He didn’t exactly understand it. Why couldn’t young people learn to speak plainly? 
 
    “I don’t get your point, young man,” he said with a yawn as he scratched his round belly.  
 
    The young man with the grey eyes rose slowly to his feet. “I mean, if you don’t proclaim your alliance to Trendaria now, what makes you think they’re going to defend us in a war?” 
 
    The constable glanced around him and a murmur rose from the back of the room. The man, who sat to the right of the young half-blood, eased forward in his chair and rubbed the back of his neck uncomfortably.  
 
    “No one has exactly confirmed the rumor of war. . .” began the constable.  
 
    “…and it isn’t going to be confirmed until Gaviston and Orahim march down the middle of Nogatav. You, yourself, don’t deny the rumors of random attacks and…” 
 
    “…let’s not get hasty…” urged the constable.  
 
    “…and you have firm proof from the military in Trendaria that there’s a strange build-up of men camping on the Boline Plain, below Mt. Askar. If that isn’t signs of a gathering army, then what is?” The young man narrowed his piercing eyes.  
 
    The man beside him bit his lip and glanced around at the glowering, murmuring men. The constable also glanced around uneasily.  
 
    “Listen, young man, Nogatav has never bowed down to the demands of anyone, even Trendaria. We have always stood on our own and will continue to do so. Didn’t we survive the War in Gava nearly unscathed?” he said, and nods throughout the room affirmed his claim.  
 
    The young man shook his head. “Isolationism isn’t going to work anymore. Nogatav couldn’t defend itself against an insect invasion, let alone a full-blown war with Erram. Trendaria isn’t even big enough to succeed. The only way Loden can survive another war is to ban together, an alliance of the Seven Protectorates in one region with a central government.” 
 
    The murmurs turned into indignant mutterings. A shout came from the back of the room and was aimed at the man who sat beside the young half-blood.  
 
    “Grondi, can’t you keep that hilaron quiet?” 
 
    Grondi’s face reddened at the obscenity. His nephew may be a half-blood, but there was no call to use such language. He angrily rose to his feet, but the young man put a restraining hand on his shoulder. He was used to such ignorant words and paid no heed to them. However, Grondi shrugged him off.  
 
    “My nephew,” he said with emphasis, “has a right to speak the same as all of us, and furthermore, his points are well founded, if you’d pull your heads out of the dirt long enough to listen.” He turned around and faced the larger half of the room. “Have we had our eyes on the backsides of cows so long that we can’t see the truth of what he says? We may have survived the War of Gava, but we know Erram escaped, we’ve known for years that the Nazarien tracked him to Mt. Askar. Why can’t we accept that these random problems with the Orahim and Harad’s people aren’t random, but calculated assaults, the brunt of which is still to come?” 
 
    A man with impossibly broad shoulders stood next. “Are you of like mind, Grondi, and believe we should have a central government, giving up everything we’ve spent our entire lives working so hard for? Do you realize what that would mean for us? We’d lose our farms, we’d be called away to serve in the army, and our women and children would starve.” He shook his head. “We’re simple people, Grondi, we want simple things, and we don’t want a part of this regional trouble. We just want to work our ranches, feed our families, and die on our own land.” 
 
    The room resounded in approval and heads nodded.  
 
    Grondi sighed and his eyes shifted to his nephew’s face. That was true, he wanted the same himself, but the grey eyes narrowed disapprovingly. The young man turned to face the back of the room.  
 
    “If Erram declares war on the Seven Protectorates, you won’t be dying on your own land. You’ll die in Mt. Askar, and you’ll still lose everything.” He fixed his eyes on a thin man in the crowd. “You, Kilban, lost a child and a wife in the last war, and you, Silf,” he said, turning in another direction, “you lost your farm. Did isolationism help you? And what about you, Rafe, didn’t your brother die in Gava?” He sighed heavily. “We’ve all lost someone, something. Is it worth it for a few more years of isolationism, for keeping Trendaria and the other protectorates out? I’m telling you it’s not.” 
 
    “Of course not for you,” said a voice from somewhere in the crowd. “You’re a hilaron, no proper family to provide for, adventurous blood in your veins.” 
 
    “My blood goes back farther in Loden than yours, and I’m telling you I’m not willing to give up what my father fought so hard to keep,” he said angrily. Why were they so stupid? Couldn’t they see they were making a terrible mistake? Nogatav didn’t stand a chance of defending itself against a villain like Erram. His father hadn’t been able to survive him, how could some sleepy ranchers? 
 
    “Perhaps you’d understand our position a little better, half-blood, if you had a family and a ranch of your own to protect, instead of living off your aunt and uncle,” said another voice.  
 
    The young man squared his jaw. A family of his own -- how would that ever be possible if he stayed in Nogatav? None of these farmers would ever consent to allow their daughters to marry him.  
 
    The crowd was awake now, shouting out comments, rising to their feet. The constable waved his arms to get their attention and they quieted to a seething murmur.  
 
    “Nogatav is a quiet town, we keep to ourselves,” said the constable, addressing the young man. “That will save us should Loden go to war. Why must we be a part of it? Why must we subject ourselves to the occupation and the governance of a larger protectorate? We haven’t tended our herds and planted our crops to feed armies. We’ve worked our lands to provide for our families and will continue to do so. If the rest of the world wants war, then let them fight it.” 
 
    The young man sighed heavily. They didn’t understand. They would never understand. You couldn’t just think of yourself and hope the rest of the world would take care of you. You had to make assurances, alliances, if you wanted to keep what was yours.  
 
    “Do you really believe Trendaria is going to leave the wealth of Nogatav alone should Loden go to war? Whether we like it or not Trendaria is much larger than we are, and we’re already under her governance. If she goes to war, she will take what she needs from Nogatav. Wouldn’t it be better to give some of ourselves rather than have it taken away? If we don’t claim alliance with Trendaria, then she’ll be forced to occupy us to survive and we won’t receive anything in return, can’t you see that?” 
 
    An explosion of anger rose from the men. He bore it stoically, but his uncle was furious. He grabbed his nephew’s arm and leaned close.  
 
    “Let’s leave, Tash,” he said. “They’ll never listen now.” 
 
    Tash didn’t argue, but followed him through the tight press of angry bodies. Once in the street, Grondi glanced back as the constable was trying to restore order. With a disgusted shake of his head, he walked to his wagon and hoisted himself onto the buckboard. Tash climbed up after him.  
 
    Slapping the reins against the horses’ backs, Grondi turned the wagon and started down the cobblestone streets. Beside him Tash was quiet, until they left the town and meandered onto the dirt road leading to the pass over the green hills.  
 
    “Why won’t they listen, Grondi?” he said.  
 
    Grondi glanced at his nephew, then around the lush countryside that spread out beside them. “They’re simple people, Tash, just as they said, and they’re afraid. They don’t want to lose everything they’ve worked so hard for, and the idea of pledging alliance to Trendaria and volunteering for the militia translates to just that for them.” 
 
    “But we’re already bound to Trendaria.” 
 
    “Yes, but not in the way you suggest. Trendaria and Nogatav have an interesting relationship, much different than that of the other protectorates. We pay our taxes and the King lets us govern ourselves. Rarely does he come to Nogatav to settle a dispute and no one from Nogatav takes their problems to him in Trendaria. Most people aren’t ready to change this arrangement.” 
 
    Tash was silent in thought. The wagon jogged on over the road; the green hills and meadows spread out farther than the eye could see all around them. Little ranch houses and fences dotted the pastures, and men could be seen plowing the fields in the valley that opened up before them as they crested the uppermost hills.  
 
    Tash sighed and looked at his uncle. Grondi was a strong man of medium height with huge, callused hands and leathery skin. Lines etched his eyes and the corners of his mouth, and flecks of grey showed in his sandy brown hair.  
 
    “Why do they hate me so much, Uncle?” he asked.  
 
    Grondi glanced at his nephew. “They don’t understand you and your ideas. You’re much more worldly than they can accept, you think of things on a much larger scale.” 
 
    “And I’m a half-blood.” 
 
    Grondi exhaled. “Yes…they don’t understand Stravad ideas.” 
 
    “But they respected my father. Why do they hate me?” 
 
    Grondi shook his head. “They respect Stravad and their wisdom. Yet despite that respect, they feel Stravad are reckless and adventuresome. I can’t explain it, Tash. If you were all Stravad, they’d probably accept you.” 
 
    Tash studied the horses as they labored down the hill. “They don’t like the mixing of the bloods, do they?” 
 
    “Doesn’t make sense, but that’s the gist of it.” 
 
    “They don’t like anything that goes against the order they’ve imposed on the world, like the school for one. They can’t understand why anyone would want to leave Nogatav or learn to read and write. They don’t think there’s anything beyond this.” 
 
    “You’ve got to understand something, Tash. They’ve. . . we’ve all lived through the War of Gava. We saw so many people die, we lost everything. After it ended, we chose to live simple lives in a simple town. Your father and mother chose this, themselves, Tash. Now we don’t understand why our young people should want more than the simplicity we’ve worked so hard to give them.” 
 
    Tash nodded. His father had said the same thing many times when he and his twin, Tav, had begged him to take them to Temeron. Tash and Tav had never understood why their father didn’t want to leave Nogatav, until he’d told them about the War of Gava and the burning of DiNolfol.  
 
     “Grondi, thank you for standing up for me in there.” 
 
    Grondi frowned. “Nonsense, you’re my nephew. It’s my job.” 
 
    “Thank you just the same,” said Tash with a smile.  
 
    Grondi returned the smile and then clicked his tongue at the horses to hurry them along. They cantered to the bottom of the hill and quickened their pace as they caught the first whiff of home in the distance.  
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    As Tash entered the dining room, his aunt lifted her head and regarded him steadily. The windows along the west wall were open, allowing the warm spring air to blow through, and the table was set for dinner.  
 
    “Have you washed up, Tash?” asked his aunt, crossing to his side and lifting his hands to inspect them in the light from the oil lamps around the periphery of the room.  
 
    Tash smiled. “You realize I’m too old for you to worry about my hands being dirty, don’t you? According to the men in town, I ought to be married and on my own piece of land by now.” 
 
    The short, plump woman looked up into his face. “Nonsense,” she said, releasing his hands. “Those men think of things only in terms of cattle.” 
 
    Tash took a seat. “What I find most interesting is they say I ought to be married, but which of their daughters would they have me take?” 
 
    “What about Tav’s friend, the little blonde, Sanari I think her name is?” 
 
    Tash rolled his eyes. “Really, Marri, you wouldn’t see me happy, would you?” 
 
    “Sanari is a delightful young woman, who’s intelligent…” 
 
    “And opinionated and bull-headed and arrogant and annoying,” interrupted Tash. 
 
    Marri ruffled his hair. “You’re simply too picky, Tasamer. If you thought about it long enough, you’d realize you’ve just described yourself.” 
 
    Tash opened his mouth to protest, but hesitated as Grondi entered the room.  
 
    “Good evening, my husband,” said Marri, moving to his side and giving him an embrace. “Are you hungry?” 
 
    “Very,” he said, pulling out a chair. “The roan mare just foaled.” 
 
    Tash lifted his brows in interest. “Female or male?” 
 
    “Male,” said Grondi.  
 
    Marri nodded in appreciation. “We needed a strong stallion. The roan mare is one of our best horses, isn’t she, Grondi?” 
 
    “One of the finest. The foal has good markings, and he’s a strong little brute. Tried to nurse before he could stand.” 
 
    The serving woman, Tanda, an older woman with grey hair pulled back tightly in a bun, entered. She set the tray on the serving cabinet and began placing the steaming plates on the table.  
 
    “Isn’t Master Taverand dining with you tonight?” she asked.  
 
    Tash made a face at Grondi and his uncle lowered his head so neither Tanda nor Marri would see his smile. Both men thought Marri’s taste in serving women was ridiculous. Tanda was suited, perhaps, for the castle in Trendaria, but here in Nogatav, her formal speech and elaborate meals were out of place. Grondi endured her for Marri’s sake. Marri had never forgotten what it was like to live in a castle, therefore, Grondi decided having an overly elaborate serving woman was some compensation for his wife’s lowered social standing since their marriage.  
 
    “Master Taverand should be here momentarily,” said Marri, primly placing a napkin in her lap. Grondi quickly followed her example, but Tash simply reached for the bowl of food closest to him.  
 
    Tanda angled the bowl out of his reach and Tash looked up with aggravation. Tanda cleared her throat and Marri lifted and replaced her napkin, casting her nephew a sharp look. Tash grabbed his napkin and dropped it into his lap in a wadded heap. Tanda exhaled in disgust and turned, tray in hand, back to the kitchen. Marri shook her head and Grondi tried to hide his smile.  
 
    The meal progressed in silence until the front door slammed and Tav bounded into the dining room, books in hand. He dropped the books on the serving cabinet and slid into his seat, grabbing his napkin. Glancing up, he met his aunt’s stern eyes.  
 
    “Sorry I’m late. We got into a very heated discussion just before I left the school. I hope you don’t mind,” he said, reaching out to dish the food onto his plate.  
 
    Tanda returned and eyed him critically as he stuffed a piece of bread in his mouth. Tanda held a platter out to him and rather than taking it, Tav speared three pieces of the thin meat and dumped it into the middle of everything else on his plate.  
 
    Tash lowered his fork and watched his brother in amazement. Tav was dishing up the various entrees, a piece of bread hanging from his mouth, and throughout it all, he was talking in his rapid patter prattle. Glancing between his aunt and uncle, Tash marked their startled expressions. Tanda snorted again and spun on her heel, retreating into the more civilized section of the house.  
 
    Tav and Tash were twins, but far from identical. The only features they both shared were their black hair and their honey colored skin. Beyond that they were as different as night and day.  
 
    While Tash’s eyes were grey, Tav’s were a very pale blue. Tash was bigger in stature, Tav more lean and slight of build. Tash looked like their father, more Stravad than Human, while Tav favored their mother and her Human blood.  
 
    Tav was the intellectual, sensitive and open, preferring books and conversation to a plow or sword. He had mastered two languages beyond his own, a Nevaisser dialect and the Daman tongue.  
 
    Tash was the adventuresome one, delighting in weaponry and physical challenges. He had never been fond of books, although he had learned to read and write, simply because he couldn’t think of a good reason not to do so, and more importantly, he knew it would distress the townsmen.  
 
    “So Khalil said that the Temerian Stravad were the first isolationists, they were the ones who started the practice in Loden, and not the various protectorates. Khalil had the audacity to blame the Temerian Stravad for the difficulties we’re facing now. You know, deciding whether to stand with Trendaria or fight for independence.” 
 
    Tash found himself listening to his brother. Usually he ignored him, but tonight Tav was actually saying something worth hearing.  
 
    “So what does he propose we do?” 
 
    Tav seemed surprised by his brother’s interest. “We hadn’t gotten to that, we all needed to get home, it was getting dark and we weren’t getting anywhere.” 
 
    “Sounds like the town meeting today,” said Grondi.  
 
    Tash nodded. “That’s all this town does, talk in circles, dance around the issue. They can’t get beyond deciding if there is a problem or not.” 
 
    “Give them time, Tash,” said Marri.  
 
    “Time is something we may not have,” answered Tash.  
 
    “Well, the Norrad says. . .” began Tav, but Tash stopped listening.  
 
    Tav was undaunted and talked throughout the entire meal, through dessert, and to the after-dinner tea. He followed close at Grondi’s elbow as his uncle retired to the sitting room.  
 
    Tash lingered behind with Marri. Marri hooked her arm through his. “Your brother is certainly animated tonight,” she said with a laugh.  
 
    Tash shot her a bewildered look. “Tonight? Good land, Marri, do you remember when Tav wasn’t animated, didn’t babble through the entire meal? Even when he’s ill, he manages to talk miles around everyone else.” 
 
    Marri smiled. “A Stravad trait, Tash. They say the air hums over Temeron.” 
 
    “Eldon’s star, it must be an annoying, noisy place to live,” said Tash, and both he and his aunt laughed.  
 
    They took a seat beside the fire and sipped at their tea. Tav continued to ply Grondi with anecdote after anecdote from the Norrad, until Grondi nodded near sleep.  
 
    Tash stirred restlessly. He’d been wanting to discuss something with his family all night, but hadn’t found the right opening yet. Now with Tav home, the opportunity would never present itself, unless he forced it.  
 
    For months now, he had been thinking of making a drastic change in his life, but until the town meeting today, he’d been reluctant to take the final step to seal it. Now after the dismissal in town, the fact was driven home more soundly than ever. If Tash ever wanted to have any sort of life for himself, he had to leave Nogatav. There was simply no way prejudices were going to change in his lifetime. He was a half-blood, tolerated because of his father, but unwanted. However, somewhere out in the greater region, there was a place for him and he truly believed he had found the answer.  
 
    “Tav, let the Norrad rest for tonight,” he said and Tav stopped talking. The room fell into deep silence; only the faint tinkling of dishes could be heard in the kitchen. Tash felt self-conscious, all eyes were on him, waiting for him to fill the silence.  
 
    Taking a deep breath, he plunged ahead. “I’ve decided to join the militia in Trendaria.”  
 
    Marri gasped, Grondi sat forward in his chair, and Tav stared with open mouth. Again the silence hovered in the air around them, oppressive now, weighing Tash down. He stirred uncomfortably, but couldn’t think of anything else to say. He hadn’t thought of saying anything beyond this.  
 
    His eyes darted to each of their faces and he waited. Weren’t they going to say something, anything? He had just told them he was joining the militia and they weren’t responding.  
 
    “Well,” said Marri finally, “it’s late. Let’s sleep on it, shall we?” 
 
    “Sleep on it?” repeated Tash, stunned.  
 
    “Yes,” said Grondi, “let’s sleep on it.” He rose to his feet and picked up the closest oil lamp. Holding his hand out to his wife, he motioned for her to follow him. “Good night, boys,” he said and drew Marri after him.  
 
    “Good night,” came Marri’s distant voice from the hall.  
 
    Tash gripped the arms of his chair and stared at the diamond pattern of the rug before the fireplace. Lifting his eyes to his brother’s face, he sighed. “That isn’t what I expected.” 
 
    “What did you expect? You didn’t give us much preparation.” 
 
    “How could I with your incessant babbling,” said Tash sharply.  
 
    Tav narrowed his eyes on his brother and his thoughts played against Tash’s mind. Tash shook his head in irritation. “I’m serious, Tav,” he said aloud. “I want to join the militia. Face it, there’s nothing here in Nogatav for me. At least you have that ridiculous school and your worldly scholar friends. All I have is you, Marri and Grondi. It isn’t enough to make an entire life, I’ll tell you.” 
 
    Tav lowered his head. “You mean your family isn’t enough,” he said, then met Tash’s gaze. “You know what really hurts, Tash, is that you didn’t say anything to me about it before tonight. I was just as surprised as Marri and Grondi. You’re my brother, Tash, my twin. We’re supposed to talk to each other about these things.” 
 
    Tash leaned forward. “You know why I didn’t tell you before? I didn’t tell you because I knew you’d try to discourage me, and I didn’t want that. I’m going to bed, too. This conversation is closed.” 
 
    Tav watched his brother disappear down the hall. He sat before the fire, his knees pulled into his chest and listened to the house settle for the night.  
 
    Tanda still worked in the kitchen; he could hear the sweeping of the broom over the tiles. His aunt and uncle were whispering in the other half of the house, their words indistinguishable. A soft wind gusted by the windows, rattling the panes in its pass.  
 
    He sighed. Tash was wrong about one thing. There wasn’t much for him here either. True, Tav had his studies and his friends (well, in reality, he had one friend, Sanari), but beyond that he felt the same stab of prejudice, the disdainful looks from the townspeople.  
 
    If Tash really joined the militia in Trendaria that would leave Tav very much alone and he hated that idea. Since their parents’ deaths, Tash had been his only security. Yes, Marri and Grondi were good to them, treated them like sons, but it wasn’t the same. And despite the fact that Tav was a grown man in most people’s eyes, he still missed his parents.  
 
    He sighed again bitterly. Tonight, with Tash so far away already, he missed his parents even more. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 2 
 
      
 
    Tash leaned against the ax and looked down the road where the white clouds of dust from a buggy billowed in the air. The buggy turned into their drive and came toward the house at a steady clip. Tash squinted to see who drove it. It was coming faster than it ought to, the horse tossing its head in spirit.  
 
    The horse and buggy skidded to a halt before the cottage and a young blonde woman swung down from the buckboard. Her stride was confident and bold. She wore black trousers and knee-high boots, a white shirt and a black vest. Her blonde hair was tied behind her with a white ribbon.  
 
    With a looping swing, she threw the reins over the rail, patted the horse, and then swung around toward the house.  
 
    “You shouldn’t drive that buggy so fast down the main road. We’ve seen a lot of buggies flipped that way,” said Tash.  
 
    “Really, why that’s truly fascinating information,” said the young woman.  
 
    She mounted the stairs and rapped at the door three times. Tash watched her with an amused look, then he laid the ax on the chopping block and climbed the stairs.  
 
    “No one’s home.” 
 
    “What?” asked the young woman, turning around. “Tav said he’d be here at this time.” 
 
    “Tav went into town with my aunt and uncle.” 
 
    The young woman studied his face a moment. Straightening, she shook back her ponytail and turned for the stairs.  
 
    Tash stepped forward. “However, they should be back anytime.” 
 
    She hesitated and lifted her eyes to his face again. “Really? Well, in that case, I’ll just wait. Especially as I’ve come all this way.” She took a seat on the bench beside the door and folded her hands in her lap. 
 
    Tash smiled mischievously. “Yes, it must have been a terribly long couple of minutes, especially at the clip that horse was going.” 
 
    She narrowed her eyes in irritation, then forced a demure smile. “Tash, why ever are you so concerned about the way I drive my buggy?” 
 
    Tash shrugged. “Just an observation,” he answered and then dropped off the porch to return to his chopping.  
 
    The young woman stared at her hands for a few moments, then fidgeted impatiently. Finally she rose to her feet and crossed to the edge of the porch, resting her hands on the rail.  
 
    Chips flew from beneath Tash’s ax as he struck the wood. It was an impressive sight – the wood splitting and falling in two, the muscles in his arms and back rippling with each blow. Tash was pleased with the display and knew the young woman was watching him from the porch; he could feel her eyes on him.  
 
    “Did Tav tell you he and I are going to the dance tomorrow night?” she said, her fingers picking at a splinter of wood.  
 
    Tash bent and lifted another log onto the chopping block. The sun glinted off the polished head of the ax as he raised it. The solid thwunk, as it struck the wood, reverberated back over the house.  
 
    He straightened, resting his weight on the ax again. “No, he didn’t mention it. Must’ve slipped his mind.” 
 
    The young woman lifted her eyes, her ponytail falling over her shoulder. “He probably didn’t want to offend you if you aren’t going.” 
 
    Tash shook his head. “Not likely. Tav doesn’t worry much about offending me.” 
 
    “Well, are you going?” 
 
    Tash laughed bitterly. “To a dance in Nogatav? Be serious, Sanari, no one in Nogatav wants a hilaron, at their dance.” 
 
    Sanari’s cheeks colored at the obscenity. “You don’t need to use such language.” 
 
    “Sorry,” he said, inclining his head in mock acquiesce.  
 
    “And anyway, Tav is going. He isn’t afraid of the townspeople and what they’ll say.” 
 
    “Tav’s a little thick that way. He really believes they don’t have any malice towards him.” 
 
    “Maybe they don’t,” said Sanari. “Maybe you’re the one with the problem, maybe you think you’re better than they are.” 
 
    “Oh, of course, that must be it. I guess you have to read the Norrad to achieve such perceptiveness.” 
 
    “I’m not saying there aren’t people in Nogatav who have a problem with. . . with people of mixed races,” said Sanari, stumbling over the words, “but I don’t understand why you allow it to be your handicap. It seems like it’s all too easy to say – I can’t do this, I can’t do that because I’m a half-blood.” 
 
    Tash dropped the ax on the chopping block and strode to the porch. Sanari took a step back. “Every time I go into town with my uncle and I walk into one of the stores, half the customers leave, offended. I can’t go to the barber for a proper haircut, I can’t get a drink at the tavern, and I can’t go to their pathetic dances. This small-minded, ignorant attitude isn’t my fault, it has relatively little to do with me. How dare you even suggest you understand anything about me!” 
 
    Sanari lowered her eyes. “Tav…” 
 
    “Tav is a bigger fool than you are. Tav ignores it all, pretends it doesn’t exist, but someday they’ll make him understand how they feel,” said Tash severely. Then he realized he was sounding more passionate about the issue than he wanted to be. Straightening, he drew a deep breath and forced his mood to soften. “So, what’s with you and Tav anyway? Going to a dance together, coming all the way out here.” 
 
    “Tav and I are friends,” said Sanari. “We’re going to the dance together because we know we’ll have fun, and I’m here today to study the Norrad.” 
 
    Tash rolled his eyes. “Is that all you do? With most people, I wouldn’t believe a man and woman could spend so much time together and there not be something more, but with you two, I believe it. You ought to try other diversions, Sanari. No wonder you have to go to the dance with a hilaron.” 
 
    Sanari’s green eyes flashed. “What exactly does that mean?” 
 
    “Well, we both know I’m not going to the dance for two reasons. First, they wouldn’t accept me if I tried and I don’t want to try, and second, no one’s daughter would dare be caught in public with me. The shame would be more than her family could bear. So why are you risking your good reputation to attend the dance with my brother?” 
 
    “My reputation is my own business.” 
 
    “I’ll tell you why,” said Tash, “because no man wants a woman who spends more time on books than her appearance. All your knowledge and wisdom is boring. A man wants a beautiful, obedient woman to share his bed, not a woman who is a better man than he is.” 
 
    Sanari gasped. “You arrogant, ignorant ass…” 
 
    “You don’t need to use such language,” he mocked. 
 
    “I don’t have to stand here and listen to you.” She stomped off the porch and to her buggy, tugging frantically at the reins.  
 
    At that moment, Tav cantered down the drive on his horse. He pulled it to a halt beside Sanari and swung out of the saddle.  
 
    “I’m sorry I’m late, I thought I’d beat you back from town.” 
 
    Sanari glared at him. Tav hesitated and glanced at his brother. Tash shrugged.  
 
    “I’m leaving. I don’t have to stay here and be insulted.” 
 
    “Who insulted you?” said Tav, but his eyes never left his brother.  
 
    “Your brother is an arrogant. …” 
 
    “Me!” said Tash, feigning innocence. “I didn’t do anything to her, Tav.” 
 
    Sanari snapped at him, “You liar.” 
 
    “You see, Tav, this is how it’s been. I’ve tried to get the wood chopped, but she keeps calling me names. Who could work with such abuse?” 
 
    Sanari’s eyes widened. 
 
    “Come on, Sanari,” Tav urged. “Let’s go to your house and study.” 
 
    Sanari glared at Tash a moment more. Drawing a deep breath, she nodded. Tav threw a disgusted glance at his brother and tied his horse to the back of her buggy. Helping her into the seat, he pulled himself up beside her and handed her the reins. She slapped them sharply against the horse’s flank and turned the buggy. With a flying trail of dust, the buggy careened recklessly down the drive and onto the main road.  
 
    Tash leaned against the porch and watched it until it was out of sight. He hadn’t meant to be so cruel to Sanari, but somehow all the anger he felt towards the townspeople always became directed at her. He was going to the dance, not as a guest with a date, but sneaking in the shadows, waiting to see the constable’s daughter between reels. Sneaking around bothered Tash, but once he joined the militia in Trendaria, his whole world would change, or so he kept telling himself.  
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    Tash lounged on Tav’s bed, his back to the wall, and passed the brandy bottle to his light-haired friend, Simnarian, who sat in a chair beside him.  
 
    “I heard Trendaria is deploying men to the Hottan River to set up a fortress,” said Simnarian, lifting the bottle.  
 
    Tash nodded and took the bottle back. “Sounds like the sort of assignment for two farm boys from Nogatav, eh, Simnarian?” 
 
    “I’ve dug plenty of trenches in my days,” laughed the man.  
 
    Tav turned from the mirror where he’d been adjusting his tie. “If you’re right about this war, Tash, you better start digging your own grave. You don’t know anything about fighting and sword-play.” 
 
    Tash lowered the bottle and wiped his mouth. “I know more than you do, unless the Norrad explains battle technique.” He laughed and Simnarian joined him.  
 
    “What about how to handle women? Does it say anything about that? `Cause you’ll need it tonight with Sanari,” said Simnarian.  
 
    “Battle techniques are what he’ll need with that woman,” remarked Tash.  
 
    “So what’s with you two? Planning on starting a family?” 
 
    Tav narrowed his eyes on Simnarian, then his brother. “Sanari and I are friends, good friends, but nothing more. If you want something more, you’d better ask my brother, he’s the one who’s always arguing with her.” 
 
    Simnarian turned and scrutinized Tash. “Well, Tash?” 
 
    Tash thrust the bottle at his friend. “Well, nothing. That woman needs someone to take a whip to her. She’s aggravating. Now the constable’s daughter on the other hand…” 
 
    Simnarian laughed and Tav smiled slowly as he turned back to the mirror. Tav knew better. He and Tash were twins, shared each other’s thoughts, sometimes when they’d rather not. He knew his brother’s feelings for Sanari were complicated, but they weren’t all acrimonious.  
 
    ‘We’ll see,’ he thought and sent the thought to Tash. As usual, Tash ignored him.  
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    Tash leaned against the cool wood of the dance hall and shut his eyes. He’d drank a little too much brandy, more than he’d planned, and it roared in his ears. The throbbing of the band pounded against his back and in his head. He could hear the laughter of the dancers and feel the stomping of their feet.  
 
    Somewhere, within that circle of dancers, was his brother and Sanari. He wondered whether they were having a good time or not. How could Tav go to such a function? Didn’t he feel the hate-filled stares, hear the muttering, the curses? And Sanari? Wasn’t she ashamed to be seen with him? Didn’t she know how all the townspeople talked about her behind her back? 
 
    He started when he felt the soft touch against his face. He opened his eyes and looked down on Liadan, the constable’s daughter. Taking her hand in his, he pulled her close.  
 
    “Did anyone see you?” he asked.  
 
    She shook her head. “I made sure I got Trimarha drunk before we got here. You been waiting long?” 
 
    “Too long,” said Tash, lifting her chin with his hand. “Why did you have to come with that fool in the first place?” 
 
    “Who else would my father expect me to go with?” 
 
    “I hate Trimarha.” 
 
    “I know,” she said, looking at him through her thick eyelashes. “Why do you think I came with him?” 
 
    Tash smiled, then bent to place his lips against hers. A loud commotion sounded in front of the dance hall and was carried out into the street. Tash ignored it, lost in the delight of Liadan’s soft flesh and willing lips.  
 
    Shouts rose in the air, feet scuffled across the boardwalks, and horses nickered in warning. The band had stopped playing and all was quiet within the building. Voices argued loudly, the crowd muttered, then two voices rose above the others.  
 
    “Tash,” whispered Liadan.  
 
    Tash lifted his head and tried to fix her with his hazy eyes. “Forget them,” he said, slipping back deeper into the shadows and pulling her with him.  
 
    “Tash,” she said, holding him off, her hands on his chest. “I think it’s your brother.” 
 
    Tash’s head snapped up and he looked toward the crowd in the street. Tav’s voice could clearly be heard, shouting above the others. Grabbing Liadan’s hand, Tash rushed to the end of the alleyway and peered out. He couldn’t see anything for the close press of bodies.  
 
    Suddenly he heard a blow, a body fall, and the crowd groan in appreciation. He turned to Liadan and lifted her onto the boardwalk, safely above the crowd.  
 
    “Leave him alone, you brute,” came Sanari’s cry. “He bumped into you on accident. You take up half the room.” 
 
    Tash didn’t hesitate, pushing his way into the crowd. They parted and he found himself in the middle of the circle. There stood the small figure of Sanari, her legs braced, her hands clenched into fists. She faced an enormous man named Barden. At her feet, Tav was trying to rise, shaking his head and touching a split lip. Tash drew a deep breath. 
 
    Barden grabbed Sanari’s arm and pulled her to him. She hit him with her free hand and he lifted his other as if he’d strike her.  
 
    Tash hurried forward and jerked her away, placing himself in front of her. “Leave her alone, Barden.” 
 
    Barden stared at Tash, then looked around at the crowd. “Step away, hilaron, before I bash your skull in too.” 
 
    Shoving Sanari away from him, Tash’s hand dropped to the hilt of his sword and he braced his legs. Sanari stumbled, then fell. Out of the corner of his eyes, he saw Tav try to help her up.  
 
    “I don’t want to fight you. I just want to get my brother and the girl, and leave,” he said. 
 
     The crowd groaned and some even shouted obscenities at him. He really didn’t want to fight Barden. He wasn’t altogether sure he’d win, and if he did, he didn’t want to face the persecution of the citizens.  
 
    “You’re not going anywhere. You think anyone here is going to let you go without a fight. If it ain’t me, it’ll be all the rest. You don’t have one person on your side, hilaron.” 
 
    “He has me,” came a voice and Simnarian pushed his way through the crowd.  
 
    Tash smiled on his only Human friend. He knew Barden wasn’t anxious to fight one of his own kind. It didn’t look good, it stirred up trouble in the town, and more than hating half-bloods, Nogatav hated trouble.  
 
    At the appearance of Simnarian, the constable suddenly made his presence known. “Listen, Barden, we don’t want no trouble, you hear. Let these young folks go and come on back to the dance. I’ll even let you dance with my pretty daughter, Liadan.” 
 
    The crowd laughed nervously, but Barden made no move to leave. He faced Tash and Simnarian, and his jaw worked. Without warning, he spat on Tash’s boots. Tash’s eyes blazed and he sprang forward, but a powerful hand pulled him back.  
 
    A figure dressed in black pushed between him and Barden. Two pale, thin hands came out to rest on Barden’s shoulders and guide him back a step or two.  
 
    “Come on, friend,” came a soft, smooth voice, “you don’t really want to start a war right here in downtown Nogatav, do you? I like business, but I don’t want to start sewing up civil disruptions. We got enough trouble without fighting ourselves, don’t you think? Listen to the good constable and go dance with his pretty daughter, eh? What do you say?” 
 
    Barden drew a deep breath and nodded. “All right, Doc, I’ll do what you say, but if these hilaron. …” 
 
    “No, they’ll leave, I’ll see to it personally,” said the doctor, releasing his hold on the man. “Go on back to the dance.” 
 
    “You see they go, Doc, you hear?” 
 
    “Yes, of course,” said the doctor, patting Barden on the back. “Go on, go back to the dance, everyone.” 
 
    With disappointed looks, the crowd dispersed, meandering slowly back inside the dance hall. Tash’s eyes followed them with hatred, his gaze coming to rest on Liadan as she was pulled from the boardwalk and into the room by the constable.  
 
    Turning, he met the steady gaze of the doctor from beneath his black hat. The face that stared out at him was long and pale, the eyes light. Tash hadn’t trusted this man since he first came to Nogatav three years before, funny that he should owe him thanks now.  
 
    Even though Tash didn’t trust him, the rest of the town did, despite the fact that he was an outsider. In fact, the doctor had more authority than the constable, although that wasn’t saying much in Nogatav. The doctor was a frequent visitor throughout the town, he even dropped in on the school and the students thought him quite a scholar. Only Tash didn’t like him, only Tash questioned his intent, but no one listened to Tash.  
 
    “It’s getting late,” said the doctor.  
 
    “Thank you for helping us,” said Sanari, moving forward and taking his hand in hers.  
 
    He smiled and patted her hand. “Don’t mention it.” 
 
    Impulsively Tash reached out and put a hand on Sanari’s shoulder, drawing her away. Both Sanari and the doctor seemed surprised by the gesture, but neither said anything.  
 
    “Thank you,” said Tash stiffly.  
 
    The doctor nodded, taking his eyes off Tash to stare at Tav. “Why don’t you let me take a look at that, young man?” he said, motioning to his lip.  
 
    Tash put out his arm to stop him. “He’s fine. You’d better go inside. We’re leaving.” 
 
    The doctor lifted his brows, but made no other move toward Tav.  
 
    “Get in the wagon, Tav,” Tash said and then backed away, drawing Sanari with him.  
 
    Once he was at the wagon, he lifted her onto the buckboard and climbed up beside her. Tav and Simnarian sat in the back. Cracking the reins on the horses’ flanks, Tash set them at a canter and left the doctor standing alone in the street, the glow of the lamps in the dance hall silhouetting his dark clad figure.  
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    “I always knew that Barden was trouble,” said Grondi, pacing back and forth before the fireplace.  
 
    Marri looked up at him. “Calm yourself, Grondi. I’m as angry about this as you are, but…” She lowered her eyes to Tav’s lip again, placing the cool cloth against it. “You’re too old to do anything about it.” 
 
    “But the boy simply bumped into the ox. And that coward of a constable, what are we paying our taxes to him for? He doesn’t have any control over this town.” Grondi halted before Tash. The young man was leaning against the fireplace, his right foot resting on the hearth stones. “He didn’t speak up, did he, until Simnarian stepped into it, eh?” 
 
    Tash shook his head and his eyes came to rest on Sanari. She sat on a stool in the distance, her eyes following Marri and Grondi as they argued over the situation. He shifted his gaze to Tav. For some reason, Tav was subdued, allowing Marri to clean his split lip without complaint.  
 
    “Well, the next time that coward comes looking to me for a vote, I’ll just let him know what I think of him and his town.” 
 
    “And what will that do, Grondi? The constable is doing his job. Nogatav’s a difficult town. They don’t like outsiders,” said Marri.  
 
    “They love that doctor, that Teeros,” interrupted Grondi.  
 
    “Tiros,” murmured Tav.  
 
    “They let him start up practice here without complaint and if you ask me there’s something strange about that man, something unnatural. It makes me mad, Marri, that my nephews can’t go into town alone without worrying that someone is going to pick a fight with them. Now if Kiameron were alive...” 
 
    Grondi’s voice trailed off. The fire crackled and a dog barked in the distance, but other than that everyone fell silent at the mention of the twins’ father. 
 
    Tash stirred first. “The fact is that Tav should never have gone to that dance in the first place. He knows how the townspeople feel about us. That isn’t going to change anytime soon. Why do you think I want to join the militia?” 
 
    Marri’s hands fell to her lap and she twisted the rag absently. Grondi grabbed the poker from the fireplace and stirred the red hot coals. Tav fingered his lip and studied the floor. Only Sanari met his gaze and her look was filled with surprise.  
 
    “Sanari,” said Marri finally, “I’m sure you’re exhausted. Grondi, won’t you take her home?” 
 
    “I’ll take her,” said Tash. Suddenly he felt the need to be out of the house. Twice now his aunt and uncle had ignored him when he said he wanted to join the militia. Did they think he would forget about it if they didn’t acknowledge it? 
 
    He walked from the room into the entry way. He pulled on his heavy outer coat and then thought to grab a blanket for Sanari. It might be spring, but the nights were still a bit cold. He waited impatiently while his family said goodbye to her, then yanked open the door and stomped across the porch.  
 
    Tav led Sanari from the house, off the porch, and to the wagon. “I hope you don’t mind,” he said apologetically.  
 
    “Of course not,” said Sanari. She reached up and kissed his cheek. “I’ll see you at school.” 
 
    Tav nodded and helped her into the wagon. Tash shook out the reins and turned the horses. They started down the drive at a reluctant pace, but Tash forced them to go faster.  
 
    They rode in silence for a good while. Tash fidgeted in the seat. He didn’t feel like talking, but he didn’t feel like riding the entire way to Sanari’s house in silence either. He pushed the blanket at her and she took it, draping it over her legs.  
 
    Through the corner of his eyes, Tash looked at her. Her dress was a soft white, cotton frock, the bodice covered in lace. It had gotten dirty and torn in the scuffle, but it still fit her trim figure nicely. Her hair was curled, pulled up at the sides, and framed her oval face. She caught his eye and he looked away, suddenly self-conscious.  
 
    “Why are you so quiet? I’ve always wondered how you and Tav could possibly carry on a conversation since you’re both so fond of hearing yourself speak.” 
 
    She sighed. “I was just trying to find a way to tell you you were right about the townspeople.” 
 
    Tash was immediately sorry he’d been so curt with her. He stared at her openly now. She was pretty. Not the plump, delightful pretty of Liadan, but more of a reserved, elegant pretty.  
 
    “I was right?” he said.  
 
    She nodded. “They were horrible tonight, Tash. I’ve never been so frightened. I thought they were really going to hurt us.” 
 
    Tash slowed the horses. She was near tears, her eyes lowered. Impulsively, he put his arm around her. She sank against him and he felt her body shudder.  
 
    “You’re safe now,” he said gently, resting his cheek against her hair. “I really think they were only trying to scare you and Tav away.” 
 
    “I didn’t know you wanted to join the militia.” 
 
    Tash clicked at the horses to pick up speed, his arm still about Sanari. “As soon as possible. I’ve got to get out of Nogatav, but my aunt and uncle don’t seem to hear me when I tell them.” 
 
    Sanari was silent for a moment. “They don’t want to lose you,” she said, “but I wouldn’t want to stay in Nogatav if I were you either.” 
 
    Tash glanced up at the stars as he turned the horses down Sanari’s drive. Suddenly he wished the ride weren’t coming to an end. This was the first time they had spoken to each other without being insulting and he liked it. In fact, it felt pretty good to hold her close against him.  
 
    The Star of Eldon shown down above her cottage as Tash pulled the wagon to a halt. “See, I told you you were safe. Even the Lord Eldon is watching out for you,” he said, motioning to the star.  
 
    She sat up and he dropped his arm from around her. “I wonder what the Celebration of Valhall is like in Trendaria.”  
 
    Nogatav didn’t celebrate Valhall, or the new year, but sometimes a more cosmopolitan citizen ventured to Trendaria for the celebration and came back to tell the tale.  
 
    Tash jumped out of the wagon and crossed to her side. He lifted her down and for a moment, held her close in his arms. Their eyes met and Sanari parted her lips. She looked beautiful in the moonlight.  
 
    “I’m sure it’s magnificent,” he said softly, his eyes searching her face.  
 
    “I wish I could see it,” she answered.  
 
    “You’d better go in; it’s cold,” he said, but he didn’t release her.  
 
    She nodded slightly and leaned in as he drew her to him. Their lips nearly brushed when the screen door creaked open and a head poked out. Tash stepped back and dropped his eyes.  
 
    “Sanari, is that you?”  
 
    “Yes, Grandmother, I’m coming in.” She reached up and brushed Tash’s cheek with her lips. “Thank you. Good night,” she said and was gone. 
 
    Tash stood still for a moment more, until the screen banged shut. He sighed heavily. He really didn’t feel like going home. He wished fervently that there was somewhere in all of Nogatav that he belonged, but his uncle and aunt’s cottage was the only place that came to mind. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 3 
 
      
 
    Thane had been in the service of Lord Koviand since he was a young man. He had loved Koviand and was willing to give his life for the King, so when Koviand died five years ago, Thane pledged his allegiance to Lord Kazarien, despite the fact that he thought Kazarien too young to rule. Since that time, though, Kazarien had proven himself a wise king. He listened carefully to his advisors and usually took their guidance, as long as it was prudent. When Thane, his Minister of Defense, had informed him the Trendarian army needed new recruits, Kazarien hadn’t hesitated to send Thane and his able men into the protectorate after them, which ultimately brought Thane to Nogatav. Nogatav was noted for its horsemanship, since they were cattle ranchers, and Trendaria needed to fill out its cavalry.  
 
    The Minister of Defense hadn’t counted on receiving a less than warm welcome from Trendaria’s smallest protectee, but he had. Now as he waited to address the assembly, he was uncharacteristically nervous. The citizens were outwardly hostile toward his effort to raise a Nogatavian Cavalry. What might happen if he actually recruited some of the young men to join? 
 
    Stepping up to the podium, Thane smoothed his uniform with his hands. He was nearing fifty, but he was still a trim, fit man. His brown hair was speckled with grey, but thick, and his eyes were bright, although fine lines ringed them in at the corners.  
 
    Clearing his throat, his gaze swept the room. A quick count told him fifty odd men were in attendance, fidgeting anxiously for him to begin. They fell silent as he lifted his hand.  
 
    “Good afternoon, citizens of Trendaria,” he said boldly, choosing to emphasize loyalty to the protectorate over loyalty to the town. A murmur rose in the room.  
 
    At his back, the two soldiers stirred restlessly. They also felt the tension. Thane waited for the murmuring to subside.  
 
    “I am the Minister of Defense for the Royal Army of Trendaria, under Lord Kazarien’s command,” continued Thane, wanting to sound as official as possible. “I wish to read a proclamation to you from your King.” 
 
    Thane licked his lips and lifted the rolled parchment, holding it up for the audience to see. It bore the emblem of the King, a blue wax seal embossed with a running horse. He broke the seal and unrolled the parchment. Drawing a deep breath, he lifted the proclamation before him.  
 
    “Citizens of Nogatav, Kemerad, and Aramad, cities under direct protection from Trendaria and her army, greetings from your King.” Again murmurings arose at this elaborate reminder of alliance. Thane paused and waited patiently.  
 
    “Due to substantiated reports of violence in bordering protectorates, Trendaria is mobilizing and building her defenses. Because our protectorate covers a considerable amount of land, the present army is not sufficient in size to offer adequate protection to the outlying cities. Therefore, it is by kingly decree that recruitments should be made from the aforementioned cities.” 
 
    Thane stopped and rolled the parchment again. The room was silent, but one by one, the citizens began murmuring to one another. Thane ceremoniously handed the parchment to the constable and turned back to the podium. Lifting his hand, he brought the room to silence.  
 
    “The recruitment from Nogatav will be in the form of a cavalry. Recruits will be brought to Trendaria for military training, then a battalion of cavalry will be formed primarily from Nogatavian citizens. Nogatav is known for its equestrian skills throughout the Kingdom.” 
 
    At first the citizens merely looked blankly at one another, then one bold young man raised his hand. “What exactly does the proclamation mean?” 
 
    Thane had expected this question. “Recruitment will come from all three cities under Trendaria’s jurisdiction; however, the cavalry will come predominately from Nogatav. Nogatav is in a position to provide a much needed service to her King. After training in Trendaria, many of the soldiers will return to Nogatav and become part of a permanent garrison stationed here.” 
 
    “So you’re saying that Trendaria would train us to protect our own town,” came another voice from the back of the room.  
 
    “In theory, yes,” answered Thane.  
 
    This fact was discussed at some length among the men, until one rose to his feet. “What do you mean by in theory?” 
 
    Thane’s hands gripped the podium, but his face remained emotionless. “If Trendaria goes to war, she would pull each of the garrisons back to the capital to join in the effort as one army.” 
 
    “So our city would be left unprotected,” returned the young man.  
 
    “No, absolutely not, Nogatav would receive the same protection as the other members of the protectorate.” 
 
    “But the garrison would be withdrawn to Trendaria.” 
 
    “. . . and deployed throughout Loden where necessary,” said Thane.  
 
    The murmur grew to a heated debate. Thane drew a breath and cast a glance on his two soldiers. Their eyes followed the discussion closely.  
 
    “Let me speak, gentlemen,” said Thane, raising his voice over the argument. They calmed to a blustering silence. “It is in the best interest of Nogatav to have a garrison of its own. Trendaria cannot promise protection should war break out in Loden without some help from each of the protectees. By joining the militia, you illustrate Nogatav’s loyalty to Trendaria, and your willingness to protect yourselves.” 
 
    “You still haven’t answered the question, Minister. If the garrison is in Trendaria, how will Nogatav be protected?” continued the same young man.  
 
    “It is our hope that enemy lines can be stopped before they ever cross the Hottan River. A cavalry is essential for such a defense. However, should that tactic fail, Trendaria will have one amassed army to repulse an invasion.” 
 
    As Thane finished, the voices rose again. The young man standing in the middle of the room engaged his companions in angry debate. Thane waited patiently. He was beginning to wish he’d had some warning of the atmosphere in Nogatav. Perhaps the Minister of Protectorate Affairs should have accompanied him with an attempt to smooth over matters.  
 
    He’d wait a few more minutes, and then he and his men would make a retreat. He would simply have to inform the King and the Minister of Protectorate Affairs that he’d been unsuccessful. Yet even as he thought this, irritation rose within him. He didn’t want to admit defeat, he didn’t want to run from this sleepy little town like a dog with its tail between its legs. Somehow he simply had to leave here with a few recruits, if nothing more.  
 
    “Gentlemen,” he said, raising his hands again for silence, “is there any way I can clear up your debate? I’d really like to move on to recruitments, if possible.” 
 
    The young man, standing in the middle of the room, straightened and regarded Thane for a moment as silence fell about him. “You speak just like all the pillow hands in Trendaria. You people haven’t seen a good day’s work in your lives. You spend your time thinking up pretty words and writing them down…” 
 
    “…not at all like you, eh, Trimarha,” shouted a large man from the back of the room where he lounged in his chair beside a half-blood.  
 
    Laughter echoed among the group, but Trimarha’s face was stern. “I may study at the school, Simnarian, but at least I know the backside of a cow from the front.” 
 
    “Now, Trimarha, really, I wasn’t the one who brought your sister into this, remember?” said Simnarian.  
 
    Trimarha spun around at his words and attempted to clamber over the chairs after Simnarian, but his companions prevented him from leaving his row. Thane thought that provoking a fight with the young man in back wasn’t a very bright idea. Simnarian was much larger than Trimarha, his arms as wide as young tree trunks, his legs and back as strong as a bear. Trimarha must have known this also, but wanted to put up a good front. When he judged his efforts were heroic enough, he allowed his friends to force him down into his chair, sputtering and spitting under his breath.  
 
    The minister glanced at the half-blood, who was shaking his head in disgust. Their gazes locked on one another, then Thane cleared his throat. “Young man,” he said, addressing Trimarha, “would you care to finish your point?” 
 
    Trimarha made a production out of straightening his clothing, then rose to his feet again. “You haven’t answered our question in plain talk yet. If there is a war, would you leave Nogatav unprotected?” 
 
    “If there is a war, you must cease to think in terms of townships, but in terms of the protectorate and what is in her best interest. We are not individual cities with separate governments, we are one kingdom with a central government in Trendaria.” 
 
    “And if we decline a garrison?” 
 
    Thane sighed. “Trendaria’s resources are not great enough to cover so much area.” 
 
    Trimarha shook his head. “What are you saying, exactly?” 
 
    Thane started to respond, but the young half-blood in the back pre-empted him. “He’s saying that if we don’t band with the protectorate now, the protectorate will not defend us in war. We will be left to defend ourselves without any training or weapons or supplies.” 
 
    Arguments rose immediately at his words. Thane glanced over his shoulder at his uneasy guards. Quickly he lifted his hand for silence and the group quieted to a seething murmur.  
 
    “You must understand the predicament of. . .” began Thane.  
 
    “Is he right?” demanded Trimarha.  
 
    “It isn’t quite so simple. . .” 
 
    “Is he right?” 
 
    Thane narrowed his eyes. “Fundamentally, yes. . .” 
 
    Mayhem ensued. Some of the young men left the room in disgust. Thane hammered on the podium for attention.  
 
    “Please, people of Nogatav,” he shouted. “Please listen. I will remain in your town until noon tomorrow. You may speak with me individually if you like at the hotel. My soldiers and I will be expecting you there.” 
 
    Thane felt sure few of the young men heard him, but he didn’t wait for confirmation. Motioning quickly to the guards, he descended the podium and rushed for the safety of the open street.  
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
     
 
    Thane adjusted his reading spectacles and wrote the closing for the letter to his King. In the letter, he detailed his failed attempt in Nogatav and the general hostility of the town. He was disappointed and annoyed that he had to send such a letter at all. He’d envisioned sending Kazarien only good news, but such was not the case.  
 
    Reaching blindly, he closed his hand around the glass of brandy and brought it to his lips. The warm, brown liquid burned a pleasant path down his throat and into his stomach. Lowering the pen, he set the glass down and took off his spectacles, rubbing his eyes with the heels of his hands.  
 
    When he opened them, the young half-blood stood before him. Thane started with surprise. “I didn’t hear you.” 
 
    The half-blood regarded him silently. Thane motioned to the chair across from him and waited while the young man slipped into it.  
 
    “I’m the Minister of Defense for Trendaria,” he said, extending his hand.  
 
    The half-blood accepted it, his grip strong and firm. Thane relinquished the hand and studied the handsome face. “Your name is?” 
 
    “Tasamer, but most people call me Tash. That is when they aren’t calling me something obscene.” 
 
    Thane’s brows lifted. “You live in a very tolerant town, Tash.” 
 
    The young man smiled. “So tolerant that I want out.” 
 
    “And my militia seems like the answer?” 
 
    “It seems like an answer.” His look was introspective. “I don’t have any battle training, but I’m strong and I can follow directions. I was also born on horseback.” 
 
    “I don’t doubt that,” said Thane, “but in all honesty, there aren’t any half-bloods in the Trendarian militia either.” 
 
    The slate grey eyes lifted quickly and fixed on the Minister. “Aren’t or can’t be?” 
 
    Thane considered the matter a moment. “We don’t have the same…” 
 
    “Prejudice?” offered Tash.  
 
    Thane drew a deep breath and leaned forward. “I can imagine life is difficult in this town, especially for anyone at all different. Trendaria is more advanced, but not extremely so. My own personal feelings aside, I don’t think you’ll find the tolerance you want even at the capital.” 
 
    “Are you telling me you won’t take me for your militia?” 
 
    Thane shook his head. “Not at all, I just wonder if you know what you’ll be up against.” 
 
    Tash smiled. “Can’t be any worse than what I face here each day.” He placed his hands flat on the table. “I’m not looking for acceptance; I’m looking for a future. I’m looking for a way out of Nogatav.” 
 
    “You’ll get that in the militia,” said Thane, relaxing a bit. He looked down on his letter to Kazarien and smiled, deciding to change the subject. “I haven’t seen any Stravad in town. Which side does it come from?” 
 
    Tash lifted his head and the grey eyes flashed. “My father was Kiameron, Eldon’s heir.”  
 
    Thane blinked. His first inclination was to doubt the young man, but Tash’s face was so lit with pride, he found himself believing him. “Kiameron?” he whispered. “Rumor spoke that he was in the south, but it was never confirmed.” 
 
    “He wanted to live a secluded life.” 
 
    Thane nodded. “And you want a life of adventure?” 
 
    “Yes,” said Tash.  
 
    “All right, young man, I’ll sign you up for the militia. You’ll have a short hiatus and then you must report to Trendaria, agreed?” 
 
    Tash’s eyes danced. “Agreed,” he said, then sobered. “You really believe Loden is going to war?” 
 
    “I don’t know. A lot of evidence suggests we are, but most people won’t believe it. Perhaps that’s what concerns me the most. I’d rather be prepared for war and find that there isn’t any, than not be…” 
 
    Tash’s eyes followed his face, but Thane said no more, lifting his warm glass of brandy to his lips.  
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    Tash hurried down the boardwalks toward the blacksmith shop. He felt alive with excitement and exhilaration. He had finally discovered a way out of Nogatav, a way to escape the dead-end of his bloodline.  
 
    He knew he couldn’t tell his family yet, he couldn’t even tell Sanari, she’d tell Tav. Keeping this from Tav would be hard, but Tash would have to carefully guard his feelings when he was in his brother’s presence. Even so, he had to tell someone. Simnarian was the first person who came to mind. Simnarian would understand; hadn’t he encouraged Tash to attend the meeting? 
 
    Trendaria -- he whispered the beautiful word over and over in his mind. Perhaps they wouldn’t accept him in Trendaria, but once he proved he was a strong warrior, disciplined and determined, they might learn to respect him. He didn’t need acceptance, but he wanted respect, he wanted respect for his father and his father’s heritage.  
 
    He rounded the back of the smithy and halted. He heard Simnarian’s voice and another he didn’t recognize at first. A cold chill went up his spine and he inched forward.  
 
    Peering through the rear door of the smithy, Tash could only see Simnarian, a large figure in a leather apron, a mallet in one hand, a horseshoe in the other. He placed the shoe on his anvil and struck it with the hammer, then plunged the bent shoe into a pail of water beside him. The water steamed and Simnarian lifted the shoe, looking at it critically.  
 
    “I don’t know what you want,” said Simnarian to an invisible figure.  
 
    Tash strained to hear. The second voice was low and smooth. From his vantage point at the rear door, he could only make out a thin, stooped shadow.  
 
    “I’m just concerned about your friend. I wouldn’t want to see him get into any trouble,” said the strange voice.  
 
    “What kind of trouble are you afraid he’ll find, Doc?” said Simnarian, stirring his coals.  
 
    Tash took a step further into the smithy, placing his feet so carefully they scarcely made a sound. He was mildly surprised to find Tiros talking with Simnarian, and he knew beyond a doubt that they were discussing him.  
 
    “He’s restless, isn’t he? Like his father once when he was young, but his father found more adventure than he needed. We wouldn’t want your young friend to meet the same end.” 
 
    Simnarian hesitated. “I’ll admit Tash is spirited, but I don’t understand why you’ve suddenly taken such an interest in him.” 
 
    Tiros moved into the light, the glow of Simnarian’s coals on his narrow face. Tash shrank back in the shadows and watched him.  
 
    “His father had powers, Stravad powers. Has Tash ever shown you these powers?” 
 
    Simnarian laughed and plunged the shoe into the water again. Steam rose with a sharp hiss from the bucket and Tiros started back in surprise.  
 
    “Why do you laugh?” 
 
    “The only power Tash has is with women, and that talent comes from his Human blood, not Stravad, I can assure you. I don’t think you’ll find many in Nogatav who believe that mystical Stravad rubbish. Go to Temeron if you want Stravad. You’re definitely in the wrong place.” 
 
    Tiros’ eyes blazed momentarily at Simnarian’s rebuff. “Don’t be so disdainful of Stravad mysticism. There are many truths on Samar that you don’t understand. Do you doubt the birthright of the boy’s father?” 
 
    Simnarian leaned over his anvil, his face growing dark with irritation. “I knew Kiameron and I know it took him just as long as it does me to herd and brand his cattle, then drive them to market. When a fence needed mending, he broke his back, like all the men in Nogatav, digging posts. When his cottage needed a new roof, he hammered in each nail. When his cows had to be milked, he sat on the stool and milked them with his hands, just like people have been doing since the beginning of time. Tash is no different than his father, no more giftedor else he’s keeping a fairly large secret from me.” 
 
    Turning abruptly, Simnarian cast the horseshoe into a pile of finished shoes. As he looked up, his gaze found Tash and his eyes widened momentarily. Spinning back around, he forced a smile at the doctor.  
 
    “Look, I promised you I’d finish your horse by morning, but I don’t work well under direct supervision. Come back after day break and I’ll have the job done.” 
 
    Tiros eyed him suspiciously for a moment, but nodded in acquiescence. “Tomorrow morning then, and perhaps you’ll answer a few questions for me.” 
 
    “Not likely,” said Simnarian, “but you’re free to make an attempt.” 
 
    If he was disappointed, the doctor didn’t show it. “Good! Thank you again for your assistance,” he said, turning on his heels and striding for the door.  
 
    Tash waited until the clomp of Tiros’ boots faded on the boardwalk outside the smithy. Stepping cautiously out, he crossed to Simnarian’s side. The blacksmith lifted a hand, signaling him to silence, and edged to the door, peering down the street. Drawing a relieved breath, he motioned for his friend to follow him into his small room at the side of the smithy.  
 
    Reaching for a bottle of rum on a shelf over the bed, Simnarian pulled a chair out from the table and sat down. “Grab a couple of glasses, Tash,” he said and Tash retrieved two dusty glasses off the dressing stand, sliding into the only other chair in the room.  
 
    Simnarian eyed his friend as he filled both their glasses, then lifted his glass in salute and downed the entire drink in one gulp.  
 
    “That man gives me the shudders,” Simnarian said, lifting the bottle again.  
 
    Tash took a drink and replaced the glass on the table, fingering it thoughtfully. “You’re not alone there,” he said, glancing up at his friend.  
 
    “How much of that conversation did you hear?” 
 
    “Enough, what’d he want?” 
 
    Simnarian looked over his shoulder into the smithy. “Wants me to shoe that horse of his,” he said, pointing to a thin bay with a bowed head. “That skinny nag ought to be made into fertilizer, but if he wants shoes, she’ll have shoes worth more than her miserable hide.” 
 
    Tash smiled. “My brother would tell you she’s priceless. The Norrad states that all animals are to be revered. You’ve just spoken blasphemy, Simnarian.” 
 
    “Eldon protect me,” whispered the blacksmith. He tossed back another full glass of rum and leaned closer to his friend. “Watch that one, Tash, that Tiros. There’s something unnatural about him. I don’t like the way he looks, or speaks, or smells.” He shook his head and shuddered. “I don’t think that skin of his has ever seen the light of day, and those pale blue eyes...awful.” 
 
    “The rest of the town thinks he’s a pillar of integrity, a regular savior in black.” 
 
    “Yeah, and I’m sure Gava had his moments, but...I’m just telling you, stay away from him. He’s bad news, asking all these questions about your father and you, your Stravad blood. If I told him how Kiameron really fenced in his land...” 
 
    Tash laughed in memory. He could still see his father’s furtive glances toward the road and house after he’d put up a fence. Kai had taken a few liberties, especially if he thought no one was looking.  
 
    “Well,” said Tash, “pretty soon you won’t have anything to worry about.” 
 
    Simnarian’s brows lifted. “Really?” 
 
    Tash couldn’t suppress an excited smile. “I joined the militia, Simnarian. In one month, I have to report in Trendaria.” 
 
    Simnarian lowered his glass and stared at Tash. “By Eldon’s star, I didn’t believe you’d really do it.” He laughed heartily. “Good for you, Tash, you’ve finally found a way out of this stinking pit.” 
 
    “Why don’t you come? You heard the man, they need as many recruits as they can get, especially those that understand horses.” 
 
    “And leave all this,” said Simnarian, waving a hand around the room. “No, I’m older than you, Tash. My days of adventure are over. Besides I’m no half-blood, boy, I’m accepted in Nogatav. “ 
 
    “Only because you’re such a brute, half the people are afraid of you.” 
 
    Simnarian laughed his response, then leaned forward to fill Tash’s glass again. “Anyway, I’m glad for you, Tash. You need a change. You need a future.” 
 
    Tash lifted the glass and gazed at the amber liquid. “If only my family would be glad as well,” he said. Lifting the glass to his lips, he drained it and set it back on the table.  
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    Tash sat on the bench outside the cottage and stared off across the field. In days past, Kai and Grondi’s land had backed up to each other, the two houses visible from each respective porch. As Tash stared across the land, there was no longer any house on Kai’s land to obstruct the view. Small, golden hills lifted and dropped, lifted and dropped, falling away for as far as the eye could see. A deep longing rose within the young man as he looked over the land. Despite his dislike of Nogatav, Tash felt drawn to the land his father and mother had worked with their own hands. Leaving it would be like leaving a part of him behind.  
 
    Tav and Tash had run back and forth between the two houses as children. Many times Tash remembered standing on this very porch watching his mother wave to him. Then he’d clamber down the stairs and dash across the fertile fields to her. Always, as he crested that last rise in the distance, the smell of fresh cookies or bread would come to him on the breeze.  
 
    Tash blinked. Where his mother once stood was a blackened area of dirt, the lone spire of the chimney rising from the ground. Tash hadn’t been to the spot in years, he couldn’t make himself climb the hills between his uncle’s ranch and his parents’, but the sight of it was etched in his memory nonetheless.  
 
    His grey eyes followed the line of the hill and came to rest on the immaculately even row of fencing, which separated his uncle and his father’s land from the road. As Tash traced its length, he imagined he could hear his father’s hammer ringing clearly over the downs.  
 
    “Why do we put up fences between our land and our neighbors?” Tav asked, leaning his chin on the upper rail, his feet hooked through the lowest rung.  
 
    “Hold it steady, Tash,” said Kai, taking the nail from between his teeth and placing it against the post. The hammer beat a quick staccato rhythm in the afternoon air as Tash braced himself.  
 
    Kai straightened and wiped perspiration from his forehead, then eyed his son. “We put up fences so my cattle and Grondi’s don’t get mixed up with our neighbors. That’s why we brand them as well. In fact, Grondi and I have different brands from each other so we can tell our cattle apart.” 
 
    Tash frowned at his brother, but Tav ignored him. “But if we’re family, what difference does it make if our cattle get mixed up with theirs?” 
 
    Tash exhaled in exasperation, but Kai laid a hand on his shoulder. “No, Tash,” he said evenly, “it’s a good question.” Resting his arm on the fence, the hammer dangling from his hand, Kai leaned closer to his son, his face serious. “You and Tash both have marbles, right?” 
 
    Tav nodded.  
 
    “Well, you keep them separate, don’t you?” 
 
    Again Tav nodded.  
 
    “See, even though you and Tash are brothers, family, you want to keep some things separate, to yourselves. Everyone wants something wholly for himself, something that belongs just to him. That’s why Grondi and I brand our cattle differently. You understand?” 
 
    “Yes,” said Tav, “but if Grondi’s cattle ran away, would you give him some of yours?” 
 
    Kai smiled. “Let me ask you a question. If Tash lost all his marbles, would you give him some of yours?” 
 
    “Yes,” said Tav without hesitation.  
 
    Tash grimaced. “Well, you can’t have any of mine. I don’t care if you are family.” 
 
    Kai laid a hand on his son’s head with a smile. “Why don’t we finish this fence before your mother calls us, eh?” 
 
    Tash glanced up at the sky, then along the length of leaning fence. “There’s an awful lot left to repair, Father,” he said, lifting his eyes to his father’s face.  
 
    Kai drew a deep breath and also scrutinized the job to be done. “An awful lot,” he repeated thoughtfully. He looked between his two sons, his white eyes twinkling, then glanced up at the house in the distance. “Can you both keep a secret?” 
 
    “Of course,” Tash said eagerly. They both looked at Tav.  
 
    Tav licked his lips and shot a glance over his shoulder.  
 
    “Tav!” hissed Tash in disgust.  
 
    “I can keep a secret,” said Tav quickly.  
 
    Kai nodded. “But you mustn’t tell Mother. It would upset her and we don’t want to do that, right?” 
 
    “Right!” both boys said in unison.  
 
    Kai smiled again. “Step back away from the fence.” 
 
    Tav jumped clear and Tash moved away. Kai lowered his head and closed his eyes, his breathing evening out to a regular pace. Tash watched his father intently. He studied the lines of his handsome face and the ageless, brown hands at his sides. Kai was tall and slender, each muscle in his back, arms, and legs clearly defined by the long hours he put into his ranch.  
 
    As the moments stretched away, the little boy etched each feature in his memory, and even then a swelling of grief rose inside of him. He wanted to run to his father and throw his arms around him. He wanted to tell him how much he loved him and needed him.  
 
    Kai opened his eyes and scrutinized his work. “There,” he said perfunctorily, and Tash tore his gaze from his father.  
 
    He gasped in surprise. The fence was no longer leaning, but an even row of wood stretching on into the distance. His eyes flashed to his brother’s face, but Tav was staring at his father with adoration and wonder.  
 
    Kai laughed, reaching out a hand to pull both of his boys close to him. “Our secret?” he said, narrowing his eyes.  
 
    Both boys nodded in awe, and leaned into the strength and power of their father.  
 
    “So you’re leaving,” came Tav’s voice and Tash started out of his memory.  
 
    “What?” he asked, frowning.  
 
    “You’re joining the militia in Trendaria.” 
 
    Tash swallowed. “How’d you. . .” He paused. Stupid question, Tav knew everything. They’d been able to read each other’s thoughts since they were small children. It was an annoying habit, but Tash didn’t remember a time when they didn’t do it almost automatically.  
 
    “Have you told Marri and Grondi yet?” 
 
    “You ought to know that,” said Tash in irritation.  
 
    Tav took a seat beside him. “What about Sanari? When are you going to tell her?” 
 
    Tash’s frown deepened. “Sanari?” With a pang of guilt, Tash remembered the night after the dance when he’d driven her home. It was so inconsequential, he’d nearly forgotten it.  
 
    Now Tav frowned at him. “She cares for you deeply, a lot more deeply than you care for her, it would seem.” 
 
    “Tav, nothing happened between Sanari and me. I’ll admit she’s pretty, somewhat interesting, but she aggravates me to no end.” 
 
    “At least she can carry on an intelligent conversation, unlike...” 
 
    Tash glared at his brother. Liadan wasn’t an open topic of discussion between them, although Tav always tried to make it one.  
 
    “Anyway, she feels differently,” said Tav.  
 
    “She tell you that?” 
 
    “She didn’t have to. I know.” 
 
    “You shouldn’t pry into other people’s thoughts. It isn’t right. Father never liked that, remember?” 
 
    “I didn’t pry into her thoughts, I could hear it in her voice when she talked about that night.” 
 
    Tash leaned back against the house. “Well, Sanari’s the least of my problems right now. How am I going to tell Marri?” 
 
    “Just tell her. I think both she and Grondi suspect it anyway, you’ve only been grousing about it for days.” 
 
    “Why are you so against it, Tav? You know how things are for us in Nogatav. We’ll never have lives of our own here, we’ll never be accepted.” He hesitated and looked at his brother. Tav was staring at his hands. “At any rate, things are worse for me. You have the school, you have friends, people you can talk to.” 
 
    “You have friends. You have Liadan, remember?” 
 
    Tash rose to his feet and walked to the railing, placing his hands on it. His skin looked very dark against the white of the railing. “I share Liadan with Trimarha.” His eyes lifted to the mountains rising in the distance. “Besides, there’s so much more to the world outside of Nogatav, so many other places to see.” 
 
    Tav came to stand beside him. “And you think you’ll find that in Trendaria?” he asked, looking closely at his brother. His eyes drifted away and came to rest on the burnt spot where his parents’ house had stood. “Do you know why I’m against you joining the militia?” 
 
    Tash met his gaze. Their thoughts played back and forth between each other’s mind, but Tav still needed to voice his feelings out loud.  
 
    “I’m against you joining because if Trendaria does go to war, if the rumors are correct, then you may be killed. Don’t you think we’ve had enough death in our lives? I know this is what Marri and Grondi feel, although they won’t say it. Our parents are dead, Tash. You say I have so much more than you do, I have the school, but you and Marri and Grondi are all I’ve got. I don’t want to lose you too.” 
 
    Tash drew a pained breath. “But Tav, I’m dying here, I’m suffocating here in Nogatav. Can’t you understand that?” 
 
    Tav stared at him a moment in silence. Slowly he nodded. “Yes, which is why I won’t ask you to stay. Just like Marri and Grondi would never ask you to stay. We all understand.” 
 
    Tash scrutinized his brother’s face, then looked back at the ruin which had once been his parents’ ranch. He might be suffocating in Nogatav, but it didn’t make it any easier to leave. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 4 
 
      
 
    Tash paused on the boardwalk and watched as Sanari left the school, her books held against her. She crossed into the street. Dodging a horse and wagon, Tash followed her and fell into stride at her side.  
 
    She looked up at him in surprise, then dropped her eyes to her books. “Hello, Tash.” 
 
    Tash cast her a mischievous smile. “Hello, Sanari, finished with the Norrad for the day?” 
 
    “Yes,” she said, an edge evident in her voice.  
 
    “And I’m certain you’ve solved all the mysteries of the world.”  
 
    Sanari stopped in the middle of the boardwalk and glared at him. The sun fell on her hair, illuminating it to a golden hue, and Tash smiled at the pleasant sight.  
 
    “What do you want, Tash?” she said tartly.  
 
    “Just making polite conversation.” 
 
    Sanari shook her head. “No, you’re not. If you planned to tell me you’ve joined the militia, don’t bother. Tav already did.” 
 
    Tash frowned. “Leave it to Tav to butt into everyone else’s business.” 
 
    “Tav was being a good friend.”  
 
    “Don’t kid yourself, Sanari. Tav is only trying to get me out of the picture so he can elevate himself.” 
 
    Sanari’s eyes flashed. “And was Liadan devastated?” 
 
    “As a matter of fact, she was. I’ll really miss her.” 
 
    “No doubt,” said Sanari, continuing down the street.  
 
    Tash hesitated, but without knowing why, he suddenly trotted after her. “What does that mean?” 
 
    “Nothing,” she said. “So you’re off to be a big war hero, a regular warrior.” 
 
    “I’m off to see more of the world than this sleepy little corner of Trendaria.” 
 
    Sanari stopped again and faced him. “You think you’re going to see anything beyond the rear end of the man who marches before you?” 
 
    “Yes, because after I serve the militia in Trendaria, I’ll travel wherever I want with the respect of a warrior, like my father did.” 
 
    Sanari drew an exasperated breath. “Tash, your father chose to settle in this sleepy little corner of the world. Why isn’t it good enough for you?” 
 
    “My father settled here because of my mother, because she wanted some place quiet to begin a family. My father was an adventurer at heart. He traveled the length of Loden and back. My father’s will for travel is in me.” 
 
    “How do you know your father wanted to travel? How do you know it wasn’t your father who wanted to settle in Nogatav?” 
 
    “Because my father was the greatest warrior since Eldon, that’s why.” 
 
    Sanari laughed. “Really? You sound like such a little boy. You don’t know anything you’re talking about because you only have your father’s side of the story. You never really knew what your mother wanted because you never asked her. A man will say a lot of things to impress his sons. A mother doesn’t need her children’s approval, and she isn’t going to tell you what she thinks unless you ask. You never asked, did you?” 
 
    Tash’s frown deepened. Of course he’d never asked his mother, why would he? She was the one who cared for them, sick or well. Tash hadn’t really thought of her as a complete person, certainly nothing more than his mother. But Kai, Kiameron was a hero, a great warrior with Stravad powers.  
 
    “You’re not making any sense.” 
 
    Sanari smiled. “Yes, I am, you just don’t want to listen because you know I’m right. You don’t know that your mother wasn’t a great adventurer because you never asked her what she wanted in life.” 
 
    “My mother was happy raising her family...” 
 
    “How do you know she was happy?” demanded Sanari. 
 
    “I know...” 
 
    “No, you don’t know. You don’t know that maybe your mother felt suffocated here in Nogatav, but your father wanted to stay. Just like you don’t really know what I feel inside because you never bothered to ask me.” With a flounce of her hair, Sanari sauntered off along the boardwalk.  
 
    Tash halted and watched her go. Insanity! Sanari was insane, like Tav. All that reading and discussing and studying drove a person mad. What did she mean by saying his mother wasn’t happy? Of course she was happy. She married the most powerful man on all of Samar, Eldon’s chosen heir, and Kai had devoted his life to her. What woman wouldn’t be happy with such an arrangement? 
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
     
 
    Marri was sewing in the parlor when Tash glanced through the door. She sat facing the open windows, which looked out over his father’s land. Tash felt an involuntary shudder pass through him. Why was his gaze constantly being driven to his father’s land these past few days? What did it mean? 
 
    Marri was humming to herself, her fingers moving rapidly over the fabric she held in her lap. The spring breeze blew loose strands of hair away from her face as she rocked back and forth to the rhythm of her humming. Tash studied her profile. She and Kai were only foster sister and brother, Marri fully Human, while Kai was all Stravad. Kai had never shown his advancing age, but Marri had. As Tash looked at her now, he noticed the fine wrinkles around her eyes and the speckles of grey in her black hair. A pang of guilt struck him.  
 
    She and Grondi had been parents to Tash and Tav since their parents’ deaths fifteen years earlier. They had never had children of their own – their only child had died shortly after her birth. Marri and Grondi had accepted Tash and Tav into their homes without hesitation. They had been kind, understanding, and completely devoted. Tash cared for them both very deeply and he never wanted to hurt them.  
 
    Drawing a deep breath, he crossed the room and took a seat before her on the divan. She looked up at him and smiled, dropping her sewing into her lap.  
 
    “Hello, Tash, I didn’t expect to see you back from town this early. You’re just in time for lunch, however. “ 
 
    “I’m not hungry, but thanks, Marri. Actually, I need to talk with you.”  
 
    Her look was pained, expectant, and Tash felt his will waver. “Go on, Tash.” 
 
    Tash’s eyes dropped to the sewing in her lap. “What are you making?” 
 
    Marri pushed the sewing onto the floor beside her chair. “Tash, what do you need to talk about?” 
 
    He met her gaze. If only Tav had told Marri and Grondi for him, like he had Sanari. But then things hadn’t gone so well with Sanari this morning, had they? 
 
    “I joined the militia in Trendaria.” 
 
    Marri looked down, but said nothing. Tash waited a painfully long moment, then plunged ahead. “I leave in a few weeks. It’s really interesting. They train you in Trendaria and then allow you to return to your protectee to build a home garrison. Recruits from Nogatav will go to fill out the Trendarian cavalry.” 
 
    “Then what? You stay in Nogatav?” 
 
    Tash nodded. “Unless Trendaria goes to war. If so, they’ll call the garrisons back to the capital. “ 
 
    Marri’s eyes were piercing. “Would you return to build a garrison here in Nogatav if they’d allow you to stay in Trendaria?” 
 
    Tash frowned. He hadn’t thought about that before. Getting out of Nogatav had been his only consideration.  
 
    “Well, I’m sure Tanda is waiting to serve lunch.” 
 
    Tash was stunned when Marri rose to her feet. “Is that it? Is that all you have to say?” 
 
    Marri hesitated. Her eyes lifted to the rolling hills in the distance and then she shut them briefly. “What can I say, Tash?” 
 
    “Something more than lunch is ready. I’ve been talking about this for days and no one has taken me seriously. Now I’m telling you I’m going and you care only that we keep Tanda waiting.” 
 
    Marri looked down on him, her eyes unreadable. Slowly she lowered herself into her rocking chair. “It isn’t my choice, Tash, it’s yours. You’re a grown man now. Do you think I don’t know how hard life is for you in Nogatav? Do you think I don’t know how miserable you are here? But if I say anything, I’m going to betray my own selfish feelings and that won’t be fair to you.” 
 
    “Tell me,” demanded Tash. “I need to know that you care at least.” 
 
    Marri’s eyes opened wide in surprise. “Care? Did you ever doubt I cared, Tasamer?” 
 
    “I wondered...” 
 
    “Don’t!” said Marri sternly. “I love you and your brother like my own children. That’s why I don’t want to tell you what I really feel. I don’t have the right to hold you back. Somehow I’ve got to let you go, allow you to lead your own lives.” She placed a hand on his knee. “I’m afraid, Tash, I’m afraid of losing you. Once you leave this ranch, Grondi and I can’t protect you anymore. You and Tav have a legacy you don’t begin to understand. Your parents died because of that legacy. Now that you are grown men, the same people who felt threatened by your father may feel threatened by you.” 
 
    She took his hand in hers. “Even so, your life is your own and if that means living it outside of Nogatav, then so be it. I won’t stop you, Tash, the time is past for that, but I won’t say I’m not afraid and that it doesn’t hurt. I care for you deeply. And yet, the only thing that matters is that you know Grondi and I will always be here for you if you need us.” 
 
    Tash reached over and pulled her into an embrace. She hugged him for a moment, then pushing him away, she brushed back his long black hair.  
 
    “You’ve made my life very full, Tasamer, Kiameron’s son, and I’m grateful for that.” 
 
    Tash smiled sadly. “Thank you, Marri, thank you for everything.” 
 
    “You’ve no need to thank me.” 
 
    Tash sat back on the divan. His look became introspective. “Marri, was my mother happy here in Nogatav?” 
 
    Marri frowned. “What? Why would you ask that?” 
 
    Tash sighed. “Sanari, something she said. I never really thought about it before. Was she happy, Marri?” 
 
    Marri’s frown deepened. Leaning forward, she forced a strained smile. “Your mother was very happy with both you and Tav. She loved you dearly. You meant everything to her.” Patting his knee again, she rose to her feet. “Come on, let’s get some lunch. I think your uncle is out in the barn. Will you call him?” 
 
    Tash nodded and watched as she walked from the room. A chill went up his spine. Marri had deliberately avoided his question. She hadn’t really said his mother was happy in Nogatav, just that she was happy with her children. Shaking himself, he rose to his feet and crossed to the window. Staring up at his parents’ land, he felt a wave of sickness in his stomach. Why couldn’t Marri answer his question? And why did it matter to him? 
 
    But what if Saria hadn’t been happy in Nogatav? Why didn’t Tash know that? Was he that distant from his mother that he didn’t really know her? True, he had always been closer to his father, desiring his father’s attention above all else. Tav had been closer to their mother.  
 
    Even so, Tash loved his mother dearly, but they hadn’t talked, not like he had with his father. Saria had tried, Tash remembered with a pang, but he hadn’t allowed her to. She was his mother, always there for him, a constant, familiar, comforting presence, while his father had been elusive. He had needed to be with his father for fear that he’d disappear suddenly one day, a dream-like illusion, but his mother was reality, and one didn’t need to question reality. Yet his mother had disappeared with his father -- in truth, his mother’s death had shaken him more because he had depended on her more. And still, despite that dependence, he didn’t know her. Most painful of all, he didn’t know whether she’d been happy in Nogatav or not.  
 
    He took a deep breath, closing his eyes. Raking a hand through his hair, he moved away from the window. His mother had to have been happy in Nogatav, she had married the most powerful man in Loden. There was just no way she could have been anything but happy. 
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    Sweat ran down Tash’s back and chest, soaking the thin cotton shirt. The muscles in his shoulders grew taut as he pitched the soiled hay out of the barn. Pausing for a moment in his work, he pulled the damp headband off his forehead and wiped at the sweat, then replaced it.  
 
    Plunging the pitchfork into the hay, he narrowed his eyes on his brother. Tav was talking animatedly about the Norrad or some other such nonsense and Tash suddenly realized he hadn’t been listening for a long time. Tav didn’t seem to notice, but drove on at a rapid pace, answering his own questions whenever he felt it was necessary. Tash returned to cleaning the barn.  
 
    “But it was Sanari,” said Tav and Tash looked up with interest. “She was the one who put Trimarha in his place. She found the passage in the Norrad that completely disproved Trimarha’s point. He didn’t even have a response. He just sat there, staring at her with his mouth hanging open.” 
 
    Tash smiled. “I’d have liked to see that, but Trimarha may have met his match. That Sanari can argue better than anyone I know.” 
 
    Tav laughed. “I guess you told her about the militia.” 
 
    Tash leaned on the pitchfork. “Not before you did.” 
 
    Tav drew a nervous breath and looked down at his hands. “I had to...” 
 
    “I’ll bet,” interrupted Tash, “and I’ll bet you can’t wait to get me out of the way. Look, Tav, I never interfered with you and Sanari. You’re the one that told me you were just friends.” 
 
    “We are friends,” said Tav, “but I care about Sanari a lot and I don’t want to see her hurt, Tash. Not by anyone, and especially not by my own brother.” 
 
    Tash left the pitchfork and pulled himself onto the stall fencing beside Tav. “Sanari isn’t going to get hurt, Tav, because there is nothing between us...” He sighed heavily and looked out into the yard. “...and I’m leaving. I owe nothing to no one and no one owes me anything.” 
 
    “No attachments,” said Tav, his voice oddly distant. “No obligations. But what will you have?” 
 
    “Adventure, I hope -- change, a new life. Something more than Nogatav and our mixed blood.” 
 
    Tav met his brother’s gaze. Their thoughts played back and forth between them, but still Tav felt the need to voice his feelings out loud. “Don’t you think I want something more, Tash? Don’t you think I want to be somewhere where I’m accepted? I want a future too, and I know I can’t have it here.” 
 
    “Was Mother happy in Nogatav?” asked Tash suddenly.  
 
    Tav’s head jerked up and he eyed his brother. ‘What kind of question is that?’ came his thought telepathically.  
 
    ‘I need to know,’ responded Tash.  
 
    Tav pushed himself off the railing and strolled to the barn door. “Our mother was satisfied with her life.” 
 
    “Satisfied?” said Tash. “Satisfied, what does that mean?” 
 
    “I’m not sure I know what happiness is, Tash. Is anyone really happy?” 
 
    “Marri is. Marri is truly happy with her life, and I mean she’s more than satisfied.” 
 
    “Yes,” said Tav, “I do think Marri is happy.” 
 
    “And Father was happy,” added Tash quickly.  
 
    Tav shook his head. “Not always.” 
 
    Tash exhaled in disgust. “No one is happy all the time, Tav, but for the most part, Father was happy.” He dropped to the barn floor and crossed to Tav’s side. “Was Mother happy though, at least most of the time?” 
 
    Tav met his gaze. “The war did things to people. Everyone who came from Gava was different in some hidden, inner way...” 
 
    “Was she happy?” demanded Tash.  
 
    Tav drew a deep breath. “I don’t know,” he said.  
 
    Tash looked out in the yard. His stomach felt so tight it hurt. He swallowed at the lump in his throat and turned away. Why did he feel so sick inside every time he asked someone about his mother? Why did it suddenly matter so much to him? He was leaving in a few weeks, moving on to a better life, and he was becoming obsessed with his mother’s happiness. None of it made sense. Of course his mother was happy. She had to have been.  
 
    He jumped when he heard Grondi clearing his throat. His uncle stood silhouetted in the brilliant sunlight of the outer yard. As he stepped to the barn door, Tash noted the weary lines around his mouth and eyes. He shook away the concern over his mother’s happiness and felt guilt well inside. Grondi needed Tash to help him around the ranch. Without Tash here, who would? 
 
    “Hello, boys,” said Grondi and forced a smile.  
 
    “Hello, Uncle,” said Tav.  
 
    “Grondi,” said Tash, picking up the pitchfork. “How was town today?” 
 
    “Fine,” said Grondi, walking into the barn. He leaned wearily on the stall fencing and pulled off his hat, wiping a hand across his perspiring brow.  
 
    Tash returned to pitching the hay from the barn. He felt Grondi’s eyes on him, but he couldn’t meet their penetrating stare. Grondi replaced his hat and leaned back on the fencing, clasping his hands in front of him.  
 
    “So, Tash,” he said after a long moment. Tash halted in his work and his gaze briefly met his brother’s before he turned to his uncle. “Marri tells me you’ve joined the militia in Trendaria.” 
 
    “Yes, but I won’t be gone long.” He pushed the hay around nervously. “We train in Trendaria and then we return to our own towns to start a militia here. We’ll only be called back to Trendaria if war breaks out.” 
 
    Grondi pursed his lips thoughtfully. “I figured I’d be losing you as soon as I heard that minister was here from Trendaria looking for militiamen. Well. . . actually, I figured you’d be off seeking your fortune long before now.” 
 
     “You did?” 
 
    “Of course, do you think I didn’t notice there was no future here in Nogatav for you, boy? I knew you’d leave someday, I knew you’d have to if you wanted a life of your own. It’s just that I’m gonna miss the help you’ve given me all these years. Won’t be easy to replace.” 
 
    “Who will help you tend the ranch, Grondi?” 
 
    Grondi shrugged. “Guess I’ll have to hire some more workers. There’s plenty of young men in town looking to settle down, who will want to get a stake up for some land of their own...well, that’s if they haven’t joined the militia too.” 
 
    “I think I was the only interested party.” 
 
    “Don’t surprise me none. You always were the adventurous one, boy. Had far-off seeing eyes your mother used to say.” 
 
    Tash glanced at Tav. “My mother?” 
 
    Grondi nodded, his eyes looking into the distance. “She was the one who saw it in you. She said Tav was the stable one, the grounded one, but you, she saw the restlessness in you, the need to have something more beyond this. She knew you’d never stay in Nogatav, that it wasn’t big enough or worldly enough for you. She was right. She was always right about you two. Guess that’s a mother’s intuition or something.” 
 
    Tash lowered his gaze. For some strange reason, Grondi’s words brought tears to his eyes and he choked them back. Grondi shook himself and pushed away from the stall fencing.  
 
    “At any rate, guess it’s time I gave you the chest your father left for you two.” 
 
    Tash looked up. “Chest?” 
 
    “Your father’s chest. Holds all his worldly possessions. Don’t really know what’s in it as I’ve never opened it, but your father told me once that if anything happened to him, I must give it to you one day, you and Tav, when I thought you were ready. I guess you’re ready now. Come on, both of you.” 
 
    The two young men followed their uncle to the tack room. Grondi pushed open the door and stepped inside. Tav and Tash hesitated in the doorway, waiting for Grondi to light the oil lamp. He quickly did and the small room filled with yellow light.  
 
    Pushing their way into the room, they watched as Grondi reached beneath a table and pulled forth a battered chest. Both young men had seen it hundreds of times, but neither had thought to wonder what was inside until now. Both pairs of eyes followed Grondi as he rose to his feet and felt along the entire length of the shelf over his head. Turning to the brothers, he held out his hand, and in the callused and weathered palm lay a small brass key.  
 
    Tav stepped forward and took it. Grondi’s eyes passed between his nephews and a sad smile spread across his lips. “Before you open the chest, I want you both to know that I’ve thought of you as my sons these last fifteen years, and I feel very proud as I look on you now. You’re both fine men.” 
 
    “Thank you, Grondi,” said Tash, but Grondi merely shook his head.  
 
    Then he left them alone in the tack room, staring at each other in the yellow light of the oil lamp. Finally Tash drew a deep breath and nodded at the worn chest.  
 
    “Well, Tav, open it and let’s see what Father left us.” 
 
    Tav hesitated a moment more, passing the key end over end in his hand. Suddenly he held it out to his brother and his hand trembled.  
 
    “You open it, Tash.” 
 
    Tash reached for the key and dropped to his knees. He was surprised to see his own hand tremble as he pushed the key into the rusted lock. Turning with effort, the lock clicked and fell open. Tash and Tav exchanged glances, and then Tash fixed his hands on the lid and pushed it up.  
 
    A smell of musty, stale air struck them both and Tash reached inside to pull out a threadbare horse blanket. He fingered it, then laid it aside. A sword in a richly studded sheath was the first item beneath the blanket.  
 
    Tash lifted it reverently, his eyes dancing in the light of its many faceted jewels. Slowly he drew forth the blade and shifted its gleaming surface back and forth in the light. 
 
    Tav watched him.  “I think Father would want you to have that, especially when you go to Trendaria.” 
 
    Tash continued to study the beautiful blade. “I’m sure no other common soldier has so elaborate a weapon.” 
 
    “Even so, I think you should wear it to honor our father.” 
 
    Tash nodded and laid the sword across his lap as Tav looked into the chest. The next item was an enormous black book with gold lettering on the outside. Tav lifted it out so carefully one might think it was made of the most fragile crystal.  
 
    He placed it on the ground before him and gently opened it. The binding creaked with age, the end papers stained a dull yellow. Tav drew in his breath with appreciation and Tash looked over his shoulder at the book.  
 
    “The Norrad?” he asked, reading its title.  
 
    Tav nodded. “Probably the oldest copy I’ve ever seen. See here, it’s signed by someone, but I can’t quite make out the script.” 
 
    Tash smiled. “I think that would be meant for you, Tav.” 
 
    Tav lifted his eyes to his brother’s face and smiled. “I’ve no doubt about that. I wonder if this is the book our grandfather had. It certainly seems old enough, doesn’t it?” 
 
    “If it’s the same book, it’s certainly is. It had to come from Temeron, which would mean the script in the front is Tafoya’s signature.” 
 
    Tav clutched the book to his chest. “I’ll bet you’re right.” 
 
    Tash looked into the chest again. A rectangular box caught his eye and he lifted it out. It was a jewelry box and his brow furrowed as he opened it.  
 
    Inside were a few rings and necklaces. Tash touched them with his fingertips, remembering his mother in each one on special occasions. Then his fingers paused over one that he had never seen before.  
 
    It was a large golden locket on a beautifully wrought gold chain. Carefully Tash disentangled it from the other necklaces and lifted it from the box, allowing it to dangle from his hand and catch the light from the oil lamp. On impulse, he pried open the locket.  
 
    On one side was a miniature portrait of a man, but the portrait was so cleverly drawn that his exact features could be discerned. Tash gasped in surprise. The man had black hair like his father, but his eyes were a deep black in color, so dark the iris was indistinguishable. What made Tash gasp were the telltale Stravad features -- high cheekbones, dark coloring, slightly slanted eyes. However, even more disturbing was the striking similarity between this man with black eyes and Tash’s own father, Kiameron.  
 
    “What, Tash?” asked Tav, looking up from the book in his lap.  
 
    Tash held the locket out to his brother. Tav inspected it, then laid it flat in his hand so he could look at it more closely.  
 
    “This man looks like Father,” he said.  
 
    Tash swallowed hard, feeling a tightening in his stomach. “But it isn’t Father. This man has black eyes.” 
 
    Tav nodded, absorbed by the handsome portrait. Then his eyes shifted to the other side of the locket. Engraved into the metal by some strange means were two letters, a “c” and a “y”, the “c” capitalized. Tav lifted his head and met his brother’s gaze.  
 
    “Who’s Cy?” he asked.  
 
    Tash shook his head. “I’ve no idea. Do you ever remember seeing Mother wear this?” 
 
    “No,” said Tav, “maybe it isn’t Mother’s.” He put the locket back into the box and took the box from his brother’s hands, shutting the lid and putting it aside.  
 
    Something in Tav’s actions bothered Tash, but he made no move to stop him. He didn’t want to see the locket anymore either. Even odder, he didn’t want to know who Cy was. Although he’d never seen the man before nor heard his name, something told him he didn’t want to know the answer.  
 
    “What else is in the chest?” he asked his brother.  
 
    Tav rose to look inside, then hesitated, a strange, troubled look darkening his face. “You look.” 
 
    Tash narrowed his eyes, but obeyed his brother’s request. The only other object in the chest was a small, soiled pouch of leather. Tash closed his hand over the pouch and lifted it out. The moment he touched it, he felt a strange burning sensation crawl up his arm, but it didn’t hurt and it didn’t frighten him.  
 
    Tash felt the heavy weight of Tav’s eyes on him as he opened the mouth of the pouch and reached inside. The emerald? Tash felt a thrill of excitement shoot through him. His father had talked of the emerald often, he had even let Tash and Tav look on it once, but Tash had nearly forgotten about it after all these years. Now, as his fingers closed on it, a part of him awakened, a part of him that had always hungered for it after the first time he had laid eyes on it.  
 
    The moment the emerald was free of its leather pouch, it burst into brilliant green light, a light so intense Tav was thrown back with a startled gasp. Tash felt the emerald’s power build and a momentary wave of fear went through him. The light grew so brilliant, Tash was afraid he’d go blind in its intensity, but still he couldn’t tear his eyes away from it.  
 
    The light burst forth from the top of the emerald and Tash had to grab it with both hands to keep from dropping it. Slowly, the light shifted down the many facets of the jewel toward him.  
 
    Tash could hear Tav screaming warnings at him and he could feel the frantic beating of his own heart in fear, but he couldn’t let go of the emerald. Some greater power, an ardent need, rose within him. He wanted to feel the full force of the emerald, he needed to feel it.  
 
    Then the light struck him, piercing through his chest. Tash gasped in agonized delight. He felt the power of the emerald growing in his own body and he shoved Tav’s urgent plea from his mind.  
 
    The energy of the emerald rose within him and Tash wondered momentarily if it really would tear him apart in its probe to see if he was worthy of it. Please let me be worthy, he thought mutely, and felt a painful burning sensation begin in his chest at the point the emerald had penetrated.  
 
    The burning grew and drove deep inside of him. Tash struggled to push air into his lungs, but it was futile. The force of the emerald fairly pulsed in his body, drowning out all sounds and sensations, except the pain of its exploration.  
 
    Then as suddenly as it began, it stopped. The emerald went dead in his hands, the great weight of it dragging him forward. Tash gasped, air rushed into his lungs, and his head throbbed with the remnants of power.  
 
    “Tash, in Eldon’s name, say something!” came Tav’s frantic cry.  
 
    “I can’t breathe,” whispered Tash, bowing his head in pain and exhaustion. He felt his brother jump to his feet and heard the door of the tack room bang open as Tav bolted for the outside. Then Tash’s sight went black and he fell forward, the emerald cradled against his body. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 5 
 
      
 
    When Tash woke, night had fallen outside the window of his room. He pushed himself up on his elbows and glanced around. The emerald was still clasped in his right hand. Slowly he opened his fingers and allowed the gem to roll onto the bed beside him. Immediately he felt the tightness in his chest relax and the roar died in his ears.  
 
    Pushing the covers off, he swung his legs to the floor and tried to rise, but his head spun and he clutched the night stand to steady himself. Drawing a deep breath and blinking his eyes, he staggered to the dressing table and poured clean water from the pitcher into the bowl.  
 
    As quickly as his aching body would permit, he washed his face, ran a comb through his hair, and put on clean clothes. It never occurred to him to question why he suddenly felt so bad. The answer was simple. The emerald had tested him to see if he was worthy to wield it, and he’d proven worthy, or so he believed, seeing as he was still alive. His father had told him of the emerald’s probe and power – addictive, yet debilitating, it wouldn’t allow you to become too reliant on it.  
 
    Now Tash wondered if he could wield it, and how one went about using it. Conscious thought or urgent need -- he didn’t know and his father had never told him. Kiameron had said little about the emerald, Tash realized, perhaps because he didn’t know which of his sons would be the one to accept the burden.  
 
    Unlike Kiameron, Tash didn’t question the emerald’s choice. If it wanted him, if he was the one to carry it and maybe use it, it wasn’t for him to question. Whatever destiny or fate had planned for him, Tash was more than willing to meet it. He certainly didn’t expect anyone else to do it for him, and he didn’t want anyone else to interfere. 
 
    Taking another full-lunged breath, Tash walked to the door and opened it. He left the emerald lying on the bed. There was no need to worry for its safety and at the moment he didn’t think he could bear it.  
 
    Pausing at the top of the stairs, he listened to the sound of his family at supper. Dishes rattled, but the usual noise, particularly from Tav, was absent. Tash frowned, then carefully lowered himself down the stairs.  
 
    When he walked into the dining room, both his aunt and uncle started to their feet, but Tash waved them off, his eyes coming to rest on his brother.  
 
    ‘You all right?’ came Tav’s silent question in his mind. Tash nodded with a forced smile and eased himself into his chair.  
 
    “Tash, you shouldn’t be out of bed,” said Grondi, replacing his napkin in his lap.  
 
    Tash grimaced and reached for his own napkin. “Surprisingly, I’m actually hungry, now that I can breathe again.” 
 
    Marri looked worried. She crossed to his side and began serving him. Tash allowed her to do it, realizing that she needed to mother him at that moment. Actually, he found he didn’t mind.  
 
    “Are you sure you’re all right?” she said, laying a hand on his shoulder.  
 
    Tash patted the hand and smiled. “I’m fine, just a little tired. . . and hungry.” 
 
    “You scared us, Tash.” 
 
    Tash drew a deep breath. “I scared myself.” 
 
    Grondi shook his head and swallowed a mouthful of food. “If I would have known there was anything in that chest that could hurt you, I wouldn’t have given you the key. Thought for sure you were dead...” Marri’s gasp stopped him, fork midway to his mouth. He met the stares of the others around the table, then lowered his fork and wiped his mouth with his napkin. “Anyway, just glad you’re all right now,” he said, closing his fist around his glass of wine. “I remember what that thing did to your father when he used it...” 
 
    “Grondi!” said Marri, her eyes flashing at him.  
 
    Tash and Tav exchanged brief glances, then returned to their meals. The family ate in silence for a few minutes, but before he’d finished half his plate, Tash realized he didn’t want to eat. He pushed the plate away.  
 
    Marri looked up. “You’re not hungry?” 
 
    Tash forced a wan smile. “Not as hungry as I thought, but don’t worry, Marri. I’m fine. “ 
 
    Silence descended again, this time heavier than before. Finally Grondi cleared his throat and gestured at his nephews with his fork.  
 
    “What else was in that chest?” 
 
    He ignored Marri’s piercing stare and focused his gaze on Tav. Tav placed his napkin beside his plate and looked up.  
 
    “A sword, which we figured would be best used by Tash when he joins the militia.” 
 
    Grondi nodded. “I remember that sword. Given to your father by his father, the King of DiNolfol. . . well, his foster father, I guess.” 
 
    Tash, leaning heavily on the table, glanced at Marri’s downcast head, then lifted his eyes to his uncle. “A book, the Norrad. We decided that was meant for Tav.” 
 
    Both Grondi and Marri laughed at this comment. Tav smiled at his brother. “Do you remember if this is the same book Tafoya brought from Temeron?” 
 
    “Could be,” said Grondi.  
 
    “Most likely is,” said Marri, smiling at her nephew’s enthusiasm.  
 
    “That’s all, except that damn emerald?” asked Grondi.  
 
    Tash flinched at the curse and felt the burning sensation, now dull, in his chest again. “A jewelry box with our mother’s rings and necklaces,” he said, brushing a hand over his chest. 
 
    Tav dropped his eyes to his plate. 
 
    Tash marked the motion. ‘What’s the matter?’ he asked silently.  
 
    ‘Nothing,’ was Tav quick reply.  
 
    “Jewelry box?” asked Marri, surprise evident in her voice. “I don’t remember your mother having much jewelry.” 
 
    “She didn’t,” said Tav abruptly.  
 
    “But I do remember seeing her in these pieces. . . all except one.” Tash felt his brother’s stare on him, but he ignored it. “A locket on a gold chain. Inside is a portrait of a man, black hair, black eyes, but Stravad features. On the other side of the locket are the letters...” 
 
    “Tash!” said Tav.  
 
    Tash narrowed his eyes on his brother, pinning him with his stare. “On the other side of the locket,” he said deliberately, “are the letters ‘c’ and ‘y’.” 
 
    Almost immediately, Marri pushed her chair back and rose to her feet, grabbing her plate and her husband’s. “I better see if Tanda needs help.” She rushed from the room.  
 
    Tash shifted his gaze from his brother to his uncle. Grondi was intently studying the table cloth. Ignoring the lump in his throat and the tightness in his chest, Tash forced himself to continue. For some reason, he had to pursue this matter to the end. He had to know the truth.  
 
    “Do you know who this man might be, Grondi, and why my mother had a portrait of him in her locket?” 
 
     “Do you ever remember seeing your mother wear that locket, Tash?” 
 
    Tash shook his head and swallowed hard again. His mouth was painfully dry.  
 
    “Do you, Tav?” asked Grondi.  
 
    “No,” said Tav, refusing to meet his uncle’s gaze.  
 
    “Then how do you know it belonged to your mother?” 
 
    “Because everything else in that box belonged to her. I remember seeing her in every piece; some of the pieces I remember my father giving to her,” said Tash, then he hesitated. He felt Tav’s tug at his thoughts, asking him not to pursue this matter any further, but Tash thrust him forcefully away. “Did you know anyone named Cy, Grondi? Please, I need to know.” 
 
    Grondi looked out the window and drew a deep breath. Finally he turned back to Tash and leaned forward on the table, clasping his hands before him.  
 
    “I knew the man briefly, Tash,” he said. “Cy was Gava’s nephew, but he hated his uncle. He assisted your father in Gava’s defeat and lost his life in the final battle.” 
 
    This wasn’t the entire truth. Grondi was leaving something out.  
 
    ‘Don’t push it, Tash,’ came Tav’s command. ‘Please don’t push it.’ 
 
    Suddenly Tash was aware of Marri standing at his back. He turned and looked at her, but she was staring in disbelief at her husband. Lowering her eyes, she scrutinized Tash.  
 
    “The locket didn’t belong to your mother. It was a gift to your father from a woman who loved this man. Your father came to honor Cy very much at the end,” she said.  
 
    A cold sweat broke out on Tash’s forehead and ran down his back. He still couldn’t shake the feeling that they weren’t telling the whole truth. They were holding things back as they always did, but this time Tash felt sure they knew the real answer. What would prevent them from telling their nephews? 
 
    He drew a deep breath. “I guess I’ll get some sleep now.” He rose and turned toward the door. 
 
    Marri stopped him with a hand on his elbow.  “I wouldn’t think about it anymore, Tash. It simply isn’t worth it and you have many more important things to concern yourself with before the month is out.” 
 
    Tash forced a strained smile. “I’ve already forgotten about it,” he said and left the room.  
 
    If Marri and Grondi wanted to lie to him, he could play the same game, but there were other ways to get the truth. The dark face in the portrait was etched in his mind. He knew the face bore a strong similarity to his father. Why? There had to be a reason. And furthermore, he didn’t buy the idea that the locket really belonged to his father. Something about it, from the moment he’d held it in his hand, told him it belonged to his mother.  
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    Tash straightened and wiped his forearm across his brow. The fence zigzagged on for a great distance to his right, the broken section hanging precariously close to the ground. Squinting up at the sun, Tash marked that it was late afternoon, not much time left until dusk. He’d never finish the fence at this rate.  
 
    Taking a deep breath, he unhooked the water skin from the fence post and uncorked it. He lifted it to his mouth and allowed the water to run over his dusty tongue and teeth, and into the back of his throat. He poured some of the precious water into a grimy hand and splashed it against his hot face and bare neck, then tugged off the headband which held back his hair and soaked it.  
 
    After he replaced the headband, he dropped the water skin over the post again and bent to lift the new timber into place. Bracing it with his thigh, he stooped and picked up the hammer. Fumbling for a nail, the timber slipped off his thigh and dropped back into the dust. Tash stepped away and shook his head in disgust. No one could repair a fence by himself.  
 
    He lifted his eyes to the road and followed it back toward the cottage. Tav had promised to help him this afternoon, but as usual, he’d never shown. Now that Tash thought of it, Tav hadn’t been around much since they’d opened their father’s chest.  
 
    Sighing again, he started toward the timber and halted as an idea struck him. His father had repaired long sections of fencing by himself and he hadn’t labored this hard at it. Tash smiled as he remembered again the sheepish look on his father’s face when he’d shown his sons exactly how he’d accomplished such a feat.  
 
    Tash often wondered about his father’s Stravad power. Kiameron had been able to communicate through thoughts like Tash and Tav were able to do between themselves, but Kai had been able to move inanimate objects as well. Neither of the boys ever thought to test themselves, to see whether they had inherited this gift from their father also. Saria always scorned any use of the power and the boys respected their mother’s wishes...most of the time. They hadn’t stopped communicating between themselves, but they did try not to let her know they were doing it.  
 
    How did one go about moving something with his mind, wondered Tash. Think like the object — Tash could almost hear his father’s voice. But how did one think like wood? 
 
    Tash deliberately cleared his mind of all thoughts and concentrated instead on the grains of the wood -- the pores...the texture...the knots...the irregular curve on one of its planes. Slowly he opened his eyes. Nothing.  
 
    He shook his head in disappointment. Nothing...  
 
    ...and yet, there was a faint mark in the dust, a dragging mark, not long, not large, but evident, where the wood had moved a few inches. Tash gasped in surprise and dropped to his knees, inspecting the mark closer.  
 
    “How did you do that?” came a voice and Tash’s head jerked up to see Tav standing over him, also staring in awe at the mark in the dust.  
 
    “I thought like wood,” said Tash and laughed at the ridiculousness of the statement.  
 
    “You thought like wood?” 
 
    “And I thought about moving myself...the wood, I mean...” He hesitated and tilted his head in contemplation. “I’m not really sure, actually, but it worked. I’m not saying I built a fence or anything, but I moved it. I really moved it.” 
 
    Tav knelt beside him and touched the mark in the dust. “You thought like wood,” he said. “It’s such a simple idea, no wonder you thought of it first.” 
 
    Tash bristled at the careless remark and rose to his feet, brushing the dust from his filthy trousers. “I thought you were going to help me repair this fence.” 
 
    “I was, but discussions ran a little longer than usual. “ 
 
    “Doesn’t surprise me.” 
 
    Tav rose and faced his brother. ‘What does that mean?’ he questioned silently.  
 
    ‘It means you always manage to escape any of the chores around the ranch,’ answered Tash, then finished aloud, “Just who do you think is going to help Grondi when I’m gone, Tav?” 
 
    “He said he was going to hire someone...” 
 
    “And pay out good money he could use for a bad year. After all he and Marri have done for us, I don’t understand why you can’t return a little of it.” 
 
    ‘Look at who’s getting out, Tash,’ countered Tav telepathically.  
 
    ‘I never wanted to be a dirt rancher.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t understand why not, when you do it so well.’ 
 
    A muscle clenched in Tash’s jaw. “Go away, I don’t need your help after all, or your commentary.” 
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    Turning toward the road, Tav stamped through the brush. He couldn’t help it if he didn’t like working in the dirt and heat. He’d never tell Tash that the thought of him leaving Nogatav hurt. Not because Tav was particularly interested in leaving yet, but because he had always counted on his brother to be there for him.  
 
    He halted beside the road and leaned against the fencing, turning to gaze down on his brother as he labored with the broken section. When their parents were killed, Tav had felt lost. He’d been ten at the time and the thought of living without his mother, especially, had nearly driven him mad with grief. With Grondi’s help, Tash met the situation head on and took care of things. It was Tash and Grondi who managed to sell enough of their parents’ possessions to pay off the land so that no one would ever take it away from them. Tash held everything together; he had done so ever since. When he left for Trendaria, who would fill his place? 
 
    Tav sat down in the brush and broke off a stock of grass, putting the damp end in his mouth. Tash was so like their father in many ways. He knew his duty to his family and never shirked it. Tav didn’t doubt Tash was agonizing over leaving Grondi with the full burden of the ranch. He wondered if Grondi realized how much Tash did for him.  
 
    Tav hugged his knees in close to his chest and looked up at the soft white clouds that crossed the sky. He felt miserable and it wasn’t just Tash’s leaving. Opening their father’s chest had brought up many deep-seated doubts inside of him. Tash kept pressing him about their mother and whether she’d been happy. Tav had been much closer to her and he remembered the many far-off looks she’d get in her eyes as if she were living another life away from Nogatav.  
 
    Kai worshipped Saria the way Grondi worshipped Marri, but Saria didn’t feel the same. Oh, he didn’t doubt that his mother loved his father, but her love was much like her love for her sons, protective and motherly. Tav closed his eyes and ran a hand through his hair. It didn’t make sense. Saria had never said anything to make Tav believe she wasn’t happy, but the feeling persisted.  
 
    Saria just didn’t love her husband the way he loved her, she didn’t look at him with the secret knowledge and devotion Grondi and Marri shared. And more than all that, Tav would never forget the conversation he’d overheard just before his parents’ death. He and Tash were staying with their aunt and uncle while their parents made a trip to the Stravad capital. Late in the night, he’d awaken to voices in the parlor downstairs. Tash slept on, but Tav couldn’t. Silently, he crept out of bed and tiptoed to the landing where he could hear them more clearly.  
 
    It had been his aunt and uncle. At first, he didn’t know what they were talking about, but then it became clear they were speaking of his parents. Tav had suppressed the conversation after his parents’ death, unwilling to remember it, but when his hand had closed over the mysterious locket in his mother’s jewelry box, the conversation sprang into his memory and wouldn’t be banished again.  
 
    “I just don’t understand why he would take her to Temeron, knowing that she’s never forgotten it,” Marri said.  
 
    “Kai can’t force her to forget, no matter how hard he tries. What’s the point in lying to himself or her?” answered Grondi.  
 
    “She didn’t ask him to go, he suggested she go. I’ll never understand how my brother can stand it. How would you feel if you were in the same position?” 
 
    “Marri,” came Grondi’s voice, lower now, “I couldn’t stand it, but I wouldn’t have gotten into this situation to begin with. She was truthful with him, she never pretended she felt any other way. I think Kai believed time would make her forget, but it didn’t, did it?” 
 
    “No,” came Marri’s voice, “in all this time that she’s been married to my brother, she’s always loved another man.” 
 
    Tav buried his head against his knees and closed his eyes. He hadn’t heard anymore after that because his heart had begun to pound wildly in his chest and his vision swam. The pain of this statement had been profound, only to be followed with his parents’ deaths. He’d never been able to ask his mother if it was true, so he’d forced himself to forget, but now...  
 
    Now, what was he going to do with this knowledge? 
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    Tash ran his hand down the flank of the horse, smoothing the hair he’d already brushed to a silky glow. The horse tossed its head and whinnied in gratitude. Tash smiled. At least horses weren’t complicated. They didn’t hold back anything in secret. He moved to the animal’s mane and laid the brush against it. His eyes came to rest on his aunt, standing in the barn doorway.  
 
    At first he was surprised to see her. She rarely came out to the barn. Tash figured she was afraid that the pungent aroma of animals and dung would permeate her skin. 
 
    “Hello, Aunt,” he said, passing the brush through the horse’s mane.  
 
    “Hello, Tash,” she said and took a hesitant step through the door. She was carrying a lantern in her hand and the dark night opened behind her, the glow of candles from the cottage in the distance. “I thought you might want another lantern.” 
 
    “Thank you,” he said, lifting his brows quizzically. He had two lanterns going already.  
 
    “It’s getting late. Grondi’s already gone to bed. How long are you going to stay out here?” 
 
    Tash pulled the brush through the horse’s mane with smooth, practiced strokes. “It took longer to repair the fence than I thought, so I got to my night chores a lot later.” 
 
    Marri swung the lantern back and forth. “Didn’t Tav help you with the fence?” 
 
     “Discussions ran long,” he said and knew it needed no further explanation.  
 
    She looked out into the yard. The lantern cast her shadow back through the door where it disappeared into the night. “It’s getting late,” she repeated. She looked back at Tash and took another step into the barn.  
 
    Tash crossed around the horse. “What’s wrong, Marri?” 
 
    Marri met his gaze and Tash could see the unease in her face. “Tav is still in town.” 
 
    Tash shrugged. “He stays late sometimes...” 
 
    “I know, but...” She stopped and glanced over her shoulder again. “Your father used to have visions, things that were going to happen. I never had anything like that, but I think I know what it was like. Sometimes I know when something’s not right. . . like tonight. I feel like something’s not right, Tash.” 
 
    A chill worked its way up Tash’s spine and ended in a dull burning sensation where the emerald had seared his chest. “With Tav?” 
 
    “Yes, with Tav. I’m worried.” 
 
    “I’m sure Tav’s fine. …” he began, then hesitated as the dull burning became more pronounced. He stroked his fingers over the mark and lifted his eyes to the yard. “What if I take a quick ride into town and look for him? We had some harsh words this afternoon and I’d like to smooth it over.” 
 
    Marri nodded, a little too urgently. “Yes, please, but be careful, Tash, be very careful.” 
 
    “I will,” he said and kissed her forehead.  
 
    Turning back to the horse, he lifted the saddle off the stall fencing and settled it on the animal’s back.  
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    The night air felt cool as he rode toward Nogatav. His muscles were tired from the long day of work, but a terrible, nervous energy had worked its way through his body and centered in the middle of his chest. He wondered why he hadn’t sensed Tav was in trouble before Marri had come to him, but he knew now that something had happened to his brother.  
 
    He slowed the horse as he cantered into town. The shops had been shut up much earlier that evening and now were dark and silent. The only light came from the tavern in the middle of the main street. Music and laughter drifted into the lonely, quiet town and Tash felt his body stiffen.  
 
    He rode the horse past Simnarian’s smithy and glanced at the windows, looking for light. A dull lantern burned in Simnarian’s private quarters and he stopped the horse, swinging down from the saddle and tying the bridle to the hitching post. He patted the animal’s head and stepped up onto the boardwalk.  
 
    Rapping on the windows three times, he glanced back toward the tavern and watched two men reel into the street, clutching each other to remain upright. They were talking loudly and laughing. Tash moved further into the shadows of the smithy, marking them in their progress.  
 
    The door opened a crack and Simnarian peered out, holding the lantern in his hand. When he recognized Tash, he opened the door wider and motioned his friend inside. Tash slipped into the warm recesses of the smithy.  
 
    He lifted his eyes to Simnarian’s hulking figure. The blacksmith wore no shirt, a pair of dark trousers, and his boots.  
 
    “Is something wrong, Tash?” He ran a hand through his light hair and smoothed it back into place.  
 
    “Have you seen Tav? He never came home tonight.” 
 
    Simnarian set the lantern on the ground at his feet and crossed his arms over his broad chest. “Tav stopped by here earlier. He’d been drinking and...” 
 
    “Drinking? Tav?” 
 
     “I thought it strange too. Never seen Tav drink before and I think he was pretty swacked by the time he came here. He complained about you a little and I let him talk. You owe me one, you know?” 
 
    Tash smiled. “I’ll bet. When did he leave?” 
 
    “Little after dark, I guess. Said he was going home. I told him to wait, that I’d drive him in my wagon, but he said he needed the ride, hoped it would sober him up before he saw your aunt.” 
 
    “He never came home,” said Tash again. His eyes drifted away, considering the dark smithy. “I think he’s gotten into some trouble.” 
 
    “Let me get a shirt,” said the blacksmith. “I’ll help you look.” 
 
    “Thanks,” said Tash, pulling open the door and stepping outside. His eyes drifted to the tavern. Tav had been drinking. Where had he gotten the booze? Surely he wouldn’t have boldly strolled into the tavern and demanded he be served? Tash shuddered at the idea. It was just the sort of fool thing Tav was likely to do if he was angry.  
 
    Simnarian joined him on the boardwalk. “You don’t think he’d go to the tavern?” 
 
     “I don’t know, but if he did. …” His voice trailed off. He looked back at the tavern and frowned. “You said he was already drunk when he got to you, so if he’d gone to the tavern, they let him leave unharmed.” 
 
    “Yeah, but afterwards...” 
 
    “That’s what worries me,” he said and stepped off the boardwalk.  
 
    They crossed the main street, moving purposefully toward the tavern. Tash didn’t want to go in the tavern, but he would to find his brother. He was glad for Simnarian’s presence. The blacksmith was well respected in Nogatav. 
 
    As they went, they both glanced down the alleyways, keeping their senses alert, their hands on the hilts of their swords. Tash called to his brother psychically, willing Tav to answer him. The lack of answer disconcerted him more than Tav’s disappearance. Even over a fairly large area, they were usually able to communicate with one another through their Stravad power.  
 
    Tash halted before they crossed the alley next to the tavern. He didn’t want to enter the tavern. What would he do? Ask the bartender if anyone had followed his brother when he left, intent to do him some harm? Even if the bartender knew, Tash didn’t figure he’d get an honest answer.  
 
    ‘Tash,’ came the sudden, weak thought in his mind.  
 
    Tash spun on his heel and his eyes scanned the road behind them. Simnarian turned with him.  
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Shh,” hissed Tash, sending his thoughts out into the night.  
 
    Tav responded and Tash started running with Simnarian on his heels. Tash’s heart pounded with concern, but he also felt relieved. Tav was alive and strong enough to send him his thoughts.  
 
    He skidded to a halt before the entrance to an alleyway they’d already passed. Tav staggered out of the shadows. Simnarian helped Tash drag him from the alleyway and into the street, where the street lanterns afforded some dim light.  
 
    Tav’s clothing was torn and filthy. Tash shrank away from the smell of sickness and alcohol that emanated from his brother. His eyes scanned Tav’s face, noting a swollen, blackened eye and a split lip.  
 
    “Where are you hurt?” he asked, pulling open Tav’s torn shirt to search for more serious wounds.  
 
    “My sides hurt, but mostly it’s my face.” 
 
    “What happened, Tav?” said Simnarian.  
 
    Tav squinted through his swollen eye at the blacksmith. He seemed a bit disoriented, but Tash couldn’t decide if it was from the booze or the beating.  
 
    “When I left you, I was going home, but before I got to my horse, two men grabbed me and pulled me into that alleyway. They started cussing at me. Then one of them held my arms while the other started hitting me...” Tav looked down on himself and shook his head. “After they stopped, I think I got sick and I lay for a long time between consciousness and sleep.” He lifted his eyes to his brother. “Until I heard you calling for me.” 
 
    Tash felt rage blaze through him and his jaw clenched. “Who did this?” 
 
    Tav shook his head again in confusion. “I don’t know who held my arms, but I know Barden was the one hitting me.” 
 
    Tash lifted his head and his eyes flashed to the tavern. Simnarian placed a restraining hand on his shoulder.  
 
    “It isn’t worth it.”  
 
    “Not worth it? What if they’d decided to kill him, Simnarian? What if they decide to do so next time? If we don’t stand up for ourselves, they’re going to run right over us like they already do. It’s gone on too long, I’ve let it go on too long.” 
 
    Simnarian didn’t answer. 
 
    ‘What are you talking about?’ Tav asked psychically.  
 
    “I’m going to make sure Barden never lays another hand on you.” 
 
    “Ride back to the cottage, Tav, and let your uncle know what’s happened,” said Simnarian. 
 
    Tav staggered to his feet, clutching his sides. “What are you going to do?” he demanded, weaving where he stood.  
 
    Tash shifted away from him and started walking toward the tavern. Simnarian followed close behind. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 6 
 
      
 
    Tash halted in the doorway of the tavern and peered inside. It was dank and smoky, smelling strongly of alcohol and unwashed bodies. He felt Simnarian at his back and was relieved by the presence of his friend.  
 
    Drawing a deep breath, his hand on the hilt of his father’s sword, Tash walked through the door and into the middle of the room. The clanking of the piano stopped abruptly and many red eyes turned to regard the newcomers.  
 
    “Get out of here, hilaron!” spat the bartender. “You know we don’t serve you.” 
 
    Tash turned toward the bar, his jaw clenched. “You obviously served my brother, Gid.” He moved across the sticky floor, past the stretched out legs of the drunken patrons, to the bar.  
 
    “From the back door like I feed all the stray dogs,” snarled Gid, looking at the men closest to him with a smile.  
 
    Laughter filtered throughout the room, but Tash seemed unaware of it. His grey eyes fixed on the bartender’s, forcing him to look away. Gid grabbed his rag off the bar and began wiping glasses. Simnarian edged up beside Tash, his hulking figure towering over the bartender and the men on either side.  
 
    “Did you serve Tav in here tonight, Gid?” he said.  
 
    Gid glanced up at the blacksmith from the corner of his red-rimmed eyes. “I just told the hilaron I served him from the back door. He bought a bottle of whiskey and disappeared, like I wish you’d both do before you get hurt.” He placed the rag on the bar and leaned toward Simnarian, lowering his voice. “You and I ain’t got no problem, Simnarian. Just go on out of here and everything will be fine.” 
 
    Tash glared at Gid. “The only problem is someone followed my brother when he left and knocked him silly in an alleyway...” 
 
    “Your brother’s always been silly. Probably did him some good,” said the man sitting at Tash’s elbow. His remark was rewarded with hearty laughter.  
 
    Tash turned on him and their eyes locked momentarily. Finally the man broke the intense look. He glanced at Gid and tightened his hand on his half-drunk glass.  
 
    “Get them out of here, Gid, unless you want all your regulars to start leaving.” 
 
    The bartender reached beneath the bar and pulled out a club. “I already told them to leave.” 
 
    Tash flexed his hand on the hilt of his sword. “My brother said that one of the two men who jumped him was Barden. Do you know where he is, Gid?” 
 
    The bartender didn’t answer. 
 
    “I’ll leave as soon as you tell me where I can find Barden.” 
 
    Still Gid refused to answer. 
 
    Tash turned away from the bar and his gaze swept the room. “Someone go tell that coward I’m waiting for him. I know he’s here and I don’t intend to leave until I find him.” 
 
    Tav staggered to the door of the tavern and he psychically pleaded with his brother to come away. Tash ignored him, his feet braced, his senses alert for trouble.  
 
    Finally, a large figure began descending the stairs, flanked by a woman. “You better have a good reason for disturbing me, hilaron,” said Barden, crossing the tavern floor and stopping in front of the bar.  
 
    Tash’s eyes passed over the man’s figure. He wore no shirt and his pants were unbuttoned at the waist. He was a little daunted by his size. He was nearly as large as Simnarian, his arms longer than Tash’s.  
 
    “You beat my brother earlier tonight.” 
 
    Barden’s brows lifted in amusement. “So I did. What of it? Going to call the constable out on me, or maybe the Trendaria militia?” 
 
    Laughter echoed throughout the room. 
 
    “No, you and I both know no one is going to take a half-blood’s word over a full-blood.” 
 
    “Damn right,” said Barden, then his eyes narrowed viciously. “I’ll give you two seconds to get out of here before I bash your skull in.” 
 
    “Take this outside,” said the bartender. “I don’t want nothing broken in here.” 
 
    ‘Don’t do this, Tash,’ pleaded Tav silently.  
 
    ‘Stay out of it,’ commanded Tash.  
 
    “I said take this outside!” shouted Gid.  
 
    Tash turned his back on Barden and strolled through the door of the tavern. For too many years, he and Tav had endured prejudice and torment at the hands of men like Barden. Even if he was beaten tonight, he had no intention of living one more day this way. Still he knew that he had to win this fight. To lose would leave him and Tav open for attack by the entire mob in the tavern.  
 
    Simnarian walked behind him and Barden followed. Behind the two men came the entire patronship of the tavern, spilling out into the night. Tav followed at Tash’s elbow, weaving from the effects of the whiskey.  
 
    “Please Tash, don’t do this. He’s twice your size.” 
 
    Tash pushed him away. “Stay out of this, Tav.” 
 
    “All right,” said Tav, staggering back and catching himself on Tash’s arm. “If you’re determined, then I’ll fight. I’m the one who got in trouble. I’ll finish it.” 
 
    Both Tash and Simnarian stared at him. “You can’t even stand straight.” 
 
    “Let’s go, hilaron!” shouted Barden.  
 
    The tavern patrons made a circle in the middle of the street and Tash looked apprehensively around. If he didn’t shock them by knocking Barden flat, he would never escape this situation in one piece.  
 
    Before Tash could step into the circle, Simnarian moved in front of him. “First of all, Barden, remove your sword and any other weapon you might have. Tash, you do the same.” His eyes swept the close press of bodies around them. “This is going to be a fair fight, you hear me, all of you. If anyone moves to help Barden or gives him a weapon, I’ll personally tear you limb from limb. Got it!” 
 
    A murmur of reluctant affirmation went around the group. Simnarian had a reputation of being a man of his word and no one in the group doubted his ability to carry the threat out to its fullest execution.  
 
    Tash unbuckled his father’s sword and passed it to his friend. Barden also unbuckled his sword and turned to give it to one of the on-lookers, but Simnarian held out his hand.  
 
    “I’ll hold both swords,” he said.  
 
    Barden considered the matter a moment, then handed the blade to the blacksmith.  
 
    Once the weapons had been relinquished, the two men circled around each other, searching for some sign of the other’s weakness. Barden lunged at Tash and Tash twisted agilely away. If Tash had any advantage, it was his ability to move more quickly than his opponent, but even so, the tight circle allowed little room to misjudge the distance.  
 
    Again Barden rushed at Tash and caught him, throwing him to his back. Before Tash could lift his arms to shield himself, Barden was on him, punching and hitting him in the face and chest.  
 
    The crowd roared with excitement. Tash managed to get a leg under the larger man and he thrust forward with his knee, unsettling Barden. He scrambled out from under him and backed to the edge of the circle. The onlookers spat at him and cursed him, but Tash ignored them.  
 
    He wiped his mouth with the back of his hand and saw blood. Licking his lips, he grimaced in pain. His lip was split, and he felt fairly sure some of the blood came from his nose. Blinking his eyes to clear them, he hedged around the larger man and crouched, making a smaller target.  
 
    Barden dove for him and Tash swung upwards with his left fist, catching him squarely in the jaw and jerking his head back. Before Barden could react, Tash struck him with his right fist in the middle of his throat. Barden collapsed to his knees and Tash planted another blow in the man’s mid-section. Barden dropped the rest of the way and lay squirming in pain.  
 
    Tash should have kept pelting him, but unlike his opponent, he wasn’t heartless and couldn’t hit the man while he was down. He backed away, his eyes searching the onlookers, wondering who he’d have to fight next.  
 
    They shouted at Barden and cursed Tash, but Simnarian’s hulking force kept them from descending on him. Tash blinked and shook his head to clear it, wiping at his mouth and nose again.  
 
    Slowly Barden pushed himself up on one knee and glared at Tash. Tash knew the blow to the throat had nearly finished him. Circling to the farthest point away from him, Tash waited. His only chance to defeat Barden was in tiring him first.  
 
    Barden staggered to his feet and roared at Tash, barreling across the open ground. Tash braced himself, but as he moved to step out of the way, he tripped over a strategically placed boot and fell.  
 
    Barden was over him immediately, one hand in Tash’s shirt, hauling him halfway to his feet. Tash struck out, the blow landing on a stone-like shoulder, and Barden cuffed him.  
 
    Lights blazed in Tash’s eyes and a dull ringing began in his ears. Again Barden punched him and Tash grabbed for the man’s shoulders as another blow drove everything into blackness. Getting one foot firmly planted beneath him, Tash drove upwards with his other knee, catching Barden in the groin.  
 
    Barden grunted and released Tash. Slowly Tash opened his eyes and lifted his hand to wipe blood out of them. Barden was leaning on one of the onlookers, a hand plastered between his legs.  
 
    On the other side of the circle, Simnarian and Tav watched Tash reel to his feet and back away. Simnarian tore his eyes from his friend and shifted them to Barden. Something silver passed between Barden and the onlooker.  
 
    Simnarian moved forward to intervene, but hands closed over his arms, dragging him back. “Look out, Tash,” he cried, fighting the four men who held him. He was knocked to the ground. Although he tried to stand, they restrained him.  
 
    Tash glanced over and saw Simnarian and his brother both locked in the hold of the onlookers. He started towards them, but Simnarian heaved upward trying to throw them off.  
 
    “Watch your back!” he shouted even as they shoved him to the ground again.  
 
    Tash whirled and caught a glimpse of Barden charging at him. He stepped away in surprise and the simple move saved him from being gutted. A dagger flashed across his forearm, ripping a deep gash through his flesh. Momentum carried his arm up and into Barden’s nose, shattering the cartilage.  
 
    Barden staggered, dazed, the dagger still in his hand. Tash edged around until his back was to the boardwalk fronting the tavern. The men directly behind him jeered and taunted him viciously.  
 
    “You broke my nose,” snarled Barden, spitting blood into the street. “That filthy hilaron broke my nose.” 
 
    He raced at Tash, the dagger glinting in the lanterns of the street, and Tash defensively stepped forward to meet him. He caught Barden’s hand just before the dagger struck him and threw his weight into the man’s chest. Barden took a step back, but being a much larger man than his opponent, he swung his arm out and unbalanced Tash. Pain blasted through Tash as the dagger sliced into his back and right side.  
 
    Instinctually, Tash smashed his elbow into Barden’s broken nose, dislodging the dagger from his hand. Barden roared in pain and pulled Tash with him. They both stumbled into the crowd, which parted in startled surprise, and they fell clear of the circle.  
 
    The horses tethered to the rail in front of the tavern spooked and reared back against their bridles. One spirited animal began kicking out with his hind legs, causing the circle of onlookers to fragment more, men running and bumping into each other to avoid being impaled by a horse’s hoof.  
 
    Tash felt the blood streaming from his two wounds. His head was growing fuzzy and he knew he couldn’t keep up the battle anymore. He wanted to walk away, but Barden would never let him go now that he had turned his nose into a bloody pulp.  
 
    He pushed himself to his feet and shied clear of the bucking horses. Barden was also getting up, holding a hand under his nose and searching the ground for the dagger. The thought flashed through Tash’s mind that the man intended to kill him.  
 
    “Barden, we’ve both had enough!” he shouted.  
 
    “You broke my nose!” 
 
    “It isn’t worth it!” 
 
    The horses were rearing in terror and the onlookers were trying to escape flying hooves. Somehow Simnarian had broken loose and was coming through the crowd.  
 
    “Let’s just go home, Barden, before someone is really hurt.” 
 
    “You broke my nose, you bastard, you broke my nose.” Still shouting and sobbing in hysteria, Barden lunged at Tash.  
 
    The attack was wild and furious. Tash felt the man’s blows raining down on him and he wondered how long he could withstand a beating before he died. He shoved the larger man’s bulk away from him, just as one of the horses kicked out with its hind legs. It caught Barden in the temple. 
 
    He dropped and lay twitching at Tash’s feet, while the horse reared and plunged.  
 
    Tash flinched away from the sight. In the entrance to the tavern, Gid began shouting, “He kilt him, he kilt Barden!” 
 
    Echoing shouts rang throughout the streets and Tash was aware of many running feet. A bell started ringing wildly at one end of town as someone knocked Tash backward. He fell to the ground, covering his head.  
 
    The mayhem continued for a long time and then a tenuous silence descended in the street. Tash felt a hand on his shoulder and he was hauled bodily upward. He stumbled wearily into Simnarian and looked around.  
 
    Barden was dead, the right side of his head smashed in by the blow from the horse. Tash stared in disbelief, his mind reeling, unable to move or look away. He wasn’t aware of Simnarian and Tav standing beside him or of the blood that streamed down his back and forearm. He only saw the man, who had been so savagely alive a moment before, crushed in the dirt.  
 
    A dark shadow fell over the three stunned men and Tiros pushed his way to Simnarian’s side. He glanced at Barden and then twined his long, pale fingers around the blacksmith’s arm.  
 
    “You’d better get him away from here before they realize who’s indirectly responsible. I can heal dagger strokes, but I can’t fix a broken neck once it’s been in a noose.” 
 
    Simnarian looked into Tiros’ strangely sallow face. His pale blue eyes glistened beneath the lowered hood of his black hat.  
 
    “Go,” said the doctor. “I’ll help the constable get control over this situation tonight, but if Tash stays here, there’s nothing I can do to save him.” 
 
    Immediately Simnarian stirred himself into action and pulled Tash and Tav away from the scene and through the crowd. He hurried them down the street, Tash strangely submissive. Tav was somehow sobering up enough to realize the gravity of the situation and helped Simnarian move his brother along.  
 
    They went to the smithy and Simnarian hurriedly unlocked the door, barring it behind them. Easing Tash into a sitting position, he left him with his brother so he could hitch two horses to a wagon. Then he put both Tash’s and Barden’s sword in the wagon, along with a bow and a quiver of arrows. As an afterthought, he grabbed a blanket and a bottle of rum, tossing them on the buckboard.  
 
    Returning to the brothers, Simnarian pulled Tash to his feet. Tash still didn’t seem to be aware of his surroundings, but he allowed the blacksmith to lead him to the wagon and he climbed into the buckboard with Simnarian’s help.  
 
    As Tav climbed in the back of the wagon, Simnarian led the horses by the bridle to the rear of the smithy and threw open the doors, pulling the horses into the back street and shutting the doors behind him. Hoisting himself into the seat beside Tash, he shook out the blanket and threw it around Tash’s shoulders, then caught up the reins and started the horses at a quick canter through the town.  
 
    Once they turned onto the road outside of Nogatav, Simnarian reached for the bottle and pulled the cork out with his teeth. Upending it, he poured the liquid down his throat and passed it to Tash.  
 
    “Drink some of this, Tash, you need it,” he said. He helped his friend lift the bottle to his lips and he watched from the corner of his eyes as Tash took a sip.  
 
    Tav leaned over the buckboard and Simnarian offered him the rum. Tav shook his head with a grimace.  
 
    “Simnarian, he’s still bleeding badly. It’s soaked through the blanket already.” 
 
    “Put your hand against the wound and apply some pressure, Tav. That’ll slow it until we get to your uncle’s house.” 
 
    “What’s wrong with him?” he asked, placing one hand on his brother’s back and the other on his shoulder. 
 
    “He’s lost a lot of blood, Tav. Let him alone right now. He’ll come out of it soon enough. Eldon have mercy, there’s going to be nothing but trouble over this.” 
 
    Tash heard them talking, he understood what they were saying, but he didn’t want to answer them. In truth, he didn’t think he had the strength. The sight of Barden’s lifeless body would haunt him forever.  
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    Marri sat on the porch, a blanket around her shoulders. Many hours had passed since she’d sent Tash into town after his brother. Now she wondered if she’d been wrong to send him. She knew something had happened, she could hear the ringing of the bells that alerted the constable to trouble. Her eyes drifted to the dark land that had once been her brother’s and she missed his calm wisdom more than ever. She thought to wake Grondi, but knew he’d insist on riding into town after the boys. If they didn’t come soon, she’d do that herself.  
 
    She started when she heard the wagon turning down the drive. Both Tash and Tav had taken their horses, so it couldn’t possibly be them, unless...  
 
    She rose to her feet, clutching the blanket tightly around her, and squinted into the distance. The wagon was coming at a rapid pace, faster than it ought to navigate the rutted drive. She didn’t recognize the horses, but she thought she saw at least two men on the buckboard.  
 
    She caught her breath as Simnarian brought the wagon to the house and hauled back on the reins. Running down the stairs, she hurried to the side, reaching up to lay her hand on Tash’s knee. He opened his eyes and looked at her.  
 
    “Hurry, Tav, and wake your uncle while I get Tash into the house,” said Marri as Simnarian set the brake and dropped the reins.  
 
    Tav jumped out of the back of the wagon and hesitated in front of Marri. 
 
    “Tav?” she said, moving forward, her hand lifting to touch his bruised face. He flinched away from her and ran for the cottage, taking the stairs two at a time.  
 
    Marri turned back to Tash as Simnarian gently eased him down from the buckboard. Tash gasped in pain as his boots struck the ground and Marri hurried forward, slipping her arm around his waist. Something wet and sticky met her touch and she pulled back, looking at her sleeve.  
 
    “Blood,” she said, lifting her startled gaze to Simnarian’s face. “Eldon’s star, Simnarian, what happened?” 
 
    “He’s hurt pretty bad, Marri,” said the blacksmith, hoisting his friend against him. “And there’s more trouble coming.” 
 
    They managed to get Tash to the stairs before Grondi appeared in his trousers and no shirt. He took over for Marri and they brought Tash into the parlor, laying him down on the divan. Immediately Marri pulled the blanket off his shoulders and searched his wounds.  
 
    Tash’s body was caked with so much blood that it was difficult to discern exactly where he was hurt. Tav appeared with a bowl and a rag, and having no other recourse, Marri set about stripping the clothes from her nephew and bathing him.  
 
    “What in Eldon’s name happened, Simnarian?” demanded Grondi, his eyes on his nephew.  
 
    Simnarian took a seat in the rocking chair and put his head in his hands, drawing a deep breath. “Before we get into the details, you’d better know, Barden is dead.” 
 
    Marri stopped in mid-motion and stared at him.  
 
    “What?” said Grondi.  
 
    Simnarian looked up at the older man and nodded. “He was trampled to death by horses in front of the tavern.” He glanced over at Tav, but Tav refused to meet his gaze. “Barden and another man jumped Tav before he left town tonight. They took him into an alley and while the other man held Tav’s arms, Barden beat him.” 
 
    Grondi sat down on the footstool and looked Tav over for the first time. “How did you get away?” 
 
    “I didn’t. They finally let me go,” he said. “I lost consciousness for a while and when I woke, Tash and Simnarian were searching for me.” 
 
    Simnarian picked up the story. “Tash was furious when he saw Tav and we went to the tavern to find Barden.” 
 
    Marri stopped bathing Tash again and shut her eyes. Dropping the rag in the bowl, she held it out to Tav. “Get me some clean water, please, Tav.” 
 
    Tav took the bowl, staring down at the red tint of the water, and rose to his feet, hurrying from the room. Tash murmured something and Marri stroked his forehead.  
 
    “You’re safe now,” she whispered.  
 
    Grondi turned to Simnarian again. “Let me guess, Barden and Tash fought.” 
 
    “Yes,” said Simnarian, pulling his gaze away from his friend. “I made them remove their weapons, but during the fight, Barden got a dagger from one of the tavern people. I tried to get to Tash, but they held me back. When I finally broke free, Barden was dead, his skull smashed under the hooves of the horses.” 
 
    Grondi and Marri locked eyes. “Did the constable show?” 
 
    “No, not at the time, but that Tiros was there and he told me to get Tash away. I did what he said, bringing Tash here. Maybe I shouldn’t have moved him, but they would have killed Tash if I didn’t.” 
 
    “No,” said Grondi, “you did right. We owe you for this.” 
 
    “You don’t owe me, but Grondi, they’re going to come after Tash. They’re going to blame him for Barden’s death. If we don’t get some weapons together and keep watch, he doesn’t stand a chance.” 
 
    Grondi stared at his nephew for a long while. Marri looked down also, seeing the split lip, the swelling around his left eye, the blood, and she was acutely aware for the first time that Tash didn’t look Human at all. His skin was much too dark, his features much too sharp. Tash looked Stravad.  
 
    “Let’s get some weapons,” Grondi said, motioning toward Simnarian.  
 
    Marri caught her breath and started to protest, but horse’s hooves could suddenly be heard thundering down the drive. Both Grondi and Simnarian bolted to their feet and Simnarian bent to retrieve his bow and quiver.  
 
    “Stay here,” said Grondi to Marri as he and the blacksmith hurried into the hall.  
 
    Simnarian threw open the door, fitting an arrow to his bow, while Grondi drew Tash’s discarded sword. The horse skidded to a halt and a man dressed in black swung down out of the saddle.  
 
    Tav came to stand beside his aunt in the hallway and their eyes met briefly in fear. Nothing good was going to come of this night. 
 
    The man in black halted abruptly when he saw Simnarian’s arrow lower on him. “Wait a moment there, friend,” came Tiros’ voice. “I’m here to help.” 
 
    Simnarian lowered the bow only a fraction and eyed the man. “I thought you were going to help the constable restore order.” 
 
    “And I did. I admire your conviction and let me tell you it’s well founded. There are some pretty hot-blooded individuals in town clamoring for our young friend’s life, but you needn’t worry tonight. The constable and I informed them Tash isn’t going anywhere soon and tomorrow he’ll be brought into custody.” 
 
    “Then why are you here?” 
 
    “I am a doctor. I thought you might not want him bleeding to death when I can help.” 
 
    Grondi put out his hand and pushed down Simnarian’s bow. “Come in. We need the help.” 
 
    Tiros tipped his hat at Grondi and his long stride quickly carried him to the stairs. Simnarian followed him with his eyes, his fingers tightening on the bowstring.  
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    Tav handed Simnarian a cup of tea and took a seat beside him on the bench. Simnarian straightened and cradled the hot cup in his hands to stave off the early morning chill. Tav rubbed the back of his neck and his eyes drifted to his father’s land.  
 
    “Thanks,” said the blacksmith, sipping at the tea. “How’s Tash?” 
 
    “Sleeping finally. Tiros gave him something.” 
 
    Simnarian nodded, his eyes becoming distant as the memories of the previous night paraded before him. “Well, at least daylight came without any further trouble,” he said, nodding at the rising sun.  
 
    Tav flexed his shoulder muscles and folded his arms carefully over his bruised ribs. He cuffed his boots on the porch and shut his eyes. “This is all my fault. I should never have gotten drunk. I never drink. What was I thinking?” 
 
    Simnarian laughed grimly. “Sometimes a man needs to ease the tension a little. Unfortunately, booze is a pretty good way to do it.” 
 
    Tav opened his eyes. “I can’t let them kill my brother for something that wasn’t his fault, Simnarian.” 
 
    Simnarian turned and looked at him. “No one is going to lay a hand on Tash. Do you think your uncle and I are going to stand around and let them?” 
 
    “No, you’re a good friend.” He fell silent and his eyes drifted out into the yard. “How come you don’t feel the same way that everyone else does?” 
 
    “What do you mean?” asked the blacksmith, lifting the cup to his lips once more.  
 
    “Why don’t you hate half-bloods the way everyone else in town does? You were born here just like they were. Why are you different?” 
 
    Simnarian balanced the cup on his thigh. “I’m not the only one, Tav.” 
 
    “Practically.” 
 
    “No, what about Sanari? She doesn’t seem to notice a difference, or if she does, it doesn’t matter to her.” 
 
    Tav tilted back his head and took a deep breath. “You and Sanari are about the only ones.” 
 
    “Wrong again. Your uncle and aunt don’t have any prejudices.” 
 
    Tav looked at Simnarian. “That’s really pushing it, don’t you think?” 
 
    Simnarian shrugged. “Anyway, you got to remember that you and Tash are just as good as the people here, probably better. Your father was one of the best, Tav, a true hero. You just got to keep that in mind and maybe Tash had the right idea. Maybe leaving Nogatav would be the best thing for both of you.” He looked at the young man sitting next to him. “That’s why Tash had to challenge Barden. If he had walked away, he’d never be able to look himself in the eye again. Land’s sake, Tav, your father took on Gava and destroyed him. If Tash had walked away from Barden, he’d be profaning your father’s memory and Tash isn’t about to do that ever.” 
 
    Tav drew a deep breath, his expression miserable. Simnarian had made quite a few points over the years, but none that struck so close to home as this one. Tash had fought Barden as much for their father’s memory as he did for Tav. Tav had never really understood their father the way Tash had, but he did understand the fact that he hadn’t fought Barden himself and the fight was really his.  
 
    He started when he heard a wagon turning down the drive. 
 
    Simnarian jumped to his feet and shielded his eyes. “Go get your uncle, Tav.” 
 
    Tav rose to his feet, his heart hammering. He took a step toward the cottage, but Grondi, Marri and Tiros were already pushing their way out of the door. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 7 
 
      
 
    “Who do you think it is?” asked Grondi, shielding his eyes so he could see the wagon coming down the road.  
 
    Simnarian bent and lifted his bow, fitting an arrow against the sight. “The constable.” 
 
    Grondi drew a deep breath. “Hold your fire as long as possible,” he said, then turned to Marri. “Go back inside and stay with Tash.” 
 
    “No,” said Marri, “this is as much my fight as yours. I’m not about to let them take my nephew for a hanging.” 
 
    Grondi’s eyes lit with love and admiration for her defiant determination. He smiled at her and touched her cheek, then loosened Tash’s sword in its sheath. His eyes shifted to Tiros where he stood, leaning his gangly frame against the porch railing.  
 
    “Maybe you’d better go back inside, Doc,” he said.  
 
    Tiros gazed at him from beneath the brim of his black hat. “You don’t think I’m afraid of these men, do you? I’m here on business. This isn’t my fight.” 
 
    Grondi moved to the edge of his porch, placing himself before his family. Simnarian eased to the railing, drawing a sight on the constable as the wagon came to a halt before Grondi’s cottage.  
 
    The constable descended along with the bartender and a number of townsmen. “Grondi,” said the constable, “I find it disturbing to be met with drawn weapons.” 
 
    “Tell me we aren’t at war and I’ll put them away,” answered Grondi.  
 
    “Hello, Doctor,” the constable said, tipping his hat.  
 
    “Hello, Constable, things settled down in town this morning?” 
 
    “Somewhat,” said the constable, his eyes shifting to Grondi. “Eldon’s star, Grondi, you’re too damn old to strap on a sword, and put that bow down, Simnarian, before someone gets hurt.” 
 
    Simnarian didn’t lower the bow. “Speak your mind, Constable.” 
 
    The constable drew a disgusted breath. “I could take you both in with me for drawing your weapons. Come on, you’re both intelligent men, you know there’s no way I’m leaving here without that half-blood.” 
 
    “Half-blood? Do you mean my nephew?” 
 
    “You know I mean your nephew. Tash is wanted for murder and I’m going to take him into custody this morning...” 
 
    “...and allow him to be hung this afternoon,” Simnarian spat. “We aren’t going to allow it, Constable. You should have brought more of a mob with you.” 
 
    “Damn it, Grondi!” shouted the constable. “I’ve got a body back in town and multiple witnesses who say Tash is responsible.” 
 
    “In most cities, this wouldn’t be considered a crime,” interrupted Tiros. “The two men fought. No one disputes that charge, but Barden was killed by the horses, not Tasamer.” 
 
    Gid crossed his arms over his chest. “All of my customers were watching that fight, Doc, and they saw that hilaron push Barden into the horses.” 
 
    “Might you explain why only Tash suffered dagger strokes in the fight?” 
 
    Tav stared at Tiros in amazement. He had never really trusted the man, something about him was unsettling, but here he was defending Tash as if he had a stake in the matter.  
 
    “The law is the law, Grondi,” said the constable, “and I’m not leaving here without Tash. If you don’t turn him over, we’ll take him by force. I don’t want to see anyone hurt, but if you or Simnarian interfere, you’ll either wind up in jail with Tash or dead.” 
 
    Grondi exchanged a glance with Simnarian and everyone tensed.  
 
    “Please, Constable,” said Marri, stepping forward, “you know Grondi and I are good citizens, we have been for years. And these boys, Tash and Tav, have never caused any trouble before in their lives. Tash was badly hurt last night. To move him to the jail would only make him worse, not to mention the fact that you can’t guarantee a fair trial. Let us keep him here until he’s well again. You can even post a guard to make sure he stays. Then when he’s able to travel, we’ll take him to the Trendaria for a fair, unbiased trial.” 
 
    “No,” said the constable. “The crime was committed in Nogatav and will be tried in Nogatav. I’m not about to extend special circumstances to a half-blood.” 
 
    Tav moved up beside his uncle. If Grondi and Simnarian were going to prevent them from taking Tash, Tav was going to fight alongside of them, but before anyone had time to react, Tash appeared, staggering unsteadily from behind the cottage.  
 
    “Tash!” cried Grondi.  
 
    “Stay there, Grondi,” he said. He was obviously in pain, his back hunched in a strange way. “You’re not going to fight them over me. I’m turning myself in.” 
 
    Tash had somehow pulled on a pair of trousers and his boots, and had slung a shirt over his shoulders, but he hadn’t buttoned it. He’d been sleeping on the divan when this entire episode had unfolded, so Tav figured he must have crawled through the window of the dining room to come around the back of the house. 
 
    Slowly he lifted his hands in the air to show the constable that he was surrendering himself. Grondi and Simnarian started off the porch, but the constable’s men blocked them, while the constable shackled Tash’s hands behind his back. 
 
    Tav started forward, but he felt Marri’s hand close around his arm.  
 
    “Doctor, would you mind accompanying us to the jail?” said the constable as he hauled Tash to his feet. 
 
    “You know, he really shouldn’t be moved yet,” answered Tiros. 
 
    “I’m afraid it can’t be helped, but if you’ll ride in back with him, perhaps you can stop the bleeding before we get there.” 
 
    “I might as well be working in a butcher shop,” muttered the doctor. He tipped his hat at Grondi and Marri.  
 
    Marri caught his hand as he passed. She placed some coins in it and he looked down, hefting them for weight. “Please help him.”  
 
    “Of course,” he said and descended the stairs, angling around behind the wagon as the others climbed aboard.  
 
    Simnarian started after them as they turned the wagon and headed back up the drive, but Grondi stopped him. They caught one fleeting glimpse of Tash as the wagon lumbered away, then he was lost to sight as it turned onto the main road.  
 
    Grondi took a seat on the stairs. His face looked older and wearier than Tav had ever seen it. Simnarian stalked into the house, furious, and Tav glanced after him, but he didn’t want to leave his uncle just yet.  
 
    Marri took a seat on the stairs beside her husband. “What are we going to do, Grondi?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” he said, placing his arm around her shoulders. “I would have fought with everything I had to stop them from taking him, but when Tash walked out, there was nothing I could do that wouldn’t have gotten him killed right there.” 
 
    “I know,” she said, leaning into her husband. “I want to change my clothes and then I want to go into town.” 
 
    “I’ll wait for you here.” 
 
    Marri rose, wiping at her eyes, and disappeared into the house. Tav stood for a long while, staring at the main road, watching the cloud of dust settle again after the wagon’s passing.  
 
    “This is all my fault.” 
 
    Grondi glanced at him and then back to the road. “No, Tav, this has been coming for a long time. I just kept hoping Tash would get out before it happened.” 
 
    He pushed himself to his feet and headed for the barn so he could hitch the horses to the wagon. Tav shifted his eyes to his uncle’s broad, stooped frame. Grondi was no longer a young man. If possible, he had aged in the last two days more than he had in the last two years. Sighing heavily, Tav descended the stairs and went after his uncle. Whether he liked the work or not, Tav owed his uncle some assistance.  
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    Tash was delirious with fever. He tossed on the cot in his cell and muttered incoherently. Sanari sat beside him, soaking a cloth in cool water and mopping his sweating face and chest. Twice he opened his eyes and fixed them on her, but he didn’t seem to recognize her and slipped back into the delirium again.  
 
    Due to the premature move from Grondi’s cottage, an infection had settled into the wound on Tash’s back. Tiros gave him strong medicinals to kill the infection and bring down the fever, but the skin around the wound had started to pull away and blacken, rather than close.  
 
    Since Tash had been brought to the jail five days ago, Sanari hadn’t left his side, except to catch a few hours of sleep each night. Tav and Simnarian were not allowed to see Tash since they’d been part of Barden’s death, and Grondi was denied access since he’d drawn a weapon against the constable to prevent Tash from being taken. This situation left only Marri and Sanari as his caretakers. Marri also stayed with him through the night, until finally Sanari convinced her to go home and get some sleep. 
 
    Sitting beside Tash, Sanari drew her knees in against her chest. She could hear the constant chanting going on outside his cell window. Some of the townspeople, mostly tavern patrons, were demanding justice be served -- in short, they wanted Tash hung. She sighed and looked down at Tash’s flushed, damp face.  
 
    They might not see him hung, but they might see him dead if this fever didn’t break.  
 
    She didn’t care about the ostracism she would endure as a result of standing beside a half-blood. She never really had a place in Nogatav anyway. She did worry about her grandmother though. She didn’t want anyone taking out his frustrations on a helpless old woman because her granddaughter associated with undesirables.  
 
    She swung her legs off the cot and picked up the washbasin, carrying it to the cell door. The constable had stopped locking Tash’s cell the day he fell into his delirium. There wasn’t much point. He wasn’t going anywhere and as he needed constant care, it was too much work to keep unlocking the door every time one of his attendants needed to leave.  
 
    She bumped her hip against the door and it swung outward into the corridor. Watching the contents of the basin carefully, she edged down the corridor and entered the constable’s office.  
 
    The constable was sitting behind the desk as he usually was this time of day. He looked up when he saw Sanari.  
 
    “How’s he doing?” 
 
    “No change, although the wound looks worse if possible.” 
 
    “He’s still delirious?” 
 
    Sanari nodded and walked to the door that led behind the jail. She moved carefully down the three short steps and dumped the dirty water out of the basin. Placing the basin on the cobblestones, she stepped around the pump and began working it up and down. Cool, clean water gushed from the pump and began filling the basin.  
 
    When it was full, Sanari released the handle and bent to pick it up, but her gaze fell on Liadan, the constable’s daughter. Their eyes locked on one another. Neither one of them had been at all fond of each other since they were children and now Sanari bristled at her appearance. 
 
    Liadan glanced nervously over her shoulder, then took a step closer to Sanari. “Is my father here?” 
 
    Sanari nodded and picked up the basin.  
 
    Glancing around again, Liadan narrowed her eyes on Sanari. “How’s Tash?” 
 
    You certainly don’t want anyone to hear you being too interested in Tash’s welfare, do you, Liadan? thought Sanari. She shifted the basin’s weight to her left hip.  
 
    “Tash isn’t well, Liadan. The wound is infected and he needs constant care. I don’t suppose you want to help me, do you?” 
 
    “I. . . I. . .” She glanced back toward the jail a third time. “I can’t, but has he asked for me?” 
 
    Sanari smiled a grim smile. Tash had actually muttered her name more than once, but Sanari wasn’t about to tell her he had. “No, not once, but seeing as you’ve always been too frightened or ashamed to bring your relationship out into the open, I don’t think it should surprise you.” 
 
    Liadan swallowed hard. “I can’t, Sanari, you know that. If my father knew I’ve been...” Again she glanced back at the jail. 
 
    “What? Isn’t your vocabulary large enough to finish sentences?” 
 
    “Look, I may not study at your ridiculous school like a man does, but I know what I want to say. You’re just jealous, aren’t you, Sanari, because of what Tash and I have.” She moved closer. “You think I don’t know why you’re here, caring for him. It’s because this is the closest you’ll ever get to him in your life. Just remember, nights when you were alone, I’ve been with him.” 
 
    “How are you going to explain to your father that you’re carrying a half-blood’s child, Liadan?” 
 
    Liadan gasped and opened her mouth to speak, but she couldn’t think of anything to say.  
 
    “You just think about that when you’re alone at night,” Sanari finished.  
 
    She pushed past the other woman and climbed the steps into the jail again. She walked along the corridor to Tash’s cell and set the basin down beside his cot. He’d thrown off the covers and was muttering strange, disjointed words. Brushing the damp hair away from his forehead, she felt her heart pounding beneath her ribs. Somehow she had to make this fever break.  
 
    Rinsing the rag in the clean water, she began washing his face. She thought of Liadan’s words as she began wiping the rag over his throat. Without knowing it, Liadan had touched on the truth. Many nights Sanari had lain awake thinking about Tash.  
 
    True, she and Tav were much better friends, had always been since they were young, but Tash had been the one who made Sanari think exciting thoughts. She had secretly enjoyed sparring verbally with him all these years, trying to unsettle him with a few choice taunts. And the night he had taken her home after the dance in town, when he’d almost kissed her... 
 
    She was jealous of Liadan, of the intimacy she shared with Tash. Tash had never given Sanari a passing glance, except the night of the dance, but Sanari had always noticed Tash, noticed the way the sun stroked his bronze skin, the metallic glint in his eyes when he was angry, the teasing tone in his voice when he thought of a really good comeback for one of her chides.  
 
    “Sanari...” 
 
    Sanari’s eyes flashed to Tash’s face. His chest was rising in a very rapid, shallow pant, had been since the fever set in five days ago, but now he was trying to force his eyes open.  
 
    “Yes, Tash, I’m here.” 
 
    “Why are you here?”  
 
    “You’re sick, Tash, you needed someone to help you.” 
 
    He shook his head weakly. “No, leave...please...They’ll say things...terrible things about you...go, Sanari.” 
 
    “I don’t really care what they say.” 
 
    “It’s not safe...Sanari, please, they’ll talk about you...they’ll...” His voice trailed off as the chants rose from outside.  
 
    Sanari’s eyes lifted to the window. She didn’t care what they said about her, she just hoped they’d leave her grandmother alone. 
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    Thane pushed open the constable’s office door, startling the man behind his desk. 
 
    “Minister?” he sputtered, wiping drool from the corner of his mouth. His face was creased with the imprint of the papers he’d been dozing upon. 
 
    “I was just informed that you have one of my enlisted men in your jail,” Thane demanded. 
 
    The constable blinked at him a moment, then nodded. “Tasamer, the half-blood, yes, he’s here.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “He murdered one of our citizens.” 
 
    “Murdered?” 
 
    “In a street brawl.” The constable rose to his feet, smoothing his jacket with his hands. “Unfortunate situation, but there were a number of witnesses.” 
 
    “What do you intend to do with him?” 
 
    The constable glanced into Thane’s eyes, then looked down. “The law is pretty clear about that. Murder is a hangable offense.” 
 
    “Hangable? He’s a member of my militia now.” 
 
    “He’s a half-blood, Minister.” 
 
    “What does that have to do with anything?” demanded the minister, his face heating with fury. 
 
    “No one in Nogatav is going to let him get away with murder, especially since the man he killed was a full-blood.” 
 
    Thane’s mouth opened in astonishment, but no words came out. 
 
    “I’m sorry about your militia, but I serve the people.” 
 
    Thane moved forward, staring down at the shorter constable. “I spoke with the brother of your murderer. He said it was done in self-defense. In fact, he said this man was killed by horses.” 
 
    The constable swallowed hard. “I have many more witnesses that say it was murder.” 
 
    Thane straightened, his eyes narrowing. “Many more full-blood witnesses, you mean?” 
 
    The constable simply nodded. 
 
    Thane drew a breath to calm himself. “Do not do anything rash, Constable. I am writing to the King of Trendaria today. I have no doubt he will have something to say about this matter and I don’t think you’d want to carry out any misguided punishment before he has a chance to intervene. Do we understand one another?” 
 
    The constable blinked rapidly a few times, then dropped his eyes. “I understand,” he said. 
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    Tash became lucid the following morning. Sanari returned as she did every day, but she came in the late afternoon since she had stayed with him so late the previous night. Marri was with him, talking quietly as she bathed him with a cool cloth. Even though he was alert, his fever had climbed steadily throughout the night. 
 
    Tash turned his head as she entered the cell and his eyes were even more sunken than the day before. Dark rings had formed under each of them.  
 
    “I told you to leave,” he said weakly, watching her as she approached the cot. “I don’t want you here.” 
 
    “Tash, you don’t mean that,” said Marri, glancing up at the young woman. Sanari tried to hide her hurt as she knelt beside him.  
 
    “Why do you want me to leave, Tash?” 
 
    His chest was rising rapidly in his effort to breathe. “They’ll never let you live in peace if they decide you’re mixed up with me.” 
 
    “I don’t care about them,” said Sanari. “I never fit in here to begin with.” 
 
    Tash shook his head, his eyes glazed with fever. “They’ll never leave you alone if you keep coming here. They’ll taunt you and curse you or worse.” 
 
    “I don’t care. I decide what’s best for me.” 
 
    He looked away from her in disgust. “You’ve always been a stubborn fool.” 
 
    “So have you,” she said with a half-smile.  
 
    He shifted back towards her. “This isn’t some kind of game, Sanari. You remember how lightly you took the dance a few weeks ago. You remember what happened?” 
 
    “Yes, you were there to protect me, so now I’m here for you. Sounds like a fair trade to me.” She shifted her eyes to Marri. Marri’s expression was drawn and worried.  
 
    Tash lifted a trembling hand and caught Sanari’s arm, tightening his fingers. Sanari was surprised he had even that much strength left after the length of his illness.  
 
    “I want you to go home,” he hissed, clenching his jaw.  
 
    Sanari started to say something more, but Tiros appeared on the other side of the cell. He closed his long, pale fingers over the bars and opened the door, stepping inside.  
 
    “I see our young criminal has regained some measure of lucidity.” 
 
    Sanari felt Tash’s fingers tighten even more on her arm. She placed her free hand over his and stroked it for reassurance.  
 
    “Ladies, do you mind rising and stepping out of the way so I might examine my patient?” 
 
    Marri rose, her eyes never leaving Tash’s face. Sanari tried to rise, but Tash still held onto her arm. Gently, she disengaged his fingers and stepped away. Tiros moved into her spot, placing a large, black bag on the ground by his feet.  
 
    He felt Tash’s forehead and frowned. “Your fever is higher than yesterday.” He sat down on the edge of the cot and placed his hands on each of Tash’s shoulders. “All right, I’m going to turn you to your stomach.” 
 
    Tash groaned in pain as Tiros rolled him over. With deft fingers, the doctor removed the bandage from the dagger stroke across Tash’s back and side. Marri gasped and covered her mouth as the gaping wound was revealed. Fresh blood stained the underside of the bandage and the skin around the outside of the dagger stroke had become black, almost green in spots. A pale green pus had begun to weep from the edges of the wound.  
 
    Tiros leaned back and pulled his hat off, running his fingers through his thin shock of grey hair. He drew a deep breath and narrowed his eyes on the wound once more. With resolution, he dropped his hat on the chair and rose to his feet, going to the cell door.  
 
    “Guard,” he shouted down the corridor. A guard appeared. “Get me some hot water, a bar of soap, and a tray on which I can lay my instruments. I’ll also need a half-dozen towels and some clean bandages.” 
 
    The guard nodded. Tiros turned back and studied Tash’s wound, then lifted his eyes to the two women.  
 
    “I’m going to need some help. The flesh around the wound is necrotic – decaying. It’ll have to be removed.” 
 
    Marri paled visibly, but Sanari met Tiros’ gaze with unwavering calm.  
 
    “Someone will have to hand me tools when I need them, help me stem the blood flow, and comfort the patient as the procedure is being performed. Do either of you think you can handle it? I’d much rather have a family member assist me than a soldier, but I’ll do with what I have.” 
 
    “I’ll do it,” said Sanari, squaring her jaw.  
 
    Tiros shifted his eyes to Marri. She was watching her nephew, her eyes round orbs of misery. She glanced at the doctor, then at Sanari.  
 
    “I’ll do what I can,” she said in a weak voice.  
 
    Tiros nodded and watched as two guards entered, carrying the items he’d requested. He began by lathering his hands carefully with soap and water. Turning to Sanari, he instructed her to wash her hands as carefully, then positioned her beside Tash.  
 
    Tash opened his eyes and looked at her. She forced a smile and took his hand.  
 
    “I want you to go home,” he said.  
 
    “I’m not leaving so why don’t you stop wasting your breath.”  
 
    Tiros laid out all of his instruments on the tray the guards had brought him. He then poured a glass of water and mixed several different herbs into it, stirring it with a spoon. Helping Tash raise himself, he handed him the glass.  
 
    “This will make you relax and ease the pain as I work on the wound,” he told him, motioning for him to drain it.  
 
    As Tash drank, Tiros strung some sinew through a needle and laid it on the tray beside his other instruments. Sanari couldn’t help but feel a tightening in her stomach as she glanced at the gleaming silver knives and clamps lying on the tray. Her eyes shifted to the infection in Tash’s back and she closed them, drawing a deep breath. She sincerely hoped she would be able to withstand what was about to happen.  
 
    Marri moved close beside her, her fingers brushing the damp strands of hair from Tash’s forehead. Tash closed his eyes at her comforting touch, but his hold on Sanari’s hand only tightened.  
 
    Tiros took a seat behind his patient, moving the tray of instruments so that both he and Sanari would have access to them. “All right,” he said, selecting a small sharp blade, “are you ready?” 
 
    Sanari nodded and watched him put the instrument against the wound. Tash clutched her hand tighter and grimaced in pain as Tiros began to cut the dead flesh away. Sanari clenched her jaw and fought a wave of sickness, following each of Tiros’ moves with her eyes.  
 
    The minutes stretched away as Tiros deftly cut, removing the necrotic skin and leaving a raw trail of clean, bleeding flesh. Tash never cried out in pain, but his body had begun to tremble violently, whether from the fever that raged through him or from pain, Sanari couldn’t guess. She lifted her eyes momentarily to Marri’s face. The older woman was becoming more and more pale, a cold sweat breaking out on her brow. Sanari disengaged one hand from Tash’s hold and reached for her, but suddenly Tash shuddered violently and Tiros swore.  
 
    Her eyes flashed to Tash’s back. Bright red blood had begun to pool rapidly in the wound and run down his sides. She shifted her frightened gaze to Tiros.  
 
    “Grab that small clamp,” he commanded through gritted teeth.  
 
    Sanari’s hand flew to the tray and she didn’t hesitate in selecting the clamp. She handed it to Tiros, who plunged it into the bleeding wound. Sanari didn’t know how he could find what he searched for through all the blood, but finally he applied the clamp, then to her surprise, grabbed her free hand and forced her fingers around the clamp, deep inside the wound. Warm, red blood oozed over Sanari’s fingers and she was almost sick.  
 
    Beside her, Marri groaned once and toppled over. Sanari started to reach for her again, but Tiros grabbed her hand, his grip almost painful. “Whatever you do, girl, don’t let go of that clamp or he’ll bleed to death!” 
 
    Sanari looked frantically around. Tash’s blood was hot on her hand and her heart had begun to pound. If he died here beside her, she knew she’d go mad. Almost in answer to her fears, his fingers started to relax in her grip.  
 
    “No, Tash,” she whispered, “hold on, fight.” 
 
    Tiros glanced over his shoulder at the cell door as he continued to work frantically on the wound. “Guards!” 
 
    Two guards appeared, followed close behind by the constable. The constable pushed open the door and entered the cell, his eyes wide with shock.  
 
    “Take this woman out of here,” said Tiros, motioning toward Marri’s slumped form with his right shoulder. “The blacksmith, Simnarian, will be able to drive her home. Go get him!” 
 
    The constable signaled his guards to comply with the doctor’s request, his eyes never leaving Tiros’ hands. “He’s losing a lot of blood,” he said as the guards lifted Marri, carrying her from the cell.  
 
    “You’re a man of brilliant observation, Constable,” said Tiros.  
 
    The constable closed his mouth and simply watched in horrified interest. Tiros continued to work while Sanari whispered to Tash. Finally he tapped her hand and removed the clamp from the wound. Sanari noticed that the rapid blood flow was stemmed.  
 
     “Good job, girl,” Tiros said with a wry smile. “I knew I could count on your bravery in a crisis. If you hadn’t been here, he would have bled to death. Now I’ve only got to close this wound.” 
 
    After he finished, he wrapped a clean bandage around Tash’s chest and sat back, breathing a sigh of relief. “I think I got all of the infection.” He went to the washbasin and carefully scrubbed the blood and tissue from his hands, then returned to Tash.  
 
    “The pressure from bandages will help stop the blood flow.” His gaze fell on Sanari. “You may wash your hands now.” 
 
    Sanari glanced at Tash once more, then rose to her feet, crossing around the cot. As she washed her hands, she lifted her eyes to the cell window. Night had fallen outside.  
 
    Tiros turned to the constable. “He mustn’t be left alone tonight. If the wound starts to bleed or the fever goes any higher, I’ll need to be summoned. Personally I’d rather have this young woman stay with him than your guards. She’ll be much more attentive and alert.” 
 
    Sanari looked at the constable. He seemed troubled. She knew he wasn’t comfortable leaving her with Tash because it would only give the mob outside the jail a new target for their prejudice.  
 
    “I don’t think...” 
 
    “Please, Constable,” she said. 
 
    “They’ll hurt her,” warned Tash weakly. 
 
    “It’s too great a risk. The men outside won’t understand your commitment to friendship, young woman. I’m afraid...” 
 
    “I don’t care,” she said, “and I don’t hold you responsible for anything. Tash’s aunt is too ill to stay with him. You won’t let his brother, uncle or closest friend see him, so that leaves only me. I’m staying whether you give me permission or not.” 
 
    Tiros began packing his bag.  
 
    Tash tried to push himself up on his elbows, but Tiros stopped him. “You’ll open the wound again if you move anymore, young fool,” he said, pushing him back down. “Let’s face it. You don’t have the strength to fight this situation, so don’t make this young woman’s bravery pointless. Accept the situation and live to repay her.” 
 
    Tash gave up the struggle.  
 
    The constable and Tiros left them shortly afterwards. Sanari returned to his cot and proceeded to wash the dried blood and sweat from his body. Tash endured it, shivering with pain. Once Sanari was finished, he forced his eyes opened.  
 
    “Since you’re so determined to alienate yourself from the rest of civilization, you might as well make the gossip worth their while.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Lie down beside me and give me your body’s warmth.” 
 
    Sanari swallowed down a rush of emotion, hesitating for a moment. Drawing a deep breath, she shifted on the cot and stretched out beside him, carefully laying her arm across his waist.  
 
    “Am I hurting you?” she asked.  
 
    He drew a shuddered breath. “No, but pull the blanket around us, I’m freezing.” 
 
    Sanari grabbed the blanket and pulled it over both of them, nestling her face in against his feverish neck. “Good night, Tash,” she whispered, but he didn’t answer. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 8 
 
      
 
    Sanari sorted through the clothes on the bed. Many of them were worthless, tattered and frayed, irreparable, but some could be sold in town, enough to pay for the expenses of the funeral.  
 
    She lifted a yellow summer dress and stared at it. It wasn’t supposed to be this difficult, these were only clothes after all, nothing more. Crumpling the dress against her, she sat down on the bed and allowed the pent up tears to flow freely.  
 
    What was she going to do now? She’d asked herself the same question for the last few days. What was left to her? A run-down farm that needed more work than she could give it. The roof had leaks, the chimney stones were falling out, and the floor boards were warped. Where would she find the money to repair all of this just to keep going? There weren’t enough possession to sell to even pay the next taxes when they came due.  
 
    She started at the knock on the door. For a moment she thought to pretend she wasn’t home. She didn’t like the empty feeling of the farm and many of the townspeople had been shouting nasty comments at her since Tash’s imprisonment. She lived in fear that some of them would follow her home one of these times and...well, she couldn’t think what they might do.  
 
    Pushing herself to her feet and dropping the dress on the bed, she decided it was best to meet any danger head on, instead of hiding in this broken-down cottage for the rest of her life. However, it was good to be cautious. She picked up the knife she’d left on the kitchen table and edged to the door.  
 
    “Who’s there?” 
 
    “Tav,” came the muffled response.  
 
    Quickly Sanari lowered the knife and threw back the bolt. Tav slipped into the cottage, his eyes shifting from the weapon to her tear-stained face. Sanari placed the knife on a chair beside the door and wiped the tears from her eyes with the backs of her hands. 
 
    “Forgive the way I look,” she said, trying to smooth out her dress and push back her loose hair. “I’ve been sorting through things all day and...” 
 
    Tav’s expression was pained. “Sanari, I’m so sorry about your grandmother.” 
 
    Sanari glanced up at him in surprise, then turned to walk into the kitchen. “She was old, Tav, very old. It was her time. She went in her sleep so I believe she wasn’t in pain. At least she’d lived her life, or that’s what she always told me.” Her voice broke and she lowered her head. 
 
    Tav placed his hand on her shoulder and turned her towards him. “She was also your only family, Sanari. I’m sorry.” 
 
    Sanari met the gaze of his pale blue eyes and the dam broke within her. Sobs wrenched their way out of her throat and she dropped her head, allowing the tears to flow. Tav took her in his arms and held her while she cried.  
 
    She was comforted by his presence and realized she’d been very lonely the last few days. She didn’t know why she was crying so much today, she hadn’t cried since she’d discovered her grandmother’s body, but today had been the hardest.  
 
    She missed her grandmother and she was afraid of the future without her. 
 
    “Shhh,” whispered Tav in her ear, “it’ll be all right, I promise you. Everything will be all right.” 
 
    Sanari forced back her sobs and lifted her head from Tav’s chest. “How can you say that when they’re going to try your brother for murder?” 
 
    Tav smiled, a strange glitter in his blue eyes. “Because they’re not.” 
 
    Sanari frowned, wiping at her tears again. “What are you saying?” 
 
    Tav pulled out two chairs from the kitchen table and pushed Sanari into one across from him. “What are you going to do without your grandmother?” 
 
    “What does that have to do with Tash?” 
 
    “Everything. Are you going to stay in Nogatav?” 
 
    “Where else would I go? Eldon’s star, Tav, what are you talking about?” 
 
    Tav took her hands. “Would you consider leaving Nogatav if it meant seeing Tash freed?” 
 
    “Of course,” said Sanari.  
 
    “Good, because I need your help and anyone who helps me has to be willing to leave Nogatav.” 
 
    “I’ll do it. Whatever it is, I’ll do it.” 
 
    “Good, I thought you’d agree.” He narrowed his eyes on her and his face grew serious. “It won’t be easy and there’ll be only the two of us to carry it off.” 
 
    “What, Tav?” 
 
    “We’re going to break Tash out of jail.”  
 
    Sanari’s eyes widened in surprise. “But...” 
 
    “Just hear me out. We have to be willing to sacrifice our lives here, the school, everything for this to work.” 
 
    “I’m ready,” she said. “Tell me what you need me to do.” 
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    Bells jangled outside of Thane’s tent. The minister pushed himself to his feet and went to the flap, sliding it open. A soldier waited on the other side, his face flushed with perspiration. Motioning the man into the tent, Thane dropped the flap and waited, his expression expectant. 
 
    The soldier saluted him, then reached into the pack over his shoulder and pulled out a letter. Turning it over in his hands, he revealed the blue horse seal from the King. Thane returned the soldier’s salute, then held out his hand. 
 
    “At ease,” he muttered, accepting the letter. “Go get some rest.” 
 
    The soldier saluted once more, then ducked out of the tent. 
 
    Thane tore at the seal, carrying the letter to the camp table and sinking into the chair behind it. Kazarien’s spidery script scrawled across the paper, seeming more hurried and messy than usual. 
 
    Thane drew a deep breath and closed his eyes. While the King went on for some paragraphs about the situation in Nogatav, one sentence was clear. Do not allow them to execute Kiameron’s son. Kazarien wanted Tash immediately pardoned and brought to Trendaria. If the constable refused, Kazarien was prepared to declare Nogatav a hostile state, authorizing Thane to take military control of it. 
 
    Folding the letter carefully, Thane put it in his breast pocket and pushed himself to his feet. Striding purposefully toward the tent flap, he ducked outside and motioned for his second-in-command. 
 
    The officer hurried to his side. “Muster out the men! We ride to Nogatav within the hour.” 
 
    The officer saluted and went to carry out the minister’s orders. Thane patted the letter in his pocket and breathed a sigh of relief. 
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    Tash looked out the window of his cell and allowed the cool breeze to blow his hair. The sun fell on the cobblestone square before him and brightened the festive banners dancing in the wind. The people of Nogatav were milling through the square, speaking in small groups. Tash stood on his tiptoes and looked toward the tavern. A crowd had gathered there also, mostly men standing with their hands in their pockets or passing an early morning bottle. 
 
    His attention shifted to the scaffolding. No matter how many times he willed himself not to look at it, he couldn’t draw his eyes away. It was glaring white in the morning sun. He swallowed down a rush of nausea and closed his eyes. If he allowed his mind to wander, he could almost feel the noose about his neck.  
 
    Forcing himself away from the window, he walked to the cell door and closed his fingers around the cold metal. Simnarian, Grondi, and Marri had all come to see him last night. Marri had sobbed into her handkerchief the entire time, while Grondi and Simnarian paced the small cell over and over again. Tash had borne the visit as long as he could -- he desperately didn’t want to be alone -- but they only made him frantic.  
 
    Neither Tav nor Sanari had been to see him. He had tried to make contact with his brother psychically, but he hadn’t been successful. He was hurt and angry. That Tav should abandon him now stunned him. No matter how he and Tav argued, he had always believed he could count on his brother for anything.  
 
    And Sanari. Damn her, she had worked her way into his thoughts and now she turned her back on him. He tried to reason that she was protecting herself, but still he felt betrayed. He had sincerely believed she’d find a way to see him again.  
 
    He pressed his face against the bars and strained to see down the dimly lit corridor. The only person Tash had seen all morning had been the guard bringing him his meal, and even the guard hadn’t been willing to talk.  
 
    “Face it, you’re lost,” he said to hear his own voice, but it rang so loudly in the cell, he shrank away from it. He backed to his bunk and lay down on his back, throwing one arm over his eyes.  
 
    Again he saw the scaffolding and felt the suffocating hold of the noose around his neck. Late last night he had searched the cell for some way to end his life before the people of Nogatav got the enjoyment of watching him dangle, but the guards had been very careful to leave him nothing even remotely lethal.  
 
    And hope – bitter hope – had burned in his breast. Every footstep he heard had been like a brand on his conscience. He kept expecting to see the King of Trendaria appear like a spectre at his cell door, proclaiming him an innocent man and free to go. As morning light had brightened outside the window, Tash’s hope had fled until there was only the scaffolding in his mind’s eye.  
 
    Shutting his eyes, he forced himself to think of his father. Kiameron had always known what to say to comfort his son. Tash deliberately and painstakingly summoned up a mental image of his father.  
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    Kai crossed the yard and leaned against the fence beside his son. Tash looked up into his face and then back out across the rolling hills that marked his father’s land. Kai didn’t say anything for a long while, just stood beside his son, his hands clasped before him.  
 
    Tash dropped his eyes and studied his father’s hands. He knew the palms were calloused from the hard labor his father did every day, but the backs of his hands were smooth and unlined. 
 
    “Your mother told me about Raven,” said Kai, breaking the oppressive silence.  
 
    Tash drew a deep breath, forcing away the tears. More than anything, he didn’t want his father to see him cry.  
 
    Kai glanced at his son. “I had a dog once. He was my best friend.” 
 
    Tash looked at his father. This was one story he had never heard before. “What was his name?” 
 
    “Maron,” answered Kai, turning toward his son now. “I never even knew what happened to him. He simply didn’t come home one day and I wasn’t able to bury him. Maybe if I’d been able to say goodbye, it wouldn’t have been so bad.” 
 
    Tash swallowed the tears away again.  
 
    Kai laid a hand on his son’s shoulder. “Another thing I never allowed myself to do was cry for him. I thought it somehow made me weak to cry for a dog, but later I realized that I needed to mourn him.” He sighed heavily and narrowed his eyes on his son. “Crying doesn’t make one less of a man. If anything, it makes him stronger.” 
 
    Tash fixed his eyes on his father’s face and now the tears came, unbidden. Kai pulled the boy into his arms and held him tightly, stroking his hair. 
 
    Tash clung to his father’s shirt and sobbed. He smelled the earth on his father, rich and fertile. He buried his face in his father’s chest and felt the strong muscles and listened to his heart beating. It comforted the boy to feel his father’s strength in the face of his grief, and although he knew he should act like a man, it did feel good to have his father hold him again for just a little while.  
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    Tash lay on the bunk in his cell and listened to the townspeople outside the window. He reached into his pocket and fingered the golden oval that held the picture of a man he didn’t know. He had returned to his father’s chest the day after finding the emerald, and he’d been carrying the locket around with him ever since. He didn’t know why he was so obsessed with it, but he was, and yet he felt guilty for it. He felt like he was somehow betraying the memory of his father. Tears filled his eyes, rolling down across his temples and into his hair.  
 
    Tash hadn’t cried in a long time, many years in fact, but he cried now, his chest heaving, his sobs wrenching their way from his throat. He was terrified and he was alone. Lord, how alone he was.  
 
    “Tash,” came a voice at the door.  
 
    Tash bolted upright, swinging his feet to the floor and hurriedly wiping the tears from his eyes. He should have felt ashamed by his show of emotion, but strangely he didn’t. Sanari’s anxious face peered at him from beneath the cowl of a black cape, her blonde hair gleaming yellow in the sun’s light.  
 
    “Sanari, I thought. . .” 
 
    “Quiet!” she hissed, glancing back down the corridor. She produced a key from inside her sleeve and placed it in the lock.  
 
    Tash rose to his feet and glanced back at the window. “What are you doing?” 
 
    She gave him a withering glare and continued to unlock the door, throwing it open. “Hurry, we don’t have much time,” she said, grabbing his hand and pulling him toward the corridor.  
 
    But he pulled her back instead, forcing her up against him. Before she could protest, he brought his mouth down on hers, kissing her with unbridled passion. She was stiff with shock and surprise in his arms, but he slowly lowered his hands down her back, pulling her in against him.  
 
    She gasped against his mouth, but he continued to kiss her until she relaxed in his arms, her body molding itself to his. They stayed just so, affirming the bond that neither of them were willing to admit just yet.  
 
    Finally she lifted her hands and braced them against his chest, pushing him back so she could look into his eyes. 
 
    “We have to hurry, Tash, before the guards wake or someone sees us.” 
 
    “How did you…” 
 
    “No time to explain,” she said, freeing herself from his grip.  
 
    As they moved down the hall, Tash peered about in confusion. The guard lay strewn on his chair, his mouth open and his breathing heavy and regular. They passed through the constable’s office.  
 
    Tash halted in shock. The constable was sprawled over his desk, head on his arms, his snores ringing loudly in the silent jail.  
 
    “Sanari, what’s going on?” 
 
    Sanari didn’t answer him. She went to the door leading behind the jail and peered out. Motioning Tash over, she showed him a wagon with a team of horses at the far end of the alley.  
 
    “We’ve got to hurry before someone decides to inspect the backdoor. Run for the bed of the wagon and bury yourself under the hay. Say nothing until we are out of here.” 
 
    Tash shook his head. “I’m not going anywhere until you explain this to me.” 
 
    Sanari stared at him. “You can’t be serious. Do you really want me to give you an explanation when they’ll be coming for you in a few minutes?” 
 
    Tash considered his answer. The memory of the scaffolding and the people milling about the tavern was still strong in his mind. He pushed her aside and looked into the alleyway himself. It seemed empty, except for the wagon and team. Did she plan to drive it herself? He had seen her drive a wagon before and it didn’t comfort him, but he reasoned that being killed instantly in a wreck was preferable to being hung.  
 
    They ran for the wagon and Tash threw himself over the rear tailgate, burrowing under the straw. He heard Sanari exchange a few words with another and then the wagon lurched forward.  
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    Thane’s face paled as his battalion entered Nogatav and the scaffolding came into view. A crowd of townspeople milled around it, watching the soldiers as they turned toward the jail. Thane shuddered and drew a deep breath. A blood-thirsty town, Nogatav, and one he would be happy to quit. 
 
    Obviously, Kazarien’s letter had arrived just in time. Despite his warning, the constable had been planning to carry out the execution as scheduled. Thane almost wished he would try to thwart Kazarien’s orders. He wouldn’t mind removing the constable from his duty. 
 
    Pulling the horse to a halt before the jail, Thane swung out of the saddle. He motioned his personal guard to follow him up the stairs and he threw open the door, stepping into the oddly silent building. Glancing at his second, he motioned the men to fan out, checking each corridor. The hair on the nape of Thane’s neck rose in warning, a soldier’s instinct deeply ingrained inside of him. 
 
    “Constable?” he shouted into the dark, quiet recesses. He received no answer. 
 
    Turning down one of the hallways, he came to a halt, his eyes lighting on the guard sprawled across the chair at the end of it. Crossing to the man’s side, Thane noted that he was still breathing. With a frown, he moved past him and continued toward the constable’s office. 
 
    He found the man sleeping behind his desk as he had once before, but this time the sleep didn’t seem natural. Pushing the constable back in his chair, he lifted a glass of water from the desk and tossed the contents into the constable’s face. 
 
    The man sputtered and lifted a hand to wipe it away, rocking forward in his seat. Blinking up at the minister, he looked confusedly around. 
 
    “What’s going on here?” demanded Thane. 
 
    The constable shook his head and wiped his hands over his face. “I don’t know. I...” Pushing himself suddenly to his feet, he staggered around the desk and made for the door, coming up short as Thane’s second appeared in the entrance. 
 
    “The prisoner is gone!” said the second. 
 
    Thane’s eyes widened and he shifted his attention to the constable. 
 
    The constable shook his head again. “The girl was here. She brought us muffins. She said she wanted to say goodbye to him.” 
 
    “And you let her?” 
 
    The constable leaned against the wall, rubbing the back of his neck. “I don’t know what happened. I was talking to her, then the next thing I knew, you threw water at me.” 
 
    Thane drew a calming breath. “Search the town. She must have let him out,” he told his second. Striding toward the door, he paused beside the constable and touched the letter in his pocket. “I was just coming to give you a pardon from the King.” 
 
    “A pardon?” 
 
    “Yes, so I suggest you go outside and let your people know they can forget their entertainment for today. There won’t be an execution after all.” 
 
    “But?” 
 
    Thane loomed over the other man, glaring down into his blurry eyes. “Do not anger me further, Constable. I also have orders to take control of your town if you try to thwart me. Make sure none of your people take it into their heads to go after the half-blood because anyone caught doing so will be arrested.” 
 
    The constable reared away, but he didn’t answer. Thane didn’t wait for a response either, but left the man standing in the doorway and headed for his horse. 
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    Grondi stepped out of the barn and watched the horses canter into his yard. He recognized the symbol on the uniforms of the soldiers -- Trendarian military. Pulling the rag from his back pocket, he wiped his hands as he went to meet them. 
 
    The lead rider caught sight of him and dismounted. “Good evening, I am the Minister of Defense for Trendaria,” he said, holding out his hand. 
 
    Grondi shook it, but he didn’t offer any greeting in return. 
 
    “Are you Tasamer’s uncle?” 
 
    Grondi glanced over his shoulder as Marri stepped out of the house. “I am.” 
 
    The minister shifted his eyes toward Marri as well. “Might I have a word with you?” 
 
    “I don’t know where my nephew is,” Grondi said, deliberately positioning himself before the other man. “We’ve been through a traumatic few weeks and we just want to be left alone.” 
 
    Thane regarded the man steadily for a moment, then reached into his breast pocket and pulled out a letter. Grondi recognized the King’s seal at once. “I think you’d be interested in reading this,” he said, handing it to Grondi. 
 
    Grondi took the letter, stuffing the rag into his back pocket. Marri hurried to his side and glanced over his shoulder as he opened it. Scanning the contents, his eyes widened and he shared a look with his wife. 
 
    “Is this real?” he asked, looking up at the minister. 
 
    “Absolutely.” 
 
    Folding the letter again, Grondi handed it back. “Why don’t you come in?” he said, indicating the stairs of the house. 
 
    The minister gave him a brief smile, then motioned for Marri to precede him. The three of them entered the house and Marri led the way to the parlor. Turning to face the minister, she held out her hand. When the minister accepted it, she covered it with both her own, her eyes filling with tears. 
 
    “You don’t know what your visit means to us,” she said. “I’m Marri, and this is my husband, Grondi.” 
 
    “Thane,” said the minister, patting her hand with his free one. 
 
    Marri released him. “Can I get you some tea, something to eat?” 
 
    Thane laughed. “No, thank you, but I would like a little information. Can we sit for a moment?” 
 
    “Of course,” said Marri. 
 
    They took seats, Grondi bracing his forearms on his thighs. He felt almost weak with relief. He had feared the soldiers were coming to tell him his nephew had been captured. Tash’s escape was a situation fraught with conflicting emotions. He knew neither he nor Marri could accept Tash’s hanging, but they also feared what might happen if Tash and Tav were caught. Kazarien’s pardon took all of that paralyzing fear away. 
 
    “As I’m sure you’re aware, the King’s pardon guarantees Tash’s safety.” 
 
    “We can’t thank you enough for that,” said Marri. 
 
    “However, there is the little problem of his escape.” Thane leaned forward. “I need to know where he is. Kazarien wants him brought to Trendaria under his protection. I think we all agree that even with the King’s pardon, Tash is in danger here in Nogatav.” 
 
    Marri and Grondi exchanged a look. Grondi turned back to the minister. “We have no idea where Tash is.” 
 
    “I was hoping his brother might know.” 
 
    Marri and Grondi hesitated. Grondi believed they could trust Thane, especially with the King’s pardon in his pocket; however, mixing Tav into it was another matter. 
 
    “I know he is responsible for his brother’s release,” said Thane, guessing at their hesitation. “So does the constable. I will offer him and the young woman with him the King’s protection as well.” He drew a deep breath. “I told the constable he wasn’t to send anyone out after your nephew, but I also ordered him not to proceed with the execution until I had contacted Kazarien. Obviously that order wasn’t obeyed. I do not want someone taking their misguided justice out on your nephews before I can intervene. Please tell me where they are.” 
 
    Grondi sighed. “I wish we knew. Tav didn’t tell us his plan. He just disappeared in the middle of the night. We didn’t know what was happening until we went into town this morning, same as everyone else.” 
 
    Thane nodded. “I see. Any guesses as to where they’d go?” 
 
    “I don’t think Tav took much with him,” said Marri. “Simnarian, the blacksmith, lent him a couple of horses and a wagon, but Tav didn’t have time to gather anything else.” 
 
    “Then he’d probably head toward Trendaria,” said Thane. 
 
    Grondi’s head lifted and he narrowed his gaze on the minister. “He wanted me to go to Trendaria, to petition the King directly for help. I was afraid to leave Nogatav and not know what was happening here. I wonder if he thought to do it himself.” 
 
    Thane smiled. “It’s a start. I’ll head directly for the city and we’ll hope he winds up there.” He rose to his feet. Marri and Grondi rose with him. 
 
    As he turned to go, Grondi made a decision. “Wait, Minister,” he said. 
 
    Thane turned. “Yes?” 
 
    Grondi glanced at Marri, then exhaled. How could he not trust the man responsible for Tash’s pardon? “I have something I’d like you to give to our nephew, Tash, an heirloom that belonged to his father.” 
 
    Thane hesitated for a moment, his eyes shifting between the two of them. “I would be honored to take it,” he said gravely. 
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    Tash drifted in and out of sleep while the wagon lurched across ruts in the road. It had been hours since he’d escaped from the jail and he wanted to poke his head out of the hay and see where they were, but he was afraid to risk discovery. He had seen Sanari climb into the buckboard, but since they’d begun the journey, he hadn’t heard her voice.  
 
    It was hot and stuffy under the hay and he’d soon grown tired of the dry, grassy scent. If only they would stop for a few moments and allow him a quick drink of water. He knew there was no one behind them because he’d never heard any other horses. Still the wagon continued to lurch on endlessly.  
 
    Again he drifted to sleep. When he awoke, he knew it must be much later because the air had cooled. The wagon had also come to a halt. He listened and heard the buckboard creak as two people jumped down. A muffled voice spoke to the horses.  
 
    “Tash,” came Sanari’s voice at the tailgate. “You can come out.” 
 
    Tash pushed his way out of the hay and breathed deeply of the night air. Rising to his feet, he stretched his cramped and tired muscles, then climbed to the ground beside her. She smiled at him and reached out to remove straw from his hair and shirt.  
 
    “Where are we?” he asked, looking around.  
 
    “We’re deep in the forest between Nogatav and Trendaria, near the Hottan River.” 
 
    He shook his head to dislodge the rest of the clinging hay, then looked back over the wagon toward the figure with the horses. “Who’s that?”  
 
    Sanari didn’t answer him, but went to the wagon and rummaged through the hay searching for something. Tash watched her and then moved toward the front of the wagon. 
 
    The figure lifted his head and then pushed back his hood.  
 
    Tash took a breath in surprise. “Tav, what in Eldon’s name are you...” 
 
    Tav didn’t give his brother time to argue. He grabbed Tash in a clumsy embrace. 
 
    Tash caught his brother by the shoulders and held him away. “What do you think you’re doing?” 
 
    “I’m saving you from execution.” 
 
    Tash’s jaw hardened and then before Tav could react, he hauled back and struck Tav on the chin with his fist. Tav landed on his backside. Stunned, he looked up at his brother and rubbed at his chin. Sanari ran around the side of the wagon.  
 
    “You ignorant ass!” shouted Tash, starting toward Tav. Sanari intervened, inserting herself between the brothers.  
 
    “Don’t, Tash!” 
 
    “Why are you mad at me?” asked Tav in surprise.  
 
    “What the hell do you think you’re doing? Both of you. Now you’re accomplices to an escape.” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter,” said Tav, picking himself up. 
 
    “What do you mean it doesn’t matter?” 
 
    Sanari held him back. “Because neither of us are going back to Nogatav, Tash.” 
 
    “No, wrong. You are going back. You’re going back tonight.” 
 
    “We can’t, Tash,” said Tav. “The guards know Sanari drugged them.” 
 
    “How could you do this? What about Marri and Grondi, what about the farm? Who’s going to help them now, Tav? And you?” he shouted, turning to Sanari. “Who’s going to watch after your grandmother?” 
 
    Sanari met his gaze and drew a deep breath. “My grandmother is dead, Tash. She died last week. I have no one now, nothing to hold me to Nogatav.” 
 
    Tash stared at her. Tav stepped closer. “And I couldn’t have watched you die. Grondi and Marri would want it this way. Father and Mother would want it this way.” 
 
    Tash shifted his eyes to his brother’s face. How many times in the last few days had he wished Tav would just share his thoughts for a moment, give him some comfort, but Tav had not been there for him. Now he knew why. Tav couldn’t risk Tash knowing of his plan because he would have done anything to prevent him from attempting it.  
 
    “What will we do now?” he said tiredly. His back had begun to ache again.  
 
    “Go to Trendaria,” said Tav.  
 
    Tash narrowed his eyes and shook his head. “Trendaria? You don’t think news of my escape will reach Trendaria?” 
 
    “I’m sure it will,” said Tav, “but we don’t have much choice. I want to petition the King for his protection.” 
 
    Tash frowned. “He isn’t going to help us, Tav.” 
 
    “He might, especially once he knows we’re Kiameron’s sons.” 
 
    Tash glanced away. “And if he doesn’t?” 
 
    “What other choice do we have? We can’t go home.” 
 
    Tash was silent for a moment. They could never go home. He wouldn’t risk Marri and Grondi that way. Unless he wanted to spend the rest of his life running, he had to put his faith in the King. Tav was right about that. It was the only chance he had for a life now. “We won’t make it in one night.” 
 
    “No, we’ll camp here and in the morning, set out again.” 
 
    “What if we’re followed?” 
 
    “I expected pursuit before this, but we’re well off the main road. It’ll take them some time to find us.” 
 
    “Thank you both,” Tash said wearily. 
 
    They smiled at him and then Tav moved toward the horses. “Change your clothes. We brought you something from home. I’m going to unhook the horses so they can graze.” 
 
    Tash nodded, but as Sanari turned away to give him privacy, he caught her arm. She looked up at him, her eyes huge in the darkness. He reached out and brushed a strand of blonde hair from her face.  
 
    “I am sorry about your grandmother, Sanari. I didn’t know.” 
 
    She touched his hand with her own. “I know you didn’t, but thank you.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 9 
 
      
 
    It took two full days traveling through the forest and back roads for the three companions to reach Trendaria. Tash felt battered and beaten and trail-weary when they came in sight of the barricade. Sharing a glance with his brother, he gripped the side of the buckboard and held his breath. 
 
    A battalion of soldiers blocked the main road, checking all of the foot traffic going into and out of the city. Tash swallowed hard. He knew this wasn’t a normal blockade by the way the citizens were reacting toward it. 
 
    ‘Maybe we should turn around,’ thought Tav. 
 
    “No, keep going. We knew this would happen.” He met his brother’s frightened gaze. “We have no other choice, Tav. Neither of us wants a life of sneaking down back roads and alleys. We have to put our trust in the King.” 
 
    Tav nodded, but his knuckles were white on the reins. Glancing over his shoulder, Tash forced a smile for Sanari’s sake, but she was too afraid to return it. 
 
    As soon as they came upon the blockade, a soldier stepped out into the road. He scrutinized the three companions closely, then motioned for Tav to pull the wagon to the side. Tav hesitated, panic entering his face. Tash reached over and closed his hands on the reins, trying to forestall an unfortunate reaction. 
 
    ‘It’s all right,’ he thought psychically. ‘Do what he says.’ 
 
    Tav directed the wagon to the spot indicated by the soldier. When he lifted his eyes to Tash, his face was pale, his jaw clenched. 
 
    The soldier strolled over to the wagon, glancing back to monitor the passage of people along the road. He leaned against the buckboard. “The Minister of Defense is waiting for you.” 
 
    Tash blinked in astonishment. “What?” 
 
    “The Minister of Defense gave very precise orders that we were to check all entrance into the city. Should we find three people meeting your description, we were to send for him.” Shifting until he was facing the three companions, the soldier eyed Tash. “He said we were to notify him at once, so that he could give you a personal escort to the King himself.” 
 
    Sanari gasped. Tash could only stare at the soldier in bewilderment. 
 
    “Wait here for the escort,” ordered the guard. 
 
    Tash nodded, unable to find his voice. 
 
    The guard turned his back and walked toward the barricade, motioning for another soldier. They carried on a quiet conversation, then the second soldier hurried behind the barricade, disappearing into the streets of Trendaria. 
 
    Tash and Tav exchanged a look, but neither of them knew what to make of the situation. 
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    Tash rode in the midst of Kazarien’s guards, Thane at his left, Sanari on his right, and Tav a short distance behind. Tash was so tired that when the streets of Trendaria stretched before them, lit by lanterns swinging in the spring breeze, he couldn’t stop the sigh of gratitude that escaped him. The King’s pardon that Thane had brought him rested in the breast pocket of his shirt and he touched it again to reassure himself it was still there. 
 
    A few meandering citizens stopped to watch the entourage bearing down on the white castle rising in the distance, but for the most part, their entrance into the capital caused very little notice.  
 
    A trumpet rent the still night air, ringing out from the enormous gates enclosing the courtyard surrounding the castle. Tash drew in his breath, his eyes wide in wonder. 
 
    “The Lord Koviand built the castle from the ruins of the previous one after the War of Gava. It had been burnt to the ground,” said the Minister of Defense.  
 
    “Lord Kazarien is a young king, isn’t he?” asked Tash.  
 
    “So many in the Kingdom feel, but what Lord Kazarien may lack in years, he makes up for in here.” Thane tapped his brow. 
 
    “You respect him a great deal, don’t you?” 
 
    “I find him to be a very good king, and an even better man.” 
 
    Tash couldn’t deny the claim since Kazarien had pardoned him, but he wasn’t yet beyond his annoyance that his own brother and Sanari were now mixed up in everything. Shifting in his saddle, he glanced at his brother. Tav wasn’t paying any attention to the conversation. His entire focus was on the castle rising in the distance.  
 
    The gates before the castle opened. Tash was forced to crane his neck back in order to look up at them as the entourage passed beneath. A row of stone statues, standing in kingly poses, guarded the upper wall, which was also manned by living warriors.  
 
    Once inside the gates, they cantered up the cobbled path toward the castle and were met by attendants, who moved to relieve them of their tired mounts. Tash dropped to the ground, then lifted his arms to Sanari. She slid off the horse, leaning against him a moment to gain her balance. He gave her a reassuring smile, keeping a supportive hand on her elbow, and turned to look up at the castle.  
 
    It rose high above their heads, dwarfing them. The walls were white plaster, mounted by a turret at each of the four corners. As Thane motioned them forward, Tash led Sanari up the rising stairs to the open doors. Running his hand along the marbled columns holding the front balcony in place, he marveled at the simple elegance of it.  
 
    An enormous chandelier hung from the domed roof of the entry and its warm glow beckoned them inside. A servant dressed in a gold brocade uniform greeted them with a bow, which Tash acknowledge with a nod of his head. Turning on his heel, he surveyed the stained glass windows, which rose from floor to domed ceiling beside the double doors, the golden urns before the windows, and the white carpeting covering the stairs in front of them.  
 
    Suddenly aware of his dusty, disheveled appearance, he turned to find Thane smiling at him. “I don’t think this is the proper place for a soldier in the Trendarian militia to meet his liege lord.” 
 
    Thane glanced at the servant and they both laughed. “If you were simply a soldier in the militia, you’d be correct, but. . .” 
 
    “But that’s what I am.” 
 
    “However,” said Thane, “there is the little matter of your escape and your two companions, who are not sworn members of the militia.” 
 
    Tash glanced at Sanari and turned to regard his brother who’d just entered from the courtyard. Tav was staring about him in much the same way Tash had done, his appearance looking no less disheveled than his brother’s.  
 
    Turning back to Thane, Tash drew a weary breath. “I am more than grateful for my pardon, but what exactly does the King expect of me now?” 
 
    “You’re to stay here in the castle under our watch, until he’s certain things have cooled sufficiently in Nogatav.” 
 
    “I signed up for the militia, Minister, and therefore, I’m under Lord Kazarien’s command, but my brother and our friend will need room and board. . .” 
 
    “Which will be provided here.” 
 
    “We don’t feel right about accepting charity.” 
 
    Thane glanced at the chamberlain again. “I’m certain the Lord Kazarien will find some way for all of you to earn your keep; however, right now, my only concern is protecting you.” 
 
    Tash started to protest once more, but Tav pulled him back. “We’re most grateful for anything you offer, Minister.” 
 
    The two brothers glared at each other. 
 
    “This is Lord Kazarien’s chamberlain, Bokel. He’ll show you to your quarters.” 
 
    “This way,” said Bokel, gesturing toward the stairs rising before them.  
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    Tash looked about the suite uneasily. He’d never been in such elaborate quarters before and he wasn’t quite sure how to act. He didn’t touch anything, he didn’t sit, and he didn’t lie down on the bed. He simply stood in the middle of the room and revolved slowly, taking it all in.  
 
    A female servant entered, glancing at him. His eyes followed her as she carried towels into the bathing room and then came back out, disappearing into the sleeping chamber. Tash followed her to the door, watching her turn down the bed for the night.  
 
    Once she’d finished, she looked up at him and dropped her eyes. “I’ll have supper sent up in a short while. Is there anything else you require, sir?” 
 
    Tash stared at her, trying to figure out what more he could possibly want.  
 
    “Would you be needing a sleeping gown?” 
 
    “A sleeping gown?” muttered Tash, uncertain he’d heard her right. He’d never slept in anything but his bare skin before. Did he need a sleeping gown? Were servants going to be parading through his room at all hours? “I’m not sure.” 
 
    She blinked at him, then dropped her eyes again, a faint tinge of red touching her cheeks. “Shall I bring one for you?” 
 
    “Is it required?” 
 
    “Only if you wish.” Her voice trailed away into what sounded very much like a nervous giggle.  
 
    His own cheeks flamed red. What in blazes had he said that was so infernally funny? “I don’t need anything.” 
 
    She nodded and keeping her head bowed, made a graceful retreat from his rooms. Tash drew a deep breath, more perplexed than he’d been before her arrival. What was he going to do now? He wished he and Tav had been given a room together. Hell, this suite of rooms was larger than his aunt and uncle’s cottage.  
 
    ‘Take a bath,’ came Tav’s thought and Tash welcomed the intrusion.  
 
    He wandered to the bathing chamber and trailed his fingers through the warm, scented water. Cold baths behind the barn or in the running creek were his usual store. Only Marri had taken the luxury of warm baths at home. He, Tav and Grondi had never found the patience to wait for the water to heat or to lug it up the stairs.  
 
    ‘This is strange, Tav.’ He returned his thoughts as he stripped out of his clothes. Remembering the shy servant, he hurried to the main room and locked the door. ‘I’ve never felt so out of place.’ 
 
    ‘Enjoy it. Do you think soldiers get even a measure of the comfort we’re used to?’ 
 
    ‘I guess you’re right.’ Tash couldn’t suppress a sigh of satisfaction as he sank into the warm water. He ducked under completely, then came up, combing his long hair out of his eyes. ‘I could get used to this, I think.’ 
 
    ‘Just imagine what Sanari must be feeling right now.’ 
 
    Tash smiled at the thought of Sanari marveling at this opulence. Then he sobered. Sanari had seen even more difficult times than he and Tav. 
 
    He lay back in the tub and closed his eyes, allowing the warm water to wash over him, stealing away the ache of the long trail from Nogatav and the pain from the healing wound in his back. To think he’d been so close to hanging just a few days ago. It seemed absurd he should be enjoying such luxury now.  
 
    ‘Good night, Tash,’ came Tav’s final thought.  
 
    ‘Good night, Tav,’ answered Tash, feeling his brother’s presence slipping away. Immediately he felt an overwhelming sense of loneliness and his thoughts returned to Sanari. Maybe it wasn’t Tav he wished to share these rooms with after all.  
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    Tav took breakfast in his private rooms on the balcony overlooking the gardens. It was a beautiful spring day and the sun was already shining on the lawn below his windows. He pushed his plate away, quite satiated, and lifted his teacup, sipping at it and watching the gardeners trimming the hedges. Yes, he could get used to life in a castle.  
 
    He glanced over his shoulder when the door opened. Bokel, the King’s chamberlain, crossed the plush white carpeting and stepped out on the balcony, pausing beside Tav to survey the work going on in the garden.  
 
    “Good morning, Master Taverand, I trust you slept well.” 
 
    “Better than well.” 
 
    “And your breakfast was to your liking?” continued the chamberlain.  
 
    “The best I’ve ever had.”  
 
    “The Lord Kazarien requires your attendance in his study once you’ve finished your meal.” 
 
    Tav immediately set his teacup down and rose to his feet, tucking his shirt into his trousers. “Of course, you should have said so at once.” 
 
    The chamberlain seemed pleased by the younger man’s deference toward the King and turned on his heel. “Follow me, Master,” he said and strode from Tav’s rooms.  
 
    He led him down the hallway and to the stairs. He stepped onto the tiled entry and glanced up to be sure Tav followed, then turned to the right and moved down another hall. Tav studied the walls and artifacts as he went, marveling again at the opulence of the palace.  
 
    He was led to a cozy room with a fireplace on one wall. A fire burned low in the grating. On the opposite wall were floor to ceiling windows, in front of which sat a very large, very imposing desk. Heavy brocade curtains were tied off on either side of the windows and a thin, sheer cloth covered them, filtering the light that poured in from the gardens.  
 
    Tav looked about in awe. 
 
    “I trust your stay has been pleasant?” came a voice behind him.  
 
    Tav turned and found the King of Trendaria standing in the doorway. He was a tall man, a little older than Tav, with light brown hair and dark eyes. He was slender, his movements elegant and graceful. He wore a dark burgundy jacket and black trousers. Gold medallions graced his left breast. His hair was long, combed back off his forehead and held by a simple band of gold, designating his rank as King of the Protectorate. He wasn’t ruggedly handsome like Tash, but he had cultured good looks. 
 
    Tav sketched an awkward bow. “Yes, Your Majesty, I’ve never been anywhere finer. The castle is truly magnificent.” 
 
    “My father, Lord Koviand, designed it stone by stone, but my mother saw to the inside. She sent as far away as Temeron for many of the artifacts you see. Have Bokel assign someone to give you a tour.” 
 
    “Thank you, I will, Your Majesty.” 
 
    Kazarien moved past Tav and crossed around the desk, pulling out the chair and taking a seat.  
 
    “Your Majesty, I don’t know how to thank you for all you’ve done. My brother would most likely be dead if you hadn’t intervened. We both owe you a great deal,” said Tav. 
 
    Kazarien’s eyes narrowed briefly, then he leaned back in his chair and clasped his hands together, resting them on his lean stomach. “You may be surprised by my motives, Master Taverand.” 
 
    “Please, call me Tav, Your Majesty. I’m a little uncomfortable with the title and all.” 
 
    Kazarien smiled. “Of course, Tav. At any rate, I’m afraid my assistance wasn’t without an ulterior motive. And it’s for this reason that I’ve asked you here today.” 
 
    “I’m not following, Your Majesty.” 
 
    “Thane went to see your aunt and uncle before he left Nogatav.” 
 
    “Did my uncle have a message for me, Your Majesty?” 
 
    “Yes, he wanted you to know that he and your aunt love you very much.” 
 
    Tav drew a deep breath. He suddenly felt alone. “I never thought I’d find myself in this situation. I expected I’d stay in Nogatav and help my uncle farm until I married and started a farm of my own.” 
 
    “From what Thane has told me of you, I don’t think you’re cut out for the role of a farmer.” 
 
    “I guess not. Tash has always criticized me about being lazy, but I’d just rather read books than plow fields.” 
 
    Kazarien smiled again. “Can’t say I’d enjoy those things either. Still and all, Nogatav isn’t a very tolerant town. Would you really raise a family there?” 
 
    Tav frowned. “I don’t know, Your Majesty. I’ve never known anything else.” 
 
    “Sometimes things present themselves when we don’t even know we’re looking for anything else. Perhaps you were meant to leave, to pursue another avenue.” 
 
    “Your Majesty, I get the feeling you’re hinting at something.” 
 
    “Loden is going to war. All the signs point to it, but there are only a handful of us who seem to believe it. Erram is building a very large force in Mt. Askar and like his predecessor, I’ve every reason to believe he wants dominion over all of Loden.” 
 
    Tav narrowed his eyes.  
 
    Kazarien leaned forward, “I am leading an expedition to the other protectorates to assist them in preparing for war.” 
 
    Tav blinked in astonishment. “You, Your Majesty? You intend to leave Trendaria?” 
 
    “Who better? The Kings know me and therefore, I think it’ll be more effective if I go to their kingdoms to bring the warning.” He leaned back and rested his hands on the arms of his chair. “Since the last war, Trendaria has become known for her military prowess. We were one of the few protectorates not decimated by the Gaviston because of the alliance we had with Zenoradel. If I offer a little of that military expertise in shoring up their own borders, perhaps I’ll get them to listen to me, as well as consider a new alliance.” 
 
    “And what about Trendaria, Your Majesty? Who will prepare her for war?” 
 
    “Thane is my Minister of Defense because he understands military tactics and defense better than I do. I’m a statesman, Tav, not a warrior. I do much better with words than a sword. As a good king, I’ll leave defense of Trendaria to a man capable of securing it. And I’ll do my part by alerting the other protectorates so they may assist me in protecting that which is ours.” 
 
    Tav exhaled. “And I sense there’s more, Your Majesty?” 
 
    “Your brother, Tasamer, is a member of my militia. He is part of a plan to shore up my cavalry. To be most blunt, he is also the son of Kiameron. More than having him fight on my behalf, having him speak to this alliance may go far in securing it.” 
 
    Tav’s head lifted in understanding. “And I am also the son of Kiameron, is that right, Your Majesty?” 
 
    “Precisely.” 
 
    “Why have you approached me before my brother?” 
 
    Kazarien’s brows lifted. “Your brother is a sworn enlistee, you are not.” 
 
    “But you would have me as such?” 
 
    To Tav’s surprise, Kazarien shook his head. “I would have you along in another capacity.” 
 
    “What capacity, Your Majesty?” 
 
    “As an Envoy of Diplomatic Relations. With your education, I think you would be an asset to my court. You will be able to view present times with an ear toward the past. In negotiations, that can be a very useful weapon, especially in consideration of your bloodline.” 
 
    Tav smiled calculatingly. “So you wouldn’t expect me to be a soldier. You’d expect me to be an employee, an advisor with a salary, Your Majesty?” 
 
    Kazarien chuckled. “Yes, a salary.” 
 
    “And I wouldn’t have to bunk with the other enlisted men?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Or drill with weapons?” 
 
    Kazarien shook his head. 
 
    Tav considered the information, but there really wasn’t much to consider. The King was offering him an opportunity to utilize his schooling and to earn his own keep. The chance to play a superior role over Tash didn’t escape him either. Finally was the knowledge that he would be his own master. This was the sweetest enticement of all.  
 
    “I accept, Your Majesty,” he said with a low bow.  
 
    Kazarien smiled. “I am glad.” 
 
    At that moment, the door opened and a boy of about fifteen entered. His clothing was dusty and worn, his hair a very disheveled brown, his eyes as dark as the King’s. “You sent for me, Kazarien.” 
 
    Kazarien frowned at him. “Have you left any dirt in the yard, Aziak?” 
 
    The boy glanced down on himself and then back to the King’s dark eyes. Tav wondered if he should leave, but Kazarien hadn’t dismissed him yet.  
 
    “I haven’t had time to clean-up between your summons and my duties.” 
 
    “Duties? Really. Let’s be truthful, Aziak. You prefer the company of horses to that of people.” 
 
    “And for good reason.” 
 
    Kazarien’s scowl turned into a smile. “Tav, I’d like you to meet my brother, the Prince Aziak. Aziak, Tav is going to be my Envoy of Diplomatic Relations.” 
 
    The young man scrutinized Tav. “Pleased to meet you.” 
 
    “And I you, Your Highness,” said Tav, ducking his head in obeisance.  
 
    Again the dark eyes surveyed Tav. “You must be the half-blood everyone’s talking about.” 
 
    “Aziak!” 
 
    Tav smiled at the King’s discomfort. “It’s all right. I don’t think he meant it the same way they do in Nogatav, Your Majesty.” 
 
    Aziak glanced between his older brother and Tav, shrugging his shoulders. “It’s true, isn’t it?” 
 
    “It isn’t necessary to always be so infernally truthful,” said Kazarien sternly.  
 
    “Well, anyway. You’re Kiameron’s son.” 
 
    “One of them.” 
 
    “And you killed a man.” 
 
    “You mean my brother, Tash. I’m sure he’s the one everyone is talking about. I’m not quite as interesting, Your Highness.” 
 
    Aziak didn’t seem to care either way. He turned to his brother and smacked a dusty glove against his ungloved hand. Kazarien grimaced at the cloud of dirt that rose from him.  
 
    “What did you want, Kazarien? I was breaking that roan stallion when you summoned and I need to get back.” 
 
    “Forget the stallion today. I want you to take Tav on a tour of our lands.” He turned suddenly to Tav. “You do ride?” 
 
    “Of course, Your Majesty,” said Tav, “I was practically born in the saddle.” 
 
    Aziak wasn’t impressed. “Well, come if you’re coming,” he said, turning toward the door. “I hope you can keep up because I don’t have all day and I do need to check the mares in the farthest pasture before sundown.” 
 
    Tav blinked at the young man’s back in astonishment. What an arrogant whelp. He felt Kazarien regarding him and he lifted his eyes to the King.  
 
    “My father died when Aziak was nine, my mother two years earlier. Their loss was devastating to me, not to mention the impossible responsibility that fell to my keeping. Aziak has basically raised himself. He’s a good boy, although willful and completely without respect. Please don’t be offended by his brazen personality. He means nothing by it.” 
 
    “Sounds like someone I know quite well. I’ll accept your brother if you’ll accept mine, Your Majesty,” said Tav and turned to follow the prince.  
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    Tash looked at the portrait on the wall in the main hallway. It was a very lifelike painting of a young woman in a flowing white gown. The background was black to offset the gown, and the entire effect was ethereal and stirring. Her ivory blonde hair fell like spun silk over her brown shoulders and two enormous silver eyes gazed out from a flawlessly beautiful face.  
 
    Her perfect face was wistful, almost sorrowful. Something in her heartbroken look fascinated Tash and he stared at the portrait unblinking. He was so absorbed that he didn’t hear the silent approach of the chamberlain behind him. When the servant spoke, he jumped and turned quickly.  
 
    “I’m sorry, sir, did I startle you?” 
 
    Tash drew a deep breath to still his pounding heart. “Yes.” His attention was drawn back to the portrait. “Who is this woman?” 
 
    Bokel looked up and regarded the painting thoughtfully. “The Lady Alina.” 
 
    “Alina,” repeated Tash, then he turned to the servant. “Does she live here?” 
 
    The chamberlain blinked at him, then straightened his shoulders. “The Lord Kazarien requests your presence in the parlor.” 
 
    Tash frowned. “You didn’t answer my question.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, sir,” said the man, “it’s just that this is a delicate subject.” 
 
    “I’m not sure I understand.” 
 
    “She was Lord Kazarien’s intended.” 
 
    “Was? What happened?” 
 
    Bokel looked uncomfortable. “I don’t like to gossip about my betters, sir.” 
 
    “I don’t think it’s gossip if you just tell me the facts. I don’t want to blunder over something when I meet the man who saved my life and who is also my liege lord.” 
 
    Bokel considered this. “You do have a point, sir.” He drew a deep breath as if he were preparing to recite a fable. “The Lady Alina is obviously Stravad, born and raised in Temeron. The Lord Kazarien met her when he schooled in Temeron just prior to his father dying. He brought her here after he took the crown and they were to be married; however, just prior to the wedding, she received word that her father was ill and she must return home. Lord Kazarien gave her an escort and allowed her to leave. She never returned.” 
 
    Tash looked back at the portrait. “He must have been devastated.” 
 
    Bokel didn’t answer. 
 
    Tash glanced at him, but Bokel wouldn’t meet his eye. 
 
    “Lord Kazarien awaits, sir,” he finally said. 
 
    They went down the long corridor in silence, their footsteps soundless in the plush carpeting. At various intervals along the walls were other portraits of people with light brown hair and dark eyes. These paintings were lavishly adorned in heavy gold frames, but none left a lasting impression like the one of the woman in the main hallway.  
 
    Tash was led into the same room that Tav had entered that morning. He took in the furnishings, then his gaze paused on the King, sitting in an overstuffed chair with a woman standing before him. She wore a purple gown of fine cut and fabric, but combined with her flaming red hair, the effect was staggering.  
 
    Tash halted in mid-stride, but the chamberlain continued into the room. The woman’s face could not be described as pretty and her body was extremely thin, gaunt in fact.  
 
    An elderly man with thinning hair and a small round body stood beside the King, resting his arm on the back of Kazarien’s chair. He bent over the King’s shoulder occasionally to whisper into his ear.  
 
    The King looked up at his chamberlain when he approached and then glanced over Bokel’s shoulder at Tash. He rose to his feet, but for some unknown reason, the woman moved forward at the same time and bumped into the King. Kazarien stumbled into his chamberlain. The woman moved to help right him, but only succeeded in smashing Bokel in the ribs with her elbow.  
 
    Tash suppressed a laugh and watched the King extricate himself from the mess. “We finally meet, Tasamer.” 
 
    Tash bowed deeply. “The honor is mine, Your Majesty.” 
 
    Kazarien smiled. “You know my chamberlain, Bokel.” Tash nodded. “This is the Lady Leyva, Crown Princess of Zenoradel, and my assistant, Threlkeld.” He indicated the other two.  
 
    The woman made a low, ungraceful bow. Kazarien shot Tash a shuttered look and Tash quickly hid his smile.  
 
    “My lady, I present to you my esteemed guest, Tasamer of Nogatav.” 
 
    Tash bowed low again. “My lady?” he said regally. 
 
    She lifted a hand to her throat and flashed him an overly broad smile. “Why, you’re the talk of the Kingdom, sir.” 
 
    Tash’s brows lifted in surprise and he turned to the King.  
 
    “The Lady Leyva is here for the banquet and ball tomorrow night in honor of her parents, Lord Ralda and Lady Mena of Zenoradel. They are celebrating their anniversary,” said the King. “Of course, it was necessary to make her aware of the situation in Nogatav since I wasn’t available to squire her around when she arrived a few days earlier than expected.” Although Kazarien smiled, Tash didn’t miss the less than enthusiastic tone in his voice.  
 
    “A delightful occasion for a ball,” offered Tash, feeling more than a little awkward. 
 
    “Oh it is, and I’ll certainly look forward to seeing you there,” she replied.  
 
    Tash’s eyes flashed to the King in surprise. He’d been told nothing of attending any ball.  
 
    Kazarien met his gaze, then turned toward the young woman. “Tasamer won’t be able to attend, dear lady.” He leaned close and lowered his voice confidentially. “He is a fugitive as I’m sure you remember.” 
 
    The woman colored brightly, making her purple dress even more outstanding. “A fugitive?” she said, fluttering her hand at her breast. “Oh, you are such a cad, Lord Kazarien.”  
 
    Tash felt out of place and he didn’t like the feeling that he was a point of amusement for bored royalty. He didn’t have long to dwell on it, however. His eyes went wide with astonishment when the Lady Leyva perched herself awkwardly on the arm of Kazarien’s chair.  
 
    “Have you ever been to Zenoradel, Tasamer?” she said, rocking precariously.  
 
    Kazarien motioned to his chamberlain. Bokel hurried to a table situated beneath the windows and began pouring a glass of brandy. Tash glanced at him, then looked back at the princess.  
 
    “No, my lady.” This was all so strange, he didn’t quite know how to react. “I’ve never left Nogatav in my entire life, that is before now.” 
 
    “Oh, isn’t that charming,” she said, clapping her hands. “Isn’t that charming, Lord Kazarien?”  
 
    “Yes, charming,” he said, accepting the drink from his chamberlain.  
 
    “Were you born in Nogatav?” asked the woman.  
 
    Tash and the King exchanged a bewildered look. 
 
    “Yes, my lady, that period did include birth.” 
 
    Kazarien dropped his head, but not before Tash caught the smile that creased his lips. The Lady Leyva simply stared at him unblinking for a moment, then she also smiled in a vapid sort of way.  
 
    “I see,” she muttered.  
 
    A suitor, thought Tash. It seemed rather amusing and he felt more at ease. The King wasn’t trying to bait him; he was baiting her.  
 
    Moving toward his chair, Kazarien held out his hand for her. “You will have to forgive me, Lady Leyva, but I do have pressing business with our resident renegade.” He placed his hand on her elbow and assisted her in rising to her feet. “Besides it mustn’t be said I allowed an innocent such as yourself to confer with said renegade.” 
 
    She giggled and cast a glance over her shoulder at Tash.  
 
    The King positioned her before the door and waited for his chamberlain to open it. “Feel free to look about the gardens. Bokel can show you the way. Unfortunately, while I have many lovely flowers, none are quite so lovely as you.” 
 
    A blush colored her cheeks, showing quite shockingly against her pale, freckled skin. She fluttered her hand at her breast again and slapped Kazarien a little too hard in the middle of his chest. Kazarien suppressed a grimace and Tash looked down before he did something entirely disgraceful and burst out laughing.  
 
    “I will see you at supper tonight, won’t I?” she asked with a practiced pout.  
 
    Kazarien gave her a slow, rakish smile. “Be assured of it, my dear.” 
 
    Holding open the door, he motioned her through. When she reached the other side, he indicated that Bokel should take over. “Good day, my lady,” he said and waited while the chamberlain led her away.  
 
    Closing the door, he turned and placed his back against it, his eyes shifting between Tash and his assistant, Threlkeld. Tash glanced at the older man. Threlkeld was still standing behind the King’s chair as if he needed its protection.  
 
    “She’s much polished from the last time, Your Majesty,” offered the assistant. “Studying in Voltarian seems to be agreeing with her.” 
 
    Kazarien’s brows rose. “Yes, she didn’t give me a black eye or a broken nose this time.” 
 
    Threlkeld offered a half-smile. “It is something, Your Majesty.” 
 
    Kazarien ran a hand over his face and down the back of his neck. He held out his empty glass to the assistant. “Bring my guest a drink, then you may leave, Threlkeld.” 
 
    The assistant moved to the table and filled two glasses with the dark liqueur. He served the King first, then bowed and offered the second to Tash. Tash wasn’t sure what to do, but he accepted it and stood awkwardly, watching the King as Kazarien took a seat and lifted the glass to his lips. For a moment, he lost himself in contemplation of the taste, tossing back an unhealthy amount.  
 
    Tash lifted his own glass, inhaling the fragrance and taking a swallow out of pure curiosity. It was warm and heavy and ran down his throat with a smooth burning sensation. Most pleasant. He looked up to find the King watching him with narrowed, speculative eyes.  
 
    Kazarien motioned at him with his glass. “You hold yourself like royalty.” He gestured with the glass again, saluting Tash. “And I should bloody well know. I live surrounded by them. Come, take a seat.” 
 
    As the assistant slipped from the room, Tash took a tentative seat. “Shall I take that as a compliment, Your Majesty?” 
 
    Kazarien’s brows lifted. “Take it as you will. Truth to tell, there isn’t much to commend the Kingship.” He nodded at the door. “Take that little scene for example. My staff, my peers, and my people are all clamoring that I need a wife.” 
 
    Tash nodded in understanding.  
 
    “And as far as I can tell, my wife doesn’t need intelligence or grace, or even balance,” added the King.  
 
    They both erupted in laughter.  
 
    Tash took another sip of the very good brandy. “So there are no women to catch a king’s eye in all of your vast protectorate, Your Majesty?” 
 
    “Not that could be appropriately set up as its queen, I’m afraid.” 
 
    “I see.” 
 
    Tash’s mind wandered back to the portrait in the hallway and the large sorrowful silver eyes. He felt they were entering dangerous territory and wanted to find some way to change the subject. “I want to thank you for saving my life, Your Majesty.” 
 
    Settling his glass on a table beside his chair, Kazarien regarded Tash intently. “Thane went to see your aunt and uncle before he left Nogatav.” 
 
    He had Tash’s immediate attention. 
 
    “Your uncle had something to give you, said it came from your father.” 
 
    Tash managed a swallow. “Did he?” 
 
    Kazarien rose and went to his desk. He pulled open a drawer and reached inside. Tash quickly stood as well. 
 
    The King straightened. In his hand, he held the worn leather bag where his father had kept the emerald. He stopped before the younger man and hefted the bag as if weighing it, then he extended his hand. Tash’s own hand trembled as he reached for it. Immediately, he felt the surge of the emerald’s answering pulse and exhaled. It was the first complete breath he’d taken since he’d been parted from it and he hadn’t even realized it until that moment.  
 
    Kazarien regarded him steadily. “A gift from your father?” 
 
    Tash looked up into the dark, unfathomable eyes. Kazarien knew a great deal more than he let on. “Yes, Your Majesty.” 
 
    Kazarien returned to his seat and lifted the glass again. After a moment, he lowered it and continued to study Tash. “Tomorrow will be the banquet and ball in honor of the Lord and Lady of Zenoradel. Unfortunately you will not be able to attend, due to your position in the militia, but I do hope your brother and your female friend will join me. It will make the occasion more interesting.” 
 
    Tash was actually relieved by the King’s exclusion. He’d never been one to enjoy social functions, especially in Nogatav. He didn’t admit it was usually the unwelcome reception he received.  
 
    “I’ll convey your wishes to them, Your Majesty.” 
 
    Kazarien nodded, his gaze moving from the leather bag to Tash’s face and back again. “I am pleased to have you as a member of my militia, Tasamer. Enjoy your stay in my castle. Soon we will be leaving on our first assignment. In a few days, my captain will most likely be contacting you about your commission.” 
 
    Tash took Kazarien’s words as a dismissal. “Thank you, Your Majesty. I am honored to be a part of your militia, and I can never repay you for what you’ve done on my behalf.” 
 
    Kazarien smiled slowly. “I suspect you will find a way, Tash.” 
 
    Tash frowned. He didn’t exactly like the speculative light in the King’s eyes or the strange edge to his voice. He knew Kazarien expected something more of him than he let on.  
 
    “Good day, Your Majesty,” he said, inclining his head respectfully. 
 
    “Good day, Tash,” answered the King and saluted the younger man with his glass as Tash turned and left the room. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 10 
 
      
 
    Tash opened his eyes to the play of sunlight over his face and bare chest. He rolled to his side and stared out the open glass doors of his room. The sky was clear and blue. He pushed back the covers and rose to his feet, stretching his arms over his head, then strode to the doors and looked out. 
 
    The doors led onto a balcony ringed by white wrought-iron bars. An ornate iron gate opened onto stairs which ended in a courtyard below his room. Workers moved through the courtyard and Tash started back, remembering his own nakedness.  
 
    He glanced around the room, realizing for the first time that a servant must have been in since the doors were open. A tray graced the table on the other side of the room and Tash strolled to it, lifting the cover and finding a veritable feast set before him.  
 
    The servant must have come only a short time ago since steam rose from the food on the tray. Tash glanced at the door uneasily. More servants might enter at any time to clear away his tray or make his bed. He caught up the dressing gown that had been expressly left at the foot of the bed and slipped it on, tying the belt about his waist. Then he sat down to eat.  
 
    An hour later he again stood before the open doors, fully dressed, bathed, and fed. He drew in a deep breath and laid a hand against the emerald. Somehow, he felt more hope on this morning than he had in a long time. His life had taken a turn and although he knew his stay in luxury was to be short lived, he was excited for the change.  
 
    Stepping out onto the balcony, he opened the gate and descended the stairs into the courtyard below. Kazarien had informed him he wouldn’t be able to attend the ball tonight, but he’d said nothing about staying out of sight entirely. Tash just couldn’t face remaining locked indoors on such a beautiful morning.  
 
    He rolled his shoulders yet again, pleased to find only a passing twinge of pain in his back from his recent wound. Yes, it was a good day to be alive. He was free, his back was nearly healed, and the emerald was once more at his breast. 
 
    He wandered through the courtyard, watching the servants scurrying about. Many were hanging lanterns from the bows of the trees. Others were scrubbing the paving stones or dusting off wrought-iron furnishings. Tash sidestepped around them and continued on.  
 
    A bank of doors in the castle wall opened onto a large room. Inside were more servants, some on their hands and knees, polishing the wooden floor, others standing on ladders, working away at the chandeliers that hung from the vaulted ceiling. Tash paused at the doors and looked inside. He surmised he was looking into the ballroom, although he had never seen one before. It was massive and austere, even a bit intimidating. Tash drew a deep breath and stroked the emerald, grateful he wouldn’t be expected to attend. He turned his back on the yawning hole of nobility and wandered through the courtyard once more.  
 
    The courtyard opened onto the vast lands of Tramorda Palace. A stretch of grassland ran away from the castle base and disappeared over the rise of the low lying hills. Tash pulled a blade of grass and placed it between his teeth, deciding a brisk walk was just the thing for this bright morning.  
 
    He lengthened his stride as he left the castle behind. A rise soon separated him from visual contact with the castle. Here were some scattered groups of trees. He wandered beneath them, enjoying the patterns of sunlight and shadow. Soon he heard the sound of water gurgling in a stream nearby.  
 
    Deciding a drink of water would be welcome, he shifted direction. He came upon the spring and knelt on the bank to scoop water into his hands. It was as cold and clean as he’d thought and he drank deeply.  
 
    As he straightened, he looked to the opposite bank and caught his breath. Sanari was wandering along the stream, picking flowers and winding them into a wreath that dangled from her hands. He glanced around to be sure she was alone and then exhaled in relief. He hadn’t really seen her since the night they’d arrived at the castle.  
 
    Crossing his arms over his chest, he remained quiet, content to watch her for a moment. She was dressed as he had never seen her before in a pink gown that hugged her slender curves and flared around her hips in an enticing fall of silk pleats. He wondered briefly where the dress had come from. It fit her too well, almost as if it had been made for her.  
 
    Her blonde hair was loose and flowed down the back of the dress in a golden cascade. She raised the wreath to her face and smelled it, closing her eyes. Tash felt a tightening in his chest. As annoying as she was, he was attracted to her.  
 
    He deliberately cleared his throat. She turned, staring at him with enormous, startled eyes. A faint flush tinged her cheeks with pink. Tash’s eyes lowered to the pale expanse of flesh exposed by the low neckline of the dress. An unexpected feeling of possession assailed him. The neckline was a little too low for his liking. Just who had given her such a gown to wear? 
 
    He picked a path across the stream. She waited for him with a wary look.  
 
    “Hello, Tash.” 
 
    He deliberately took in her appearance once more. “Hello, Sanari. You certainly clean up nicely.” He couldn’t keep the bite from his voice.  
 
    If she noticed, she gave no indication. Stroking her hands across the elaborate pleats of the dress, she looked down.  
 
    “It’s beautiful, isn’t it?” 
 
    Tash frowned. “Where did you get it?” 
 
    She blinked at the sharpness in his voice. “Lord Kazarien. …” 
 
    “I thought so.” 
 
    “What does that mean?”  
 
    He recognized the stubborn set to her jaw. “I just wonder what he’ll expect in payment.” 
 
    Her eyes flashed and her chin lifted. “Absolutely nothing. How dare you…” 
 
    “Don’t be naive, Sanari. Kazarien is a king and I’m sure he’s used to getting what he wants. I wouldn’t be overly anxious to accept every trinket he’s willing to bestow on you, unless...” His voice trailed off meaningfully.  
 
    “Unless?” 
 
    He shrugged again. “Many women in your position would be more than happy to be a king’s courtesan.” 
 
    “Are you suggesting that I’d sell myself for a gown? Is that how little you think of me?” 
 
    “No, I’m simply warning you that Kazarien might expect more than you’re willing to give.” 
 
    “That’s not what you said at all, Tash. Well, if that’s what you think of me, you can go to hell.” She gathered the skirt in her hands and hoisted it up as she turned to storm away. Tash caught her arm and prevented her escape.  
 
    “You can be angry with me all you want, but you don’t know what you’ve gotten yourself into here. You don’t exactly have experience with royalty, Sanari.” 
 
    She glared up at him. “Oh, do forgive my ignorance. I bow to your greater knowledge.” 
 
    He fought a smile. “I’m not sure what I’ve gotten myself into either, but I intend to be wary. The thing is we’re both out of our element here. We don’t belong.” 
 
    “Are you saying I’m not good enough, Tash?” 
 
    “I’m saying we weren’t exactly brought up in the lap of luxury, now were we? There are bound to be certain rules at play here, which are much different than they were at home. It’s best to be cautious.” 
 
    “Fine,” she said, trying to break his hold. “I’ll watch out for myself. I certainly don’t need you doing it for me.” 
 
    Tash refused to release her. “That’s my point exactly. You do need someone else to watch out for you and since you left Nogatav for my sake, it falls to my keeping.” 
 
    “The hell it does!” 
 
    “Look, Sanari,” he said, “I never asked you to run away on my behalf, but I’m grateful. Nevertheless, until I can find a way to send you back, you’re my responsibility.” 
 
    She went still in his grasp. “Send me back?” 
 
    “Of course. You can’t stay here. I’ll be leaving on a mission with the King in a few of months, and so will Tav. He’s accepted a post as Kazarien’s Envoy of Diplomatic Relations. There won’t be anyone here to look after you. You’ll have to return to Nogatav.” 
 
    “I’m not going back to Nogatav. There’s nothing there for me.” 
 
    Tash drew a deep breath. “I’m sorry your grandmother died, but there is something there for you. You can stay with my aunt and uncle, and when my commission is finished, I’ll come back and see how you’re doing.” 
 
    “How kind of you!” 
 
    Surely she didn’t expect more out of him than that. True, there had been some intimate moments between them lately, but nothing that would suggest a permanent relationship. He didn’t deny he was strongly attracted to her and enjoyed their verbal battles, but it went no farther. Sanari wasn’t the sort of woman he intended to settle down with. Ever. He would never survive such a strong-willed woman.  
 
    “Look, Sanari, I know things have happened between us, but you didn’t think there was anything serious there, did you? That wasn’t why you offered to help Tav rescue me, was it?” 
 
    Her eyes widened momentarily and then narrowed with a vengeful gleam. “You arrogant bastard, how dare you tell me what I’m going to do with my life and then tell me there’s nothing serious between us. I’m not the one trying to decide your life for you. If anyone has misinterpreted what happened between us, it was you.” 
 
    He blinked in astonishment. She thought he was serious about her. He released her arm and took a step back. “I’m trying to do what’s best for you, Sanari.” 
 
    “Don’t bother. I don’t expect anything from you -- not a relationship, not protection for my virtue, and I certainly don’t expect you to arrange my life for me. I’m not going back to Nogatav and I’m not going to listen to any more of your ridiculous ideas about the King’s motives and most importantly, I’m not going to ever see you again.” Gathering her skirts in her hands, she brushed past him.  
 
    Tash reacted blindly. Later he would decide it had been a rather stupid reaction, especially if he was intent on convincing her that he had no designs on her for the future, but at the moment it was the only thing he could think to do.  
 
    He grabbed her arm again, but this time he yanked her hard against him. She gasped in outrage and tried to pull away, but he bent his head and captured her mouth before she could protest.  
 
    She was rigid in his arms for a moment, but he persisted in the kiss, slanting his mouth across hers. After a while, she gave a hitching sigh and relaxed against him. Ruthlessly, he tore his mouth from hers and set her away from him. She stared up at him with enormous, dilated eyes and her hand lifted to touch her lips.  
 
    Tash fought for his breath, shutting his eyes briefly. When he opened them again, he gave her a hard stare and willed himself to be strong. “You will go back to Nogatav,” he said coldly.  
 
    She recoiled as if he’d struck her and tears welled in her eyes. Tash grimaced in disgust with himself. He hated it when women cried, especially strong women like Sanari. He reached out a hand for her, but she batted it away, surprising him.  
 
    “Go to hell,” she hissed and spun on her heel, striding up the bank.  
 
    Tash stared after her for a long moment. Eldon’s star, he didn’t need to get tangled up with a woman like that. She was too much trouble.  
 
    He lifted a hand and rubbed the back of his neck, deliberately looking away. However, it didn’t help, for his eyes fell on the crushed remains of her floral wreath.  
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    Tav stood beside the King in the front courtyard of the castle. The wide gates were open, revealing the city of Trendaria. A white carriage with the crest of a bear on the side panel pulled up the drive and passed between the gates, coming to a halt before the castle stairs.  
 
    A footman hurried forward and placed a stool beneath the door, rising to open it. An elderly woman was handed down to the cobblestones of the courtyard. She had snowy white hair, done up in an elaborate coiffeur, and very pale skin. Her gown was of emerald green silk and a green knit shawl was draped over her rounded shoulders.  
 
    The footman handed down a second woman, this one much younger than the first. Tav thought she was about sixteen, although her dark eyes belied an age far beyond her years. She had blonde hair, also elaborately arranged on the top of her head, and a pale complexion. She was slender and delicate, pretty in a melancholy sort of way. Tav found her fascinating on first glimpse.  
 
    His attention was drawn away from the young woman as a man in his mid-forties stepped from the carriage. He was a large man with massive shoulders and large hands. His stomach protruded generously over his belt and his jowls lifted as he gave the King a beaming smile. He placed an arm around each woman and turned as the clatter of horses’ hooves sounded on the drive.  
 
    Two young men cantered into the courtyard. They were of the same height and build, both a few years older than Aziak with sharp features and curly brown hair. Two footmen met them and took the horses’ bridles as the young men vaulted from the saddles and landed lithely on the ground. Tav smiled at their identical swaggers as they approached the older man and women.  
 
    The older man directed the two women toward the stairs, smiling again. “Good afternoon, Lord Kazarien,” he said and his voice boomed like a drum.  
 
    Kazarien briefly inclined his head. When he looked up, he was also smiling. “Good afternoon, Lord Kalahar. I trust your trip went well.” 
 
    “Good enough,” stated the King of Denortosal. He glanced down at the elderly woman on his right arm. “You remember my mother, Lady Yakel, don’t you?” 
 
    “Of course,” said Kazarien, taking the older woman’s hand and bestowing a kiss on it. “I hope you are well.” 
 
    “I’m alive, which I count a good thing. And you?” 
 
    “Quite well.” His eyes drifted to the young girl. “Lady Slera, what a pleasure! You are quite a young beauty.” He also took her hand and kissed it.  
 
    The young woman bowed her head, but when she looked up, Tav caught the wary expression in her dark eyes. “Your Majesty, thank you for the compliment.” 
 
    Tav didn’t think she was pleased at all by Kazarien’s attention, but her father fairly beamed. Tav felt sorry for her. She was far too young to be thought of as a suitor, even if she was a princess and Kazarien a king. Furthermore, she didn’t look overly pleased by the distinction.  
 
    Cutting a quick look at the Trendarian King, Tav was relieved to see Kazarien had already lost interest in the girl. The two young men stepped forward and Kazarien shook their hands in turn. “Lyrand, Bischar,” he said, greeting each of them. “I’m glad you were able to come with your father. You both cut quite fine figures on your magnificent horses.” 
 
    The young men exchanged pleased looks with one another. Tav was impressed with Kazarien’s smooth statesmanship. He seemed genuine and yet not overly so. For someone so young, he possessed a strong presence as king.  
 
    “Where is your wife, Lord Kalahar?” he asked, glancing at the carriage.  
 
    Kalahar straightened, his eyes glittering with excitement. “Having my third son.” 
 
    The assembled group laughed at this and Kazarien shook the King’s hand once more. “Congratulations. That announcement is deserving of a toast.” He glanced at Tav. “May I present to you my new Envoy of Diplomatic Relations, Taverand of Nogatav.” 
 
    Tav shook the men’s hands and kissed the women’s, bowing with quiet dignity. Kazarien gave him a pleased nod when he was finished and motioned toward the open door of the castle.  
 
    “Ladies, if you will follow my chamberlain, Bokel, he will show you to your rooms and you may rest before supper. Gentlemen, if you’ll follow me, we’ll retire to my office and share that drink to Lady Antina.” 
 
    Everyone moved to do as the King bid, passing into the great entrance of Castle Tramorda. The women excused themselves and followed the butler up the large staircase, while Kazarien led the men to his office.  
 
    After the King’s assistant, Threlkeld, poured them all drinks, Kazarien motioned the men to their chairs and sat down himself. “You may go,” he told Threlkeld. The man bowed his way from the room, closing the door behind him.  
 
    For a moment no conversation was exchanged. Tav sat where he had been placed and sipped carefully at his brandy, watching the two kings and princes with interest. In Nogatav, there was a prescribed amount of time one played at niceties before getting down to business. He wondered how long royalty dabbled at it before striking the real mark.  
 
    “Things are well in Denortosal?” asked Kazarien, resting his goblet on his knee.  
 
    “Passing fair,” said the large king. “We’ve our troubles to be sure.” 
 
    The two princes snorted in agreement. Kazarien nodded and glanced at Tav as if urging him to pay close attention. 
 
    Kalahar took another drink. “It won’t be long before we’re at war, I’m sure.” 
 
    Kazarien crossed a booted foot over his thigh. “Ah, I am also in agreement.” 
 
    Kalahar placed the goblet on a table beside him and leaned forward, bracing his forearms on his thighs. “We need to band together, or Erram will cut a path through the middle of us. With Temeron and Denortosal in almost complete isolation in the northern regions, I’m afraid we’ll be hit first and hardest. We don’t want to be cut off from one another.” 
 
    Kazarien drew a deep breath. “I agree, Your Majesty, whole heartedly; however, it’s convincing the other protectorates of the danger that may be difficult. Your presence here, even as untimely as it may be for you, will hopefully change some people’s minds.” 
 
    “Are you hoping to convince the other Kings during your ball?” 
 
    “They’ve been reluctant to admit the danger. We need to bind ourselves together to fight against an attack by Erram, but most of the protectorates want to keep concerns local.” 
 
    Kalahar rubbed a hand across his ample jowl. “We meet occasionally for situations such as Lord Ralda and Lady Mena’s anniversary, but few of the protectorates have viewed joining military forces as beneficial. It was a mistake in the first war of Gava and will be a mistake in the next, unless we can change that. But do you think talking with them will do it?” 
 
    Kazarien shook his head. “I wish I did, but I don’t. They won’t be thinking of the dangers to their kingdoms during the festivities, but they might if I go to each of their protectorates myself.” 
 
    “You aren’t serious!” exclaimed Bischar.  
 
    The other two men looked equally astonished.  
 
    “But I am. As soon as I settle things here with Thane and Aziak, I intend to take a small detachment, cavalry mostly, and start with Zenoradel.” 
 
    “What will that accomplish?” asked Lyrand.  
 
    Kazarien shrugged. “Hopefully show them how serious I am. It can’t hurt. Trendaria is noted for its military preparedness. We’re also taking steps to shore up the branches of the military that are in need. Perhaps if I give them suggestions to heighten their security, they will consider pledging forces with us.” 
 
    Kalahar nodded. “It certainly can’t hurt.” He lifted his glass in salute. “Here’s to your scheme, Kazarien.” 
 
    The rest of the men raised their goblets and made the same pledge. Kazarien took a sip of his brandy and then met Tav’s gaze over the rim of the glass. Tav felt a strange shiver run down his spine. Things were more desperate than he had allowed himself to believe and he suddenly wasn’t sure he’d made the right decision to accept Kazarien’s appointment.  
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    Tav hurried to answer the King’s summons later that afternoon. He paused outside the study door and straightened his jacket. Lifting his hand, he knocked once. The door was opened immediately by Threlkeld and he was ushered inside.  
 
    Kazarien lifted his head and rose. Another man, sitting before the King, also rose and turned to face Tav. He was quite slender, his face marked by scars of acne, his eyes narrow and suspicious. He wore a dark suit with gold braids down his arms and legs. His narrow eyes followed a path from Tav’s face to his feet.  
 
    Kazarien rested a hand on the younger man’s shoulder. “I should like to introduce you to my new Envoy of Diplomatic Relations, Taverand of Nogatav. This, Tav, is Lord Frasan of Yonartison.” 
 
    Tav bowed. “My pleasure, Your Majesty.” 
 
    Threlkeld approached him with a drink and Tav accepted it, offering the servant a smile.  
 
    Frasan didn’t say anything, simply took a seat once more. “Back to our discussion, Kazarien.” 
 
    “Of course,” said the King, taking his seat again and motioning Tav into one beside him. “As I was saying, I think it would be in all of our best interest to bind the six kingdoms together for the good of Loden.” 
 
    “Bind them in what way?” Frasan’s suspicious eyes flickered between the King and Tav.  
 
    “Many ways, really. First of all, in a pledge of military strength. Should one protectorate be hit by an attack from Erram, the others will send battalions to their defense.” 
 
    “Leaving our own kingdoms vulnerable to attack.” He shook his head and rubbed a bejeweled hand along his scarred jaw. “I just don’t see how that would benefit naturally protected kingdoms such as Yonartison or Trendaria, for that matter. Truthfully, we both know Temeron and Denortosal are the most likely to be attacked by Erram from Mt. Askar. Therefore, they have the most to gain from such an alliance. The rest of us are comparatively safe.” He leaned back in his chair and stretched out his long legs. “It is a shame about Denortosal, but frankly, Kalahar’s kingdom is a lot of miscreants and drunks. And Temeron -- well, they’re off in a wonderland of mystics and fairy tales. Let them think Erram off the planet for all I care.” 
 
    Kazarien looked down, but Tav sensed the King’s annoyance. “Your kingdom might not be as well protected as you think, Frasan. It did suffer greatly in the first war.” 
 
    Frasan waved a bejeweled hand. “We have improved things since then. Yonartison is not strategically located to be of interest to Erram.” 
 
    “Perhaps not at first, but how long do you think you’ll stand if the Kingdoms around you begin to fall? And how long can Yonartison exist without contact from the other kingdoms? None of the protectorates are entirely self-sufficient, Your Majesty.” 
 
    “I still don’t think signing a treaty of alliance is the answer. Especially not now. This threat of war is that and nothing more. Even you, in your military state, Kazarien, cannot be sure Erram has gathered an army.” 
 
    Kazarien leaned forward. “I am sure he has and continues to gather an army. This is something I am quite sure of.” 
 
    Tav paused with his glass halfway to his mouth and stared at the Trendarian King. Kazarien glanced at him, then returned his attention to Frasan. “Informants tell me there’s a growing fraction of men who are dissatisfied with local rule, no matter what the protectorate. They are banding together under a religious sort of coalition with Erram as their head.” 
 
    “Harad’s Warriors,” said Frasan. “Yes, I’ve heard of them even in Yonartison.” Again he waved his hand, dismissing Kazarien’s concerns. “A bunch of zealots who would complain about Erram’s governance if he took over. There have always been people on the fringe. We’ve never taken them seriously.” 
 
    “They’ve never had a leader with Erram’s past and power. Such zealots, as you call them, can be dangerous if they band together, especially with a maniacal zealot leading them.” 
 
    “A handful, really, Kazarien. Your army alone could take them.” 
 
    Kazarien looked away. “What of the rumors that the Orahim are also migrating to Mt. Askar?” 
 
    Frasan sighed in annoyance. “Take a battalion and clean out the Orahim forest. No one would protest if you eradicated the entire species.” He shuddered involuntarily. “Always did hate the scaly reptiles.” 
 
    Kazarien opened his mouth to say something more, but a knock stopped him. He followed Threlkeld with his eyes as the assistant went to answer the door.  
 
    At the sound of the voices on the other side, the King rose to his feet. Tav immediately rose as well and flanked the King as he moved toward the door. Kazarien held out both hands to the couple that pushed past Threlkeld.  
 
    “Lord Ralda, Lady Mena,” said Kazarien, giving the old man his hand and bending to place a kiss on the woman’s cheek.  
 
    The King of Zenoradel was one of the most ancient people Tav had ever seen. He was a good head shorter than Kazarien, stooped shouldered and brittle. His eyes were filmy and watered in the light from the oil lamps, and his hand shook as he took the hand of his host. His lady was quite a bit younger than he was, some twenty years or more, or so Tav guessed.  
 
    “It is such a pleasure to celebrate this occasion with you. I am deeply honored,” said the King of Trendaria, leading the couple further into the room with a firm hand at each of their elbows. “I am so glad you could make it.” 
 
    “Probably be our last journey,” said Lord Ralda, shaking violently as he lowered himself into Tav’s chair. Kazarien handed Lady Mena into his own and took the goblets of brandy from Threlkeld himself.  
 
    “Nonsense,” said Kazarien with a laugh. “You and your lady will be partying after I am old and grey.” 
 
    They both laughed and raised their goblets.  
 
    “You remember Lord Frasan of Yonartison,” said Kazarien, motioning toward the King. Frasan lifted his glass, but made no move to leave his seat and greet Kazarien’s guests of honor.  
 
    “Of course,” said Lord Ralda, giving the other king a brief nod.  
 
    “Pleased to see you again,” answered Lady Mena coldly.  
 
    Tav raised his brows. Frasan’s behavior was patently rude, and in return, the King and Queen from Zenoradel obviously didn’t care much for the King of Yonartison. 
 
    “This is my Envoy of Diplomatic Relations, Taverand of Nogatav,” said Kazarien.  
 
    The couple scrutinized Tav as he offered them his greetings and congratulations. They both gave him warm smiles.  
 
    “Lord Frasan and I were just discussing the situation in our region concerning Erram and his intentions.” 
 
    “Thought I would escape seeing another war,” said Ralda. “Thought I would, but `taint to be possible.” 
 
    Kazarien shot Frasan a look, but the King of Yonartison rolled his eyes and looked away. “I’m deeply afraid you’re right, Lord Ralda. I just wish I could make other people accept the inevitable also.” 
 
    Tav studied Kazarien. Every minute he spent in this King’s presence increased his respect for him. Kazarien was a formidable force to deal with, young though he might be. Although Tav wasn’t certain he’d made the right decision to follow him, he knew he would. Kazarien had already earned his dedication. What a shame the King of Yonartison didn’t feel the same way. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 11 
 
      
 
    Tash paced back and forth before the fire in his room. From the open balcony door, he could hear the musicians tuning up for the dance to start later this night. At the moment, he knew most of the guests were preparing for the banquet, primping to be the best dressed at this monumental occasion. But Tash wasn’t one of them.  
 
    Not that he wanted to attend. The thought of being tucked into a too-tight suit and forced to endure hours of inane conversation gave him the shivers, but Sanari and Tav were going. It rankled to be left out because he was now a common soldier in Kazarien’s army. What rankled worse was that Tav had spent most of the day greeting Kazarien’s royal guests, being privy to the inside stratagems of the King. And what really set him on edge was the fact that tonight Sanari would be wearing another gown Kazarien had provided for her.  
 
    He started at the knock on his door. He stalked to it and threw the door open. Tav stepped back and blinked in surprise at his show of irritation.  
 
    “Something wrong?” 
 
    Tash frowned at him. Tav was dressed in a suit of black silk with a wide lapel and straight cuffs. The suit fit him well, accentuating his height and slimness. The whiteness of the shirt beneath the suit contrasted nicely with his black hair. In his hand dangled a red tie.  
 
    “Nothing,” said Tash and grimaced at the sharpness in his own voice. What had he expected when he joined Kazarien’s army? He had wanted to be a soldier, so why was he so bothered when they treated him like one? 
 
    He turned away from his brother and walked back to the fire. It bothered him because he had never expected that Tav would come to fare better than he.  
 
    “Tash?” 
 
    “You look nice. Kazarien has an amazing tailor. I wouldn’t have thought they could custom-make a suit in one day.” He hated the bitterness in his own voice.  
 
    Tav stepped into the room and looked down on himself. “It wasn’t exactly custom-made for me. Lord Kazarien’s brother and I are much of the same height and weight. The tailor only had to make a few alterations for the suit to fit me well.” 
 
    Tash looked over his shoulder at his brother. Tav’s blue eyes glittered with something Tash had rarely seen there – happiness. He felt suddenly guilty for his own petty complaints.  
 
    He turned to face Tav. “You do look nice,” he repeated a bit more sincerely.  
 
    Tav smiled, but the smile wavered. “I could use some help with this.” He lifted the tie.  
 
    Tash moved before him and took the tie from his hands. He passed the silk through his fingers, enjoying the feel of it. “I’ve never been much good at this. Haven’t had much use for them.” He slung it around his brother’s neck and set about working it into an acceptable knot.  
 
    Tav’s eyes searched his face. ‘I’m sorry you can’t go.’ 
 
    Tash looked up at him in surprise. It had been a long while since they had communicated by thoughts, since their first night in the castle actually. He realized suddenly that he had missed such intimacy with his twin.  
 
    He shrugged and pulled the tie loose again, starting over. ‘I’m glad I’m not going,’ he answered telepathically.  
 
    Tav’s black brows lifted in disbelief. Tash glanced at him and then sighed. It didn’t do any good for him to lie to his brother. It was like lying to himself.  
 
    “You’ll watch out for Sanari?” he said aloud to change the subject.  
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “I think Kazarien is interested in her.” 
 
    Tav shook his head, messing up Tash’s knot. Tash patiently straightened the two halves again. “Kazarien has to pick a wife from royalty. He isn’t interested in Sanari.” 
 
    “He’s certainly showered her with expensive dresses and such.” 
 
    Tav looked at him as if he were an idiot. “She doesn’t exactly own a closet full of ball gowns, Tash. What do you expect? Kazarien’s being extraordinarily kind.” 
 
    “Hmmf,” snorted Tash, shaking out the tie again with growing frustration. “He might have to marry royalty. Doesn’t mean he can’t dally with commoners.” 
 
    A tentative knock punctuated his words. He dropped the untied ends of Tav’s neck-cloth and walked to the door, hauling it open. He stepped back in surprise and shook his head.  
 
    Common wasn’t the word that came to mind as Sanari stepped into his room. She was, in short, stunning. Tav turned at her entrance and also stood speechless.  
 
    She wore a gown of red silk, the skirt of which brushed the floor. As she moved, it caught the light and shimmered incandescently. White slippers peeked out from the hem of the dress. The bodice was fitted to her slender waist, the neckline scooped to show a pleasing amount of white bosom. The sleeves were short and puffy, draping off her bare shoulders. White lace gloves covered her slender hands and rose to a point just below her elbows. Around her throat glittered a string of diamonds.  
 
    Her blonde hair had been swept up off her neck and arranged artfully atop her head. A diamond comb pinned the back in place. A few loose curls had been added around her face to soften the design and diamond earrings dangled from her earlobes.  
 
    Tav whistled and stepped forward, taking her gloved hand and bowing over it. Sanari gave a pleased laugh and dropped into a curtsy, but when she looked up her green eyes met Tash’s. Tash felt his breath catch. He ground his jaws together and glared at the expanse of fair skin exposed by the neckline of the gown. The daring hint of cleavage only succeeded in making him angrier.  
 
    “I wonder what he’ll want for this dress,” he said sarcastically.  
 
    Tav shot him a stunned look and Sanari appeared hurt. He grimaced at his own hatefulness, but he didn’t take it back. Being excluded from this banquet and ball had just become a personal affront. He hated the thought of Sanari dancing in the arms of all those dashing princes. He especially hated the thought of Sanari in Kazarien’s arms. Kazarien was too handsome and refined not to turn an inexperienced young woman’s head, and as Tav had so blatantly pointed out, Kazarien wasn’t in the market for a bride of Sanari’s stature.  
 
    She recovered quickly and tilted her head at a regal angle. For a moment Tash regretted hurting her, regretted that he had told her there could be nothing between them. She was beautiful and spirited, a woman who would be a match for him, he was sure.  
 
    “I came to see if you were ready, Tav. Since you weren’t in your room, I figured you’d be down here.” 
 
    Tav nodded and turned away from his brother. “You are beautiful, Sanari,” he said with all the sincerity that Tash felt.  
 
    Sanari’s pretty face brightened at the compliment and she avoided glancing at Tash. Tash shut the door behind her and deliberately walked away from them, throwing himself into the chair before the fire.  
 
    He lounged back, dangling his right leg over the arm and letting his hands hang to either side of it. He forced a look of indifference on his face and tried to forget he wasn’t alone.  
 
    “I’m ready to go down, but I’ve been having a little trouble with my tie.” Tav held the red silk up to her. Sanari smiled. Tash caught the smile from the corner of his eyes.  
 
    “I’d be happy to assist you, kind sir.” 
 
    Tash made a disgusted face and stared hard into the fire as she took the tie from his brother and looped it over his neck. Pull just a little tighter, he thought uncharitably.  
 
    “Do you think the dancing will be anything like at our socials?” asked Sanari.  
 
    Tash couldn’t stop himself from glancing over the chair arm at her. He had never heard her so uncertain. . . so unsure of herself. Sanari was usually overly confident, if anything.  
 
    “I’m sure you’ll do fine,” soothed Tav.  
 
    She fidgeted with the knot she’d made, her fingers trembling visibly. “I’ve never been to anything like this, Tav.” 
 
    Tav smiled. “Neither have I. We’ll do it together.” 
 
    For some reason his brother’s words hurt. Tash wanted to be venturing into this unknown with her, and this thought surprised him too. He shouldn’t be feeling these things for Sanari, they had no future together.  
 
    She gave the tie a final pat and folded her hands before her. “I don’t think I belong down there, Tav. There are so many fine people, who’ve been to hundreds of these things. What if I make a fool out of myself?” 
 
    Tash felt anger stir within him. Not toward Sanari, but toward those fine people she didn’t feel she was worthy of. Tav took her hands.  
 
    “You won’t make a fool out of yourself, Sanari.” He led her to the mirror behind the door and pulled her in front of it. “Look at yourself. You’re beautiful and intelligent. Why, I bet you have a better education than the majority of them, despite their royal births. Just keep that in mind and you’ll do fine, I promise.” 
 
    She brightened at Tav’s words. Tash felt hollow in the pit of his stomach. He wanted to comfort her, he wanted to make her feel beautiful and worthy, but it was Tav who had done it, Tav who would escort her to the ball, Tav she would dance with. And suddenly Tash was more convinced than ever that they had no future together. But it still hurt.  
 
    Tav turned her away from the mirror and drew her arm through his. “Come on, pretty lady. Let’s go show them a romping Nogatav hog stomp.” 
 
    She giggled and allowed him to escort her to the door.  
 
    A sudden wave of panic rushed through Tash and brought him to his feet before the fire. He stared after them, but couldn’t make his legs move or his voice work. Tav stopped with his hand on the knob, the door halfway open, and looked back.  
 
    “Good night, Tash,” he said.  
 
    Sanari merely gave him a parting glance. 
 
    Tav smiled compassionately. It was that smile, that hint of condescension, that spurned Tash forward.  
 
    “Sanari?” 
 
    She paused in the doorway and looked back, her green eyes expectant. Tash moved to the door and gave his brother a pointed look. Tav released her arm and stepped out into the hall, allowing Tash to draw her back inside alone.  
 
    She looked up at him, her lips slightly parted, her pupils dilated, her chest rising in a quick little pant. She was ripe for a kiss, but he forced the thought down. It was too disturbing, especially with Kazarien hovering in the background.  
 
    He lifted his hand and brushed his thumb over her lower lip. She shivered involuntarily. Tash closed his eyes, fighting for control.  
 
    “You are beautiful,” he said softly.  
 
    She blinked rapidly. Tash couldn’t resist. He lowered his head and very gently touched his mouth to hers. She trembled against him, her breath a warm pant on his face.  
 
    “Very beautiful,” he whispered against her mouth. He wanted to crush her against him, but he resisted. He leaned back and looked at her steadily once more. “Enjoy yourself and remember, there isn’t anyone at that ball with half your courage or smarts.” A smile danced in his grey eyes. “And I’ll wager there isn’t a woman in the room with a fraction of your beauty.” 
 
    She gave him a smile. “Good night, Tash,” she whispered and pulled away.  
 
    “Good night, Sanari,” he answered and stepped back. Before he could recover himself, she slipped into the hall, glanced back once, and shut the door.  
 
    He stood for a long time, staring at the closed door. She was a remarkable woman and she deserved any happiness she could find. She deserved a devoted husband and family, security and prosperity. She deserved the undivided love and loyalty of a good man, and for the first time in his life, Tash wished he could be that man.  
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    Sanari felt stiff and uncomfortable throughout the very long, multi-coursed dinner. Kazarien had seated her to his left with the King of Yonartison beside her. His brother, Aziak, occupied the seat at the opposite end of the table. To Kazarien’s right were the Lord and Lady of Zenoradel. Beyond that, Sanari simply couldn’t remember who all the elegantly dressed people were.  
 
    The table was so large that the only people she could safely speak to without shouting were the ones on either side of her. Because both men spent the meal occupied in conversation with the people on the other side of them, she remained unusually quiet.  
 
    Keeping her eyes demurely downcast, she studied the gold-banded plates. They were white china and surprisingly plain, except a gleaming ring of gold marked the edge. The flatware was also gold with a climbing rose winding its way up the stems. The crystal goblets matched the plates with their bands of gold around the top, and the tablecloth and napkins had gold scallops embroidered into them.  
 
    The dining room was a massive, echoing chamber. The table was placed in the exact center and nearly stretched the entire length of it. Sanari had long ago given up counting the multitude of chairs, many of which were unoccupied and resting against the side walls. Servants wound in and out of the guests, presenting elegantly designed dishes or pouring wine almost continually.  
 
    Sanari extended her gloved hand and grasped her goblet, carefully bringing it to her lips. She’d never been one for drinking wine, but even her inexperienced pallet knew this wine was exceptional. It slid down her throat with a warm, tingling sensation, pooling in her nearly empty stomach and making her feel a little giddy.  
 
    She replaced the goblet and picked at the strange paste concoction a servant had placed on her plate. It had very little flavor, but many of the regal guests were praising it so elaborately she felt sure it must be a delicacy of sorts. In fact, most of the things these people considered delicacies really had very little taste at all. She giggled at her own thoughts, then quickly placed a gloved hand over her mouth.  
 
    Kazarien turned and glanced at her, a smile dancing in the depths of his dark eyes. “My lady?” he asked.  
 
    She was mortified and quickly dropped her gaze. “I’m sorry, Your Majesty. I was just admiring the painting over your head.” 
 
    He rotated in his chair and stared up at the enormous picture that hung on the wall behind him. It was a fanciful rendition of a knight riding across a green field, coming to the aid of his lady, perched on the turret of her castle.  
 
    He turned back to her and a smile softened the small lines around his mouth. “Rather silly, isn’t it?” 
 
    Sanari smiled in return. “I was wondering how she managed to balance herself up there without falling off.” 
 
    Kazarien brought his wine glass to his lips and took a sip. “Perhaps she did. That’s why he is riding so furiously to her rescue.” 
 
    Sanari giggled again, then clapped a hand over her mouth. Kazarien reached for her hand and drew it away, lowering it to the table and holding it there.  
 
    “Don’t,” he said softly. “I enjoy hearing a woman’s laugh. It has been a very long time.” 
 
    She’d been disconcerted by his warm touch. She’d wanted to pull away, but at the change in his voice, the almost wistful quality to it, she halted and looked deeply into his dark eyes. In them she saw pain.  
 
    He gave her another smile and then turned to Lord Ralda and picked up his conversation again. Sanari sat still, studying him. Since coming to the castle, he had treated her with the utmost kindness, although she hadn’t seen him once since their arrival.  
 
    She’d been given a beautiful room to herself and each day new gowns arrived for her use, including the exquisite ball gown she wore now. Sanari had never worn anything quite so beautiful or elegant in her entire life. And then a servant had brought her the string of diamonds, the diamond earrings, and the diamond comb to complete the ensemble. Although she knew they were a loan, she was stunned by the trust this King had in a common woman he didn’t know.  
 
    Tav spoke highly of him, impressed by the way he handled everyone around him from his servants to his fellow royalty. She was impressed by his commanding personality, considering how young he was.  
 
    And the fact that he was handsome wasn’t lost on her. But he wasn’t Tash. She almost hated herself for that admission. Kazarien was everything Tash wasn’t. He was educated, refined, and powerful. Tash was brash, wild and well. . . lost. Still, she couldn’t deny that when all was said and done, Tash was the man who quickened her pulse.  
 
    Finally the interminable meal ended. As if on cue, everyone rose to their feet and began making their way from the dining hall. Sanari felt Tav’s hand on the back of her chair as she rose, but it was Kazarien who offered her his arm. She glanced at Tav, but he smiled and shrugged good-naturedly, following a thin young woman out of the room.  
 
    Sanari accepted Kazarien’s arm and allowed him to escort her to the ballroom beside the Lord and Lady of Zenoradel. She caught her breath on entering the vaulted room with the glowing lanterns and the polished floor. She had never seen anything so grand in her life.  
 
    Unknowingly, she paused at the entrance and simply stared, taking in all the elegantly dressed people, the music, and the festive decorations. Kazarien paused beside her and leaned close to the King and Queen of Zenoradel, speaking quietly. The couple laughed and moved off good-naturedly as Kazarien turned back to her.  
 
    Sanari blinked and met his dark eyes. A blush rose in her cheeks as she realized what she’d done. How very uncouth of her. “Forgive me, Your Majesty,” she said, looking down and drawing a quick, ashamed breath, “I guess I was overwhelmed.” 
 
    Kazarien smiled brightly and placed a hand beneath her chin, lifting her eyes to his. “You’ve nothing to apologize for.” He looked around him and then back to her. “Frankly, I’m charmed, Sanari. I’m so used to these functions, they’ve lost their glamour, but to see them fresh through your untainted eyes. . .” 
 
    “Uncivilized, you mean.” 
 
    He shook his head, but his eyes were still smiling. “Artless, guileless, genuine. . . Need I continue?” 
 
    She smiled and shook her head. “I’m flattered, Your Majesty.” 
 
    He extended a hand toward the dance floor. “Will you grant me the honor of your first dance?” 
 
    She held back uncertainly. “I’m not that accomplished.” 
 
    “Grant it to me anyway,” he said with determination.  
 
    She stared at him with enormous, anxious eyes, but she allowed him to pull her onto the dance floor. She felt many eyes on her, but she concentrated instead on the dark ones of the King. And to her surprise, she found that she wasn’t the graceless clod she feared.  
 
    Throughout the rest of the night, both she and Kazarien danced with many other people, but he came back time and time again to claim her. In fact, she danced with the King more than anyone else during the night. And she was the one who was charmed. Kazarien had a sharp wit, a bright intellect, and an almost boyish quality about him. Sometimes though, she sensed a vulnerability in him that was at odds with his commanding personality, and it was this quality that endeared him to her more than any others. When he looked at her, she often caught just a hint of pain in his expression as if he were remembering another time and place. . . perhaps another woman.  
 
    As the evening drew to a close, she stood at his side, biding his guests good night. She didn’t feel comfortable in this uncertain position, but he deliberately kept her with him. Reminders of Tash’s words haunted her occasionally. Did Kazarien expect more of her than she was willing to give? For some reason, she didn’t think he was the sort of man who preyed on a young woman’s inexperience, but she wasn’t sure. She just didn’t have that much experience with men, especially those that had probably never been turned down in their lives.  
 
    Tav approached and asked if he could escort her to her room. She glanced up at the King and he smiled at Tav. “I’ll see her back safely, Taverand. If you don’t mind, that is.” He glanced at her.  
 
    She looked between the two men anxiously, but she sensed nothing devious in Kazarien’s offer. “I would be honored, Your Majesty,” she said and turned back to Tav. “Good night, Tav.” 
 
    He gave her a pointed look, then pressed her hand to his lips and left the ballroom. Kazarien passed her arm through his and turned her toward the doors.  
 
    “Come, you look tired,” he said and led her into the hallway beyond. He stopped once to speak to his assistant, then smiled down at Sanari.  
 
    She was suddenly aware of how alone they were with each other. What would happen now? 
 
    He led her to the stairs and they climbed side by side, walking leisurely. “Did you enjoy yourself?” he asked.  
 
    Sanari forced a smile. “Very much, Your Majesty.” 
 
     “I’m afraid I monopolized your time. I hope you don’t mind, but I haven’t enjoyed a woman’s company in many years.” The comment was too pointed to dismiss.  
 
    “There were many lovely women at the ball tonight.” 
 
    “None as lovely as you.” 
 
    She blushed at his compliment and looked down. “It must be difficult to be in your position.” They reached the top of the stairs and he guided her down the hallway toward her room.  
 
    “My position?” 
 
     “On the market, so to say.” 
 
    He halted in mid-step and stared at her. Then he threw back his handsome head and laughed. Sanari blushed more furiously and tried to hide inside herself. Now she had made a fool of herself on top of everything.  
 
    “You are absolutely delightful company, Sanari,” he said sincerely, surprising her.  
 
    “Your Majesty?” 
 
    “I couldn’t have said it better myself.” He started walking again, placing his free hand over hers where it rested on his forearm. “I am on the market, but there’s not a single suitable woman in that bunch that I’m interested in.” He looked at her pointedly. “With royal sires, that is.” 
 
    Her cheeks heated again at his bold statement and she looked down once more.  
 
    He sighed heavily. “But soon I will have to choose. Do my duty as distasteful as it seems.” 
 
    “You mean you must marry?” 
 
    He nodded. “One of those unlikely candidates.” 
 
    “I’m sure there is one woman of royal birth who sparks your interest.” 
 
    He looked at her directly. “Not one.” 
 
    They came to her door and he released her arm. She turned to face him. “Is that why you haven’t married yet?” 
 
    He shook his head and his look grew distant. “I was engaged once. Her name was Alina, but that is past.” 
 
    Sanari saw the flare of pain in his dark eyes and touched his arm to comfort him. “I’m sorry, Your Majesty.” 
 
    He smiled at her, a warm and endearing smile. “So am I. Things about you remind me of her. Maybe it’s your light hair, but it’s something else too. Your spirit, your independence, your pride. I don’t know.” He shrugged. “You are a special woman, Sanari.” 
 
    His voice had grown soft and husky. Before she could react, he bent and placed his mouth against hers. His lips were warm and soft, and the kiss was surprisingly pleasant. She placed her hands against his chest and leaned into him, kissing him in return. After a moment he drew back and rubbed his hands over her upper arms. He smiled at her and she returned it. His kiss didn’t spark excitement in her the way Tash’s did, but it was pleasant enough. In fact, she enjoyed it.  
 
    “Good night, Sanari,” he said gently and released her.  
 
    “Good night, Your Majesty,” she answered and gave him a genuine smile.  
 
    “Go inside and lock the door behind you,” he ordered and she turned to obey him, closing the door behind her and resting against it.  
 
    She drew a deep breath and touched her lips. They were still warm from the touch of his on them. She smiled and spun around in a circle, letting the skirt of her dress balloon around her. She’d had a wonderful time. She had never expected to find herself in such a situation, never. If only Tash had been able to come.  
 
    She paused before the mirror on her dressing table and stared at her reflection. The color was high in her cheeks. If only Tash had been the one kissing her at her door. . . if only. . .  
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    Tash stood with his back to his door, his hands clenched into fists. That’s what comes from spying on other people, he told himself. You usually saw more than you wished to see.  
 
    In fact, he couldn’t get the vision of Sanari in Kazarien’s arms out of his mind. She had actually risen on tiptoes to return the King’s kiss. He ground his teeth and tightened his fists. How he’d like to plant one in the middle of Kazarien’s handsome face, but he couldn’t. Kazarien was now his liege lord.  
 
    How he would like to stomp down to Sanari’s room and force the door in. He would take her in his arms and kiss her, really kiss her, making her forget Kazarien even existed. But he couldn’t. Because she didn’t belong to him.  
 
    In a few months, he was leaving as part of Kazarien’s escort. He really didn’t know all of the King’s plans. It wasn’t his place as a soldier in his service, but Tav kept him more informed than he would have been normally.  
 
    He was leaving and Sanari was staying. If all Tav said was true, it might be a long time before he came back to Trendaria again, and by then Sanari would have returned to Nogatav. She would probably meet someone who wasn’t a half-blood and marry, start a family, have everything she deserved and he could never have.  
 
    He told himself it was for the best. He told himself, but tonight it didn’t make much difference. Because when he closed his eyes he still saw her in another man’s arms, and he couldn’t get the thought out of his head that it was wrong. 
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    After the ball in honor of the Lord and Lady of Zenoradel, life became relatively routine for the three exiles. Tav continued to be privy to Kazarien’s private dealings, learning more things about the impending war and running a kingdom than he’d ever imagined. His respect for Kazarien increased exponentially each day and Kazarien came to rely on him equally for advice about the most mundane to the most important matters.  
 
    Sanari found herself in the unlikely position of being courted by the King. She took meals with him and occasionally a walk across his grounds, once they even went for a horseback ride. Most often his brother was present or Tav, so they were spared any intimate moments, but his attention was becoming too pointed to ignore. She knew he could never make her his wife, but if he sought to have her as his mistress he was being careful to keep that knowledge to himself.  
 
    Tash was the only one excluded from Kazarien’s intimate circle. The day following the ball, Tash was placed with the rest of the Trendarian military and set a schedule of drills and patrols that kept him so busy he had no time to be jealous of his companions’ intimacies with the King. It didn’t take long before he was placed in an officer cadet training program, where two months later he was promoted to lieutenant of the cavalry, under the battalion command of Colonel Pericles. He suspected his promotion had more to do with his father than with him, but it was an honor that he couldn’t pass up.  
 
     Then came notice that his battalion would be leaving Trendaria for an undisclosed amount of time. That evening Tash went to his brother’s room to get the inside information his soldierly life pre-empted him from receiving.  
 
    He crossed the floor and took a seat beside his brother, facing the small blaze burning in the fireplace. Tav looked up from his reading of the Norrad and gave his brother a smile.  
 
    “How have you been faring in your new role?” 
 
    Tash shrugged. “I’m learning. Some of the older men weren’t happy about my promotion, but they’re too well trained to argue much. And it wasn’t much of a promotion. There weren’t that many candidates with my horsemanship. I guess that’s one good thing to come out of chasing cattle all my life.” 
 
    Tav laughed. “It was intended as an honor.” 
 
    “Then the honor belonged to our father because I don’t think I’ve shown them much to merit such an advancement. Anyway, enough about me. How are you?” 
 
     “Good. Kazarien is an amazing man.” 
 
    “So you’re on a first name basis now?” 
 
    “Not exactly. He’s still Your Majesty when we’re together. It’s just hard to think of him that way since I get to hear all of his business.” 
 
    “Then you’ll know what we’re doing for the next few months, I suppose?” 
 
    “Your battalion is the one that’s escorting us?” 
 
     “Yes. Apparently, the King wants to test the new recruits and leave the experienced soldiers to protect the Kingdom. Anyway, Pericles said it was a routine venture.” 
 
    “With the King among them?” asked Tav, but Tash simply shrugged. “I guess it’ll be good experience.” 
 
    Tash nodded, studying his brother closely. They had always had separate interests, but he sensed a distance between them that had never been there before. He didn’t like it. If his mother had been alive, she would have hated it. She had always told them the only people they could depend on was family. Her lack of it, except for her sons and husband, had made her appreciate what they had so much more.  
 
    “We’ll be traveling to as many protectorates as we can, hoping to get them to sign a treaty of alliance in preparation for a war with Erram,” said Tav.  
 
    “And Kazarien feels he has to lead this expedition instead of the Minister of Protectorate Affairs or someone?” 
 
    Tav nodded, closing the book and laying it on a table beside his chair. He folded his hands over his stomach and stretched out his legs. “He feels he’ll be able to get more support if he goes personally.” 
 
    “What about Trendaria?” 
 
    “Thane will control the military and Aziak will run the Kingdom. Kazarien says it’s time his brother concentrate on something besides horses. Aziak doesn’t agree.” 
 
    Tash rubbed his jaw and braced his elbows on his knees. “How many protectorates does he think will sign?” 
 
     “He’s not sure. He’s hoping all of them. He firmly believes it’s the only way to prevent a war. If Erram sees that all of Loden is united against him, he may never start anything to begin with.” 
 
    Tash met Tav’s pale blue eyes. ‘Do you believe that?’ he asked psychically.  
 
    ‘One thing I’ve learned in my studies is that men like Erram and Gava are megalomaniacs, secure in their belief they are invincible. That makes them doubly dangerous.’ 
 
    Tash sat back and drew a deep breath. ‘What are we doing in the middle of this?’ 
 
     ‘Trying to help.’ 
 
    ‘Does Kazarien seem like the only king who appreciates the dangers of this situation?’ 
 
    Tav shook his head. ‘Lord Ralda and Lord Kalahar of Denortosal both seemed suitably worried. I think they’ll sign and stand with Trendaria. But the King of Yonartison didn’t take it very seriously.’ 
 
    Tash looked down at his clasped hands.  
 
    “What about Sanari?” said Tav aloud.  
 
     “She’ll go back to Nogatav after we’re gone.” 
 
    Tav frowned. “I’m not so sure of that. She and Kazarien have grown close in the last couple of months.” 
 
    Tash’s expression turned thunderous. “Is she sleeping with him?” 
 
     “Not yet.” 
 
    Tash ground his jaw in fury. “She’ll go back to Nogatav.” 
 
    “I think Kazarien has told her she can stay here as long as she wants.” 
 
    “She doesn’t belong here,” said Tash, rising to his feet and pacing before the fire.  
 
    “She fits in well, Tash, and there isn’t anything for her in Nogatav. Maybe it’s best she stays.” 
 
    “Why? To become Kazarien’s mistress? You and I both know he’d never keep her for any honorable intention. She’s low born. He’ll have to pick a wife from nobility, which leaves her in the position of warming his bed without any guarantees. I won’t have it.” 
 
    Tav leaned back in his chair and regarded his brother carefully. “Are you going to marry her?” 
 
    Tash frowned. “Of course not.” 
 
    “I see, but you don’t want her to become Kazarien’s mistress.” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    Tav shrugged. “Somehow I don’t think that’s your decision, Tash.” 
 
    “I’m making it my decision, damn it, and that’s final!” 
 
    He turned his back on his brother and stomped to the door, thrusting it open and disappearing into the hall. Once on the other side, he hesitated. Why was it he was always angry anymore? Why couldn’t he talk to his brother or Sanari without exploding? He reached into his pocket and his fingers closed over the locket. He hadn’t told Tav he’d brought it from Nogatav. He wasn’t sure how to broach the subject and with them so far apart now, he wasn’t sure how Tav would react. Forcing his fingers to release it, he leaned against the door and closed his eyes. Too many things crowded his mind now, when there should be only his duty to the Trendarian King. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 12 
 
      
 
    The day of the journey’s beginning dawned amidst a torrent of rain. Kazarien stood in the doorway of the castle, looking out. His brother, now leader of Trendaria in his stead, stood beside him.  
 
    “You intend to start in this mess, Kazarien?” 
 
    Kazarien gave a heavy sigh. “It doesn’t bode well, does it?” 
 
    Aziak looked up at him in puzzlement. “Meaning?” 
 
    “A storm such as this to start an already uncertain journey?” He shifted and gazed into his brother’s face, a face so like his own in its youth. “Am I making a mistake, Aziak?” 
 
    Aziak regarded him steadily. “Do you feel you are?” 
 
    Kazarien shrugged and looked out at the soldiers assembling in the main courtyard of the castle under the leadership of his second commander, Colonel Pericles. “I wish I was more certain.” 
 
    Aziak rocked on his booted heels. “I have no wish to be king, Kazarien, but I recognize the need for this journey. You must make the other protectorates realize the threat Erram poses. You must have their signatures on the treaty. It’s more than just a symbol, it’s a guarantee against the darkness sweeping over us.” 
 
    Kazarien studied his brother intently. When had Aziak grown into a man? Kazarien had been so busy running the Kingdom after the deaths of their parents that he’d basically given Aziak his head and allowed him to do as he pleased. Because Aziak spent so much time with his horses, Kazarien naturally assumed he hadn’t kept abreast of the situation in their land.  
 
    He placed his hand on his brother’s shoulder and squeezed briefly. “You will do well in my absence, Aziak. I have faith in you.” 
 
    Aziak’s eyes glowed with pride at Kazarien’s compliment. There was still much of the boy left in him, wanting the acceptance of his elders. Kazarien smiled and patted him firmly on the shoulder before dropping his hand.  
 
    His eyes shifted out into the courtyard and came to rest on Tash. He was standing in formation beside his chosen horse, looking much the same as the other soldiers in his uniform and rain slicker, yet there was something different in the cast of his features and the grey of his eyes. Kazarien would never admit to anyone how much hope he placed in the deposed sons of Kiameron, but some instinct warned him that they were a necessary part to his journey.  
 
    “Watch over Sanari while I’m gone. I’ve told her she’s welcome to remain here in the castle. She has nowhere to go and no one to go to.” 
 
    “I’ll keep track of her,” replied Aziak in a dry voice.  
 
    Kazarien realized Aziak thought what the rest of the castle thought -- that he and Sanari were sharing a bed. Nothing could be further from the truth. True, he found her interesting, an enjoyable companion, and her pretty features weren’t lost on him. If she had shown the slightest interest in an intimate relationship with him, Kazarien would have made her his mistress at once. He wasn’t a monk after all, but the truth was, he suspected she harbored intense feelings for Tash and he didn’t have the heart to step on the sanctity of those feelings. He remembered all too well what it felt like to love someone who didn’t return it.  
 
    “You are well prepared for this expedition, Your Majesty,” said Thane at his back.  
 
    Kazarien turned to regard his Minister of Defense as he moved into the doorway. “I hope you’re right.” He meant his answer in more than a physical sense. He would have to be both eloquent and persuasive if he hoped to convince the other kings to sign his treaty.  
 
    “I don’t doubt each of the protectorates will see the need for the treaty and will be most grateful for the military assistance you are providing,” said Thane, attempting to comfort his lord.  
 
    Kazarien smiled in acknowledgment and regarded the small battalion before him.  
 
    Thane did the same. “You will keep Kiameron’s sons beside you throughout your journey?” 
 
    “I don’t intend to let them out of my sight.” He faced his minister and extended his hand. “Take care of Trendaria while I’m gone.” 
 
    Thane accepted Kazarien’s hand and shook it firmly. “With my life,” he said and Kazarien truly believed him.  
 
    “We are ready, Your Majesty,” spoke Pericles from the bottom of the stairs.  
 
    Kazarien nodded and shifted to face his brother. He caught Aziak in a quick embrace. “Take care, little brother,” he said, hugging him tightly. For a moment, they were no longer rulers of a powerful kingdom, but two brothers concerned for each other’s safety in troubled times.  
 
    “You take care, Kazarien. And don’t catch a chill.” Aziak gave the lowering sky a critical look.  
 
    Kazarien slapped Aziak’s shoulders and released him, then pulled the hood of his rain slicker over his head and descended the stairs. A squire was waiting with his horse’s reins and Kazarien took them, swinging into the saddle. He gave Pericles a short nod and looked back at the two men standing on the stairs to Castle Tramorda, two men that held the protection of Trendaria and her people in their hands. Kazarien couldn’t think of anyone more qualified for that task and he felt an easing of the tension in his shoulders.  
 
    Tav moved his horse up beside him, a position Kazarien had assigned him himself. Kazarien gave him a brief smile, then studied his castle for a final time. Somehow he knew everything would change in his life before he returned, but for some reason, the King of Trendaria welcomed such change.  
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    At the far end of the battalion, where the squires were assigned rank, rode a slender squire with exceptionally smooth cheeks. Although most of the squires were young, certainly without their adult height, this one was smaller and slighter than the others.  
 
    Green eyes looked out of the hood of the squire’s rain slicker, flickering over the downcast heads of the soldiers. So far no one had thought to question the presence of an extra squire, not even the colonel himself. But it wasn’t surprising. Despite the relatively small size of the assembly, the squires didn’t really draw much attention. Their job was to maintain the horses and keep the weapons clean, carry provisions and start fires. They weren’t soldiers.  
 
    The slight squire hoped this inattention would last, at least until they were far beyond Trendaria. Then, of course, it would be too late to do anything about it.  
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    The first two days of the journey passed with little adventure, save for the rain that would not give way. The soldiers and their leaders traveled as far and fast as the torrential downpour would allow. The first night they camped within the bounds of Trendaria, but the second night they made camp on the banks of the Hottan River, saving the crossing for the full light of morning and the hope that the rain would abate.  
 
    A ferry was used to transport cargo and people from one side of the enormous tributary to the other. The ferry master was a small, wiry man of middle years with thinning hair and squinty eyes. He ducked out of the door to his shack, slapping a hat on his head, and ambled toward the milling soldiers. Behind him came a large man, more than six feet tall with shoulders as broad as a board.  
 
    Pericles strode forward to meet them, followed by the King and Tav. With a sharp nod, the ferry master held out a hand to the colonel, then stopped in mid-motion, his eyes going past Pericles and fixing on Kazarien. Kazarien smiled and offered his own hand. Tav was impressed that he could look so kingly as sodden and trail-weary as he currently was. The ferry master swept the hat from his head, punched the larger man in the stomach, and dropped to one knee in the mud and rain on the banks of the river. The larger man scowled in annoyance, but he also dropped to one knee.  
 
    Kazarien shot Tav a look. “Rise, sirs, at once,” he commanded.  
 
    The ferry master climbed to his feet, but kept his head respectfully bowed. “Your Majesty, I had no idea you were traveling abroad.” 
 
    “No doubt,” answered Kazarien. He cast a pointed look at the man still kneeling. When Pericles cleared his throat, the ferry master seemed to notice his friend’s position and tapped the larger man’s shoulder, motioning for him to rise.  
 
    “This here is my assistant, Gram. He’s deaf, Your Majesty. Can’t hear or speak a word, but he works like an ox.” 
 
    Kazarien nodded and cast a smile on Gram. “And you are?” 
 
    “Jorn, Your Majesty, Ferry Master Southern End of the Hottan.” 
 
    “Well, Jorn, we seek passage across the river tomorrow and a site to camp on for the remainder of the day. Hopefully you’ll be able to accommodate both.” 
 
    Jorn shot a glance at the river. “She’s straining her banks right now, Your Majesty. We’ll have to wait until tomorrow at the earliest, but you’re welcome to anything I have.” 
 
    Kazarien smiled once more. “We’ll simply need space, and your expertise on the crossing. We’d be honored if you and Gram would join us for supper tonight.” 
 
    Jorn bowed low, then elbowed Gram to do the same. The large man complied, his eyes fixed on Kazarien as he did so. Kazarien gave him a brief nod, then turned to scrutinize the river. Tav did the same, feeling a sinking sensation in the pit of his stomach.  
 
    The Hottan River was the largest in the whole of Loden, having two other rivers and many streams feeding into it from the north and east. As they stood on its bank in the hazy light of the evening, they could hardly make out the other side. Low lying fog swirled and eddied over the surface of the water and licked the shore, while the rain cut slashing swatches of light through it as it fell.  
 
    The trees that grew at the water’s edge were tall with mushroom shaped domes. A pale green moss hung from the branches, dripping off the trees like strands of sodden hair. The earth at the base of the trees had been broken by large, gnarled roots that reached out over the water as if trying to cup it like fingers. Tav shivered, and not simply from the damp, cold air that blew off the river’s surface. He had heard many tales of similar trees in the Orahim forest, and behind every tree, or so the tales said, hid a scaly green humanoid form bent on divesting men from their lives.  
 
    “Will we be able to cross in the morning?” asked the King, drawing Tav’s attention back to their present predicament.  
 
    The ferry master pointed to the landing, a lopsided wooden platform that listed suspiciously toward the downriver side. A rope stretched from a post near the platform out over the water. Tav couldn’t see where it attached on the other side, due to the fog, nor could he see the raft; however, he thought he saw the dock shudder after a particularly strong gust of wind, as if something was striking the pilings.  
 
    “I can take you and your gear across on the ferry if the weather breaks by morning,” answered the ferry master.  
 
    “And the horses?” 
 
    The balding man nodded, wringing his cap in his hands. “Only two at a time, but we’ll get them across safe and sound, Your Majesty.” 
 
    “Very good. Calculate the toll and tell my commander,” said the King, motioning at Pericles. “When you feel it’s safe tomorrow, you can let Colonel Pericles know.” 
 
    Without another word, the King turned on his heel, ignoring the furrow of mud the motion created, and strolled away from the river toward where the soldiers were setting camp. Tav glanced after him, but he shifted back to face the ferry master again, wrapping his arms around himself for warmth.  
 
    “Is it really safe to cross when the water’s so angry?” he asked.  
 
    “If the storm lets up. The wind is more dangerous than the rain, to be honest. I’d try a crossing if I just had to deal with swollen banks and a little wet, but not with wind kicking up the waves.” 
 
    Tav turned his gaze back to the river. A little wet? It was more than a little wet. The air beneath the trees had the musty smell of mildew to it. In fact, the ferry master and his assistant gave off an odor of decay that could only come from living in perpetually damp, humid conditions. 
 
    “Thank you,” Tav muttered, then nodded to the deaf Gram. He followed after the King, knowing that much of the excitement that had marked this journey’s beginning was now dissipating at the thought of crossing the river and entering the Orahim forest. Not that he planned to complain to his liege. Kazarien had been more than generous with him in the last few weeks.   
 
    The Hottan River marked the boundary between Trendaria and Zenoradel. Beyond the river and between the two protectorates lay an expanse of densely wooded forest, a stretch of land inhabited by the Orahim, and avoided by everyone else. No one in the group wanted to enter the forest at nightfall. For many years, the Orahim had been a quiet people, seldom seen in any lands inhabited by Humans. It was just as well for few Humans and Stravad could forget the part the serpent-like creatures played in the enslavement that went on during the war with Gava. Nor could they forget that in this time of rising tension, the Orahim would likely heed a call going out from Mt. Askar.  
 
    Kazarien’s tent had been erected, a tent he shared with his Envoy of Diplomatic Relations. Tav’s portion of this tent was much smaller than the King’s, partitioned off by a length of cloth, but despite its relatively small size, Tav was more than lucky and he knew it.  
 
    As he angled back toward the tent through the campsite, he felt the eyes of the soldiers on him. They also knew he enjoyed a rare privilege as Kazarien’s Envoy. The rest of the soldiers bunked down in the open, huddling under their single-man tents. Added to that discomfort was the continual patrols each soldier was required to complete. Never was the camp left unguarded. The presence of the King in their midst made this latter duty the most important one of all.  
 
    Even so no one complained, least of all the King, who Tav found to be a surprisingly accommodating man. Kazarien rode as hard as his soldiers, ate what they ate, and warmed himself at the same fires. Except for the large tent erected in deference to him, outsiders would never have guessed that the King himself was a party to this expedition.  
 
    Tav ducked under the flap and found soldiers putting his cot together. He gave them a grateful smile. “I can finish. Thank you.” 
 
    They saluted him smartly and left without protest. Tav was frankly grateful to finish the chore himself, bending to smooth the wrinkled blanket. Drops from the rain outside ran down his nose and splattered the dark wool. Rising to his full height, he looked around for his pack. He would change into something dry, then await Kazarien’s command.  
 
    The King usually kept Tav close beside him, asking him questions about the Norrad as they rode. Tav spent a good portion of the last two evenings pouring over the book beside the campfire, preparing for the next day and the next round of questions. Tash visited him, but most often he was busy with his own soldierly duties.  
 
    Tav found he missed his brother. Not that they’d ever had the same interests, or ever spent their days in similar pursuits, but now their varied ranks and associations with the King seemed to have come between them. Tav was aware that his privileged status as Kazarien’s Envoy made the other soldiers wary of him, but to have that distance extended to his own twin was difficult to accept. Sometimes he even suspected Tash envied his position, which was a change since he had spent the greater part of his life envying his brother.  
 
    He guessed it was difficult for Tash to think of himself as a lowly soldier, one of the many, when their father was a regional legend. And it was equally difficult, probably, for Tash to know his brother had the ear of the King. 
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    Tash stood on the lopsided platform and surveyed the ferry’s system of pulleys and ropes. The rain had stopped, but a thick, soupy fog lay over the river, obscuring the opposite shore and filtering the pale rays of dawn’s light into rainbow drops of dew that clung to his cloak and hair.  
 
    As far as he could tell, the river was calm, only the occasional sound of the water slapping against the pilings to break the stillness. Below him, at where he estimated the surface of the river to be, lay the raft. It was a huge, shadowy form, displacing fog every so often, then sliding back into the embrace of darkness without a trace.  
 
    A metal pole extended from the middle edge of the raft, piercing the white layer of fog where it was attached to the rope on the upstream side. From there the rope disappeared beyond sight into the fog. Another rope was bound to a second post sunk into the river bank. This rope was threaded through a pulley on the north-west corner of the raft. A third rope appeared, as if by magic, out of the fog from the opposite shore and wound around a winch bolted into the north-east corner of the raft. Although he wasn’t mechanically minded, Tash recognized a clever design when he saw it and he had no doubt the ferry saw much use, but he felt uneasy about it just the same.  
 
    The rope that threaded through the main metal spar on the raft was swollen with the rain from the previous day and dark with mildew. Did it possess enough tensile strength to bear the weight that they were going to put on it, and for as many crossings as he guessed they would need? 
 
    The emerald pulsed at his breast and Tash tensed, shifting in the growing light to gaze back at the bank. Someone materialized out of the fog, striding for the dock, and it wasn’t until he was nearly in front of Tash that the younger man recognized him.  
 
    Snapping to attention as well as a seasoned soldier, Tash saluted his commander. Pericles seemed surprised to see the young recruit, but he gave a return salute and continued forward.  
 
    “At ease, Lieutenant.” 
 
    Tash fell into a semi-relaxed stance.  
 
    Pericles squinted his eyes as he looked across the river and then down at the shape of the raft sliding into the darkness again. “Can’t see a bloody thing yet,” he complained.  
 
    “Perhaps the fog will lift, sir,” answered Tash.  
 
    Pericles nodded, motioning below them at the raft. “Do you think it’ll carry us?” 
 
    “I’m not sure, sir, the rope looks a little weather-worn.” 
 
    Pericles peered up at the taller man. “Well, we’d better hope it’s sound. It’s a week long journey to the next crossing and that’s by swimming.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” answered Tash, but he still didn’t feel overly secure.  
 
    “Have you had breakfast, Lieutenant?” demanded the commander.  
 
    Tash blinked at him. “No, sir, I’m checking the dock patrol.” 
 
    “Go eat, young man. I’ll check the patrol. I want to get a good look at this contraption anyway. You’re relieved for now.” 
 
    Tash gave the colonel a salute and strode away, but he wished he had been given a few more minutes to study the system himself.  
 
    As he strode to the cook-fire to get his food, he wondered if Tav was awake yet. There were no lanterns on in Kazarien’s tent so he thought it unlikely. The same wasn’t true for the other soldiers. There were a number already waiting in line for their morning rations.  
 
    Tash moved into place behind one of the other officers, dropping his eyes to his mud encrusted boots. He tried to kick some away with the other boot, but it was impossible. Still it kept him occupied so he wouldn’t have to be social.  
 
    When he’d first joined the military, he’d hoped to make friends. In all of the time that he trained in Trendaria and since, no one had attempted to approach him with a gesture of friendship. Although he hadn’t experienced the outright racism of Nogatav, he still suspected his mixed blood had a great deal to do with his lack of companions. And his rapid promotion to lieutenant hadn’t helped the situation.  
 
    Moving forward, he lifted his eyes and studied the back of the young man in front of him. They were of a similar age, but while Tash’s coloring was dark and his hair black, this young man was very fair-skinned and blonde. When he got his rations, the soldier didn’t spare Tash a glance, but strolled away to take a seat beside a couple of other soldiers, their muted whispers drifting through the fog toward him.  
 
    Tash’s attention shifted to the sergeant as the man dumped a very wet sounding ladle of gruel into a bowl and slapped a piece of cold, dry bread on top. With a nod at the smaller cook-fire to the left, he held the bowl out to Tash. Tash glanced from the grey congealed mass in the bowl to the sergeant’s scowling face, then he reached out a hand and accepted the fare.  
 
    “Thank you,” he muttered, moving toward the smaller fire. A battered teapot was suspended on a tripod above the flames and a towel lay draped over the rocks for shielding one’s hand when one grabbed the pot. A private hurried to fill a dented tin mug for him.  
 
    Tash lifted the mug and let the steam bathe his face for a moment. Sipping at the hot beverage, he picked his way to the edge of the cooking area and entered the officers’ tent.  
 
    The tea was actually good. In fact, it was the best thing the cook knew how to make -- just the right blend of bitter and minty. The gruel was another matter entirely. It felt slimy as it oozed down his throat and into his belly, only luke-warm at best, and it left behind a gritty residue. At least the bread, dry as it was, helped relieve some of that sensation. The only way to consume the full allotment was to eat quickly, so Tash did, wolfing down the helping in an undignified manner that would have made his aunt faint.  
 
    Thinking of Marri brought a wistful smile to his lips as he sat by himself in the tent, listening to the murmur of his fellow soldiers, and sipping his coffee.  
 
    He had never been so homesick in his entire life.  
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    The crossing was delayed until after the midday meal. Upon hearing that news, Tash wandered to his designated spot in the officers’ tent and curled up with the bedroll pulled over his head. There he proceeded to get a few more hours of sleep.  
 
    He woke to a new downpour of rain. Climbing uncomfortably to his feet, he rolled up the bedding and tied it, then sat down on the roll to pull on his boots, finally binding everything inside the oilcloth he’d been given to keep out the dampness. He knew his bedroll would smell like mildew by the time he unrolled it again, but it couldn’t be helped. The bugle was calling them to midday reveille. He lined up with the rest of the officers and waited for his orders.  
 
    As he was squinting in the driving rain, he caught sight of his brother. Tav was strolling beside the King and glanced up, his eyes shifting to meet Tash’s. They exchanged a brief smile, then Tav continued on his way toward the ferry launch beside the King.  
 
    They were given some cold bacon and a large chunk of bread for the midday meal. The majority of the soldiers were immediately called to duty, carrying their food in hand and their possessions over one shoulder. Tash ate his as he went to retrieve his horse.  
 
    The stallion was edgy and pawed the muddy soil with his hoof, snorting and tossing his head. Tash tightened his hold on the reins and bent close to the beast’s ear, casting a quick look around.  
 
    “Be still or I’ll let you swim the river,” he scolded. He didn’t want the other soldiers to see him talking to a horse, but Tav assured him most animals understood Human communication. Tash had seen enough evidence himself to suspect his brother might be right.  
 
    As if to answer him, the stallion butted Tash in the chest with his nose, knocking him backward, but he steadied his behavior a moment later at a furious glare from his master.  
 
    “Lieutenant,” came Pericles’ authoritative voice behind him.  
 
    Tash shot another glare at the stallion for good measure and turned to face the commander. “Yes, sir,” he answered, snapping a salute.  
 
    “You’ll lead the third rotation, but let a squire bring your horse down to the launch so it’ll be ready when we need it. You can oversee the unloading of the weapon’s wagon for transport.” 
 
    Tash gave a short nod and waited until Pericles marched off to give the next round of orders. He led the horse to a squire and tied him with the other horses the squires were arranging by size and weight, then he strolled over to oversee some of the soldiers who were unloading the heavily laden weapon’s wagon.  
 
    It was late afternoon before his rotation came up. The rain had abated for a while and the fog had lifted off the river, but the river remained swollen and irritable, frothing over the banks and carrying large pieces of debris downstream. Twice the raft had been fouled in floating tree branches. Each time the soldiers gathered on the bank and watched with wide-eyed expressions, while the ferry master’s deaf assistant Gram hung over the edge and pulled the debris free.  
 
    When Pericles ordered Tash’s rotation to begin loading the raft, Tash glanced back at his brother, then slid down the bank to the water’s edge, guiding the other soldiers assigned to his rotation. They were going to transport some of the weapons and supplies as well as ten of their own men. It had become a tricky business coordinating this mass crossing. In fact, the ferry master had remarked repeatedly that his self-invented system was made for transporting farmers and their goods, not armies.  
 
    A rotation of soldiers had gone first with some of the squires and a few of their horses. They had secured the opposite bank. Next had come a contingent of horses and another couple of squires. A second rotation of soldiers and supplies had gone before the ferry master had carried the King and Pericles over. Then they had made a number of trips bringing the bulk of the horses and supplies over with only Gram to oversee everything. Now Tash and his contingent were to bring the last of the supplies and weapons with them.  
 
    Tav would escort the remaining horses. Naturally he had volunteered when Pericles said they needed someone to help with the most spirited animals, Tash’s own being amongst them. The final crossings would be reserved for the foot soldiers, which made up the slower part of Kazarien’s battalion.  
 
    Gram and the ferry master spent a few minutes arranging the weight on the ferry before they allowed the soldiers to board. The minute Tash’s feet left solid ground, his stomach lurched and he closed his eyes, praying he wouldn’t make a fool of himself by losing his lunch before they’d even cast off from shore.  
 
    The ferry master pushed Tash toward the middle as he climbed off the raft, then the raft left the bank. Tash cracked open an eye, watching Gram deftly let out line on one winch as he took up line on the opposite one. A guide rope was strung across the entire river, upstream of the raft. It hooked into the raft through a metal ring on the top of a pole bolted to the raft’s surface.  
 
    Beneath his feet Tash could feel the logs shifting, straining against the current, trying to separate. As they bounced along over the choppy surface of the river, the guide rope and the rope attached to the eastern bank moaned and whined as if in great agony. Tash wasn’t much of a seaman, but he didn’t think the ropes looked any too secure. They had mildew spots and frayed edges in a number of places that made him nervous.  
 
    He was unbelievably relieved when the raft bumped against the bank on the other side and the soldiers hurried to secure it. As he disembarked, he gave Gram a brief smile. He was more than grateful for the large man’s expertise.  
 
    Kazarien nodded at him and offered him an understanding lift of his dark brows. Tash nodded back at his king and turned to direct his fellow soldiers in unloading the raft. He was surprised to find his hands and legs trembling from the harrowing experience, but he ignored it and kept working.  
 
    It wasn’t until Gram was winding his way to the other side that Tash became aware of the emerald. As it lay beneath his uniform jacket, it pulsed in rhythm to his heartbeat. He pressed a hand against it, surprised to find it warm, and moved up the bank to a spot where he could look out over the entire ferry operation.  
 
    Nothing readily met his eye and he didn’t necessarily sense anything either. It would be a particularly bad time for anything to happen with Tav still on the other side of an angry river. He hoped the reaction of the talisman was caused by his own anxiety when he had crossed a few moments before.  
 
    Shifting so he could keep Kazarien in his field of vision, he loosened his sword and strolled to where the squires were holding the horses. If an attack came, he wanted to be closest to a mount, where he might be able to grab one and ride for the King before anyone else could react.  
 
    The horse Tav had been given was picketed near the outside. It tossed its head in greeting as Tash reached for its bridle, pulling it close. He stroked the velvety muzzle as he watched the ferry master and Tav load the last two horses, securing them by their halters to the center pole. Then his brother began the dire ride across.  
 
    The emerald continued to pulse, its warning growing stronger. Tash shifted uncomfortably and scanned the forest. Something was definitely wrong, but he couldn’t see anything out of the ordinary.  
 
    He lowered his eyes to the horses. The squires were moving amongst them, whispering soothing words to calm them. The young boys reminded him of his own brother, believing there was more to an animal than dumb instinct. Tav had given every single animal on his uncle’s farm a name. Not that Tav would admit he’d named them. He claimed, and still did as a matter of fact, that the animals named themselves.  
 
    Tash smiled in memory and stroked the horse’s muzzle. He could remember their father scolding him for teasing his twin. Kai had often told Tash there was no way to predict what powers they would each inherit. Tash had always nodded obediently, but when Kai turned his back, he had continued to tease Tav unmercifully.  
 
    He had to give his twin credit. He never told on him. It was an unspoken secret between them. Tash touched the pouch where he kept another secret from his brother. He didn’t like keeping the locket a secret, but he was afraid it would drive Tav further away if he knew. Tash worried the locket was becoming an obsession, but he needed to find the answer to it, and he needed to keep it from Tav.  
 
    His attention snapped back to the present. One of the squires was watching him from beneath the hood of his rain slicker. There was something so familiar in the look that Tash felt the hair along the nape of his neck stand on end. Pushing Tav’s horse away, he ducked under the drag rope the horses were attached to and took a step toward the squire. Immediately the squire turned away and tried to disappear between the other horses.  
 
    Tash quickened his step, then came to a jarring halt when the emerald gave a violent kick against his chest. At the same moment a cry of alarm went up from the river. Tash turned and his eyes swept the bank. The soldiers were running toward the water, their voices raised in a cacophony of panic. Tash’s eyes swung out to the ferry.  
 
    Something was wrong with the contraption. It was listing to one side and the horses were screaming in terror. Of course, Tav was trying to calm them, while Gram was doing something with the ropes.  
 
    Tash shot one last look over his shoulder for the squire, but he was gone, then he took off at a run for the river. His boots slid in the mud and he skidded down the bank, nearly tumbling into the water.  
 
    The entire raft had spun somehow and was no longer traveling perpendicular to the river, but was bouncing parallel to the current. The only thing keeping it from plunging away downstream was the guide rope that held it in place. The rope that had been attached to the bank had snapped, one part still attached to the pole, the other tangling with the taut line of the guide rope. As the river battled the guide rope for dominion over the raft, it jostled and shook.  
 
    Everyone was speaking at once. Some of the soldiers were calling out to Gram, but that was ridiculous since the man was deaf. Tav wasn’t much help because he was more worried about the damn horses than himself at the moment. On the opposite bank, the ferry master was waving his hands frantically.  
 
    Tash glanced around for Pericles. The colonel was standing beside the King, both of them watching the spectacle with astonished expressions. That wasn’t helping either.  
 
    Shoving soldiers aside, Tash grabbed Pericles’ arm and shook him. “The ferry master is trying to tell us something, but I can’t hear him over all of this noise.” 
 
    Pericles blinked and then his expression became affronted. He shook off Tash’s hold. “Stand down, Lieutenant,” he snapped in his most superior voice. “I am your commanding officer.” 
 
    Tash shot a look at Kazarien, then faced Pericles again. The emerald was growing harder to ignore. “And that’s my brother on that raft. If we don’t do something, it’s gonna come apart. I’m just asking that you command everyone to silence so we can hear the ferry master.” 
 
    Pericles opened his mouth to reprimand Tash again, but Kazarien touched his arm. “Do what he says.” 
 
    The colonel looked like he might disobey, but common sense prevailed. He shouted for silence and ordered the soldiers back in formation. Then they strained to catch snatches of the ferry master’s instructions. It was hard to concentrate, watching the two men on board the raft struggle to keep their feet against the punishing blasts from the river.  
 
    “…cut…horses…rope…out…” 
 
    Pericles threw up his hands. “I don’t understand.” 
 
    One of the squires was suddenly at their elbow. “The first part is to cut the horses free, let them swim to the shore, sir.” 
 
    Pericles and Tash both looked down at the young man. “Good job, Squire,” said the colonel, then he cupped his hands around his mouth and shouted to Tav.  
 
    Tash held his breath. It would be a damn miracle if Tav listened to reason in this. Tav heard the command, but his face blanched and he shook his head vigorously.  
 
    Pericles exchanged a look with Tash. Tash shrugged. “We need to find out what else he said. I was afraid my brother wouldn’t cut the horses loose.” 
 
    “I gave him a direct command, Lieutenant,” roared Pericles.  
 
    Tash wanted to laugh, but he was too scared for Tav’s sake. “You don’t know my brother. He won’t do it so let’s not waste our time or breath on it.” His eyes shifted pleadingly to the King.  
 
    Kazarien gave him a sympathetic look. “Find out what else we need to do, Colonel.” 
 
    “Yes, Your Majesty,” said a bewildered Pericles. He shouted to the ferry master. Again the man shouted back a string of directions. The three older men looked to the squire immediately.  
 
    “He says you need to get another rope attached to the pole over here and then send it to Gram on the ferry.” 
 
    “How?” demanded Pericles.  
 
    The squire grimaced. “He suggested we try shooting it over with an arrow.” 
 
    Pericles and the King looked skeptical, but Tash urged them to hurry. A piece of twine was brought, then an archer came forward and tied the other end of the twine to an arrow. The idea was that once the twine reached the men on the raft, they could attach the rope to it and haul it across. Pericles called directions to Tav as the archer took aim. Tav left the horses long enough to pantomime the situation for Gram’s benefit.  
 
    The idea, while feasible in theory, failed miserably due to the wind. The arrow either wouldn’t land close enough to the ferry or it overshot it too far down stream for the men on board to grab it. The weight of the twine only grew more pronounced with each dunking, throwing off the archer’s aim. After about the third archer and more than a dozen attempts, Pericles declared the concept a failure.  
 
    Tash stood with his boots in the river, watching the raft with tortured eyes. Every so often he swore he saw pieces break free and shoot downstream in the punishing current.  
 
    ‘Damn it, Tav,’ he thought, ‘Cut the horses free or that raft’s gonna come apart.’ 
 
    Tav didn’t respond, but the emerald began pulsing frantically against Tash’s breast. The ferry master had fallen quiet, trying to think up another solution. The wait was almost unbearable. Tash continued to try to reach his brother psychically, but Tav was avoiding him. It made Tash want to howl in rage.  
 
    Finally the ferry master started shouting across the river again. Tash listened, but he still only caught about every other word. Glancing over his shoulder, he waited for the squire’s translation.  
 
    The boy went pale.  
 
    “What did he say, Squire?” ordered Pericles.  
 
    The boy’s mouth opened, but no sound came out. Kazarien exchanged a concerned look with Tash.  
 
    “Go on, young man, tell us,” requested the King in his warmest tone.  
 
    The squire ducked his head. “He says someone will have to swim the rope out to them, Your Majesty.” 
 
    Tash turned and studied the water again. The raft had nearly made it to the midway mark before becoming fouled. And yet it would still be a long, cold, difficult swim.  
 
    “It’s too risky, Your Majesty,” declared Pericles. “I couldn’t ask one of our men to risk their lives like that.” 
 
    “I can’t just leave two men out there to die, Colonel. Let’s see if we can get a volunteer.” The King paused. Tash glanced up at him. “Maybe someone could use the guide rope to haul himself out to the ferry. That way he wouldn’t have to swim against the current.” 
 
     “I still don’t know how I command one of the soldiers to. . .” 
 
    “I’ll do it!” said Tash, climbing back up the bank. The emerald was like a brand against his flesh, but he hardly noticed it. If he didn’t do something, he was going to lose his brother.  
 
    Kazarien’s expression grew anxious. “It’s risky, Tash.” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter,” he answered. “He’s my brother.” He turned to the squire. “Ask the ferry master if the King’s idea will work. Will the guide rope be able to hold my weight and the weight of the ferry both because if it’ll cause the ferry to break away, I don’t want to risk it.” 
 
    The squire looked to his commander for confirmation that he should do as Tash requested. Pericles nodded somberly.  
 
    The boy cupped his hands around his mouth and shouted to the ferry master. The man shouted back. This time even Tash caught the gist of his instructions. Striding to the replacement rope, he began tying it around his waist. Pericles, the King, and the young squire all joined him. Pericles took the rope and tied it in a slipknot so it would be secure, but easily released.  
 
    “Whatever you do, don’t let go of the guide rope. That current will sweep you away and smash your body on some rocks downstream,” warned the colonel.  
 
    Tash flinched. “Thanks for the encouragement.” 
 
    “I’m serious, Lieutenant. I hope you know what you’re doing.” 
 
    “So do I,” muttered Tash, feeling the knot himself. When he was satisfied he could work it, he turned toward the river.  
 
    Kazarien placed a hand on his shoulder. “Be careful, Kiameron’s son.” 
 
    Tash gave him a grim smile and stepped into the water. “I’ll do my best,” he answered, struggling to wade through the punishing breakers toward the guide rope. ‘I’m coming, Tav,’ he thought. He didn’t wait for a response, but secured his hands in the rope and turned toward the middle of the river.  
 
    He hadn’t taken a half-dozen steps away from the bank before he was knocked off his feet. The guide rope bit into his palms, driving splinters of fiber deep into his flesh. He gasped and got a mouthful of water for his trouble. Kicking frantically, he finally found purchase on the river bottom and using his shoulders, pressed upward until he could stand again.  
 
    The moment the chill wind struck his flesh, he shivered. He was drenched. It occurred to him that he needed to move quickly or risk freezing to death.  
 
    Ironically, the emerald still blazed against his chest.  
 
    Releasing one hand on the rope, he reached forward for another hold. Voices came to him from behind and when he glanced up, he caught sight of Tav. His brother had actually left the horses and was kneeling on the side of the raft. Tash smiled grimly. Well, at least he was more important to his twin than horses. It wasn’t much, but he’d take it.  
 
    ‘Damn fool,’ came Tav’s angry thought, ‘You’re going to get yourself killed!’ 
 
    This time Tash ignored his brother because sliding his hands along the rope and finding a safe place to put his feet demanded his entire concentration. The rope around his waist felt heavy, dragging him down, and the rocks shifted beneath his boots, nearly tumbling him head first into the water more times than he cared to remember. As it was, the river spat at him with every step, sending water into his ears, nose, and eyes.  
 
    Then came the moment when his feet would no longer touch the bottom. He went under completely. For a sickening moment, he didn’t think he could make his frozen fingers clasp the rope tightly enough. Water filled his nose and mouth, blinded his eyes in a violent, swirling darkness. It was the emerald that filled him with its energy, forcing his head above the water and tightening his grip.  
 
    He hung suspended for a moment, gasping between blasts from the river, his eyes shut tight, his hands throbbing from the punishment of gripping the rope. The emerald continued to infuse him with energy, warming him from the inside out. Squinting against the spray of water, he studied the distance between himself and the raft.  
 
    He could still hear the call of the soldiers on the bank, but they sounded muffled and heavy in his head. He felt Tav’s presence, his anxiety, but he couldn’t read his psychic thoughts. All he knew was the emerald, all he sensed was the emerald. It was as if every cell of his body absorbed the talisman’s power and hummed with it.  
 
    Tash leaned back in the water and lifted his legs, hooking his knees over the rope so he could continue to shimmy along. He had to gasp for air whenever the river didn’t rush over him, but beyond that he no longer felt the cold or the trembling of his limbs, or the pain where the ropes had burned his fingers and palms. He was the emerald.  
 
    It was exhilarating.  
 
    He was simply energy, an element of light with form that cleaved all other elements out of his way. He sensed layers of power around him, threads of it binding one source to another, all living, all pulsing, all existing in a moment, changing it, redesigning it.  
 
    He wasn’t even aware he’d made the ferry until he felt a hand close in the back of his jacket, yanking him upward. He collapsed on the shuddering piece of wood and lay still, the power still humming and zinging throughout his body. He didn’t want to move, he didn’t want to feel anything beyond the emerald.  
 
    But gradually other sensations were intruding. A nasty, stale taste was in his mouth and fishy smell filled his nostrils. Cold puddles of water lay over his eyes and slipped across his temples, tickling him as they went. A dead, soggy mass encircled his waist and his limbs were beginning to tremble. Across the inside of his fingers and his palms, a blaze of hot pain radiated with each pulse of his rapidly beating heart.  
 
    Most annoying of all, someone was shaking him. He forced his body to move and the spell of the emerald fragmented, warmth bleeding out of his body in a loss that nearly made him gasp in agony. He shoved the person away.  
 
    “Damn it, Tash, say something!” came his brother’s nearly hysterical voice.  
 
    “G-get the r-rope off,” he stuttered, his teeth chattering.  
 
    Someone fumbled with the knot, then the soggy, dead mass fell away. Tash opened an eye and looked into his brother’s anxious expression. “H-help m-me up.” 
 
    Tav lifted him to a sitting position. Tash forced his hand to move to his waist, grimacing as he caught sight of his battered fingers and palms. He concentrated on closing his fingers around the hilt of his knife, dragging it free of the sheath.  
 
    “What do you need?” asked his brother, looking from the knife into Tash’s face.  
 
    Tash glanced around, searching for the rope. Gram had already taken it and was working to replace the broken one, his enormous legs braced against the jostling of the raft. Behind them the horses were dancing with anxiety, trying to pull their halters from the middle pole. Tash braced a hand on the raft and felt the plank shudder with the various tensions pulling it in different directions. Tav was studying him suspiciously, so Tash was careful to keep his thoughts contained. He didn’t need to fight his brother at the moment.  
 
    Forcing his stiff limbs to move, he shoved himself into a stumbling, standing position and headed for the horses. Tav jumped up beside him. “No, Tash,” he moaned, but he didn’t try to stop him.  
 
    Tash grabbed the first horse’s halter and yanked it down, sawing at the rope with the knife, but his fingers were so cold he didn’t make much progress. Tav had moved up beside him.  
 
    Tash glanced into his twin’s pained expression. “It’s for their good as well, Tav. If the raft starts coming apart, they’ll drown tied to this pole as they are.” 
 
    Tav swallowed and looked up at the horses. Finally he nodded. “Give me the knife.” 
 
    Tash handed it over, watching his brother. Tav cut through the first halter and pulled the entire thing off the animal’s head. The horse tossed its mane and whinnied. Tav narrowed his eyes and Tash thought he felt some sort of communication pass between animal and man, then the horse scrambled across the raft and jumped into the river, while Tav cut the other animal free. 
 
    Once the weight of the horses was gone, the raft began swinging more violently against the current. Tash’s knees gave out and he sank to the planking, closing his eyes against a wave of nausea. Tav knelt beside him, placing his hand on his brother’s shoulder.  
 
    ‘You could have been killed,’ Tav thought.  
 
    Tash looked up into his brother’s face, too tired to argue anything at the moment. Tav handed him back the knife. It was a struggle simply to put it away again. “So could you. I had to do something.” 
 
    He shut his eyes again and prayed Gram would get the ferry fixed before he became violently ill. He almost let out a sob of gratitude when he felt the raft swing around and snap into place again. He opened his eyes and watched as the entire battered and beaten contraption began inching toward the opposite shore.  
 
    As soon as they were close enough, a few of the soldiers waded into the water and caught the raft. A cheer went up from the gathered group. Tash smiled weakly at the King as a couple of soldiers helped him off the raft and onto solid ground again.  
 
    Then he looked around for his brother. Tav was anxiously checking over the horses he’d set free, searching them for injuries and instructing a squire on how to brush them down. Tash chuckled and let the soldiers assist him toward the wagon that held their supplies.  
 
    His brother had already thanked him for his help by agreeing to cut the horses free in the first place. Tash had learned long ago not to expect much more. In fact, it was enough that Tav was simply alive and unhurt.  
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    As the crossing had taken the entire afternoon, the colonel ordered camp to be set on the riverbank. Tav had never been so grateful to see a tent go up as he was when the soldiers set up Kazarien’s. Finally he was able to change into dry clothes and when he emerged from the tent entrance, the King was waiting for him with a spiked cup of tea and a cheerfully blazing fire.  
 
    The King immediately urged him to take a seat in the camp chair closest to the fire and placed a blanket over his shoulders. Tav was disconcerted by the King’s concern.  
 
    “Thank you, Your Majesty, but I’m all right. I think my pride was wounded more than anything else.” 
 
    The King settled beside him, lifting his own mug of tea. Tav brought the drink to his lips and sipped. The tea was a pleasant minty blend, but it was the bite of brandy that warmed him inside.  
 
    “I want to apologize for my unprofessional behavior on the ferry, Your Majesty. . .” he began.  
 
    Kazarien waved off his apology, but his look was introspective. “It was a difficult day for all of us. Unfortunately, most of our foot soldiers will not make the journey with us. I didn’t want to risk their lives in the river crossing, so I’ve decided to send them back to Trendaria.” 
 
    “Are you sure that’s a wise idea, Your Majesty?” 
 
    “I hope so.” He gave Tav a rueful smile. “Pericles didn’t think it was wise, but this is a diplomatic venture, Tav. We really should have little need of foot soldiers, and with war a growing possibility, I don’t want to lose any more men than I have to. Besides, I’ve decided to promote your brother to captain of my personal guard. He seems strong and loyal, qualities every king looks for in his subjects. And I was impressed by his selfless actions today.” Kazarien shot Tav another smile. “I know you’re his brother, but I sense he would react the same no matter who it was without fear for himself. Most impressive.” 
 
    “I’m sure he’ll be more than happy to accept.” 
 
    “Oh, he has already. He’ll maintain his regular officer duties, but he’ll complete them under my command. At night, he’ll no longer patrol the perimeter, but stand watch outside our tent. It’s a good opportunity for him.” 
 
    It was some time later before Tash approached Tav. “Damned fool,” he scolded.  
 
    Hugging the blanket around his shoulders, Tav looked up from his place before the fire. “Yes, Tash, and it was deliberate on my part, just to enable you to come out looking like a hero.” 
 
    Tash smiled and hunkered down beside his twin. “You’re not hurt, are you?” 
 
    ‘Just my pride,’ thought Tav.  
 
    Tash laughed, then his expression grew thunderous. “You scared the hell out of me.” 
 
    “Scared a little of it out of myself too. Especially when I looked up to see my idiot brother swimming out to me.” He met Tash’s look. “Thank you.” 
 
    “Don’t mention it.” 
 
    Tav raised his dark brows. “Perhaps you could do the same?” 
 
    Tash laughed once more and Tav relaxed. They were okay again. The tension was gone. Tav sighed and settled deeper into the blanket.  
 
      
 
    *   *  * 
 
      
 
    Tash hunkered beside the entrance flap of the King’s tent, staring out at the night around them. Tav had retired only moments earlier, allowing his brother to breathe easy for the first time in hours. He hadn’t told anyone how truly terrified he’d been for Tav’s life, but that was over now and he was secure inside the tent.  
 
    Still the anxiety wouldn’t release him and he was beginning to think it had nothing to do with Tav’s ill-fated crossing. Something else was wrong.  
 
    Pericles had dismissed Tash’s concern by telling him they were currently in the Orahim forest and that it likely accounted for his misgivings. Although Tash had never seen one of the serpentine creatures, he had a healthy fear of them. His father and mother had more than a passing experience with the Orahims’ devotion to Gava.  
 
    He rolled his shoulders, trying to ease the tension, but it snapped taut when he felt eyes on him, staring at him from the darkness. He shifted and looked over his right shoulder, his gaze coming to rest on the smallest of the squires assigned to guard the horses, the same one that had caught his attention by the river. The young squire was currying the horse Tash had chosen for himself.  
 
    Tav had told him the name of his horse was Jaren. Tash didn’t question his brother anymore. Tav obviously had a way with animals.  
 
    The squire was doing an adequate job at the grooming. That wasn’t what unsettled him. It was the probe of the eyes beneath the hood that made him anxious. He felt he ought to know who the squire was, but being an officer himself, he hadn’t bothered to get to know any of them. As long as they did their duty and stayed away from the King, it was the only association he felt was necessary. 
 
    Deliberately ignoring the stare directed at him, Tash returned to his scrutiny of the land around them. The noise had settled inside the tent some time before and Tash tried to relax, but he couldn’t shake the feeling plaguing him. He shifted his eyes, searching for the squire, but he was gone, leaving Jaren to crop the grass by his hooves. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 13 
 
      
 
    The remainder of the battalion continued through the Orahim forest the following day, giving Tash no time to grow accustomed to his new duties. The forest was oppressive, setting every instinct on edge inside of him. The trees grew close together, filtering the light and casting strange shadows against the men’s peripheral vision. The humidity continued and a film of oily dew clung to the tack and their clothing. Complicating the situation was the sudden pulsing of the emerald at his breast. Tash tried to ignore it, but it wouldn’t give him a moment’s rest.  
 
    Pericles said they weren’t in any danger. Orahim wouldn’t attack such a large detachment of soldiers, but Tash wasn’t convinced. The trees were unnaturally close and the shadows even deeper. There was plenty of room to spring a trap, and little room to escape it.  
 
    He deliberately angled his horse close beside the King, his eyes scanning the forest on either side. The emerald’s heat was increasing, until it was pulsing red hot at his breast. He shifted in the saddle, lifting his hand to push it against the padding of his uniform jacket, but this brought him only momentary relief. Suddenly, he felt a surge of heat, the emerald scorching him. He cried out and tried to dislodge it.  
 
    His cry startled the soldiers around him into drawing their weapons. At the same instant the forest erupted in flying darts. Kazarien ducked, but he would have been hit if Tash hadn’t reacted immediately. He hauled back on Jaren’s reins, blocking Kazarien’s horse, and threw himself from the saddle at the King. They were both hurtled to the forest floor, Tash covering Kazarien with his body.  
 
    Around them soldiers took cover behind their horses, while indistinct shapes hurtled through the trees preceding volleys of poisonous darts. Cries of pain and rage sounded on all sides.  
 
    Tash grabbed his sword hilt and drew the blade, pressing Kazarien down again when he would have risen. He looked over at Tav and breathed a sigh of relief to see him unharmed.  
 
    His gaze was captured, however, by the pale green of an Orahim as it ran at them from the cover of the trees. Tash rose to his feet and struck the creature before it could get near the King. In the next moment, he was besieged by the serpents. They came in numbers too vast to count.  
 
    He braced his legs and swung his sword, hacking at the advancing front without thinking about what he was doing. It was a losing battle. The more Orahim that fell, the more that came on, streaming from the trees like a river at the flood.  
 
    He glanced over his shoulder to see Kazarien had come to his feet and was also swinging against the advancing tide. Beyond that was a single Orahim with weapon drawn and pointed at the King’s unprotected side.  
 
    Tash opened his mouth to shout a warning, but before the words left his lips, the Orahim convulsed and dropped. Behind the fallen creature stood the small squire, a bow drawn in his hands. Tash locked eyes with the squire and recognition flashed through him, but he didn’t have time to do more than turn back to the battle in front of him.  
 
    The emerald screamed protest at his breast, demanding more and more of Tash’s divided attention. He grimaced against the blazing pain of it, continuing to swing his sword, but the pain had begun to travel up his arms and into his hands. Finally, with a howl of agony, he dropped his weapon and clawed the gem from beneath his shirt.  
 
    Immediately the emerald blazed forth, a beam of green light shooting up from the top of it and ratcheting down the facets on the stone’s surface. Kazarien and Tav both stopped in mid-motion, transfixed. The Orahim gave cries of recognition and broke off the battle, trying to scramble away.  
 
    It was too late.  
 
    The emerald erupted in a pinwheel of flashing green light, catching the creatures as they tried to flee and dropping them at once. Shrieks of terror and pain filled the forest and the soldiers cowered under it, hiding their heads in their hands.  
 
    Then silence descended -- an ominous silence.  
 
    Tash gasped and shuddered as the emerald’s light flared and went out. His knees crumpled and he dropped, catching himself with his hands. He realized he was panting to regain his spent breath. 
 
    Kazarien glanced up from between his crossed arms, then knelt beside Tash. Tav lifted his head, blinked in bewilderment for a moment, then stared around him at the mass destruction on either side. Finally, he went to his brother.  
 
    The soldiers slowly recovered, looking around with dazed expression. The horses pranced nervously and the squires did their best to calm them.  
 
    “Are you all right?” asked Kazarien.  
 
    Tash lifted his head and stared in disbelief at the dead bodies. “I’m not sure. I didn’t mean to do that.” 
 
    Their eyes met and held. “Well, you didn’t, exactly,” stated the King. He looked over his shoulder at the small squire, hovering anxiously behind them. “You might as well remove the hood. I know who you are.” 
 
    The squire stepped forward and dropped beside Tash. Pushing back the hood, Sanari shook out her long blonde hair. Tash glared at her.  
 
    Tav stuttered in astonishment, “Sanari?” 
 
    Tash recovered quicker. “Damn it, woman. Are you insane?” 
 
    She opened her mouth to speak, but Kazarien came to her defense. “I’d probably be dead now if she hadn’t been masquerading as a squire, Tash.” 
 
    Tash didn’t seem to care. He grabbed her upper arm and pulled them both to their feet, slipping the emerald back beneath his shirt. “What possessed you to do something so stupid?” 
 
    She shifted the bow in her hands, but her eyes dropped to the opening of Tash’s shirt. “That’s the Karhartadon emerald, isn’t it?” 
 
    “I asked you a question.” 
 
    Sanari continued to ignore him. “Did you know it would react that way?” She looked around at the scattered serpentine bodies. Surprisingly there was only a handful of Human ones intermingled with the others.  
 
    For the first time, Tash took stock of his surroundings. His eyes came to rest on Pericles’ body. “Oh no,” he said with a moan, stepping over the dead and around the living.  
 
    A handful of soldiers moved back as Tash knelt beside the colonel. The front of Pericles’ uniform was peppered with Orahim darts. Placing a hand over Pericles’ forehead, Tash closed his staring eyes, then he looked up into Kazarien’s face. “He’s gone, Your Majesty.” 
 
    Kazarien shut his eyes, then drew a deep breath. “Gather all the men to you, Tash, and break them into two details. One to take care of burying the dead and another to set camp. I think we’ve traveled as far as we will today. We need time to regroup and grieve those we’ve lost. I want a complete list of our dead and wounded. Once you’ve handled all that, attend me in my tent. We have a few things to discuss.” 
 
    Tash watched him walk away. He shuddered once more, remembering the power of the emerald as it had passed through him. He hadn’t even been aware that he was calling on it when it sprang forth at his summons. He’d have to be more careful in the future. Even so, he hoped he didn’t have to live through many more experiences like those just past. 
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    Tash ducked beneath the flap of Kazarien’s tent. He was aware of how filthy he was, but he hadn’t taken time to clean himself before attending the King. Kazarien looked up from the camp table. Beside him sat Tav and Sanari. Tash gave Sanari a glare before coming to a halt in front of the King and standing at attention.  
 
    “Things have been arranged as you ordered, Your Majesty,” he said, handing Kazarien a sheet of paper with the names of the dead and wounded on it. Pericles was the first on the list of the dead.  
 
    Kazarien took the paper and scanned it, bowing his head and rubbing his eyes with the fingers of one hand. “At least the dead do not number more than five, but Pericles was a hard loss.” 
 
    No one spoke.  
 
    Kazarien lowered the paper and looked closely at Tash. “How are you?” 
 
    “I’m fine, Your Majesty.” 
 
    “The use of the emerald seemed to drain you.” 
 
    “Momentarily.” 
 
    Tash was aware of the way all three of them scrutinized him. He’d gotten the same looks as he’d broken the soldiers into their details. No one had dared to question his authority, but Tash didn’t like the underlying fear he saw in their eyes either.  
 
    Kazarien folded his hands before him in a speculative gesture. “You have proven yourself quite useful in the last few days, Tash. But this is nothing that I didn’t expect…the emerald is another matter entirely.” 
 
    Tash drew a deep breath. “I’ll control it, Your Majesty. There’s nothing to fear.” 
 
     “I don’t believe there’s anything to fear as long as we remain on the same side. Since I don’t foresee that changing anytime in the future, I’m only mildly alarmed.” He fixed Tash with a pointed look. “The fact remains that I am now without a commander. Thanks to you and the emerald, we lost only five men in an attack that could very well have been unbearably costly. Furthermore, because of your swift thinking and actions, I am currently among the living.” 
 
    “You did appoint me your personal guard, Your Majesty. It was my duty.” 
 
    “Which you executed perfectly. I would like to grant you another promotion. Will you accept the position of second-in-command over the battalion while we are in the field?” 
 
    Tash’s head lifted. “Surely there are more qualified soldiers.” 
 
    Kazarien smiled. “In what way, Tash? You saved my life and you wield the emerald. I think that affords you special consideration. Unfortunately, I cannot make it an official military promotion. That is Thane’s duty, but I can appoint you the interim commander of the battalion in light of Pericles’ death. Will you accept?” 
 
    Tash drew a deep breath and locked gazes momentarily with his brother. “Yes, Your Majesty, I accept and I’m deeply honored.” 
 
    “Good. I am glad to have that settled.” He shifted and stared at Sanari. “Now you are another matter entirely, my lady.” 
 
    She looked down at her clasped hands, but didn’t say anything.  
 
    Tash shifted his weight and glared at her bowed head. “Your Majesty, with your permission, I’d like to appoint a small regiment to escort the wounded and Sanari back to Trendaria in the morning.” 
 
    Kazarien sighed heavily. “It is a sound idea, Tash; however, we had to return many of our foot soldiers to Trendaria at the river crossing yesterday and we lost another five more today. Sending another regiment back would leave us too short-handed. Then there’s the fact that Sanari is also responsible for saving my life. Since she isn’t truly under my employ, I can’t promote her, but I can grant her one wish.” He met Tash’s gaze directly. “Her wish is to remain with us as a squire.” 
 
    Tash’s eyes flashed, but he managed to control his temper. “That’s impossible, Your Majesty.” 
 
    “So I tried to explain to her, but she did present some fine arguments to the contrary.” 
 
    “Such as?” 
 
     “The fact that she’s been doing so for nearly a week.” 
 
    Tash rolled his eyes.  
 
    “At any rate, it wouldn’t look appropriate to have a female squire. I’m open-minded about such things generally, but even I have my limit.” He shot Sanari an apologetic glance. Tash felt some of the tension leave him. “But I am also aware that like Tav, Sanari possesses a varied and extensive education that would be useful in my negotiations.” 
 
    Tash’s eyes went wide with disbelief. “Your Majesty, she can’t travel among a band of soldiers, bunking down with them, living with them.” 
 
    “I’m aware of that, which is why she’ll have to stay in my tent.” 
 
    Tash’s jaw ground furiously and he shifted an accusing look at Sanari.  
 
    ‘Maintain control,’ came Tav’s telepathic warning.  
 
    “She will take Tav’s portion of the tent and Tav will simply have to room with me.” 
 
    Tash exhaled his held breath and looked at the ground, ashamed for the black thoughts he’d been thinking about the King. “I have to tell you that I don’t like this arrangement, Your Majesty. The attack we just experienced is likely not the only one.” 
 
    “In that case, I have few reservations. Sanari proved herself more capable than most of the soldiers. Certainly more capable than my unfortunate commander.” 
 
    “There can be no special accommodations made for her sex. She will have to carry her own, ride as hard and as far as the other soldiers will each day.” 
 
    Kazarien’s eyes danced with amusement. “She’s already done so, Tash, without our knowing.” 
 
    Tash shifted his glare to Sanari again, but he didn’t offer any more resistance. If she thought coming on this expedition was going to change his feelings for her, she was wrong. 
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    “There’s an abandoned village just ahead.” 
 
    Tash looked into the trees, following the invisible line the scout had drawn with his finger. His hand lifted and closed about the emerald resting on his breast. The scout drew away, but Tash wasn’t aware of it.  
 
    He turned and walked back to Kazarien’s horse, pausing beside it and looking up. “The scout claims to have seen an abandoned Orahim village up ahead. Do you wish to look through it?” 
 
    The King’s eyes went distant as he gazed into the forest. “It would be prudent. Perhaps we can find some clues as to what they’re about.” 
 
    Tash swung up onto his own mount. Riding forward, he shouted orders to the soldiers. The ride took fifteen minutes through dense forest. 
 
    The Orahim village was a small slash in the forest around it. They came upon it suddenly, breaking through the trees and finding themselves in the midst of a strange sort of civilization. Round rock houses, fifty or so, rose from the forest floor, looking a great deal like oversized cairns.  
 
    Tash motioned the details to search the village with drawn weapons, despite the uncanny feeling that it was empty. He sat his horse beside the King, his eyes scanning the area, his hand resting against the emerald. The emerald gave no indication there was danger close by.  
 
    The Orahim lived sparsely. There were no cooking rings or remains of past fires, so Tash assumed they ate their food cold. No lines for hanging laundry stretched between the rock houses, although they did wear ill-fitting garments. Any personal effects illustrating that life had been in this location were markedly absent. No child’s toys, no cooking utensils, no trash. The only signs of life were the fifty houses, lined up systematically across from each other, the doors of which pointed exactly due north.  
 
    Tash shivered as understanding awakened in his mind. The doors pointed north to. . .  
 
    ‘Mt. Askar?’ came Tav’s questioning thought.  
 
    Tash nodded. Another chill worked its way down his spine. He and Tav were speculating, but the intense feeling inside of him was too great to ignore. He knew they had guessed right. As they had in the first war, the Orahim were allowing themselves to be enslaved again.  
 
    “Commander?” came a soldier’s voice.  
 
    Tash looked down, pulling his thoughts around him.  
 
    “We’ve searched the houses and found nothing, except…” He paused and a puzzled, half-frightened look entered his eyes.  
 
    “Except?”  
 
    “In one of the houses, at the end of the village, is a strange animal.” 
 
    “What kind of animal?” 
 
    The soldier shook his head. “A cat of some kind, sir.” 
 
    “Bring it here so we can look at it.” 
 
    “It’s much too large and vicious, sir,” he replied.  
 
    Tash exchanged a look with his brother.  
 
    “How large, soldier?” asked Kazarien.  
 
    “It nearly fills the house, Your Majesty.” 
 
    “What leads you to believe it is vicious?” 
 
    “When we entered, it began growling and hissing. We didn’t dare go near it. It is in a cage of some sort, but the cage doesn’t appear to be very sturdy. I set a guard around the outside in case it escapes.” 
 
    Kazarien rubbed his jaw. “Why would the Orahim capture and cage such a creature?” 
 
    Tash shrugged. “Perhaps we ought to look at it.” His eyes shifted to his brother. Tav nodded in agreement.  
 
    “Very well,” stated Kazarien. “Lead the way, soldier.” 
 
    They passed through the eerily quiet settlement on horseback and came to a halt beside the farthest rock house. A ring of soldiers with drawn weapons stood around it. From inside came the hissing sound the soldier had described, but it was a great deal louder and lower than a normal cat would make.  
 
    Tav and Tash swung down off their horses. As Kazarien and Sanari moved to do the same, Tash turned to them. “You’d best stay put, Your Majesty. We don’t know how dangerous the animal is. Should it get free, I want to know you’re mounted and can ride away.” 
 
    Kazarien continued to dismount. “I agree Sanari ought to stay put, but I intend to see the creature myself.” 
 
    Tash didn’t argue with the King, but his scowl grew thunderous when Sanari descended. “Damn it all, woman, do as you’re told.” 
 
    “I’m armed. Tav is not.” She motioned at the bow slung across her shoulder.  
 
    Tash blocked her path, crossing his arms over his chest. “Tav doesn’t need to be armed. He can talk to the beast.” 
 
    “What?” asked Kazarien, his eyes shifting between the house and Tash.  
 
    “I am able to communicate with animals, Your Majesty. Most Stravad and a number of half-bloods have some telepathic powers. My father did. My talent lies with animals,” said Tav. 
 
    “Fascinating,” said the King.  
 
    “Yes, and handy,” added Tash. “We used that talent on my uncle’s ranch to find out what was ailing the animals.” 
 
    “Fascinating,” stated the King again, staring at Tav.  “Well, then, shall we attempt to communicate with the creature in there?” 
 
    Tash led the way, his hand on the hilt of his sword. The roof of the rock house was low, forcing the men to duck. Sanari was able to stand straight, but barely. The walls were devoid of windows, making the inside dark as a tomb. Tash stood stiffly just within the entrance and waited for his eyes to adjust. The musky, heavy smell of animal greeted them. He shuddered in apprehension, listening to the whuffing of the creature’s breath in the darkness.  
 
    Then a deafening roar shook the walls of the rock house. He started and Sanari grabbed his arm, her nails digging into his flesh. The roar reverberated around the walls, deadening his ears. He placed his hands over them and bowed his head until it trailed away. For a few moments, he heard nothing but the roar’s echo. Then he was aware of a shuffling sound, accompanied by more agitated whuffing.  
 
    “Tav?” 
 
    “Right here,” came his twin’s voice from the dark at his left elbow.  
 
    Tash reached out and caught his brother’s arm, pulling him close. “Do you think you could establish a mode of communication a little more quickly?” 
 
    Tav shook off his brother’s hold and stepped further into the house. Slowly Tash’s eyes adjusted to the dim light. Sanari’s adjusted at relatively the same time, judging from her sharp inhalation.  
 
    The beast was truly enormous as it paced the narrow confines of its cage. Golden eyes stared out of a feline face, framed by a thick mane of gold and black hair. The body of the creature was muscular and long, high at the shoulders. In the dim light, Tash guessed the color of the fur to be an amber-gold.  
 
    Swinging its heavy head around at the four people, it threw it back and made ready to let loose another fantastic roar. Tash and the King braced themselves with hands over their ears, but before they could stop him, Tav hurried forward and closed his fingers over the bars of the animal’s cage. The animal reared back, baring its teeth and pacing anxiously, but Tav held his ground.  
 
    The cat shook its great head and made strange huffing noises in its throat. For a long while Tav stood at the cage, staring in at it. Tash felt his throat go dry. He could clearly see the cage wasn’t sturdy at all. With each brush of the animal’s side against the back bars as it paced, the cage rocked and groaned.  
 
    ‘Tav,’ he thought anxiously.  
 
    His thoughts were forcefully thrust away. He gathered his strength to try again, breaking through the barrier his brother had erected against him.  
 
    “Curses, Tash,” Tav snapped, rounding on his brother and putting his back to the cage, “you interrupted my communications.” 
 
    Tash edged closer, keeping a wary eye on the pacing, growling animal. “I think we ought to leave, Tav.” 
 
    “Why? I was just establishing a common ground when you forced your way in.” 
 
    Tash was aware that Kazarien and Sanari were witnesses to the strange exchange between the two brothers, but he was more concerned about their safety. His eyes strayed to the cat and back again. “The cage is flimsy, Tav.” 
 
    Tav cast it a passing glance. “So it is. A pity it didn’t break days ago. The animal is starving.” 
 
    Tash stopped in mid-stride. “That isn’t the sort of rationale I want to hear right now.” He leveled a sharp look on his brother. ‘Don’t you think it best to get Kazarien and Sanari out of here first.’ 
 
    Tav folded his arms over his chest, looking both annoyed and disappointed in his brother. ‘Truly, you have no faith in me at all.’ 
 
    Tash held his hands out at his sides, palms up. “It’s a pretty big risk, Tav, monumental in fact. Let it go.” 
 
    Tav motioned toward his brother’s throat. “Any burning, any pulsing, any warning whatsoever of impending danger?” 
 
    Tash stopped abruptly and gazed down at where the emerald rested against his bare skin. It was both cool and still. His eyes lifted and met Tav’s. Tav gave him a small smile.  
 
    “Have you been able to communicate with the animal, Tav?” asked Kazarien from behind them.  
 
    Tav’s eyes shifted. “Yes, Your Majesty, a little.” 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “He’s both hungry and thirsty.” 
 
    “How long has he gone without food and water?” asked Sanari.  
 
    Tash’s eyes strayed to the cat. It had stopped pacing and stood, staring out of the cage at its visitors. Tash saw intelligence and cunning in the golden eyes. The creature was measuring them as they measured it, waiting to see exactly what they would do. 
 
    “He can’t remember when the Orahim were here. Time isn’t always a clear thing to animals. They aren’t ruled by it.” 
 
    “We’ll bring it food and water,” said Tash, turning toward the door and refusing to look at the animal any longer. 
 
    Tav’s voice struck him squarely in the back. “We’ll set it free.” 
 
    Tash halted abruptly and turned, his eyes snapping back to his brother’s face. “What?” 
 
    “I can’t leave him inside that cage, Tash.” 
 
    Kazarien shifted weight uneasily. “I think caution is the better part of valor here, Tav.” 
 
    “Agreed, Your Majesty, but I assure you there is no danger.” 
 
    “Like hell,” snarled Tash. “You just stood here and told us the animal hadn’t eaten in days, but you expect us to wait around while it devours us.” 
 
    Tav made a disgusted face. “He isn’t about to devour you.” 
 
    Tash crossed his arms over his chest. “Then tell me what he’d like to devour instead.” 
 
    “Raw meat.” 
 
    Tash’s brow rose. “You don’t say.” 
 
    Kazarien drew an anxious breath at his back. “That doesn’t exactly comfort me, Tav. What sort of meat would we be talking about? Deer, fowl, horse…man?” 
 
    Tav’s eyes shifted to the King. “Deer and fowl yes. Horse if the need was great. And man...well, only if there was nothing else available.” 
 
    Tash looked at the animal as it paced again, brushing the confines of its tight quarters with every pass of its body. Orahim might be appetizing to the creature at the moment.  
 
    “Tash is right about one thing. The cage isn’t a very sturdy affair. What say you that we give it food and water, then depart, leaving it to break its way out,” offered the King rationally.  
 
    Tav turned back to the cage, closing his hand around a bar. After a long moment of contemplation, he nodded. Tash and the King exchanged a relieved look, then Tash led them out of the dark, rock house and back into the welcome light of day. In fact, he paused at the entrance, tilting his head back and letting the sun bathe his face. It was the first sunlight they’d seen since beginning the journey.  
 
    “Give the beast some food, Tash, and a bucket of fresh water,” commanded the King, striding toward his horse and swinging into the saddle. “Then let’s be off.” He looked about the abandoned village with a shudder. “I’m not overly fond of this place.” 
 
    “I agree, Your Majesty,” answered Tash. His gaze shifted to Sanari. “Get back on your horse.” 
 
    She was staring into the rock house, but her eyes snapped to his face and flashed with anger. “I am not under your command.” 
 
    Tash braced his feet and faced her. “Oh, but you are as long as I hold the position of second-in-command.” 
 
    “I answer to the King himself.” 
 
    Tash smiled slowly. “That’s where you’re mistaken. Second-in-command means that literally. The only one over me is the first-in-command and that would be. . .” 
 
    Her green eyes widened.  
 
    Leaning forward, Tash whispered, “. . . the King.” 
 
    When she opened her mouth to speak, Tash held up a forestalling hand. “Uhhuhh,” he scolded. “That would be insubordination, which could get you fired and sent back to Nogatav.” 
 
    Her mouth snapped shut and her chin lifted defiantly. Tash smiled again and said in a deceptively smooth voice, “Get on your horse.” 
 
    With a toss of her blonde mane, she turned on her heel and stomped back to her horse. Tash watched after her, fighting an outright laugh. Lord, that had been the most fun he’d had in weeks.  
 
    Sending a soldier after what he needed, he stood guard at the door of the rock house. Inside he could hear more of the strange whuffing of the animal and he wondered if Tav was still attempting to communicate with it. He hadn’t heard any more of the deafening roars, but he wished the soldier would hurry. 
 
    Taking the food and water from the soldier, he carried them back into the house. Tav was where he’d left him, his hand wrapped around a bar, watching the animal pace.  
 
    When Tash entered, the animal stopped pacing and its golden eyes regarded him warily. He swallowed his apprehension and edged forward. The animal lifted its head and its nostrils flared at the scent of the food. He stopped in mid-stride, but the emerald was still not reacting to the danger.  
 
    Tav glanced at him over his shoulder. “How are we going to get the food into him without opening the cage, Tash?” 
 
    Tash’s eyes searched the enclosure, but he knew Tav was right. Setting both the water and the roast at his feet, he drew a deep breath. “We’ll leave the food here and let it fight its way out to get to it.” 
 
    Tav looked at him again. “Leave him to die, you mean. He’s too weak to break the cage without food and water.” 
 
    Tash studied the animal, trying to find the strength to say yes, but their parents had taught them the sanctity of life, any life, no matter how insignificant. Perhaps because Tash was still eaten up with guilt over the destruction he’d inadvertently caused the previous day, he found he couldn’t walk away from this animal.  
 
    “You win, Tav.” He again studied the powerful body and the massive jaws. “Can you communicate with the animal sufficiently to explain what we want to do?” 
 
    “I believe so.” 
 
    ‘Know so,’ thought Tash in irritation.  
 
    Tav looked at him. “I know so.” 
 
    “I’m going out to tell everyone to mount up and be ready to leave.” He paused and his eyes shifted to the cat. “I’m also going to tell the archers to shoot should it come out after us.” 
 
    Tav glanced down, but when he lifted his eyes again, he nodded.  
 
    “Be careful,” ordered Tash as he retraced his steps into the open again.  
 
    He gave his orders, waiting for the King to forestall him, but Kazarien said nothing. In fact, he only lifted his brows in surprise, then leaned back in his saddle and watched in curiosity as his archers took up positions before the rock house. Tash slipped back into the house.  
 
    ‘I’m ready,’ came Tav’s thought.  
 
    Tash drew his sword and approached the cage, but he halted when the huge head swung around to face him and the golden eyes narrowed in warning. “Get behind me, Tav,” he ordered.  
 
    “Really, Tash…” 
 
    “Do as I ask just once,” said Tash through clenched teeth.  
 
    Tav complied.  
 
    Tash edged to the flimsy door of the cage. When he raised his sword, the beast gave a low growl. Tash’s upper lip twitched in anxiety, but he paused only a moment before easily severing the leather straps that held the door closed. Immediately the door sagged and swung outward, hanging by the one remaining leather strap. Holding his sword in position, Tash backed away from the cage, never taking his eyes from the animal.  
 
    The beast ducked at the swing of Tash’s blade and remained in that crouched, wary position, while the brothers backed to the door. Tash locked eyes with it, but he was forced to break contact in order to duck out of the rock house without bashing his head. He permitted himself a sigh of relief once he was outside, but he didn’t sheath his sword until both he and Tav were mounted once more.  
 
    “Move out!” 
 
    The troops readily obeyed, not only happy to leave the strange creature behind, but to leave the eerie quiet of the abandoned Orahim village. After everyone had made it safely to the outskirts of the village, Tash reined his horse in beside the King.  
 
    “Well done,” commented Kazarien.  
 
    Tash nodded and glanced behind them. The village was now out of sight.  
 
    “What do you think the beast was?” 
 
    Tash turned back to the King. “I’ve no idea, Your Majesty.” 
 
    Kazarien shifted his attention to Tav. The brothers exchanged a look, then Tav shrugged. “I’m not certain either, Your Majesty, but I think it was feline.” 
 
    “A cat?” said Sanari beside him. “It did look cat-like, but it was larger than any cat I’ve ever seen or heard of for that matter.” 
 
     “I’ll bet we could find it in the Norrad.” 
 
    Tash looked away. “Of course you can,” he muttered under his breath, riding to the front of the column. 
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    Kazarien watched him go, then cast a smile on his two advisors. “You are nothing alike, are you?” he asked Tav.  
 
    “Not at all.” 
 
    Kazarien chuckled good-naturedly. “Well, then tell me what that business was back in the village.” 
 
    Tav’s brows lifted in confusion. “Your Majesty?” 
 
    “You were talking to each other psychically, weren’t you?” 
 
    Tav shot Sanari an uncomfortable look. His mother hadn’t like the Stravad gifts bestowed on her sons, not that she’d ever expressly said anything against them using their powers, but when they did and she knew, her look became so pained and she withdrew so completely into herself that her sons and her husband had made a tacit agreement not to bandy Stravad powers about in front of her. 
 
    Kiameron, himself, had even stated it outright once. He’d told his boys that their Stravad gifts would only make them appear different in the eyes of the town, a difference the boys had learned was not a favorable one. So only a very few people knew of their powers, in fact only three, and even these people knew not to discuss them openly. Their aunt and uncle had been the first two and Simnarian had been the third. Neither Tash nor Tav had ever told anyone else. 
 
    But now Kazarien was asking him, and Tav didn’t know how to lie to his king. In truth, he didn’t think it would be of any use. Kazarien and Sanari had seen the odd exchange between the brothers in the rock house. What good would dissembling do now? 
 
    “We were, Your Majesty,” he answered reluctantly.  
 
    Kazarien must have heard the note of hesitation in Tav’s voice. With a short nod, he faced forward again. “Useful tool,” was all he said before dropping the conversation completely.  
 
    Tav drew a deep breath. He was glad that the interview was finished. If only everything could be handled as easily.  
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    “The animal is called a lion,” said Sanari, looking up from the book spread across her lap. “It was brought by the Ancients, but few were thought to have survived.” 
 
    “In other words, it’s quite rare,” commented Tav from where he was lounging in the camp chair across from her.  
 
    Sanari nodded and returned to reading.  
 
    Kazarien looked up from his place across the tent from them and gave an interested inclination of his head, then he lifted his glass and took a sip of his brandy. Tav reached for his own glass. These quiet hours just after making camp and the evening meal were some of Tav’s favorites. He usually spent them in the company of Sanari and Kazarien, reading the Norrad or discussing the day’s events. Sometimes they simply sat quietly until they were tired enough to sleep.  
 
    Although they were still in the inhospitable Orahim forests, they’d put a day between them and the abandoned village, and they’d encountered no other signs of Orahim. All in all, Tav was not entirely displeased with his lot, even if he did miss home occasionally. Still he would be glad to leave this stretch of land between Trendaria and Zenoradel. More importantly, he’d be happy to return to civilization and the promise of hot food and hotter baths like he’d gotten at the castle.  
 
    “The question remains -- why did the Orahim have it?” asked the King, settling his glass on the make-shift table again.  
 
    Sanari looked up with an absorbed frown. “And how did they cage it? It didn’t seem like something easily subdued.” 
 
    “That it didn’t,” agreed Kazarien.  
 
    “Perhaps they used one of their darts. My father used to talk about the Orahim weapons. One dart, he said, was immobilizing, bringing unconsciousness, more could cause death.” 
 
    Both Sanari and the King nodded.  
 
    After a moment of silence, Kazarien stirred in his chair. “Following that line of thinking, one would have to assume the creature was going to be used as a weapon.” 
 
    Tav and Sanari’s eyes shot to his face. He met their look with an equally grim expression, rubbing a hand across his chin wearily. “You must admit,” he continued, “it would be an effective tool. Demoralizing on a psychological level, the sheer terror the beast invokes, but the physical power seemed awesome as well.” 
 
    Tav shivered. He wasn’t sure if he was bothered more by using such a majestic beast in this manner or the picture of destruction and chaos the King was painting.  
 
    “But with only one?” he asked.  
 
    Kazarien shrugged. “Only one at the moment.” 
 
    Sanari glanced between the two of them, leaving the Norrad lying on the table and curling her arms around her midsection. “What if they abandoned the village because once they had it, it was too fierce for them to control. As soon as they realized they could never use it, the only other alternative was to leave it to die and to run away themselves.” 
 
    “Ah, but why wouldn’t they dart it again?” replied Kazarien meditatively. “Anyway, now that they’ve lost one devastating weapon, what will they come up with to replace it?” 
 
    “You aren’t necessarily a fountain of comfort, are you, Your Majesty?” 
 
    “I’m a realist, Tav. You won’t get gilded truths from me.” 
 
    Tav inclined his head. It was hard to dislike a man who was so unassuming. And it was easy to forget he was your liege lord as a consequence. Tav leaned back in his chair and regarded the Trendarian King. In all truth, he was in danger of viewing Kazarien as a friend, but he just wasn’t sure Kazarien would welcome such familiarity, even if he was Kiameron’s son. Even then.  
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
     
 
    Tash paced before the small fire he’d permitted outside Kazarien’s tent. The camp was settling down for the night. All around him he could hear the quiet rustling of the soldiers as they bedded down and the faint murmuring of conversation from within the King’s quarters.  
 
    He paused in his march and his eyes shifted to the opening of Kazarien’s tent. It was the same thing every night. Sanari and Tav kept the King up late, discussing Eldon-knew-what. It was a wonder the King was able to mount his horse again the next morning. Those two could talk the life from a babbling brook, but the King didn’t seem to mind. In fact, Tash was finding his liege lord to be something of a conundrum.  
 
    Although he was always kingly, always the epitome of royal aloofness with his men, he often seemed young and uncertain, willing to defer to a voice of reason in a time of crisis. And he seemed to be a great deal more patient than other kings Tash had heard tales about, including his own foster grandfather, Ferenc, the first King of DiNolfol.  
 
    Since joining the army, Tash’s life had changed in ways he’d never imagined, nor could have imagined with anything resembling this rapidity. He wasn’t altogether displeased, and yet he wasn’t pleased either.  
 
    Hunkering down before the fire, he picked up a twig and pushed it into the heart of the blaze. A log broke and sparks shot upward, bathing his face with light and heat. Poking a few of the darker spots of wood, he brought the log to a steady burn and then settled the twig on one of the rocks used to ring in the fire.  
 
    He missed his aunt and uncle. He missed Liadan and the stolen moments they’d shared. And most surprising of all, he missed Nogatav. Well, perhaps he didn’t miss the town or the people, but he missed the land, his father’s land, land he and Tav could call their own.  
 
    He’d hoped joining the militia would give him some direction, some answers to what it was he sought, but it hadn’t done any of that. It had only brought up more questions. Even when the situation had worked out entirely to his benefit.  
 
    He didn’t deserve to be second-in-command. He knew nothing about leading people, nothing about the military beyond his few, short months of training. And he knew beyond a doubt that he would never have been chosen as commander if it weren’t for the emerald and his father’s legacy. Kazarien could not have chosen a more ill-prepared person to lead this expedition. Nor at a more ill-prepared time.  
 
    Tash couldn’t shake the feeling that the attack by the Orahim had been too calculated, too deliberate. So had the abandoning of the village they’d left a day ago. Then there was the strange animal they’d found. He couldn’t think of a single reason the Orahim would want to keep such a beast…well, except one.  
 
    “That’s exactly what we’ve been discussing,” came a voice behind him.  
 
    Tash rose quickly to his feet and turned around to find his brother standing behind him. He’d been so lost in thought, he hadn’t heard him leave the tent. He glanced at the closed flap, then back into his brother’s face. Firelight danced across Tav’s thin features, flickering in the depth of his wide pupils.  
 
    “I hate when you do that,” Tash snarled, hunkering down in front of the fire again.  
 
    “Habit,” murmured Tav, taking a seat beside him, oblivious to the dust and dirt. It was so like Tav, much more concerned with the intellectual than the physical world. “You’re obviously in a foul mood.” 
 
    Tash narrowed his eyes on his twin. “I think I’m entitled to it, don’t you?” 
 
    “Why? Things have certainly turned out to your benefit. You’ve risen from soldier to second-in-command in all of three days. Sounds promising to me.” 
 
    Tash’s frown deepened. “We both know the only reason I’m second-in-command is because of the emerald and our father -- nothing I’ve done.” 
 
    Tav shrugged and looked into the fire. “You killed the Orahim, you saved us all.” 
 
    “Not by choice. I had no control over what happened and well you know it.” He fell silent and looked into the fire himself. “Besides, I didn’t save Pericles.” 
 
    He felt Tav’s eyes on him, but refused to meet the look. ‘That wasn’t your fault,’ came his brother’s psychic response.  
 
    Tash rubbed both hands over his face, digging the heels into his burning eyes. ‘What are we doing, Tav?’ He returned the thought.  
 
    When Tav didn’t answer, Tash lowered his hands and looked at him over his shoulder. “Tav?” 
 
    Tav shrugged. “I’m not sure. Maybe it’s the call of Eldon all over again.” 
 
    “That’s just stupid!” snarled Tash angrily, pushing himself to his feet and pacing away.  
 
    He felt Tav’s eyes on him in the darkness. “Our father denied it for a while too, until he couldn’t deny it anymore. Did you really think Eldon would leave us alone? Not bloody well likely with you carrying the emerald around your neck like a beacon.” 
 
    Tash’s hand strayed to the talisman. “Do you suppose our father felt like this?” 
 
    “Like what? Doomed?” 
 
    Tash nodded and met his brother’s eyes.  
 
    “I know he did.” 
 
    “Why doesn’t Eldon pick on another family? Legend says he had a child before he died.” 
 
    Tav was staring at him as if he were as stupid as mud. “Who might be all of two years old!” He nodded at the center of Tash’s chest where the emerald hung on its golden chain. “The thought of that becoming a teething ring sets my nerves on edge.” 
 
    Tash shivered involuntarily. ‘You’ve got a point,’ he thought. “Everything is changing so fast, though. Too fast. It worries me that we aren’t seeing the whole picture, that maybe we’re walking into a trap without catching any of the warnings.” 
 
    “I’m sure we’re walking into a trap,” said Tav, rolling his head around his shoulders in a weary motion. “But we’ve known war is a possibility for a while now. There is a parable in the Norrad that dates back to the Ancients. I’d have to look it up to get the exact translation, but it says something about civilization learning from the mistakes of the past or else finding themselves repeating those mistakes again.” 
 
    Tash usually stopped listening the minute Tav started quoting from the Norrad, but tonight the words resonated.  
 
    “What are you saying?” he asked.  
 
    Tav shot a glance at him, then picked up the twig Tash had been using to poke at the fire. He turned it over in his hands, appearing to study the knotted surface. “Loden didn’t learn from the last war, so now we’re doomed to repeat it.” 
 
    “Learn what?” 
 
    Tav tapped the twig against his left palm. “According to our father, he believed the protectorates should have banded together under one central government, not become more isolated.” 
 
    Tash considered his brother’s words. He hadn’t had conversations such as this with their father. He’d left such boring political discussions to Tav, yet now he wished he’d listened, he wished he knew more about what his father had thought.  “Kazarien thinks the same way, doesn’t he?” 
 
    Tav met his look. “He hasn’t actually come out and said as much, but this entire journey leads me to that conclusion. Why else would he try to get treaties of alliance signed between the six kingdoms? Once that sort of system is in place, it only remains to set up a centralized government to oversee the entire region.” 
 
    Tash turned away, covering his face in his hands again and pressing his fingertips into his eyes. “Bloody hell, it makes my head hurt. I’m not prepared for this. I’m a rancher, not a military strategist. I didn’t have enough schooling to take on this responsibility.” He fell silent, hunching his shoulders. He was prepared for Tav to inform him that he’d never wanted any more schooling, that his lack of education was his own fault, but Tav was strangely silent.  
 
    After a moment, Tash glanced into his brother’s serious face. Tav was studying him intently, his eyes narrowed. Tash didn’t know what to make of the look. “What?” 
 
    Tav shook his head, shifting back to the fire. “Nothing, except. . . I understand.” 
 
    Tash’s dark brows lifted. It was probably one of the few times he remembered his brother saying anything like this, and yet, it didn’t comfort him. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 14 
 
      
 
    The pastures of Zenoradel were a great expanse of grassland that ran from the edge of the Orahim forest in the west to the Longan River in the north, and completely encircled the protectorate of Zenoradel to the south. Now that it was summer, the grasses were a faded green heading more toward gold and as the wind blew over the open expanse of land, the grass undulated, rippling like waves against a shore.  
 
    Like the landscape around Nogatav, the pastures of Zenoradel rose and fell in gentle hills, stretching beyond sight and curving over the horizon in a burnished glow of warm color. Tash stood at the edge of the forest and stared out, feeling suddenly small and insignificant. It occurred to him that there was so much of the world he hadn’t seen, hadn’t experienced. It made a lump of emotion form in his throat. What could he know about leading armies and guiding kings? 
 
    His eyes lowered to the land closer to the edge of the forest. His scouts had reported that some sort of encampment had been set at the base of one of the hills. Indistinct figures moved among the tents and fire-rings. Tash frowned. The number of people inside the camp didn’t equal the amount of soldiers he had behind him, but it was a large enough number to give the inexperienced commander pause. What were they doing here and why? 
 
    He had learned enough geography in school to know Zenoradel used the bounty provided by the pastures to fuel their economy. Cattle and sheep herds were prevalent throughout the whole of the protectorate, and yet, Tash didn’t think even the largest cattle rancher or sheep herder would have a field operation that looked like a small town.  
 
    The soldiers were still mounted and in formation, waiting for his command. Tav, Kazarien, and Sanari had dismounted and were striding toward him. Tash shielded his eyes and squinted into the midday sun, trying to count the number of bodies he could see from where he stood.  
 
    “What is that?” asked the King, coming to a halt on Tash’s left.  
 
    Tash shook his head, continuing his count. Any field operation remotely this large would be for branding the cattle or shearing the sheep, but no pens had been set up to hold any animals in the immediate vicinity. In fact, beyond a few scattered horses, there were no animals anywhere around.  
 
    “Sir?” came a voice behind them.  
 
    The four companions turned and looked at the squire standing at their backs. Tash glanced at Sanari.  
 
    Sanari gave him a small, superior smile. “If you’ll permit me to speak, Commander,” she said with mocking humility. “I believe this squire was the colonel’s page.” 
 
    Tash’s eyes shifted to the younger man, hardly more than a boy. He recognized him as the squire who’d done the translating during the ferry crossing. “Is this true?” 
 
    The boy inclined his head. “Yes, sir, it is.” 
 
    Tash shot a look at Kazarien. The King seemed somewhat surprised by this information.  
 
    “What is your name, squire?” Kazarien asked.  
 
    The boy ducked his head lower in respect. “I am called Chayse, Your Majesty.” 
 
    Kazarien moved forward to lay a hand on the boy’s shoulder. “I am sorry for your loss, Chayse.” 
 
    “I’m sorry also,” replied Tash, “Was there something you wanted to ask me?” 
 
    The boy glanced at Tash, then lowered his head again. Tash guessed he must be all of fifteen or sixteen. He still hadn’t gotten his full height yet and his features retained the more rounded lines of youth.  
 
    “I was wondering if you’d be wanting Colonel Pericles’ field glasses.” 
 
    Tash blinked in surprise. He glanced over his shoulder at the encampment and back into the boy’s face. “Of course,” he said, feeling even more ill-prepared than the previous moment. 
 
    The boy darted away, disappearing between the mounted soldiers. Tash avoided eye contact with Kazarien as he shifted back to survey the pastures once more. If he had any honor at all, he would admit his lack of experience to the King and beg for Kazarien to choose someone else, and yet he suspected Kazarien wasn’t much more experienced in these things than he was. 
 
    He looked toward the south. The seat of the protectorate, the city of Zenoradel, lay over the rise of distant hills. Tash couldn’t see it, but he knew the general direction in which it was located. 
 
    Chayse returned and held out a strange pair of glasses. Tash shot a look at his twin, but Tav seemed equally bewildered. For a moment Tash simply turned the heavy thing over in his hands, wondering how he was going to use it without looking like a fool. 
 
    The boy came to his rescue, flipping it over until the small eye cups were pointing upward. He motioned toward his own eyes, showing Tash how to position the glasses. Tash did as the boy suggested, but beyond a few very close, very fluffy white clouds, he saw nothing. He felt Chayse’s hand on the larger end of the piece, dragging it down, and now grass, then flowers, and finally swatches of color came into view. It took a moment for Tash’s confused brain to realize the swatches were in fact the tents below him, simply seen at such high magnification that he could actually see the threads running through the fabric.  
 
    He pulled the glasses away and gave the boy an aggravated look. He didn’t want to know how tight the weave on the tents was; he wanted to see the people. The boy studied him a moment in silence, then drew a patient breath and reached for the field glasses himself. He moved in front of Tash and lifted the glasses to his eyes.  
 
    Tash cast a glance at the King, but Kazarien was simply smiling in amusement. He looked away. His cheeks were heating with color and he wanted to fidget, but he forced himself to maintain some authority. It wasn’t easy while Sanari watched him with a smirk on her face.  
 
    Tash concentrated on Chayse instead. The boy was fiddling with two knobs located just below the smaller eye cups, adjusting them while he looked through the lenses. Finally he seemed pleased with his fiddling and moved his head around, guiding the glasses over the encampment. Then he lowered them and passed them to Tash.  
 
    Tash brought the glasses to his eyes again, trying to remember what direction he’d been looking before placing the magnified lenses over his eyes. Again he focused first on the tents, but he could see one whole tent now, not the fabric itself. Shifting his head and the glasses, he panned the whole of the encampment, searching for people. He found a few gathered around an unlit fire-ring, talking. Tash’s eyes widened in amazement. He could actually see the movement of their lips as they talked. Then he moved the glasses again. He passed over a figure that was striding across the campsite, then swung back and held the glasses on it.  
 
    An Orahim! 
 
    Tash lowered the glasses in surprise and simply stared. His companions gave him strange looks, but he brought the glasses up again, searching the camp, swinging the lenses back and forth, looking for the creature once more. He located it and held the glasses focused on it.  
 
    The strange, scaly green flesh of its face and hands was clear in the magnification of the glasses. Its arms hung down at its sides, swinging to just below its knees. Its head was naked, a strangely serpentine skull sloping back from a heavy brow-ridge and a pointed, tooth-lined snout. Large, slanted amber eyes were bisected by a vertical pupil and scanned the area around it with alert intelligence. The clothing it wore was simple, home-spun cloth in earth-tones, but it carried a strange weapon over its back and around its waist was a belt full of spare darts.  
 
    Tash panned the encampment once again. There were other Orahim intermingled with some Humans. The people were all arranged in loosely grouped pockets and what they were doing escaped Tash. In fact, the longer he watched them, the more confused he became. There were about twenty Orahim and as many Humans, but they were all males and didn’t seem to be doing anything except standing and talking with one another.  
 
    ‘What is it?’ came his brother’s thought.  
 
    Tash lowered his arms and met his twin’s gaze. “Take a look,” he said, handing Tav the field glasses.  
 
    Tav frowned at Tash, but he brought the glasses to his eyes. He fiddled with the knobs a moment as Chayse had done, then began canvassing the entire encampment. He drew a quick breath and the glasses swung back to an area he’d already seen. Lowering the piece, he met Tash’s stare.  
 
    “What?” asked the King.  
 
    Tav’s blue eyes shifted to Kazarien. “There are Orahim down there, camping with Humans, Your Majesty.” 
 
    Kazarien also frowned, then he held out his hand for the glasses. “Show me how these work, Tash.” 
 
    Tash turned to his sovereign, guiding the glasses to Kazarien’s eyes. “Adjust these knobs if the view isn’t clear.” 
 
    Kazarien panned the encampment as the brothers had done, his expression grave. Finally he lowered the glasses and stood thinking in silence.  
 
    Tash shifted weight. 
 
    After a moment, Kazarien handed him the glasses again. “What do you make of it?” the King asked.  
 
    Tash shook his head. “I’m not sure, Your Majesty.” 
 
    “Do we ride past them or do we find out what they’re doing?” 
 
    Tash looked out over the pastures. “We nearly have to go through them to ride around them. We might as well figure out what they’re doing here.” 
 
    Kazarien nodded. “Then let’s be about it. I was hoping to make Zenoradel tomorrow at the latest.” He turned to stride back to his horse.  
 
    Tash moved to intercept him. “Actually, Your Majesty, I don’t think you should approach them at all.” 
 
    Kazarien hesitated and glanced at Tash over his shoulder. “Why not?” 
 
    “We have no idea of what’s going on. I think it best if you stay here with the bulk of our soldiers, while a small detachment approaches the camp.” 
 
    “What difference does it make? We have a larger force than they do.” 
 
    “Well, what we can see, Your Majesty. We have no idea how many may be hiding in the tents.” 
 
    Kazarien’s eyes shifted to the encampment, then he crossed his arms over his chest. “Then who is going to investigate?” 
 
    “Me…and a few of the men.” 
 
    “I’m not very comfortable with the thought of losing you, either, Tash.” 
 
    “I’ll go with him, Your Majesty,” said Tav.  
 
    Tash glared at his brother, then his eyes shifted to Sanari. “Don’t even think about it,” he warned her.  
 
    She glared back at him, but wisely said nothing.  
 
    “Again, that doesn’t assuage my concern, Tav. I’m not thrilled with risking either of you at this point.” 
 
    Tash turned back to the King. “I have the emerald, Your Majesty, and we all saw how it reacted the last time I was in danger. I think I’ll be safe and the rest of the soldiers will be waiting here with you, ready to respond at the first sign of provocation. It should be fine.” 
 
    Kazarien’s eyes drifted back to the encampment and he shook his head gravely. “I still don’t like it, but as I can’t really think up a better plan, I’ll have to defer to your judgment. Be forewarned, Kiameron’s son, if there’s the slightest threat made toward you or my men, we will be coming after you. In fact, I expect you to give us the signal yourself.” 
 
    Tash nodded in agreement. “Let’s work out another signal for when it’s safe for you and the others to proceed.” 
 
    “Fine,” answered Kazarien, then he turned on his heel and strode back to his horse.  
 
    Tash shot one last look at the encampment, then he held out the glasses to Chayse. “Thanks,” he muttered as the boy took them. Chayse saluted, a movement that startled Tash, and headed back toward the column of soldiers.  
 
    Blinking away his surprise, Tash called out. “Chayse?” 
 
    The boy turned, his face bright with expectation.  
 
    “Let me know if there are any other useful tools Pericles left behind.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” said Chayse with another smart salute, then he was gone.  
 
    Tash turned to face Sanari. He pointed a finger at her and gave her a severe frown. “You could learn some discipline and respect from that boy.” 
 
    Sanari rolled her eyes. “I could…” she answered. With a toss of her blonde hair, she followed in Chayse’s wake.  
 
    Tav was left to face his brother alone. “Before you say anything, remember, I know more words in Orahim than anyone else here. It’s only fitting that I accompany you.” 
 
    Tash shook his head in annoyance. “You’re a damn fool, Tav.” 
 
    Tav gave him a slight smile. “No, I’m not and that’s the reason you need me, you just don’t want to admit it.” 
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    They had covered only a few yards before the occupants of the camp became aware of them. Tash held his course, but his mouth twisted into a grimace as a horn sounded an alarm. Even from a distance, figures could be seen running for weapons and racing to the perimeter of the camp to meet the vanguard of soldiers.  
 
    “Hmm,” muttered Tav at his side, “rather suspicious. Wouldn’t it have been better to pretend they were here for legitimate reasons a little longer at least?” 
 
    “I think it’s fairly obvious their reasons aren’t legitimate,” Tash answered, pointing to a few racks arranged behind the camp on their left side. The skins of quite a number of sheep were stretched across the racks.  
 
    Tav’s brows rose in understanding. “I don’t suppose that’s the most economical way to go about sheering them, is it?” 
 
    “Not exactly,” answered his twin. He shot a look at the dozen cavalry soldiers around him. “Hold your positions until my command or until they make the first hostile motion. If they attack, break rank and head back to the edge of the forest.” He shifted his attention to Tav. “Stay close to my side and don’t make any moronic moves.” 
 
    “Now you’ve spoiled everything. I was just picking from my catalogue of moronic moves, trying to decide which one to make first.” 
 
    Tash’s jaw clenched. “I’m serious, Tav.” 
 
    ‘Of course you are,’ came Tav’s thought.  
 
    They rode off the incline and hit the floor of the pastures, the grass whipping against the legs of the horses, the breeze blowing in their faces. Tash marked the line of the sun, directly overhead, and kicked his horse into a canter. The soldiers followed at his flanks and Tav brought his own horse up beside Tash’s. It wasn’t far to the encampment, but it was the first time since leaving Trendaria that they’d been able to ride at more than a walk. Both the horses and the men enjoyed the brief expenditure of energy and yet, by the time they came within shooting distance of the camp, the way was entirely blocked by the camp’s occupants.  
 
    “Hold up, strangers,” came a cry from the line.  
 
    Tash lifted his hand and signaled for the men to slow to a walk. They crossed the remaining distance warily, guiding the horses with their knees so their hands were free to go for their weapons.  
 
    “Mind if we exchange a few words?” asked Tash.  
 
    A tall, stoop-shouldered man detached himself from the others, striding a few paces forward. He had a bow and quiver slung over his shoulder. “That’s close enough,” he cautioned.  
 
    Tash signaled for his men to halt and moved a few paces closer with Tav beside him. The emerald had begun a steady pulsation at his breast, warning him. Behind the line of Humans and Orahim, Tash could see the empty avenues of the campsite. There was one large cooking fire, which he’d seen with the field glasses, and a number of smaller ones. By the size of the roast hanging from a spit over the largest fire-ring, Tash guessed they were roasting one of the unfortunate sheep whose skin was stretched on the rack to their left. Similar set-ups at the other fire-pits didn’t hold as large a kill, but suggested there were more occupants than Tash could see at the moment, or that they were expecting a great many more to arrive anytime in the near future.  
 
    “Where you from?” demanded the camp’s leader.  
 
    Tash glanced back at the man. He was quite a bit older than Tash with thinning brown hair and heavily lined eyes that squinted against the glare of the sun. “Trendaria,” he answered.  
 
    Both the Orahim and Humans in the group wore thread-bare shirts and trousers. The Orahim didn’t have any boots, and the boots the Humans wore had seen better days. The vast majority of the group were thin, pale creatures with sunken eyes and slack mouths. They had obviously known many months, perhaps years, of poverty.  
 
    “Where you headed?” 
 
    “Zenoradel.” 
 
    A murmur of discussion went through the group, but the leader finally ended it with a raised hand. A seething silence fell. In fact, the only sound that broke the stillness in the meadow was the whine of wind through the grass and the jangle of a horse’s harness from behind Tash.  
 
    Tash resisted the impulse to glance over his shoulder at the King. He wished he knew how to handle this situation better. Every instinct was screaming that it could turn bloody, especially if he made a wrong step, but right now, a wrong step could be as innocuous as not doing anything at all.  
 
    “Why you have so many millies for a short trip between towns?” demanded the leader. 
 
    Tash narrowed his eyes in confusion. ‘Millies?’ He shot the thought to Tav. Tav’s answer was a subtle lifting of his shoulders in like confusion. Tash hated being on the outside, hated not understanding everything that was happening around him and yet he knew beyond a doubt that he was missing something. 
 
    Drawing a deep breath, he decided to take the offensive. He deliberately swung his eyes toward the racks. The response was immediate. He could feel and see the tensing of the entire line. Then he brought his eyes to rest on the leader.  
 
    “What would such a mismatched group of individuals be doing in a camp out here in the middle of no-where?” 
 
    The leader shifted weight, his hand moving toward his bow. Behind Tash twelve saddles creaked and harnesses jangled as the soldiers moved to counter him. A murmur rose in the group again. Carefully, the leader lifted his hand. Silence settled heavily over the pastures.  
 
    “We’re followers of Harad,” said the leader. 
 
    The Orahim were beginning to act edgy and nervous.  
 
    Tash’s frown deepened. The emerald was becoming a distraction, growing uncomfortably warm within the confines of his uniform jacket. He forced it from his mind.  
 
    “I don’t understand,” he said, glancing at the fidgeting Orahim. They wouldn’t meet his gaze, but the Humans were glaring at him.  
 
    “Harad, the prophet,” came Tav’s voice beside him. It took Tash a moment to realize his brother had spoken out loud, but the leader nodded.  
 
    “Harad, Prophet of the Star Destroyer,” he answered.  
 
    ‘What the bloody hell are you both talking about?’ questioned Tash psychically.  
 
    ‘See the emblem on the quivers, on some of the tents – that’s the sign of Harad. I wish I’d seen it with the field glasses,’ answered Tav.  
 
    Tash could see an oddly shaped hexagon figure on most of the followers’ quivers or sword scabbards. Bisecting each edge of the hexagon was a line that radiated in to a point in the middle of the shape, forming an enclosed star. The entire center of the hexagon was filled with the color red as if the star were being bathed in blood. Tash shivered despite himself and the emerald gave an answering kick, reminding him of its presence. He shoved thoughts of it away.  
 
    ‘Why? What does the symbol mean?’ 
 
    ‘They’re followers of Harad.’ 
 
    ‘I know that,’ answered Tash, feeling his jaw clench with aggravation. ‘What does that mean, exactly?’ 
 
    ‘They’re fanatical. Religious zealots.’ 
 
    Of course.  
 
    “You’re all followers of Harad?” asked Tash, shifting his attention back to the leader.  
 
    The leader’s eyes shifted to the closest Orahim and back to Tash again. “We are. It’s no stranger than a hilaron leading a Human battalion.” 
 
    Tash felt the immediate tension radiating from his men. They hadn’t openly welcomed him as their new commander, but they hadn’t opposed him either. The emerald made it so. And yet, faced with a common enemy, his men took offense at having obscenities thrown at their commander.  
 
    “What exactly are you doing here. . . besides the obvious?” he asked, shooting a quick glance at the racks.  
 
    The leader followed his gaze, then gave a slow, humorless smile. “Waiting for Harad to lead us to the Star Destroyer.” 
 
    ‘Erram,’ came Tav’s thought in Tash’s mind.  
 
    ‘What?’ 
 
    ‘The Star Destroyer is Erram.’ 
 
    Beautiful, thought Tash. The emerald was becoming more demanding. Tash knew he had to make some sort of decision or else he was going to be forced to draw it. He’d promised Kazarien he’d keep control of it, but the truth remained -- he wasn’t positive of anything where the emerald was concerned.  
 
    “Well, gentlemen, we seem to be at an impasse,” he said, speaking to the whole encampment, but focusing his attention on the leader. “I have an entire battalion I need to bring through here, pretty much right where you’re standing, and you. . . well, you seem quite busy with your poaching and the waiting thing you’ve got going on, so I’m open for suggestions.” 
 
    “You want suggestions, hilaron?” said the leader. “I’d have suggested you bring the entire battalion down here with you.” 
 
    Tash’s jaw clenched and his hands tightened into fists on his thighs. The emerald was pulsing wildly against his chest. So be it, he thought. He shot a glance at his brother. “Remember I tried to do it your way, Tav,” he said.  
 
    Tav returned the look with a bewildered one of his own, but Tash’s attention had snapped back to the camp where more of Harad’s followers were materializing out of the tents as he’d feared.  
 
    Kazarien had a greater number of soldiers and archers waiting with him and their weapons and armor were finer, but it would take them a few seconds to arrive and in that time, the emerald could lay waste to the entire encampment and some of Tash’s squad might die.  
 
    “Tash?” came Tav’s concerned voice as the hidden followers headed toward the rest of their companions. Each one of them was armed and prepared to fight.  
 
    “Stay close at my side,” ordered Tash. He shot a quick glance over his shoulder at his men, lifting his hand to give a signal.  
 
    At his motion, both his own soldiers and Harad’s followers reached for their weapons. The emerald blazed forth with blinding green light and the Orahim gave a guttural cry and dropped to the ground, prostrating themselves before Tash.  
 
    Jaren lunged sideways and Tash fought to control him, turning the horse’s head around. Jaren whinnied and bucked, terrified of the blinding green light falling around him. For a moment, Tash was so distracted by the animal’s antics that he forgot the eminent battle.  
 
    “Stand, Jaren!” came Tav’s command and the horse instantly quieted, although he was blowing angrily through his flared nostrils.  
 
    The emerald had also calmed, fading to a muted green glow that spilled around the weave of Tash’s uniform jacket and bathed his face with light. Tash’s surprised look shifted from the gem to the followers of Harad. Everyone had halted in the act of drawing their weapons.  
 
    The Orahim were still moaning and muttering, face first on the ground, and the Humans were torn between staring at Tash and staring over his shoulder in horrified amazement. Tash glanced at Tav. Tav was also staring over Tash’s shoulder and nodded for Tash to take a look.  
 
    Keeping a tight hold on Jaren, Tash shifted in the saddle. Striding across the long grass of the pastures, headed right for them, was the enormous cat they’d freed a day before. As it caught Tash’s gaze, it tossed back its heavy head and gave a roar that made every hair on Tash’s forearms stand on end.  
 
    The Orahim began muttering louder and a few of the Humans dropped to their knees bowing their heads.  
 
    ‘Tav?’ 
 
    ‘Don’t toss away a gift, Tash,’ answered his brother. ‘Tell the soldiers to hold their positions.’ 
 
    The cat was continuing forward, loping across the even floor of the pastures as if it had been born there. An instinctive feeling much older than Tash’s own lifespan went through him. He wanted to run away from the beast, hide and escape being devoured. Yet he lifted his hand and gave the command for the soldiers to hold their places. They shot him disbelieving looks, but they stood their ground.  
 
    The cat slowed as it came abreast of Tash. The moaning of the Orahim increased in volume, but the Humans were strangely subdued, simply staring with horrified expressions. Tash fought Jaren’s instinctive side-step as the cat brushed past him, headed for the large fire-ring in the center of the encampment.  
 
    It passed the stunned and terrified men without hesitation, lifting a massive paw to push the spit. The spit gave way and the roast toppled to the ground, steaming in the mid-afternoon sunlight, then the beast settled itself over the roast and began eating.  
 
    Tash shot a look at his brother, but Tav was watching the cat with a smile. He was actually glad to see it. It was then that Tash became aware of the Orahim once more. They were all muttering the same word, their forehead pressed to the dirt.  
 
    Haldane. Haldane. Haldane -- over and over again monotonously. Tash lifted his eyes to the Human leader. The man was torn between watching Tash and watching the cat. Then, without warning, he went for his weapon, swinging the bow around into position, aiming for the cat.  
 
    Tash reacted. He felt the emerald blaze to life, while at the same time, a strange surge of pressure rose inside of him. A blast of pure energy struck the leader and knocked him off his feet.  
 
    The other followers of Harad gave startled cries, then immediately dropped their weapons, falling to their knees. 
 
    Tash looked over his shoulder at his men. “Gather their weapons and horses,” he commanded, fighting the lunging stallion.  
 
    The soldiers studied him with wide, frightened expressions. Tash could also feel his brother’s eyes on him, scrutinizing him.  
 
    “That was a direct command,” he ordered. 
 
    The men obeyed at once, climbing off their mounts and moving away with an almost embarrassed tenseness to their strides. Tash waited until they were gone, then he swung down from Jaren’s back, giving the beast a sharp glare for good measure and strode to where the leader still lay.  
 
    Kneeling beside him, he kept one eye on the other followers and one on the cat who had happily returned to his meal. The leader was breathing, but he’d been knocked unconscious. Tash glanced over him, and although he wasn’t a healer, he didn’t think he was any too badly hurt. He exhaled in relief. Killing the Orahim in the forest had been bad, but killing one of his own kind seemed somehow worse.  
 
    He rose to his feet and looked over the slack, vacant expressions on the other followers’ faces. The Humans were worse than the Orahim. While the Orahim were still muttering, still watching Tash with their slanted amber eyes, the Humans had returned to their poverty-induced stupors almost at once.  
 
    Tash strolled back to his brother’s side. Tav nodded behind them to where the King waited at the edge of the forest. “Shouldn’t you signal Kazarien? I’d like to get as far away from this camp as we can before nightfall.” 
 
    Tash nodded and reached for Jaren’s bridle. The horse swung his head around to regard the man, but he didn’t attempt to thwart Tash as he mounted once more. Tash pulled the scrap of cloth from his jacket pocket and waved it in the air, then waited until he saw the first sign of movement on the rise above them.  
 
    “Is the emerald still reacting?” 
 
    Tash glanced down on the gem. There was no light spilling from his clothing and he could only feel a very faint pulse from it. He shook his head, meeting his brother’s gaze.  
 
    ‘Are you all right?’ Tav asked psychically.  
 
    Tash nodded and watched his men pile the weapons at Jaren’s feet, then he lifted his eyes and focused them on the cat. The animal had finished the roast and was calmly licking its paws. Tash shivered. It was an enormous animal. One paw was bigger than both of his hands put together.  
 
    It didn’t take long for the King to arrive. He began to question Tash about the cat, but Tash urged him to go on, surrounded by the most experienced of the soldiers. Kazarien started to argue, but he deferred to Tash’s directions when he noticed that the soldiers were watching the exchange. Tash glared at Sanari so she wouldn’t suddenly decide she wanted to stay behind. It was bad enough he needed to keep Tav with him because of the cat.  
 
    After the King and his entourage had ridden to the edge of the horizon, Tash and the remaining men set about loading the weapons into the back of the weapon’s wagon. Then after a final search through the camp, he gave the order for his men to mount up and they turned their horses in the direction of Zenoradel, taking the followers’ mounts with them.  
 
    Tash hoped not only to escape Harad’s followers, but he also hoped to shake off the cat. However, once they reached the point where the road ran away beyond sight, Tav sucked in his breath, glancing back over his shoulder.  
 
    Tash didn’t need to turn around to know what had distracted his brother. A murmur had begun in the line of soldiers, a shiver of anxiety rippling through them and setting them abuzz. Tash yanked Jaren’s reins harder than necessary and pulled him out of line. The horse didn’t appreciate the treatment and immediately began giving Tash grief. Tash tightened his knees on the animal’s barrel and wound the reins tighter in his hand as he motioned his men on before him. Tav had also pulled out of the line and waited patiently for the soldiers to pass.  
 
    The last man had barely passed before Tash exploded. “Get rid of it!” he shouted, pointing to the tawny shape loping up the trail toward them. “Look, Tav. I’m glad that thing helped us back there, but it can’t keep following us as if it were a lost puppy. “ 
 
     “He might be useful, Tash. He certainly was back there. You don’t like to kill any more than I do. Think about how glad you are that the situation didn’t escalate to violence. Someone would have died. With the lion, we might stand a better chance of escaping a battle. His sheer presence is intimidation enough.” 
 
    “It’s also a meat-eating predator who views Humans as its next meal.” 
 
    “That’s ridiculous. He obviously prefers sheep. We just need to keep him filled with sheep.” 
 
    Tash ran a hand through his hair. The object of discussion had caught up with them and was sitting calmly in the trail, idly licking at a front paw. It didn’t seem concerned about the outcome.  
 
    “Think about what you’re saying, Tav. We can’t have a vicious beast traveling with us.” 
 
    “Why not? We haven’t driven you out and as far as I know, you’ve killed more creatures with the emerald in three days than the lion has in his entire life.” 
 
    Tash flinched.  
 
    “I’m sorry, but you know I’m right. You and the emerald are more dangerous to us than this lion is.” 
 
    Tash looked away. He wasn’t proud of his new found power. It seemed far too destructive now. And the fact was Tav knew it. They might be brothers, but Tav wasn’t above using any leverage he had over his sibling.  
 
     “How are you going to explain this to the men? To the King?” Tash motioned to the soldiers riding ahead of them. They were all glancing back at the cat with their hands on their weapons. “You can’t expect them to trust you to control it. They don’t know what you can do.” 
 
    “But you do,” said Tav seriously.  
 
    “And you think they’ll believe me?” 
 
    “You’re their commander now, Tash.” 
 
    Tash closed his eyes and drew a deep breath. ‘Only by default. My control over them is tenuous at best, Tav. Don’t do this to me. Don’t make me choose sides,’ he said telepathically.  
 
    ‘Don’t do this to me, Tash. I’ve never asked you for much, but I’m asking you to trust me now. I can control this cat.’ 
 
    Tash shifted his gaze to the lion. It had stretched out in the road on its side, its eyes half-shut against the mid-day sun. He looked away again in disgust. Damn Tav anyway. He wasn’t just asking Tash to trust him with his own life. He was asking Tash to trust him with the lives of his men, with Sanari’s life, and most importantly, with the life of the Trendarian King.  
 
    “I can’t, Tav. It’s too great a risk. Tell the cat to stay or I’ll be forced to kill it.” 
 
    Tav’s expression was stricken.  
 
    “Ride out!” Tash ordered the trailing men and followed after them, pausing a few yards away to look back over his shoulder at his brother. Tav had dismounted, ground-tying Dalen with his reins, and was hunkered down across from the cat. The horse didn’t like being close to the predator, but he was too well trained to run. He tossed his head in agitation, but he stayed where Tav had left him.  
 
    Tash watched his brother. He truly believed Tav could control the animal, but he couldn’t chance it. Not now. Not when he was just making a place for himself in Kazarien’s army. ‘I’m sorry,’ Tash thought, but Tav looked away.  
 
    Finally Tav rose to his feet and strode back to Dalen, swinging into the saddle. He shot a look at his brother as he rode up the trail, but he didn’t speak. Tash let him go, then glanced back at the cat. The lion was watching after Tav as if it couldn’t believe he had left. Tash hoped it wouldn’t follow. He didn’t want to give the order to have it killed.  
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    They rode for a few hours and the sun moved across the sky until it was on the other side of them. Tash called a halt to rest the horses, sending scouts back to search for Harad’s followers. He was sitting beside Kazarien when the scouts returned.  
 
    “Commander?” said the young man. He held his cap in his hand.  
 
    Tash squinted against the late afternoon sunlight. “Yes, Scout?” 
 
    The scout ducked his head, shooting a look at Tav from the corner of his eyes. “There is no sign of Harad’s followers, but” He hesitated and twisted his cap.  
 
    Kazarien and Tash exchanged a look. “But?” 
 
    “The animal is following us.” 
 
    Tash jumped to his feet, startling the scout. He turned on his brother. “I thought you told it to stay behind!” 
 
    Tav climbed to his feet as well. “I did, but you can’t blame him for understanding we can provide him with a food source.” 
 
    “Like Human flesh!” shouted Tash.  
 
    “There’s no reason to get so angry, Tash” began Sanari.  
 
    Tash glared her to silence. “Stay out of this,” he said, then shifted his attention to Tav. “I told you what I’d do if it kept following us.” 
 
    “And I told you there is no danger as long as we keep him fed and I can communicate with him.” 
 
    Kazarien glanced between the brothers, then nodded for the scout to leave. The young man made a hasty retreat. “I’m inclined to agree with Tash, Tav. We can’t have a dangerous predator following us. It will be dark soon and we’ll have to make camp. I don’t relish the thought of having something that big and vicious prowling around.” 
 
    Tav drew a deep breath. “Your Majesty, I appreciate your concern, but I know I can control him. He just wants food and shelter, nothing more. I don’t think he’s as vicious as you believe. In fact, he has some memory of being kept as pet.” 
 
    “You’ll have to understand my skepticism, Tav,” said Kazarien. “I’m not familiar with your ability. It seems like a great deal to risk.” 
 
    “Since it won’t leave us alone, the only solution is to kill it, Your Majesty,” said Tash.  
 
    Sanari gasped and Tav’s eyes whipped to his brother’s face.  
 
    “I won’t let you do that!” he said angrily.  
 
    ‘Stop being an idiot, Tav!’ thought Tash.  
 
    Tav ignored him, turning instead to the King. “Please, Your Majesty, please give me a chance to prove to you that I can control him.” 
 
    “How, Tav? I feel I must agree with Tash in this.” 
 
    Tav’s eyes shifted frantically in thought.  
 
    “What if we chain it to the weapon’s wagon, Your Majesty?” Sanari said. “We can use the chain that we have for the more spirited horses. Tav can loop it around the lion’s neck and we can fix the other end around the metal supports in the buckboard. That way we don’t have to kill it, but we’ll know where it is until Tav can prove that it means us no harm.” 
 
    Tav gave her a grateful smile and lifted his eyes to Kazarien’s face.  
 
    “I don’t know,” the King said. “Who would be willing to drive the wagon with that animal inside?” 
 
    “I will,” said Tav. “Not only that, but I’ll stay beside him tonight as well.” 
 
    Kazarien shifted his gaze to Tash. “I’m not sure about this. What do you think?” 
 
    Tash glanced at his brother and Sanari. Damn Tav, why did he have to put him in this position? He should just order the lion killed. It would serve Tav right and it would solidify his position as commander of this battalion, but as he looked into his brother’s eyes, he knew that he couldn’t betray him in that way. He sighed. “I’ve seen my brother control a vicious pack of dogs that were harassing our cattle, Your Majesty. The other ranchers tried poisoning them, shooting them, trapping them, but Tav was the only one who could stop them and he did it just the way he’s telling you, by communicating with them. I’ve seen him stand before a rampaging bull and get it to back down. If he tells you he can control the lion, I believe him, but that’s just me. Until he can prove it to you and the rest of the soldiers, we have one of two choices – chain it or kill it. Tav believes it might be useful to us. The Orahim obviously believed much the same thing. If we chain it now, we preserve the option of using it to our benefit.” He paused and narrowed his gaze on his brother. “And we always have the option of killing it later, should the need arise.” 
 
    Kazarien drew a deep breath and lowered his head. “All right, Tav. Let’s see how much control you really have. Let’s see if this animal will let itself be enslaved on your behalf.” 
 
    Tav swallowed hard, but gave the King a nod.  
 
    Tash shook his head and turned away. Leave it to Tav to mess everything up just when it was going so well.  
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    After all of the debate, chaining the lion proved relatively easy. In fact, it let Tav hook the chain about its neck and walked sedately to the weapon’s wagon, leaping aboard on Tav’s command and lying down on top of the boxes. Tav fixed the other end of the chain to the buckboard as Sanari suggested and stroked the lion, while the entire battalion looked on in awe. 
 
    Even Tash had to admit he was stunned by his brother’s ability to corral an animal so large and so powerful. Beyond a few whuffing noises of uncertainty, the lion followed Tav as if it had been doing so every moment of its life. It certainly seemed as if the animal was as domesticated as a house cat or at least had known contact with mankind long before this current episode.  
 
    Climbing into the buckboard, Tav picked up the reins and lifted his eyes to his brother. Tash stared at him a moment in silence, then shook himself, giving the command for the men to move out. He deliberately rode at Tav’s side the remainder of the day and he had a number of archers follow the wagon, their bows slung over their shoulders just in case.  
 
    They made camp at dusk, too far away from Zenoradel to make it, but reasonably far away from the followers of Harad. Even so, Tash posted a ring of sentries around the camp and set a rotation with shorter shifts so that the sentries would be fresher at their watch.  
 
    He reasoned he was being overly cautious. After all, they were in the open on the broad expanse of the pastures, so no one could easily sneak up on them, and the followers of Harad were many leagues away. Since they had no horses at their disposal, and Tash didn’t think you could ride a sheep very far, they would be hard pressed to mount a sizable attacking force against Kazarien’s trained soldiers. And yet, no one ever died from being too cautious -- or at least Tash hoped no one ever had.  
 
    Kazarien summoned him shortly after the camp had settled for the night, but Tash finished his rounds and checked with all of his men before answering. He angled through the banked fires he’d permitted his men, working his way toward the King’s pavilion. He could see the dark shapes of the soldiers in their bed rolls and occasionally he caught the sound of a snore, but he also felt their eyes on him, watching him from behind the fires, studying him when he couldn’t see them. It made his spine crawl and the emerald pulse.  
 
    They had been nothing but respectful as he’d gone among them, but he’d heard it in their voices, saw it in their eyes. He was as much of an outcast here among Kazarien’s army as he’d been in Nogatav, yet while they’d disdained him in Nogatav, these men feared him. They feared his power.  
 
    Tash shot a glance skyward, catching sight of Eldon’s star. He had wanted to leave his home so badly, hoping to find commonality in the military where sameness was its own reward, but he was different. He was the outsider. The circumstances might have changed, but the results were still the same. Tash didn’t belong yet again.  
 
    He paused outside of Kazarien’s camp. The King, Sanari, and Tav were all sitting around a fire in camp chairs. Tav had taken the lion from the bed of the wagon and chained it to the axel. Kazarien had deliberately set his tent close to the beast, hoping to comfort his men by his trust in Tav, but also, Tash suspected, to keep an eye on the animal throughout the night. While Kazarien and Sanari sat on the opposite side of the fire from Tav and the cat, the lion lay at his brother’s feet, its paws stretched toward the blaze, its eyes closed, and its tawny hide rising and falling with each rhythmic breath. Tav had the Norrad open on his lap as usual and he was reading from it. Both the King and Sanari were watching him, soaking up everything he said. Beside Kazarien was an empty chair, presumably for Tash, and a plate of food that had probably grown cold.  
 
    It took only a moment of standing there in the shadows before Tav looked up, aware of his brother’s presence. Tash moved into the light, feeling the heat dust over his exposed skin. The emerald had settled to an occasional throb at his breast, and Tash shoved thoughts of it aside as he strode toward the empty chair.  
 
    Kazarien smiled up at him. Tash had to admit Kazarien was more good natured than any king Tash had ever heard tales about. It was hard to stay annoyed at him for long. “Come join us,” he said, motioning to the empty chair, “although I’m sure your food is inedible by now.” 
 
    Tash picked up the plate and looked into it, feeling a little guilty. The meal wasn’t so much better than that given the common soldiers, but they’d obviously set it aside for him, hoping he’d join them. “I’m sorry about that,” he answered, settling the plate on the rocks ringing in the fire and sinking into the chair. He realized for the first time that he was tired. It felt good to simply sit down for a moment.  
 
    Extending his feet toward the blaze, he leaned back and exhaled his pent up breath. Rolling his shoulders, he felt the muscles ease their knotted grip. Crossing his arms over his chest, he regarded each of his companions in turn.  
 
    “You must be tired,” said Kazarien sympathetically.  
 
    “It’s been an odd day.” 
 
    “To say the least,” answered the King.  
 
    Sanari was regarding Tash with a worried expression. Tash shot a glare at her, daring her to bait him tonight. When she glanced away, Tash felt a stab of guilt. He hadn’t been very nice to her since she joined their expedition, but she’d had no right to follow them, tricking them, and placing herself at risk.  
 
    “We were trying to find something in the Norrad about Harad’s men,” said Tav without lifting his head from his book. As usual, he was completely oblivious to the tension around him.  
 
    Tash closed his eyes and drew a calming breath. He had thought the cat was more aggravation than he could take tonight, but this nearly sent him over the edge. He didn’t want to hear words of wisdom from the Norrad. He couldn’t care less.  
 
    “Tav told me the followers said they were waiting for this Harad to lead them to the Star Destroyer,” said Kazarien.  
 
    Tash opened his eyes and studied the King. “That’s what they said.” He tried to keep the edge from his voice.  
 
    “Tav believes the Star Destroyer is Erram.” 
 
    “That’s what he said,” finished Tash, staring at the toe of his dusty boots.  
 
    “And you don’t agree?”  
 
    Tash shrugged. “I don’t know what to believe. It was unsettling to see those Humans and Orahim gathered together. They acted as if they were allies.” 
 
    Kazarien turned to Tav. “What do you make of their rather unique arrangement?” 
 
    “I’m not sure, but Gava had many different species to fill his military ranks during the first war.” 
 
    “The Humans he had weren’t voluntary though, Tav,” said the King with an uncomfortable frown.  
 
    “No, you’re right, Your Majesty, but there are a number of Humans who aren’t pleased with the way things are in Loden. I know a number of them in Nogatav itself who wanted change. From what Tash and I saw, these men weren’t living very well -- resorting to poaching and stealing to survive. And you know the Orahim have never spared any love for Human-kind. Erram might encourage such a banding together for their numbers alone. He wouldn’t care where his army came from.” 
 
    Kazarien mulled over Tav’s words. Tash lifted a brow in surprise. Tav actually had a plausible scenario figured out. Finally Kazarien shifted weight. “Why are you so sure the Star Destroyer is Erram?” 
 
    “Because that’s exactly what he did,” answered Tav. When no one spoke, he glanced at each of them, then spread his hands flat on the surface of the book. “He destroyed the star -- Eldon, the Immortal Warrior.” 
 
    Kazarien’s head lifted and his expression became grave. Tash shivered despite the warmth of the fire. He glanced at Sanari and found her folding her arms around herself.  
 
    “Then who is Harad?” she asked.  
 
    Tav shook his head and dropped his eyes to the lion. The cat had rolled to a half-reclining position, looking about the campsite with lazy eyes. Behind the weapon’s wagon, the two archers Tash had positioned there shifted weight, lifting their bows. 
 
     Tash slid forward in his chair, immediately alert, but he made no other movement, waiting to see what the cat would do. He was pleased to note that Kazarien also stiffened, his eyes fixed warily on the beast. The King wasn’t as gullible as he sometimes seemed. 
 
    When the cat simply settled to cleaning itself, Tash tried to relax. Truthfully, it seemed no more threatening than a house cat, but even lying down, its head nearly reached Tav’s shoulder and as it groomed itself, muscles quivered and shifted all along its side and flank.  
 
    “I can’t find anything in the Norrad about Harad,” said Tav, drawing everyone’s attention away from the lion.  
 
    Tash frowned. “Why would there be anything? The Norrad is the history of the Ancients.” 
 
    “And yet it has prophesies that pertain to the future in it,” countered his twin. “I wondered if that name had some link to Ancient lore – some historical context.” 
 
    “What was the other name you said they were calling Tash?” asked Sanari.  
 
    “Haldane,” said Tav. 
 
    “What does that mean?” asked the King. “Didn’t you say only the Orahim were muttering it?” 
 
    “Yes, but it doesn’t sound like an Orahim word.” 
 
    “How would you know?” demanded Tash petulantly. 
 
    Tav and Sanari exchanged a look, which only made Tash more annoyed. “We did study for a number of years. What did you think -- we only read the Norrad that entire time?” answered his brother.  
 
    “As a matter of fact, I did.” 
 
    The King gave him a patient smile. “Let’s get back to the topic at hand, shall we? Why doesn’t it sound like an Orahim word?” 
 
    “It’s too long,” answered Tav.  
 
    “And multi-syllabic,” finished Sanari. 
 
    “What?” growled Tash. The cat swung its head around and blinked at him. Tash shot it a glare, then glared at his brother and Sanari. He knew he should probably get up and go to his own bedroll, but some small part of him was actually interested in what they had to say. 
 
    Sanari didn’t miss the opportunity to make him feel stupid. “More than one syllable – hal and dane. Two syllables. Two beats on the word.” 
 
    “I get it now. Thanks.” 
 
    “Anytime,” she said sweetly, giving him a smug smile.  
 
    Kazarien was also smiling, enjoying Tash’s discomfort. “So the Orahim language is primarily made up of one syllable words?” 
 
    “Yes, for the most part,” said Tav, his eyes on the lion as the beast extended its nose toward him. He reached out and scratched the heavy mane of hair that covered its head and shoulders. The animal started to purr. Tav glanced at the King as if petting such a large, fierce animal was perfectly natural behavior. “I thought the word might also be borrowed from the Ancients, but I can’t find it in the glossary.” 
 
    “Couldn’t hal mean all?” asked Sanari.  
 
    Scratching behind the lion’s ears, Tav got that distant look on his face that said he was thinking about her question. “It could. They don’t use such encompassing terms often, but on special occasions, I think they’ve been known to make such distinctions.” 
 
    “Then where did they borrow the dane part from?” continued Sanari.  
 
    Tash exhaled in disgust and pushed himself to his feet. The damn lion was actually licking Tav’s hand as if it were a lapdog. He couldn’t take anymore. “By your leave, Your Majesty, I think I’ll get a few hours of sleep before it’s my turn as sentry.” 
 
    “Of course,” answered the King. “I think I might get some sleep myself.” 
 
    Tash nodded at the King, shot a warning glare at Sanari for no good reason, and turned toward his brother. “If you figure out this little puzzle, don’t bother to wake me.” 
 
    “I didn’t intend to,” answered his twin with as much asperity.  
 
    Tash nodded at the lion. “I’d be careful if I were you, Tav. I think it’s tasting you.” 
 
    With that he strode away from the fire and didn’t look back. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 15 
 
      
 
    They made Zenoradel easily the following afternoon. While inhabiting nearly the same terrain as Trendaria, the capital itself was larger and older. It boasted not one outer wall, but two, crowned with ramparts on all sides; however, as Tash led his battalion through the outer-most gate, he noticed that much of the rampart had been eroded away with time. In places whole sections of the parapet had fallen, leaving any soldier stationed on the wall vulnerable to enemy attack, and the portcullis that was used to bar the outer gates had rusted through and been removed. It now lay cast aside as so much rubbish. 
 
    Between the outer wall and the inner one was an area that had once been merchants’ shops, where they sold their wares to travelers as they entered the main part of the city. A few of the merchants still attempted to conduct business here, but rather than the thriving commerce that once must have been, Tash saw mostly run-down houses of ill-repute, noisy taverns, and weapons shops. His hand strayed to his sword hilt and the emerald began to pulse with his own wariness. 
 
    Nudging Jaren with his knee, he moved his horse closer to the King, shooting a quick look around to make sure he knew where his brother and Sanari rode. He was grateful the horse didn’t seem to want any trouble today. He didn’t think it was wise to have his attention divided at the moment.  
 
    Unfortunately, the lion was causing a stir among the shanties and hovels they passed. A number of less than sober men stumbled out of a tavern and set up a heated discussion as to what sort of animal the lion was. The cat hardly seemed to notice. It sat upon its perch at the top of the weapon’s wagon, its eyes half-shut against the sunlight, its regal head tossed back.  
 
    Tav drove the wagon as he promised Kazarien he would, and Sanari rode beside him, of her own freewill. Tash knew she did it to spite him, but he ignored her as best he could. Their horses, Dalen and Kirshad, had been tied to the back of the contraption, and if horses could look furious, Tash suspected they did. Not that Tash was getting much satisfaction out of it. Certainly not as much as he had expected.  
 
    He now wished his brother and Sanari weren’t in so insecure a situation. If the rabble around them decided to start trouble, neither one of them would be able to get away very quickly with the cumbersome bulk they were driving.  
 
    Still, the seedy looking inhabitants of between the walls seemed more inclined to look than to act. Tash grimaced as they passed piles of refuse where black masses of moving bodies writhed and squirmed. Waving a cloud of small, bothersome gnats away from his face, he shot a look at the King.  
 
    Kazarien seemed stunned, taking it all in. He met Tash’s look and shook his head.  
 
    “When were you last in Zenoradel, Your Majesty?” asked Tash.  
 
    “Before my father’s death. The outer wall was badly in need of shoring up, but it was nothing like this. You could still do a respectable amount of trading on these streets.” 
 
    Tash shrugged and returned to his scrutiny of every shadow, every flash of movement around them. He didn’t relax at all until they came to the inner wall. This wall was intact and the gate was manned with guards who waved them to a halt from the top of the rampart. As they’d crossed the pasture-land before the capital, Tash had ordered Kazarien’s standard to be unfurled. The running horse now waved in the breeze that blew across the pastures and through the outer gate. It didn’t take long before the guards stepped out to greet them, bowing low to the King of Trendaria and welcoming him to their home. They balked, however, when it was obvious the party intended to take the lion through with them.  
 
    Tash ground his teeth as Kazarien was forced to dismount, waving Tav forward. He watched the King and his brother discuss the matter with the guards, although he couldn’t actually hear the words.  
 
    ‘Damn fool,’ he thought, sending it to his twin, ‘I told you this would happen. It would serve you right if you had to bunk out here with all of the reprobates and cut-throats.’ 
 
    Although Tav’s spine stiffened, he gave no other indication that he’d received his brother’s less than charitable communication. Finally the guards bowed low to Kazarien again and backed away. The King turned smartly on his heel and strode back to the horse, Tav in his wake. Swinging astride Larod, he gave a sharp nod to his commander and nudged the animal forward.  
 
    Tash’s brows lifted in surprise, but he immediately signaled the men and they passed through into the streets of Zenoradel. Unlike the hovels and run-down shanties they’d just left behind, the inner streets were better maintained. While the roads from outer gate to inner gate were littered with refuse and pock-marked with missing cobblestones, the inner roads were well paved and relatively free of debris.  
 
    Tash caught the minute relaxing of Kazarien’s shoulders from the corner of his eyes, but he couldn’t spare him a direct look just yet. The lion was attracting attention with the inner inhabitants as well.  
 
    When the King’s standard had first come in sight, some of the people shopping or working in the stores on either side of the road had come out to look at the procession. As they caught sight of the lion, many hurried to other locations, calling for more citizens to take a look. Tash saw people pointing, whispering, and staring on all sides of him. He wished he’d done a better job warning the soldiers of this possibility, although, no one had made a move to waylay them yet.  
 
    The road they were traveling upon was broad and tree-lined, climbing upward to a distant point, then curving over the other side. The capital itself was built on a small series of foothills with the outer gate being at the lowest level and the castle at the highest, directly in the center of the city. As Tash took in the arrangement, he thought it was a rather clever architectural feat. Rainwater and run-off would invariably flow away from the castle, out onto the lower pastures to collect. When the outer wall had been intact, it was a very defensible location as well. Should the outer wall be breached, the soldiers could fall back to the inner one, and so on until they all came to the castle. Tash suspected there were tunnels beneath the castle’s foundation that led beyond the outer wall if any enemy dared to gain so much ground within the capital itself.  
 
    Tash remembered his father telling him the story of DiNolfol’s fall during the first war of Gava. The castle was not part of the city. In fact, it lay a good distance from the heart of the protectorate. When the Gaviston had attacked, setting fire to the capital, no warning had gone up to alert the castle -- nothing had been done to protect it. It was not made to withstand a direct assault, and it hadn’t. It had fallen almost at once and with dire consequences.  
 
    The inner wall of Zenoradel housed the mercantiles: the textile shops, the seamstresses, and other sundry goods necessary for civilized living. These shops had brightly painted signs above their doors and awnings of sun-faded cloth that shielded the walkways from any extremes of weather. A number of people were strolling along the streets or coming and going from the shops, carrying bundles of neatly tied packages or talking amicably amongst themselves. Every one of them halted when they saw the royal procession from Trendaria.  
 
    Uneasy silences, whispered conversations, and wary looks followed the small troop up the rolling hills toward the castle, just now faintly visible in the distance. Tash grudgingly had to admit the lion wasn’t causing all of the stir. Kazarien himself was creating his own controversy.  
 
    Most of the citizens knew the Lord and Lady of Zenoradel had recently made the trek to Trendaria in honor of their anniversary. To have the Trendarian King repaying the visit so soon was unsettling. They knew it wasn’t for further celebration; therefore, it had to be regarding the rumors of war.  
 
    Tash was forced to signal his men to a halt at the base of a small hill. A herder and his assistants were moving an entire flock of sheep perpendicular to them on the cross street. Tash shot an anxious look around, chafing at the delay and searching the faces on the streets for any indication that they wished the King harm.  
 
    Jaren began to get restless with the wait and started his annoying prancing, tossing his head. Tash tightened his hand in the reins and applied pressure to the animal’s sides in warning. The sheep were ambling across the road, bleating as they went, and the noise was becoming somewhat disconcerting, even for Tash.  
 
    Then it occurred to him that the lion must also hear it. A sick feeling struck him in the pit of his stomach and he wheeled Jaren around to search the streets for the weapon’s wagon.  
 
    Tav and Sanari were in the center of the battalion, surrounded by soldiers. His brother was half-turned on the seat, whispering something to the cat. The cat was leaning forward, watching the procession of sheep with wide, fixed eyes, his tail twitching across the crates behind him.  
 
    ‘Tav?’ Tash sent the warning telepathically, not wanting to worry Kazarien.  
 
    Tav didn’t turn, but Sanari was glancing between the two brothers, her expression less than sanguine. ‘Everything’s fine,’ was his twin’s response.  
 
    Fine. They were stalled in the middle of the street with crowds of innocent bystanders lining either side, while an entire flock of dinner-on-the-hoof paraded past a wild, dangerous predator. They were as far from fine as they could be.  
 
    As Tash watched the cat and listened to the stupid sheep making every effort in the world to be noticed with their loud bleating, he had a very horrific mental picture of the creature breaking the chain around its neck, taking a powerful leap off the top of the wagon, and pulling down one of the flock, settling over it immediately to devour it before the entire protectorate.  
 
    It wouldn’t exactly aid Kazarien’s bid for an alliance between the two kingdoms.  
 
    He shot an anxious glance at the King. Kazarien was watching the sheep, but his face had lost most of its color and his spine was straight as a rod. He gave Tash a quick glance.  
 
    Finally the last sheep ambled across the road, followed by a herding dog and the sheep herder himself. The man tipped his hat to the King and began whistling tunelessly.  
 
    Tash whipped Jaren around again and signaled the soldiers to move out. ‘Keep that beast under control, Tav,’ he warned, knowing that they were going to have to cross the side-street where the sheep would still be visible.  
 
    He kicked Jaren into a trot. It wasn’t until he could no longer hear the sheep that he brought the company down to a walk again. By that time they were very near the castle.  
 
    The castle of Zenoradel was walled off from the rest of the city by a wrought iron fence. Therefore the main road from the outer wall simply divided in front of the gate, circling around the castle grounds to the right and left and meeting again on the other side. The battalion was once more stopped at a gate.  
 
    It was an ornate piece of workmanship, twice as tall as the average man, with scrolls and spirals that lined the top and edges. On the left side of the gate was a guardhouse, a round building with a cone-shaped roof of amber-brown tiles. A man strolled out from the guardhouse and peered through the gate at the assembly. Catching sight of the King’s standard, he unlocked a smaller door in the gate and stepped through, shutting it behind him.  
 
    The man bowed low to Kazarien, the white plume on his helm nearly sweeping the cobblestones at his feet. “Welcome, Your Majesty. I am Lord Ralda’s Mister of Protectorate Relations. We’ve been waiting for you,” he said.  
 
    “Thank you. I trust Lord Ralda and his Lady are well,” answered the King.  
 
    The minister rose to his full height again. He was dressed in a smart uniform of amber-colored wool. Across his left breast lay a number of shiny ceremonial medallions. “Yes, Your Majesty. Let me call a few more guards to escort you and your retinue to the castle, while your soldiers are shown the barracks and mess halls within the city itself.” 
 
    “Very well,” said Kazarien.  
 
    With a smart salute, the Minister turned and opened the gate once more, stepping through and disappearing inside the guardhouse. A moment later a young page sped away from the guardhouse down the garden lane toward the castle.  
 
    Kazarien nudged Larod closer to Tash’s mount. “You, Sanari, and Tav will make up my retinue. Somehow I’ve got to convince them that the lion should stay with Tav.” 
 
    “What about the men, Your Majesty? Shouldn’t I go with them? Maybe Tav and the cat should stay with us also?” 
 
    Kazarien shook his head. “It wouldn’t look good for me to show up with only Sanari as my retinue. They’d never believe she was simply my Diplomatic Advisor. Besides, in all honesty I’m banking on your bloodline to help sway the treaty in our favor.” 
 
    Tash sighed. He wasn’t anxious to be part of castle life again. It reminded him too much of his uncultured upbringing, but he had a strange feeling of protectiveness when Kazarien mentioned Sanari.  
 
    “As you wish, Your Majesty,” he answered, inclining his head. “But I wish there was some way to keep the lion out.” 
 
    “I want the lion with us, Tash. He passed a test back there with the sheep, or else Tav passed one. I want the King of Zenoradel to personally see Tav’s special brand of power. I think it’ll go a long way toward binding Zenoradel to Trendaria.” He hesitated, then drew a weary breath. “You must think I’m an opportunist, using the two of you this way. If I didn’t think our situation was that desperate, I wouldn’t be able to look at myself in the mirror each morning.” 
 
    Tash gave the King a reassuring smile. “Your honesty softens the reality of our positions, Your Majesty. You’ve never denied that was your purpose from the start and I appreciate it. I also know how desperate things are. We’ll be behind you no matter what.” He nodded at the soldiers. “I’ll have Lieutenant Ronal to see the men settled and report to me for orders, Your Majesty.” 
 
    “Good idea.” 
 
    The Minister of Protectorate Relations opened the door again and stepped through. Kazarien motioned to Tav and swung out of Larod’s saddle to speak with the man. Tash knew they were discussing the lion.  
 
    He took the opportunity to pull Ronal aside and give him his orders, then addressed the rest of the battalion. They all saluted and Tash breathed a sigh of relief. Every time he issued an edict, he half-expected them to rebel, but they never so much as questioned him for clarification.  
 
    By the time he’d finished, more guards had arrived from the direction of the castle. They were all smartly turned out in full-dress uniforms. Tash felt dusty and disheveled by comparison.  
 
    When two of them came forward to guide the soldiers, Tash gave Ronal a quick nod and watched the battalion ride away. Then his gaze shifted back to the King and his brother. For a moment, Tash didn’t think Kazarien was going to prevail. The Minister was shaking his head and watching the cat with an anxious expression.  
 
    Tash glanced at the weapon’s wagon. The cat was still perched on the top, but his head was lying between his paws, his eyes half-shut again. Tash’s attention shifted to Sanari.  
 
    For the first time in a very long time, he took a good look at her. She seemed a little thinner and her skin was darker, tanned. There were lighter streaks of almost white-blonde running through her hair. He couldn’t deny how pretty she was. 
 
    At that moment Tav and the King turned back toward the wagon, leading a few of the braver soldiers and the Minister. Tash noted that they all had their hands on their weapons. Tav made a production out of showing them the chain about the lion’s neck, reassuring them that he had physical control as well as mental control. The lion added to his own cause by rubbing his head against Tav’s hand and purring, much as an over-grown house cat might.  
 
    The guards flashed uncomfortable smiles. One even got the courage to ask Tav if he could pet the beast. Tav nodded with that self-serving smile of his and motioned the man forward.  
 
    Within moments, Tav and the lion had won the Minister and guards over. The King turned and strode back to his horse. With a perplexed shake of his head, Kazarien hauled himself into the saddle again. The guards had retreated behind the gate and were in the process of opening it for the King and his retinue to pass through.  
 
    I’ll be damned, thought Tash.  
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    Kazarien pressed his ring into the wax on the back of his letter, affixing his seal to it. Sliding it into the sunlight that fell over the writing desk, he picked up the cloth and cleaned the remaining wax from the ring. It wasn’t a chore he completed often. Usually Threlkeld, his assistant, did such things, but Threlkeld was in Trendaria.  
 
    Holding the ring out so the sun could catch it, Kazarien scrutinized the running horse that comprised his personal symbol and seal. Besides his ceremonial medallions, the ring was the only piece of jewelry the King owned. When Alina had been in residence, he’d had the finest jewelers in the Kingdom appointed to make a matching set of wedding bands. Those rings still lay in their original boxes, locked away in his private vault. Kazarien had not looked at them once since the day Alina left.  
 
    The wax on the seal had hardened to an opaque blue. Lifting the letter, he turned it over and studied the spidery script on the opposite side. He probably should have waited to write his brother until after he’d met with Lord Ralda and found out about the treaty, but he’d wanted to warn Aziak and Thane about the Orahim and Harad’s followers. He would simply have to write again once they reached DiNolfol. He hoped a letter would be waiting for him there, telling him how things fared in Trendaria during his absence.  
 
    He smiled to himself, thinking about how envious Aziak would be of the adventures they’d had thus far, especially those surrounding the lion. Lord Ralda’s servants nearly had apoplexy when they’d brought the beast into the entrance hall.  
 
    Settling the letter on the writing desk, the King rose and stretched. He’d been given a large, luxuriously appointed suite in the guest wing of the castle. There was a sitting room, a bedroom, and a bathroom. The windows of the sitting room looked out over the gardens, and directly across from them were two doors. One led to the corridor and the second led to another, smaller suite of rooms.  
 
    Tav and the lion currently occupied those rooms. At first the servants had assumed, as he’d feared, that Sanari was his mistress and assigned her the suite. Upon seeing the set-up, Kazarien had disabused them of the notion, commanding that Tav be given the conjoining suite. The King had caught the clenching of Tash’s jaw as this arrangement was being haggled and nearly laughed aloud. Fight it all he wanted, Kiameron’s son was hooked, but neither of the people in question seemed to realize it yet.  
 
    Strolling to the side board, Kazarien reached for the stopper on the crystal decanter, pouring a few fingers of brandy into a glass. Lifting it to his nose, he inhaled the scent, smiling when he recognized the brew. Trendarian. . . and a no finer brandy to be found in all of Loden. He took a healthy swallow and grimaced at the burn, carrying the glass to the divan with him.  
 
    He sank into the plush cushions and looked around the room. It was decorated in mahogany with silver accents. The divan and matching chairs were chocolate colored with silver piping and silver buttons. Even the tables were edged in silver.  
 
    His bed was dressed in mahogany-colored velvet with plentiful, plush pillows and silk sheets. The lamp shades were all dark, so the flicker of light would be muted. Now the sun shone through the uncovered windows, lighting deeper shades in the fabric and throwing patterns across the walls.  
 
    Taking another sip of his brandy, he stretched his legs out under the table. It felt good to be out of the tent. During the day it was always swelteringly hot as the sun baked the canvas and cooked the inside. At night, the canvas breathed, making it feel drafty and damp. It was also impossible to block out the sound of the soldiers going about their rounds, and one had to be careful about the angle of light against the tent sides in order to have any privacy whatsoever.  
 
    It might seem rather extravagant to assign such a large suite of rooms to one person, but Kazarien was king enough to admit he enjoyed the attention. As soon as his trunk had been delivered, a servant had arrived with a brimming basket of fresh fruit. Another servant had offered to draw him a bath, and a third had made sure the brandy decanter was full. Kazarien knew that if he slipped behind the side board, he’d find a full bar arranged on the shelves beneath the counter, just awaiting his sampling.  
 
    Along the same wall as the side board was the fireplace, a brick affair that had been painted chocolate brown to match the rest of the decor. There was another smaller fireplace in the bedroom, painted the same way, and wood was already laid out to start a fire. Kazarien only had to ask for it to be lit.  
 
    Clean and comfortable for the first time in days, his thoughts turned to the task at hand. Zenoradel was the first stop on a long road toward banding the entire region together. He had hinted at his plans to some of the other kings, Lord Kalahar of Denortosal in particular, and Thane knew some part of the whole, but the full scope of what the King hoped to accomplish he kept strictly to himself.  
 
    It wasn’t an easy confidence. He wished he could tell someone.  
 
    He took another sip of his brandy and closed his eyes. Once he would have told Alina...once, but no more. It did him no good to let his thoughts continue down that avenue, so he deliberately shifted them. There were times, recently, especially on this trip, when he had felt he might be able to confide in Tav and Sanari, but they were so young. Younger and more inexperienced than even he was. He wasn’t sure how they would react.  
 
    And finally there was his newest commander. Tash seemed less naive than his brother and truthfully, Kazarien sometimes wondered if he and Tash weren’t more alike than not, but Tash was struggling with his own difficulties.  
 
    He wanted to be a soldier, to fit in with the others, and yet he wanted...needed more. The call to leadership was too strong. It was a part of his father’s legacy, the charge of Eldon. It was in his blood. The more Tash tried to blend in and be like the others, the more he distanced himself.  
 
    Opening his eyes again, the King sipped at his brandy. Yes, he could see himself being friends with Tash, but it would take a long time before Tash would allow himself to consider it. Currently Tash could only grapple with the idea that Kazarien was his liege, but the Trendarian King predicted the day would come when he would be pledging his fealty to Kiameron’s son.  
 
    A knock sounded at the door, fragmenting the King’s thoughts. Leaning forward, Kazarien settled his glass on the table and rose to his feet. The carpet made a pleasant swishing noise as he strolled to the door, pulling it open. The man standing on the other side burst into a smile, then held out his hand.  
 
    “Lord Horatem,” said Kazarien, taking the offered hand and smiling. “It’s been years since I last saw you.” 
 
    The shorter, balding man nodded, pumping the King’s arm enthusiastically. A strand of thin brown hair drifted over his high forehead and he pushed it back with his free hand, releasing Kazarien again.  
 
    “Since before you took the crown,” he stated in a cultured accent.  
 
    The King was immediately reminded of the vast libraries housed within the castle at Zenoradel. Horatem was something of a scholar, devouring books and learning the way most boys devoured candy. When Kazarien had accompanied his father as a boy, he had spent a great deal of time reading or strolling through Horatem’s library, seeking to pass the hours in something other than adult conversation.  
 
    Remembering his manners, Kazarien stepped away from the door. “Come in, my lord,” he said, motioning to the divan. “Can I get you something to drink?” 
 
    Horatem wandered into the room, looking about him. “Same thing as you’re having.” He strolled to the windows and looked out over the garden. “Nice lodgings you got here. I haven’t been in this part of the castle since Jasani redecorated it.” 
 
    Kazarien poured the crown prince a drink and carried it to him. “How is your wife, Lord Horatem?” 
 
    Horatem turned and took the glass the Trendarian King offered. “What is this formality? I knew you when you were in diapers.” 
 
    Kazarien chuckled and walked back to the divan, sinking into his original seat. “And you never let me forget it either.” 
 
    Horatem followed him and took the chair opposite the younger man. “Jasani is well, expecting our second child.” 
 
    Kazarien lifted his glass. “Congratulations! Zantor is what. . . five now?” 
 
    “Six come the first part of summer. And how is Aziak?” 
 
    “A handful as always. He wasn’t overly pleased when I told him he’d have to be king in my stead. He’d rather run with his horses than anything else.” 
 
    Horatem laughed and sipped at his drink. “He’s loved horses better than people since before he could walk.” 
 
    “That is certainly the truth. But tell me, how is your father and step-mother? They were delightful as usual when they came to Trendaria for their anniversary. And your sister, Leyva, has become a polished young lady. I trust she made it back to Voltarian safely.” 
 
    “She did. She had quite a few flattering things to say about you, you can be sure. I won’t deny my parents would be pleased with a match between you two.” 
 
     Kazarien hid his grimace of distaste. “We missed you then,” he said, deliberately changing the subject.  
 
    Horatem leaned back in his chair, settling his glass on his thigh. With his free hand, he pushed the strand of hair back off his forehead again. “I’m sorry I couldn’t come, but someone is needed always in Zenoradel now. I couldn’t risk it. More and more of the disputes are falling to me to settle. Father keeps talking about abdicating the throne, but I won’t let him. He’s forgotten more about being king than I’ll ever hope to learn.” 
 
    Kazarien smiled warmly. “I wouldn’t bet on that. You’d make a fine king. You already have more experience than I do.” 
 
    Horatem returned the smile. “My step-mother and father would have liked to greet you themselves, but they rest during the middle of the day now. I couldn’t come because I was giving audiences, still I didn’t want you to think you were being ignored.” 
 
    Kazarien deliberately widened his eyes and looked about the plush suite. “It never crossed my mind. Besides I wasn’t very presentable upon our arrival. I needed a bath and a change of clothing. Your servants have been welcome enough, I can tell you.” 
 
    “I understand you created a bit of a stir upon your arrival. I must have gotten fifteen reports about a strange animal traveling with you.” 
 
    The King laughed. “The reports are right. We’ve had quite a number of adventures already, my lord.” 
 
    Horatem rose to his feet and reached for Kazarien’s empty glass. “Let me fill these and then you can tell me. I’m dying of curiosity.” 
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    Tash grasped the silver knob on one of the two doors and pushed it open a small amount, just enough to peer inside the room. The chamberlain had assured him he could wander freely throughout the castle, but he was still expecting someone to tell him he was trespassing where he didn’t belong. The light from the outer hallway shone inside the dark room, illuminating a row of floor to ceiling bookcases. In the center of the room was a long mahogany table covered in books with a lamp resting at the far edge.  
 
    Tash wasn’t overly interested in books, but he hadn’t been able to find his way into the gardens as yet, so this was better than nothing. There was quite a bit of area to explore and he’d get some pleasure out of being able to show Tav this treasure trove sometime later on.  
 
    He left the door open and crossed to the table through the beam of light. Reaching for the glass cover on the lamp, he lifted it, then turned the knob so that oil could be drawn up the wick. He found a lodegem lighter in a drawer in the table and lit it, applying it to the lamp. The light flared brightly for a moment, but he lowered it and replaced the cover. Then he took a look around.  
 
    Behind him were windows that ran from the floor to the ceiling, but he wasn’t able to see the glass. The windows were covered in heavy chocolate-colored drapes of a rich velveteen fabric. The other three walls, including the wall where the door was, were lined with bookcases. In fact, the bookcases stretched so far above his head that an entire second floor had been built, a sort of mezzanine which gave access to those books stored above Human reach. And where the books were too high on the first floor, a ladder had been fashioned to a railing on the front of the cases. It could be pushed around the room to the spot where it was needed.  
 
    The musty, stale smell of old books struck Tash as he looked around. In fact, the entire room gave off a feeling of age and majesty. He was humbled just by being in the presence of so much knowledge, so many words.  
 
    Then, of course, there was the silence, commanding respect and reverence, as if the secrets of the world lay just beneath his fingertips. A chill shivered over Tash and he realized the emerald was pulsing against his flesh. As he had thought staring over the huge expanse of the pastures, he suddenly felt very small and insignificant again. Here lay history and philosophy, art and literature, knowledge of every variety to be had if only one possessed the ability to glean it. Centuries of such knowledge, lifetimes of learning, and compared with the information stored in Tash’s head, staggeringly more important, more valuable, more complex.  
 
    “Move and die, pond-scum!” 
 
    Tash’s heart kicked against his ribs and he whirled around, searching the shadows in the library for the voice. The emerald was still pulsing mildly against his skin, but it didn’t have the ardent quality it usually did when Tash was truly in danger.  
 
    He drew a calming breath. “You have me at a disadvantage. I can’t see you.” 
 
    “That’s the idea, frog-lips. I’ve got you surrounded.” 
 
    A smile touched the corners of Tash’s mouth. “Pond-scum, frog-lips? Those are fighting words, man!” 
 
    “Really?” came the excited response, then silence once more.  
 
    Tash nodded, reaching for the chair tucked under the table. “Yep.” 
 
    “I said don’t move! Kor, don’t you know nothing! If I had a real tirs I’da filled you with darts already!” 
 
    Tash dramatically went still, lifting his hands in a motion of surrender. “Eldon’s star, don’t fill me with darts,” he said, trying hard to contain the amusement in his voice. He squinted in the darkness beyond the lamp, but couldn’t make out anything. “Tirs? What’s that?” 
 
    He heard an aggravated exhalation of breath. “You don’t know much, do you?” 
 
    “Not as much as you, it appears.” 
 
    There was another heavy sigh. “A tirs is what the lizards call their weapons, the ones Gava made `em. He wanted to call `em Gavatirars `a course, but the lizards couldn’t say it, so they shortened it to tirs.” 
 
    “I see. You seem to know a lot. Maybe you could teach me something. Why don’t you come out and let’s talk?” 
 
    Another sigh. “How do I know you ain’t from the Evil Baron?” 
 
    Tash lifted a brow again. “I don’t know. It’s a good question. How do I know you aren’t from the Evil Baron?” 
 
    “Kor! Everyone knows the Silver Knight always hides in the Forest of Knowledge!” 
 
    Tash crossed his arms over his chest. The emerald was back to its usual state again. “Let me guess. You must be the famed Silver Knight.” 
 
    He could just make out a shadow of movement behind one of the velvet curtains. “Now you’re thinkin’. The Silver Knight is known from the East Wing to the West Wing and everywhere in between.” 
 
    “No doubt,” said Tash. He drew a breath and shifted weight. “How can I prove to you I’m not with the Evil Baron?” 
 
    “You gotta show me the sign.” 
 
    Tash narrowed his eyes. “What sign?” 
 
    “The sign that says you ain’t with the Evil Baron.” 
 
    Tash lowered his head and thought. He had the gold locket tucked away in his pocket still, but he was reluctant to bring it out. Then it came to him. He reached for the chain around his neck and drew the emerald out from beneath his shirt. “How about this? Is this good enough?” 
 
    “Kor!” came the voice and the curtains parted a little. “Who are you?” 
 
    Tash smiled and tucked the emerald back in place. “They call me. . . the Green Knight.” It wasn’t very clever, but he was thinking on his feet. He wasn’t sure he wanted to get pelted with imaginary tirs’ darts just yet. “Now don’t you need to show me a sign?” 
 
    The curtain wiggled again and a small figure appeared. Tash kept his expression neutral, but he watched the young boy edge his way across the library floor, a long stick held in his hands. As he came into the light, he lifted large brown eyes to the older man. He wore spectacles that slid down to the tip of his nose and he had a mop of mussed brown hair. He looked Tash over from head to toe, then his eyes fixed on the center of Tash’s chest.  
 
    “Is that the Karhartadon emerald?” 
 
    Tash nodded. The child couldn’t be more than six or seven, but he was unbelievably bright for his age, and well informed. Tash motioned to the stick. “Is that your tirs?” 
 
    The boy glanced at it and then back into the man’s face. “Yeah!” 
 
    Tash grabbed the chair and pulled it out, sitting down in it to be on more of a level with the child. He had to shift his sword out of the way first. Immediately the boy’s eyes were drawn to it.  
 
    “You really are a knight,” he said in an awed voice.  
 
    Tash shook his head. “Not really. I’m actually a common soldier in the King of Trendaria’s army…” Well, he had been until about four days before. “But I’ve heard tell of the mighty Silver Knight. Your legend strikes fear in the hearts of mortal men.” 
 
    The boy’s eyes sparkled with pleasure. He had a blanket of freckles across his nose and upper cheekbones. “Kor! It does?” 
 
    Tash smiled and gave the boy a nod.  
 
    The boy’s eyes narrowed. “You’re a half-blood, ain’t ya?” 
 
    Tash’s smile dried. “Yes.” 
 
    Without warning the boy held out his hand. “Welcome to the Forest of Knowledge, Green Knight,” he said. “The Silver Knight finds you worthy.” 
 
    Tash blinked in surprise, then he accepted the sweaty little hand and shook it. “Thank you, Silver Knight. I accept your kind offer. Would it be all right if I bring my brother another time?” 
 
    The Silver Knight considered the request. “What is he called?” 
 
    Tash thought about that one for a moment. There were so many choices. Knight Who-Knows-It-All? Knight Who-Talks-Too-Much? Knight of Useless Information? He decided to be charitable. “Knight of the Strange Beasts,” he said.  
 
    The boy’s eyes grew enormous behind his spectacles. He leaned forward and dropped his voice. “I heard about that one. Kor! They say he has a dog as big as a horse!” 
 
    “Actually it’s more of a cat, but that’s about right,” offered Tash.  
 
    “Kor!” whispered the Silver Knight in awe. “You can bring him.” 
 
    Tash couldn’t help but smile. “Well,” he said, rising to his feet. “I’d better leave you so you can continue patrolling the Forest of Knowledge for the Evil Baron.” 
 
    The Silver Knight nodded importantly and threw out his chest.  
 
    Tash leaned over the table and blew out the lantern, then gave the Silver Knight a sharp salute and walked toward the door. He was almost over the threshold when the boy called to him.  
 
    “Eh, Green Knight?” 
 
    Tash turned and looked back. The child was a small shadow on the edge of the light shining in from the hallway. “Yes, Silver Knight?” 
 
    The boy cuffed a toe against the library’s tiled floor. “Outside the Forest of Knowledge, my subjects call me Zantor.” 
 
    Tash smiled, then he gave the boy his most regal bow. “And outside the Forest of Knowledge, Sir Knight, most people just call me Tash. I look forward to seeing you again.” 
 
    “Me too,” said the Silver Knight, disappearing back into the shadows of the Forest of Knowledge.  
 
    Tash laughed to himself and strolled away.  
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    Tav entered the banquet hall with some trepidation. It was a large, echoing room with an enormous table dominating the center of it. The table itself could hold at least a hundred people, but only the far end had been set for tonight.  
 
    A silver candelabrum made up the centerpiece for the section that had been arranged. Light glowed from twenty or so candles, showing the rich silver brocade of the table cloth and napkins. Sitting at the head of the table was the old King of Zenoradel that Tav had met in Trendaria. To his right sat Kazarien.  
 
    Kazarien whispered something to the King and rose to his feet. The old man laughed and patted the younger man’s hand, motioning him toward Tav.  
 
    Tav accepted Kazarien’s hand as he approached. He hoped he was dressed as he ought to be tonight. He wasn’t exactly sure what one wore to an informal dinner at a castle.  
 
    “Is the lion stashed away safely?” whispered Kazarien.  
 
    “Yes, Your Majesty. He’s been well fed and is currently sleeping before the fire. I’m sure he won’t move for the remainder of the night. There was so much excitement today.” 
 
    Kazarien nodded. “It’s a good thing too. We’ll introduce the King and Queen to him tomorrow. Tonight we’ll play at courtly manners.” 
 
    Tav grimaced. “I wasn’t sure if I was dressed properly, but I didn’t want to be late.” 
 
    Kazarien turned back to the King of Zenoradel, motioning Tav before him. “You look fine and you aren’t late. As you can see, the others haven’t arrived yet.” 
 
    As they approached the King, Tav felt his anxiousness rise. It was one thing to meet such a man in Trendaria, when he was only observing -- it was another thing to greet him as an envoy, employed to aid the Trendarian King’s bid for an alliance. He didn’t want to make the wrong move, say the wrong thing, but he wasn’t sure he’d even notice if he did.  
 
    He dropped into a low bow before Ralda. “Your Majesty,” he said.  
 
    “May I present to you my Envoy of Diplomatic Relations, Taverand of Nogatav,” said Kazarien a moment later.  
 
    “Sit, both of you,” said the King in his thin, frail voice. “When you get to be my age, it gets tiring just watching everyone bow and stand at attention. Have some wine, Taverand.” 
 
    Tav’s eyes cut to Kazarien’s face. Kazarien nodded, motioning at the chair beside him. Tav hurried to it and pulled the chair out, sinking into it gratefully. He didn’t reach for the wine because he was truthfully afraid he might spill it, but Kazarien did, filling both of their glasses, then reaching over to fill the King of Zenoradel’s.  
 
    “So, you are one of Kiameron’s sons, eh?” asked the King, leaning on the arm of his chair and regarding the younger man.  
 
    Tav’s eyes shot to the King’s face. “Yes, Your Majesty,” he said in surprise.  
 
    Ralda nodded. “I remember meeting you in Trendaria at my anniversary. I also hear from my people that you’ve brought a strange beast with you.” 
 
    Tav exchanged a look with Kazarien. The Trendarian King gave him a brief nod. “Yes, Your Majesty,” Tav answered. “It’s a lion, a very rare animal. Actually, I believe he was once kept as a pet. At least we know the Orahim were keeping him caged. We set him free and he started following us. Right now he’s chained in my room, sleeping off a hearty meal, provided by your excellent staff.” 
 
    “Hm!” said the old man, placing a liver-spotted hand over his chin. He regarded Tav with rheumy brown eyes. “Kazarien here tells me you can communicate with it.” 
 
    Tav shifted uncomfortably. He wasn’t sure what to say about that. A lot of people acted funny if he told them about his ability. Still Kazarien had informed the King himself. “I can, Your Majesty.” 
 
    Ralda pursed his lips and nodded again. “You got your father in you, I see.” 
 
    Tav started to answer, but Sanari and Tash appeared at the door to the banquet hall. When Kazarien stood up, Tav rose to his feet immediately. Sanari looked pretty in a gown of blue silk, her hair pinned up at the sides and cascading down her back. A string of pearls glowed iridescently around her neck, a loan from the King of Trendaria, no doubt.  
 
    Kazarien went to meet them, shaking hands with Tash and lifting Sanari’s gloved fingers to his lips. Tav caught his brother’s eye as the King guided Sanari toward Ralda. Tash’s jaw was clenched, but his expression appeared neutral.  
 
    Sanari dropped a curtsy before the King and he reached for her hand, placing it beneath his own trembling ones. “Welcome, my dear,” he said.  
 
    Sanari gave him a sweet smile. “Thank you, Your Majesty. I am honored to be here.” 
 
    Finally he released her and glanced up at Tash. Kazarien and Sanari stepped back and the Trendarian King motioned Tash forward. “Let me present Kiameron’s other son, Tasamer, also of Nogatav. Tash is acting as my second right now.” 
 
    Tash bowed. 
 
    The King narrowed his eyes on Tav’s twin, studying him. Tash bore the scrutiny better than Tav would have himself. “You look like your father,” he said.  
 
    Tash ducked his head, the buttons on his formal uniform jacket catching the light from the candles. “Thank you, Your Majesty.” 
 
    “Come, take a seat and have a glass of wine, both of you,” he ordered, motioning to the empty chairs on his other side.  
 
    At that moment, a middle aged man and two women entered the room. The man led the Queen of Zenoradel on his arm. “Sorry to be late,” said the man, guiding the Queen toward the chair beside the King. Tash, Sanari and Kazarien immediately stepped back to give them room. “Mother, here’s Kazarien.” 
 
    The younger King stepped forward and bowed, lifting the Queen’s hand to his lips. “At your command, Your Majesty.” 
 
    She gave a laugh and patted his cheek fondly. “I should say, you handsome young scoundrel. Here now, help me to my seat.” 
 
    As Kazarien assisted the Queen to her chair, she looked up at her other guests. “And who are these delightful young people, Kazarien?” 
 
    Kazarien tucked her into the table and reached for the wine bottle, pouring her a glass. “These are my diplomatic advisors, Taverand and Sanari of Nogatav,” he said, motioning toward each of them. Tav bowed and Sanari curtsied. The Queen reached for Sanari’s hand and pulled her up beside her. “A female advisor? How delightful! Good for you, young lady!” 
 
    Sanari and the King of Trendaria exchanged a smile. Tash’s eyes narrowed.  
 
    The Queen looked over her shoulder at him. “And this scowling young man?” 
 
    Kazarien chuckled. “My second, Lady Mena, Tasamer of Nogatav.” 
 
    She nodded and turned back around, reaching for her glass. The middle aged man introduced himself as the crown prince, Horatem, and his wife Jasani. They all shook hands, then moved to their respective places at the table. Tav watched his brother reach for Sanari’s elbow, guiding her to the spot beside him and away from the Trendarian King. As Kazarien moved back to his place, he exchanged a good natured wink with Tav and Tav smiled. His brother wasn’t the most subtle person in the world.  
 
    As soon as everyone was seated, the courses began. The servants entered the room in a wave of rustling linen, carrying trays and placing steaming bowls of soup before the diners. Tav glanced covertly at the King, noting which spoon he chose, then did likewise. The soup was actually a salty meat broth that was quite good. Tav realized it had been awhile since he’d eaten anything that wasn’t gritty and grey.  
 
    “So when will we get to see this enormous cat of yours?” asked the prince, dipping his spoon into his bowl.  
 
    Tav glanced up at him, then shot a look at Kazarien. Kazarien gave him a brief nod. “We thought we’d introduce everyone tomorrow, my lord,” Tav answered. “I’ve decided to call him Zarand. It means friend in Daman.” 
 
    They all smiled at him, except Tash.  
 
    “I’m looking forward to meeting Zarand,” remarked Horatem with genuine interest. “So are my father and my son.” 
 
     “Lord Horatem has a boy who is almost six, and another on the way,” remarked Kazarien, lifting his wine glass in an informal salute.  
 
    They all bid the couple congratulations, lifting their own glasses. Tash settled his back on the table. “Your son wouldn’t be the Silver Knight, would he?” 
 
    Jasani glanced up. “You’ve met the Silver Knight, have you?” 
 
    Tash nodded. “His fame is well known from East to West Wing, but actually, I barely escaped with my life when I stumbled into the Forest of Knowledge.” 
 
    Tav narrowed his eyes in confusion, but Horatem nodded again, sipping at his wine. “A dangerous place, the Forest of Knowledge. You were lucky it was the Silver Knight you ran into. It might have been the Evil Baron.” 
 
    “I’ve been warned about the Evil Baron, but from what I’ve seen he doesn’t stand a chance,” answered Tash.  
 
    Kazarien laughed. “I gather you’ve met the young prince Zantor, Tash.” 
 
    “I’ve met the Silver Knight in the Forest of Knowledge. There I am known as the Green Knight,” said Tash seriously. Everyone laughed. “I’ve been granted permission to bring my brother, the Knight of Strange Beasts, to the Forest of Knowledge tomorrow.” 
 
    “I’m sure the Silver Knight has already angled to meet the Strange Beast itself, hasn’t he?” asked the knight’s mother.  
 
    “Well, yes,” said Tash, drawing another laugh from the group.  
 
    “Speaking of that, did Kazarien tell you about their encounter in the pastures, Father?” questioned Horatem.  
 
    The old King nodded, bracing his chin on his hand. He’d hardly touched his soup. “Just before you arrived. What do you make of it?” 
 
    Horatem shook his head. “I don’t know, but it makes me nervous. I think I’ll send a battalion out to move them on their way.” 
 
    “Agreed,” said the King. “It would be nice to capture this Harad in the mix, though.” 
 
    Horatem nodded. “I’m not sure they’d tell us, however.” He looked at Tav. “Kazarien told me you believe Erram is the Star Destroyer.” 
 
    Tav placed his spoon in his bowl and swallowed. “I do, my lord.” 
 
    “That is quite disturbing,” muttered the ancient King.  
 
    Kazarien reached for his wine glass and took a sip. “Which is why I think it’s time to reestablish the treaty between our kingdoms, Lord Ralda.” 
 
    Ralda met Kazarien’s dark eyes. “That isn’t all you think, young one, and we both know it. Mind you, I’m not opposed to a centralized government, someone to oversee the entire region. I’m just concerned about who will fulfill that role.” 
 
    A servant moved to take Tav’s soup away. Tav nodded, then shifted his attention to the King of Trendaria. Kazarien was drumming his fingers on the table, but he stopped when the servant reached for his bowl.  
 
    “That would be decided by a quorum of those kingdoms who fall under the treaty.” He glanced at Horatem. “You do know I plan to approach Temeron with this idea.” 
 
    Horatem’s brows lifted, but he didn’t say anything.  
 
    The Queen cleared her throat. “If you could get Temeron to sign, you might sway some of the other protectorates who would be hold-outs otherwise.” 
 
    “That’s my thought, Your Majesty,” said the King.  
 
    The Queen chuckled. “And having Kiameron’s sons in your pocket, so to speak, goes a long way toward securing Temeron.” 
 
    Kazarien’s lips lifted in a smile and he reached for his wine glass, raising it in salute of the Queen. “Your beauty only just surpasses your cleverness, Your Majesty.” 
 
    Everyone chuckled.  
 
    The next course was served -- a green salad topped with bits of bacon and egg and warmed to room temperature. The dressing was a light vinegar and oil blend that merely accentuated the interesting flavors co-mingled on top of the greens. Tav preferred this to the soup and dug in without hesitation, that is after he serendipitously noted which fork Kazarien used.  
 
    “When you met with the followers of Harad,” began the crown prince, “you said they were rather aggressive until they saw the lion, right?” 
 
    Kazarien nodded, removing the fork from his mouth.  
 
    “What happened then?” Horatem asked.  
 
    Kazarien shot a look in Tav’s direction. Tav paused in the act of lifting another bite. “Zarand went into their camp and began eating their roast mutton. When the leader of the rebels moved to shoot Zarand, Tash struck out at him with the emerald, knocking him unconscious.” 
 
    “And at that time the Orahim dropped to their knees, prostrating themselves?” pressed the prince.  
 
    Tav nodded. “The Orahim and the Humans, but the Orahim were first.” 
 
    “You said they were calling Tash something?” 
 
    “Haldane,” answered Tav, reaching for his glass. He took a sip, then watched Horatem from across the table.  
 
    “What in the world does that mean?” 
 
    Sanari leaned forward so the prince could see her. “We looked it up in the Norrad, but found nothing. We didn’t think it was an Orahim word.” 
 
    “And why not?” asked the King of Zenoradel. He wasn’t eating his salad either.  
 
    Horatem’s look was introspective. “The Orahim language is rather simple, Father. They don’t use many words, especially words that are more than one syllable. Often a word is designated by a grunt or a click of the tongue, nothing more.” 
 
    Tav exchanged an interested look with Sanari. The Trendarian King had told them Horatem was something of a scholar. He’d been looking forward to talking to the man himself. “Do you know much of the language, my lord?” 
 
    Horatem shrugged. “I know a number of words, but I’ve never been certain about stringing them together into anything remotely resembling a sentence. A lot of the Orahim language is in body gestures, looks, not easily translated.” 
 
    “Sanari thought hal might mean all,” offered Kazarien.  
 
    Horatem frowned, considering the King’s words. The rest of the diners had forgotten their salad because they were so caught up in the discussion. The servants immediately moved into the silence and cleared the plates away.  
 
    “Orahim only make sweeping designations rarely, and usually it’s for something they have a hard time comprehending. Their lives are rather narrowly focused -- survival being the main issue.” He shook his head, thinking as he spoke. “It is interesting, however.” 
 
     “What, my lord?” said Tav. 
 
    “If I go with hal being all, as Sanari believes, my initial reaction to the word dane almost makes sense.” 
 
    Tav’s head lifted. It was as if a light went on in his mind. “An Ancient’s word?” 
 
    Horatem nodded.  
 
    The others were frowning in confusion, all except Sanari.  
 
    “What does it mean, Tav?” said Tash in a forced level voice.  
 
    Sanari glanced at him. “Dane means something close to ruler.” 
 
    Horatem picked up the rest. “And added to hal, the combination in at least two different languages is haldane or all ruler.” 
 
    Tash shook his head. “I’m not understanding.” He shot a look at Sanari. “Don’t say it.” 
 
    She smiled sweetly, but didn’t open her mouth.  
 
    Horatem leaned forward. “It’s rather obvious, Kiameron’s son. The Orahim have just named you -- you are the all ruler, you are haldane.” 
 
    Tash’s grey eyes swung around the table, finally resting on his brother. “Why? Why me?” 
 
    Kazarien reached for his wine glass and settled back in his chair. “You are the Green Knight, remember?” 
 
    Tav glanced at the King, then back into his brother’s face. Tash was staring at them all in bewilderment. ‘You have the emerald and it would seem, Eldon’s charge,’ he thought psychically.  
 
    Tash’s gaze shot to his brother.  
 
    Tav smiled grimly. He was actually relieved it wasn’t him. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 16 
 
      
 
    Sanari wandered down to the library. The door was slightly ajar, so she pushed it open and peered inside. The only light came from the hallway behind her and one of the windows where the heavy brocade curtains had been drawn back.  
 
    She stepped inside, then halted in surprise. Tash was sitting at the long mahogany table, a piece of gold jewelry dangling from his fingers and sparkling in the sunlight. A moment later he became aware of her and sat forward, catching the necklace in his hand.  
 
    “Hello, Tash.” 
 
    “Hello, Sanari,” he answered.  
 
    She crossed the room, wondering if she should leave. They hadn’t spoken in a few days, not privately, and he seemed rather preoccupied right now, but curiosity won out over caution. He looked up at her as she approached, his expression grim.  
 
    “I didn’t think anyone would be in here right now,” she offered, placing her hands on the back of a chair.  
 
    A wry smile turned up the corners of his mouth. “You mean, you never expected me to be in here.” 
 
    She smiled in return. “Pretty much, yes. You’ve never shown any interest in books before.” 
 
    Tash slumped back in his chair, the sunlight sliding off his features and leaving him in shadow. The hand that held the necklace tightened into a fist on the surface of the table.  
 
    “Funny thing, that. I’ve been sitting here, staring at all these books and realizing how little I know or ever wanted to know.” He canted a glance up at her. “I’ve also been thinking about sending you back to Nogatav with some of Lord Ralda’s men” 
 
    Sanari opened her mouth to protest, but he gave a shake of the head. “Relax, I’ve already decided it’s a stupid thought.” 
 
    She pulled the chair out and sat down. “Really?” 
 
    Tash smiled. “Yes, really. You’d never stay and Lord Ralda’s men don’t deserve the punishment.” 
 
    She narrowed her eyes at him and he chuckled, then sobered again. “Besides, every once in a while you are somewhat useful.” 
 
    “That’s a back-handed compliment if I’ve ever heard one.” 
 
    Tash shrugged. “You, Tav and the prince figured out that Orahim thing rather cleverly and you have more understanding of what’s going on than I do. I never thought history was anything more than a sedative, but you’ve shown me how important it is.” He leaned forward and crossed his forearms on the table, bracing his chin against his wrist. “I’m completely out of my element. Kazarien has promoted me twice in a ridiculously short period of time, but I have no idea what I’m doing. I’m not sure he does either.” He shifted his eyes to Sanari and exhaled. “I only wish I understood languages and history and philosophy half as well as you and Tav. I wouldn’t feel so useless then.” 
 
    Sanari smiled sweetly at him. “At least you’re smart enough to realize you need Tav and me. That says something.” 
 
    “Thanks for the encouragement.” 
 
    “Here’s the thing, Tash. No one can be good at everything. I agree that Kazarien often seems in over his head, but what is exceptional about him is he’s never too vain to admit it. Then he searches for people who have the information or skills he needs and employs them to his benefit. You’re realizing that you might have to do the same. No one faults you for that.” She glanced around the library. “Besides, it isn’t too late. You can get some of that learning if you want it. Instead of sitting in the library hoping it’ll seep into your brain, maybe you should take down one of these books and open it.” 
 
    Tash sat up, a look of horror on his face. “You can’t be serious. And here I thought sleeping with a book under my pillow was enough.” 
 
    She laughed then. “Where’s Tav?” 
 
    “He and the Silver Knight are giving the Strange Beast some exercise. I’m sure the townspeople love that arrangement.” 
 
    “I’ll bet,” she answered, then fell silent. Her eyes were drawn back to his closed fist. “What is that?” she asked.  
 
    Tash glanced down. Slowly he turned his hand over and opened it. A gold locket lay across his palm. “Something I would really prefer you not tell Tav about. It upsets him.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    Tash drew a deep breath and sighed. “That’s the problem. I don’t really know. Obviously, something about it bothers me too or I wouldn’t have carried it with me for so many months, hiding it from my brother.” 
 
    “Who does it belong to?” 
 
    “I’m almost certain it belonged to my mother. It was in her jewelry box. We found it in the chest that held the emerald and the copy of the Norrad Tav has now.” Tash’s expression became pained. “And yet I never remember seeing her wear it. When I questioned my aunt and uncle about it, they said it actually belonged to my father, but I felt like they weren’t being truthful with me.” 
 
    “What’s inside of it?” 
 
    Tash’s fingers tightened over the oval shape for a moment before he flicked the latch with his thumb. The locket sprang open and Sanari reached for it, tilting it into the sunlight so she could see it clearly. A man’s portrait stared back at her. He was a very handsome man with black hair and black eyes and prominent Stravad features. He also reminded her of someone, but she couldn’t place who.  
 
    Her eyes shifted to the other side of it, studying the engraving. “Who is Cy?” 
 
    “My aunt said he was Gava’s nephew.” 
 
    Sanari’s gaze shot to Tash’s face in alarm. Tash nodded. “However, he apparently turned against his uncle and helped my father defeat him in the end. Marri said my father came to respect him before he died.” 
 
    “Before who died? Your father?” 
 
    “No, Cy. He died in the war.” 
 
    Sanari frowned and looked back at the portrait. “He reminds me of someone.” 
 
    “My father?” 
 
    Sanari glanced up at him. “No,” she said, “or at least not what I can remember of him. This man reminds me of someone else, but I can’t place who. Strange.” Another thought struck her and she released the locket, sliding back in her chair. “Why would your mother have such a thing?” 
 
    “Now you come to my obsession. I have no idea and Tav won’t even discuss it with me. In fact, he gets so upset, I haven’t brought it up again since we found the damn thing. Marri and Grondi weren’t much better.” 
 
    Sanari braced her chin on her hand and considered the information she’d been given. “What an odd mystery.” 
 
    Tash closed the locket and tucked it away in his pocket. “Promise you won’t say anything to Tav.” 
 
    “I promise.” She was delighted that Tash had confided in her. She wasn’t about to break that trust for anything in the world. Leaning forward, she touched the back of his hand. “I wouldn’t worry about it so much if I were you. We can’t possibly know everything that went on in our parents’ lives before we were born, and maybe some things should stay a mystery.” 
 
    “Now you sound like my uncle.” 
 
    “Good advice is good advice.” 
 
    Tash pushed himself to his feet. “Come on. Show me a book that I can’t live the rest of my life without reading.” 
 
    She smiled in delight and rose also, making a complete turn in the center of the room. “It’s gonna take us hours to find only one book, but I’ll do my best.” 
 
    “You’d better hurry. I’m wanting a nap later this afternoon and I’ll need something to put me to sleep.” 
 
    She swatted his shoulder playfully and hurried off toward the shelves of books, motioning him to follow her. It didn’t take long before she was lost in the pleasure of exploring the library, Tash a reluctant tail trailing behind her. 
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    Tav drew a deep breath and released it slowly. He could feel the tension in those gathered about him, but he couldn’t let it distract him. Zarand lay on the smooth tiles of the opening courtyard, sunlight bathing him. He had his massive head tilted back, his eyes half shut in pleasure.  
 
    Standing in a semicircle around them were a number of soldiers from both Zenoradel and Trendaria, while Lord Ralda sat in an ornate chair, his               Queen by his side. Horatem and Zantor were just behind Tav, the little boy whispering words of encouragement. Tav met Kazarien’s gaze. The King offered him a tight smile. Beside him Tash had one hand on his sword hilt, the other fixed on Sanari’s elbow as if he intended to thrust her behind him should this experiment go terribly wrong.  
 
    Tav knew nothing was going to go wrong. He was more afraid that nothing was going to happen. Ralda had asked Tav to demonstrate his ability to control the lion and Tav had agreed. Horatem and Zantor had watched him yesterday when he exercised the lion, but the crown prince hadn’t let his son get anywhere near Zarand, despite Zantor’s protests. Now Tav was being asked to show the entire court he could control the cat, thereby assuring that he was not a risk to anyone as long as Tav was in command.  
 
    “I’m going to remove the chain, Your Majesty,” Tav said to Ralda.  
 
    The King drew a deep breath and the soldiers tensed, but finally Ralda nodded. “You are sure about this, Taverand?” 
 
    “Quite, Your Majesty. I assure you Zarand is no more dangerous than a housecat unless provoked.” 
 
    “It is the nature of such provocation that I question, young man. The beast is massive.” 
 
    Tav smiled. “He is, but he is also tame, Your Majesty. The provocation I speak of would be mortal danger to himself or me.” 
 
    “Very well, then proceed,” said Ralda with a wave of his hand.  
 
    As Tav approached the lion, he could see the glint of sunlight off the metal arrowheads held by Ralda’s archers. He feared more danger lay with them than Zarand. If the cat moved, one of them could spook and shoot on accident.  
 
    He reached out and stroked Zarand’s mane. The cat pressed his nose under Tav’s hand and started to purr, eliciting a nervous laugh from some of those gathered. Sliding his fingers under the chain, he let the end drop across the lion’s paws as he unhooked the clasp. Not that a mere chain would stop Zarand if he chose to pounce, but Tav didn’t think he needed to tell anyone that.  
 
    He slipped the chain from around Zarand’s neck and tossed it to the side. The lion shook his mane vigorously, drawing a gasp of alarm from the assembly. Tav quickly held out his arms, signaling to the archers that everything was all right.  
 
    “I’m going to step away and call him to me. Please do not be alarmed when he rises to his feet,” he said loudly.  
 
    ‘I hope you know what you’re doing,’ came Tash’s thought.  
 
    ‘For once in your life, trust me,’ thought Tav in return.  
 
    He took a tentative step away and paused, glancing at the ring of archers on the upper balconies of the courtyard. They held their positions, motionless against the blaze of sunlight. Tav took another step back, then a third. When nothing happened, he moved to the other side of the courtyard and paused.  
 
    Zarand was watching him curiously, but he made no move to rise. Tav took another deep breath and exhaled, wiping his perspiring hands against his thighs. “All right, Zarand. Come here.” He motioned to a spot in front of him and narrowed his eyes on the cat.  
 
    Zarand cocked his head, his purr rumbling to a halt, but he didn’t move.  
 
    Tav waited, glancing at Horatem and Zantor from the corner of his eyes. The prince had his hand on his son’s shoulder, prepared to haul him backward if anything happened. Tav returned his attention to the lion.  
 
    “Zarand,” he said more firmly, “come.” 
 
    The lion tossed his head and made a growl of complaint. A few of the onlookers snickered in amusement.  
 
    Tav fought a smile. The damn cat was toying with him, letting him sweat. “Now,” he said in a low tone.  
 
    Zarand grumbled again, but he rolled onto his feet and rose. A gasp escaped the crowd as the lion shook his mane and took a step forward, his heavy paws slapping the tiles. He continued to vocalize his annoyance as he crossed the courtyard, muscles rippling along his flank, his tail slashing the air behind him.  
 
    He butted Tav in the chest with his massive head, shoving him back a step, then rubbed against him like an overgrown house cat, the sound of his purr rumbling from deep inside his chest. The onlookers laughed in delight and applauded as Tav sank his fingers in the lion’s mane and scratched behind his ears.  
 
    Glancing up at the King of Trendaria, Tav nodded at the cat. “Your Majesty, would you care to meet Zarand more intimately?” 
 
    A hush fell over the crowd and Ralda leaned back to look up at his fellow king. Kazarien exchanged a glance with Tash, then gave a quick nod. Striding to Tav’s side, he gave no indication that the situation was at all alarming. Zarand greeted the King with the same feline warmth, shoving his nose under Kazarien’s hand and rubbing up against his side. Kazarien couldn’t stop the laugh that rose inside of him as he took over scratching behind Zarand’s ears. A moment later the cat collapsed at the King’s feet, sprawling out on his side, one great paw draped over Kazarien’s boot.  
 
    “Well done, Tav,” said Kazarien, kneeling to continue stroking the cat.  
 
    Tav smiled and glanced over at Horatem. “My lord, will you let Zantor pet the lion?” 
 
    Horatem looked alarmed, but before he could decline, the little boy darted to Tav’s side. The crowd gasped again, but Zantor threw himself down beside the cat and ran a reverent palm over Zarand’s tawny flank. The cat closed his eyes in bliss and flexed his paws, his purr becoming audible to the archers on the second floor.  
 
    Applause once more filtered through the crowd and Tav smiled in pleasure, glancing over at his brother. Tash shook his head, but a smile was also tugging at the corners of his mouth.  
 
    ‘Damn fool,’ came his brother’s thought, but Tav merely laughed and knelt beside the lion.  
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    They sat in the King’s private study around an ornately carved table. Spread open across the surface of it were innumerable pieces of parchment and books, quills and ink wells, and sealing wax for affixing final signatures.  
 
    Tav glanced up through his lashes, regarding the scribe that handled all of Lord Ralda’s most important documents. He was a small man, completely bald on top with a thick ring of hair resting just above his ears. Tiny spectacles perched on the end of his nose and as he read through the treaty, he whispered the words, his thick red lips glistening with his own spittle.  
 
    Lord Ralda sat beside him, his chin braced in his hand, his eyes closed. Tav suspected he was dozing, but he knew the old King could snap awake in an instant, alert and ready to pick up the discussion. On the other side of the King was the crown prince. Horatem was watching the scribe, his own eyes narrowed in concentration. He had been the most meticulous regarding the wording of the treaty. Tav wished he had more time to get to know the prince. He was an intelligent, learned man and Tav felt sure he’d prove a very interesting tutor if he had the time.  
 
    Sitting beside Tav was the King of Trendaria. His back was ramrod straight, his dark eyes feverishly bright. Tav knew how much this treaty meant to the young King. It was the first and perhaps the easiest signature to be negotiated, but if this didn’t go well, it didn’t bode well for the rest of Kazarien’s plans. Zenoradel had always been allies with Trendaria. Should Ralda balk about signing this treaty with Kazarien, it was fairly certain the other protectorates wouldn’t even consider it.  
 
    Kazarien had wanted Sanari in on the proceedings. Tav also wished she was here. She had a more perceptive nature than Tav did, and she could see things that he might miss, yet she’d been kept out deliberately.  
 
    The ruling class of Loden was painfully chauvinistic. They didn’t think women should worry their heads in politics and as a consequence, they were often excluded from important decision making. Tav thought of his own aunt. She’d given up any claim to the crown of DiNolfol simply because she couldn’t pretend she was subordinate to any man. She’d also wanted to marry a common-born soldier, but that had only been a minor glitch in her circumstances.  
 
    Kazarien was certainly more progressive than the average king, but this treaty meant too much to him to risk its ratification by flaunting social conventions. Tav suspected a man like Horatem wouldn’t be opposed to having a woman participate -- after all, the Queen was quite out-spoken and assertive; however, one could never be too careful when the stakes were so high and Ralda was from a previous generation.  
 
    Kazarien had gone over every detail with the both of them before the meeting was convened. Then the scribe had picked through every word, changing a few here and there. He was now reviewing the final copy prior to signature.  
 
    Tav exhaled and closed his eyes briefly. This whole negotiations process was nerve wracking. He’d never dreamed a person could spend hours arguing about individual words and their meanings. And this was supposed to be the easy ratification. They had five more to go and Kazarien didn’t expect a single one of those to prove half so easy.  
 
    Finally the scribe lowered the parchment and glanced around the table. His eyes came to rest on Horatem and he reached up to push the spectacles back on his nose. “It seems in order.” 
 
    Kazarien’s eyes whipped to the prince’s face and Tav glanced between the two of them. Horatem nodded at the scribe, then bent toward his father and touched his arm, waking him gently.  
 
    Ralda blinked open his eyes and lifted his chin out of his hand. It took a moment for his gaze to clear, then he also glanced around. “Is that it then?” 
 
    “Yes, Your Majesty,” answered the scribe. He slid the parchment over in front of Ralda and set about finding a quill for the old King to use. As Ralda took the quill and began the laborious process of affixing his signature to the bottom of it, the scribe picked up the chocolate colored wax his king used and cut off a piece.  
 
    Kazarien’s hands tightened on the arms of his chair when the King put down the quill and waited for the scribe to drip the wax beside his signature. Then the scribe handed the King a ring with the Zenoradel symbol on it and assisted the older man to press the ring into the wax. Tav held his breath, glancing at Kazarien from the corner of his eyes.  
 
    As Ralda removed the ring, the scribe took it from him, then slid the parchment across the table to Kazarien and passed him the quill. Kazarien bent over the treaty and signed it in his thin, spidery script. The scribe took the quill and parchment, dripped Trendaria’s blue wax onto the treaty, and slipped it back to the young King. Kazarien shot a glance at Tav before he pressed his own ring into the wax. When he drew it away, Tav caught sight of the two signatures and the symbols of office -- a running horse for Trendaria and a ram for Zenoradel. The treaty was ratified.  
 
    The scribe handed Kazarien a piece of cloth to clean his ring and began rolling the parchment. “I will make a second copy for you both to sign tomorrow.” 
 
    Kazarien swallowed hard and nodded. “Very good. It is much appreciated.” 
 
    Ralda gave a chuckle. “Relax, Kazarien, the deed is done. And it isn’t as if you didn’t know Zenoradel would sign. Your next ventures will not be so easy, I think.” 
 
    Kazarien offered the old King his warmest smile. “I’m inclined to agree with you, Lord Ralda, but it is good to have at least one success.” 
 
    Horatem pushed himself to his feet. “Let’s have a drink to celebrate the occasion.” He wandered to the side board and lifted a tray, carrying it back to the table. On the tray were a crystal decanter and a number of glasses. He poured out five glasses, passing them around the table. Even the scribe took one, pausing in the act of packing up his writing implements.  
 
    Horatem held up his glass, followed by the others. “To the continued alliance between Zenoradel and Trendaria. May it never falter!” said the prince.  
 
    “Hear! Hear!” replied Kazarien, bringing the glass to his lips for a sip.  
 
    Tav followed suit, offering Kazarien a relieved smile. He knew something of Kazarien’s plans, but after sitting in on this negotiation, he was only just realizing the enormity of the King’s dream. If he could truly pull it off, it spoke volumes toward Kazarien’s abilities as both a ruler and a negotiator. For Tav, this was an exciting moment, but it was also daunting.  
 
    Then of course, there remained the reason such alliances were needed in the first place. Erram was still out there, stirring up trouble again. It was a safe bet he wasn’t going to willingly let Kazarien unify the entire region before he struck. Tav only hoped Kazarien realized this as well.  
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    Now that the treaty was signed, Kazarien wanted to discuss Zenoradel’s military defenses with the crown prince. He had suspected for a few years that Horatem was the real leader of the protectorate, but this latest visit had confirmed his suspicions. It wasn’t that he thought Horatem unprepared for such responsibility – it was simply that Horatem wasn’t military minded. He reminded Kazarien a lot of Tav, more interested in books than swords.  
 
    As he strolled beside the crown prince, taking in the defects of the outer wall, this thought came back to him more forcefully. Horatem was walking along, oblivious to the hostile stares their inspection was drawing. On his other side, Tav behaved much the same way, his hand resting on Zarand’s broad back, his attention obviously not on the present situation.  
 
    Tash walked to Kazarien’s left, the tension in his body palpable, his grey eyes whipping from one side of the run-down street to the other, catching every motion made by the inhabitants of between the walls. Around them, protecting their backs from attack, marched soldiers from both Trendaria and Zenoradel, equally as alert as Tash, prepared to react at a single command.  
 
    Kazarien found his attention divided. He wanted to listen to Horatem, he wanted to look closely at the wall, and he wanted to keep his eyes on the rather inhospitable residents in this shadiest of districts within the large protectorate. Tash and his soldiers, however, made him just as nervous as the rabble around them.  
 
    It wasn’t that the King didn’t appreciate vigilance on the part of those that protected him. Rather, it was Tash’s hyper-alertness that created the anxiety. Kazarien couldn’t deny he’d come to rely on Tash’s unconventional brand of guardianship. Most people, Ralda included, would find Kazarien rash for promoting Tash so quickly to the position of battalion commander, no matter who his father might have been. Tash had been a farmer, only recently turned warrior, and yet, Kazarien owed his life to the preternatural instincts that flowed in Tash’s blood.  
 
    He forced his thoughts away from Tash’s watchfulness and studied the wall that rose above their heads. It was worse than he’d originally thought. When they’d entered the protectorate, they’d only seen the section directly on either side of the main gate. As they strolled the entire length of the wall, circling around the capital, Kazarien saw defects that wouldn’t be so easily restored.  
 
    In one place a tree had fallen into the outside wall, buckling the stones. The mortar holding them in place had gradually been eroded away with rain and wind, causing the stones to topple completely. Now a gaping hole provided a perfect view into the pastures beyond, but also allowed any invading force a convenient entrance into one part of the city. The stones themselves had fallen in such a way they provided an easy staircase down into the streets of the capital.  
 
    Here there was no parapet whatsoever. While that was an easy enough problem to rectify, it was the stability of the wall itself that was suspect. It wouldn’t do any good to erect a new parapet, only to have it fall outward once the wall gave way under any sort of pressure. From what Kazarien could tell, whole sections of the outer wall would have to be replaced.  
 
    Then there was the general neglect and apathy of those residents that skulked up and down the rutted, pocked streets in this section of Zenoradel. Kazarien’s first reaction had been to burn the buildings and chase the inhabitants away, but he wasn’t a heartless man. Horatem would have to come up with some sort of economic incentive for cleaning up this district, incentives for the inhabitants themselves and for respectable merchants who might be willing to open shop once again between the walls.  
 
    “Please don’t take offense, Lord Horatem,” said the King gently, “but what happened to this part of the city? I don’t remember it being this destitute before.” 
 
    Horatem sighed, glancing around himself. “There simply isn’t enough revenue to maintain the entire protectorate. When the outer wall began failing, we couldn’t rebuild it. Businessmen abandoned their shops and either moved to one of the other towns, or shut down altogether. Then the more sordid type of businesses began cropping up, which of course attract their own sort of clientele. Next thing you know, it’s beyond our control.” 
 
    Kazarien shot a glance at Tash as they were forced to separate in order to avoid a pile of refuse. “If we shore up the outer wall, is there no way to clean up this area?” 
 
    “I’ve tried. I’ve offered low interest loans to those merchants with respectable businesses to open up here. I’ve even offered to eliminate tariffs for merchants outside of Zenoradel and to reduce taxes for those within. Nothing lasts for long. Eventually the businessmen close shop and move away.” 
 
    Kazarien paused at another section of the wall that was decaying. He supposed he might close shop himself if there was no more protection than flaking mortar and crumbling stone between him and the rest of the world. His dark eyes shifted to a group of rowdy drunks gathered on the corner of the street. They were shouting insults at the royal procession, making rude gestures, and goading each other on to new heights of disrespect.  
 
    Beside the King, Tash shifted anxiously, his right hand dropping to his sword. From the corner of his eye, Kazarien saw the muscles rippling along Zarand’s tawny flank. Even Tav glanced up in concern.  
 
    “Your Majesty,” said Tash, “I think we should leave.” 
 
    Kazarien nodded, never removing his eyes from the gathering mob. More insults were hurtled at them, along with some piece of offal that never came close to reaching its mark. Tash motioned for the soldiers to break off to their right, climbing back up toward the inner wall, then he indicated Kazarien and Horatem should precede him.  
 
    As Kazarien turned in the direction Tash motioned, his eyes fixed on one member of the angry mob in particular. Across the man’s left breast was a hexagon shape enclosing a star in crimson thread. The King faltered.  
 
    “Tash” he began, but the words caught in his throat.  
 
    A second man rushed the King, the glint of sunlight on metal flashing in Kazarien’s eyes. Before Kazarien could do more than throw up his arms to protect himself, Tash dove in front of the King. A percussion of energy slammed into Kazarien, knocking him back into Horatem. Metal rang on metal as the soldiers around them drew their weapons.  
 
    The first man Kazarien had spotted broke from the stunned mob and ran toward the front of the city. A blur of tawny gold shot after him, catching him in a few long strides. The man screamed and threw his hands up to ward off the gaping jaws of the cat.  
 
    Tash had fallen to one knee when he threw himself in front of the King, but his eyes shot to the man brought down by the lion. “We need him alive, Tav!” he shouted.  
 
    Tav started running, shouting for Zarand to stop.  
 
    Everything happened so fast that it took a moment for Kazarien to realize it was over. Horatem had caught Kazarien’s elbow, keeping him on his feet, and the soldiers had rushed between them and the mob. Tash slowly rose to a standing position again and turned to face the King, his eyes searching Kazarien for signs of injury.  
 
    “Are you all right, Your Majesty?” he asked.  
 
    Kazarien nodded, then blinked and looked his commander over, also searching for wounds. “Are you all right?” 
 
    Tash nodded and glanced down the street at his brother. Tav had pulled the lion off the fugitive and the man was now in the custody of the soldiers. 
 
    When Tav returned to their side, his blue eyes were dilated with shock.  “Are you both okay?” 
 
    “Fine,” said Tash and the King in unison, then Kazarien impulsively reached out to smooth the lion’s ruffled mane. “Thank Zarand for me, Tav, please.” 
 
    Tav gave a short nod, but his eyes shifted to his brother. Tash had turned and crossed the distance between the King and the second attacker. The man lay in the street on his back, his body twisted oddly, his eyes staring at nothing. Kazarien sighed deeply and moved toward Tash as the young man knelt by the attacker’s side and felt for a pulse in his throat.  
 
    “He’s dead.” 
 
    Kazarien drew a deep breath and laid his hand on Tash’s shoulder. “I’m sorry, Tash.” 
 
    Tash stood and faced him. “He tried to kill you, Your Majesty. I had to react.” 
 
    “I know,” said the King.  
 
    Horatem came up behind him, also looking at the assailant. His eyes lifted to Tash’s grimly set features. “You saved Kazarien’s life, Kiameron’s son.” 
 
    “Again,” muttered Kazarien.  
 
    “You do realize that this is only going to increase your legend,” finished the prince. He nodded at the symbol on the dead man’s chest. “Let me guess. He’s one of Harad’s followers.” 
 
    “Was,” answered Kazarien, studying the dead man himself. He glanced up at Tash. “We probably should search the others for the same sign and take them back to the castle for questioning.” 
 
    Tash nodded and walked away to give orders to his men. Kazarien drew a breath and closed his eyes. He suddenly felt uncommonly weary. Horatem patted him on the shoulder and turned him up the road.  
 
    “You know, Kazarien, this whole treaty idea is going to make you unpopular with malcontents like these followers of Harad. You’re going to be a target for them.” 
 
    “I know that, Lord Horatem,” he said tiredly, pausing for Tav and the lion to come up beside him.  
 
    Horatem glanced first at the lion, then at Tav, finally meeting Kazarien’s eye. “However, I can say I’m impressed with the defenses set up to protect you. Unconventional they may be, but effective none-the-less.” 
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    Sanari stood in the doorway of the library a moment, waiting for her eyes to adjust to the gloom. She could just make out Tash’s shape on the second floor, sitting beside Horatem’s young son. The two were speaking in whispers as she moved in their direction, climbing quickly up the stairs and picking her way across the mezzanine to where they sat.  
 
    They both looked up at her as she paused beside them. Tash’s expression was haggard and grim. She sank down beside him, clasping her hands in the folds of her skirt, resisting the impulse to touch him. Tav had just told her all about what had happened in the town. 
 
    “Hello, Sanari,” he said, leaning his head back against the bookcase.  
 
    “Hello, Tash.” 
 
    He motioned at the boy beside him. “You remember Zantor, the Silver Knight?” 
 
    Sanari nodded and held out her hand. “How could I forget him?” The boy took her hand gallantly, but said nothing.  
 
    Tash glanced at him, then back at Sanari. “We were just discussing the grim reality of war.” 
 
    “I see.” 
 
    The Silver Knight studied her behind his spectacles, then turned to Tash. “I better go.” 
 
    Tash gave him a nod and a weary smile. “Thanks for the talk, Zantor.” 
 
    “Kor, my pleasure,” he said, pushing himself to his feet and slipping past Sanari, headed for the stairs.  
 
    Sanari watched him go, then she looked back at the man, a frown darkening her brow. “Are you all right?” 
 
    Tash’s expression fell. “I didn’t mean to kill him, Sanari. I swear it. When he attacked Kazarien, I just reactedor the emerald reacted. It hit him with such force it threw both Kazarien and me backwards.” 
 
    “You might have been hurt, Tash,” she said, touching his arm.  
 
    He shook his head, his eyes enormous in the gloom of the library. “I still didn’t mean for him to die.” 
 
    She reached for him then and he allowed her to pull his head down against her shoulder. “I know,” she whispered.  
 
    He sank into her, burying his face against her throat and wrapping his arms around her waist. She held him, rubbing her hand across his back, trying to comfort him. His arms tightened around her.  
 
    “Tash?” came a voice by the doors.  
 
    Tash lifted his head, but he didn’t pull away from Sanari. She turned and glanced over her shoulder. Tav and the King of Trendaria stood silhouetted in the outer hallway.  
 
    “Horatem wants to question the other assailant now and he wanted us to get you,” Tav continued.  
 
    Tash nodded and his eyes shifted to Sanari’s face. He gave her a fleeting smile, then rose to his feet, pulling her up beside him. They made their way back to the stairs and climbed down, but when they started across the room for the door, Tash reached out and took Sanari’s hand, pulling her close.  
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    Castle Valenz was the oldest castle in Loden, just as Zenoradel was the oldest protectorate; therefore, it boasted a true dungeon built underground where they held the rare criminal that chanced to break the law in Zenoradel.  
 
    The tunnels that led to the dungeon were tight and damp, forcing the party to walk single file. Water dripped from overhead, making the stones of the floor slick and slippery with moss. Black mold lined the walls, providing a slimy cushion if one were unlucky enough to stumble into it. Stuck into brackets along the tunnel were torches that burned tallow, unlike the candles and lamps in the main castle above stairs. The tallow sputtered and spit, and stank, leaving a greasy, burnt odor to only half-cover the damp, mildew smell of everything else in the tunnel.  
 
    As she stumbled along, directly behind Tav, Sanari kept her eyes carefully fixed on her feet, picking her next step with grave caution. She’d already bumped into the walls more times than she’d like to consider and knew some of the wall came away with her each time. It caused an involuntary shiver to race down her spine, which made her place her foot a little off.  
 
    She teetered precariously, gasping in panic, but Tash caught her by the elbow and steadied her. She closed her eyes briefly in relief and squeezed his fingers in gratitude where they still held her arm, then she took her next step.  
 
    Ahead of her, and she suspected behind as well, she occasionally heard a scuttling noise, as if claws were scraping across the stones. She didn’t want to speculate about what made the noise and was just beginning to wonder if she shouldn’t have stayed behind when Tav came to a sudden stop.  
 
    Bracing a hand in the middle of his back, she lifted her head and peered into the dim distance. A soldier in Zenoradel garb had come out of the open tunnel ahead and was speaking to the prince in hushed tones. Horatem listened attentively, then motioned them to follow him, moving away at a faster pace.  
 
    Sanari followed, curious despite the unpleasant location. They came upon a wide room quite suddenly. It opened off the end of the tunnel, its walls stretching away into the distance. Sanari couldn’t make out the end of the room in the gloom of the tunnel, but she could see quite a number of cells located around the periphery of the room at regular intervals, their entrances blocked with wooden doors. A small, barred window had been cut into the upper middle of each door, allowing the soldiers visual access to the interior of the cells.  
 
    A couple of soldiers were congregated before one of the cells. The party from the castle came to a halt, exchanging puzzled looks. The captain of the soldiers made a military bow to Horatem and Kazarien, then motioned to the cells.  
 
    Tash took her elbow and helped her across the uneven floor of the dungeon, while they waited for the captain to unlock the cell. Sanari instinctively pressed closer to the comfort Tash offered. They were about to confront a man who only hours before had participated in the attempted assassination of the Trendarian King. Sanari had no illusions that this man wasn’t equally as violent as his dead companion.  
 
    And yet as the door swung open, the prince and the King both gasped, but neither one moved to step inside. Tash shot a frown at Sanari, but Tav rose on his tiptoes and peered over the two royals’ shoulders.  
 
    Turning to face the captain, Horatem gave him a stern glare. “How did this happen, Captain?” 
 
    The captain shook his head, taking a step back into the more open part of the room. “We don’t know, my lord. He was shouting and swearing at us one moment, then he went silent. We just thought he’d worn himself out with screaming, so we didn’t check right away. That is, until this morning.” 
 
    Sanari looked at each of the men’s faces, searching for some clue as to what had happened. She still couldn’t see inside the cell. Tav turned to face her and Tash. “It seems as if the prisoner has died.” 
 
    “What?” demanded Tash, pushing his way to the opening of the cell. Sanari followed him to the door, watching as he knelt beside the prisoner and felt at his throat for a pulse.  
 
    Sanari didn’t need to feel for a pulse. The unnaturally pale shade of his flesh, the clawed formation of his fingers, and the strange arching of his back could mean only one thing. He was obviously dead.  
 
    “How?” she asked.  
 
    Tash was pulling back the man’s collar, searching for signs of strangulation. He shook his head.  
 
    “We searched him good before we put him in the cell. He had nothing on him. I just can’t figure it out,” said the captain in disbelief.  
 
    Both Horatem and Tav were frowning. Sanari also felt that something didn’t seem quite right, but she couldn’t put her finger on what it was. Finally Horatem’s head came up.  
 
    “It looks like poison to me,” he said. “By the contraction of his hands and the arching of his back, but it must have been a rapid, potent poison to work so fast and to go undetected by the soldiers.” 
 
    An idea hit Sanari and she moved into the cell. She was reluctant to approach the body, but as long as Tash was beside her, she summoned up her courage. And then again, her curiosity was greater than her caution. She knelt beside Tash and reached for the prisoner’s jaw.  
 
    His teeth were ground together, his jaw locked in rigor mortise, but Sanari was just able to pry his lips back and expose his molars. The very edge of a leaf hung over his teeth, touching his lower gums.  
 
    “Look, my lord,” she said, glancing up at Horatem.  
 
    The prince approached, kneeling down on her other side. He peered into the dead man’s mouth, then reached as if he would touch the half-masticated leaf.  
 
    “Don’t touch it, my lord. It might still be poisonous.” 
 
    She felt the heat of Horatem and Tash’s eyes on her, but she was trying to decide if there was enough unmutilated leaf left so that they might identify the plant. “Do you think we can get this out of his mouth?” 
 
    Tash was still staring at her in amazement, but Horatem was captured by the problem again. “I’ll go back up for my tools and we’ll try.” He gave Sanari a bright smile. “Good thinking, young woman. The Queen will be very pleased to know you were the one to come up with it.” 
 
    She returned his smile with pleasure, then canted a glance at Tash. “Thank you, my lord,” she said, ducking her head. Inside she felt her heart swell. In the moment before she’d looked away, Tash’s eyes had been dancing with pride.  
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    Tash leaned his head against the stone walls of Horatem’s laboratory. It was in the back of the library, the door hidden behind a tapestry, although the Silver Knight had shown him to the entrance more than two days ago. Not that Tash had been plagued with an overwhelming urge to sneak inside.  
 
    It was small, cramped, and hot. Tash could see a somewhat practical purpose for the gadgets and gizmos Horatem kept inside this room, much more use than he saw for the rows and rows of moldy old books, so he couldn’t help but wonder why the prince hadn’t stacked all of the books in here and used the more spacious room in the library for his laboratory.  
 
    Closing his eyes against a growing headache, he wished he was anywhere else at the moment. The King of Trendaria was the only person not driving him to an early, self-inflicted death. The others – Horatem, Sanari, and Tav – were carping on as they could do so well about this and that book, trying to decide which was the best one for uncovering the identity of the leaf.  
 
    ‘Use the bloody Norrad as always,’ Tash snarled psychically.  
 
    He felt his brother stiffen, but Tav didn’t immediately answer. Tash ground his teeth, fighting for his composure. Opening his eyes, he met Kazarien’s gaze.  
 
    The King was sitting in a chair near the table that Horatem, Sanari and Tav stood behind. He had his head braced on his hand, his lips lifted in a wry smile. Beside him was a host of gleaming tools, flat glass plates, and various chemical compounds Tash couldn’t begin to care about in the least. The King quirked a brow, then returned to studying the many shiny metal instruments at his elbow.  
 
    Tash’s gaze wandered around the room. Directly behind Horatem was a shelf, a sturdy mahogany affair made for grabbing things without looking. On the other walls were posters sporting crude drawings of experiments. Tash gave them only a passing glance.  
 
    The room smelled of chemicals, things that made him want to sneeze, but if he so much as shifted, the three scholars glared at him as if they were afraid he’d mess something up -- like they would notice in the chaos that abounded here! 
 
    “It’s probably best to start with a book that will tell us what parts of the region contain poisonous plants,” muttered Horatem, holding a strange glass with a wooden handle over the leaf as it lay on one of the flat glass plates.  
 
    Sanari was frowning in concentration. No one could frown quite as prettily as Sanari, Tash noted, and it set up a diversion for a half-dozen moments. “Wouldn’t it be safe to assume the poison is fairly local?” she asked.  
 
    “Not necessarily. Trade routes crisscross Loden now, and we can’t possibly know if there is a more benign use for this particular plant,” stated the prince.  
 
    Tav tapped a forefinger against his lips. “Then I think Petrule’s Botanical Index should be where we start.” 
 
    Both Sanari and Horatem stared at him unhappily. “That will take days to search,” complained the prince, laying down his glass.  
 
    Tash sat forward in his chair, drawing their aggravated looks again. He just knew he’d never survive days in a similar pursuit. His eyes shifted to the leaf involuntarily, wondering if there was enough left over to put himself out of his misery.  
 
    ‘Why can’t you use the bloody Norrad? You use it for everything else,’ he shot at his brother.  
 
    Tav’s eyes narrowed. ‘Just because it is the only name of a book you know doesn’t mean it’s right for every instance.’ 
 
    Tash shot a glare at him, but he slumped back in his chair again.  
 
    “Maybe we can assume it is a local poison,” continued Sanari. “The assailants were both wearing the symbols of Harad’s followers, which seems to be based here in the south. Couldn’t we at least start in this part of the region?” 
 
    Horatem gave her an appreciative look. “You have something there.” 
 
    “Well, at least that narrows down what we have to search for in Petrule’s,” answered Tav.  
 
    Horatem had picked up his strange glass again and was studying the leaf once more. “Not necessarily,” he said in contemplation, “if we want a quick reference guide to identify where the leaf came from, the Ancients themselves did a splendid job of cataloguing the botany and physical characteristics of Loden when they first arrived. With that in mind, I think we should start with the Norrad.” 
 
    “Ha!” Tash blurted out, startling everyone.  
 
    They all stared at him as if he’d lost his mind, including Tav. His eyes shifted to Kazarien and the King simply blinked for a moment before shaking himself. Then he rose to his feet.  
 
    “Let’s go make sure Zarand isn’t destroying anything, Tash,” he said, pausing beside him and nodding toward the door.  
 
    Tash glanced back at the other three. They continued to regard him as if he were one of their specimens to study. He narrowed his eyes on his twin. ‘Damn fool,’ he thought.  
 
    ‘You must be talking about yourself,’ came Tav’s cool response, then he smiled ever so slightly.  
 
    Tash couldn’t help but smile in return as he pushed himself to his feet and turned to follow Kazarien from the laboratory.  
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    Tash and Kazarien were having a late supper with the King and Queen of Zenoradel when Horatem, followed by Tav and Sanari, burst into the dining room.  
 
    “We’ve found it!” said the crown prince, tossing the leaf on the table. It had been encased in wax paper to keep the dangerous poisons contained.  
 
    The diners simply stared at the crown prince and his companions a moment in silence. It was obvious all three were elated over their discovery and probably a little punchy from the long hours they’d been at it. Tash noted that his brother had that far-off look in his eyes like he got when he spent most of the night secretly reading the Norrad. Of course, said book was currently clutched in his brother’s arms, pressed against his chest like the most precious of treasures.  
 
    Kazarien was the first to recover from his surprise. “Well done, my lord, Tav, Sanari. Do tell us what you’ve found.” 
 
    Ralda gave an indelicate snort. “Sit down first, son, and have a glass of wine. You look like you’ve raised the dead.” 
 
    Horatem gave a tired laugh and sank into one of the chairs, reaching for the wine bottle. He motioned Tav and Sanari to do the same. “In a way we have,” he remarked, lifting the glass to his lips.  
 
    When he had finished drinking, he filled both Tav’s and Sanari’s glasses, but neither of them moved to touch the wine. It took a moment more before Tav took his seat, he was so lost in his own contemplation. Tash looked away from his brother. Tav was still clutching the book in his lap, his expression otherworldly. Tash would never understand how his twin could go so far away from everyone in his own mind. There was something a little scary about his ability to detach from the rest of the world. He shivered involuntarily and glanced at Kazarien.  
 
    Kazarien arched a brow, but he pasted a bright smile on his face for Horatem’s benefit. “Go on, my lord. What have you found?” 
 
    Horatem’s eyes fairly glittered in the light of the candles. “The plant is called Halzon.” He glanced at the two people who’d helped him in his research, then back at the others. “It grows mainly in densely wooded areas, areas where there is little sunlight. It also likes a great deal of humidity. It can be found in various parts of Loden, but it grows primarily in the Orahim forest.” 
 
    The Queen’s head came up in interest. Kazarien and Tash exchanged a look, then Tash leaned forward. “Halzon, isn’t that what you called it?” 
 
    “Yes, so you picked up on that, eh? We now have confirmation regarding the meaning of hal in the Orahim language. It does mean all as Sanari thought.” 
 
    Tash drew a deep breath. The emerald answered with a brief pulse of energy.  
 
    “And the other part?” asked Kazarien.  
 
    “According to the Ancients, zon means death.” Horatem reached out and fingered the wax-covered leaf. “Therefore, a direct translation would be all-death. Rather unpleasant, wouldn’t you say?” 
 
    Ralda grunted noncommittally. Mena muttered something under her breath, but Tash didn’t know what to say. Sitting across from him, Sanari seemed tired, her shoulders slumped, her eyes heavy. She needed to get some sleep.  
 
    “Wait a moment,” replied the Trendarian King. “If you’re saying this halzon is found in the Orahim forest, that must mean…” His voice trailed away in thought.  
 
    “That’s right, Kazarien,” remarked Horatem dryly. “We’ve just discovered the poison the Orahim use on their darts after all these years.” 
 
    “Not only that,” said Sanari. “It also strengthens the link between the Orahim and Harad’s followers.” 
 
    Kazarien sat up straight. “Which inevitably leads back to“ 
 
    “Erram,” muttered Tash.  
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    Tash twirled the locket on its chain, letting the sunlight shine on the gold. Rays of light glanced off the shiny surface, touching the window sill, the window, and Tash himself. He caught it in his fist, hiding it from the light. If only it would be banished from his thoughts half so easily.  
 
    It was their last day in Zenoradel. Tash had given final orders to his men and made arrangements for a restocking of their supplies. Then he’d drafted a quick note to his aunt and uncle and sent it with the King of Trendaria’s private post. Kazarien assured him no one else would know his family had gotten word from him. Tash was relieved for that and once again indebted to the perplexing King.  
 
    Tav and Sanari had been holed up with Horatem or doing whatever they did with the cursed lion, so Tash had seen little of either of them. He wondered if they didn’t regret having to leave the comfort of Castle Valenz or more specifically the library of Castle Valenz.  
 
    Tash had made his own goodbyes. He’d journeyed one last time into the Forest of Knowledge for a meeting with the Silver Knight. H had never been around many children in his life, even when he was one himself, but he suspected that Zantor was different from the rest -- more intelligent and imaginative. At any rate, Tash figured he would miss his encounters with the bespeckled and evil-beplagued young champion of the realm. Someday Zantor would make a fine king.  
 
    Strange how thinking of Zantor made him think of his own childhood. Like Zantor, his childhood had been rather sheltered and his playmates few. The reasons for his isolation were different, however.  
 
    While Tash’s father was greatly respected, his sons were shunned. Opening his hand and staring at the gold locket, Tash blinked in surprise. His sons weren’t the only ones shunned. Now that he thought about it, his mother had been nearly as isolated as her children. The only contact she’d had with anyone was Marri and Grondi. She rarely went to town and only when Kai accompanied her, and no one came out to the farm to visit.  
 
    Such isolation hadn’t been a problem when the boys were too young to go to school, but as soon as they’d come of age, Saria had pleaded with Kai to let her teach them at home. Their father had said no, that it was important for them to meet other children, learn to get along in the world. Eldon’s star, had they ever! 
 
    Tash had actually been excited to start school. They had new clothing, new shoes, and got to carry their lunch in a pail. Being with other children had been the most exciting thought of all. And yet, the excitement had quickly turned to misery.  
 
    The other children ridiculed Tash and his brother. They knocked them into the mud, stole their lunches, and humiliated them. Now Tash wondered if his dislike of anything bookish had sprung from his very first experience with education.  
 
    Shaking away the memory, he closed his fist around the locket and pushed himself to his feet. Shoving it into his pocket, he leaned on the window molding and stared down into the garden. Tav and the lion were out, soaking up the sunlight. The cat was sprawled at his brother’s feet, while Tav sat on a bench and read the Norrad.  
 
    Poor Tav! Nothing had cured him of that lust for learning. Not even the taunts of the other children or the misguided efforts of the teacher to make them fit in with their peers. And when they’d returned home that first day, their mother and father had had the first fight Tash could ever remember them having.  
 
    While Tav had endured the abuse from the older and larger kids in silence, he hadn’t been able to accept the conflict between their parents. He hadn’t even allowed Tash to comfort him, so Tash had crept back into the hall and listened to the fight alone, even though a part of his young psyche had wanted to hide from it the same as Tav.  
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
     “I begged you not to let them go!” Saria cried. “I told you this would happen!” 
 
    “They got knocked around a little, but they survived, Saria. They need to learn how to accept all parts of life. They can’t stay hiding on this farm forever.” 
 
    “Are you telling me they have to accept being discriminated against and threatened for no fault of their own?” Tash had never heard his mother sound so angry.  
 
    His father sighed. “I don’t want them to be discriminated against either, but you and I both know that the reality of life is a lot of misery, a lot of pain, and if they don’t learn how to accept that, what have they got? This is the world. I’m sorry.” 
 
    “You’re sorry?” cried his mother.  
 
    “What do you want me to say!” shouted his father in return. “Do you want me to tell you to keep them here? Lock them away? Haven’t we done that enough? Eldon’s star, Saria, they don’t even know how to play with other children, how to talk to them. They communicate psychically to each other, rarely speaking at all. Is that what you really want for your sons!” 
 
    There was a heavy silence and Tash held his breath, his hands trembling on his knees. His dog, Raven, crept to his side and pushed his nose under Tash’s arm. Tash hugged the dog tightly, burying his face in the animal’s coat, but he still heard his mother’s deadly quiet voice as she spoke.  
 
    “This would never have happened if we had just stayed in Temeron!” 
 
    The silence this time was worse. It lay heavy and static in the room beyond the hall, waiting to explode with anger, and yet when his father spoke, he sounded tired and something moreold.  
 
    “You know I couldn’t stay there, Saria. We couldn’t stay there. Not together.” 
 
    “This isn’t about us, Kai!” cried his mother with tears in her voice. “This is about two little boys who did nothing to deserve the life they’ve been given. They didn’t create this situation. Why should they have to pay for it?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” said his father after a short pause. “I just don’t know.” 
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    I just don’t know.  
 
    Tash blinked away the memory and focused on his brother. Tav was still sitting on the bench with the lion at his feet, reading the Norrad. School had continued to be a misery for Tash. He’d never gotten anything useful out of it beyond the ability to read, but Tav had found something more, a niche for himself that had carried him through their parents’ death and farther – to here where he was the confidant of kings and the equal of princely scholars.  
 
    Tash wandered to the bedroom and began shoving his clothing into a satchel. When he thought about it, both Tav and Kai had made life tolerable for themselves in Nogatav. They had more positive personalities that would allow them to search for the good in any given situation. Tash had actually been more like his mother -- reluctant to extend himself so others could make sport of him or hurt him in any way.  
 
    His hand strayed to the pocket that held the locket and he pulled it out again. It seemed like ages ago that he’d asked his brother and Marri if his mother had been happy living in Nogatav, married to the most powerful man on Samar. And he had believed, or rather convinced himself to believe, that she had. It was easier than accepting that she might not have been.  
 
    He sat down hard on the bed and stared at the locket. Eldon’s star, what an idiot he was! His mother had never been happy in Nogatav, any more than he’d ever been. She had experienced the exact same isolation and ostracism that Tash had himself. And hers was complicated by a mother’s soul deep fear for her children. She hurt when he hurt and Tash had never omitted any opportunity to tell her about his pain.  
 
    He’d protected and sheltered his father, keeping the feelings of rejection away from him. He sensed his father didn’t really know what to do about it. But he hadn’t protected his mother. He’d dumped the entire load in her lap, expecting her to understand and comfort him -- somehow make it better. And all he’d succeeded in doing was making her hurt even more.  
 
    Clutching the locket in his fist, he closed his eyes and tried to drive the thoughts away. The emerald pulsed in agitation against his chest. And still the memory of his mother’s wounded look would not be banished. He’d wanted to believe she was happy because it took away his own guilt for not realizing her pain, but he knew now that there was no way she could have been. In fact, she had to have hated Nogatav as much as he did himself.  
 
    Tash jumped when the knock sounded at the door. Rising unsteadily to his feet, he shoved the locket back in his trousers. “Yes!” he called into the sitting room.  
 
    “Commander, it’s Chayse. I have a list of the provisions from Lieutenant Ronal, and I wanted to go over everything with you. 
 
    Tash drew a deep breath and pressed a hand against the emerald, willing it to still, then he rose to his full height and smoothed his uniform jacket. “I’m coming,” he said. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 17 
 
      
 
    Kazarien ducked out of his tent and looked over the camp the soldiers had set. He was tired and not a little relieved to see things running so smoothly. As king, he knew no one would fault him for staying inside his private quarters and doing nothing more today. It didn’t take long for the body to forget the burdensome nature of horse-back riding. He only hoped it would adapt more easily than it had upon leaving Trendaria.  
 
    The campsite Tash had chosen was a good one. It was close to the road used by sheep herders bringing their flocks back and forth between the capital and the small town of Renorem. The earth was well trodden, but not bare of grasses, open and easily defended. 
 
    Already Tash had a ring of guards patrolling the perimeter. Kiameron’s son was still convinced he’d been promoted too quickly. So were Ralda and Horatem for that matter, but Kazarien could see raw talent in the younger man, leadership talent, and given the right opportunity, he knew Tash would surprise them all, himself perhaps the most.  
 
    Fires burned in various spots throughout the camp, one large enough for the main cooking pit, but they burned efficiently, giving off little smoke. The men were setting camp, tending the horses, and checking supplies in a well-organized fashion, needing little direction.  
 
    Positioned closest to the King’s pavilion, Tash sat in a camp chair, going over reports from the squads, while Chayse, the young squire who had proven an invaluable asset since Pericles’ death, built a small fire and laid out Tash’s bedroll.  
 
    Kazarien watched his commander a moment more, noting that Tash declined a camp cot in the officers’ tent in favor of being closer to his king. His loyalty was only one of the things that convinced Kazarien he was the right man to lead, but his dedication made Kazarien realize he owed his followers something in return.  
 
    He grimaced and lowered his head. He wasn’t exactly being truthful with himself. He owed his subjects his guidance, after all that was what it meant to be king, but he owed himself something as well. He needed to do more than appoint able men to protect him. He needed to find a way to protect himself. 
 
    Kazarien rolled his tired shoulders and loosened the hilt of his sword in its sheath, then before he could think better of it, he strolled boldly toward his second-in-command.  
 
    “Tash?” 
 
    Chayse glanced up, then rose to his feet and saluted. Tash rose beside him and turned to face the King. “Your Majesty?” 
 
    Kazarien grimaced. He felt foolish now that he’d taken the first step. Still he was determined. The one thing he had always criticized his fellow kings for was going soft once they put a crown on their heads. “Am I interrupting?” 
 
    Tash gave him an odd look, then shot a glance at Chayse. The boy was also staring at the King as if he’d said something ridiculous. Kazarien shifted weight, noting that Tav and Sanari had ducked outside the tent and were watching the embarrassing display. He lifted his chin a little.  
 
    “I’m entirely at your command, Your Majesty,” said Tash after an uncomfortable moment of silence.  
 
    Kazarien forced his expression to remain neutral, but it suddenly struck him that he’d never thought of Kiameron’s sons as his subjects in any real way. In fact, having Kiameron’s sons at his command had always made him uneasy.  
 
    “Was there something I could do for you, Your Majesty?” asked Tash.  
 
    Kazarien blinked away the distracting thoughts and focused on his second. “Yes, as a matter of fact. After the incident in Zenoradel, I realize thatwell, that I’ve grown a little rusty.” 
 
    Tash’s black brows rose. “Rusty, Your Majesty?” 
 
    Kazarien shot a look at Tav and Sanari. Even Zarand was peeking through the tent opening, watching him make a fool of himself. He was well aware that most kings would simply make the command without even caring what his subjects were thinking actually, most wouldn’t be putting themselves through this humiliation to begin with, only Kazarien would. Only Kazarien thought he needed to be able to protect himself instead of relying on everyone else to do it for him.  
 
    “Yes, rusty, as in combat. I realized I haven’t trained with my men since I took the crown.” 
 
    Tash glanced at his brother. Kazarien could well imagine what they were saying to each other telepathically. Is he really serious or something to that effect, no doubt.  
 
    “I am serious,” he said, then flinched when he realized he’d said it out loud.  
 
    Tash narrowed his eyes, Chayse was simply staring with his mouth agape, and Kazarien didn’t even want to see what Tav and Sanari were doing.  
 
    “All right,” said Tash. “How can I help, Your Majesty?” 
 
    Kazarien leveled his best kingly stare on Kiameron’s son. “Your training has been much more recent than mine. I was wondering if you’dspar with me, help me get back to fighting shape.” 
 
    Tash started to speak, then faltered. “I’m not sure I’m the best choice, Your Majesty. I didn’t train for very long before we began the journey and besides the fight in the Orahim forest, I haven’t done much more. You fought fine during that battle, if I remember right.” 
 
    Kazarien’s fingers tightened on the handle of his sword. “I drew my sword and made a few stabs before you ended the whole thing with the emerald. When the assailant attacked in Zenoradel, I did nothing more than throw up my arms and stumble into the prince. That isn’t going to save me or anyone else in a real battle and we both know it. Besides, maybe the rest of the men should be training too.” 
 
    Tash’s brow darkened in a frown as he thought of that. “Why didn’t Pericles make us train?” he asked, glancing at Chayse.  
 
    The boy simply shrugged.  
 
    Kazarien drew a breath. “I suppose he got himself killed before he could do much else. At any rate, what do you say?” 
 
    Tash ducked his head in obeisance. “As you wish, Your Majesty. And when we’re finished, I’ll set a schedule for the other men.” 
 
    “Good,” said Kazarien. “Why don’t we practice right here in the open space before the tents?” He backed up so there was room away from the fire and reached for the clasp on his jacket. He shrugged out of it and dropped it on the ground, pulling the tails of his shirt out of his trousers so he had more mobility.  
 
    Tash did the same, then drew forth his sword. Through the opening of his shirt, Kazarien caught sight of the emerald. Straightening out of a fighting crouch, he motioned at Tash’s throat with the tip of his blade.  
 
    “One last thing, Tash,” he said warily, “perhaps you might remove the emerald. I would rather not bewell, fried unnecessarily.” 
 
    Tash flinched in surprise, then quickly pulled the gem over his head, dropping it on his jacket. Kazarien took his position again.  
 
    At first, Tash was reluctant to really spar with the King. They spent a lot of time dancing around one another until Kazarien was frustrated. Although he was working up a sweat, this wasn’t exactly what he’d wanted. It was fair odds that most assassins wouldn’t have Tash’s reluctance. In fact, they’d be frothing for a shot at the King’s life. To goad Tash out of his careful moves, Kazarien went on the offensive, hacking at Tash’s sword with his own and pressing forward so Tash was forced to dance away.  
 
    Kazarien knew he was rusty, but he’d had a lot more training than Tash, and what he’d forgotten was coming back to him. He was also just a shade lighter and quicker than his opponent, so while Tash continued to cautiously back-away, Kazarien feinted, then reversed, knocking the blade from Tash’s hand.  
 
    Tash jumped back in surprise as the King held him at sword’s point. A smattering of cheers went up from the gathering group of soldiers who had been drawn to the sounds of sword-play. A smile curled the lines of Kazarien’s mouth as he dropped the tip of his sword and leaned on it. He might be rusty, but he wasn’t hopeless. Adrenaline surged through him, making him feel more alive than he had in a long, long time.  
 
    Since Alina left.  
 
    Tash was panting, perhaps not as hard as the King, but he was winded and perspiration shown on his face and throat. He gave a good-natured chuckle, then ducked his head again in respect.  
 
    “I think you should be giving the lessons, Your Majesty,” he said.  
 
    Kazarien returned his laugh. “I’m just glad you weren’t wearing the emerald. Thank you for the exercise. Perhaps we can have a rematch tomorrow.” 
 
    “Of course,” said Tash, bending to pick up his fallen sword. He glanced at the soldiers, but they were already dispersing. Tav and Sanari were still standing outside the tent, the lion between them. “Tomorrow I’ll have a schedule in place for everyone,” he finished.  
 
    “Oh no you don’t,” said Tav, shaking his head. “Hack away at each other all you want. I’ll place my protection in teeth and claws, thank you.” He ended by laying his hand on the lion’s mane.  
 
    Kazarien and Tash both laughed, but Sanari fixed her hands on her hips.  
 
    “You can count me in, Tash,” she remarked. “As long as the King shows me how he disarmed you first.” 
 
    Tash scowled at her. “Not on your life!” 
 
    Sanari tossed her blonde hair and turned her back on the camp. “No, on yours,” she shot over her shoulder before she ducked inside the tent.  
 
    Kazarien chuckled and patted Tash on the shoulder as he passed. “Eldon protect you, Tash, Eldon protect you!” he said.  
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    By dusk the following day they made the city of Renorem. In order to catch the main road, they had to ride through the center of Renorem, a small town directly on the road between Zenoradel and DiNolfol.  
 
    All roads in Zenoradel passed through Renorem. It was at the juncture of the Kingdom, an apt spot for Gava to target during his campaign. Renorem had been one of the first towns to fall under Gava’s control completely. It had since been rebuilt, but Tash was wary of it just the same.  
 
    He figured that followers of Harad would likely congregate there if nowhere else due to Renorem’s auspicious history; therefore, he would not permit them to stop in Renorem for the night. He felt he could better protect Kazarien on the open expanse of the pastures than in the tight confines of a small town. Tav didn’t fault his reasoning, although he would have preferred a real bed to a camp cot.  
 
    Yet with the setting sun just beginning to pink the sky around them, Tav sighed and urged the horses to pull the wagon a little faster. It would be good to leave the confines of the wagon and stretch his legs; although, he couldn’t really complain. It had been a relatively easy day of travel and to his delight, Kazarien had agreed to ride in the wagon with him.  
 
    Tash approved of the arrangement, even though he wouldn’t admit it out loud. Tav knew his brother was beginning to see more value in Zarand than he’d let on. He knew that the lion provided some protection for the King. Kazarien had expressed it differently, mumbling something to Tav about being sore from sparring with Tash the previous day. Tav had smiled at him and held his confidences close, telling the King he welcomed the company.  
 
    Since they’d left Zenoradel, Sanari was more preoccupied with Tash than ever. And Tash himself didn’t seem to mind as much as he had before. It wasn’t that Tav was opposed to them getting closer, he just missed the friendship he and Sanari had always shared, but Kazarien was an equally entertaining companion, intelligent and nearly as well educated, if in a different area.  
 
    “What do you know of Renorem, Your Majesty?” asked Tav.  
 
    Kazarien had been looking about the town as they rode through it, but he glanced now at his companion. “Probably no more than you do,” he answered. “She fell to Gava early in the war, but Zenoradel wrested her back. It was a hard fought battle, I understand.” 
 
    “Did Trendaria help?” 
 
    Kazarien shook his head, eying some of the people who were about this late. “No, but the sacking of Renorem spurred the drafting of the treaty between Zenoradel and Trendaria. It was hoped DiNolfol could be added, but you know that part of the story.” 
 
    Tav sighed and nodded. “Do you think it’ll be difficult to get DiNolfol to ratify the present treaty?” 
 
    “I’m just not sure,” Kazarien answered. “I don’t know Lord Maleki very well. He doesn’t attend many of the social functions and keeps mainly to himself when he does, but I hope his knowledge of history will serve us well.” 
 
    “So do I, Your Majesty,” said Tav.  
 
    Zarand had been looking around the town curiously at first, but when he didn’t see any sheep readily available, he flopped over on top of the wagon and extended his enormous paw between the two men. Kazarien shot an alarmed look at the cat, then shifted it to Tav, but as Zarand simply started to purr, the King gave Tav a relieved smile. Tav returned it, urging the horses to pick up the pace again.  
 
    Renorem didn’t seem terribly threatening in the dying light of the day. The shops were all single-story buildings made of red brick and everywhere one looked the amber flag of Zenoradel flew, showing Renorem’s alliance with the Kingdom. It seemed peaceful and quiet, much like Nogatav.  
 
    For a moment Tav was homesick. He missed his aunt and uncle, he missed the school, and he missed his father’s land. Knowing that the next stop on this journey was DiNolfol didn’t help his reminiscent mood. His feelings about DiNolfol were conflicted at best. He was excited to see the place his parents and aunt and uncle had all called home, and yet, he was reluctant just the same. Unlike Tash, Tav knew there were things better left uncovered, truths better left alone. The memory of his mother’s dream-like silences still haunted him.  
 
    “Well,” came Kazarien’s voice, snapping Tav out of his memory, “I see no signs of Harad’s followers here.” 
 
    Tav glanced around the quiet streets. Since many of the buildings had been destroyed in the sacking, most of those now present were new. Unlike Zenoradel which was beginning to show its age, Renorem was clean and well maintained. The people had even built boxes on the streets that bloomed with flowers and the signs were painted in cheerful colors that drew the eye.  
 
    “No, but then things looked peaceful and quiet on the surface in Nogatav,” he answered.  
 
    Kazarien shot a look at him. “And you criticized me for being morbid.” 
 
    Tav shrugged, lifting his eyes to where his brother rode at the head of the column beside Sanari. “Maybe, but it just seems like everything that looks innocent on the outside has multiple layers of deceit underneath.” 
 
    Kazarien frowned. “Are we still talking about Renorem?” 
 
    “Actually, no, I was thinking ahead to DiNolfol, Your Majesty.” 
 
    “I see. Well, I suppose I’d have mixed feelings if I knew my father could lay claim to the throne of a kingdom and yet walk away from it, but it was a different time then, Tav. The war did strange things to everyone. It turned the entire region upside down.” 
 
    Tav glanced at the King. “And what do you suppose this one is going to do if it comes?” 
 
    “I’ve stopped hoping it won’t come, but that’s why I’m so obsessed with this treaty. If we can bind the protectorates together, perhaps it won’t knock us to our knees.” 
 
    “I hope you’re right, Your Majesty.” 
 
    Kazarien met his look. “So do I, Tav, because I can’t even stand to think of the consequences for being wrong.” 
 
    Tav glanced away. “Neither can I,” he muttered. “Neither can I.” 
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    After leaving Renorem, Tash drove them on until rather late. The road was open and well paved and the moon was up, allowing them to see for a reasonable distance. They made camp far enough away from Renorem for Tash’s peace of mind and in the middle of the pastures where he could easily set a patrol. Tav forgot his desire for a real bed, he was so tired, and he fell asleep almost at once.  
 
    The following morning, reveille woke them with the dawn. Tav opened one eye and rolled to his side, glancing down on the lion where he lay beside Tav’s cot. Zarand made a low growling noise and dragged an enormous paw over his nose as if to say, Not on your life, man! 
 
    Careful not to step on the aggravated cat, Tav glanced around for Kazarien. The King was already up and had his personal possessions packed. It was another thing Tav found surprising about the King. He knew most royals had a personal valet that did such menial chores for them. Not Kazarien.  
 
    Tav dressed in the early morning chill and preformed the spare ablutions permitted them in a military camp. Since he shared the tent with Sanari also, he hurried to be finished before she should start stirring about. As Kazarien generally rose earlier than his ministers, he wanted to be able to leave the tent whenever he chose, so Sanari’s half was in the back. She had to call out to the men and let them know when she was ready to exit, but Tav usually tried to be up and out before that became a necessity. He left the lion sleeping and ducked through the flap.  
 
    The sun was just beginning to rise, warming the sky from indigo to pale blue. The soldiers were moving about. Some were reporting to Tash for orders, standing in a neat line, called there by the bugle. Others were getting their morning meal from the cook’s less than appealing pot, and still others had moved to an open part of the pastures where they were going through various training exercises under the command of Lieutenant Ronal. Finally, Tav could just make out the patrols that strolled along the perimeter, keeping watch.  
 
    Standing beside Tash was the King. The tails of Kazarien’s shirt were hanging out and he was breathing hard. He was also leaning on his sword, watching Tash go through his daily routine. Tash looked winded and disheveled too. Tav guessed they’d been running through their training regime as well. He exhaled and started across the camp, skirting the still smoldering campfires the soldiers had used the previous night. He was sure Tash was going to start badgering him about training, but Tav had no intention of giving in to that demand. There wasn’t a single thing about swords and swordplay he’d ever remotely been interested in.  
 
    He paused by the picketed line of horses. Dalen was there, but as he looked down the line, he didn’t see the other three. If he squinted far into the pastures, he could see a small huddle of squires and their equine charges searching for the more tender shoots of prairie grass. He thought he could just make out the other three horses. If he concentrated, he could feel the pulse of their presences in his mind.  
 
    Tav had actually chosen the horses for the King and himself. They were brothers, having been spawned by the same sire. It was unusual to see male horses banding together in a herd mentality, but as Jaren was the only stallion, Tav guessed the others simply had no reason to fight his leadership. Tav stroked Dalen’s white forehead and chuckled to himself. It had been no mistake giving Tash the stallion. The geldings were excellent mounts, dedicated, spirited, but gentle. Jaren was another matter entirely, but he matched Tash’s personality. Tav could have controlled him easily, but it was more fun watching Tash struggle with it each day.  
 
    Tash and Jaren deserved each other. Tav smiled at the horse and stroked the velvet end of his nose. He was pleased his choice of mounts had been so perfect. Of course, Larod was one of Kazarien’s regulars, which had guided his choice initially, but beyond the understanding he shared with Dalen, these horses were strong, fleet, and dedicated. Tav knew that even Jaren would not easily give up his rider if the situation got sticky. Smoothing Dalen’s mane, Tav wondered if they were going to have to rely on that dedication at some distant time in the future.  
 
    He gave Dalen a final stroke and faced the camp. Perhaps he could avoid his brother and his training regime if he went back to the tent and slipped inside, but even as he thought it, he knew it would never work. Eventually Tash would come looking for him. Better to get it over with now.  
 
    Perhaps he could lure Kazarien away with a promise of breakfast and hot tea – although, calling the cook’s slop breakfast was straining the definition at best. 
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    They camped that night well within the confines of the Karhartadon forest. It was difficult to find much open area for the size of the camps they were used to pitching on the pastures, but they made due with less room.  
 
    It was the lack of defensible area that bothered Tash most. He doubled the guard and sent them to patrolling in a regular pattern around the perimeter of the camp, and he had Kazarien’s tent pitched in the exact center where the entire battalion could watch over him. For Tash, the trees simply grew too close together and allowed too much cover if anyone wanted to ambush them.  
 
    And when darkness fell, it fell with a vengeance. If he strained really hard and contorted his body in all sorts of ways, he could just catch a glimpse of the stars between the thick boughs of the trees. Deciding darkness was also a sort of defense, he ordered the men to build no individual fires, and allowed the cook only the smallest of ones, not that cooking the food much improved the results. They didn’t really need the fires for heat either. The air was still and sultry beneath the crowning tops of the trees.  
 
    Tash couldn’t continue his training regimen as he’d planned because he was afraid to take the men off guard-duty and it wasn’t really the best location. There were too many tree roots and brambles to stumble over and it was too cursed dark.  
 
    To make matters worse, the animals were acting up, especially the lion. The cat paced back and forth, making an odd whuffing noise that set everyone’s nerves on edge. Tash watched his brother hurry from one end of camp to the other, helping the squires calm the horses or comforting the lion. He had to admit he was grateful for Tav’s gift yet again. Finally the lion exhausted himself enough to fall into a fitful sleep, and the horses were staked out to graze. The rest of the camp settled as a result.  
 
    Tash made one more pass through the camp, then found a small hillock upon which to take a seat. He could see the camp, he could just mark where the guards patrolled, and he could note anyone who passed in or out of the King’s tent.  
 
    He wasn’t sure being the commander of a battalion was his life-long calling. It required too much anxiety and constant thought, yet when he considered handing leadership over to anyone else, he felt even more anxious and doubtful. Snaking his fingers through his hair and bracing his elbows on his tented knees, he closed his eyes in exhaustion.  
 
    Eldon’s star, he was tired. It was the constant vigilance that wore one out, but he consoled himself with the fact that the emerald was calm against his breast. How he’d come to rely on that monitor of danger over the last few weeks! 
 
    “Do you want to be alone?” came a voice.  
 
    He glanced up and faintly made out Sanari’s blonde hair in the muted light from the moon and stars. He was a little surprised by how glad he was to see her. “No, come sit with me for a while,” he said, patting the ground beside him. “If you can find a place in all of this darkness.” 
 
    She laughed pleasantly and sank down at his side. He resisted his first impulse to put his arm around her and draw her closer, but even that surprised him a little. When had his thoughts about her started to change? 
 
    “Ever see so many trees,” he remarked conversationally.  
 
    He could just make out the shimmer of her hair in the darkness. “There are trees in Nogatav, Tash. Well, there are in the forest.” 
 
    “The Crimson Forest trees are more like over-grown bushes compared to these. Now, these are real trees, real spooky, scary trees.” 
 
    She laughed again. “And the Orahim forest wasn’t scary.” 
 
    “Ah, I stand corrected. You’re right. That was scary, but I don’t know if it was the trees as much as the scaly green lizards slithering through there.” 
 
    Sanari shivered delicately at his side. “They were bad, but so were the trees. Don’t you remember the moss hanging off them and how wet and slippery everything was?” 
 
    “I remember a cold river and nearly watching my idiot brother drown because of a few horses.” 
 
    “That was scary too,” she answered.  
 
     “You weren’t supposed to be there, remember?” 
 
    “Of course, you never let me forget it,” she countered.  
 
    He chuckled and looked back over the camp. “We’ve had some adventures already, haven’t we?” 
 
    “We have. Do you regret any of it?” she asked.  
 
    He folded his arms over his knees. “I regret Pericles dying, and the other soldiers that day. And I regret killing that man in Zenoradel.” 
 
    “Do you regret leaving Nogatav?” 
 
    Tash considered that one for a moment. “I regret leaving my aunt and uncle, but there was nothing left for me there. Still, it’s strange to think I’ll never be able to go back again.” He glanced at her. “Neither will you. Do you regret it?” 
 
    She shrugged. “I don’t know. I miss my grandmother and the school, but my grandmother was already gone when I left, and the schoolwell, I think it was losing its allure. There’s only so far one can go intellectually in a small, sheltered town.” Tash could see the flash of her teeth as she smiled. “I guess my grandmother was right. I have my mother’s wandering spirit.” 
 
    “Your mother’s what?” 
 
    “Her wandering spirit.” 
 
    “I thought you never knew your mother,” said Tash.  
 
    “I don’t remember her, but she didn’t die until I was three.” 
 
    Tash sighed. “I’m sorry, Sanari.” 
 
    Sanari shrugged again. “How do you miss what you’ve never known?” she said, but she didn’t sound very convincing. “According to my grandmother, she was always difficult to know. As soon as she was old enough, she took off -- disappeared. My grandmother had no idea where she went, but she always came back.” 
 
    Tash lowered his head and listened. This was more than Sanari had ever shared with him before.  
 
    “She always ran away again too,” stated Sanari. “Then one day she came back pregnant with me. She wouldn’t tell my grandmother who the father was, but she stayed around until I was born. After that the visits got further and further apart. One day my grandmother got a letter telling her my mother had died. She’d just gotten sick and never got well again. My grandmother didn’t have enough money to bring her home for burial, so she’s buried out here somewhere. I was barely three.” 
 
    Tash gave in to his impulse and put his arm around her, drawing her close. She laid her head on his shoulder. Resting his cheek on the top of her head, Tash looked out over the camp, thinking that she felt right in his arms.  
 
    “It must have been hard on your grandmother.” 
 
    “It was. Whenever I would talk about leaving Nogatav and seeing the world, I could see the fear in her eyes. But she always forced a bright smile and told me it was only my mother’s wandering spirit speaking in my ear. I guess it’s stupid, but whenever she said it, I always felt like I knew something about my mother, felt some connection. But how could I? I have no memory of her at all.” 
 
    Tash drew a deep breath and closed his eyes. “I don’t know, Sanari,” he said. “I lived with my parents until I was ten years old and I’m just beginning to know how little of them I actually knew. Why couldn’t you have felt a connection to your mother, something that maybe she didn’t even understand? Who can say?” 
 
    “Are you still worrying about the locket?” 
 
    “That and going to DiNolfol. I want to know more about them, but I guess I’m more like Tav than I’m willing to admit. Some part of me thinks things are better left alone.” He laughed. “Funny, isn’t it? Your mother wanted adventure, so did you. My father always said he thought he wanted it at first too. And me, well, I thought anything would be better than dying of boredom in Nogatav. Boy, I had no idea what I was thinking.” 
 
    Sanari’s breath was warm against his throat. “Does that mean you don’t want adventure anymore?” 
 
    “I don’t know, it’s just harder than I imagined, more frightening.” He pulled away a little and looked down into her face. “The truth is I have no idea what I really want.” 
 
    She smiled at him. “Not many people do, Tash.” 
 
    He narrowed his eyes on her. “Well, I intend to find out. I’m not going to spend my life chasing after dreams. I’m gonna find what makes me happy and stick with it, I promise you.” 
 
    She laughed. “And when you find it, be sure to tell me, all right?” 
 
    He lifted his hand and cupped her chin. “I promise,” he said softly before lowering his head and kissing her.  
 
    For that moment, kissing Sanari was enough. He couldn’t think of a single thing that could be better, then reluctantly he pulled away. “You’d better go in now.” 
 
    He rose to his feet.  
 
    She sighed and took his hand, letting him pull her up. For a moment, he held her close, enjoying the simple pleasure of her presence, then he set her away from him.  
 
    “Good night, Tash,” she said, turning her back and strolling toward the camp.  
 
    “Good night, Sanari,” he answered, watching her until she disappeared from view. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 18 
 
      
 
    The city of DiNolfol comprised both the seat of the protectorate and its only settlement. It sat in the heart of the Karhartadon forest and the tops of the trees were visible even as one made his way to the main square in the center of town.  
 
    During the sacking of DiNolfol, most of the houses and businesses had been burnt to the ground. However, one residential neighborhood had stood nearly intact. Kiameron’s biological father, Tafoya, had made a stand there and used his psychic power to hold the invaders away long enough for the residents to flee.  
 
    Upon culmination of the war, Maleki returned to DiNolfol and rebuilt it. He also took over as king in Kiameron’s stead where he’d ruled ever since. He was married now and had a son and daughter of his own, and his people seemed content enough. Furthermore, the protectorate was rumored to operate very well economically. A great many of the trade goods that sold on Trendaria’s streets came from DiNolfol.  
 
    Kazarien knew DiNolfol’s history well, but he didn’t know the man responsible for rebuilding her, except on sight. Maleki had attended various royal functions throughout the years, he’d even come to Trendaria once when Kazarien’s father was still king, but he didn’t intermingle very well. Koviand, Kazarien’s father, had thought it was his low birth that kept him apart. He was the son of a shopkeeper after all, but Kazarien had never been sure. Even as a very young boy, Kazarien had noticed something in the older man’s eyes.  
 
    It was a look only those who had been prisoners of Gava shared. Kazarien had seen a number of such people while training for the crown at his father’s elbow, and they all watched the world around them like wild animalswild animals that were used to being hunted.  
 
    Kazarien was not a little worried about how Maleki would take news that his past enemy was recruiting followers again. He hoped the King would be alarmed enough to sign the treaty, and yet he knew his history in this as well. DiNolfol had not signed during the first war. Ferenc had chosen death over losing any measure of his sovereignty. Would that precedence hold true for Maleki as well? 
 
    Kazarien rode Larod today at the front of the line with Tash beside him. He wanted to appear every bit the regal lord parading down DiNolfol’s cobble-lined streets. Behind him his standard blew in the wind, proclaiming his kingdom for all to see.  
 
    The people of DiNolfol were no less impressed than the people of Zenoradel had been. They left their shops and wandered into the streets to watch the royal procession. Kazarien didn’t turn to glance behind him, but he could tell the lion was drawing his special brand of attention as well.  
 
    DiNolfol was an attractive town. Its streets were shaded and tree-lined, and the buildings all had a provincial air about them – rounded roofs and shuttered windows painted in earth tones or the deep green of the Karhartadon’s trees.  
 
    Unlike Zenoradel, there was no livestock meandering down the avenues, which gave the scene a clean, tidy air, and the people were well dressed and respectable looking. Kazarien was impressed with what he saw.  
 
    They came to the center square and had to part in two columns to ride around the massive fountain that dominated it. The base of the fountain was an enormous bowl and rising from the middle of it was a mountain. Miniature Karhartadon trees dotted the mountainside and tiny deer could be seen drinking from a running brook. The water cascaded down the mountain through the streams and splashed into the bowl with a musical sound. Kazarien drew a deep breath and exhaled slowly. One could come to enjoy living in such an unassuming, quiet place away from the rest of the world. It made him wonder why Kiameron had not returned after the war.  
 
    He cast a glance at Tash from the corner of his eyes. Kiameron’s son was staring around him with a look that was halfway between anxious and intrigued. Not for the first time did Kazarien wonder what went on behind those grey eyes.  
 
    Beyond the fountain, the road grew broader and the cobblestones smoother. Larod picked up his pace and tossed his head in approval. Kazarien patted the horse’s neck and smiled in agreement. A sign pointed the way toward the castle.  
 
    In Zenoradel and Trendaria both, the castle sat in the center of the capital, but such was not the case in DiNolfol. In fact, it wasn’t even visible to the townspeople unless they wandered down the long drive that fronted it.  
 
    An iron fence and gate had been placed across the road, but the gate was open and the road unguarded. Tash shot a look at Kazarien before continuing through. The road bent toward the left, turning out of sight, and Tash motioned for Kazarien to hang back, but almost immediately it straightened again, offering the travelers their first look at the castle. Hidden among the Karhartadon’s trees, Castle Ferenc looked more like a large manor house than a castle.  
 
    It rose two stories above them out of the very forest that surrounded the protectorate. The front drive was really only a widening of the road, but here there were soldiers stationed around the periphery and along the upper balcony of the house.  
 
    One of the soldiers moved forward and bowed to the Trendarian King. His uniform was a forest-green with a long jacket that brushed the backs of his calves as he bent to greet Kazarien.  
 
    “Welcome to DiNolfol, Your Majesty,” he said officially. “We were expecting you a number of days ago.” 
 
    Kazarien inclined his head. “We were delayed longer than we expected in Zenoradel, but we thank you for the warm welcome.” He swung out of the saddle and dropped to the ground. Tash dismounted beside him.  
 
    Glancing over his shoulder, he motioned to Tav and Sanari. They also climbed from the weapon’s wagon, and with Zarand, approached the soldier. The man’s eyes widened upon seeing the lion and his gaze shot to Kazarien’s face.  
 
    “Do we have leave to go on to the house?” the King asked, ignoring the obvious question in the soldier’s eyes.  
 
    “Y-yes,” stammered the man, then he swallowed hard. “What is that animal, Your Majesty?” 
 
    Zarand had taken a seat in the road, blinking lazily in the shade cast by the Karhartadon’s trees. He looked like a massive house cat just awakened from its nap.  
 
    “It is called a lion and it is a member of my retinue.” 
 
    The man gave Kazarien an alarmed look, but Kazarien played the role of unobservant royalty and passed the reins of his horse to Chayse, who had come up beside him. “Come, let’s greet Lord Maleki,” he said to Tav and Sanari.  
 
    Tash hung back to give orders to Ronal, but the others strolled calmly across the opening courtyard toward the front doors of the castle. The lion walked between Tav and the King, his heavy paws slapping on the cobblestones, effectively illustrating his immense size and weight.  
 
    Kazarien was hoping to startle the people of DiNolfol with his more worldly ways, but most of all he hoped to impress Maleki, although he wasn’t sure this was the way to go about doing it. It was the way his father would have approached the situation – Intimidation and respect, Kazarien, that is the mark of a king – but Kazarien was not his father and he found that when he adopted his father’s way of doing something, he usually failed miserably. Still, he just didn’t know how to proceed in this arena, so his father’s way was as good as any to start, he guessed.  
 
    The front doors of the castle opened then and a young man of about twenty-five stepped out. Kazarien kept his gaze focused on him as he climbed the white marble stairs to the entrance, his hand gliding along the banister beside him. He recognized Rosan, Maleki’s son, from one of the gatherings in Zenoradel, but they’d never exchanged two words with each other before.  
 
    “Prince Rosan?” he asked deliberately.  
 
    The young man lifted a haughty brow and narrowed his eyes. No shopkeeper’s son this, thought Kazarien. “Lord Kazarien, welcome to Castle Ferenc, but what have you got with you?” 
 
    Kazarien topped the last stair and stood before the other man. He was a half-head taller than Rosan, but the younger man had broad, muscular shoulders beneath his shirt. The King nodded at Tav and Sanari. “These are my envoys.” Tash was just climbing the stairs as Kazarien motioned to him. “And this is my second.” 
 
    He turned back to Rosan and found him staring at Tash. The young man blinked, then glanced up at Kazarien. “And the beast?” 
 
    “A lion, my lord, a very rare animal that has chosen to companion us on our journey.” 
 
    Rosan’s eyes narrowed again. They were a light brown. “Is it dangerous?” 
 
    Now Kazarien permitted himself a ghost of a smile. “Only to our enemies,” he said.  
 
    Rosan opened his mouth to answer, but Maleki appeared in the doorway. He had aged since the last time Kazarien saw him, his hair almost completely grey, but his eyes still had the same hollow, wary look to them that the King remembered as a boy.  
 
    For a moment, those eyes were clouded with confusion, then his gaze fixed first on the King, moving to Tash. Kazarien became aware of the soldiers, those from DiNolfol and those from Trendaria who watched the strange scene. He took a step forward, ducking his head.  
 
    “Lord Maleki, it is a pleasure to be in your lovely city.” 
 
    His words snapped Maleki out of his catatonic state. He glanced at his son, who nodded for him to answer, then turned his attention on the King. “Lord Kazarien,” he said, bowing also. “The pleasure is ours. We are very grateful you could extend your long journey so far south. We got word that you would arrive two days ago. I hope you weren’t delayed by any hardship.” 
 
    Kazarien offered his usual smile to the King of DiNolfol. His father’s words of wisdom slipped from his mind. Intimidation wasn’t Kazarien’s style, nor did he think it would have much effect on a man like Maleki, but honesty and patience just might – both of which were more suited to Kazarien’s idea of leadership anyway.  
 
    “We’ve had a number of hardships, Your Majesty, but there will be time later to tell you about them.” He glanced behind him at Tav and Sanari. “May I present my envoys to you – Taverand and Sanari of Nogatav.” 
 
    Sanari gave a very regal curtsy and Rosan’s eyes widened in interest as he took her hand and brought it to his lips. Tav and the Trendarian King exchanged a smile. Maleki’s unfortunate son didn’t stand a chance, but it would be amusing to see Tash bluster in annoyance over his interest. When he moved back, Maleki also took Sanari’s hand.  
 
    “Welcome to DiNolfol, both of you,” he said, releasing her.  
 
    Kazarien motioned Tash up beside him. Maleki’s eyes were drawn to Tash’s face and a pained expression marred his features. Kazarien could only guess what emotions he must be feeling as he looked on the son of the man who had been his closest friend. 
 
    “This is Tasamer, also of Nogatav, Your Majesty,” he said, laying a hand on Tash’s shoulder. “He is my second-in-command.” 
 
    Maleki took a step forward, his eyes still fixed on Tash’s face, and held out his hand. When Tash accepted it, he folded his other hand over the top. “You look like an old friend of mine.” 
 
    Tash gave the King a return smile. “I’m Kiameron’s son, Lord Maleki,” he said. “Well, one of his sons. Tav is the other.” 
 
    Maleki drew a deep breath and exhaled, then he nodded. “You look like your father, but people must tell you that all of the time.” 
 
    “They do,” answered Tash, “but I never tire of hearing it. I loved and respected him very much.” 
 
    “So did I,” replied Maleki, releasing Tash’s hand. “Welcome home,” he said, including Tav with a look.  
 
    “Thank you,” Tav muttered, bowing his head.  
 
    Maleki turned then to Kazarien. “You must be tired after your journey, and I’ll bet you’d like to clean up a little. Lunch is in about an hour, so that should give you plenty of time.” 
 
    “Thank you,” answered Kazarien. “Before we go in, however, we should probably explain about the lion, Your Majesty. I don’t want there to be any misunderstandings.” 
 
    Maleki seemed to notice Zarand for the first time. He took a surprised step back and his gaze swung to Kazarien’s face. “Eldon’s star,” he muttered. “It could have bitten me and I would never have noticed. I suppose we do need to discuss it, Lord Kazarien, but I’m not sure what it is.” 
 
    Kazarien laughed, followed by his companions. No, intimidation was not the way to handle Maleki, but Kazarien was just as glad. He was already beginning to like the unconventional King of DiNolfol and the day wasn’t half over yet.  
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    Tash stood before the large painting that hung in the entrance hall of Castle Ferenc. It was the only painting in the hall, hanging beneath the stairs that led to the upper story. Below it was a glass table and on either side two small orange trees in pots.  
 
    He was alone at present, having entered the castle later than the others. After their greeting on the porch, Tash had returned to his men and made sure they were settled in their new barracks. When he’d gone back to the castle, everyone had disappeared, but he was just as glad. He needed a moment to make this adjustment.  
 
    “That’s your father as a young man,” came a voice and Tash’s eyes lifted to the stairs. Maleki was leaning on the banister, gazing down on him, a sad smile on his lips.  
 
    Tash looked back at the painting. The artist had painted his father’s eyes nearly the same color as Tash’s own. People had always told him he resembled his father, but looking at him as a young man, before the war in Gava, Tash noticed the similarities for the first time.  
 
    “I was surprised to see it when I first came through the door,” he answered, motioning behind him.  
 
    Maleki strolled down the stairs, coming to a halt at Tash’s side. “It was painted for the time when he would take the throne. It was supposed to hang in the audience chamber beside Ferenc’s portrait, but I liked it better out here.” He looked up at Tash and a spark of life lit in his eye. “My portrait hangs beside your grandfather’s. He would have hated that, but I believe your father would have found it amusing.” 
 
    Tash chuckled. “I think he would have, too.” 
 
    Maleki studied Tash’s profile. “You look so much like him. It must be strange to be here.” 
 
    Tash turned and met Maleki’s gaze. “It is. I can’t explain it to you. Both of my parents came from this town, but from opposite sides of it. How they ever came together is beyond me.” 
 
    Maleki looked away.  
 
    “Tash?” came Tav’s voice from the stairs. Tash glanced up, and so did Maleki. “Am I interrupting?” 
 
    Tash shook his head and Maleki smiled. “No, not at all,” answered the King of DiNolfol. He motioned toward the stairs. “Come, Kiameron’s sons, there’s something I would like to show both of you.” 
 
    They walked side by side until they came abreast of Tav, then the three of them continued the remainder of the way to the top landing. The landing itself opened onto a circular room, tiled in the same marble as below stairs. Windows along two of the curved walls allowed sunlight to fill the room with brightness, and beneath each window was a bench. Double doors split the curved walls, opening on to a room that Tash couldn’t see from where he stood. Branching off from either side of the landing was a carpeted corridor.  
 
    Maleki motioned to the left. “That is where your rooms are. Tav can show you after we’re finished. I’ve already had your bags moved up while you were with your men.” He pointed to the right corridor. “What I want to show you is this way.” 
 
    Tav and Tash exchanged a look, but they followed in Maleki’s wake. He led them into the corridor and moved along, past many shut doors until he came to one nearly at the end of the hallway. The hallway disappeared around the corner rather than coming to an end and Tash found himself wondering how much further it actually went.  
 
    Maleki pulled a key from his trouser pocket and fitted it into the lock on the doorknob. It snapped open and Maleki turned the knob, thrusting the door inward. A bedroom was revealed beyond the corridor.  
 
    Tash’s gaze shifted to the King’s face. “This is your father’s room. In fact, this entire wing housed the personal rooms of the first royal family. I had them preserved just as they’d been left for the sake of history. I’m honored to be able to show them to you.” 
 
    For a moment Tash couldn’t move. He clutched the doorframe and stared inside, but his legs wouldn’t respond to his summons. Maleki crossed the threshold, leaving room for Tav to come up beside him.  
 
    ‘What’s the matter?’ Tav asked telepathically.  
 
    Tash shook his head. ‘It’s just strange,’ he answered.  
 
    Tav placed a hand on his brother’s shoulder. ‘But it won’t get any less strange by standing in the hall.’ 
 
    Tash drew a deep breath and exhaled slowly. ‘You’re right,’ he answered, then took a step into the room.  
 
    And it did feel strange to be standing in the spot his father had stood when he was Tash’s age. Maleki had preserved it down to the toiletries that still lay on the dressing stand. Tash crossed to the stand and reached out to touch his father’s things with the tips of his fingers. A mirror was attached to the top of the stand and Tash glanced into it. Maleki was watching him at his back, an understanding smile on his face. Tash drew another breath and exhaled.  
 
    A table sat beneath a window that looked out over the orchards. The tops of the Karhartadon trees could also been seen from this vantage point. Tash wandered over to the table, running his hands across the back of the chair. His father had told him he and his Daman servant, Niron, ate breakfast at this table every morning. Tash could almost imagine him there, sharing a cup of tea and a few stolen moments with one of his closest friends.  
 
    He glanced over his shoulder at his brother. Tav had strolled to the wardrobe, opening the door and peering inside. He reached up and pulled down a stack of papers bound with a piece of string. Tash could only watch him in awe. These were papers his father had kept, things his father might have written – his thoughtsdreamsdesires.  
 
    Tav carefully untied the string and opened the first document. His eyes moved back and forth across its surface.  
 
    “What does it say, Tav?” 
 
    “It’s a hand-drawn map showing the distance between DiNolfol and Temeron,” answered his twin.  
 
    Maleki nodded. “He wanted to go to Temeron when he was young. Tafoya kept telling him he’d need to train there if he was ever going to have any control over his power.” 
 
    “My father used to tell us that you went with him to Tafoya’s house when you were boys. Did you know Tafoya well, Your Majesty?” asked Tash.  
 
    Maleki shrugged. “I’m not sure anyone, including your father, ever knew Tafoya well, but he was always kind to us. I thought him a little strange, I can say, mysterious, but kind.” 
 
    Tav was shuffling through some more paper. “It’s a mix of different things. School assignments, journal entries, lessons Tafoya must have taught him.” He narrowed his eyes on another piece of paper. “This one is a quote from the Norrad.” 
 
    “What is it?” asked Tash.  
 
    “It says the pebble triggers the avalanche and the many give way to the one. Then he’s written a number of things he thinks it might mean.” 
 
    “None of which were correct, I’m sure,” answered Maleki.  
 
    “Do you know what it means, Your Majesty?” asked Tav, glancing up.  
 
    “It had to do with the War and the way it needed to be fought from the inside out. Rebellion.” 
 
    “What about the last part? The many give way to the one?” 
 
    Maleki shook his head. “I’ve never been certain about that part,” he answered.  
 
    Tav folded the paper again and placed it on the stack, then he sank down on the end of the bed and tied the string around it once more. Tash watched him with something akin to guilt. His hand strayed to his pocket and he closed his fingers over the locket. He wanted to ask Maleki about it, but he hated to do so when Tav was in the room. Tav rose again and replaced the papers, his fingers lingering on the stack for a moment. Then he turned and his gaze came to rest on Tash.  
 
    ‘You okay?’ he asked psychically.  
 
    Tash nodded, swallowing hard.  
 
    His brother turned then to Maleki. “Thank you for letting us see his room, Your Majesty.” 
 
    Maleki offered him a smile. “It was my pleasure. Feel free to explore the rest of the corridor. Your aunt’s room is just one door down. By the way, how are your aunt and uncle? I haven’t had word from them in years. I think the last was shortly after your parents’ deaths.” 
 
    Tav’s gaze cut to Tash. Tash cleared his throat. “We really don’t know. We had to leave Nogatav rather suddenly and weren’t able to tell them goodbye.” 
 
    Maleki was frowning. “We can send them a post, if you’d like.” 
 
    “I’ve done that with Lord Kazarien’s post, but unfortunately, we have to be careful. Both Tav and I are wanted as fugitives in Nogatav and we don’t want to cause our aunt and uncle any more trouble.” 
 
    “Fugitives?” questioned the King.  
 
    Tash grimaced. “It’s a long story, but that’s how we both came into service with Lord Kazarien.” 
 
    Maleki chuckled. “You’ll have to tell me some time. It seems all of you have had a lot of adventures.” 
 
    Both Tash and Tav nodded affably.  
 
    A servant appeared in the doorway. “Lord Maleki, the midday meal is prepared and waiting to be served.” 
 
    Maleki nodded at the young woman and motioned toward the door. “After you, gentlemen.” 
 
    Tav immediately headed toward the corridor, but Tash hung back, taking another look around the room. The locket felt like a lead weight in his pocket, but he knew he’d have to ask Maleki about it eventually. It was either that or let it remain an obsession in his mind.  
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    The first night in DiNolfol, the party from Trendaria was treated to a family oriented meal in the dining room, the same way they’d been served lunch. Castle Ferenc’s dining room wasn’t as auspicious as the dining hall in either Castle Tramorda or Castle Valenz, but what it lacked in grand regality, it made up for in homey comfort.  
 
    Tav took his seat gratefully. He’d had to dress for dinner, but it wasn’t anything more elaborate than his aunt had sometimes demanded on special occasions. And he wasn’t nearly as worried about using the right utensils. He sat with his brother on one side and the prince on the other. Maleki and his wife, Cohara, sat at either end of the table. Kazarien sat to the King’s left with Sanari beside him and Tash sat to the King’s right. Maleki’s daughter, Varna, took the place beside her mother on the other side of Sanari. When they’d all taken their places, there was room at the table for maybe two or three more, nothing greater.  
 
    Rather than the host of servants that waited on the royal family in Zenoradel, here there was only one. The young woman smiled pleasantly at them all as she poured wine into their glasses, then offered a basket of rolls to Maleki. The King took one and passed the basket on to Kazarien and from there the pattern was established. Each dish passed first to the King who in turn handed it around.  
 
    After the bread came a platter of rare meat. Tav took a slice. Then came a bowl of mashed potatoes and one of peas. Tav took a larger helping of these two. Finally, the servant handed a small tureen to Maleki. Tav found it filled with a brown gravy that steamed as he poured it over the potatoes.  
 
    Waiting until their host began eating, he picked up his fork and dug into the appetizing fare. Not only was it perfectly seasoned and prepared, there didn’t appear to be more than one course, something Tav was very pleased to note. He found the usual royal dinners to be a bit exhausting, if not painful – course after course with little break to digest and far too much wine.  
 
    While they ate, they talked. Kazarien told them about their encounters with the followers of Harad. He told them about the information Horatem had helped them discover. He also discussed the military preparedness of DiNolfol and gave his perception of Zenoradel, but he avoided any mention of the treaty.  
 
    Tav supported Kazarien when necessary, but mainly he kept quiet, enjoying his meal and observing those around him. The servant was obviously attracted to Tash. She kept smiling at him and filling his glass with wine whenever he took a sip. Then when he requested a condiment or another helping, she hurried to get it for him.  
 
    Tash likely wouldn’t have noticed her interest, except Sanari was glaring daggers at the girl. This only spurred Tash on more. His flirtation so annoyed Sanari that she turned to Rosan and began flattering him. Tav shook his head in amusement.  
 
    Sanari was one of the most brilliantly minded people he’d ever met, but she was pretending to be simple in order to get at Tash. Rosan ate up the attention, however, regaling her with his superior knowledge and intelligence.  
 
    Shifting his attention away from his brother and Sanari, he began watching the princess. She was younger than her brother by a good many years, rather shy and plain looking. She had thin brown hair and pale brown eyes that watched Kazarien with a mixture of wariness and curiosity. Tav wondered if she feared being paired someday in marriage to the Trendarian King.  
 
    Maleki’s wife was boisterous and cheerful. She laughed a lot and talked rapidly, asking Kazarien questions, then stumbling over him with another one before he could answer. She was a complete opposite of Maleki. While the King was halting and easily confused, Cohara was pure animation and life. Even so, Maleki looked on his wife with obvious affection. 
 
    After they’d eaten everything they wanted, the servant cleared the table and brought out dessert. Tav wasn’t sure he could eat anything else, but when his eyes fell on the beautiful chocolate torte, he knew he was sunk. It tasted every bit as good as it looked, rich, creamy, and smooth.  
 
    Maleki suggested they retire to the parlor and asked Tav to fetch Zarand so he might have another look at the cat. Tav pushed himself to his feet and hurried to do as the King bid. When he returned, his dining companions were sitting in comfortable armchairs and sipping an after–dinner glass of sherry.  
 
    Tav motioned Zarand to a clear spot before the fire and accepted the glass Maleki placed in his hand. He then strolled to the chair closest to Zarand and sat. The lion rolled to a seated position and rested his heavy head on Tav’s thigh. Tav sank his fingers in the animal’s mane and scratched the spot behind Zarand’s ear that Tav knew the cat loved.  
 
    As he’d observed on a number of occasions, everyone tensed when Zarand moved, but as he settled again almost immediately, they relaxed. In fact, Maleki smiled when Zarand began to purr, his eyes shut tight, his tail making a lazy sweeping motion across the carpeting.  
 
    “Amazing,” the King murmured.  
 
    Tav smiled at the comment and continued to stroke the lion. 
 
    Maleki leaned back in his chair and sipped at his sherry. Then he turned his gaze to Kazarien. “Why do you think Harad’s followers are targeting you, Your Majesty?” 
 
    Kazarien exchanged a brief glance with Tash. “Tash and I believe it might have something to do with the treaty. If the protectorates band together, it’ll make things more difficult for men like Harad’s followers who live on the fringe. And then again, I’ve begun to wonder if the emerald isn’t as much a part of it as anything.” 
 
    “‘The emerald?” asked Maleki, leaning forward again. “The Karhartadon emerald?” 
 
    Kazarien nodded. “Tash has it. His father gave it to him.” 
 
    “Really?” said the King. “I wasn’t sure where it ended up. Well, you can bet that if Harad’s followers know about it, they’ll be trying to get it. Guard it well, Kiameron’s son.” 
 
    “I will, Your Majesty,” he answered.  
 
    Rosan was scowling, but then Tav had seen him do little else. He glared first at Zarand, then shifted his glare to Kazarien. “Why would they care about a treaty between a couple of isolated protectorates?” 
 
    Kazarien lowered his glass of sherry. “Right now it is only a treaty between a couple of isolated protectorates, but I hope that will change soon.” He shot a look at Maleki. “Very soon.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” demanded the prince.  
 
    His mother and sister were glancing anxiously around. Varna had looked anxious since the entire meal began, but Cohara seemed more worried that her pleasant evening was about to be ruined.  
 
    Tav could see the tightening of Kazarien’s fingers around the stem of his glass. He knew this wasn’t the way the Trendarian King had intended to broach this topic, but Rosan didn’t seem like a man who backed down easily.  
 
    “I meant only that I hope more protectorates agree to join. DiNolfol in particular.” 
 
    Tav’s hand unconsciously tightened in Zarand’s mane. The cat opened his golden eyes, his purr rumbling to a halt. He glanced up at Tav and the young man knew the lion felt his anxiety. He deliberately loosened his hold, smoothing Zarand’s fur again.  
 
    “That’s not what rumors say,” challenged Rosan.  
 
    Maleki’s face held an expression of dread. Cohara was becoming agitated and Varna seemed like she might shrink in on herself.  
 
    “Maleki?” pleaded Cohara.  
 
    He glanced at his wife, then back to his son. “Why don’t we leave this for tomorrow?” 
 
    Rosan shook his head. “Why waste any more time? Let Kazarien explain his plan to us and then we can decide what we want to do.” 
 
    “Rumors can be dangerous things to follow, my lord,” Kazarien said calmly, his glass of sherry forgotten in his hand. “They have a way of spinning out of control.” 
 
    “That’s why I’m asking you to confirm it,” responded Rosan.  
 
    “Rosan” began Maleki in warning.  
 
    Kazarien gave the King a strained smile. “I don’t mind answering, Your Majesty, if you don’t mind the change in plans for this evening.” 
 
    “Really, I think we should let this go for now,” replied Cohara.  
 
    Rosan shot a look at his mother, then returned his attention to Kazarien. “Is it true you want to unify all of Loden under one single treaty?” 
 
    Kazarien nodded. “It’s true.” 
 
    “And if you should get full compliance, what then, a central government?” stated Rosan with a sneer.  
 
    “As a matter of fact, that will probably become necessary if the entire region is unified.”  
 
    Rosan barked out bitter laughter. “And just what form of government will they have and who will run it?” 
 
    “We’ll leave things as they are in Loden. We’ve always provided for each other and protected each other. None of that needs to change. We’ll just be formally united and all committed to the leader of the governing body.” 
 
    “Which will be who?” 
 
    Kazarien shrugged. “Whoever the other kings feel is most qualified.” 
 
    “You?” 
 
    Kazarien narrowed his eyes and drew a deep breath. “Lord Rosan,” he said in his lowest, most level voice. “I will do whatever is necessary to protect my people. If unifying the entire region is the only way, I will do it, but becoming leader of Loden is not my goal. I am happy enough in Trendaria and would like to stay there.” 
 
    “So what benefits do we get out of banning together?” demanded the prince.  
 
    Tav studied the young man. He was rash and out-spoken, but there was a keen intelligence underlying his antagonism. He really wanted to fully understand Kazarien’s dream.  
 
    “We’d get a larger army to defend us. Each protectorate could pledge some of their own to the central governing body. We’d also be able to support a larger army, having the cost being distributed between seven instead of one,” said the Trendarian King calmly.  
 
    “Economics in general would improve,” added Tav. “If a central party was collecting taxes from seven protectorates, special projects, such as the rebuilding of Zenoradel’s wall, could be accomplished much faster and without beggaring the protectorate responsible for its repair. The following year, a special project might be targeted for DiNolfol.” 
 
    “As if DiNolfol would ever see a dime of it,” sneered Rosan.  
 
    Maleki shifted uncomfortably in his chair. “My son does have a point, Lord Kazarien.” 
 
    Kazarien’s attention shifted to the other king. “How so, Your Majesty?” 
 
    “We are the smallest protectorate and farthest south. Beyond that, the Kingdom is being run by a commoner.” 
 
    Rosan glared at his father as if speaking such things made them truer. Cohara gave her husband a quiet, sweet smile of understanding. Varna looked like she wanted to disappear.  
 
    Kazarien also gave Maleki his warmest smile. “Lord Maleki, I have seen your city. You have done wonders in the last quarter century. Obviously royal blood is not necessary for working for the good of one’s people. And the people themselves are known to be content with your rule.” He drew a deep breath and exhaled. “Although I am quite fond of Lord Ralda and think he was an excellent king in his time, his kingdom is now suffering for want of a strong leader. Again, his royal blood has not made this matter any less real. I firmly believe the strength of this treaty and any governing body that might come out of it would only be equal to the strength of its leaders, be they royal or otherwise.” 
 
    Tav listened to Kazarien, then glanced at Maleki. Zarand had settled by his feet again, his eyes shut tight. “There could also be stop-gaps in place to make sure no one kingdom gets more than its fair share.” 
 
    “Why couldn’t all of the Kings gather together to make decisions of this sort? Each one getting an equal vote no matter what size the protectorate,” suggested Tash.  
 
    “Without a central leader?” asked Sanari.  
 
    Tash frowned.  
 
    “There would still have to be a central leader,” answered Tav. “Someone to oversee everything, guide the others, and be a liaison between the various protectorates.” 
 
    “Then with one vote for each, you could often have a tie,” continued Sanari.  
 
    “Why?” asked Maleki. “There are six protectorates, and the chair, for want of a better word, is one more, making a total of seven votes. The chair would break the tie.” 
 
    Rosan gave a derisive snort. “They said seven protectorates, Father. You see, this is the problem I have with Kazarien’s plan. It’s trying to simplify a complicated system of government.” 
 
    “Seven?” asked Maleki.  
 
    Kazarien and Tav exchanged a glance. “With Temeron, Your Majesty,” answered the Trendarian King.  
 
    “And now we’re back to my initial concern. Six of your protectorates believe in ruling by a sovereign. Temeron believes in ruling by the stars,” said Rosan sarcastically.  
 
    Maleki shot a sharp look at his son. “They have a leader, Rosan.” 
 
    “Who is elected by the people,” finished the prince.  
 
    “I have no problem with that arrangement,” answered Maleki. “It is the way common born people might have a say in those that rule them, and whether you like it or not, it is the common man we are both sprung from.” 
 
    Rosan snorted once more and looked away.  
 
    Maleki shifted his attention back to Kazarien. “How would you solve that problem though, Your Majesty?” 
 
    “There are a great many problems, Lord Maleki, and I would never presume to have all of the answers, but by working together, allying ourselves with each other, I think we can solve them.” 
 
    One black brow rose over Tav’s eye. “I don’t think that’s a problem, Your Majesty. For now you go with the majority. Allow it to be a monarchy of sorts, at least in name. This first time, the seven leaders of their various protectorates can appoint someone to fulfill the post, then decide how future chairs or whatever are going to be appointed. I don’t think it should be any of you, someone else entirely, so that each of you is still primarily concerned with your own ancestral kingdom.” He paused and narrowed his eyes again in concentration. “Also, I don’t think you should decide every issue together, that would not give the chair any authority. I think only major issues should be decided together, say in a once-a-year gathering held in a central location. There I believe budgetary demands should be discussed, decided, and distributed. Finally, I think the chair should be given two votes. That way he or she could still break a tie, but his or her vote wouldn’t be so large that a smaller protectorate could be discriminated against.” 
 
    Tav came to a halt. Silence had fallen in the room and everyone was staring at him, including his brother. He realized he’d just rambled off something that would likely take years for the Kings to hammer out, provided Kazarien could convince them in the first place. He would have been embarrassed by his presumptiveness, but he was still trying to puzzle out a few of the minor details in his head.  
 
    ‘Damn fool,’ came Tash’s thought, but there was no vengeance in the communication.  
 
    “Well,” said Kazarien finally, shooting a smile at Maleki. “I guess you can see why I made Tav my Envoy of Diplomatic Relations.” 
 
    Maleki blinked and glanced at Kazarien. “Actually, I’m wondering what it would take to steal him away from you.” 
 
    Kazarien gave a good-natured laugh. “You’d have to go through both me and Zarand.” 
 
    His quip broke the tension in the room and everyone, including Varna, started to laugh. Finally the Queen pushed herself to her feet and declared that she was exhausted. They all bid each other good night and wandered off in various directions toward their rooms.  
 
    As Tav climbed the stairs with Zarand beside him, Sanari hurried to his side and slipped her arm through his. “You were brilliant as usual,” she whispered playfully.  
 
    Tav smiled and patted her hand. “Thank you,” he said, then sighed. “It felt good for a change. I haven’t really done much on this journey. You and Tash keep showing your talents, while I just tag along behind you. It was good to be able to further Kazarien’s goals, I hope.” 
 
    “You did that and more. I think you showed Kazarien how his dream might actually be feasible. Do you think DiNolfol will sign?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” said Tav, pausing on the landing. Zarand gave an aggravated moan and sat down, leaning his heavy bulk against Tav’s side. “I really don’t know,” he repeated, “but I hope there’s a better chance now.” 
 
    Tash topped the stairs. The King of Trendaria was beside him. “If not, we can just keep traveling as Lord Kazarien’s menagerie,” he said, nodding at the lion.  
 
    Kazarien chuckled. “That ought to put fear in the hearts of Harad’s followers, since I’m not sure a second look at Zarand will. He certainly isn’t as vicious or fierce as we first thought, Tav. In fact, I’ve seen him do little else but sleep.” 
 
    “I know, Your Majesty,” said Tav wryly, sinking a hand in Zarand’s mane. “I think I’m beginning to see why there are so few of Zarand’s kind left.” 
 
    They laughed and continued walking toward their various rooms, but it was a long time before Tav could fall asleep. He hadn’t felt this useful since leaving Nogatav. Staring up at the ceiling, he sent his thoughts to his father wherever he might be. It was good to find one’s place. Very good. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 19 
 
      
 
    The following day Tav and Kazarien were summoned to Maleki’s study. It was late morning and since the previous night, neither Kazarien nor Tav had seen any signs of the royal family.  
 
    Maleki and Rosan were waiting for them, sitting behind a large desk. They rose as the King and Tav entered, crossing around the desk to shake hands. Rosan was still glaring, but he greeted his visitors politely enough.  
 
    “I trust you slept well,” said Maleki, offering them a smile.  
 
    Kazarien nodded. “Superbly.” 
 
    Tav returned Maleki’s smile. He hadn’t slept as well as he’d hoped, but it had been a good kind of restlessness.  
 
    Maleki glanced at his son, then rocked on his heels. “I thought we might discuss the treaty this morning.” 
 
    “Of course, Your Majesty,” answered Kazarien, trying not to appear too eager.  
 
    Maleki motioned to the desk and led the way back to his seat. On the other side of the desk were two more chairs, waiting for Tav and the King to occupy. They slipped into them and sat waiting for Maleki to speak. He shuffled some paper and sighed. Rosan didn’t meet his guests’ eyes, but stared at his father’s hands without expression.  
 
    Finally Maleki looked up. “Can I get either of you something to drink?” 
 
    “No thank you,” said Tav.  
 
    “I’m fine,” answered Kazarien.  
 
    Maleki nodded, but he still didn’t seem ready to open the discussion. Tav found his attention wandering to the room instead. It was comfortably decorated. The desk took up one corner and behind it was a bank of windows. The curtains were drawn back, allowing the sunlight to stream through and bathe Maleki and Rosan with its heat. Beyond the windows Tav could just make out the orchard and what looked like grave-markers beneath the trees. He frowned, thinking he’d have to ask Maleki about it at a later time.  
 
    In the center of the room was an informal gathering area. A couple of overstuffed couches and chairs were arranged around a table. On the wall opposite the couches was a fireplace of red brick, where a fire had been laid awaiting a spark. On the wall beside the door stood a tall table with a crystal decanter that held an amber-colored liquid and a number of crystal glasses. The sharing of an alcoholic drink seemed a prerequisite of any formal gathering among royalty, Tav thought.  
 
    The paintings in the study were all nature scenes – some of the forest, many of snow-capped mountains Tav didn’t recognize, and one very striking painting of a golden city nestled in a mountainous valley. The last painting made something clench tight in Tav’s chest. He wanted to get up and look at it more closely, but Maleki suddenly cleared his throat.  
 
    “Lord Kazarien, I’ve given this treaty a great deal of thought, even before you arrived in DiNolfol. I’ve discussed it with my advisors and my family, whom I consider to be my closest advisors, in truth.” He paused and laid his hands flat on his desk. “I have many concerns about allying myself with protectorates that are so much larger and wealthier than mine. I realize Ferenc before me had some of the same concerns, but mine are not motivated by a desire to keep my power. Rather I feel I owe my people the loyalty and commitment they’ve always expected from me.” 
 
    He glanced at his son, but Rosan wouldn’t lift his head. “You see, my people took a chance on me after the War with Gava, and they’ve supported me ever since. I do not take that trust lightly.” 
 
    Kazarien nodded. “Nor would I have you do so, Your Majesty. Since beginning this journey to ally the protectorates, I’ve learned how hard won it is first hand.” 
 
    “But there’s the crux of the matter, Lord Kazarien. You gained the throne through legitimate means. My claim to it came through adversity.” 
 
    “If it matters not to your people, Lord Maleki, why should it matter to you? Who’s to decide what makes royal blood in the first place? Perhaps it comes only from a desire to lead for the good of one’s people.” 
 
    Maleki sighed and dropped his hands into his lap. “I agree on principle; however, I must exercise caution on how I conduct myself and the Kingdom because of that issue. Which is why I would be forced to turn down this treaty like Ferenc before me“ 
 
    Tav saw Kazarien’s hands tighten on the arms of his chair.  
 
    “if it were offered by any other king besides you, Kazarien,” Maleki finished.  
 
    Kazarien exhaled and Rosan lifted his head, staring at the Trendarian King. “I’m flattered, Your Majesty,” said Kazarien.  
 
    Maleki shook his head. “Don’t be,” he said, rather firmly. Tav realized he could be quite commanding when the need arose. “I have watched you from afar, Kazarien, since you took the throne five years ago. And I have listened to every bit of information brought to me about you. You see, I have been something of a spy for my people. I know a great deal about the other kings as well. Not a one of them would have gotten this far with me, and frankly, I can tell you that your father wouldn’t have either.” 
 
    Kazarien’s mouth opened, but no sound came out. He looked at Tav in surprise, then shifted his gaze to Maleki again.  
 
    Maleki chuckled grimly. “Not everyone is your friend, Kazarien,” he said levelly. “You have your critics among your peers. Mostly they say you are rash, too young and head-strong for your own good, but the one thing they all agree upon is your integrity. You are known to be honest to a fault. It is such honesty that I most admire in you. I do not doubt you when you say your primary goal is the benefit and protection of your people. I see it in your eyes and feel it in every action you take. You and you alone are the only king that I would trust in any matter concerning my kingdom.” 
 
    Kazarien swallowed hard, but he didn’t speak. He watched the King of DiNolfol and waited for him to say the words he most wanted to hear. Tav was once more impressed with his composure.  
 
    Maleki’s eyes shifted to Tav. “It also doesn’t go amiss that you have the sons of my dearest friend in your confidences. You can’t know what it means to me to have a chance to see them, speak with them, know them for the men they are.” He gave Kazarien a wry smile. “Although some part of me suspects you had an idea.” 
 
    Kazarien returned the smile. “Perhaps,” he answered.  
 
    Maleki chuckled. “At any rate, I have decided to sign a treaty with you, Kazarien, and you have my blessing to pursue this regional alliance as well.” 
 
    Rosan’s jaw clenched and he glared at the desk again.  
 
    Kazarien caught his breath, his hands once more clenching the arms of his chair. “I’m glad, Your Majesty,” he said. “Would you like to work out the details now?” 
 
    “Yes,” said the King.  
 
    “Good,” answered Kazarien. “If you’d call your court scribe, we can draw it up now. I’ve brought the treaty with Zenoradel in hopes that this would be your decision. I think we can start there and amend it as needed. Then once it is signed, we can send a copy to Zenoradel as well.” 
 
    Maleki folded his hands on the desktop. “Actually, Lord Kazarien, I asked you to bring Tav specifically so that he can draw up the treaty.” 
 
    Tav gaped in astonishment. “Me, Your Majesty?” 
 
    Maleki smiled. “You and no one else. You impressed me last night, Taverand. You think on your feet better than anyone I know. In fact, I’ve seen only one other man think as quickly in all my life and he is no longer among the living.” 
 
    Tav didn’t know what to say. It pleased him to no end that one of his father’s closest friends honored him so much. “Thank you, Your Majesty,” he said softly.  
 
    “It’s a talent I’ve come to respect much in the years since Gava.” Maleki paused and his eyes became distant. “Thoughts don’t come as quickly as they once did for me.” 
 
    Tav was moved by the King’s honesty, but Rosan shot his father a murderous look. Intelligent or not, Tav didn’t particularly like Maleki’s son. “Let me get the King’s scribing tools. If you’ll tell me where yours are located, I can get them as well,” he offered to break the tense moment.  
 
    Maleki blinked and glanced around. “Mine are right here,” he replied, sliding out a drawer in the desk. “I’m surprised Kazarien didn’t carry his along with him.” 
 
    Kazarien smiled. “I didn’t want to presume too much, Your Majesty.” 
 
    “Ah, perhaps you’re learning how to curb those head-strong tendencies, eh?” 
 
    “At least, trying to,” responded Kazarien.  
 
    Tav rose to his feet and headed for the door.  
 
    Maleki called out to him. “Tav, perhaps you could bring Zarand down with you. I’d like to see him again.” 
 
    A smile bloomed on Tav’s face and he ducked his head in respect. “As you wish, Your Majesty,” he said and hurried from the room.  
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    Tash went in search of Maleki that afternoon. Taylin, the serving girl from the previous night, told him that the King often spent a few hours alone in his private solar. She even went so far as to lead Tash to the door.  
 
    Tash knocked softly and waited, his heart hammering in his chest. He didn’t know why he was so nervous about this interview, but he was.  
 
    “Yes,” came Maleki’s muted voice from beyond the door.  
 
    Tash opened it and poked his head inside. “It’s Tash, Your Majesty. I just wanted to talk with you.” 
 
    Maleki had been sitting in a chair, but he rose immediately to his feet. “Come in, Tash.” 
 
    Tash stepped through and shut the door behind him. The solar was a fairly large room made entirely of glass on three of its sides. The fourth wall was made of the stone that comprised the outer wall of the castle. The floor of the solar was a cream-colored marble with darker streaks of amber running through it. Around the periphery of the room and in every corner was a multitude of plants, large and small. In fact, the very atmosphere of the room was rather damp and steamy.  
 
    “I hope I’m not interrupting you,” he said, stopping before the King.  
 
    Maleki gave him a sheepish smile. “Not at all.” He motioned behind him where two chairs had been placed with a table between them. The chairs were made out of some sort of vines, but there were brightly colored cushions on the seats and backs. “Please sit down. Can I get you something to drink?” 
 
    Tash shook his head as he sat where the King indicated. Maleki also returned to his seat, closing his eyes briefly as the sunlight dappled his face. Finally he opened them again and fixed Tash with a stare.  
 
    “You’re probably wondering why I’m hiding up here,” replied the King.  
 
    Tash shrugged. “It isn’t any of my business.” 
 
    Maleki’s brown eyes tracked around the solar. “This is the only addition to the castle that I made myself.” He shifted and looked back at Tash. “There was no sunlight in Gava. Weeks on end without feeling it on your face. Well, I was determined to feel sunlight every day once I escaped. Therefore I had this built. Ridiculous, isn’t it?” 
 
    Tash shook his head. “My aunt was the same way. I could always find her sitting before an open window in the sun, soaking up both it and the fresh air.” 
 
    Maleki nodded in understanding. “The war scarred a lot of us, I’m afraid. I can’t explain half the things that affect me anymore, and you know your father and aunt never wanted to come home again.” 
 
    “Why is that, Your Majesty?” 
 
    Maleki gave Tash another warm smile. “When we’re alone, you may call me Maleki.” He leaned back in his chair and folded his hands in his lap. “I’m not sure, but I think the memories associated with DiNolfol were simply too painful.” 
 
    “But you came back.” 
 
    “I had nothing else. It was all I ever knew, but your father could lay claim to Temeron and DiNolfol both. He chose neither.” 
 
    Tash swallowed hard. He wondered if he should have accepted Maleki’s offer of a drink. His heart was still beating much too fast.  
 
    “How did you hear about his death?” 
 
    Maleki narrowed his eyes. “Your aunt wrote to me. I asked her and Grondi to come back to DiNolfol where I could help them raise you and your brother, but even then they refused, saying there was nothing for them in DiNolfol anymore.” 
 
    “There wasn’t much in Nogatav either,” remarked Tash.  
 
    “Except a lack of painful memories,” added Maleki.  
 
    Tash shifted to face the King. “Did you know my mother?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Did you know her well?” 
 
    “Not as well as I knew your father, but fairly well.” 
 
    Tash looked at the marble tile. If he tried hard enough, he could just make out shapes on its surface. “You were there at the end, weren’t you, Lord Maleki, when my father defeated Gava?” 
 
    “I was there,” replied Maleki softly.  
 
    Tash lifted his head and met Maleki squarely in the eye. “Did you also know a man named Cy?” 
 
    Maleki’s eyes widened minutely. He sat silent, staring at the younger man. “I knew Cy,” said the King after a long pause.  
 
    “Who was he?” 
 
    Maleki’s gaze searched Tash’s face. “He was Gava’s nephew, but he helped the rebels fight him and in the end, he used the emerald to defeat him.” 
 
    “You mean he helped my father defeat Gava.” 
 
    Maleki frowned. “Yes. Through Cy, your father ended Gava’s reign.” 
 
    Tash glanced away in confusion. “I’m not sure I understand you. You were there at the final battle?” 
 
    “Yes, Tash.” 
 
    “And you saw my father defeat Gava?” 
 
    “I saw your father, an old Stravad named Lemek, and Cy defeat Gava. I saw Cy wield the emerald against him.” 
 
    Tash felt the blood drain from his face. “Cy used the emerald, not my father?” 
 
    Maleki grimaced. “Without your father’s power, Cy would not have been able to call forth the power of the emerald.” 
 
    “But Cy used it, not my father?” 
 
    Maleki exhaled slowly. “Yes, Cy used it.” 
 
    Tash sat stunned. The emerald was pulsing in quiet agitation against his chest. “Why do all of the legends say my father defeated Gava?” 
 
    “Because he did, just not alone.” 
 
    “But it doesn’t mention what Cy did? Why?” 
 
    “That isn’t a question I can answer, Kiameron’s son. You mean to tell me your parents never told you this story?” 
 
    Tash shook his head. “We didn’t discuss it. Never. It was a closed book, they said. Finished.” 
 
    Maleki reached over and touched Tash’s shoulder. “It was a difficult time, Tash, a horrible time and then to lose Cyit was a devastating blow to both of your parents.” 
 
    Tash’s eyes narrowed. “Both? What do you mean?” 
 
    Maleki’s head lifted and he drew a deep breath. “They never spoke to you about Cy either, did they?” 
 
    “No,” said Tash, reaching into his trouser pocket. He pulled out the locket and let it dangle between his fingers. “Tav and I found this in our mother’s jewelry box. I never remember seeing it before. When we asked Marri and Grondi, they said it belonged to my father, but I think it’s my mother necklace. I’m sure of it.” He opened the clasp and held it out to Maleki.  
 
    The King picked up the locket and sat staring at the tiny portrait. Tash tried to be patient, but so many questions were clamoring for attention in his mind.  
 
    “Was it my mother’s?” 
 
    Maleki slowly closed the locket and held it out to Tash, but he didn’t meet the younger man’s intense gaze. Tash took it, but didn’t put it away. He sat staring at the gold surface, running his thumb over it.  
 
    Finally he looked up. “Lord Maleki? Did this locket belong to my mother?” 
 
    Maleki rose to his feet, paced to the windows and back again. “This isn’t my place, Tash. This isn’t my story to tell.” 
 
    “The people who owned it are dead, Your Majesty.” 
 
    Maleki stopped pacing and looked at him. “That fact doesn’t give me the right to profane their memories.” 
 
    “How does it profane either of my parents to tell me who Cy was? Why did they keep him such a secret that no one even knows he helped destroy Gava? What was he to my father?” Tash rose to his feet and crossed the distance between him and Maleki. “What was he to my mother?” 
 
    Maleki met his gaze briefly, then looked down. “Some stories are better left untold, Tash, some things better left unknown. Your parents decided not to tell you for their own reasons. I am not going to dispute their decision. I can’t. I’m sorry.” 
 
    Tash stared at the King of DiNolfol, but Maleki didn’t say any more. With a glance at Tash, he turned and left the solar.  
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    Kazarien stood in the opening courtyard of Castle Ferenc, waiting for the armed escort that was going to accompany him and Maleki on their inspection of DiNolfol. Tash had not left the barracks yet, nor had Maleki left the castle. As he’d done in Zenoradel, Kazarien had requested that Maleki show him the defenses set up to protect his kingdom.  
 
    Tav and Zarand appeared in the doorway of the castle. Soon they were striding across the courtyard to the waiting King. “Good afternoon, Lord Kazarien.” 
 
    Kazarien smiled at his Envoy of Diplomatic Relations. He hadn’t seen Tav since the previous night. Dinner that night had been a subdued sort of celebration. Tash had declined to show and Maleki was even more quiet than usual. Tav and Kazarien had been forced to savor their victory alone, but they had savored it, lifting a silent glass in toast to their success.  
 
    “Have you seen your brother?” asked the King.  
 
    Tav frowned. “Now that you mention it, no. He’s supposed to accompany you into the city, isn’t he?” 
 
    “He and Maleki both, but neither of them has shown.” 
 
    Tav shook his head in surprise. “That isn’t like Tash.” He glanced back at the castle, then shrugged. “I’ll go find him.” 
 
    “It’s all right, I’ll go back inside and see what I can find out. This is your day off, remember, and a well-deserved one at that. Enjoy it.” 
 
    Tav smiled at the King. “I will, Your Majesty.” 
 
    “What do you plan to do?” 
 
    Tav laid a hand on Zarand’s mane, stroking the wiry hair. “Sanari and I are going to explore the city, maybe have an early dinner.” 
 
    “With Zarand I hope. You can’t be careless about your own safety, Tav.” 
 
    “I know. We’ll take Zarand.” 
 
    At that moment Tash and Sanari appeared, coming from the direction of the barracks. They were speaking in hushed tones to one another, but upon seeing the waiting King, Tash picked up the pace.  
 
    “I’m sorry, Lord Kazarien,” he said, ducking his head in respect. “I didn’t mean to make you wait.” 
 
    Kazarien gave an easy-going laugh. “I’ve waited before, Tash, don’t worry about it. How are you feeling?” 
 
    Tash gave him a confused look. “I’m feeling fine, Your Majesty, why?” 
 
    “Taylin said that you weren’t going to attend the dinner last night because you weren’t feeling well.” 
 
    Tash shot a glance at his twin, then met the King’s gaze. “I’m fine, Your Majesty, and ready to accompany you.” 
 
    As he spoke the Trendarian soldiers began moving in formation from behind the castle. Tash was only bringing a squad of swordsmen, but behind them came a squad of Maleki’s archers, for an added bit of protection. Kazarien was proud of the way his own men mustered out with such precision and discipline. Rather than becoming disorganized under Tash’s command, they were actually developing better habits.  
 
    He shifted his attention to Sanari. “I guess this hasn’t been as exciting as Zenoradel was for you.” 
 
    Sanari gave him a patient smile. “I wish I could be of more use to you, Your Majesty, but I understand the importance of playing to everyone’s preconceived notions of gender roles.” 
 
    Kazarien flinched dramatically, drawing a laugh from his companions. “I am well and duly chastised, my dear,” he said with a chuckle.  
 
    Sanari shook her head graciously. “I’m willing to wait for you to get your treaty signed, Lord Kazarien. I do realize the importance of your mission, but once it’s completed, I wish we could turn our attention to educating your peers about chauvinism.” 
 
    Kazarien gave her a slight bow. “My dear lady, should we ally the entire region, I will gladly spend the rest of my life championing the cause of feminine rights. You have my word,” he said, placing a hand over his heart.  
 
    Sanari smiled at him, but Tash rolled his eyes. The sarcastic gesture didn’t carry the heat it once might have, but Kazarien was delighted that Tash felt comfortable enough with his sovereign to tease both him and Sanari.  
 
    Maleki appeared just then to break the companionable exchange between the four. He hurried down the stairs and across the courtyard, looking flustered. “I’m sorry, Lord Kazarien, please forgive the delay. I was going over the ledgers for the Kingdom and forgot the time.” 
 
    “No apology necessary, Your Majesty,” answered Kazarien. He glanced up at the castle again. “Isn’t Rosan coming with us?” 
 
    Maleki looked up with a wide, vulnerable expression. “No, he’s staying behind.” He shot a look at Tash, but didn’t greet him. His eyes fell to Zarand who was lounging on his side in the sunlight, and he bent to stroke the lion’s mane. Something about petting Zarand calmed the King.  
 
    He straightened and studied both Tav and Sanari. “I hear you’re going into the city for the day as well.” 
 
    Tav nodded.  
 
    “Be careful and try to return before it’s late.” 
 
    “We will,” said Tav, “We’re going to have dinner, but we’ll be back shortly after that. Don’t worry. Zarand will be with us.” 
 
    “Good, good,” muttered the King.  
 
    Tav motioned to Sanari that they should go. She curtsied to both kings as Tav called to the lion and the three of them set off down the road.  
 
    Kazarien looked back at Maleki. “I was hoping to take a look at DiNolfol’s defenses, Lord Maleki,” he prompted.  
 
    Maleki blinked at him, then glanced around at the waiting soldiers. “Of course, Lord Kazarien, of course. Where should we start?” 
 
    “I thought we’d start with the castle itself, then move toward the city. I’m particularly interested in the gate near the main road, the one that was open when we came through.” 
 
    “That gate is always open. I want my people to have free access to me whenever they need it.” 
 
    Kazarien gave Maleki an understanding smile. “Now, here’s where I can help. I agree with you on principle, Lord Maleki, but there is also the issue of security. Come show me the castle and then I’ll share my ideas with you. I think you’ll see there are some advantages to our treaty after all.” 
 
    Maleki glanced at Tash again, but didn’t say anything. He gave Kazarien a nod and motioned back toward the castle. Kazarien strolled beside the King of DiNolfol with Tash at his elbow. Behind them came the line of soldiers.  
 
    Kazarien knew something had happened between the King of DiNolfol and his second-in-command, something that continued to disturb them even now. What it was, he couldn’t begin to fathom, but his duty lay elsewhere at the moment.  
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    Tav and Sanari passed a pleasant day, wandering through the town. With the generous salary Kazarien paid them, they were able to buy some things they needed. Tav bought a few more ready-made shirts and ties to go with the two suits Kazarien had had tailored for him. Sanari purchased three new day dresses. She had a good time trying them on and spinning before Tav, asking for his opinion.  
 
    Zarand thought the whole process was ridiculous. He stretched out in front of the dressing rooms, his head on his paws, and promptly went to sleep. The owners of the store and their customers were disconcerted by the lion and refused to venture down the aisles. They huddled behind the counter and watched the entire proceedings with wary, anxious expressions. They didn’t tell Tav and Sanari to leave. They knew well that they belonged to the King of Trendaria’s entourage. Tav would have taken pity on them and left himself, except he knew they were going to be amply compensated for their troubles and Sanari was having too much fun.  
 
    After they finished shopping, they bought lunch from an outdoor vender and took it to the fountain in the center square. While they ate, Zarand napped. The spring sun bathed them in warmth and the spray from the fountain kept them from getting too hot. It was a very pleasant meal to say the least.  
 
    Then they spent the remainder of the day wandering around. In one store, Tav found a music box that was made as an exact miniature replica of the fountain in the center square. He wanted to send it to his aunt as a reminder of both him and DiNolfol. He also found some cards that were actually small paintings of various buildings in DiNolfol. He hoped his uncle would think it interesting to see how his former home had changed.  
 
    The people of DiNolfol were exceptionally friendly, after they got over their fear of Zarand. When Tav and Sanari paused at a park to read a commemorative plaque, a number of citizens approached them, offering to exchange a little DiNolfol history for a chance to touch Zarand.  
 
    They had gathered quite a following by dusk. Tav had been a little concerned that a restaurant or tavern would not want Zarand to darken its door, but news traveled fast in the little protectorate and by the time Tav and Sanari were thinking of dinner, many proprietors were fighting for a chance at their business.  
 
    Zarand was a novelty that caused a bit of healthy wariness, but also a great deal of excitement in the people of DiNolfol. No one doubted those huge paws and that enormous mouth could rend a body in two, but there was intelligence in Zarand’s golden eyes that took away a lot of the fear in his admirers. They guessed that anything with a measure of intelligence could be controlled and as Tav seemed to have complete control over the animal, they were free to indulge their curiosity.  
 
    Where Tav, Sanari, and Zarand went, so too did a small crowd of followers. They chose a restaurant with a patio on the front where they could be seated to keep Zarand from feeling claustrophobic indoors. The proprietor placed them at the center table and seated their followers all around them. Within the hour, every table was occupied and a number of people stood in line, waiting for a seat.  
 
    Not only did Tav and Sanari get treated to the finest meal on the restaurant’s menu, but Zarand was given a full roast to eat at his leisure. Tav and Sanari enjoyed the meal and the attention they received, but by the time it was over, they were ready to be free of their crowd.  
 
    It was with some relief that they came in sight of the gates that marked the boundary between the protectorate and the royal seat of the Kingdom. They were both initially surprised to find the gate guarded, but they smiled at each other. The new defensive measures had Kazarien’s signature all over them.  
 
    The guards opened the gate. It wasn’t hard to identify Tav and Sanari with Zarand in tow. They bid their admirers goodnight and as a parting bonus, Tav added a little theatrics. He telepathically urged Zarand to roar.  
 
    The lion threw back his massive head and let forth a roar that shook both the townspeople and the guards. At first everyone was silent, then a few murmurs of surprised delight rippled through the crowd, and finally outright applause. Tav shot a smile at Sanari and ruffled Zarand’s mane, then they headed for the castle.  
 
    They were climbing the stairs of the castle when a strange feeling came over Tav. He paused and closed his eyes, feeling forth with that other sense that had been his since birth. Sanari and the lion stopped with him and Sanari put a hand on his arm.  
 
    “Are you all right?” she asked, concern evident in her tone.  
 
    Tav opened his eyes and gave her a smile. “I’m fine, but I think I’ll take Zarand for another turn around the grounds before retiring. You go on up and I’ll see you in the morning.” He handed her the packages he’d been carrying. “Can you take these in for me?” 
 
    She gave him a frown and Tav knew he hadn’t fooled her, but she rose on tiptoes and planted a kiss on his cheek. She also took the packages. “Good night, Tav,” she said, then reached out and stroked Zarand. The lion immediately started purring and pushing his enormous nose under her hand, but she laughed and stepped away.  
 
    Tav watched after her and about half-way up, she halted and looked back over her shoulder. “If you need me, you know where to find me.” 
 
    “I do,” he answered, and waited until she had struggled with her bags and paraphernalia into the castle’s front doors. The doors closed behind her.  
 
    Tav turned and walked down the stairs, calling the lion to him. He turned the corner of the castle and hurried in the darkened yard across the paved walk until he came to the orchard. He hadn’t explored the castle grounds yet, but the moon was out and there was just enough light to see by.  
 
    He didn’t need to see in order to feel his brother’s presence. Since before he could remember, Tav and Tash had always been connected in an unseen way to one another. Although he didn’t always acknowledge it, Tav knew when his brother entered a room. This gift was harder to maintain the further apart they were from one another, but if he concentrated, he could find Tash over quite a distance.  
 
    Tash was sitting on a bench behind a fence made of wrought iron. Around him were fruit trees, most in various stages of flowering or bearing fruit, and beneath the trees were the grave markers Tav had seen from the castle windows.  
 
    The grave Tash sat before had been deliberately separated from the others by the ornate fencing. Tash lifted his head and looked over his shoulder at his brother, not at all surprised to find him there.  
 
    ‘It belongs to our grandfather, Ferenc,’ came Tash’s thought.  
 
    Tav drew a deep breath and reached for the latch, pushing open the gate. He held it for the lion, then shut it again and moved to his brother’s side, taking a seat on the bench. Zarand dropped heavily into the dust at their feet, rolling to his side and blinking his eyes lazily.  
 
     ‘What’s wrong?’ asked Tav telepathically.  
 
    Tash didn’t answer for a long while. Tav waited. He suspected he didn’t really want to know. It would likely ruin his good mood.  
 
    “Did you know our father didn’t defeat Gava on his own?” asked Tash finally. He spoke out loud, his voice startling Zarand from a doze. The lion lifted his head and blinked at Tash, then let it fall into the dust again with a long-suffering exhalation.  
 
    Tav reached over and brushed some dust from Zarand’s flank. “Yes, I knew.” 
 
    Tash shifted on the bench and gave him a disbelieving look. “I mean, at the end, in the final battle, he didn’t even use the emerald. It was Cy.” 
 
    Tav met Tash’s look. He hadn’t known who had actually used the emerald, but it didn’t surprise him. His happy mood evaporated, leaving a tightening in his belly. He didn’t want to talk about Cy. Not ever.  
 
    “I didn’t know it was Cy, but I knew our father wasn’t the only one there at the end.” 
 
    “No, I mean, he didn’t fight Gava alone. I mean he didn’t use his powers alone. Cy and another Stravad combined their powers with our father” 
 
    ‘I know, Tash.’ 
 
    Tav studied his brother closely. In moments like these, he thought his brother didn’t look as much like their father as everyone said. It was probably because Tash fought the Stravad side of their nature so much without even realizing he was doing it. He wanted to be Human and yet felt proud of their Stravad heritage. Tav understood his brother’s reason, even if he didn’t share it. It was easier to be Human in a Human-dominated world, but the Stravad part of him was a calling that couldn’t be denied.  
 
    ‘You knew?’ 
 
    Tav nodded and returned to brushing Zarand’s coat with his fingers. The cat started purring.  
 
    “He told you,” said Tash out loud.  
 
    “Yes.”  
 
    Tash sat back. Suddenly, Tav became aware of the object his brother had closed in his fist. Rage and something more spiraled through him. He turned on Tash at the same time that Tash became aware of Tav’s anger.  
 
    “Now wait a moment, Tav!” he said.  
 
    Tav jumped to his feet, his hands tightening into fists. Zarand lifted his head again. The lion felt the tension between the brothers.  
 
    “You brought that without telling me!” he snapped, ignoring the lion’s cocked head and alert expression.  
 
    “Let me explain, please.” 
 
    “What’s there to explain? I asked you to leave it alone, but you never listen, do you? You’ve got to pry at everything even if it does you harm in the end!” 
 
    Tash rose to face him. He looked contrite and anxious. “I didn’t do it to hurt you” 
 
    “You didn’t! Then why do it at all? You knew how I felt about it!” 
 
    “I need to know, damn it, Tav. I need to know these things about our parents that they were so free with telling you! Why? Why didn’t they tell me?” 
 
    “Maybe because you were so damn selfish!” shouted Tav. His raised voice brought Zarand to a seated position. The lion ducked his head and made his strange whuffing noise. Tav shot him a passing look, but his anger was too intense to concentrate on anything except his brother.  
 
    “Selfish? That’s rich, Tav, especially coming from you. You obviously had the information I wanted. All you had to do was share it with me, but you had to go and pretend like you owned it! Well, tell me what is so bad that you don’t want me to know!” 
 
    “Leave it alone, Tash!” 
 
    “No, damn it. I won’t. I want to know what this mystery is all about! Why wasn’t I told about our father? Why the hell doesn’t anyone talk about Cy? If he was the hero everyone claimed him to be, then why doesn’t he get any of the credit? Why does our father get it all? And why does our mother have his damn picture in her locket?!” 
 
    Tav recoiled and Zarand scrambled away, crouching beneath the trees with his ears drawn back. ‘You asked Maleki, didn’t you?’ 
 
    ‘Yes.’ 
 
    Tav could only stare at his brother. He felt sick inside.  
 
    Raking a hand through his hair, Tash shoved the locket into his trousers again. “Look, Tav, I’m not trying to hurt you, but I’ve got to have answers. I’ve got to know. Maleki wouldn’t tell me, but I’m going to find out one way or another. Eventually we’ll get to Temeron and someone there will tell me. Why don’t you just tell me before then? Whatever it is, I can handle it. I promise you. I’ve handled all of this so far.” 
 
    Tav closed his eyes briefly, then met his brother’s look with an unwavering gaze. “Well, there you have it again, Tash. It’s always about you.” He looked away and drew a deep breath. “Yeah, I’m sure you can handle it. Whatever it is, you always land on your feet, don’t you?” He turned away and started for the gate. Once there, he paused, his fingers on the latch. ‘You can handle it, but it never occurred to you that maybe I can’t, did it?’ 
 
    He said nothing more – neither psychically nor verbally, and opened the gate. He held it open long enough for Zarand to slink through, then he headed back to the castle. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 20 
 
      
 
    Kazarien and company remained in DiNolfol another week. It was quite a process to get everything together – supplies, equipment, men. Then there was the treaty to be copied and sent off to various locations. Tav was kept busy with both kings until very late each night.  
 
    Tash also made use of the week. He trained with the men every day and watched Maleki’s forces in their regimen. Maleki’s major general didn’t show himself much, he was busy with more important things, but his underlings, his majors and captains handled their respective battalions and platoons with precision. They were also older and more experienced than Tash. The young man thought it was a good idea to study under them for future reference.  
 
    Sanari spent a lot of the time reading in Maleki’s solar. His wife and daughter tried to teach her proper womanly pursuits, such as cross-stitching, but their efforts were declared a failure. Not only did Sanari hate wasting time in that way, but she was abysmally bad at it. Even Cohara and Varna had to agree.  
 
    On the day before their scheduled departure, the post came to the castle. It created a lot of excitement as it only came once every seven days. The route was always the same: DiNolfol to Zenoradel, Zenoradel to Trendaria and back the same way. There were other posts that ran from Voltarian and Yonartison and Denortosal, but those came only once a month due to a lack of volume.  
 
    Among the letters in this post was one for Kazarien from his brother and his Defense Commander, Thane. There was also one for Tav and Tash from their aunt, concealed within Kazarien’s own. It was the hour after supper when Maleki’s family and their guests all gathered in the parlor for an after-dinner drink. The conversation was usually kept light, especially as Rosan remained sullen and Tash and Tav weren’t speaking to one another. Maleki and Tash weren’t really speaking either, but that was more out of confusion on Maleki’s part than any real malice between them.  
 
    Kazarien anxiously tore into his post and sat forward in his chair, his eyes scanning the script. Tav watched him from his seat by the fire, holding the letter from his aunt in his hands. Silence had fallen in the room, broken only by Zarand’s heavy breathing and the crackling of the fire.  
 
    Finally, Kazarien looked up. “My brother Aziak got the two letters I wrote in Zenoradel, so he knows about the beginnings of the treaty. He says everything is quiet in the Kingdom, although they’ve had some complaints from Nogatav about cattle rustling. He is going to look into it and place a battalion close to the town for their protection. He took our warning about Harad’s followers to heart.” Kazarien paused and a smile crossed his lips. “He warns me not to get myself killed because he doesn’t want to be king anymore.” 
 
    Everyone laughed, except Rosan.  
 
    Folding the letter and placing it back in the envelope, Kazarien sat back in his chair. “That’s about it. He said he’ll send another letter to us in Voltarian.” 
 
    “He’ll be happy to hear about your success here, won’t he?” said Cohara.  
 
    Kazarien nodded and smiled, but Rosan glared at his mother. “His success and our shame,” growled the prince.  
 
    Cohara gasped and Varna shrank down, slumping her shoulders. Maleki narrowed his eyes on his son, but beyond lowering his glare to the floor, Rosan didn’t subside. “Do not be ungracious,” said the King. “Nor disrespectful to your mother.” 
 
    Tav could see Rosan’s shoulders tighten. He fingered the edge of his letter, but didn’t open it. He wanted to be able to read it in peace. His eyes lifted to the King of Trendaria. Kazarien was watching the exchange between father and son, but he met Tav’s look. A silent feeling passed between them. Kazarien might be Human, but he was perceptive.  
 
    “Have you been to Voltarian, Princess?” asked Sanari, trying to break the tension.  
 
    Varna’s frightened gaze swung to the other young woman and she shook her head. Cohara gave her a severe look, but it did no good, Varna was not about to talk with men in the room.  
 
    “The Princess Leyva is studying there,” continued Sanari. “I think it would be fascinating to do the same. I can’t wait to see it.” 
 
    “I’m sure it’s lovely,” said Cohara with forced brightness.  
 
    “If Kazarien has his way, we might see it soon enough, riding to save it while our protectorate is destroyed,” growled Rosan.  
 
    “Rosan!” said Maleki. “That is enough! I will not tolerate such disrespect!” 
 
    Zarand woke with a start and sat up, blinking sleepily. Tav laid a restraining hand on the lion’s massive head.  
 
    The prince pushed himself to his feet and glared first at Kazarien, then Maleki. “Fine, then I won’t show myself until they are gone!” He headed for the door, making both of his parents rise. As he walked past Zarand, the lion snarled at him and a low growl rumbled in his chest. Rosan halted, casting a frightened look at the cat.  
 
    Tav immediately shot Zarand a command to settle, but the lion’s mane bristled in hostility even as he lowered his head on his paws. Rosan’s pale brown eyes lifted to Tav and awareness passed through their depth. Then another emotion came and went, an emotion Tav only recognized after the moment was gone. Respect. He saw respect in Rosan’s eyes – for him. For the would-be scholar of a back-water town.  
 
    Tav thought about Rosan’s reaction long after the young man had gone, long after Maleki and his wife apologized to Kazarien and bid them good night. He didn’t like Rosan and from what he’d seen he didn’t think he was going to make a very good king, but he knew Rosan had some intelligence, and to have gained a man like Rosan’s respect was no easy feat.  
 
    Tav had always felt inferior to his brother, but since becoming Kazarien’s envoy, he had discovered what he’d always suspected. There was strength beyond the physical.  
 
    As he climbed the stairs to his room with Zarand beside him, he thought about leaving DiNolfol. DiNolfol hadn’t been without its costs, but it had been a self-affirming stop for Tav. He regretted that he and his brother were once more separated by their divergent outlook on life, but he felt more self-confident than he’d ever felt before. That, at least, was good.  
 
    He paused on the landing and opened the letter from his aunt. As usual, Zarand gave a disdainful sniff and sank down on his haunches beside him. Tav shook out the letter, then rested a hand on Zarand’s head. The letter was addressed to both him and Tash. Marri filled them in on everything that had been happening since their departure from Nogatav. She wrote as if they were just next door, perhaps as far away as their father’s farm, as if she were speaking directly to them. Tav felt a catch in his throat as he finished the note. He missed her and his uncle more than he cared to dwell on. As exciting as his new life was proving, there would always be a part of him tied to his family, longing for their love and protection.  
 
    Closing his eyes, he conjured up a picture of his mother and father in his mind’s eye. That longing would never leave, no matter how old he lived to be. He wondered what they’d think of the path he’d chosen, if they would approve. He suspected his father would, but his mother would be afraid for him.  
 
    ‘Can I read it?’ came Tash’s thought.  
 
    It was the first time since their argument in the orchard that his brother had communicated with him telepathically. Tav opened his eyes and looked up at his twin. Tash strolled down the stairs, his gaze fixed on Tav’s face, but Zarand rose when he saw him and caught him before he reached the landing, pressing his massive head against Tash’s chest and purring.  
 
    Tash sank his fingers in the lion’s mane and smiled at the cat, then seemed to remember that Tav was watching. He pushed Zarand away and held out his hand for the letter. Zarand shoved his head under Tash’s hand and forced Tash to pet him.  
 
    Tash gave an aggravated look, but he scratched the lion behind the ear long enough for Zarand to settle on his haunches again.  
 
    Tav handed him the letter. “He likes you.” 
 
    Tash glanced up and met Tav’s gaze, but he didn’t say anything. His attention returned to the letter and he read silently. Tav sighed in regret. Why did things have to be so difficult between them? They were brothers, twins, the closest link to their parents that remained. He moved past Tash and headed up the stairs, but Zarand hesitated for a moment, uncertain of whom to follow.  
 
    It was the first time the lion had any difficulty in choosing. Tav turned on the stairs and looked down in surprise. Damn Tash anyway, why did he have to steal everything! Tash became aware of the lion at the same time. His eyes shifted between Zarand and Tav.  
 
    He turned to face his brother, his expression contrite. “Tav, I” 
 
    Tav held out a hand, forestalling him. “Don’t, please. I don’t want to hear it.” 
 
    Tash blinked in surprise, but Tav turned away, climbing the remaining stairs and heading toward his room. A few moments later, he heard the heavy tread of Zarand’s paws on the carpet. He paused and waited for the cat to catch up, then laid his hand on Zarand’s shoulder.  
 
    ‘Thanks a lot,’ he thought to the lion.  
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    Zarand was now a member of Kazarien’s entourage. After their time in DiNolfol, Kazarien’s soldiers had become more accustomed to the cat and for the people of DiNolfol, Zarand The Lion was a celebrity. As Kazarien and company made their way through the streets of the protectorate toward the road out of town, the citizens lined up along the thoroughfares, cheering and waving to the lion where he sat perched upon the weapon’s wagon.  
 
    His fame and his acceptance were so wide spread that Tav no longer had to drive the wagon himself. He had no problem getting the squires and even a few of the soldiers to volunteer. Still he rode Dalen close beside it where he could quickly react if Zarand took it into his head to go after anything. Not that Tav thought he would. Zarand accepted fame with the same enthusiasm that he accepted regular meals. Both were his due and much better than going without.  
 
    Tash rode beside Kazarien at the head of the column. He eyed the citizens warily, but they were entirely focused on the lion, having forgotten the King was even a part of the company leaving their town.  
 
    Kazarien chuckled. “Relax, Tash, Zarand is in more danger right now of being loved to death.” 
 
    Tash shot the King a quick glance, but his scrutiny returned to the crowd. “We can’t be too careful, Your Majesty.” 
 
    “DiNolfol has been extremely quiet. We’ve seen no sign of Harad’s followers anywhere in the vicinity.” 
 
    “That doesn’t mean they’re not here. You know how Rosan felt about your treaty.” 
 
    “And yet, I find it hard to believe that the King’s own son would be mixed up with Erram. He’s spoiled and selfish, but he isn’t stupid, Tash.” 
 
    Tash didn’t necessarily share Kazarien’s opinion, and that was what set him on edge. Everything had gone relatively easy for Kazarien in DiNolfol. Tash had a more difficult time. Even at the end, Maleki had barely bid him goodbye. He wished things weren’t so strained between himself and his father’s best friend, but he needed answers from Maleki, not more mystery.  
 
    He glanced over his shoulder at his brother and Sanari. They were laughing together, watching the crowd. Even his relationship with Sanari had been affected. She had been bored in DiNolfol, so she’d naturally gravitated toward Tav, re-establishing the friendship they’d had in Nogatav. Tash was surprised that he was so jealous, but he was. He had come to expect Sanari’s attention for himself.  
 
    He returned to his previous thoughts. DiNolfol had been good for Kazarien. The King had racked up another success. Not that Tash begrudged Kazarien his successes. When Kazarien gained, so did everyone, but that was usually when things went awry. Kazarien was letting down his guard, giving in to the flush of victory. If he wasn’t careful, he’d make a perfect target and each success only added to the danger.  
 
    Harad’s followers had tried to kill him after the treaty in Zenoradel was signed. What might they do now that another protectorate had joined the alliance? 
 
    It didn’t bear consideration. Nothing must happen to Kazarien. Tash was more determined than ever. And it wasn’t only his duty speaking now. He’d come to think of the King as a friend.  
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    The Trendarian entourage had to travel back on the same road they had used to get to DiNolfol, but a half-day before they made the town of Renorem, they took the northern fork headed for Metariam. 
 
    Summer was upon them by the time they headed north. The nights were warmer than they had been and there was little need for fires. As the grass of the pastures dried, Sanari warned Tash that they needed to be careful about stray sparks. It wouldn’t do to set up a conflagration. With nothing but miles and miles of grassland around them, there was no room for escape.  
 
    The journey north was not difficult. They saw a few pockets of men camped in the pastures, but nothing to compare with what they had seen upon leaving the Orahim forest. Sometimes the travelers would exchange news with them, other times they wouldn’t respond to any offer Tash made.  
 
    These latter encounters set Tash on edge, but they didn’t seem to bother anyone else. Kazarien felt safe with his soldiers and the defensible land around them. Tav believed the amount of traffic they encountered was due to the northern road being a trade route between Voltarian and the two southern-most protectorates of DiNolfol and Zenoradel. And Sanari was more worried about the pastures themselves.  
 
    Water was no longer a problem because there were many small streams and tributaries running everywhere, but the days did get hot now and some of the smaller waterways were flowing a little sluggishly. Repeatedly Sanari warned Tash against unattended fires, until finally Tash was in like agreement. He banned the use of individual fires and appointed a guard to watch the cook’s fire while the man prepared the meals. Each morning thereafter, Tash himself took pains to make sure every last ember was extinguished.  
 
    After crossing the Karhartadon River, a small branch of the larger Longan River, they came upon the Sunac Mountains. The mountains rose to the right of the road, rocky and tree-lined with just a hint of snow on the highest peak. Tav informed them that the town of Metariam was only two days away, according to the map.  
 
    Still Tash did not relax. In fact, if anything he grew tenser.  
 
    Not even he understood what was bothering him. The pastures were greener at the foot of the mountains, benefitting from spring run-off, and the traffic on the main road had slowed considerably. They hadn’t seen another soul for at least a day now.  
 
    And yet when a stiff breeze caught the Trendarian standard and made it flap violently, Tash ducked his head and reached for the emerald. The talisman pulsed against his palm. He had a sudden, irrational urge to order the standard struck, but he controlled the impulse. Consequently, he got little to no sleep that night when they finally made camp.  
 
    The next day was brutal. The sun came up with a vengeance and water was scarce. When camp was pitched that night, the cook complained that it was too hot to light a fire. An argument ensued between the cook and one of the soldiers. Tash had to intervene, but he couldn’t find it in his heart to reprimand the soldier. It was too hot for a fire, but what resulted when the cook failed to heat the food was closest only to congealed grey paste. Tash knew he himself didn’t have the patience to choke that down, not tonight.  
 
    He ordered a small fire and relieved the men of their training regime. Now that summer was here, he was going to have to reverse things: training in the morning, traveling until the heat of the day, resting until nightfall, and traveling again in the stillness of the night. It was the only practical solution.  
 
    By the time all of the evening commands were issued and the King was seen off to his tent, Tash was nearly asleep on his feet. He gave last minute instructions for Chayse to wake him at midnight, confirmed patrols with his squad leaders, and retired to his own bedroll where he dropped on top of it and fell asleep.  
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    Sanari heard the shouts of alarm somewhere in the depth of her sleep. She rolled over and blinked open her eyes. The moon was up and she could see the shadows of soldiers running past the tent, calling orders to one another. Sitting up, she shoved aside the covers and rose to her feet.  
 
    The King was suddenly at the partition. He had on only his trousers, no shirt or boots. “Get dressed!” he commanded, and then was gone.  
 
    Sanari grabbed the clothing she’d worn the previous day and pulled it over her underclothes, her hands trembling and her heart beating frantically in her chest. The shadow of a solider fell over her and she lifted frightened eyes to the tent fabric. The solider drew his sword and the ring of metal on metal sounded. Another figure appeared, shorter, longer limbed, fighting with the solider. Sanari screamed as the soldier’s blade passed through the assailant and the assailant fell.  
 
    Tav and Zarand leaped through her partition. The lion began pacing immediately, snarling his anxiety, but Tav caught up Sanari’s boots and grabbed her arm. “Hurry and get these on!” 
 
    “What’s happening?” she cried, although she had a fairly good idea.  
 
    “We’re under attack. Hurry!” 
 
    Sanari frantically tugged the boots onto her feet. She could hear Tash’s voice in the distance, shouting orders. The squad leaders were doing the same. There were other sounds, sounds of combat, but she tried to block them.  
 
    “Where’s Kazarien?” she asked.  
 
    At the same moment Kazarien threw back the partition, his silhouette bathed in pulsing red light. He still had no shirt on, but he had his sword strapped to his waist. Sanari could only stare in horror, while the lion immediately dropped into a crouch, his ears flattening.  
 
    “They’ve set fire to the tent!” said the King, drawing his sword as he crossed to the rear of the pavilion. “We’ll go out the back!” 
 
    Sanari looked around at her trunk and toiletries, but Tav grabbed her arm. “Leave it, I’m only taking the Norrad and the treaty,” he said, motioning to the pack slung over his shoulder. “Zarand, come.” 
 
    The lion was making his whuffing noise, but he slunk to Tav’s side and pressed his bulk against him. Behind them a roar of sound erupted as the front of the tent was engulfed with fire. More cries of alarm rose to meet it.  
 
    “The idiots!” snarled the King, slicing at the tent fabric with his sword. “They’ll kill themselves as well as us by setting fire to the pastures.” 
 
    Sanari felt the blood drain from her face and she clutched Tav’s arm. She’d feared this very thing as they’d come north across the prairie.  
 
    Kazarien tore at the fabric, making a rend large enough even for Zarand. The King climbed through first and was immediately beset by an attacker. Tav ordered the lion after him and Zarand needed no further encouragement. His leap from the tent was so startling that Kazarien’s assailant dropped his weapon and ran.  
 
    Tav pulled open the rend and reached for Sanari, dragging her through. Outside was chaos. Fighting and running bodies were everywhere. The tent was almost completely engulfed and the grasses around it were beginning to smolder. Across the camp, Sanari could hear the sounds of swords and the shouts of men, mingled with the screams of the horses.  
 
    “We’ve got to put out the fire!” she shouted above the cacophony.  
 
    Kazarien shot a look around, then grabbed part of the fabric from the tent and hacked it free. He threw it at Tav and reached for another section. Zarand was growling and pacing, but he didn’t bolt. In fact, he seemed to be watching their backs against further attacks.  
 
    A second section of tent flew at Sanari. She caught it and began beating at the flames, trying to prevent them from moving across the prairie. The tent, however, was a complete loss.  
 
    From the corner of her eyes, she saw figures come hurtling at them through the pulsing red darkness. Kazarien whirled to meet them, his sword flashing with firelight. Zarand leapt into the fray, slashing with his claws or using his bulk to throw their attackers back.  
 
    Sanari halted for a moment, staring at the creature that fought the King. It was an Orahim and the hexagon-shaped symbol of Harad was blazoned across its chest. She forced her attention back to the fire, but there was no way only she and Tav could prevent it from getting out of control.  
 
    Her thoughts turned to Tash, but that caused her such alarm that she quickly forced her worry for him away. A few of the squires ran to help them, using bedrolls or any other piece of cloth they could find. For a moment Sanari lost sight of Kazarien, he was so heavily encircled by attackers, but Zarand tore through the center of them, scattering a number in his wake.  
 
    Then Tav cried out and fell to one knee. Sanari dropped the tent fabric and reached for him. “I’m all right,” he said through gritted teeth, “just a flesh wound.” 
 
    Sanari could see a tear in the arm of his shirt. Blood was beginning to pool in the wound. She got a shoulder under him and helped him up, but he staggered immediately and sank down again.  
 
    “Sanari,” he mumbled, his words slurring. “I think it was an Orahim dart.” 
 
    Fire roared beside her, fighting men grappled for their lives on every side, and Tav was becoming a dead weight in her arms.  
 
    “Kazarien!” she screamed. “Kazarien!” 
 
    The King tore through his attackers, fighting to her side. Drops of blood speckled his chest and face, and his sword hand was covered to the wrist. He still clutched the sword, but he bent at once and hauled Tav up, dragging him away from the fire. Sanari helped the best she could and knelt beside Tav as the King laid him down again.  
 
    Tearing open the shoulder of his shirt, she inspected the wound. It was bleeding, but not terribly so, and it was only a flesh wound, but Tav’s eyes were already losing focus and he seemed disoriented.  
 
    “What’s wrong?” panted the King.  
 
    “He thinks it was an Orahim dart,” said Sanari, looking over her shoulder at the growing fire. She glanced back at the King, but his eyes had gone beyond her.  
 
    Without a word, he jumped to his feet and threw himself at the attacker that had come up behind them. Sanari ducked her head, covering Tav with her body and closing her eyes.  
 
    “Sanari, get out of here,” muttered Tav.  
 
    She lifted her head and met his confused stare. “No, I’m not leaving you.” 
 
    He still had the pack slung over his shoulder, but she tore it away and threw it into the darkness, then pushed him upright until she could get behind him. Hooking her hands under his arms, she rose to a crouch and tried to drag him away from the blaze, all the time keeping an eye open for the King or Tash.  
 
    Kazarien was being overwhelmed by attackers. Sanari wanted to get Tav to safety, then find a weapon so she could help the King. She’d lost sight of Zarand.  
 
    Dragging Tav until she collapsed, she shoved the hair away from her face and looked up. Kazarien was still fighting, backing away from the growing blaze of the fire, trying to close the distance between them. She laid Tav down and touched his cheek. He weakly opened his eyes, but she knew he wouldn’t be of any help. Rising to her feet, she sought frantically for something to use against the enemy.  
 
    Her eyes fell on a discarded sword and she ran for it, but her fingers had only closed over the handle when a horse reared in front of Kazarien. The King threw up his sword to block it, but another horse raced up behind him and the attacker leaned over, wielding a club.  
 
    “No!” screamed Sanari, but the club caught Kazarien at the back of the skull, knocking him from his feet.  
 
    Both assailants swung out of their saddles and dropped beside the downed King. As they reached for him, Sanari grabbed the sword with both hands and rushed the closest of them. The other called a warning and the one with the club turned at the last moment.  
 
    Sanari swung the sword, but her target raised the club and deflected the blow. The impact sheared the sword from Sanari’s hand and knocked her backward. Through the red hell all around them, the attacker faced her and lowered his club. A toothless grin spread across his face.  
 
    “What `ave we `ere?” he said, taking a step forward.  
 
    Sanari recognized the look in his eyes and it chilled her. The other assailant was hauling Kazarien up, dragging him toward his horse. “Leave her, we don’t have time.” 
 
    The toothless one glanced at his companion, then leered at Sanari. “If we got time fer worthless royalty, we got time fer fun.” 
 
    Sanari tried to scrabble backward, but he advanced on her. Her hands searched the ground for anything she could use as a weapon, but she found nothing.  
 
    “Sanari!” 
 
    The shout came from behind her, filled with rage and panic both. The attacker’s head snapped up. The other glanced over too. He had Kazarien slung across the saddle and without wasting any more time, he vaulted behind it and grabbed the reins.  
 
    “Come on!” he shouted, but his companion ignored him, reaching for Sanari instead.  
 
    “No!” came Tash’s cry, but he was too far away even for the emerald to do her much good.  
 
    Her hands closed on a fistful of dirt, prepared to fling it in his face, but a blur of tawny motion rocketed out of the pulsing red darkness and struck the attacker, hurtling him aside. Sanari’s eyes whipped to the other assailant. He flinched and looked away, then savagely sawed on the reins and kicked the horse’s flanks.  
 
    The horse disappeared into the darkness with Kazarien draped over the saddle.  
 
    Sanari scrambled to her knees, trying to gain her feet, but Tash was suddenly there, grabbing her up and holding her close. She melded into him, throwing her arms around his neck and sobbing.  
 
    Tash grabbed her arms and held her away from him. His face was streaked with soot and blood, and the emerald blazed against his chest. “Sanari, where’s Tav?” 
 
    Sanari blinked a few times, then pulled away from him, hurrying to where she’d left Tav. Tash was beside her a moment later.  
 
    “What happened?” he said, a strange catch in his voice as he searched his brother for wounds.  
 
    Sanari realized she was still sobbing. Zarand crept back to them, snarling and spitting, but he settled beside Tav and stared out into the night with cold, glittering feline eyes. Tearing her gaze away from the lion, she looked up at Tash. “Orahim dart. It just nicked him, but it was enough to immobilize him. Kazarien helped me get him away from the fire” Her voice faltered and she grabbed Tash’s shoulder. “He took Kazarien, Tash, that man on horseback. The other one clubbed him and the second one pulled him onto the horse and rode away.” 
 
    Tash’s eyes narrowed and the emerald blazed. He reached over and felt his brother’s throat for a pulse, then rose to his feet, looking around. The battle seemed to be over, but they still had to put out the fire.  
 
    “Chayse!” shouted Tash.  
 
    The young squire detached himself from the others and hurried to Tash’s side. “Yes, sir!” he said with a salute.  
 
    “Saddle Jaren and send Ronal to me at once. Hurry, Chase, they took the King of Trendaria.” 
 
    Chayse’s expression paled. “The King?” 
 
    “Go, Chayse. Every moment you delay might cost the King his life.” 
 
    Chayse was gone, racing over the battleground. Tash turned back to Sanari, kneeling at her side. “Stay with my brother,” he said, then added, “please.” 
 
    “Are you going after them by yourself?” she asked, twining her hand in his jacket.  
 
    “I’ll take a few men, but I want to move fast. Do you think Kazarien was alive?” 
 
    She shook her head, tears filling her eyes. “I don’t know, Tash. I couldn’t get to him.” 
 
    Tash nodded, then turned his attention first to his brother and finally to the lion. Zarand was still snarling, his lips drawn back from his fangs. Cautiously Tash extended his hand and rested it on the lion’s head. Zarand settled under his touch.  
 
    “Stay with them,” he ordered. 
 
    The cat glanced at the man. With a final pat, Tash rose to his feet, pulling Sanari up with him. He tugged her into his arms. Firelight caught in his face and drew hollows in his cheeks. He looked tired and grim, but determined.  
 
    He brushed a smudge of dirt from Sanari’s jaw with his thumb. “Don’t let Zarand out of your sight and protect my brother until he wakes up, please.” 
 
    She nodded and the tears spilled over, racing down to her chin. “Please be careful.” 
 
    “I will and I’ll be back with Kazarien as soon as I can.” 
 
    The tears came faster and she moved closer, placing her cheek against his chest. She could feel the frantic energy that flowed through the emerald into him. “Don’t let them kill him, Tash.” 
 
    “I won’t,” he whispered against the top of her head. With a hand beneath her chin, he lifted her face and bent forward, touching his lips to hers.  
 
    Chayse was waiting behind Tash with Jaren’s bridle and beside him was Ronal, the captain who Tash had appointed as his second.  
 
    “Pick three men and have them saddle mounts to ride out with me,” he said to Ronal.  
 
    The captain stepped away to do as he was commanded.  
 
    Tash released Sanari, but he held her gaze as he took the reins from the squire. Chayse handed Tash a water-skin and a small pack. Tash looked down at the items, breaking his contact with Sanari.  
 
    “What’s this?” 
 
    Chayse lowered his eyes. “Bandages and some medicinals for the King when you find him.” 
 
    Tash gave Chayse a tired smile and tucked the pack into the saddlebags, then slung the water-skin over the horn. He pulled himself into the saddle and gathered the reins in his hand. Ronal had returned and was awaiting instructions. “Captain, you’re in charge until I return. Get the fire out, gather the men, count the wounded and dead, then break camp and head toward Voltarian. You can carry the wounded and my brother in the weapons’ wagon. I’ll meet you on the road.” 
 
    Ronal saluted him. “At once, Commander.” 
 
    Sanari started forward, placing her hands on his knee. “Be careful, please, Tash.” 
 
    “Always,” he said with a smile, then tugged Jaren’s head around. 
 
    Sanari stood on the smoldering prairie beside the lion and the boy, watching until Tash and his escort were lost from sight. Please let him find the King, she thought, but she kept the thought to herself. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 21 
 
      
 
    Waking was hell. Kazarien’s head throbbed and his hands felt swollen and useless. He tried to move, but his body wouldn’t respond.  
 
    Then memory came rushing back to him.  
 
    He tried to orient himself with what he could remember. Something had hit him in the back of the head, blinding him; he’d fallen and lost consciousness. Now where was he? 
 
    It was difficult to think. Blood pounded in his temples and throbbed behind his eyes. He tried to open them, but couldn’t. Darkness was everywhere. For a moment, he panicked, then he felt the constriction of fabric across his temples. Someone had blindfolded him. He tried to move his hands to push the blindfold away, but they wouldn’t respond. He could feel a strange tingling sensation that traveled from his shoulders up his arms and ended in numbness. He forced his mind to concentrate. Something was wrong with his physical orientation. Then it came to him. He was hanging over the back of a horse.  
 
    He let his body go limp. The jarring of the horse was obvious now, causing pain to spear through him. He didn’t know how long he drifted in a semi-conscious state, but he came to when the horse slowed to a halt.  
 
    Someone grabbed him by his sword belt and hauled him off. He couldn’t prevent himself from falling, hitting the ground with such force he nearly blacked out again. Some part of him was aware that he was in grave danger, so he lay completely still, hardly daring to breathe.  
 
    It was better without the constant jarring of the horse or the unnatural position that forced blood to his head. He knew now that he was bound at both wrist and ankle as well as blindfolded. That he was still alive came as only a minor comfort. 
 
    Dried grass crunched beside him and he lay still, wondering how he was going to get out of this mess. Someone hunkered down and touched him at the base of his throat. He wanted to flinch, but forced himself not to do so.  
 
    “So, did you get him?” came a deep voice somewhere in the distance.  
 
    The figure bending over the King rose and took a few steps away. “You said you’d be waiting here!” 
 
    “And here I am. Is that Haldane?” 
 
    “We couldn’t get near Haldane or the damn emerald. Do you know how many of our people we lost, how many Orahim?” 
 
    There was a grim chuckle. The second speaker was closer now. “The costs of war, my friend, the costs of war. I told you you had to surprise him.” 
 
    “We tried to, but he knew somehow. He knew at the last minute. Wherever he went he mowed our people down, tossed them aside like rag-dolls! And then there was the creature! It tore Torkild’s throat out in front of me!” 
 
    “He was stupid to begin with, no loss there. But who did you get away with?” 
 
    The vegetation crunched under their feet as they moved toward Kazarien. The King held his breath.  
 
    “You took the King of Trendaria!” said the deep-voiced man in a low, menacing growl.  
 
    “I’m going to ransom him. He’ll bring enough coin to feed my family for years.” 
 
    “You bloody idiot! Do you think they’ll just let you get away with this? I told you we needed Haldane and the talisman!” 
 
    “We couldn’t get Haldane! But the King is better!” 
 
    “Better only if he’s dead! He’s the most dangerous while alive. If you let him live, he’ll continue with this alliance and unify the whole damn region, then they’ll come after the followers with a vengeance. Not even the Star Destroyer will be able to save you!” 
 
    There was a moment of silence. Kazarien tried to hold still and listen, but he couldn’t stop his limbs from trembling. He was cold and the circulation was returning to his hands. It felt like someone was jabbing him with hot needles.  
 
    “What now? We don’t have much time,” said the first man finally. “They’ll be after us. Haldane will come after us!” 
 
    The other man gave a derisive snort. “You should have followed my directions,” he growled.  
 
    His companion made a noise of rage, his footsteps stomping away, then returning. “I told you“ 
 
    “I’m not deaf! Don’t say it again!” interrupted the other. “Forget it. I’ll take care of your mess.” 
 
    His steps moved to Kazarien’s side and he knelt down. Kazarien flinched away in his blindness, unable to stop himself. A low laugh was his reward.  
 
    “Don’t worry, Your Majesty,” came the deep, hostile tone, “it’ll be over soon.” A hand closed over Kazarien’s chin, forcing his head up. “Pity though. You were probably the only good one, but you know what you get when you stretch your neck out too far. Someone’s bound to slit your throat.” 
 
    Instinct alone saved the King. He jerked back at the same moment he brought his hands up. His bound wrists impacted against flesh and bone, then he heard a low exclamation. Something hot and sticky splattered his chest and face.  
 
    “Bloody hell!” cried the man with the deep voice. His knee slammed into Kazarien’s chest, knocking him back. Kazarien struggled to unseat him, his blood pounding, his heart racing. He wasn’t going to die like an animal brought to slaughter! 
 
    Clasping his hands together, Kazarien hammered away at his attacker. The man muttered curses as he tried to grab the bonds around the King’s wrist. Kazarien writhed and struck, feeling more of the wet, sticky substance coat the bonds, his hands, his chest. It was in his nostrils, a hot, metallic tang that caused panic to surge inside of him. He knew his strength was waning, but he couldn’t give up now.  
 
    A horse screamed, followed by a muffled grunt as something large and heavy struck the earth. Kazarien got his fingers around the wrist of his attacker and he slammed up, smashing the wrist and whatever it held in the direction he believed his attacker was. He heard another grunt of pain, then the weight slid off him.  
 
    One moment he was fighting someone as large as he was – the next the weight was gone and he could hear the sound of pounding hooves. He felt the impact on the earth beneath his body, ducked as a buffet of air passed over him, and rolled to his side, tearing at the blindfold.  
 
    “Kazarien!” 
 
    The King yanked the blindfold down, but his eyes blurred and he could only see shadows now.  
 
    “Kazarien!” 
 
    His brain finally registered this new voice. Tash! “Here!” he said, but it was a harsh, choked sound. He swallowed and blinked, trying to clear his vision. “Here, Tash!” 
 
    A blurry, dark figure dropped in front of him and he instinctively reared away. A hand grabbed his shoulder and a fuzzy green light met his eye. “It’s me, Kazarien,” said Tash.  
 
    Kazarien relaxed, slumping back in the grass. His head was pounding, his heart hammering, and he felt nauseous. “Where are they?” 
 
    “I killed one, but the other got away on the horse. Some of the soldiers are chasing him. Kazarien, where are you hurt?” 
 
    The King opened his eyes again. He could just make out Tash’s outline now, but it was still dark. “My head hurts and I can’t see right. Is it still night or is there something really wrong with me?” 
 
    “It’s still night,” said Tash. “Kazarien, you must be hurt somewhere else.” The King could hear the worry in the other man’s voice. “There’s blood all over you.” 
 
    Kazarien couldn’t stop his body from shaking uncontrollably now. He suspected he was in shock. “It isn’t mine,” he said, trying to push himself into a seated position. He needed to get the blood circulating again, but his head hurt so miserably.  
 
    “Are you sure?” 
 
    “Yes,” he answered, levering himself up. Tash helped him, then pulled a dagger from his belt, using it to saw at the King’s bonds. Kazarien flexed his fingers and rubbed his hands together as Tash cut the ropes around his ankles. The King’s vision was clearing now and he could make out the dead man and Tash’s horse standing a few feet away.  
 
    Tash rose to his feet and went to the dead man, using the dagger to cut off a piece of his cloak. Then he grabbed the horse’s bridle and led him closer to the King. Unhooking the water-skin from the horn, he knelt at Kazarien’s side. He opened the water-skin and poured some onto the piece of fabric, then handed it to the King.  
 
    “Here, see if you can get some of that blood off.” 
 
    As Kazarien scrubbed his chest and face the best he could, Tash slipped off his jacket and held it out to the shivering king. Kazarien accepted it gratefully.  
 
    Picking up the water-skin, Tash offered it to the King. While Kazarien took a drink, Tash returned to the horse and pulled out a packet from his saddlebag. He knelt beside Kazarien again and busied himself with opening it.  
 
    Kazarien tented his knee and braced his elbow on it, resting his head against his hand. Both his head and his hand throbbed miserably with each beat of his heart, but at least the nausea in his stomach was abating.  
 
    Tash held out a blood-red leaf to the King. “Here’s some Stamerian. It’ll help with the headache. My father swore by it.” 
 
    “So do the Stravad,” said Kazarien wryly.  
 
    Tash met his eye and exhaled. “So do the Stravad,” he repeated. “Gods, Kazarien, I thought you were dead.” 
 
    “So did I. How many men did we lose?” 
 
    “I don’t know, I didn’t have time to see before I came after you.” 
 
    “How far are we from camp?” he asked, placing the leaf between his teeth and biting down. Immediately he could feel the rejuvenating effects of the Stamerian racing through his system.  
 
    “Not far, but Jaren won’t be able to carry us both, so I’ll walk him while you ride. I drove him really hard to get to you.” 
 
    Kazarien nodded, closing his eyes. Gods, he hurt! 
 
    “I’m sorry, Your Majesty. It should never have happened.” 
 
    Kazarien opened one eye and gave Tash a critical look. “You saved my life, Tash.” 
 
    “I should have prevented the attack.” 
 
    “How? They plotted this. Actually, I wasn’t the original target. You were.” 
 
    “What?” said Tash with a frown.  
 
    “You were the target. They went in there thinking they could subdue you and bring you and the emerald to Eldon-knows-where. I was only the easy mark after they couldn’t get you.” 
 
    “How do you know this?” 
 
    Kazarien gave a grim laugh. “They spent a lot of time talking about it before the one decided to slit my throat. I guess he’s the one that got away.” 
 
    Tash nodded.  
 
    “Did you get a look at him?” 
 
    “No, it was too dark and things happened too fast. I wasn’t even sure where you were at first.” 
 
    “Well, it can’t be helped.” Kazarien braced himself and climbed unsteadily to his feet.  
 
    Tash put a hand on his elbow to balance him. “Are you sure you can ride, Your Majesty?” 
 
    Kazarien gave Tash a grim smile. “Don’t you think we can stop worrying about my title.” He looked down at himself. His clothing was torn, blood streaked his face, chest, and hands, and he had a knot on the back of his head. He wasn’t the exact picture of royal dignity at the moment. “We both know that I’m your sovereign in name only.” 
 
    Tash met his gaze. “Actually, you’ve become more of a friend than anything, but if I were to pledge my allegiance to anyone, Lord Kazarien, you would be that sovereign.” 
 
    Kazarien smiled wanly and clapped a hand on Tash’s shoulder. The emerald had subsided to a dull green. “I was thinking those words exactly, Haldane,” he answered. “And I wouldn’t be surprised if I found myself saying them to you someday in the future.” 
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    After the visible flames were out, Sanari urged Ronal to have the soldiers gather all of the shovels they had and appoint one squad to turn over the earth as an added precaution against reignition. Another squad was appointed to count the dead and remove any of their own men so that they could be identified. A third squad was sent after Tash and the King. Finally, two squads were assigned to ferret out the wounded and bring them to Sanari where she could perform some rudimentary first aid.  
 
    Chayse was instrumental in those first few hours. He knew where all of the surviving supplies were located and could name each of the men on sight. It was Chayse who finally drew the grim task of identifying the dead.  
 
    For Sanari’s part, she kept busy, rushing from one wounded soldier to another. She also had to keep an eye on Tav, who continued to sleep off the effects of the Orahim dart. The lion lay beside him, watching everything with alert, feline eyes.  
 
    It was just as well that she kept busy. Even when she was trying to handle six things at once, worry for Tash and Kazarien crept into her mind. She liked the King of Trendaria and felt it would be a crippling blow to the entire region if it lost such a visionary man, but she also felt like she’d lose a friend. Where Tash was concerned, her feelings were much more complicated.  
 
    Tash had told them to push on toward Voltarian, but she wasn’t going to give up on them just yet. Besides that, there was too much to do here.  
 
    Chayse returned after identifying the dead. He held out a half-burnt piece of parchment and she met his eye as she took it. The gaze that held hers was no longer that of a boy.  
 
    “I’m sorry you had to do that,” she said.  
 
    He nodded, then he drew a deep breath. “Do you think Tash will find the King in time?” 
 
    “I hope so, Chayse, I really do.” 
 
    “What will happen if he doesn’t?” 
 
    “We go on. It’s what Lord Kazarien would want.” 
 
    “Sanari,” came a voice behind her.  
 
    She turned and found Tav trying to sit up. She hurried to his side and pushed him down again. While he’d slept, she’d cleaned the wound and bandaged it. She didn’t want him to start it bleeding again.  
 
    “Welcome back,” she said.  
 
    The lion had crawled closer to Tav upon hearing his voice, now he rubbed his enormous head against Tav’s good arm. Tav patted him, then looked around in confusion. The sun was just beginning to lighten the nighttime sky.  
 
    “What happened?” he asked.  
 
    “You were nicked with an Orahim dart and passed out. I’ve cleaned the wound and bound it, so don’t move your left arm too much.” 
 
    “Where’s Tash?” There was a frightened look in his eyes. Sanari always forgot their special ability to sense each other, feel each other’s presence.  
 
    She laid a hand on his shoulder to calm him. “He went after the King.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    Sanari drew a deep breath and told Tav about the battle. He listened with wide, anxious eyes, then tried to sit up again.  
 
    “Zarand and I will go after them.” 
 
    “No, you won’t. You have no idea where they went and Zarand wouldn’t be able to keep up. He’s exhausted from last night. Captain Ronal already sent a squad out after them, so we’ll just wait here until they return.” 
 
    “But my brother” 
 
    “Is the best person to handle this,” she said. “You should have seen him last night, Tav. He kept that attack from becoming a slaughter. He’ll find the King.” 
 
    “What if he isn’t on time?” 
 
    Sanari looked down at the list of dead. “Let’s worry about that if it happens, all right? Right now we need to believe that he’ll be on time.” 
 
    Tav didn’t say anymore, but she could see the anxiety in his face. She suspected it was mirrored in her own. 
 
    Pushing herself to her feet, she dusted off her trousers. “I have to find your pack. We don’t want to lose the treaty and I know you’ll want the Norrad.” 
 
    Tav gave her a bewildered look, but she moved off. It was best to keep busy, she reminded herself. 
 
     
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    “I need to rest for a moment, Tash,” said Kazarien.  
 
    Tash signaled the soldiers and halted, watching as Kazarien sank to the ground. The soldiers had returned from their pursuit of Kazarien’s assailant empty-handed.  
 
    The King braced his head in his hands and closed his eyes. Dropping Jaren’s reins, Tash opened the saddlebag and pulled out the medicinal pouch Chayse had given him. He removed some more Stamerian and knelt beside the King, holding it out.  
 
    “Here, this should help.” 
 
    Kazarien cracked one eye and looked at the plant, then he took it and placed it in his mouth. “Maybe if I slept for a little while, this headache would go away.” 
 
    “You can’t!” said Tash.  
 
    Kazarien gave him a frown.  
 
    Tash settled on the ground across from the King. “When I was about six, I built a fort in my uncle’s barn, as high up in the loft as I could get. One time as I was climbing down, my foot slipped on the ladder and I fell, hitting my head on a post. When I woke up, I was home and in bed. My parents and my aunt and uncle were all there, so was the old doctor from the town. We used to call him Dr. Sweets. He was always pulling candy from behind our ears or out of our pockets.” 
 
    Kazarien gave him a weak smile. 
 
    “Anyway, he told my parents that I shouldn’t go to sleep for a few hours, that they needed to keep me awake. He said I had a concussion and that I could possibly slip into a coma if they let me sleep. My mother told me silly stories to keep me awake.” 
 
    He closed his eyes for a moment. “I haven’t thought about that for years.” Kazarien was silent. Tash glanced up at him. The King was watching his second-in-command with a compassionate expression on his face. “But that’s why you need to stay awake, at least a little longer.” 
 
    “How many silly stories do you know?” 
 
    Tash laughed. “Not many, I’m afraid.” 
 
    Kazarien nodded in acceptance, then pushed himself to his feet. “Then we’d better keep walking because the longer I sit, the more I want to sleep.” 
 
    Tash rose also and caught up Jaren’s bridle. “You should be riding.” 
 
    “No,” said the King, grimacing in discomfort. “I’m afraid I might doze off if I did.” 
 
    To their left, dawn was just breaking, spreading over the tops of the Sunac Mountains in a pink and pale blue shade as they trudged down the road again. The soldiers came behind them, guarding their flank. They walked in silence for a while, but eventually Kazarien cleared his throat.  
 
    “Tell me something, Tash, if you feel comfortable, that is. What happened between you and Maleki in DiNolfol? For that matter, what happened between you and Tav?” 
 
    Tash shot Kazarien a sheepish look. “I guess it seems like I’ve been difficult lately, doesn’t it?” 
 
    Kazarien shrugged. “It’s really none of my business, but I’m curious.” 
 
    Tash sighed. “Well, it’s a long story. It has to do with my parents.” 
 
    Kazarien glanced over at him. “I see. In that case, forget I asked. It’s personal.” 
 
    “I don’t mind telling you, if you want to hear it.” 
 
    “Of course,” answered Kazarien.  
 
    Unconsciously Tash slipped his hand into his pocket and curled his fingers around the locket. He’d thought many times since leaving DiNolfol that he ought to discard the confounding thing, but he just couldn’t do it.  
 
    “After I joined the militia, my uncle gave Tav and me a chest that belonged to my father. Apparently, my father told my uncle that if anything happened to him he was to give us the chest when he thought we were old enough. Inside the chest were a number of my father’s possessions. This sword,” he said, resting his hand on the hilt. “The Norrad Tav carries everywhere, and the emerald. There were a few other things, but at the bottom was a box that contained my mother’s jewelry.” 
 
    “Most of the pieces we recognized, except this.” Tash pulled the locket out and snapped open the clasp, extending it to the King. Kazarien took it, studying the painting as they walked. “Tav immediately acted funny about it, told me to put it away. I’m still not sure why. Then when I brought it up to my aunt and uncle, they said it actually belonged to my father. For some reason, I didn’t believe them.” 
 
    “Who is Cy?” asked the King.  
 
    Tash shrugged and took the locket back, snapping it closed. “All I know is that he was Gava’s nephew.” 
 
    Kazarien’s brows rose curiously.  
 
    “And that he fought against his uncle in the end.” 
 
    “Was? Fought? He’s dead?” 
 
    Tash nodded. “He died in the final battle.” 
 
    Kazarien exhaled slowly. “You asked Maleki about the locket, didn’t you?” 
 
    “Yes, but he refused to tell me anything, except that Cy was the one who wielded the emerald in the final battle against Gava, not my father.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    Tash met Kazarien’s surprised gaze. “That’s right. It took three of them to destroy Gava. Cy, my father, and an old Stravad named Lemek. Cy is the one who used the emerald.” 
 
    Kazarien looked away. “I didn’t know that.” 
 
    “No one does. When I asked Maleki why my father got all of the credit, he refused to tell me. And then Tav found out I had the locket. He was furious.” 
 
    “What do you think he’s afraid of finding out?” 
 
    Tash shrugged. “I’m not sure. He apparently knew the truth about the final battle. My father told him, so I can only think it has to do with something else. Tav knew more about my parents than I did. He paid more attention to what they said, always asking questions. I wish I had done the same now. I think Tav knows something about this locket, about this Cy that I don’t, but he won’t tell me.” 
 
    “Are you going to keep looking for the answer?” asked the King.  
 
    “I’m not sure. Some part of me warns that I don’t want to know the truth, and yet another part of me keeps pursuing it against my better judgment. I wish I knew what to do.” 
 
    “I know where you’ll likely find the answer,” Kazarien replied.  
 
    Tash glanced at him. “In Temeron?” 
 
    “Yes,” said the King.  
 
    The sudden noise of horses’ hooves interrupted their conversation. Tash grabbed Kazarien’s arm, pulling him back as his other hand went to his sword hilt. The soldiers hurried up the road, blocking access to the King. The sun had climbed to a point where it shown on the road, lighting it.  
 
    Releasing his hold on the King, Tash lifted his free hand and closed it over the emerald. The talisman pulsed in warning, but it didn’t have the same intensity of the previous night when it had awakened him.  
 
    The riders rounded a bend in the road and the colors of Trendaria were clear in the crisp morning air. Tash and Kazarien both breathed a sigh of relief as the squad thundered to a halt before them and surrounded the King.  
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    Kazarien was stunned when they finally came in sight of their camp. Blackened earth and destruction met his gaze. The men were all moving about in an orderly fashion, but they stopped the moment they caught sight of the King and a murmur of surprise went through them.  
 
    Before he had crossed the entire camp, the murmurs had turned into applause and cheering. Kazarien gave Tash a grim smile as he directed the horse toward where they’d set up a make-shift hospital.  
 
    Sanari hurried toward him as he swung out of Larod’s saddle. She embraced him impulsively, then stepped away, her hands on his shoulders. “Are you all right? Are you hurt anywhere?” 
 
    He smiled, genuinely glad to see her. Behind her, Tav was reclining on some packs, his expression alert and concerned. “I’m fine, just a knock on the head.” 
 
    “You don’t know how scared I was, Lord Kazarien,” she said, releasing him.  
 
    He felt warmed by her concern. “Tash made sure I was all right,” he said, glancing over his shoulder.  
 
    Sanari’s eyes shifted to him and the King could see the depth of her emotions clearly. Tash gave her a smile and she moved around the King, launching herself into the other man’s arms. Tash held her close, stroking the back of her hair.  
 
    Kazarien sighed, watching them, then turned away, striding to where Tav lay. Zarand was beside him, but as the King hunkered down, the lion shoved his head against Kazarien’s chest, purring and demanding attention. 
 
    Tav was also smiling. “It’s good to see you safe, Your Majesty.” 
 
    Kazarien looked up at his envoy and gave him a weary smile. “Don’t you think we’ve been through enough where you can call me by my first name.” 
 
    Tav’s face sobered and he looked surprised. “I guess so, Your” He laughed, then shook his head. “Yes, I think so.” 
 
    “How are you feeling?” 
 
    “Better. I’m just a little drowsy.” 
 
    Tash and Sanari had moved up behind them. Tash’s eyes danced with relief upon seeing his brother. “You sure missed the excitement.” 
 
    “I guess so. But I didn’t escape the worry over the King,” he said, turning his attention back to Kazarien. “You really gave us a scare.” 
 
    “Not intentionally. I’m not that hungry for attention, believe me.” 
 
    They laughed, then Tash looked around the camp. “Things look organized.” 
 
    Kazarien nodded, glancing around also. His expression grew grim. “How many men did we lose?” 
 
    “Seven,” said Sanari. “Chayse identified the bodies and made a list so that we can inform their families when we get to Voltarian, then Captain Ronal had a squad bury them.” 
 
    Kazarien rubbed his temples with his fingertips and closed his eyes. “Seven?” he murmured. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Kazarien,” said Tav.  
 
    “So am I,” answered the King. He looked up at Tash. “I’d like to make Metariam by nightfall. Do you think we can accomplish that?” 
 
    “If you think you can ride without resting.” 
 
    “I’d rather not rest out here, if we can help it.” 
 
    “Then I’ll get camp struck and make arrangements for the wounded,” said Tash. With a smile for Sanari’s benefit, he strode away.  
 
    The lion had settled and was resting his head on Tav’s thigh. The King shifted his gaze from the cat to his envoy. “Everything was lost in the fire, right?” 
 
    Tav nodded.  
 
    “Well, I think I’ll try and find a spare uniform and change.” He glanced up at Sanari. “Afterward, you can show me the graves. I want to say something over them before we go.” 
 
    “Wait here, Your Majesty,” said Sanari, “and I’ll find something. Then I’ll take you to the graves.” 
 
    “Thank you,” replied the King.  
 
    Chayse approached them a moment later, carrying two bowls. “I’ve brought you both breakfast,” he said and ducked his head in respect for Kazarien.  
 
    “Thank you,” said the King again, taking the bowls and handing one to Tav. He glanced at the gruel and grimaced. He wasn’t sure he was ready for more of the cook’s sorry attempt at food. He shot a look at Chayse. The boy was studying his King as if he couldn’t believe he was still alive. Kazarien gave the boy a smile. “I’m fine, Chayse. Thank you for being such a rock during adversity. You have proven yourself beyond a doubt.” 
 
    “It’s my pleasure, Your Majesty. If you don’t need anything else, I’ll go help the captain break camp.” 
 
    Kazarien nodded, watching the boy walk away. After he disappeared from sight, the King turned back to Tav. “We need to talk about your brother.” 
 
    Tav was pushing the gruel around with his spoon, studying it intently. He glanced up at the King. “All right,” he said. He set the bowl beside him and gave Kazarien a narrow-eyed look. “What is it?” 
 
    Kazarien set his breakfast aside as well. “I wasn’t the real target of this latest attack.” 
 
    Tav’s frown deepened. “I’m not following you.” 
 
    “Tash was.” 
 
    “How do you know?” 
 
    Kazarien tented his knee and braced his elbow against it, cradling his pounding head. “The one who grabbed me rode to some predetermined spot and met another person. Before they decided to slit my throat, they argued about the purpose for the attack.” 
 
    Tav flinched at Kazarien’s graphic explanation, but his attention focused a moment later. “What was the exact purpose?” 
 
    “They wanted Haldane and the talisman, but they couldn’t get near Tash.” 
 
    “They wanted him alive?” 
 
    Kazarien nodded.  
 
    “What for? They can’t believe my brother will join their cause, can they?” 
 
    “I can’t answer that.” 
 
    “So when they couldn’t get Tash, they grabbed you, but they intended to kill you?” 
 
    “Right. At first the one who grabbed me thought he would ransom me, but the other pointed out that the alliance was their biggest threat. They decided that if I was no longer an impediment, the alliance would fail.” 
 
    Tav’s eyes searched the King’s face. “You aren’t rethinking your plans, are you?” 
 
    Kazarien drew a deep breath and closed his eyes. “No,” he answered wearily, opening his eyes once more. “I think it’s more important than ever.” 
 
    Sanari returned to them and held out a uniform for the King. He accepted it, dropping it in his lap.  
 
    “In fact,” he continued, “I want both of you to promise me that you’ll continue with the treaty if something happens to me, which means you need to be in on negotiations from now on, Sanari. I intend to make that very clear to the remaining kings. As of today, I want to promote you both to Ministers.” 
 
    “Thank you, Your Majesty,” said Tav. 
 
    Sanari sank down beside him. “I’m honored, Your Majesty.” 
 
    Kazarien waved her off. “This treaty is the only way to keep Erram and his malcontents from tearing the region apart. Will you promise me you’ll make sure it is ratified?” 
 
    Tav drew a deep breath, his gaze fixed on Kazarien’s. “We’ll do it together. This has been your project from the start. You need to see it to its culmination.” 
 
    Kazarien nodded, his eyes drifting away. “I just wish I’d started it at the first sign that Erram was mobilizing. Maybe I’d have each of the protectorates by now.” 
 
    “You’ve unified the entire south, Your Majesty,” replied Sanari. “That is more than we’ve ever had before. With each additional protectorate, the odds increase of uniting them all. Concentrate on your successes and the rest will take care of itself.” 
 
    Kazarien gave her a tired smile. “That cool logic has been missing from our proceedings to date. You’ve earned your spot on my negotiation’s team and I pity anyone who dares to go against us.” 
 
    Tav was staring at a spot beyond the King’s shoulder. Kazarien suspected he knew where the other man was looking. “Protecting my brother is going to be the bigger problem, I think,” he said.  
 
    And unfortunately, Kazarien knew he was right. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 22 
 
      
 
    The envoy from Trendaria reached Metariam at nightfall. Tash brought the battalion down the main street. It wasn’t that he wanted to flaunt their presence, he simply felt security lay in showing those responsible for the death and destruction on the pastures that Kazarien was not defeated.  
 
    There weren’t many inns to choose from for a night’s lodging, but Tash picked one on the basis of size. He wanted one large enough to house the lot of them together, soldiers and squires included. The one he picked was two stories tall, but he rode around front and back, checking the escape routes.  
 
    By the time he was satisfied with his choice, the inn-keeper had been alerted. He met Tash on the porch fronting his establishment. Tash told him what he needed and made arrangements to have the horses boarded as well. The inn-keeper happily agreed, setting off to do just that.  
 
    While Tash gave orders to a squad of soldiers to stand guard over the wagons and the horses, the inn-keeper blustered about trying to find enough lodging for everyone. Kazarien and his entourage went inside the inn and sat down in the lobby, accompanied by another squad of soldiers assigned to protect them.  
 
    Kazarien’s body ached, but nothing hurt him as badly as his head. He wanted to sleep, but the need to get to Metariam had been greater. Even sitting in the lumpy, green chair made him want to close his eyes and give way to the bliss of dreaming. Instead he sat up straighter and took a good look around.  
 
    The King of Trendaria could easily say he’d never been in such a place in his entire life. Behind the desk hung a painting of a very nude, very large woman. So startling was the image that the King took a double look at it before turning away. Ironically, no one else seemed to even see it.  
 
    Beyond the set of chairs and couches he himself occupied, the inn had a number of chairs positioned off in remote parts of the lobby, hidden behind pillars or tucked into corners. Not a single chair in the entire room matched another. There were ladder-backed chairs with peeling paint, and cushioned chairs, which coughed out stuffing whenever one sat down on them. There were red chairs, and green, and a mustard yellow that reminded the King of something the cook had called stew two nights ago. And in these chairs were a host of interesting people.  
 
    In one sat an elderly woman with the brightest red hair Kazarien had ever seen. She had a jaunty hat perched atop her head and on it was a stuffed bird in a rainbow assortment of colors. Another held a man that was at least seven feet tall. As he sat, his gangly legs stuck out into the walkway and the cuffs of his trousers were hiked up nearly to his knee-caps. When he stood and strolled away upstairs, it appeared as if he had no muscles, just loose joints and bones shifting this way and that. His trouser cuffs dropped to mid-calf upon standing.  
 
    Not only was the assortment of colors overwhelming, but the smell was just as much so. There were perfumes whose floral odors collided with one another. His own men smelled of sweat and horse and the smoke from the fire of the previous night. One resident passed too close to the King and got knocked back by the soldiers for his trouble. He smelled like stale, dusty earth. Alone each odor would have offended the King’s nose, but in combination, they were overpowering.  
 
    Kazarien closed his eyes and tried to breathe shallowly. If only he could sleep off this headache, he might not find everything so alarming and strange. Still, he longed for his own castle and his own suite of rooms. He knew he’d been pampered his entire life, but in truth, he couldn’t deny he preferred it that way.  
 
    “Kazarien,” came Tash’s voice and he blinked open his eyes. He had been dozing in the lumpy, uncomfortable chair. “I have a room ready for you.” Tash motioned to the two men standing at his elbow. Both were staring at the lion in curiosity.  
 
    The first was the inn-keeper, a stout man of about fifty with thinning brown hair and bright, cheerful brown eyes. When he smiled at the King, his eyes nearly disappeared behind laugh lines. Ducking and bowing enthusiastically, he welcomed Kazarien to Metariam.  
 
     “Thank you. We are grateful you could accommodate the lot of us.” 
 
    “But of course, Your Majesty. I never dreamed I’d have a king in my establishment, I can tell you that. Not in a lifetime. Not me.” 
 
    Tash gave the man a stern look and he stopped talking, but continued to bob and bow in excessive good cheer. “This is Doctor Runako,” Tash continued. “He’s going to take a look at you and make sure everything’s all right.” 
 
     “I’m fine, Tash, I just need sleep. It’s close on forty-eight hours since I had the last, if you’ll remember.” 
 
    Tash narrowed his eyes on the King and Kazarien recognized the stubborn look. “Dr. Runako left his house in the middle of dinner to come here at my request. He’s going to take a look at you, Your Majesty.” 
 
    Kazarien pushed himself to his feet. Tav and Sanari were smiling in amusement, trying not to look amused. Zarand was dozing at Tav’s feet. He couldn’t have cared less. Suddenly Kazarien didn’t care either. He was too tired and his head hurt too much. Maybe the doctor had something stronger than Stamerian for pain.  
 
    “Fine, let’s get this over with.” 
 
    One of Tash’s brows rose in surprise, but he had the grace not to say anything. Neither did the doctor. The inn-keeper jumped back, reaching for the enormous ring of keys at his waist.  
 
    “Oh, let me show you to the best room in the house,” he said brightly, turning immediately to scurry up the stairs.  
 
    Kazarien followed him, Tash at his side, and the squad behind them. Tav and Sanari remained where they were. “Good night,” said the King over his shoulder.  
 
    “Good night,” they answered.  
 
    As he climbed beside his second-in-command, he gave Tash a severe look. “Just because I said I would probably pledge my allegiance to you someday does not mean the day has come.” 
 
    Tash smiled. “Let’s make sure the day comes, then. Let the doctor check to see if your skull is still intact.” 
 
    They came to the landing and Kazarien paused to face Tash. “Thank you for looking out for me, Tash. I do appreciate it.” 
 
    “Remember that for later, all right?” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “We need to talk about your traveling arrangements.” He started walking down the dark, close corridor, motioning for the King to stay near.  
 
    Kazarien grimaced in distaste, but he followed. Here the smell of humanity was stronger, mingling with cooking odors from the kitchen. The walls were papered with peeling red and yellow stripes and the floor was covered in a tread-bare, faded carpet of indeterminate colors. Kazarien wasn’t prone to claustrophobia, but these tight spaces made him nervous.  
 
    “What do you mean?” he asked.  
 
    The inn-keeper had come to a room at the very end of the hall. He pulled the key off the ring at his waist and fitted it into the lock, then threw the door open. The doctor crossed the threshold and walked to the center of the room, placing his bag on the bed and opening it. Tash followed him.  
 
    The room was nearly as dark as the corridor outside and the smell that struck the King was one of mildew and stale, entrapped air. The bed dominated the center of the room, covered in a faded, dusty spread of purple and pink. The floor was bare, except for a ragged, torn rug that lay beside the bed. The dressing stand stood on three legs in the corner, the fourth being broken off a few inches before the floor. On the stand was a chipped bowl and pitcher and an oil lantern with a blackened wick, and hanging off the side of the stand was a dingy white towel and washcloth. Directly behind the bed was the only window, covered in purple curtains with one huge rend down the center panel. Light from the street lamp spilled through and fell on the single pillow in the middle of the bed.  
 
    “Welcome to our finest room, Your Majesty,” said the inn-keeper.  
 
    Kazarien didn’t know what to say. 
 
    Tash smiled craftily. “Remember what you said – I’m simply looking out for you.” 
 
    “I don’t see a connection.” 
 
    “Get used to this, Your Majesty,” said Tash, “because this is how the common man travels. If you want to complete your mission, you’re gonna have to do it this way or no way at all. In other words, welcome to my world, Kazarien.” 
 
    Kazarien straightened and drew a deep breath, exhaling slowly. Eldon’s star, he so did miss being King.  
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    Tash stood guard as the doctor examined Kazarien. He knew the King was disconcerted by their lodgings, but Tash didn’t think he could stand a night out in the open after everything he’d been through.  
 
    The doctor was silent, feeling the back of the King’s skull, then lighting the lamp and holding it up to Kazarien’s eyes. Finally, he replaced the lamp and began rummaging in his bag.  
 
    “You have a concussion, Your Highness,” he said.  
 
    Kazarien frowned at him, but waited patiently for the man to continue. Even in pain and exhaustion, Kazarien was more tolerant than anyone Tash knew.  
 
    “The only thing I can do for you is to give you something to help you sleep.” 
 
    “Tash thought it wasn’t a good idea for me to sleep,” replied the King.  
 
    “At first, but I think the danger is past. Now sleep is the best medicine. A few days of rest and you should be back to your normal self. I would recommend you stay here at least until week’s end.” 
 
    “I can’t,” said Kazarien in alarm. “We need to be in Voltarian. We’re riding out tomorrow morning.” 
 
    The doctor straightened and gave the King a stern look. “Riding horseback is not a good idea, Your Highness. You don’t need to jog your brain any more than necessary. I wouldn’t have recommended it today and I won’t tomorrow either.” 
 
    “I don’t have any choice. I’ve got to get to Voltarian. It’s too important to delay.” 
 
    The doctor exchanged a look with Tash. “I recommend you ride in a wagon then, not horseback. It’s not ideal, but you’ll be jogged less that way.” 
 
    “He’ll ride in a wagon,” answered Tash.  
 
    The doctor sighed. “It’ll have to do, but once you’re in Voltarian, you’ll need to find another physician to look at you.” 
 
    “We will,” answered Tash.  
 
    The doctor shifted weight, then cleared his throat. “I’ll write down the name of a colleague I trust, but he’s a physician in the city, not at the castle.” He gave the King a narrow look. “Don’t let the King of Voltarian’s personal physician look at you, please, Your Highness.” 
 
    Kazarien glanced up at the man in surprise. “Why not?” 
 
    Runako seemed to consider his answer. “I don’t trust him.” 
 
    “Why? Hasn’t he been physician to Lord Lovan for many years?” 
 
    Runako shot a look at Tash. “Not this one. The previous physician died recently.” 
 
    “Why is it that you don’t trust the new one?” questioned Tash.  
 
    Runako sighed and backed up to the only chair in the room, a rickety ladder-backed seat with mismatched legs. He sat and stared at his hands a moment as if deciding whether he should say any more or not.  
 
    Lifting his eyes to the King of Trendaria, he drew another deep breath. “I believe in what you’re trying to do, Lord Kazarien. I want to see the region united. So do many people. And obviously, many people do not. I haven’t asked what happened, as it’s not my place, but I don’t want to see any harm befall you either. Understand, that is my only motivation for what I’m about to say.” 
 
    “All right,” said Kazarien.  
 
    “A few months ago, a new physician showed up at the castle offering his services. Of course he was told that the King had his own personal physician, who had been with him since he took the crown. The man left, but I ran into him a few times when I went for medicinals in Voltarian. There was something about himI can’t put my finger on it. He always gave me a funny feeling. Even Otto, the apothecary, felt that way. We discussed it many times. Then not three weeks after his arrival, the King’s physician mysteriously died.” 
 
    “Really? Why mysteriously?” asked Kazarien.  
 
    “He died in his sleep. No sign of physical cause or biological reasons. My colleague in Voltarian performed the autopsy. The very next day this new doctor presents himself at the castle and is chosen to be the physician to the royal family. Then the talk really started – rumors of strange behavior, secret meetings with unsavory characters. In fact, the only one in the Kingdom who seems to be enthralled with him is Lord Lovan himself. No one else trusts him.” 
 
    “Where did he come from?” asked Tash.  
 
    “That’s also strange. He was apparently practicing in Nogatav before this, in your own protectorate.” 
 
    Tash and Kazarien locked gazes with one another.  
 
    The doctor glanced at them, then continued with his story. “He told me and others that things got too stiff for him there. Stiff. Those were his words, and that he wanted to come to a more progressive seat of learning.” 
 
    Tash sighed and moved away from the dressing stand, crossing the room to the window. He pulled back the curtain and looked out. He didn’t like this news. “What is his name?” 
 
    “Tiros.” 
 
     “Are you sure?” 
 
    “As sure as I’m sitting here and equally sure that Lord Kazarien should have nothing to do with him.” 
 
    Kazarien was looking at Tash, but he turned his attention back to the doctor. “I’ll see your colleague. Please write his name for me.” 
 
    As the doctor wrote the name and rummaged in his bag after the pain-killing root, Kazarien rose to his feet and approached Tash. He glanced at the hollow of Tash’s throat and gave him a significant nod. Tash looked down and noticed the emerald was glowing. He pulled his uniform jacket closed over it and turned his back to the room.  
 
    The emerald was only reflecting his mood, but it didn’t do any good to let strangers see it; although, he actually trusted the doctor. Still, the man’s news was alarming. He couldn’t shake the feeling that it was too contrived to be coincidental. Why would Tiros choose Voltarian of all places? With an entire region of land between them, why would the man wind up in Tash’s path yet again? 
 
    “Here, Your Highness. Take this for the pain. Just cut it in fourths. It’ll make you sleepy so don’t take it more than every six hours, but sleep is what you need now.” 
 
    “Thank you for everything,” said the King. “Leave your bill with my Minister below-stairs.” 
 
    “I will,” said Runako, then paused and added, “Please watch your back, Lord Kazarien, or make sure someone else does.” 
 
    Tash could almost feel Kazarien’s smile. “I have complete faith in my people, but I’ll keep an eye out myself. Again, thank you.” 
 
    “Good night,” said the doctor.  
 
    “Good night,” answered the King.  
 
    Tash didn’t turn around when he heard the door close. He stared out at the street and tried to pull his feelings together. Why would Tiros come to Voltarian? Could it be coincidence? He had been interested in the school in Nogatav. Perhaps it was reasonable that he’d come for Voltarian’s many schools. Reasonable, thought Tash, but not likely.  
 
    “What do you make of the doctor’s words?” asked Kazarien at his back.  
 
    Tash turned and looked at the King. Kazarien was cutting a black root into fourths. He poured himself a glass of water and placed a section of root in his mouth, biting down.  
 
    “I’m not sure, but I guess we’ll find out.” 
 
    Kazarien only nodded and strolled back to the bed, taking a seat on the end of it. He looked tired and pale. Tash knew he needed to get some sleep.  
 
    “Listen, Your Maje” He caught himself. “I need to present something to you, then I’ll let you rest, but this is important. It requires your unbiased attention.” 
 
    “Speak, Tash. We’re beyond courtly pleasantries,” said the King, bracing his head in his hand.  
 
    Tash crossed the room and took a seat in the unstable chair. “We need to change the way you travel, Kazarien.” 
 
     “How so?” 
 
    “When it comes time to leave Voltarian, I want it to be just you and me. No battalion, no lion, no ministers – only you, me and the emerald, traveling as commoners. That also means no weapon’s wagon, no tents, no standards, no trunks, nothing to designate you as the ruler of Trendaria.” Tash met Kazarien’s gaze steadily. “You’ve got to trust me to protect you.” 
 
    “You know I trust you, Tash, but why?” 
 
    “They’ve tried to kill you twice already. If you succeed at garnering Voltarian, they’ll be after you with a vengeance. We can’t afford to advertise any more of your successes.” 
 
    “I told you you were the real target last time, remember?” 
 
    Tash shrugged. “They didn’t get near me. Besides, I’ll handle that. Your reputation and your skill as a negotiator are the only things standing between Loden and Erram. You mustn’t fail.” 
 
    “What makes you think you’re expendable?” 
 
    Tash gave him a patient smile. “I don’t intend to have anything happen to me, so stop worrying.” 
 
    Kazarien blinked sleepily. “I don’t intend to have anything happen to you either, Tash.” 
 
    He rubbed his eyes and Tash rose to his feet. “You need sleep, but just think about what I said. I think you’ll see we have no choice.” 
 
    Kazarien looked up at him, his eyes cloudy with pending slumber. “That’s what worries me most of all, Tash – our lack of choices,” he answered.  
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    The following morning was a brilliant summer’s day. Tash let Kazarien sleep as long as he could, but by the time the King awoke, Tash had the battalion mustered out, mounted, and ready to ride.  
 
    Kazarien was feeling better, but Tash wouldn’t let him ride Larod. Since he didn’t want to argue with his second, he climbed on the wagon beside Tav and settled himself without complaint.  
 
    Tash pushed them hard that first day. Even under the best conditions it took nearly a day and a half to reach Voltarian from Metariam. Tash made them ride until the horses were stumbling, the men complaining, and night had fallen. And then he would only allow half of the soldiers to sleep at a time.  
 
    He placed Kazarien and his ministers in the center of the camp with the lion, then ringed the King on all sides with soldiers. Kazarien offered to take watch, but Tash gave him a furious stare. Although the King had never bunked down on the hard ground in his entire life, he was just tired enough to give way without bemoaning his fall from grace.  
 
    Tash decided he would stay awake. It was the third night in a row that he’d gone with little sleep. The previous night, he’d sat himself outside of Kazarien’s room, guarding the King until morning. Tav watched his brother now and noted the bruised shadows under his eyes. Another night without sleep would be unhealthy.  
 
    Tash was sitting across the fire-ring from him, his back to the fire, his eyes straining into the night, trying to sense a pending attack. Tav rose to his feet and crossed to his side, sitting down next to him.  
 
    “Why don’t you get a few hours of sleep? I’ll stand watch for you,” he offered.  
 
    Tash shook his head. “I’m fine.” 
 
    “You haven’t slept in three days. You’re not fine.” 
 
    Tash glanced at the sleeping King and Sanari. “Leave it alone, Tav. I need to be awake in order to sense the emerald.” 
 
    “I’ll watch the emerald for you.” 
 
    “No, this is my duty.” 
 
    ‘Stubborn ass,’ thought Tav.  
 
    Tash glared at him, but turned away a moment later.  
 
    “Kazarien said you were the real target.” 
 
    “He’s told me, repeatedly.” 
 
    “And you don’t intend to listen?” asked his twin.  
 
    “I’ve listened, and I’m being careful, but it’s Kazarien who’s nearly lost his life repeatedly now, not me.” 
 
    ‘You’re not invulnerable. Our father wasn’t and you surely aren’t,’ said Tav telepathically.  
 
    Tash’s eyes narrowed. “Well, our father wasn’t exactly the man I thought him to be either, now was he?” 
 
    Tav recoiled at Tash’s bitterness. His own expression hardened. “I warned you about pursuing topics that had nothing to do with you.” 
 
    “How doesn’t it? He was our father. He just wasn’t the hero everyone makes him out to be.” 
 
    Tav glanced away in anger, but he turned back and fixed Tash with a furious stare. “How dare you judge what you know nothing about! In the first place, our father was a hero. He stood up against impossible odds and he succeeded. That alone makes him a hero. He also faced the truth of his heritage, not behaved like a spoiled child.” 
 
    ‘What exactly are you saying, Tav?’ questioned Tash psychically.  
 
    “You found out our father wasn’t perfect or invincible, but now you want to throw away everything he really was – a good father, a caring man, and a devoted husband. What a disgrace to his memory!” 
 
    Tash turned away, looking out into the night. “I don’t know what to feel. Good father, yes. I won’t deny that. Caring man? Maybe that was his downfall, maybe he cared too much. Devoted husband? I think he was, but I’m not sure our mother wanted his devotion. What if she didn’t want our father at all?” 
 
    “Then she would be as fallible as our father was.” 
 
    Tash reached down and pulled a piece of prairie grass. “Do you know something else I don’t?” 
 
    Tav drew a deep breath. “Nothing specific, but I know she often had a far-off look on her face. I used to think she saw another world, another place, but maybe it was just another time. I think she longed for that other time more than we’ll ever know.” 
 
    ‘That thought makes me feel sick inside,’ answered Tash.  
 
    ‘Me too,’ thought Tav.  
 
    ‘Why does everything have to be so complicated?’ 
 
    Tav shrugged. “The Norrad says” He paused and glanced at his brother from the corner of his eyes. Tash returned the look, then slowly he smiled. Tav smiled too.  
 
    “The Norrad says,” he continued softly, “that the world is only as complicated as those that inhabit it.” 
 
    Tash chuckled grimly. “As usual, I have no idea what that means.” 
 
    “The world is complicated because the people who live within it are complicated. Nothing is good or evil, nothing is wrong or right. There are shades in everything we see or feel or experience.” 
 
    “So how do you ever know what’s right?” 
 
    “I’m not sure,” answered Tav. “You just do the best you can and you learn to accept others for what they are, not what you expect them to be.” 
 
    ‘Like our father.’ 
 
    ‘And our mother. Probably most especially our mother. In some ways she was even more complex.’ 
 
     “I wish I had paid more attention to things like you have. I know I’ve always given you a bad time for being bookish and sensitive, but in truth, I wish I were more like you.” 
 
    Tav caught his breath. Tash had never, never said anything like this before. ‘Thank you,’ he said telepathically.  
 
    Tash simply smiled. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 23 
 
      
 
    The capital of Voltarian was built beside the Longan River. It was a rectangular shaped city, stretching for a few miles along the bends and twists of the river. Some of the buildings hung out over the water, their upper stories supported by pillions driven into the river’s bank or the riverbed itself.  
 
    During the first War with Gava, the only way across the river was by swimming, but since that time, a rope-expansion bridge had been strung over the most trafficked area, connecting the north and south.  
 
    Voltarian was the intellectual center of the south. Whether it was because of some past academically minded ruler or simply due to its proximity on the road to Temeron, a variety of schools had opened in Voltarian and the wealthy in the other protectorates sent their children to the city in pursuit of an education.  
 
    There were four main streets in the whole of the capital with many byways and alleys connecting each of them. The street closest to the river housed a few of the schools and most of the mercantile shops and services to be found in the city. The main street into the city held the largest schools, those they called universities. They were housed in sprawling buildings that had austere names and intimidating facades.  
 
    The third street back from the river was residential. There were a few small cottages, but most of the commoners housed along the banks of the river outside the boundaries of the city. The bulk of the residences on this street belonged to the professors and instructors at the schools. They were enormous, gabled structures with two or more stories. They had half-moon drives where carriages came and went, bringing many important visitors.  
 
    On the fourth street were the governmental buildings, crowned at their center by the castle. Castle Sagon’s architecture was similar to the manor homes one street over. It rose three stories tall with a gabled entrance and an enormous flight of marble stairs. The entire front of the castle was hidden from view by a covering of vines that grew up the brick and across the mortar, hanging from the gables in leafy tendrils of green.  
 
    The inside of the castle was no less impressive. The entrance hall was paneled in dark wood, polished and oiled until it shone. The floor was marble and covered in thick, rectangular shaped rugs that cushioned the foot as you stepped on them. The furnishings were all heavy, wooden, and dark, but flowers and plants lined the surface of the tables, offering a hint of color and lightening the over-all effect.  
 
    Kazarien had never lacked for self-confidence his entire life, but standing in the entrance hall of Castle Sagon beside his companions, feeling dirty, bedraggled, and less than kingly, his confidence flagged.  
 
    Lord Lovan’s chamberlain, Bendix, actually looked down his long, hawk’s nose at the King, making a disdainful sniff when Kazarien told him who he was. The affront had made Tash bristle, which in turn had caused Zarand to growl in agitation. Kazarien didn’t need their protection, but the result was pleasing. Bendix immediately went in search of his sovereign.  
 
    The Trendarian King was once again reminded of his own dishevelment a moment later when Lovan appeared. Lovan’s eyes passed over him from head to foot, centering on his borrowed clothing. Kazarien had never worn clothing that had not been made expressly for himself, that is until now. Lovan knew it also and his disdain was obvious.  
 
    Behind the King came a young woman with brown hair and brown eyes. She regarded the assembly with a wary, anxious expression, looking up through her thick lashes and ducking her head. Kazarien recognized Lovan’s daughter Penara on sight. She always appeared worried and uncertain, inclined more toward sadness than laughter. Kazarien knew life was not easy for women in royal circles. An intelligent woman found the chauvinistic attitudes of the ruling class difficult to accept, especially when she was often sold off to the highest bidder.  
 
    “Lord Kazarien,” said Lovan in his most majestic tones. “Welcome to Castle Sagon.” He halted and looked the company over again. “I got word you traveled with a strange companion. Pray tell, what is this creature?” he asked, pointing to Zarand and wrinkling his nose in distaste.  
 
    Kazarien clenched his jaw and forced a winning smile. Next to Frasan, Lovan was his least favorite king. “This,” said Kazarien, laying a hand on the cat, “is Zarand, a lion.” 
 
    “Is it fierce?” 
 
    “Only to those who would threaten my companions or me,” he answered, being deliberately vague.  
 
    Surprisingly, Lovan dismissed the lion from his attention, and focused instead on the Trendarian King. “Whatever has happened to you, Lord Kazarien? You are a sight. And what in the world are you wearing?”  
 
    Kazarien glanced down at the dusty uniform. “One of my soldier’s uniforms. We’ve had quite a journey thus far, Your Majesty.” 
 
    “Your soldier’s uniform? Eldon’s star, Kazarien, where are your own clothes?” 
 
    “Burned up on the Pastures of Zenoradel by Harad’s followers.” 
 
    Penara gasped, lifting her head. Lovan recoiled in shock. “You can’t be serious? Good lord, were you attacked?” 
 
    “Repeatedly,” answered Kazarien, unable to keep the bitterness from his voice. “The most recent attack was two days ago.” 
 
    “You weren’t hurt in any way, were you?” 
 
    Kazarien offered the King a grim smile. “I’ve nearly been killed twice, I lost five men in the Orahim forest, including my second, Pericles, and seven more two nights past. Again, it has been a difficult journey.” 
 
    “Ah, but you are not without your protectors?” came a voice.  
 
    Kazarien’s eyes shifted to the stairs where a tall, thin man was descending into the entrance hall. His shoulders were stooped and his clothing hung off his frame. He was dressed in black from head to toe. Kazarien felt every muscle in his body stiffen and his hands clenched involuntarily. He didn’t recognize this man, but something about him set the King on edge.  
 
    He wasn’t alone in this assessment. Tash bristled beside him and the lion crouched, a rumbling growl vibrating in his chest. Tav knelt and placed a hand on the cat, but the cat continued to growl.  
 
    Lovan glanced between the newcomer and the animal, then narrowed his eyes on the Trendarian King. “Perhaps we should chain the beast.”  
 
    The man in dark clothing halted beside the King, looking the assembly over with washed-out blue eyes. His hair was white, but it was impossible to tell his age. His skin had a sallow, almost grey cast to it.  
 
    Kazarien’s spine crawled looking at him and he noted that Penara had backed away, watching him with a suspicious expression. “I don’t think that’s necessary. He won’t attack unless provoked.” 
 
    The man in black smiled coldly. “Again, I commend your host of protectors, Lord Kazarien. The cat is intimidating merely on sight, and then to add Kiameron’s sons into the mix, one who wields the Karhartadon emerald – it is a coup unlike any other.” 
 
    Sanari’s hand touched Kazarien’s arm and he realized he was trembling in something very close to rage. He drew a calming breath and wondered why he was so overwrought. He’d guessed that the man was the King’s new physician, but still the man knew entirely too much for Kazarien’s liking.  
 
    “Kiameron’s sons?” asked Lovan in surprise. He seemed to see the two young men for the first time.  
 
    “What are you doing here?” snarled Tash, speaking to the physician.  
 
    The man in black turned first to the King of Voltarian. “Yes, Kiameron’s sons. I became acquainted with them in Nogatav where they ran into some legal difficulties. It would appear the King of Trendaria had other uses for them.” 
 
    Lovan simply blinked in astonishment.  
 
    The physician turned then to Tash. “I came here for employment opportunities. I was tired of the small-minded atmosphere in Nogatav. Surely you can’t begrudge my climb in status.” 
 
    “Not if it was honestly obtained,” said Tav, rising to his feet again.  
 
    The physician shifted his attention to Tav. He made a tsking sound with his tongue. “Ah, have they corrupted your pleasant disposition? You were not the suspicious type in Nogatav.” 
 
    “I’ll admit I was naïve, but I have learned differently on our journey. I suppose that happens when one is attacked without provocation.” 
 
    “Yes, I heard that coming down the stairs. How unfortunate! And to lose all of your clothing.” 
 
    Kazarien’s hand unconsciously gripped his sword hilt. The physician glanced down, so did Tash. He moved a step closer to the King.  
 
    “Seven men died in this latest attack!” said Kazarien, his voice vibrating with fury.  
 
    The physician ducked his head. “Of course, I didn’t mean to be callous. After all I have dedicated my career to preserving life.” 
 
    Lovan gave an uncomfortable chuckle. “You seem exhausted, Lord Kazarien. I’ll have Bendix take you to your room and we’ll make arrangements for a tailor to come to the castle immediately.” He shot a glance at the physician. “I forgot to ask. Did you have any wounded?” 
 
    “We left them in the city to be seen by one of the physicians there.” 
 
    “Oh,” said the King. “Surely you knew I had a castle physician. Let me introduce you to Tiros. As he said, he’s recently come to us from Nogatav. I’ll be very interested to hear how Kiameron’s sons wound up there and then in Trendaria’s service, but that can wait until you are rested. Why don’t I have Tiros take a look at all of you and make sure you are in the pink of health?” 
 
    “No thank you, Lord Lovan. We are all perfectly fine, but rooms would not go amiss.” 
 
    “Of course,” he answered and clapped his hands. Bendix appeared a moment later, striding rapidly from a side hallway. “Bendix, call the tailor to the castle for Lord Kazarien. He’ll be fitted this afternoon and see if some of Slerion’s clothing can be altered for the sons of Kiameron.” 
 
    “If Slerion has clothing that he isn’t using, it would be fine with me also,” answered Kazarien.  
 
    “Nonsense,” barked Lovan. “You are the King of Trendaria.” His eyes came to rest on Sanari. Kazarien was proud of the way she met him look for look, even though her hair was tangled and her clothing soot-smudged. “And you, my dear, will certainly need some dresses.” His eyes tracked a path over her trouser clad form. Tiros was also watching her with a strange, shuttered expression. “My daughter, Penara, can find you something. Penara?” 
 
    The young girl hurried to her father’s side, avoiding Tiros. She peered through her lashes at all of them, but her attention seemed to be divided between Tiros and the lion.  
 
    “After the young woman has time to rest, do you think you and Lady Leyva can find her something suitable to wear?” asked her father.  
 
    “Of course,” she answered, and offered a sweet smile to Sanari. Sanari returned it with her usual grace.  
 
    “Then it’s settled. Bendix will make sure a light meal is served and you’ll have time to bathe and rest before the tailor arrives,” said the King, clapping his hands together.  
 
    Kazarien drew a deep breath and glanced at Tiros. “I was hoping we might meet tonight and discuss the treaty, Your Majesty.” 
 
    Lovan frowned. “Not on your first night here. Eldon’s star, Kazarien, don’t rush things. Settle in, get a new wardrobe made, write your brother – you have plenty of time.” 
 
    “Not if I’m going to make Temeron before Erram strikes. Time is running out, Lord Lovan, and I need to take advantage of what time I’ve got. Please help me along this route.” 
 
    Lovan shook his head. “We’ll discuss the treaty, Lord Kazarien, but not on your first day in Voltarian. It is our motto never to rush things, and I will not break it. Relax and rest. We will eventually talk treaty, I promise. Now, good afternoon. Come, Tiros, Penara, let’s leave them to their rest.” 
 
    Kazarien watched Lovan walk away, then he shook his head. Tash touched his elbow. “Don’t give up. We’ll make him listen some way.” 
 
    Kazarien nodded and his attention shifted to Bendix. “This way to your baths,” the chamberlain said disdainfully and headed toward the stairs.  
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    Tav bathed and dressed in the clothing Bendix provided for him. The trousers were a bit too short, but the tailor made them suitable in no time. He also promised a suit and some other clothing before the week was through. Tav asked for a brush, which he used to comb out the lion, then he went in search of Kazarien. The King was being measured for a travel wardrobe, so Tav left again with plans to meet Kazarien for a late supper.  
 
    The guest rooms were located on the third floor of the castle. They were every bit as ornate as the entrance hall had been. The walls were paneled and the furnishings were made of a heavy wood. The fabrics were all dark velvets, perfect for picking up animal hair, Tav noted with a wry smile. Every wall had paintings hanging on them, paintings in gilded bronze frames of heavily dressed people Tav didn’t recognize. Lovan’s tastes were opulent, but over-stated. It was a blessing to find a door that led outside.  
 
    A large communal balcony stretched past all of the guest rooms. It was paved in river stones and had a heavy, wooden guard-rail surrounding it. Tav let Zarand bask in the early evening sun on the warm stones and stood himself at the rail, looking out over the capital. From his height of three stories, he could see the river, flowing past the city in a lazy, meandering course. On the opposite shore of the river was a thick wood, blocking further sight, and yet Tav knew by his maps that Temeron lay in that direction.  
 
    He was thinking about those maps, about the fact that they and the Norrad were his only personal things to escape the fire, when Zarand growled. Tav whirled and sent an immediate thought to the lion, but he stiffened when he recognized Tiros.  
 
    The man had stopped at one of the glass doors which opened onto the balcony, his hands gripping the doorframe, his eyes wide. Tav grimaced in distaste, but called the lion to him. Zarand came obediently, but pressed his bulk against Tav’s side, his muscles quivering with tension.  
 
    “Amazing!” said Tiros in his deep voice. He released the frame and crossed to Tav’s side, keeping his gaze fixed on the cat the entire time. “He looks as if he could rend me in two.” 
 
    “He can,” answered Tav simply, turning away. He looked back over the city, hoping Tiros would take the hint and leave. For some reason, he suddenly had a deep distrust of the man. 
 
    “Ah, but you are keeping him controlled, aren’t you?” 
 
     “No, I’ve asked him not to kill you, beyond that it’s his decision.” 
 
    Tiros was wearing a black hat, the wide brim pulled down low to shade his eyes. He was leaning against the guard-rail, but he had his hands tucked into his trouser pockets. “Somehow I think it’s more than that. I didn’t know you possessed such gifts. I would have thought your talent would be more in line with those your brother possesses.” 
 
    Tav met the cold-eyed stare, but said nothing. Zarand was actually pressing against him, trying to get him to move further away from the doctor.  
 
    Tiros gave Tav a chilling smile. “You and your brother are quite remarkable. You’d make an interesting study, to be sure. Only half-Stravad and yet possessing such undeniable Stravad gifts. You are anomalies. No wonder the King of Trendaria is so controlling of you.” 
 
    “Was there something specific you wanted?” 
 
    Tiros shook his head, turning to look out over the city. “No, I just thought I’d make conversation. You’re a man of learning yourself. You must understand professional curiosity when you see it.” 
 
     “Is that what it is?” 
 
    “Of course,” said Tiros, “absolute curiosity. For instance, I don’t remember your father having your talent so to speak.” 
 
    Tav’s jaw clenched. “What are you talking about?” 
 
    Tiros shrugged, but he turned to face Tav again. As he moved, Zarand growled. Some dark emotion passed over the doctor’s face, but he controlled it. “Surely you know that Stravad talent passes on from generation to generation. You must also know that Stravad talent is as unique and varied as the fingerprints on your fingers or the leaves on a tree. Each Stravad has talent in certain areas of psychokinetics. Some are telepathic, some are kinetic, and some have varying degrees of both. Your father is an example of this last combination, but I don’t remember him being able to communicate with animals.” 
 
    “How would you know?” asked Tav.  
 
    “I wouldn’t first hand, but nothing in the legend states as much. In order for you to have that talent, someone in your genetic line would have to have it also, which means either your father or mother had to have the gift. We know it wasn’t your mother. She was entirely Human, so that leaves a bit of a puzzle. Either your father had this ability and hid it or” 
 
    Tav took a step forward, Zarand on his heels. Tiros’ eyes went wide again, but he didn’t back up. “My family is not to be discussed by you, do you understand? And if you know what’s good for you, you will leave me alone as well.” 
 
    Tiros looked surprised by Tav’s anger. “I wasn’t meaning any harm, of course. I’m sorry if I unwittingly offended you. Do forgive me for prying at an obviously sensitive subject. I will not make the same mistake again.” 
 
    “That would be wise of you,” Tav said and turned to walk away.  
 
    Zarand didn’t immediately follow and Tav didn’t call him. The cat flattened his ears and growled at the man. Tiros swallowed hard and pressed back against the railing. After a tense moment, the lion turned and padded after Tav.  
 
    Tav had just paused in the doorway, waiting for the cat, when Tiros called out to him.  
 
    “Incidentally, if you’re wondering about things, you might check in the Hall of Records.” 
 
    Tav frowned, but he wasn’t about to answer.  
 
    “The Hall of Records is located on Government Lane, a few doors down from the castle. In there you will find all of the birth records for the children who were born after the first War of Gava. It might be interesting for you to take a look.” 
 
    When Tav didn’t respond, Tiros said no more. 
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    Dinner came and went. The four companions took their meal in Kazarien’s room. Lovan had suggested they come to the family meal, but Kazarien had begged off, claiming fatigue. Tash knew it was because Tiros was going to be there. Kazarien was exhausted and suffering from a headache that the physician assured them would gradually fade, but dealing with Tiros was something the King of Trendaria couldn’t do on his first night in Voltarian.  
 
    When Tash questioned him about why he disliked Tiros, Kazarien couldn’t say. Something bothered him deeply about the man. Tash came to the conclusion that where Tiros was concerned, one instinctively hated him or one thought him a paragon of society. There was no grey in this matter.  
 
    After he arranged a guard for Kazarien’s door with his own men, Tash walked Sanari to her room and made her lock the door behind him. He’d wanted to spend more time with her, but he had to meet with Ronal and give orders for the soldiers.  
 
    Once that was accomplished, he braved Bendix’s arrogant disdain and had the chamberlain show him Lovan’s personal library. He was surprised to find the King’s daughter sitting on the divan, reading a book before the fire.  
 
    “I’m sorry,” he said, inclining his head respectfully. “I didn’t mean to intrude.” 
 
    She unfolded her legs and rose to her feet, setting her book on the table. “You aren’t intruding.” Holding out her hand, she crossed the distance between them and gave him a very frank stare. “I am Penara.” 
 
    Tash took the hand, expecting to bow over it, but she gave him a firm hand-shake, then released him. Tash glanced up at her in surprise. She wasn’t as pretty as Sanari nor as tall, but there was something pleasant about her features. There was also a great deal of intelligence shining from her brown eyes.  
 
    “I’m Tash,” he said to fill the awkward silence. “Lord Kazarien’s second.” 
 
    She gave a decisive nod. “Pleased to meet you. I’m sorry for the difficulty you’ve experienced on this journey.” 
 
    Tash studied her. She might not be traditionally pretty, but her features became more pleasant the longer one spoke with her. She had a faint dusting of freckles across the bridge of her nose that reminded Tash of Horatem’s son, Zantor.  
 
    “I’m sorry for the loss of life, and the threat to the King of Trendaria,” answered Tash.  
 
    “Yes, so am I. Not only for the loss of life, but for the evidence that we are really facing war if Lord Kazarien isn’t successful.” 
 
    Tash’s brows rose in respect. “Perhaps you can convince your father of that.” 
 
    A shadow passed over her eyes and she turned away to look into the fire. “My father doesn’t listen to me. He doesn’t believe women have brains enough to have opinions. He listens only to my brother Slerion and his new physician Tiros.” 
 
    “Maybe Lord Kazarien should speak to your brother then.” 
 
    She glanced back at him and Tash could see the disappointment in her eyes. She wanted him to take her side, but it wasn’t his place to fight battles on behalf of royalty. Kazarien was difficult enough to fight beside.  
 
    “My brother isn’t here. He’s in Yonartison, working out the betrothal arrangements for my marriage to Lord Frasan’s son, Ninad.” Her nose crinkled up at the thought.  
 
    Tash almost laughed, but he was wise enough to hold the impulse in check. “I take it you aren’t thrilled with an arranged marriage.” 
 
    “Not an arranged marriage and not to Ninad, but no one listens.” 
 
    Tash smiled then. “What’s wrong with Ninad?” 
 
    “Have you met any of the royal family from Yonartison?” 
 
    Tash nodded. “I’ve met Lord Frasan in Trendaria.” 
 
    “Then you know what’s wrong with Ninad.” 
 
    Tash couldn’t help but chuckle. “I see your point.” 
 
    She smiled back at him, softening her serious expression. “Tell me, Tash. Why would Kiameron’s sons follow the rule of any king?” 
 
    It was a strange question from his perspective. “I wasn’t raised among royalty, my lady. I was raised as a farm boy in Nogatav. Kazarien is my liege.” 
 
    “Don’t mistake me,” she said, her expression serious again. “Out of all the Kings, Lord Kazarien is one of the finest. He’s a good man with a wonderful vision. I understand loyalty to Kazarien the man, but your father was Kiameron, the hero of the first War of Gava.” 
 
    This conversation was getting too personal and it poked at truths Tash would rather leave alone. “I’m not sure how to answer your question, my lady.” 
 
    She sighed. “Well, I should probably go up to bed. I’m sure Leyva is waiting to discuss how handsome Lord Kazarien looked today.” 
 
    “I also remember Lady Leyva from Trendaria. She was rather smitten with Lord Kazarien.” 
 
    “Smitten? She hopes to make a match with him. And it didn’t matter that he came in wearing borrowed clothes and looking bedraggled. She thought he was dashing.” 
 
    Tash laughed again. He could just imagine Kazarien’s reaction if he knew about his admirers. His smile faded. He suddenly felt much older than he had when this journey began, much older than the young woman standing before him.  
 
    She cocked her head at him. “Is there something I can help you find?” 
 
    “Actually, I came to see if you have a copy of the Norrad. My brother has one. In fact, it was the one possession he saved from the fire on the pastures, but I don’t want him to know yet that I’m reading it.” 
 
    She gave him a bewildered smile, then moved beyond him, striding confidently to the shelves tucked in the back of the room and removing a book. She carried it to Tash and held it out. It wasn’t as ornate as Tav’s version, but it was just as big. Tash frowned as he reached for it.  
 
    “You don’t seem very enthusiastic to read it.” 
 
    Tash glanced up at her, his expression sheepish. “I’m not. I hate to read, and I especially hate the wisdom inside this book in particular, but I’m tired of being the only ignorant one. I intend to read it if it’s the last thing I do.” 
 
    She laughed then, a pleasant, feminine sound. “Well, I will leave you to your self-inflicted pain. Good night, Tash.” 
 
    “Good night, my lady.” 
 
    She paused at the door and looked over her shoulder. “Please call me Penara.” With that she disappeared from sight.  
 
    Tash was still chuckling as he took her spot on the couch, stretching his legs under the table. He opened the Norrad and turned pages, wondering where in bloody hell one should start. Finally, he settled on the only sensible approach – page one.  
 
    The first section of the Norrad was the history of the Ancients. It was actually a good place to start because it read much like a journal, recounting their adventures and outlining their plans for the new planet. It didn’t take long for Tash to get lost in the story, forgetting where he was.  
 
    “Very curious,” came a deep voice above him. He glanced up quickly, then stiffened when he saw Tiros looming over him. “You and your brother seem to have gotten your personalities crossed.” 
 
    Tash slammed the book closed and rose to his feet, forcing Tiros to back up a few steps. He walked past the man and headed for the shelves where Penara had found the book. Tiros followed him at a discrete distance. At Tash’s throat the emerald had begun to pulse. When he thought about it, he had been feeling it for at least a minute while he read.  
 
    “Your brother is now the quick tempered, distrustful one, and youyou’ve become bookish.” 
 
    Tash put the Norrad on the shelf and ran his hand along the spine, studying the other titles filed away beside it.  
 
    “Perhaps you know what has made your brother so irascible? Was it the difficulty of the journey? The experiences you’ve had thus far?” 
 
    Tash ignored him.  
 
    “Tav has unique powers, doesn’t he?” questioned the other man, placing himself at Tash’s elbow. Tash reached beyond him and pulled out another book, opening it and glancing at the page.  
 
    “His ability to communicate with animals? It isn’t the same as controlling the Karhartadon emerald, but very useful, don’t you think?” 
 
    Still Tash did not respond.  
 
    “I suppose it makes sense that no one would notice it until he had something as fierce as the lion to control. Still it does make you wonder. If he can control animals psychically, why didn’t he stop that horse from killing Barden in Nogatav? It would have saved you a world of grief, wouldn’t it?” 
 
    Tash slammed the book closed and put it back on the shelf, his jaw clenched. The doctor was begging for a broken nose.  
 
    “Have you ever wondered why his powers are so unlike your father’s? In fact, according to your brother, your father didn’t have any special ability with animals, but he must have, right? Tav couldn’t have powers that your father didn’t have. It’s genetically impossible.” 
 
    Tash whirled, knocking Tiros back. “If I were you, I would drop this topic immediately.” 
 
    Tiros held up his hands, his white hair wild. “I was only asking questions, nothing more. Professional curiosity. It’s a habit, I’m afraid.” 
 
    “Well, curb it,” snarled Tash, backing the man up against the divan. He cowered beside it and Tash glared down into his sallow, grey features.  
 
    “Again, forgive me for being too inquisitive. I never meant offense,” pleaded Tiros in his least convincing of voices.  
 
    It made Tash furious. “I’ve never trusted you, Tiros, not in Nogatav and not now. If you value your life, you’ll remember that and leave me and mine alone. That means everything and everyone that came with me. If you get between us, I will come through you to get to them, so don’t do it. This is your only warning. Heed it well.” 
 
    Tash straightened and walked away from the cowering Tiros, his hands trembling and the emerald pulsing in rhythm to the accelerated beat of his heart. What was it about Tiros that caused such violent reactions in him and his companions? Tash wasn’t sure, but he wasn’t about to let the man get near those he’d sworn to protect. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 24 
 
      
 
    The princess summoned Sanari to her suite of rooms the following morning. Sanari went reluctantly. Her dealings with Cohara and Varna in DiNolfol had been less than successful. She didn’t look forward to a similar encounter with Penara. 
 
    The previous day, Penara had given her a dress to wear, but had told her she would be looking for others that evening. A seamstress had come to take Sanari’s measurements and then Bendix had arrived to lead her to the princess’ room.  
 
    Sanari wanted to spend time with Tav today. It might be fun to explore Voltarian with her intellectual friend. Then she wanted to have dinner alone with Tash. There was never time to figure out what actually lay between themwell, to figure out what Tash really felt. They were always so busy with other pursuits.  
 
    Penara greeted her at the door and led her into the sitting room. Penara’s private quarters were decorated differently than the rest of the castle. She preferred light colors, whites and pinks and pale blues over the heavy, dark accents her father employed. It was a very feminine set of rooms and Sanari was delighted with them.  
 
    Lady Leyva was sitting on a pastel sofa when Sanari entered. She didn’t bother to rise as Penara introduced them. Sanari remembered Leyva as being rather overbearing when she last saw her in Trendaria. The Zenoradel princess had not changed much over the ensuing months.  
 
    “I promised Sanari I would find a few more day dresses for her to wear,” said Penara. “The seamstress is going to make a couple of gowns.” 
 
    “I’m not sure we’ll be here long enough for that, my lady,” answered Sanari. “I think Lord Kazarien intends to leave within the week.” 
 
    “Please call me Penara,” she said with a smile. “The castle seamstress is very fast, so she should have something for you within a couple of days. Besides, I don’t think my father is going to be easy to convince.” 
 
    Sanari frowned. This wasn’t the best of news.  
 
    Leyva cleared her throat. “Why don’t you sit and have tea? Penara and I were just about to begin when you arrived.” 
 
    “Thank you,” said Sanari, moving to the spot Leyva indicated. Penara sat down beside her royal friend and took up the task of serving. She held a cup and saucer out to Sanari, then passed one to Leyva. The other princess frowned at being served second, but accepted her cup, reaching forward to pluck a scone off the tray.  
 
    Penara offered the tray of scones to Sanari. “Please take one.” 
 
    Sanari tried to smile, despite her uncertainty. “No thank you, I’m not hungry.” 
 
    Leyva’s red brows lifted in a curious expression. “I hear you’ve had quite a number of adventures since you left Trendaria.” 
 
    Sanari took a sip of the tea. It was lukewarm and had little flavor. “Yes, we have.” 
 
    Leyva bit into her scone. “Being Kazarien’s mistress should be adventure enough.” 
 
    Sanari nearly dropped her cup and saucer. Penara shot a stunned look at her friend. “Really, Leyva!” 
 
    The other princess feigned innocence. “I was only curious.” 
 
    Settling her cup on the table, Sanari rose to her feet, smoothing out her dress. “I am not now nor have I ever been Lord Kazarien’s mistress.” She shifted her gaze to Penara. “Thank you for the tea and the dress, but I think I’ll be going.” 
 
    Penara put down her own cup and rose quickly to her feet. “Please don’t go. Now look what you’ve done, Leyva.” 
 
    “I’m sorry if I offended you,” said the other princess. “But you can’t expect people not to make that assumption.” 
 
    “Leyva!” scolded Penara. She turned back to Sanari. “Leyva is just jealous that you have earned the Trendarian King’s respect. She’s been angling to be his wife for years now.” 
 
    Leyva lifted her cup and took a sip. “He’s better than Ninad.” 
 
    Penara flinched and bowed her head. “That’s an insult to Lord Kazarien,” she muttered.  
 
    Leyva shrugged and continued chewing her scone. Sanari wasn’t sure what to do. She didn’t like the princess from Zenoradel, but she sensed more depth in Penara. It had been a long time since she’d had any other female companions.  
 
    “Please stay,” asked Penara.  
 
    Sanari sighed, then resumed her seat, picking up her cup again. “Who’s Ninad?” 
 
    “Penara’s betrothed. Her brother is making all of the marital arrangements as we speak.” 
 
    Penara had also taken her seat, but she didn’t pick up her tea again. She sat, staring at her clasped hands.  
 
    Sanari didn’t know what to say. There was obviously more to this story than she understood. Penara didn’t seem like the blushing bride-to-be. “When is the wedding?” 
 
    Penara glanced up, a pained expression on her face. “Whenever our fathers agree on a date.” 
 
    “Your fathers?” 
 
    Leyva gave an indelicate snort. “Royal marriages are arranged by the parents.” 
 
    Sanari looked back at Penara. “What does your mother say about this?” 
 
    “My mother died three years ago.” 
 
    Sanari felt Penara’s loss. It made her like the princess even more. “I’m sorry. I lost my mother too.” 
 
    Leyva rolled her eyes. “Let’s change the subject. Tell me about the attempts against Lord Kazarien’s life.” 
 
    Sanari recoiled and Penara’s eyes whipped to Leyva’s face in shock. “I’m sure she doesn’t wish to discuss it, Leyva.” 
 
    “I’d rather not,” answered Sanari.  
 
    Leyva sank back against the cushions in defeat.  
 
    “You’ll have to forgive us,” said Penara. “It’s just the rumors of war have been flying for months now, and then we’ve gotten reports on Harad’s followers. It’s all a bit alarming.” 
 
    Leyva snorted again and resumed eating her scone. Crumbs from the pastry had fallen on her bosom and lap, but she didn’t seem to notice. Sanari’s attention, however, was drawn to the princess’ gown. It was obviously made of fine material, but the color was outrageous when placed against her red hair. She looked like a cherry-topped bowl of orange ice.  
 
    Penara seemed uncomfortable with the odd silence between her two guests. She turned on the sofa and smiled at Leyva. “Would you help me out? Could you run down to your room and look through your wardrobe? Perhaps you have something you no longer wear that would suit Sanari.” 
 
    Leyva frowned, but she rose to her feet. Crumbs fell from her dress to the floor and the table, but she didn’t seem to notice. Without a backward glance, she stomped to the door and threw it open, disappearing into the hallway. Sanari watched after her in stunned disbelief.  
 
    “I’m sorry for that,” said Penara, drawing Sanari’s attention again. “I’ve gotten so use to her that I forget how offensive she can be to others.” 
 
    Sanari could only blink in astonishment. She truthfully didn’t know what to say.  
 
    Penara gave her a sheepish look. “I have to confess I asked her to look through her things just to get her out of here for a moment. I can promise you you won’t be able to wear anything she brings. It’s liable to be vomit-green and shaped like a tent.” 
 
    Sanari couldn’t help a startled laugh. Penara was nothing like she’d assumed her to be on first impression. “That might be an improvement over what she was wearing a few moments ago.” 
 
    Penara grimaced. “She reminded me of some sticky childhood confection.” 
 
    “I was thinking orange ice with a cherry on top.” 
 
    The two young women smiled at each other and the tension of the previous moments evaporated. “She does mean well, for the most part, she just has no social grace, as my mother often said,” remarked the princess.  
 
    “I have to commend her taste in suitors. Lord Kazarien is a remarkable man.” 
 
    “And very handsome,” offered Penara. “But he’ll never consider poor Leyva.” 
 
    “Who would he consider?” Sanari was thinking of Penara herself.  
 
    The princess shook her head. “I’m not sure. Eventually he’ll have to marry, but it will never be for anything other than obligation. I feel sorry for the woman who winds up as Lord Kazarien’s wife. She’ll never win his heart, no matter how hard she tries.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “He was in love with a Stravad. They were to marry. Hasn’t he told you about Alina?” 
 
    Sanari shook her head. “No, but I’ve seen her portrait in the castle. You really think he’ll never find anyone else?” 
 
    Penara got a far-off look on her face. “I really don’t. You didn’t see them together, but I did. When she entered the room, Kazarien noticed only her. I thought she felt the same way, but then she left, ran out on him. He was devastated. The other kings told him to shrug it off, she was Stravad after all, but I don’t believe he ever did.” 
 
    “That’s a very sad story,” said Sanari.  
 
    “Yes, it is, not only for Kazarien, but for young women like Leyva.” 
 
    Sanari reached for a scone, breaking off a piece and placing it in her mouth. It was decidedly better than the tea, flaky and sweet. She drank a sip of her tea to wash it down. “There must be other princes with Kazarien’s charm.” 
 
    Penara gave her a knowing smile. “Not a one, unless you include Prince Aziak, Lord Kazarien’s brother, but he’s too young. Lord Kazarien would never let him marry early.” 
 
    “What’s so bad about Prince Ninad?” asked Sanari as she reached for more scone.  
 
    Penara drew a deep breath and exhaled. “He’s ignorant, crass, boorish, domineering, and arrogant. Have you met his father?” 
 
    Sanari nodded. “I remember him, and I see your point. What happens if you refuse to marry his son?” 
 
    Penara blinked at Sanari. “I hadn’t thought of that. It never occurred to me to refuse, but it’s what Leyva’s always done, while she waits for Kazarien.” She reached for a scone as she considered the idea. “But Leyva’s father is much older than mine. He indulges her shamelessly. Why do you think she’s been allowed to vacation here in Voltarian for so long?” 
 
    “Vacation? I thought she was attending one of the schools?” 
 
    Penara laughed, her nose crinkling with amusement. “Is that what she tells them? Well, I can’t say I mind. It gets lonely now, especially being the only woman not on staff here at the castle. Leyva is entertaining.” 
 
    “I can imagine,” answered Sanari. She glanced down into her tea, swirling the contents. She felt comfortable with Penara, but she wasn’t sure how far she should let that feeling go. Could she trust the princess or would she regret being honest with her? “Lady Penara“ 
 
    “Penara, please.” 
 
    “Penara, you said earlier that your father wasn’t going to be easy to convince. What did you mean?”  
 
    “I meant he doesn’t see the need for a treaty between the Kingdoms. He wants to preserve his autonomy.” 
 
    “How does he maintain alliances?” asked Sanari.  
 
    Penara tossed the uneaten part of her scone back on the tray, dusting off her hands. “You’re looking at his idea of maintaining alliances.” 
 
    Sanari frowned. “By marrying you off?” 
 
    Penara nodded. There was a very real dread and worry shining from her brown eyes.  
 
    “Please forgive my bluntness, but he can only do that once. Does he have other daughters?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    Sanari placed her cup on the table and sat back against the cushions. “He knows about Harad’s followers, right? And the threat they represent?” 
 
     “He’s been warned.” 
 
    “Do you think he’ll sign the treaty?” 
 
    Penara shook her head. “Not at the moment. However, if it does come to war, I think he’ll regret that decision.” 
 
    “How do we change his mind before it comes to war?” 
 
    Penara gave Sanari a sad smile and looked down. “If I knew that, I could avoid this marriage, couldn’t I?” 
 
    Sanari was struck by the princess’ sadness, and the impossible position she found herself in, no fault of her own. It made her think how glad she was that she wasn’t a princess. As she opened her mouth to speak, the door flew open and struck the wall behind it. Leyva gave them an embarrassed look. In her arms, she held a bundle of clothing that exploded in a riot of patterns and colors.  
 
    Reaching for the one on top, she held it out. It was a scarlet red gown with enormous yellow polka dots all over it. Sanari shifted her startled gaze from Leyva to Penara. Penara looked equally startled.  
 
    Then the two young women burst into laughter.  
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    Tash entered the front doors of Castle Sagon and crossed the entrance hall to the stairs. He had been training with the soldiers and giving them their orders. Right now he was looking forward to a bath and then some time with Sanari.  
 
    He paused with his foot on the lowest stair. The emerald was throbbing against his chest.  
 
    From one of the corridors behind the staircase, he could hear voices. He recognized one of the voices as Tiros, but the other he couldn’t place. Turning on his heel, he silently stepped back into the entrance hall and crept to the opening of the corridor. A large leafy tree hid most of the opening from sight of the entrance hall, so he had cover as he peered into the shadowy corridor and listened.  
 
    The corridors that branched off the first floor were for the use of the servants. The second floor was the audience hall, ballroom, and dining hall, and the third housed the sleeping chambers. Tash wasn’t sure where Tiros’ office might be located, but he didn’t think it would be among the servants.  
 
    Tiros was talking to one of the palace guards. Tash recognized the gold uniform even if he didn’t recognize the man. The castle physician had the guard backed up against the wall and was staring down on him. The guard was stammering and stuttering, trying to placate the doctor.  
 
    The entire scene made Tash’s spine crawl and the emerald pulse in agitation. He couldn’t actually hear distinct words, but the message was obvious. Tiros was furious over something and confronting the man about it, but he didn’t want to be seen doing so. Most suspicious of all was why the castle physician thought he had the right to reprimand a palace guard in the first place. Did he think the soldier wouldn’t complain to his superior officer?  
 
    Since he couldn’t hear anything, Tash decided to break up Tiros’ afternoon entertainment. He disliked the man just that much, but more than that, he wanted to see the doctor’s reaction upon being discovered.  
 
    “Is there a problem here?” he asked as he stepped away from the plant.  
 
    Tiros whirled and stared at Tash in shock. His pale blue eyes seemed to glow coldly in the corridor. Tash hesitated, sensing something in the other man that he couldn’t quite place. The emerald, however, wasn’t confused by the situation. It felt Tiros was a threat.  
 
    The guard shrank back against the wall a little more, his frightened gaze shifting between Tash and Tiros. He didn’t behave as if he thought Tash was his savior.  
 
    The moment lasted an instant, but Tash stored it all away. The next moment Tiros straightened to his full height and smoothed the long lines of his black coat.  
 
    “Ah, Tash, good afternoon. I trust your training went well.” 
 
    Tash’s eyes narrowed, and as casually as he could, he moved his hand to his sword hilt. He’d told only Kazarien and Sanari where he was going this morning. He didn’t think it likely either of them would have told Tiros. An urgent need to check on the King and Sanari rose inside of him, but he choked it down. He wasn’t going to let Tiros intimidate him.  
 
    “Actually, I was wondering why you were accosting a palace guard.” 
 
    Tiros looked aghast. He touched the center of his chest. “Me? Accosting? That is an inflammatory statement, Tasamer.” 
 
    “How so?” 
 
    “You make it sound as if I were waylaying him for nefarious purposes,” answered the doctor, his lips lifting in a slow smile.  
 
    “Then what were you doing?” 
 
    The man in question looked like he wanted to bolt.  
 
    “I don’t remember having to answer to you. Has the power shift already begun?” 
 
    “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” said Tash, trying hard to control his emotions, “but unless you tell me what you were doing, I will go to this man’s lieutenant and tell him what I saw.” 
 
    Tiros gasped in outrage. His eyes fell on the guard and he made a sharp motion toward the end of the corridor. As he lifted his arm to dismiss the man, the sleeve of his jacket fell back along his forearm. Tash caught sight of a white bandage swathing the doctor’s wrist.  
 
    The soldier ducked at Tiros’ movement, then hurried toward Tash. He glanced once into Tash’s face as he brushed past, but he said nothing. Tash watched him leave before he turned back to the doctor.  
 
    Shaking his head, he took a step further down the corridor. “I’m not a very patient man and it’s been a long day. If I remember right, we have dinner with Lord Lovan tonight. You really don’t want me to bring this up between courses, do you?” 
 
    Tiros glared at Tash.  
 
    The emerald was becoming an uncomfortable distraction against his flesh.  
 
    “I was reprimanding him for his filthy uniform,” said Tiros in his low voice. “As you obviously saw, he didn’t even have the tails of his shirt properly tucked in to his trousers.” 
 
    Tash frowned. “I don’t believe you. How the soldiers dress is no business of yours.” 
 
    Tiros smiled that chilling, feral smile of his. “Everything to do with Lord Lovan is my business, and you’d do well not to forget it.” The smile dried and he sucked in a deep breath. “Come, Kiameron’s son, let there not be bad feelings between us.” He held out his hand. The jacket slipped back over the bandage again, drawing Tash’s attention.  
 
    Tash knew he had to get away from Tiros or take some action in the next few moments. The emerald was beginning to burn his skin.  
 
    He looked up into Tiros’ sallow features. “How did you hurt yourself, Doctor?” 
 
    If possible, Tiros blanched. He dropped his hand and shoved it into his trouser pocket. “Job hazards,” he said in a tight, deep voice.  
 
    “What sort of hazards are there in healing?”  
 
    Tiros’ eyes burned with some strong emotion. “Surely you remember when I saved your life in Nogatav. I had to cut the necrotic flesh away with my scalpel. One slip and” He made a slashing motion with his other hand close to Tash’s throat. Despite himself, Tash jerked back. “I cut my own wrist. Quite messy.” 
 
    Tash’s heart was racing and sweat peppered his temples. The emerald was a brand of pain against him. “Did the patient live?” 
 
    Tiros’ feral smile reappeared. “Of course he did.” He ducked his head in mock obeisance. “Good day to you, Prince Haldane.” He brushed Tash with his shoulder as he passed him in the corridor, then he disappeared from view.  
 
    Tash braced himself on the wall and closed his eyes, taking a deep breath. The emerald gradually cooled against his chest and his heart slowed to a normal rhythm. Rising to his full height, he turned back down the corridor.  
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    Dinners at Castle Sagon came very late. Tash didn’t object on the basis of hunger, but the later the nightly supper, the longer the day. Since commanding the battalion had him up at dawn, he was feeling tired and fuzzy-headed as he sipped his before-dinner drink in the parlor with the other guests. They were waiting for Lord Lovan and Tiros. Tash wanted to keep his wits sharp for a meal with that slithering snake of a doctor, but the wait was making him restless.  
 
    Sanari approached him. She was wearing a pale pink gown that complemented her tan skin-tones and blonde hair. Someone had arranged her hair in an upsweep at the sides, drawing more attention to her pretty features. Just looking at her eased some of the tension within him.  
 
    He reached out and took her hand, pulling her close. He hadn’t gotten to spend any time with her like he wanted. “You are very pretty,” he said.  
 
    She smiled and let him pull her into the loose circle of his arm. “I haven’t seen you much since we got here.” 
 
    He nodded, looking out over the room. Kazarien and Tav were talking with Penara and Leyva.  
 
    “You’ve been spending a lot of time with Lady Penara, I hear.” 
 
    Sanari glanced over her shoulder at the princess. “She’s very nice. Not at all like I expected. In fact, she makes me feel sad.” 
 
    “Because of the arranged marriage?” 
 
    Sanari looked surprised. “How did you know?” 
 
    “I ran into her in the library last night. She told me.” 
 
    Sanari sighed. “I can’t imagine what it must be like to have your father treat you like a possession to be sold off to the highest bidder.” 
 
    “Why do you think my aunt never went back to DiNolfol?” 
 
    “I wouldn’t either,” Sanari said. She lifted her glass and drained the last of her wine. Tash released her and reached for the glass.  
 
    “Would you like more?” he asked, strolling to the bar and setting her glass on the surface. A servant hurried to fill it.  
 
    “Only half,” she said, following him. “If we don’t eat soon, I’m going to be drunk.” 
 
    He chuckled and handed her the glass, then drained his own. When the servant reached for it, Tash shook his head. “No thank you.” 
 
    Sanari gave him a playful frown. “But you expect me to have more?” 
 
    “I need to be on alert.” His expression was so serious, her frown deepened. He glanced around the room. The other four were still talking amicably by the fire. “I had a confrontation with Tiros today when I came back to the castle.” 
 
    “About what?” 
 
    Tash opened his mouth to tell her, but Bendix appeared in the parlor doorway. “Ladies and gentlemen, Your Majesty,” he said in his supercilious manner, “Lord Lovan bids me wish you a good dinner and asked that you forgive him your wait.” 
 
    Kazarien rose to his feet. “Where is Lord Lovan?” 
 
    “He isn’t feeling well and so will not be able to join you tonight. His personal physician is attending him.” 
 
    Tash narrowed his eyes. ‘I’ll bet,’ he thought, sending it to Tav.  
 
    Penara rose also, concern evident in her expression. “Perhaps I should go up to him” 
 
    Bendix shook his head. “He asked that you host the meal in his stead, my lady. He said you were not to worry. He is only suffering from an upset stomach and is certain to be fit for tomorrow night’s ball.” 
 
    “What ball?” demanded Kazarien.  
 
    “Lord Lovan has planned a ball in your honor, Your Majesty. Surely he told you of that upon your arrival. We did expect you some days earlier, but that couldn’t be helped. The tailor has assured us your formal suit will be ready tomorrow afternoon.” 
 
    Kazarien turned to Penara. “He didn’t say anything about a ball.” 
 
    Penara glanced uncomfortably between Bendix and the King. “I really didn’t know about it myself, Your Majesty, but I don’t think it will be a very large affair. Mostly professors and a few of the nobles.” She glanced down. “I am sorry for the late notice.” 
 
    Kazarien threw his hand in the air. “When are we going to talk about this treaty? I want to be on the road to Temeron before next week.” 
 
    Bendix gave a disdainful sniff. “My lord Kazarien, I will convey your wishes to Lord Lovan, but he did say you needed to learn a little patience.” 
 
    Kazarien whirled on the chamberlain, startling him. Tash moved away from Sanari, afraid Kazarien might be angry enough to knock the arrogant servant on his ass.  
 
    “When I need your advice, I will ask for it,” he said in a voice that trembled with rage.  
 
    Penara surprised Tash by stepping between the irate King and the distressed servant. “Bendix, tell the cooks to serve dinner immediately. We will retire to the dining hall at once.” 
 
    Bendix wasted no time in escaping the tense room. Penara then turned to Kazarien and looked up into his angry face.  
 
    “Your Majesty, I know this is very frustrating, but I ask that you not pummel our chamberlain. He’s an insufferable boor; however, if my father has to replace him, we may end up with two men of Tiros’ caliber.” 
 
    Kazarien didn’t say anything for a moment, then he started to laugh. It broke the tension in the room. Tash smiled and shook his head, impressed by the princess’ bravery. There was a lot more beneath the surface of the rather plain young woman than there at first appeared. Such spirit didn’t easily bend to another’s will. He wondered if she would really go through with an arranged marriage.  
 
    Leyva rose and crossed to Kazarien’s side, slipping her arm through his. She’d had too much drink on too empty of a stomach, so she hung off the Trendarian King. Kazarien offered her a polite smile and patted the hand that gripped his arm.  
 
    “Come on, Lord Kazarien. I’ll let you escort me to dinner,” she said, smiling up at him. A part of her coiffure had fallen down and blocked her right eye. She blew it back and giggled.  
 
    Penara stared at her royal friend aghast, but Kazarien had regained his usual good humor. “I would be honored, dear lady,” he said, motioning to the door.  
 
    They left in a cloud of yellow fabric.  
 
    Tav approached Penara then and offered her his arm. She glanced up into his face with a look of surprise, then a smile brightened her features, making her appear very pretty. Tav returned the smile and something clenched tight in Tash’s gut. He never remembered seeing his brother look at a woman the way he was looking at the Voltarian princess.  
 
    ‘Tav,’ he thought to his brother, but Tav disappeared out the door, completely oblivious to his twin.  
 
    “Are you coming?” asked Sanari, waiting for him.  
 
    Tash nodded, taking Sanari’s elbow. “Did you see that?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “The way Tav looked at Penara.” 
 
    Sanari glanced up at him. “Like a man who’s smitten? Why not? She’s attractive, intelligent” 
 
    “Betrothed and the daughter of a king,” finished Tash.  
 
    “I don’t think it’s more than a harmless flirtation, Tash. You’re jumping to conclusions.” 
 
    Tash held the door of the dining hall for her and waited for her to pass through. “You don’t know my brother as well as you think, then. Tav does nothing by half-measures.” 
 
    And he knew nothing but trouble was going to come of this, Eldon protect him. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 25 
 
      
 
    Zarand did not have the celebrity status in Voltarian that he’d gained in DiNolfol, so it was no easy task taking him out to get exercise. Whenever Tav and the lion left their quarters, the servants and palace guards all scuttled out of the way, hiding behind foliage, or ducking behind furniture 
 
    The townspeople, who were supposed to be moderately educated, scattered like frightened gazelle – some even darting into traffic to escape the cat. Tav was disappointed with Voltarian. It was one of the places he had looked forward to visiting, but it wasn’t nearly as progressive or open-minded as he’d hoped.  
 
    He didn’t want to alarm anyone, so he restricted their wanderings to the castle. Because Voltarian was established right along the river, the city itself was predominately buildings, so the castle had no garden as at DiNolfol and Zenoradel. Wandering the hallways quickly lost their appeal. Tav was grateful when he found a door that led two stories down beneath the castle. The staircase opened into a sort of basement.  
 
    Just as buildings right along the river were raised on pillions, so was Castle Sagon. In fact, the basement was really open to the environment with a creek running through the bottom of it. Tav immediately saw two clever uses for the creek. One, it cooled the castle in the heat of summer, and two, it kept the sewer system flushed out. The entrance to the basement was the exit of the creek and here a sewer pipe had been submerged, disappearing under the outer wall of the castle, but Castle Sagon was large and the basement ran the entire length and width of it. There was plenty of room for a lion and his Human companion to roam.  
 
    Because the sewer pipe was located at the end of the creek, the air quickly cleared of any stench as one left the door behind. It was also cool and humid, a faint spray of mist rising off the rocks in the creek bed. Holes in the walls offered both ventilation and light, so it wasn’t difficult finding one’s way.  
 
    Tav and Zarand picked a course, headed toward the top of the basement where they could see the creek’s entrance. The pathway wound among crates and barrels placed there for storage, but it was paved with smooth river-stones. Tav avoided the area closest to the creek because it was slippery with moss and he didn’t relish a dunking. Zarand, with his huge, nimble paws, had no such qualms and wandered right at the edge, reaching over occasionally to bat at a fish or a strand of floating algae.  
 
    For the first time since the attack on the pastures, Tav allowed himself to relax. He felt Kazarien’s urgency like his own. If they didn’t band the protectorates together, Tav feared Erram might blaze a path through the middle of them. He didn’t believe the villain had Gava’s cleverness. There would be no wholesale slavery so to speak, but there would be a horrendous amount of lives lost. After only just beginning to rebuild their society, Tav didn’t think Loden could stand another decimation like that of the first war.  
 
    However, he felt relatively helpless to stop Loden from making the same mistake as last time. He didn’t have Kazarien’s influence with the Kings and riding on the coattails of his father had gotten him more heartache than otherwise. He and Tash were only just beginning to sort through their monumental differences. If a man like Kazarien couldn’t talk sense to his own peers, what did one semi-educated farmboy think he could do? 
 
    He ruffled Zarand’s fur when the lion returned to his side and brushed against him. It was good to escape the mounting worry and enjoy life for a while. He hadn’t been happy in Nogatav, and he would never regret leaving for his brother, but he’d never really wanted the adventure Tash had always dreamed of finding. Actually, he had never wanted to live it – perhaps just experience it through his books.  
 
    He was so lost in his thoughts that he almost fell over when Zarand jumped in front of him, blocking his way. He caught himself on the lion’s back and looked up. The princess was sitting on some crates at the creek’s edge, staring down at them with her worried expression.  
 
    Tav cuffed the lion playfully and pushed him away, telling him psychically there was nothing to fear. Not that Zarand had acted the least bit alarmed. Tav strolled to the base of the princess’ throne and smiled up at her, but the cat returned to his side, purring and rubbing his enormous head against Tav’s arm.  
 
    The princess smiled also. “He acts like a house cat,” she said, watching the lion.  
 
    Tav scratched Zarand behind the ears and the lion finally settled beside him, blinking his eyes lazily. “You haven’t seen him eat yet.” He glanced around the basement. It wasn’t exactly the place one expected to meet a princess. “I’m sorry if I’m intruding.” 
 
    Penara’s expression sobered. “Not at all. Actually you’re the only other person I’ve ever met down here.” She looked around also. “I come down here to think. It’s become a haven for me.” Her eyes were drawn back to the lion.  
 
    Tav glanced at Zarand, then held out his hand for her. “Would you like to meet him?” 
 
    She appeared worried for an instant, then a smile burst across her face, transforming very pleasing features into something almost breath-taking, or so to Tav’s way of thinking. He liked her quiet personality and the smattering of freckles across her nose and her delicate build combined with an indomitable spirit. He simply liked her.  
 
    She took his hand and let him help her off the crates. Zarand stretched out his nose to sniff her, startling her into backing up, right into Tav. He caught her by the elbows and they both laughed. 
 
    “Zarand, this is the princess Penara. Lady Penara, I present to you the lion Zarand.” 
 
    She executed a formal curtsey. “Please to meet you, Sir Zarand.” 
 
    The lion cocked his head and looked at Tav as if to say the whole thing was beneath his dignity, but he was more than willing to accept Penara’s tentative touch. She brushed her hand across the lion’s coarse mane, but Zarand pressed his head under her hand, forcing her to stroke the softer fur of his muzzle and forehead. She laughed in delight, especially when the lion began to purr.  
 
    “He likes to be scratched here,” said Tav, showing her the spot behind Zarand’s ears.  
 
    The pleasure was so delicious, the cat collapsed on his side at their feet. Penara squatted immediately to continue petting him and Tav sat down on a crate, watching her.  
 
    He had been friends with Sanari for years and while he thought her pretty, there had never been any romantic feelings between them. Other young women had caught his eye in the past, but he was a half-blood and unlike his brother, he would never allow himself to spend time with them in secret.  
 
    Penara didn’t seem to care that he was a half-blood. At dinner the previous night, they had talked through every course, eating almost nothing. He hadn’t enjoyed a meal so much in a long time. There was just enough in common between them that they didn’t run out of things to say, and Penara was nearly as quick-witted as Sanari.  
 
    Of course Tash had tried to spoil it by reminding Tav she was a princess. Tav knew there was no future for them, but he didn’t understand why he couldn’t enjoy her company for a little while.  
 
    She glanced up at him, then rose to her feet, taking a seat on the other side of the lion from him. “I’ve always wanted a pet,” she said, then looked down at her hands, which she’d clasped in the folds of her skirt. “But my father said they were a nuisance.” 
 
    Tav pushed the lion with the toe of his boot. Zarand pushed back with a velvetted paw. “Zarand is more of a friend than a pet.” 
 
    Penara smiled at the cat. “Tiros said you communicate with him. He told my father that only Stravad of purest blood have been known to do that. He seemed surprised at your ability.” 
 
    Tav frowned, thinking back to the disturbing conversation he’d had with the castle physician. He forced it from his mind. “I do. I don’t know about it being a skill only Stravad have, I’ve had it my entire life. I guess I never thought about it much.” 
 
    She smiled at him and Tav felt his heart quicken its beat. “I wish I had a gift like that,” she said.  
 
    He looked out over the creek. “I should probably go and leave you to your thoughts.” 
 
    “No,” she said, reaching out to touch his arm. She pulled back immediately, but Tav could still feel the slight pressure of her fingers where she’d touched him. “Please don’t go. I don’t really want to think, in all honesty.” 
 
    He rubbed Zarand’s chest with his boot toe and the lion flexed his enormous paws, his eyes shut tight. “I don’t want to pry, but were you thinking about this arranged marriage?” 
 
    She glanced over the creek. “I was. No matter how hard I try, the thought keeps intruding in my mind.” 
 
    “Have you thought of talking to your father about it?” 
 
    “He informed me that arranged marriages for royalty have been the practice since the beginning of Loden. It’s my duty to the protectorate.” 
 
    “That’s ridiculous,” said Tav in disgust. He paused when he realized how he sounded. “I’m sorry. I don’t mean to appear disrespectful to your father.” 
 
    She gave him a sad smile. “It’s all right. I’m pretty much in agreement with you.” 
 
    “I wonder when we’re going to stop hanging everything on archaic notions that never worked in the first place.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “I mean the way we treat women in our society and this royalty thing. The Ancients had abandoned rule by kings before they came here and Temeron has never practiced it.” 
 
    Penara bent over and smoothed Zarand’s mane. “I don’t think the Kings agree with you. Probably not even Kazarien and he’s the most progressive of them all.” 
 
    “I’m not sure about that,” answered Tav, glancing at her from the corner of his eyes. “Kazarien wants to create a central government, but he doesn’t want to rule it. If he thought it was in the best interest of Loden to abandon the Kingship, I believe he’d do it.” 
 
    “Perhaps. I know I wouldn’t mind having a bit more freedom.” 
 
    Tav smiled at her. “So would a lot of women.” 
 
    “Sanari?” 
 
    “And my aunt. She walked away from a kingdom in order to marry as she chose.” 
 
    “Is she the one who taught you to be so progressive?” 
 
    Tav lowered his head. “She and my mother.” 
 
    Penara looked out over the creek. “So many of us have lost our mothers. You’re right; things have got to change. Where is the female guidance, the passing down of traditions? Most of our mothers have died just when we need them most.” 
 
    “Life is difficult for women. More difficult than for men. And in a society where women aren’t valued as much as men, they often die early.” 
 
    Penara turned and looked at him. “I’ve never heard a man admit that before.” 
 
    Tav chuckled. “My brother would tell you I’ve read too many books and muddled my brain.” 
 
    “Your brother seems very enamored of Sanari. Would he really feel that way about this?” 
 
    “I’m not sure, but I’m also not sure he’d admit what he really felt either. He hasn’t yet told Sanari what he feels for her; although, it’s obvious to everyone else. I’m worried he might wait too long and lose her.” 
 
    “That would be a shame. There aren’t many people suited to each other in this world, but I think they are.” 
 
    Tav frowned. This conversation had just taken an uncomfortable turn. She was right. There weren’t many people suited to each other in this world. Marri and Grondi and Tash and Sanari were the only couples he could think of, and strangely enough, his own parents didn’t fit that description.  
 
    Would he ever find the person he was most suited for? As he looked at the princess, he felt fairly certain he would not.  
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    The ballroom was a rectangular shaped room that had another smaller room adjoining it. In the antechamber, the servants had placed tables, which were laden with various foodstuffs: roasted fowl, finger sandwiches, stuffed mushrooms, cheeses and breads, nuts, and fresh fruit. There was also a fully operational bar.  
 
    Between reels, the guests could wander into the antechamber and help themselves to the food. They could also escape the crush of people on the dance floor. Chairs had been positioned around the periphery of the antechamber for such a purpose.  
 
    The ballroom itself mirrored the design of the rest of the castle. Its walls were paneled in dark wood and the floor a highly polished parquet. Due to the darkness of the walls, the chandeliers provided nimbuses of light, which covered the area directly below them, then graduated out until the corners of the ballroom were in deep shadow.  
 
    The number of guests topped three hundred. Every professor, every nobleman, every well-to-do merchant had converged on the castle for the ball. Social events were an opportunity to rejuvenate a flagging career or wedge one’s way into a position that was financially more lucrative. In short, it was a vast sea of opportunity filled with hungry, self-serving sharks.  
 
    Kazarien hated it.  
 
    People did dance and Lovan had a respectable band which played the latest numbers; however, as the guests danced they talked, they angled, they negotiated, and ultimately, they backstabbed whoever and whatever they could to find their next opportunity.  
 
    Not that he didn’t intend to use the atmosphere to his own benefit. He wanted to discuss the treaty with Lovan tonight, but the King of Voltarian had managed to elude him. He’d catch sight of him across the room, but as he made his way toward him, the King disappeared, or Kazarien was snatched up for a dance.  
 
    He didn’t want to dance tonight, and he especially didn’t want to dance with Leyva anymore. The more times he partnered her, the more crippled he became. She didn’t seem to understand that her feet were the only feet she was supposed to dance upon.  
 
    Tash and Sanari were completely enthralled with one another. They danced together most of the night and if another young buck dared to approach Sanari, Tash sent him running with a furious glare. She did look pretty in her borrowed gown. It was more understated than he’d have chosen for her, but it made her look very regal indeed.  
 
    Tav and Penara made another attractive couple, but they caused the King some concern. They hadn’t left each other’s side all night, and right now they were dancing very close to one another as if there wasn’t anyone else in the room. Kazarien hoped Lovan was too busy with his other guests to notice his daughter’s interest. He wouldn’t like it, especially as he was doing his own negotiating to sell her off to Frasan.  
 
    Kazarien leaned back against a paneled wall and closed his eyes, drawing a deep breath. It was hot in the room, despite the open windows along the back wall, and the smell of various perfumes and colognes had become cloying.  
 
    “Chayse,” he said. There was no immediate answer. He hadn’t really expected one. He wasn’t supposed to know the boy dogged his very heels. “I know Tash told you to watch me, so you can stop hiding behind plants and skulking against the walls.” 
 
    The boy peered out from behind a large, potted tree, offering the King a sheepish look. “I’m sorry, Your Majesty.” 
 
    Kazarien shook his head. “You were only following orders.” 
 
    “Not very well, it seems.” 
 
    Kazarien smiled. The boy’s pout reminded him of Aziak. Thinking of Aziak made him long for home. “I just wanted you to know that I’m going to try talking to Lovan. Have you seen him?” 
 
    Chayse brightened and came out from behind his coverage. “He just went into the antechamber.” 
 
    “Will you walk with me there or do you want to crawl beneath everyone’s legs?” 
 
    The boy blushed, but he offered the King a slight smile. “I’ll walk with you, Your Majesty.” 
 
    Kazarien nodded and started in the direction of the antechamber. After a moment, he hesitated. “I’m surprised Tash assigned only you to watch after me.” 
 
    Chayse grimaced and looked down.  
 
     Kazarien’s brows rose. “You aren’t the only one?” 
 
    “There are soldiers at every door and in most of the corners, Your Majesty.” 
 
    “Ah,” answered the King, “Now that makes more sense.” 
 
    He strolled through the press of people, marking where Tash’s muscle had been stashed. Halfway to the antechamber, Leyva caught sight of him. For a moment, Kazarien halted, then an idea formed in his mind. When Leyva came to a stumbling, panting halt before him, he offered her his most winning smile.  
 
    “Dance with me, Lord Kazarien,” said the young woman, “and save me from that older man’s advances.” 
 
    Kazarien looked to where Leyva pointed. All he could see was a man of about fifty years limping away from the dance floor. “Actually, I was going after a drink. It’s very hot in here.” He turned and clasped a hand on Chayse’s shoulder. “However, my young squire would be more than happy to champion your cause, my lady. Perhaps you’d dance with him.” 
 
    Leyva looked disappointed, but Chayse seemed downright terrified. Kazarien pulled the boy up beside him and propelled the two of them onto the floor, then he ducked back out of the crowd. Chayse’s anxious eyes followed him as he threaded his way toward the antechamber, but Kazarien felt only mild guilt. Chayse was young still, and his bones would knit back together much more readily than Kazarien’s. Besides, he wanted to talk to Lovan in private.  
 
    He found the King, as Chayse had said, in the antechamber, but he was lost in conversation with Tiros. Kazarien slowed his step. The two were huddled in the far corner of the room, staring out at the dance floor. When Kazarien followed their line of sight, he noted that it came to rest on Tav and Penara. The King felt his gut twist. This wasn’t good.  
 
    They were so absorbed in their conversation that they didn’t notice the approach of the Trendarian King. Kazarien tried hard not to alert them to his presence. He wasn’t a man who eavesdropped on private communications, but he didn’t trust Tiros and something made him uneasy about the way they discussed his minister.  
 
    Although the rhythm of the band and the drone of conversation were distracting, the acoustics in the antechamber were good enough to let him catch what they said.  
 
    “It’s just a dance, Tiros.” 
 
    “Ah, Your Majesty, that’s where it begins. A dance, a stolen kiss, then you have an enormous problem on your hands. Don’t you think it’s all a little convenient?” 
 
    “I don’t know what you mean.” 
 
    “The King of Trendaria is attempting to unite the entire region. He just happens to have the two sons of Kiameron in his pocket, so to speak, and one of them takes an interest in your daughter.” 
 
    “It’s only a dance. They both know Penara is betrothed to Ninad.” 
 
    “She may be betrothed to him, but she’s also reluctant to go through with it. I tell you this isn’t good.” 
 
    “I’ll agree she might pitch a fit over the marriage, but she’ll be ruled by me, no doubt. Furthermore, I don’t see how any of this confirms a plot by Kazarien to take over my kingdom.” 
 
    “My lord Lovan, you are not a simple man.” The King of Voltarian stiffened at this comment, but Tiros continued. “Surely you see that Kazarien is aiming for a central government, ruled by someone all of the Kings would have to answer to instead of maintaining their own autonomy. Do you really believe he’d bind us all together, then nominate someone other than himself to rule the whole of Loden? Not for a moment. And this is just the first wedge to separate you from your kingdom. He gets Kiameron’s son to steal your daughter’s heart, causing her to break the engagement. Next thing you know, you have a conflict with Yonartison brewing, your staunchest supporter. This is no good thing.” 
 
    Lovan frowned in disagreement. “It’s only a dance!” he said loudly. “So leave it alone. I want to enjoy myself. You are dismissed.” 
 
    Tiros looked aghast. He straightened to his full height, but he didn’t leave the King’s side. Lovan looked up at him. “You are dismissed until tomorrow, Doctor.” 
 
    Finally Tiros turned, and his pale blue eyes came to rest on Kazarien where he stood at the King’s back. The look of shock was replaced with one of rage and Kazarien felt every muscle in his body go on full alert. Then the moment passed and Tiros’ expression softened. He approached the King and stared into his eyes.  
 
    “Well, Lord Kazarien, I hope you fare better than I did with the King, but I’d be careful if I were you. In other words, I wouldn’t stretch my neck out too far.” 
 
    He said nothing more, brushing Kazarien with his shoulder as he left the antechamber.  
 
    You know what you get when you stretch your neck out too far. Someone’s bound to slit your throat.  
 
    Memory and panic paralyzed Kazarien. He couldn’t draw a deep enough breath to speak. Lovan turned then and saw him. He hurried to his side as he noted the King’s ashen expression.  
 
    “Lord Kazarien, are you all right?” 
 
    “Tiros,” he gasped. “Tiros is the one who attacked me on the pastures.” 
 
    “Nonsense,” said Lovan. “He couldn’t have. He’s been here every single day since he was appointed my physician.” 
 
    “I’m telling you it was him. Are you sure there wasn’t a time when he was gone?” 
 
    “No, he was here continually. And if he wasn’t with me, he was with Slerion. He rode to Metariam with Slerion when he left for Yonartison, then he came right back. He had some of the palace guards with him. They would have told me if he’d detoured anywhere.” 
 
    Kazarien shook his head. A cold sweat beaded his brow. “I tell you he was the one, Lord Lovan. He is the one who attacked me.” 
 
    Chayse was suddenly at his side. “What’s wrong, Your Majesty?” he asked in concern.  
 
    “Go get the Lord Kazarien a drink, squire. He’s not feeling well.” 
 
    Kazarien shook off Lovan’s hold. “I’m fine,” he said.  
 
    “You’re shaking, Kazarien,” said the King, grabbing his elbow firmly and leading him to one of the chairs. “Go get the King a drink, then find his second.” 
 
    Chayse didn’t bother with the drink. He raced for the dance floor. The bartender, however, had heard Lovan and brought the Trendarian King a drink. Kazarien took it mechanically and lifted it to his lips. It was whiskey, straight, and brought tears to his eyes as he downed it.  
 
    Before he could hand his empty glass to the bartender, Tash and Sanari were there, Tash kneeling at his side. “What happened, Kazarien?” 
 
    Kazarien caught Lovan’s affronted expression at Tash’s familiarity, but he didn’t care. “I’m sure Tiros is the one who attacked me on the pastures. The one who got away.” 
 
    Tash’s eyes narrowed and Sanari gasped.  
 
    “That is simply impossible,” said Lovan, rising to his feet. “I tell you he was never without either my son or my own guards watching him. He couldn’t have been on the pastures.” 
 
    “You admitted yourself that he hasn’t always been here at the castle over the last few weeks. Isn’t it possible no one noticed a disappearance? Or if they did, they forgot about it?” asked Kazarien.  
 
    Lovan rolled his eyes, but Sanari faced the Voltarian king.  
 
    “Your Majesty, would it hurt for us to question the men involved?” 
 
    Kazarien was grateful for her belief in him. Tash’s expression, however, was downright murderous. “That isn’t necessary. If the King says Tiros was the man, then he was. I wouldn’t put it past him.” 
 
    “Really, Kazarien, you aren’t going to have me question Tiros on such a lack of evidence. Did you see the man? Can you tell me some distinguishing features? I mean, really, Your Majesty, what made you suddenly decide it was Tiros? You’ve been in Voltarian three days and haven’t said a word.” 
 
    Kazarien lowered his head. He was suddenly very tired. “I didn’t see him because I was blindfolded, but he repeated the same words my attacker did.” 
 
    “What?” asked Tash.  
 
    “Something about sticking my neck out too far.” 
 
    “Was it the same voice?” questioned Lovan.  
 
    Kazarien braced his head in his hands and snaked his fingers through his hair to the back of his skull. “I’m not sure.” 
 
    “So we’re basing all of this on a catch phrase. You’re an intelligent man, Kazarien. Surely you see how ridiculous this sounds.” 
 
    Kazarien stared up at Lovan in mounting fury.  
 
    Tash rose to his feet and faced the Voltarian king. “What about the wound on Tiros’ wrist? When I found Kazarien he was covered in blood, but it wasn’t his. He fought his attacker and the man was wounded. How did Tiros get his cut?” 
 
    “By his own scalpel. He was delivering a baby that had to be taken from the mother’s womb and the scalpel slipped,” answered Lovan. He looked down at Kazarien. “You should get some sleep, Your Majesty. Remember, you’re only just recovering from a head-wound.” 
 
    The insult was implicit. Kazarien clenched his jaw and rose to his feet beside Tash. “I am fine, Lord Lovan. Let me just question Tiros while you’re present. It will ease my mind.” 
 
    “I will not have you accusing my personal physician of misconduct when you have absolutely no concrete proof! You have a phrase and a bandage. This is ridiculous.” 
 
    “Then let’s talk about the treaty now. The sooner that’s done, the sooner my people and I can leave.” 
 
    Lovan shook his head in disgust. “I will not talk about the treaty right now. This is my party, Lord Kazarien, and if you do not feel well enough to attend, I think you should retire to your rooms. Now, if you don’t mind, I bid you good night.” 
 
    He walked out of the antechamber, his back ramrod straight, his head held high. The party from Trendaria watched him go, then Tash turned back to Kazarien.  
 
    “What now?” 
 
    Kazarien shook his head. “I wish I knew, but I see no sense for us to stay at this ball where we can simply be targets. Get your brother and let’s go to our rooms.” 
 
    Tash gave Kazarien a grimace. “Tav left with Penara. I’m not sure when they left, but they’re not here. I sent Chayse to find them.” 
 
    Kazarien closed his eyes and sighed. “Can this night get any worse?”  
 
    Sanari hooked her arm through the King’s and directed him toward the door leading away from the ballroom. “It could, Your Majesty. Just think, you could have to dance with Leyva again.” 
 
    Kazarien laughed despite himself.  
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    They returned to Kazarien’s suite. Tash pulled all of his soldiers from the dance floor and sent an advance squad to secure the King’s room. When the King and his two companions arrived, a squad commander met them and saluted, informing Tash everything was secure.  
 
    Tash nodded and preceded Kazarien into the suite. “Set up a rotation of men on the balcony, Commander, and outside the King’s door.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” answered the commander with a smart salute. He disappeared into the hallway.  
 
    Kazarien strolled across the suite. It was warm in here also. He thrust open the balcony door and stared out at the night.  
 
    “We’ll find some way to prove it was Tiros, Kazarien, I promise,” said Tash at his back.  
 
    Kazarien turned and looked at his second. Sanari was standing beside him, an anxious expression on her face. He didn’t want to burden them with what was really bothering him, but as if she read it in his look, Sanari stepped forward, offering him a smile.  
 
    “We’ll also get Lovan to listen, Your Majesty. I’ll keep working on his daughter. She’s got to have more sway with him than she lets on.” 
 
    He returned her smile. “You can drop the formality now, Sanari.” 
 
    Sanari started to nod, but her eyes shifted past the King. Kazarien whirled in alarm, only to be butted in the chest by an enormous, shaggy head. Tav and Penara entered a moment later.  
 
    “What’s the matter?” asked Tav.  
 
    Kazarien scratched behind Zarand’s ears, trying to settle him, but he looked over his shoulder at Tash. “Take the Lady Penara back to the ballroom, Tash, please.” 
 
    “Why?” demanded Tav.  
 
    “I’ll explain that to you in a moment,” said the King.  
 
    Tav opened his mouth to protest again, but his eyes shifted to his brother. As Kazarien had witnessed many times over their long journey, something silent and swift passed between the brothers. Tav turned to the princess and bowed over her hand.  
 
    “Good night,” he said.  
 
    She shot a glance at all of the grim faces around her and then gave Tav a bewildered, sad smile. “Good night.” 
 
    She walked to where Tash waited. “Why don’t you come with us, Sanari, as chaperone?” asked Tash. 
 
    Sanari looked between Tash and the King, torn between her heart and her duty. Kazarien nodded at her and she hurried after Tash. Once they were gone, Tav, Kazarien, and the lion were alone.  
 
    Striding away from the cat, Kazarien crossed to his own private bar and uncorked the decanter that rested on top. It was an artfully designed vessel made of wood with a pewter interior that held the fluid. He poured himself a large drink, then glanced at Tav.  
 
    “Do you want something?” he asked.  
 
    “No, thank you.” Tav hesitated. “Actually, yes, I want to know what happened.” 
 
    Kazarien leaned against the bar and took a sip of his drink. “I just found out Tiros is the one who tried to kill me on the pastures.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    Kazarien nodded, drinking again. “He said the same thing to me tonight that the attacker did. However, Lovan doesn’t think he should be questioned about it.” 
 
    “Why not?” demanded Tav, his expression furious.  
 
    “It’s circumstantial evidence. He swears Tiros has never been out of sight.” 
 
    “Out of sight or away from Voltarian?” 
 
    “Out of sight. He admits Tiros rode with Slerion to Metariam and came back on his own, but Lovan assures me he had guards with him all of the time.” 
 
    He moved to the sofa and sank into it, holding his glass against his thigh. Tav slumped into the chair across from him. The lion set to cleaning himself.  
 
    “You wanted Penara gone because you don’t trust her,” said Tav grimly.  
 
    Kazarien sighed. “It isn’t so much Penara I don’t trust, but I wish you’d use a little caution with her.” 
 
    “We only came up here to step outside. It was hot and stuffy in the ballroom.” 
 
    “I believe you, but she is betrothed to Ninad. Lovan is going to do everything in his power to make sure that marriage comes off.” 
 
    “It’s a beastly system,” growled Tav.  
 
    “It may be, but that isn’t our battle right now.” 
 
    Tav glanced up at the King. “I know,” he said wearily.  
 
    Kazarien sipped at his drink. “Although I’m not sure what our battle should be.” 
 
    “You can’t give up. This is the first resistance you’ve met. That doesn’t mean it isn’t worth it,” urged Tav.  
 
    Kazarien looked at his minister and drew a deep breath. “You’re right. I’m just wondering if I’m ready to lose my life over it,” he said. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 26 
 
      
 
    Lovan insisted the meeting regarding the treaty be held in his audience chamber. It was a vast, echoing room, reminding Tav much of the ballroom. Since there was no table large enough for the papers and scribing tools, Tav had to make due with a writing desk.  
 
    As he fussed with the papers and tried to organize everything for easy access, Kazarien paced the dais, waiting for Lovan to arrive. Sanari stood at Tav’s elbow, holding many of the supplies and trying to help him make use of the limited space. She was anxious about the proceedings, especially since she didn’t think Lovan would approve of her presence, but Kazarien had been almost belligerent regarding the issue.  
 
    Tav glanced up at her. “I’ve never seen him this edgy,” he whispered.  
 
    The King had wandered to the back of the dais and was studying the Voltarian standard that hung behind Lovan’s throne. Beside the writing desk and Lovan’s throne, there was no other furniture in the room. The atmosphere didn’t lend one to expect much negotiating.  
 
    Sanari shot a look at the King. “This one is difficult, Tav, and Tiros doesn’t make the issue any easier.” 
 
    Tav pursed his lips, trying to find a safe place to set the ink well. “If he doesn’t approach it with his usual tolerance, I don’t think he’s going to win Lovan over.” 
 
    “Should I talk to him?” 
 
    “Talk to whom?” came Kazarien’s voice at their back.  
 
    Tav almost tipped the ink over onto the clean parchment, but he caught it in time.  
 
    “You, Lord Kazarien,” answered Sanari honestly.  
 
    The King gave her a surprised look. “What about?” 
 
    Tav straightened and faced him. “You seemwell, edgy.” 
 
    Kazarien drew a deep breath. “I guess I am. I can’t wait to get this business finished and get out of here.” 
 
    “I know that, Kazarien, but you don’t want Lovan to get that impression, do you?” 
 
    “I’m not sure I care anymore.” 
 
    Sanari handed her bundle to Tav. “That’s not true,” she scolded mildly. “You do care. You’re just getting more resistance than you’re used to receiving. Think of the good you’ve done, the history you’re making, and you’ll find the patience you need for this.” 
 
    Kazarien forced a smile. “All right, I get the message, you two. I’ll relax a little.” 
 
    Lovan entered the room at that moment, flanked by his scribe. He crossed the floor, the tail of his cloak sweeping across the wood. “Let’s get this over with, Lord Kazarien. I have many things to do today.” 
 
    Tav glanced up at the Trendarian King. Kazarien clenched his jaw, but he drew a deep breath and exhaled deliberately. “Of course, Your Majesty,” he answered.  
 
    Lovan climbed the dais and pulled his cloak about him as he sat down on his throne. The scribe took a place at his left side, opening a book and waiting with quill poised. Looking up with a quizzical expression, Lovan surveyed the assembly and his eyes paused on Sanari.  
 
    “You may leave, young woman,” he said disdainfully.  
 
    Kazarien straightened to his full height. “Perhaps I didn’t make myself clear on our arrival, Lord Lovan. Sanari is one of my ministers and participates in the treaty negotiation.” 
 
    Lovan’s eyes were the exact shade of his daughter’s. They narrowed now on the Trendarian King. “A woman?” he asked.  
 
    “An educated minister,” corrected Kazarien.  
 
    Lovan drew an exasperated breath. His scribe was looking up through his eyelashes, a critical expression on his long, narrow face. Tav watched the two of them warily, prepared to pack up his things when they were summarily dismissed.  
 
    Finally, Lovan slumped back in his chair and motioned for Kazarien to begin. Kazarien turned immediately and grabbed the treaty off Tav’s stack.  
 
    “This is the alliance that has been formed between the southern protectorates. I thought we might start here,” offered the King, holding the parchment out to the scribe.  
 
    The man shot a look at his King. Lovan regarded Kazarien without speaking. The moments ticked by until finally Lovan shook his head. “Why?” 
 
    “Why what?” asked Kazarien, an edge evident in his voice.  
 
    “I want to know why I should consider a treaty with the southern protectorates.” 
 
    Kazarien’s hand dropped against his thigh. “It is the only way to prevent Erram from destroying Loden.”  
 
    “That is merely your perception. You must admit you do have an ulterior motive for wanting to unite our kingdoms.” 
 
    Kazarien glared at his fellow King. “Yes, I want to see Loden remain intact.” 
 
    “No, you want a central government with yourself as the head.” 
 
    Kazarien turned and tossed the parchment onto the writing desk. “I give up. You’re completely brainwashed by that Tiros and no longer thinking for yourself.” 
 
    The scribe gasped and Lovan rose to his feet, but Kazarien was striding for the door.  
 
    “Wait!” cried Sanari.  
 
    Kazarien halted and glanced back at her.  
 
    “Please, Lord Lovan, give us another moment of your time,” she said.  
 
    He frowned, but he settled back on his throne. “I have many things to attend today, so be quick about it.” 
 
    “I will,” she answered, then amended, “we will.” She turned to the Trendarian King. “Please, Lord Kazarien, come back and listen.” 
 
    Kazarien walked back to the writing desk and leaned against it, but he didn’t seem willing to pick up the topic. Sanari drew a calming breath, then moved directly in front of Lovan.  
 
    “Let’s start over, all right?” she said, glancing around. Lovan nodded and Kazarien held up a hand indicating she could proceed.  
 
    Sanari thought for a moment in silence, then lifted her head. “Why don’t we begin at another place? Why don’t you tell us what you fear from an alliance and a centralized government, Your Majesty?” 
 
    Lovan folded his hands in his lap and considered her question. He was a middle-aged man, still spry, still strong, with white flecks in his dark brown hair. “As I said, I’m concerned about who would run a centralized government and how much influence he would have over my kingdom. Second, I see no reason for a treaty. Yonartison and Voltarian have always been allies without anything formal being drawn up between us. Why can’t it be the same with the other protectorates?” 
 
    “Anything else?” asked Sanari.  
 
    “No, but I doubt you can answer those questions for me.” 
 
    Sanari smiled. It was a winning smile and softened Lovan’s frown. “I think I can, or we can, Your Majesty. Let me address your second question first and then Tav can answer the first.” She reached for the treaty that Kazarien had thrown on the writing desk. “When you say Yonartison and Voltarian are allies, what exactly do you mean?” 
 
    “I’m not certain I understand the question,” remarked Lovan.  
 
    “All right,” said Sanari calmly. “Tell me how you are bound to one another.” 
 
    “We trade between our kingdoms and our borders are open to immigrants from each other.” 
 
    “What about militarily?” 
 
    Lovan shook his head. “We’ve never had need of such, but I suppose we would assist each other if the need arose.” 
 
    “Isn’t that the way it is with the other protectorates too? Don’t you share in free trade and wouldn’t you assist them militarily if they had cause?” 
 
    “I suppose,” answered Lovan.  
 
    “Then an informal treaty exists between you. This simply makes it formal. It employs limitations and definitions to something that is difficult to define. It is also a guarantee.” She held the parchment out and the scribe accepted it. “In other words, you are insuring that someone will answer a call for help. You are in no way losing any of your autonomy. You are gaining assurances for your people.” 
 
    “We didn’t need this in the past,” protested Lovan stubbornly.  
 
    “And in the past, your cries for help weren’t always heeded, were they? You said you never had need of military help before, but that isn’t entirely true, is it, Your Majesty? During the first war, Gava used Voltarian and especially the Longan as a ferry-spot to carry his slaves northward. A number of your own people were killed or enslaved. When you asked for help from Yonartison in order to stop this trafficking, you were denied, weren’t you?” 
 
    Lovan shifted uncomfortably and glanced at Kazarien. The King had straightened from where he leaned on the writing desk. “They had their own troubles.” 
 
    “Granted,” said Sanari, “but a treaty would insure that your troubles were theirs as well.” 
 
    “I’m already making such assurances. The marriage between Ninad and Penara is one.” 
 
    Tav tensed, but he kept his mouth shut.  
 
    “It is something,” she said, “but I don’t think it’s enough to fight Erram. You’ll need protectorates like Trendaria that have a military-minded king and the resources in place to fight beside you. Is Yonartison that well prepared?” 
 
    Lovan glanced at his scribe. Tav felt the momentum shift in their direction.  
 
    “You haven’t addressed my first concern? What of the central government?” 
 
    Sanari smiled. “I’ll let Tav answer that. He’s worked out a viable system already and I think you’ll be surprised.” 
 
    Tav moved to Sanari’s side. He quickly sketched the plan he’d hatched in DiNolfol: the Kingship by election of each protectorate king, the voting system, the yearly meetings, and the benefits to each protectorate by banning together. Lovan and his scribe listened intently, waiting until the end to ask Tav clarifying questions. The entire scene unfolded like a well-rehearsed play.  
 
    Sanari’s deft handling of Lovan had brought him to an open-minded position where he could appreciate the viable features of Tav’s dream. Kazarien stood back and let them dazzle the Voltarian King with their brilliance, and Lovan was forced to admit he saw more benefits to Tav’s plan than otherwise. In fact, they might have hooked him completely if Tiros hadn’t stormed through the audience chamber doors.  
 
    Tav faltered in mid-sentence and glanced behind him. Kazarien turned and his expression was murderous. Tiros ignored them all, striding across the floor and climbing the dais to halt before the King.  
 
    “Your Majesty,” he said, bowing his head. “I am sorry to interrupt.” 
 
    Sanari backed away from the doctor, moving to Kazarien’s side. She laid a restraining hand on the Trendarian King’s arm.  
 
    “What is the problem, Tiros?” asked Lovan. He seemed a little annoyed by the interruption.  
 
    “The post has just arrived, Your Majesty, and in it is a letter from my father. Unfortunately, he is quite old and his health is failing. He is begging me to return home and see him in his final days.” 
 
    “What?” cried Lovan, rising to his feet. His scribe ducked behind the throne.  
 
    “I am afraid the case is true. I must leave immediately.” 
 
    Tav exchanged a look with Kazarien.  
 
    “Where is your home?” 
 
    “Denortosal, Your Majesty,” said Tiros, ducking his head. “I’m not sure how long I’ll be away, but I must go. I’m the only family he has left.” 
 
    “This is so sudden,” stated the King in a bewildered manner.  
 
    “I understand that, but there are many capable physicians in the Kingdom who are suited to administer to your needs. I wish there was some other way.” He shot a look over his shoulder at Kazarien. “However, before I go, I would like to have a word with you, Your Majesty. There is something you ought to know.” 
 
    Lovan appeared disconcerted by Tiros’ news. Tav couldn’t understand why the King seemed so dependent on his physician, but he obviously was. It struck Tav that he was missing some part of this picture.  
 
    “Of course,” muttered the King, drawing his cloak about him.  
 
    “Perhaps we might talk now,” prompted Tiros. “I must be on the road before the day is done.” 
 
    Lovan’s expression was stricken. Kazarien moved forward then. “We were in the middle of negotiating. You’ll have to wait until tomorrow.” 
 
    Tiros cast a chilling smile in the Trendarian King’s direction. Tav didn’t like the doctor’s look. Neither did Sanari. She edged closer to the King, tightening her grip on his arm.  
 
    “Unfortunately, I cannot do that. I must see my father before the end, Your Majesty,” Tiros said in his low, deep voice.  
 
    Lovan nodded grimly. “It cannot be helped, I’m afraid.” He motioned Tiros to the door. “Lead the way, doctor.” 
 
    “Lord Lovan!” cried Kazarien, shaking off Sanari’s hold and blocking the doctor. “You can’t be serious!” 
 
    Tiros glared at the King, but Lovan strolled past them, headed for the door. “We’ll have time later, Kazarien. Come, Tiros.” 
 
    Kazarien didn’t move. “If you do anything to jeopardize this treaty” 
 
    Tiros’ white brows rose. “You’ll do what, Your Majesty?” His eyes tracked a disparaging path down Kazarien’s body. “Sick your lapdogs on me? So much wasted potential.” 
 
    “Tiros!” snapped the King of Voltarian by the door. “I am waiting!” 
 
    Tiros didn’t respond, his eyes locked with Kazarien’s. Tav held his breath, not sure what he should do. He wished either Tash or the lion were here, but he and Sanari were alone. The scribe had scampered off the dais and disappeared into the outer hallway.  
 
    Kazarien was not giving ground. Nor was Tiros. Tav started forward, but Sanari was suddenly there, her hands on Kazarien’s arm.  
 
    “Go, Tiros!” she said in a deceptively low voice. “We don’t want trouble with you.” 
 
    Her diverting tactic worked. Tiros shifted his gaze to her and chuckled grimly. “You are only a little more intimidating than your king.” 
 
    Sanari’s eyes narrowed. “Then you are the bigger fool.” 
 
    Tiros’ smile dried and his eyes widened.  
 
    Lovan stepped back into the chamber and scowled. “What is going on!” he shouted.  
 
    “Nothing, Your Majesty,” answered Tiros. “I’ll be right along.” He took a step back and bowed low to Kazarien. “Until we meet again, Your Highness.” With that he walked around the King and hurried after Lovan.  
 
    Tav exhaled and closed his eyes. His knees were trembling and he felt sick to his stomach.  
 
    “No wonder Tash gets so angry with you!” came Kazarien’s voice.  
 
    Tav opened his eyes and found the two of them glaring at each other.  
 
    “No wonder Tash is paranoid about you getting yourself killed, Your Majesty! What has gotten into you lately? You’ve never been this aggressive and antagonistic before!” shouted Sanari in return.  
 
    “Well, you certainly have and it’s going to get you in trouble one of these days!” answered Kazarien.  
 
    Tav couldn’t help himself. He started laughing. Sanari and the King whirled to stare at him as if he’d lost his mind. It only made him laugh all the harder.  
 
    “What in the world is so funny, Tav?” asked Sanari in disgust.  
 
    Tav continued to laugh, but he controlled himself enough to answer. “No one has ever said my brother was right twice in conjoining sentences before, and to think he missed the entire thing.” 
 
    Kazarien chuckled also and turned to Sanari. “Thank you for defending me,” he said, pulling her into a quick embrace.  
 
    She hugged him back, smiling also. “Always.” 
 
    With a heavy sigh, Kazarien turned toward the door, his arm still draped companionably about Sanari. “So much for the treaty, but you were both brilliant.” 
 
    Tav fell into step beside them. “You should know by now that we aren’t finished,” he said with a wink in Sanari’s direction.  
 
    Sanari nodded in agreement, hooking her free arm through Tav’s. “When Tav and I team-up together, you’ll be amazed at what we can accomplish. We aren’t finished by a long shot.” 
 
    “Eldon protect Lord Lovan then,” muttered Kazarien with a laugh.  
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    A day after Tiros left, Lovan refused to meet about the treaty, taking to his bed and claiming he was sick. Penara called a physician to the castle, but he couldn’t find what was ailing the Voltarian king besides a severe headache.  
 
    When dinner was finished, Tav, Kazarien, and the three young women gathered in the parlor for some diversion. Tash had gone to meet with the squad commanders, but Sanari suspected he was having some of his own men search the capital for signs of Tiros.  
 
    Kazarien remained edgy, Penara anxious for her father, and Tav preoccupied. Leyva provided an entertaining distraction from the heavy atmosphere, regaling them all with her perceptions of the latest fashions on display at the ball. And yet, even her self-absorption only lasted so long. Eventually she felt the tension in the room and realized no one was paying much attention to her.  
 
    She slapped her hands against her thighs. “Eldon’s star, it isn’t as if someone died.” 
 
    Everyone’s head lifted in shock, but no one knew quite what to say.  
 
    Leyva’s gaze passed over her companions. “You’d think you’d be happy that creepy doctor is gone, but you act like you’ve lost a best friend. Really!” 
 
    “I’m sorry, Leyva,” answered Penara, “I’m just worried about my father.” 
 
    Tav studied the princess for a moment. “I can’t shake this feeling that something wasn’t right in their relationship with one another.” 
 
    Penara turned to him, her eyes narrowing. “How so?” 
 
    Tav shook his head. “He just seems too dependent on his physician. He doesn’t have any health problems that you know of, does he, Princess?” 
 
    “None,” she answered. “He’s always been very healthy.” 
 
    “And yet he missed one of the dinners because of a stomach ailment. At the time I thought it was just a ruse to get out of talking about the treaty, but now I’m not so sure,” remarked Kazarien.  
 
    Sanari listened to everything they said, storing it away. Like Tav, she was bothered by something in this entire situation. In fact, she felt like they might be missing some key element.  
 
    “What do you mean, Your Majesty?” asked Penara.  
 
    Kazarien shrugged. “Only that it might have been real. He seemed devastated by Tiros’ departureor, actually, more than devastated. Afraid.” 
 
    “Of what?” questioned Lovan’s daughter.  
 
    “Of doing without him.” 
 
    “Why? He’s just a doctor. There are a half-dozen of them in Voltarian,” piped in Leyva.  
 
    “I’m not sure,” answered the King.  
 
    Tav rubbed the back of his neck wearily. “If I didn’t know better, I’d say Tiros was poisoning him, but Tiros is gone. If that were the case, he should be getting better rather than worse.” 
 
    Sanari’s gaze fixed on Tav. Something clicked into place in her mind.  
 
    Rising to her feet, she nodded at each of them. “If you don’t mind, I think I might get some reading done.” 
 
    They gave her puzzled looks, but bid her good night. Instead of going to her room, she hurried to the second floor and the library. None of the servants were about in the corridors and the lamps had been muted. She pushed open the library door and stepped inside.  
 
    Tash was sitting beside the fire on one of the couches, reading a book. He glanced up at her entrance. “Hello,” he said brightly.  
 
    She gave him a bewildered smile. “I thought you were with the soldiers.” 
 
    “I got back awhile ago.” 
 
    She crossed the room and leaned on the table in front of him, glancing at the book he held. “The Norrad?” 
 
    He gave her a sheepish grin. “I’m tired of being the stupidest person in our little party. I thought I’d brush up on my reading.” 
 
    “Good for you, but no one thinks you’re stupid, Tash.” 
 
    He closed the book and sat staring at her. After a moment, he stirred. “What are you doing?” 
 
    She rose to her feet and walked to the shelves lining the back wall. She searched the spines for the title she wanted. “We were discussing the King’s sudden illness. Tav made some comment about Tiros poisoning Lovan, except it didn’t make sense. Tiros is gone, so Lovan should be getting better, not worse. Still it made me think.” She paused and looked up into Tash’s face. He’d crossed to her side and leaned on the bookcase, staring down at her. “He might have been poisoned, but just not in the traditional manner.” 
 
    “How is that possible?” 
 
    She found the book she sought and pulled it out, flipping open the front cover. “There are certain herbs that can cause physical addiction if taken too often. I’m not sure what grows around here, but I thought I might look. It could also be from one of the other protectorates, since trade-routes are fairly intertwined now.” 
 
    “Sounds like a complicated puzzle to solve.” 
 
    She had been scanning a page, but she looked up and offered him a tired smile. “It could be.” 
 
    “Why not ask the apothecary in town? He should be able to narrow things down for you.” 
 
    “That’s an idea,” she said.  
 
    “Which would save you from hours of looking through books and you could spend some time with me,” he continued mischievously. He reached for the book and took it out of her hands. She stood on tiptoes to grab it back, but he held it above his head, hooking his free arm around her waist and pulling her against him.  
 
    Sanari laughed and let her arms come to rest on his shoulders as he put the book on the top shelf out of her reach. “So, remember our conversation outside of DiNolfol about finding what you want more than anything else?” she asked.  
 
    Tash nodded, his eyes shifting to her lips.  
 
    “Have you found it yet?” 
 
    “Hm,” he answered, sliding his other arm around her. “For right now, I have.” 
 
    He bent his head and kissed her sweetly. Sanari lifted to meet him and she forgot why she’d come to the library in the first place.  
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    Tav had hoped things would get better in Voltarian once Tiros left, but if anything, they got worse.  
 
    Lovan continued to languish in bed, refusing to see anyone but his new physician, who could find nothing wrong with him. When Kazarien informed Penara he was leaving for Temeron, she begged him to stay, beseeching him on behalf of her people. Kazarien relinquished, but he was tense and aggravated just the same.  
 
    Tash was also a bear. Tiros’ departure only made him more suspicious and irritable. He told Tav he couldn’t stop thinking about the doctor skulking around undetected. And protecting the Trendarian King was becoming more complicated. Kazarien chafed at the inactivity, wanting to wander the streets of Voltarian and observe its defenses, but Tash refused to let him leave the castle. Consequently they fought, which drove Tav to seek other diversions.  
 
    His favorite diversion continued to be a few stolen hours with Penara and Zarand in the basement. Yet even this was fraught with problems. A post arrived telling the princess that the marriage deal was complete and that Ninad, Frasan, Ninad’s mother, Cana, and his brother, Blanar, were returning to Voltarian for an immediate ceremony. Penara was so upset by this news that she almost took to her bed much the way her father had done.  
 
    Tav tried to comfort her, but what comfort was there in a situation he couldn’t begin to fathom. So when a bright summer day presented itself, he suggested to Sanari that they pack a lunch and explore the capital as they’d done in DiNolfol. Sanari readily agreed.  
 
    Kazarien and Tash both objected to the idea, especially when they found out Tav planned to leave Zarand behind, but he knew the people of Voltarian would not tolerate the lion amongst them. Finally Tash relinquished when they agreed to take a squad of soldiers with them. Tash wanted to come along, but Tav had plans to explore some of the schools and he knew his brother would quickly become bored.  
 
    He also had another plan in mind, something he didn’t want Tash to know about just yet. Tiros’ words had been plaguing him, hanging in the back of his mind or whispering through his thoughts when he least expected it. He wasn’t sure what the doctor had meant, but he couldn’t deny the words troubled him, demanding he search for an answer.  
 
    In order for you to have the talent, someone in your genetic line would have to have it also, which means either your father or mother had to have the gift.  
 
    He felt guilty for not confiding in his brother. After all, he had lost his temper with Tash when he found him with the locket, but he couldn’t change how he felt. In truth, Tash had prompted his nagging doubts by becoming so obsessed with a piece of jewelry. Then Tiros had added to that insecurity with his thinly veiled comments.  
 
    Tav wasn’t sure what he’d find in the Hall of Records, but he knew he had to find out. Even if it should be unpleasant. Even then.  
 
    They left Castle Sagon early, trailed by their contingent of armed soldiers. Sanari wanted to visit an apothecary the doctor in Metariam had told them about, then she wanted to question some of the professors at the Botanical School. She explained her theory to Tav about Lovan’s illness and his dependence on Tiros. Tav had to agree it seemed feasible, but he wasn’t sure there was any way to determine what drug the unscrupulous doctor may have given the King, especially as the King seemed to have run out of the supply.  
 
    The apothecary was a small, triangular-shaped building in the middle of Merchant Square. It backed up to other buildings that were taller than it, leaving it in perpetual shade. On one side was a bakery and on the other a brewery, causing the smell of yeast to cling to the area just before all three doors. Tav made a face at the overwhelming odor, but he followed Sanari up the stone steps of the apothecary, motioning the guards to wait outside.  
 
    As they took their positions, Tav closed his hand around the building’s doorknob and thrust open the door. A tall, gangly man was bent over a counter and he glanced up when the bell above the door jangled. His facial features were long and narrow. He held a magnifying glass in one hand and seemed to be studying something that lay in a fold of wax paper. He wore thick-lensed spectacles that caught a stray beam of sunlight and refracted it back in Tav and Sanari’s eyes.  
 
    The counter stretched across the entire rear of the store. One section of it was hinged, so it could be lifted to let the apothecary out. Behind the counter was a wall lined with shelves, broken only by a narrow, crooked door. The door was closed. The shelves, themselves, were choked with bottles and tubes and containers – all neatly labeled and filed away alphabetically.  
 
    The smell in the room was overpowering. Tav tried to breathe shallowly through his nose, but it did little good. Herbs and flowers and dried things he couldn’t begin to recognize all gave off a cloying odor that nearly made him nauseous.  
 
    “Can I help you?” asked the apothecary, setting down his magnifying glass.  
 
    Sanari offered him a bright smile. “I hope so. Are you Otto?” 
 
    The man nodded. He had a thick head of red hair, curling and long that touched the collar of his white shirt. He wiped his hands on his apron and settled himself on a stool. His height wasn’t so intimidating that way and Sanari approached the counter.  
 
    “Doctor Runako in Metariam recommended you.” 
 
    “Ah,” said the apothecary. “He’s a good friend and a good doctor.” 
 
    “Yes, he is,” answered Sanari.  
 
    “How can I help you?” 
 
    Sanari glanced at Tav. He nodded for her to continue. “My friend and I are with the King of Trendaria’s entourage. We’re both ministers.” 
 
    “I see. You’re here about the treaty.” 
 
    No wonder Kazarien made such an easy target. There was no way to keep this information secret, thought Tav.  
 
    “Yes, we are,” answered Sanari. She drew a deep breath and continued, “Did you know the King of Voltarian’s previous doctor well?” 
 
    Otto’s eyes narrowed. Tav could see something shrewd pass across his features. “Which one? He’s had a number lately.” 
 
    “Yes, I know, but I’m talking about a very tall man, who always wore black and kept his features hidden when out of doors. His name was” 
 
    “Tiros,” finished the apothecary with a shiver.  
 
    Sanari glanced at Tav. “You knew him?” 
 
    “I knew him. He came in once a week. I heard he left Voltarian and good riddance. I tried to warn the King about him, but that chamberlain of his wouldn’t let me get past the front doors.” 
 
    Tav moved up beside Sanari. “What did you want to warn the King about?” 
 
    Otto spread his hands flat on the counter. “Tiros bought strange things from me – heavy pain-killers and other herbs that are usually used when someone is terminally ill.” 
 
    “Such as what?” 
 
    The apothecary pursed his lips, then he leaned back and grabbed a ledger from one of the shelves. He began to leaf through it. “One time it was Stamerian, which isn’t that odd, but he wanted it in huge quantities. Another time it was Veriq.” 
 
    “Which is what?” questioned Tav.  
 
    “Another pain-killer, very strong. Like I said, we use it only for terminal illnesses.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “It has terrible side-effects, causes bloating and stomach upset. If it’s taken too long, it can cause bleeding ulcers.” 
 
    Sanari met Tav’s surprised look.  
 
    “Anything else?” she asked, nodding at the ledger.  
 
    Otto flipped a few more pages, scanning his slanted script. “Yes, he purchased Halzon two weeks ago and Datel” 
 
    “Wait! Go back! Did you say Halzon?” Sanari interrupted.  
 
    Otto nodded. “You’ve heard of it?” 
 
    “We believe it’s what the Orahim use to poison their darts,” answered Tav.  
 
    Otto pursed his lips again. “Could be. We get our supply from the Orahim Forest, so it makes sense.” 
 
    “What do you use it for?” continued Tav.  
 
    “Rat poison mostly. It doesn’t really have a taste, but if put into bread or cheese, it kills instantly.” 
 
    “Could a little be added to a person’s food and not be lethal?” asked Sanari.  
 
    Otto shook his head. “If someone ingested it, it would kill him within the hour. Even a very large man would succumb.” He paused, then adjusted his thick spectacles. “Can I ask why you want to know all of this?” 
 
    “Tiros left a week ago, but since then the King has been ill. He can’t get out of bed, he complains of a headache, and the new physician can’t find anything wrong with him. We thought that Tiros might have poisoned him, but” 
 
    Otto frowned and shook his head again. “Not likely. It sounds more like he’s going through withdrawal, which brings me to the last thing Tiros bought in large quantities from the moment he arrived in Voltarian – Datel.” 
 
    “I’m not familiar with it,” said Tav.  
 
    “It’s an addictive herb. Some people smoke it, but it has a very distinctive smell, so if you’re trying to hide it from others, you’d dry it and crumble it into your food.” 
 
    “What does it do?” asked Sanari.  
 
    “It gives a person a feeling of euphoria. That’s the positive. Other than that it begins to hinder your short-term memory. Over time it damages long-term memory as well. It’s very addictive, a few times and you find you want it, but the body builds up immunities to it, so each time you take it you need a larger dose. Eventually, people kill themselves with it, overdosing.” 
 
    “And what happens when you no longer have access to it?” Sanari prompted.  
 
    “Withdrawal. For short-time users that might be headache, nausea, lethargy. Long-termwithdrawal can kill you.” 
 
    “Why do you sell such a thing?” demanded Tav.  
 
    Otto sighed. “For terminal patients, it’s a miracle drug, taking away their pain and eliminating their fear. A licensed doctor often keeps a supply for such an occasion. I had no reason to question his purchase.” 
 
    “If someone hasn’t used it for long, can he or she recover?” asked Sanari.  
 
    Otto nodded. “Yes. If you’re thinking about the King, he should be through the worst of it. It’s actually a benefit the new physician didn’t discover it, because they often give other drugs to help ease the withdrawal. It’s more difficult without them, but faster and more complete.” 
 
    Sanari and Tav fell silent, considering all they’d heard. Otto waited patiently, staring at them from behind his large spectacles. Finally, he shifted weight. “Is there anything else?” 
 
    Tav shook his head, prepared to go, but Sanari glanced up. “Yes, one more thing. Where does it grow?” 
 
    “It grows best in high altitudes, mountainous regions. I understand Gava used it quite a lot to subdue his slaves during the first war, which makes sense since it must have grown right on his doorstep.” 
 
    Tav swallowed hard and stared at the apothecary. “What about Mt. Askar? Would it grow there?” 
 
    The apothecary pursed his lips again and then nodded. “I think it would, especially in that rich, volcanic soil. It probably grows very well on Mt. Askar.” 
 
    Tav and Sanari exchanged a sick look, then thanked the man. They didn’t speak until they were outside again, surrounded by soldiers and sunlight. For some reason, Tav couldn’t suppress the chill that raced up his spine. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 27 
 
      
 
    After leaving the apothecary, Sanari wanted to return to the castle immediately. Tav was inclined to go along with her, but Tiros’ words continued to haunt him. And although common sense told him he would likely find nothing, the doubt would not be banished.  
 
    As Tiros had informed him, the Hall of Records was located a few doors down from the castle. They had to pass it on their way back. The building was an imposing brick edifice with a long stairway leading to double glass doors. Glass was a precious commodity and these doors were a source of pride for the residents of Voltarian. 
 
    Tav halted at the foot of the stairs and gazed up at the building. A riot of emotions collided inside of him. Curiosity warred with apprehension, and looming over everything was a feeling of fate.  
 
    Sanari paused beside him and the soldiers waited in a patient line at their backs. “Tav?” 
 
    He shifted his attention to her and drew a trembling breath. “There’s something I want to check in here.” 
 
    Sanari glanced up at the building. “The Hall of Records?” 
 
    Tav swallowed against his anxiety. “Yes. Tiros told me that all of the birth records since the War with Gava are located here.” 
 
    “Birth records?” asked Sanari.  
 
    Tav nodded. “I want to see them. Do you mind?” 
 
    “Of course not,” she answered, but Tav could see she was confused.  
 
    He wished he could explain the strange feeling he had, but he couldn’t even understand it himself. He turned to the soldiers instead. “Wait here for us.” 
 
    The lieutenant frowned. “We were told to stay with you” 
 
    “We’ll be fine inside,” answered Tav. He reached for Sanari’s elbow and started up the stairs before the lieutenant could decide what to do.  
 
    The interior of the Hall opened on a rotunda that rose two stories over their heads. The center of the room was filled with long tables and chairs. A number of people were sitting at the tables, reading various documents or leafing through files. Directly in front of them was a counter where an older woman sat, also reading a document. To the left and right were aisles and aisles of bookcases. At the end of each bookcase was a placard that listed the documents stored on the shelves in that aisle.  
 
    Tav motioned to the woman and he and Sanari crossed the tiled floor, trying to mute the rapping of their shoes in the quiet of the large room. The woman glanced up as they paused before her, offering them a polite smile.  
 
    Tav tried to smile in return, but feared it was more of a grimace. “Good afternoon,” he said.  
 
    “Good afternoon,” she answered. She was in her early sixties with snowy white hair and eyes that crinkled into laugh-lines when she smiled. “Can I help you?” 
 
    Tav swallowed again. A very great part of him wanted to flee, but he knew he couldn’t. “I was told the Hall of Records holds all of the birth records for the whole of Loden since the War with Gava.” 
 
    “With the exception of Temeron,” she answered. “They keep their own records.” 
 
    “How do the records get here?” he asked.  
 
    “When a child is delivered in one of the protectorates, two records are made – one which the delivering doctor keeps and one which is sent to Voltarian. Voltarian was chosen because of our academic reputation. We have people who study population density and other things here.” 
 
    “So if I was born in Nogatav, my record should be here?” he continued.  
 
    “Yes, it would be located in the section dedicated to Trendaria, and if you know the year, we have it,” she said with a bright smile.  
 
    Tav glanced at Sanari. “Where would those records be located?” 
 
    “I can show you, but you won’t be able to remove anything. Only two records are ever made and should we lose one, it would be difficult to replace.” 
 
    “I understand,” said Tav.  
 
    The record’s keeper climbed off her stool. She was a diminutive person, hardly coming to Tav’s shoulder. She shuffled out from behind the counter and pointed the way down one of the aisles. Tav and Sanari followed her.  
 
    She led them to a spiral staircase that rose to the upper story. For her size and age, she was spry, climbing steady to the top and then hurrying down a side corridor. She brought them to a room with a sign over the door reading Trendarian Birth Records. Opening the door, she glanced back at them.  
 
    “Wait here a moment,” she said and ducked inside. Tav held the door open and watched her fumble around for a lantern and a lighter. A moment later the room filled with tenuous light.  
 
    Motioning them inside, she pointed to a number of wooden cabinets that lined the entire room. “The birth records are here. Locate the year. Then you must locate the city of birth and the month. Beyond that, the records are filed by date and alphabetically.” She handed Tav the lantern. “Unfortunately, I need to get back to the counter, but you should be able to find what you seek easily enough.” 
 
    Tav forced a smile, but his mouth had suddenly gone dry. Sanari glanced at him, then turned to the record’s keeper. “Thank you for your help. We’ll make sure everything is put away again when we’re done.” 
 
    “Of course,” said the little woman, patting Sanari’s arm. “If you need anything else, don’t hesitate to ask.” 
 
    “Thank you,” answered Tav as she brushed past them and disappeared into the hall.  
 
    Sanari was watching him. “Are you sure you want to do this?” 
 
    Tav frowned at her. “Why not? Why wouldn’t I? Don’t you want to see your birth record?” 
 
    “Not particularly.” 
 
    “Why not?” he asked again.  
 
    Sanari shrugged. “I never knew who my father was. Maybe it says on it and maybe it doesn’t. I’m not sure I want to know any more than I already know.” 
 
    Tav squared his shoulders. “Well, I want to see mine. Help me look. Tash and I were born the year before you.” 
 
    “All right,” said Sanari, moving into the room.  
 
    They searched the row of cabinets directly in front of them. From that point, it wasn’t hard to locate the row that held Tav’s birth year. Finding Nogatav was easier. The records for the town occupied one half of a drawer. The months were neatly labeled and Tav settled the lantern on the top of the cabinet so his hands were free. He and Tash had been born in the fall. He riffled through the files, his eyes scanning the names. He was surprised to find his hands were shaking and his heart was racing.  
 
    His fingers faltered on Tash’s name. For a moment he simply stared at the folder without removing it. He could not make himself turn to the next file, nor remove the one he was touching.  
 
    Sanari shifted weight beside him. “Tav?” 
 
    He jumped at the sound of her voice and jerked his hands back, straightening to his full height. “I can’t.” 
 
    She gave him a bewildered look. “Do you want me to take it out?” 
 
    He could only nod at her.  
 
    She studied his face a moment in silence, then bent over the drawer, searching through the files again until she found Tash’s name. Tav watched her, the blood pounding like a drum in his ears. She flipped to the next file and paused. Tav tried to swallow, but his mouth was too dry. She turned back to Tash’s file and searched the one before it, then again flipped to the one behind. Tav drew a shaken breath and forced himself to exhale.  
 
    Sanari searched through a number of files going both directions, then returned to Tash’s name. With a glance at Tav, she pulled Tash’s file from the drawer and laid it on top of the cabinet, flipping it open.  
 
    Black spots danced before Tav’s eyes and he realized he was trembling as Sanari rifled through the folder, finding only one page. One page. From where Tav stood, he could clearly read the bold print. Gender: Male; Parents: Kiameron and Saria; Name: Tasamer; Birth: Single; Birth Place: Nogatav, Trendaria; Date: September 7th.  
 
    “Tav, I don’t understand” began Sanari, flipping the page over and looking at the back.  
 
    Tav closed his eyes and turned his back to the drawer, sinking down until he was sitting on the ground. He pulled his knees up and braced his elbows on them, pressing his fingertips over his temples. The blood was pounding so loud in his ears, he couldn’t hear anything else she said.  
 
    Birth: Single. Birth: Single.  
 
    He felt Sanari’s hand on his arm. “Tav, this is a mistake of some kind. Somehow they’ve misplaced your record or it was lost.” 
 
    Tav shook his head. “Tiros knew. He knew what I would find.” 
 
    “Which is why I’m sure it isn’t here. He’s probably the one who took it.” 
 
    “Read it again, Sanari. “ 
 
    “I have.” 
 
    “No, read the part that says Birth: Single.” 
 
    She was silent for a moment. “What does that matter? It’s a mistake. Maybe Tash was born before you were and the doctor filled it out prematurely.” 
 
    Tav lowered his hands and opened his eyes. “I was born first, Sanarior that’s what my mother told me when I asked. I was the first twin.” 
 
    Sanari’s fingers tightened on his arm. “This means less than nothing. I tell you this is some plot of Tiros’, nothing more.” 
 
    “Why? Why would he do this?” 
 
    She shook her head. “I don’t know. Why would he give an addictive drug to the King?” 
 
    “To gain control over him.” 
 
    “And then leave?” 
 
    “I don’t know, but I can think of a number of reasons for doing that. I can’t think of any benefit to him for doing this.” 
 
    Sanari’s expression became fierce. She rose to her feet and slammed the file closed, jamming it back in the drawer. “I told you this was a bad idea and I was right.” She shoved the drawer closed. “This record is wrong, nothing more. Come on, Tav, let’s go back to the castle and forget this, please.” 
 
    He drew a calming breath and closed his eyes. The panic of the previous moments had fled, leaving him numb. He rose beside her and let her take his arm, directing him toward the door.  
 
    She led the way from the Hall of Records and back to the castle, but later Tav would not remember the return trip. For the first time in his life, his mind simply shut down and wouldn’t process any more information.  
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    Tash returned to the castle, bathed and dressed for dinner, hurrying to the parlor to meet his companions. Gathering for a before and after-dinner drink had become something of a routine for them and he found he actually looked forward to it.  
 
    It allowed him to spend some time with Sanari and keep an eye on Tav and Penara. Kazarien was usually in a relatively good mood and Leyva always provided entertainment. Just seeing what the Zenoradel princess was wearing brought him enjoyment. Not to mention that his new-found interest in the Norrad made him more curious about what his brother and Sanari had to say.  
 
    However, this night the tension in the room was palpable. Tash halted and surveyed the gathering. Penara’s eyes were red and swollen, her face splotchy. Kazarien’s expression most closely resembled a thunder cloud, and Leyva was subdued. The colors she had chosen were drab, funereal.  
 
    Sanari was sitting on the divan, her hands clasped in her lap. She glanced up when he entered and he could see the relief that flashed across her face.  
 
    Tash frowned. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    Kazarien had been leaning against the mantle of the fireplace, but he straightened and motioned Tash to a chair. “Hello, Tash. Why don’t you have a seat? Would you like a drink?” 
 
    Tash didn’t budge. His gaze shifted to Sanari. “Do I need one?” 
 
    Kazarien didn’t answer, but strolled to the bar and motioned for the servant to pour brandy into a snifter.  
 
    “Has something happened? Did something happen in the city today?” 
 
    “Tav and I went to see the apothecary.” 
 
    Tash nodded, crossing to the chair Kazarien had indicated. The King brought him his drink, then sat down beside Penara. She gave him a weak smile.  
 
    Tash shifted his attention back to Sanari. “And?” 
 
    “He looked up all of the purchases Tiros has made since coming to Voltarian. He purchased a number of dangerous herbs in unusually large quantities – one poison that you might recognize called Halzon, and two very strong analgesics that cause terrible side-effects.” 
 
    “Halzon? Isn’t that what Horatem said the Orahim used?” 
 
    “Yes,” answered Kazarien.  
 
    Tash glanced at him. “You aren’t suggesting Tiros used that on the King, are you? Wouldn’t he be dead by now?” 
 
    “Yes,” said Sanari, “the apothecary said even a minor dose if ingested would kill a man within the hour. I’m not sure what he was doing with that, but the others cause me more concern. The two analgesics he purchased are used for terminally ill patients. One, Veriq, causes stomach ulcers if used for too long. The other, Datel, causes short-term memory loss, euphoria, and eventually long-term memory loss. Both are highly addictive. Withdrawal from Datel might include lethargy and headaches. Over long-term, withdrawal can be fatal.” 
 
    Tash’s head lifted. “You think he was giving that to the King and now the King is suffering this withdrawal.” 
 
    Sanari nodded, and Kazarien added, “We went so far as to call the physician to the castle. He confirmed it as highly likely.” 
 
    “What now?” demanded Tash.  
 
    “The physician and the apothecary both said he should make a full recovery because it was caught early enough, but convincing Lord Lovan of what Tiros was doing is the harder task,” finished Sanari.  
 
    Tash glanced at Penara. “Did you talk with him, Princess?” 
 
    She nodded and closed her eyes. Tears slipped through her lashes and ran down her cheeks. Kazarien placed a comforting arm around her shoulders.  
 
    “He accused her of using this as a ploy to get out of the marriage to Ninad,” answered Sanari.  
 
    Tash frowned, then he glanced around the parlor. His brother and the lion were missing. “Where’s Tav?” 
 
    Sanari immediately looked down.  
 
    “No one is sure,” answered Kazarien. “He disappeared after he and Sanari came back.” 
 
    “What? He disappeared after they told you about the King?” 
 
    Kazarien’s gaze lifted to Sanari’s bent head, then shifted to Tash. “No, actually before. Sanari told us on her own.” 
 
    “Did he come back with you?” Tash demanded of Sanari.  
 
    “Yes,” she muttered.  
 
    Tash narrowed his eyes. He couldn’t sense his brother as he usually could when he chose to do so. What was going on? 
 
    “Sanari.” 
 
    She looked up at him.  
 
    “What’s going on?” 
 
    She shot a glance at the others. “I think he just wanted some time to himself.” 
 
    Tash knew that wasn’t the whole truth. He couldn’t believe his brother would have failed to comfort Penara if he knew how upset she was. Tash had begun to worry about how close his brother and the Voltarian princess had become; therefore, his absence was even more suspect.  
 
    “Did something happen in town?” 
 
    Tash knew she didn’t want to tell him. Something had happened and she felt like she’d be betraying Tav’s trust if she told. “He’s my brother, Sanari. I need to know.” 
 
    Sanari ducked her head. “We went to the Hall of Records on the way back to the castle. Tiros told Tav all birth records for the protectorates were kept there and that he should look for his. The record’s keeper told us every child born in one of the protectorates has a birth record, or does since the War. When a child is born, the attending doctor fills out two records – one that remains with the doctor and one that is sent to Voltarian.” 
 
    Tash nodded. “All right?” 
 
    Sanari bit her lower lip. “We found your record, but we didn’t find Tav’s.” 
 
    Tash shrugged. “So, his was misplaced or lost or something.” 
 
    Sanari met his gaze. “That’s what I told him, but” She faltered.  
 
    “But?” 
 
    “Do you know whether you were the first-born twin or not?” she asked instead.  
 
    Tash frowned again. “Second. Tav was first.” 
 
    Sanari looked down.  
 
    “Bloody hell, Sanari, what?” 
 
    Her expression was pained. “On your record, Tash, it says you were a single birth.” 
 
    Tash felt a chill race down his spine and he could only stare at her. In his pocket, the bulk of the locket was pressing into his thigh. He lowered his eyes and stared at the floor between his feet.  
 
    “It’s wrong, somehow,” offered Kazarien.  
 
    “That’s what I told Tav,” replied Sanari, “but he was very upset about it. He wouldn’t listen to any explanation I had.” 
 
    Tash rose suddenly to his feet.  
 
    “Tash?” 
 
    “I’ve got to find my brother,” he said, feeling his heart begin to pound. The emerald immediately set up a like rhythm.  
 
    Kazarien rose also. “We’ll help you. Why don’t you send some of the soldiers out to search the town?” 
 
    Tash nodded and turned to go.  
 
    “Tash,” said Sanari miserably, “I’m sorry I didn’t tell you right away. I just didn’t want to betray Tav’s trust.” 
 
    He looked back at her. “I know,” he said. “I understand.” He drew a deep breath, but it caught in his throat. “Come with me,” he asked, holding out his hand.  
 
    She stood and took it without hesitation, following him from the room.  
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    Penara lingered behind the others. Tash and Sanari headed out of the castle and Kazarien and Leyva took the upper floors. Penara told them she’d ask the servants, but she thought she knew where Tav would have gone.  
 
    As she made her way down to the basement, she tried to wipe the signs of tears from her face. She paused long enough to grab a lantern and light it, then opened the door at the end of the stairway. The lantern cut a swatch of light through the darkness and she moved carefully toward the upper end of the basement, circling around the crates and barrels and avoiding the edge of the creek. When she crossed around a large stack of crates, she could just make out another nimbus of light up ahead.  
 
    The lion was the first to greet her, offering a muted growl and almost knocking her off her feet by pressing his head to the center of her chest. She glanced up and searched the crates for Tav. He was sitting at the top of the pile, looking in the direction of the creek, the lantern light throwing shadows beneath his eyes.  
 
    “Tav?” she said softly.  
 
    He glanced up immediately. Rising, he climbed down to her, bringing the lantern with him. “Hello, Princess.” Lifting the light higher, he took a good look at her face, then frowned, reaching for her elbow. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    She placed the lantern on one of the crates and rubbed behind Zarand’s ears. The lion began to purr, sitting down beside her. She studied Tav’s face and realized he caused feelings inside of her that she didn’t remember experiencing before.  
 
    “Your brother is looking for you. He insisted that Sanari tell him what happened at the Hall of Records.” 
 
    Tav released her, settling his lantern beside hers. “I figured he would.” He gave her a critical stare. “You’ve been crying, haven’t you?” 
 
    She shook her head, moving closer to him. Staring up into his face, she wished things could be different between them. She wished that she wasn’t a princess. She’d never met a more sensitive or perceptive man, nor one equally as intelligent.  
 
    “I’m fine.” She sighed and reached out to touch him, but stopped before her fingers made contact. She was afraid of how badly it might hurt if they got any closer to one another. “Sanari and Lord Kazarien both said the record must be wrong. I agree. With all of the births that happen in Loden, you can’t expect them to have every record or to complete every form exactly right.” 
 
    Tav dropped his eyes. “If that was the only discrepancy, I might agree with you, but” 
 
    “But?” she prompted.  
 
    He gave her a pained smile. “Let’s not talk about it, all right? I have no idea what it means, but I know I can find the answer in Temeron. I’ll know soon enough, so it doesn’t do any good to speculate. It’ll only drive me crazy.” He touched her then, brushing his fingertips across her cheekbone. “Why were you crying?” 
 
    She drew away from his touch. “Sanari told us what you found at the apothecary.” 
 
    “We need to get the physician to look at your father.” 
 
    “He has already and he agrees that he’s likely suffering withdrawal.” 
 
    “Won’t he recover now that Tiros is gone?” 
 
    She looked up at him again. “Yes, the physician thought he would.” 
 
    Tav frowned. “That isn’t what made you cry, is it?” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter.” 
 
    “Penara, it does. It matters to me.” He reached out and took her hand and she didn’t have the will to pull away from him again. It was the first time he’d called her by her given name.  
 
    Tears filled her eyes, despite her resolve to be strong. “He won’t believe Tiros did this to him. When I tried to talk with him, he accused me of saying such things to get out of marrying Ninad.” A tear spilled over her eyelid and slipped across her cheek.  
 
    “You can’t go through with this marriage, Penara.” 
 
    “What choice do I have? I’m a princess, that’s all that I am. I don’t even have as much education as Sanari has.” 
 
    “Neither did my aunt and yet she fought it.” 
 
    Penara shook her head, tightening her hold on his hand. “I’m not your aunt. I’ve never known any other way of living. This is the role I was born to play.” 
 
    “I can’t accept that,” began Tav, but she moved forward suddenly and placed her fingers against his lips to stop him before he said something that couldn’t be taken back. His look was a mixture of hurt and bewilderment, but she threw her arms around him instead and pressed her cheek to his shoulder, staring out over the creek. She couldn’t stop the sudden inundation of her tears.  
 
    He enfolded her in his arms and she could feel the pounding of his heart. It was pounding almost as hard as her own. After a moment he eased back and placed a hand under her chin, lifting her head. When he touched her lips with his, she couldn’t stop the sob that escaped her.  
 
    “Shh,” he whispered, kissing her again. “Please don’t cry.” 
 
    She wrapped her arms around his neck and buried her face in his throat. “Just hold me for a moment,” she whispered. “Just hold me.” 
 
    And he did.  
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    Lovan’s health steadily improved, but his disposition remained sour. Soon the physician was demanding he leave his bed for a few hours at a time, but he wouldn’t discuss the treaty with Kazarien. The only thing that kept Kazarien in Voltarian was the hope that he might persuade Frasan when he arrived and thereby, sway Lovan’s final decision.  
 
    Lovan had Bendix begin wedding preparations. Although Penara was the bride, she was denied any say in the proceedings. Nor was Leyva given a hand in the planning as might be expected as the princess’ closest royal friend.  
 
    Not that Penara had any intention of planning a wedding ceremony she was against. She spent her time sneaking to the basement with Tav and Zarand. It didn’t take Tash much effort to find out where they went, but he didn’t have the heart to rob his brother of the few stolen moments with the woman he obviously cared about a great deal.  
 
    He worried about Tav almost continually. He and his brother hadn’t discussed the Hall of Records, but it was there always between them, like a sore they were destined to strike at every turn. Not only was Tash worried, he felt guilty. His brother’s words in DiNolfol came back to haunt him repeatedly.  
 
    You can handle it, but it never occurred to you that maybe I can’t, did it? 
 
    What had he done by bringing along the locket? Would any of this have happened if he hadn’t become so obsessed with the portrait inside? 
 
    There was no easy answer for that, and no way out of it now. He hadn’t listened to anyone’s warnings about leaving things alone and now his brother was paying the price. It didn’t do any good to think they could let it alone now. Tash had shared his brother’s thoughts enough recently to know he intended to find the truth once he reached Temeron.  
 
    Because everything was so strained between them now, Tash hadn’t told Tav he meant to leave him behind, and with the way things stood with Penara, Tash wasn’t sure it was such a good idea anymore. He was also rethinking his plan to leave Sanari. He was increasingly reluctant to be parted from the young woman he’d found so aggravating only months before.  
 
    As if things weren’t difficult enough, the party from Yonartison arrived.  
 
    It was after the midday meal. Lovan had joined them for the first time in weeks. He had agreed to talk about the treaty in the parlor and they had all gathered there, hoping that a coalition might prevail. They were just about to launch into the topic when Bendix interrupted them, announcing Lord Frasan.  
 
    The pock-marked Frasan swept into the room, a purple, fur-lined cape swinging from his shoulders. Lovan climbed to his feet, looking old and tired compared to Frasan’s dramatic fashions and bejeweled fingers.  
 
    His wife, Cana, was a tall, handsome woman with a cold, polished exterior. She was also resplendent with jewels. They hung from her earlobes, draped off her throat, and fairly dripped in a glittering cascade of colors from her fingers and wrists. She also wore a fur-lined cape and matching hat, which she practically dropped on the floor when Bendix reached to take them.  
 
    Behind her came her two sons – one a younger, identical version of the other. Both had their mother’s cold, indifferent expression, and their father’s bad complexion and suspicious eyes. Tash guessed the older of the two was Ninad when Penara blanched and almost bolted from the room.  
 
    “Lord Frasan, Lady Cana,” said Lovan, hurrying forward to kiss the Queen’s cheek and shake Frasan’s hand. “I hope you had a pleasant journey.” 
 
    “Passing fair, Lord Lovan. The barge makes things so much easier than being hauled around in a carriage,” Cana said, turning her cheek at the last minute so the older man’s lips just grazed it. “You remember our sons, Ninad and Blanar.” 
 
    “Ah, what fine looking young men!” gushed Lovan, shaking each of their hands enthusiastically.  
 
    Tash glanced at the third young man who had entered the parlor. Slerion was as tall as his father with the family’s characteristic brown hair and brown eyes. Like Penara he had a smattering of freckles across the bridge of his nose. He strolled to his father, frowning at the older man, and allowed the King to pat him awkwardly on the shoulders. Then he hugged his sister with a great deal more affection.  
 
    Straightening, he eyed his father yet again. “Have you been ill, Father?” 
 
    “I was, but I’m fine now and looking forward to a wedding,” he answered, punching Ninad in the shoulder.  
 
    Ninad shot a dismissive look at Penara and laughed. He hadn’t bothered to greet her, but she hadn’t greeted him either. Tash’s gaze shifted to his brother where Tav was glaring at the prince from Yonartison.  
 
    Kazarien rose to his feet also. “Lord Frasan, Lady Cana,” he said rather curtly.  
 
    “Lord Kazarien,” they both muttered with an ever-so slight inclination of their heads.  
 
    Lovan motioned to Leyva. For some reason the outgoing princess from Zenoradel was almost hiding behind Kazarien’s back. “You remember Leyva, of course. And these two are Kazarien’s ministers, Tav and Sanari.” He gave a dismissive wave to Tash himself. “And his second, Tash.” There was no mention of their lineage, no indication that they were of any importance whatsoever, but Frasan gave them each a nod. Cana ignored them.  
 
    “Bendix, I’m sure Lord Frasan and his family would like to rest after their journey,” offered Lovan.  
 
    Bendix bowed. “Of course, Your Majesty,” he said.  
 
    Lovan gave Frasan a bright smile. “I am most glad you are here. Rest and enjoy Castle Sagon’s hospitality. Then after supper tonight we can discuss the plans that have been made for an expedient wedding.” 
 
    “The sooner the better,” answered Frasan. “We need to be back in Yonartison as quickly as possible and you know how long it takes the barge to tootle down-stream.” 
 
    Lovan nodded solicitously. “I do, so we have scheduled it for the end of the week.” 
 
    Penara gave a mewl of protest and Tav opened his mouth as if he’d argue. Kazarien made a slashing motion with his hand to stop Tav and Lovan glared at his daughter.  
 
    “Enough,” he said, through gritted teeth.  
 
    “Father, please listen to me” she began.  
 
    “Enough!” he growled.  
 
    Everyone was startled by the exchange between father and daughter, especially Ninad. He noticed the princess for the first time, but the look he bestowed on her wasn’t one of affection. Rather, he seemed bewildered by her lack of enthusiasm.  
 
    The princess shoved her brother’s restraining hand away and her anguished gaze shifted to Tav. Then she ducked her head and fled the room. Cana snorted and Frasan grimaced. Ninad still looked confused, but Lovan’s expression was terrible. Veins stood out on his forehead and neck as he clenched his fists.  
 
    “Is there a problem, Lord Lovan?” asked Frasan.  
 
    Lovan shifted his glare to Tav. “Of course not, Your Majesty, my daughter will be ruled by me.” 
 
    “I sincerely hope so, because we’ve come quite a way to see this thing pulled-off,” replied the King of Yonartison.  
 
    “And you shall. I give you my solemn word, you shall.” 
 
    Tash glanced at his brother. Without meeting Tash’s eye, Tav walked out of the room. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 28 
 
      
 
    When Alina had lived in Trendaria, she had sensed things that Kazarien had not. She could tell when a woman was going into labor, she could feel the touch of death on those that were ill, and she knew when someone was on the mend. 
 
    Kazarien had come to accept her intuitions. They centered mainly on healing. She was one of the finest healers he had ever seen, but her gift went beyond the skills of medicine. Alina could sense when something bad was going to happen.  
 
    She knew a week before the post arrived that disaster awaited them. And when she left with his squad of soldiers, she knew she would not return. Kazarien had loved her so much, he had accepted that fact.  
 
    Alina was full-blooded Stravad. Such gifts were theirs to command. Yet as he stepped into the parlor of Castle Sagon after an unbelievably uncomfortable dinner, he knew what she would have said. Disaster hung like lightning in the air over their heads.  
 
    He could feel it and he was fully Human. Nothing good was going to come of this night.  
 
    Lovan was ordering drinks. Frasan was assisting his wife to a seat. Leyva was perched on the arm of the divan like some storm-tossed, bedraggled tropical bird. Penara huddled as far away from them all in a chair, looking small and lost. Ninad and Blanar hadn’t even bothered to attend the dinner. They’d escaped the charged atmosphere by slipping into town for the evening.  
 
    Tav was standing behind Penara’s chair, his back to the room, his hands clenched, staring at a painting on the wall. Slerion was leaning against the bar, watching his father, and Tash and Sanari were standing by the door as if they intended to be the first ones to bolt when lightning finally struck.  
 
    Kazarien strolled to Tav and placed his hand on the younger man’s shoulder. “Why don’t you get out of here for a while?” 
 
    The look Tav gave him was more like one he’d come to expect from Tash. “I’m staying,” he said belligerently.  
 
    “Tav, you can’t win this one” began Kazarien.  
 
    “I hear you’ve been a busy man, Lord Kazarien,” interrupted Frasan, crossing the room toward the Trendarian King.  
 
    Kazarien released Tav and turned to meet him. “It’s been a long journey and it isn’t half over.” 
 
    For the first time since he’d apprenticed at his father’s knee, Kazarien thought Frasan looked nervous. “Ah, but you’ve united the whole south. No easy feat that.” 
 
    Kazarien glanced at Lovan, who was hurrying toward them, carrying two drinks. He offered them to Frasan and Kazarien. Frasan took one, but Kazarien declined the other. He wanted to be completely sober tonight.  
 
    “He’s done very well, but two protectorates is a long way from six, isn’t it, Lord Frasan?” blustered Lovan.  
 
    Frasan never removed his eyes from Kazarien’s face. He searched the younger king intently. Again, Kazarien had never seen him appear so uncertain of himself. “Seven as I understand it and Temeron is his next stop. You must admit he has excellent sway in that regard.” 
 
    Lovan gave an uncomfortable laugh. “Well, you never can tell. The young woman in question did break off the engagement.” 
 
    Tav turned at that, shooting a disbelieving look at Lovan, but Kazarien forced his features to remain neutral. “She did and you are right. My confidence is not as high as it might be, especially after my lack of success in Voltarian.” 
 
    Lovan saluted with his drink, downing a healthy swallow. He coughed and wiped the back of his hand over his mouth. “I told you, I make my alliances in other ways. Isn’t that right, Lady Cana?” He turned and strolled toward the divan.  
 
    Kazarien shot a warning look at Tav, but his minister wasn’t looking at him.  
 
    Lady Cana sipped her sherry. “Yonartison and Voltarian have always banded together,” she answered with a chilling smile. “Penara will soon be our daughter.” And yet she didn’t seem overly enthusiastic about the prospect.  
 
    Kazarien couldn’t see Penara’s face, but he could tell by Tash and Sanari’s expressions that she was stricken. Even Leyva looked at her, drawing Cana’s notice.  
 
    “Perhaps we could make it a double ceremony,” the Queen offered. “That would be the way to show your Stravad minx, Kazarien. Appear in Temeron with a wife. I understand Princess Leyva is more than willing.” 
 
    Leyva gasped in outrage and nearly tumbled off her perch. Kazarien felt inclined to come to her defense. “Unfortunately, I will be very busy over the next few weeks. I would not wish to divide my attention between duty to the region and personal happiness,” he said, nodding at Leyva.  
 
    She beamed at him, showing some of her past spirit. Kazarien returned her smile.  
 
    “Yes, we’ll leave Kazarien to his alliances and we’ll shore up our own. It will be a grand union of two powerful protectorates,” crowed Lovan.  
 
    Frasan was studying Kazarien, but he glanced at his fellow king. “I am flattered that you place so much faith in Yonartison’s power, Lord Lovan; however, I am not certain that this is enough. Kazarien has united the south. Kalahar in Denortosal has as good as pledged his kingdom, hasn’t he, Lord Kazarien?” 
 
    Kazarien nodded, his attention focusing on the flashy King of Yonartison. “He has verbally, yes.” 
 
    “And I tend to believe your sway with Temeron is great, especially with Kiameron’s sons backing you. I hate to think of Yonartison standing alone, caught between north and south.” 
 
    Lovan rose to his feet. He was still unsteady and his legs trembled. Slerion reached out to help him, but he batted his hands away. “Alone? Never that, Lord Frasan. After all, this marriage is going to accomplish exactly what we want without having to give anything away.” 
 
    Penara ducked her head. Slerion’s mouth fell open in shock, and Tav bristled. Kazarien shot another warning look at him.  
 
    Frasan arched a brow, then turned to Kazarien. “That aside, I can tell you that Yonartison is not opposed to discussing and signing a treaty with you, Lord Kazarien.” 
 
    The frown that darkened Lovan’s brow was a mixture of shock and outrage. “You told me that our kingdoms would be united through this marriage!” 
 
    “And they will be, but I see no reason to shun other possibilities to safe-guard my kingdom.” 
 
    Lovan’s face was becoming an alarming shade of red. “You told me you didn’t trust this centralized government idea and that you would never back anyone as rash and inexperienced as Kazarien!” 
 
    “Really!” gasped Cana, fluttering a hand at her bosom.  
 
    “Father, calm down!” warned Slerion, touching the King’s shoulder.  
 
    Lovan shrugged him off again.  
 
    Penara turned around in her chair, watching her father. “Father, you aren’t completely well,” she said softly.  
 
    He ignored her entirely. “Answer me, Frasan!” 
 
    The Yonartison king stared down his long, scarred nose at Lovan. “As I said, I am very interested in a familial alliance between our kingdoms, but I am not opposed to signing a treaty with Kazarien.” 
 
    “And a centralized government?” pressed Lovan.  
 
    Frasan was silent for a moment, then he gave a brief nod. “I am not opposed to that either.” 
 
    Lovan ran a hand through his graying hair. “A little pressure and you’ve certainly changed your tune, haven’t you, Frasan?” 
 
    “What would you have me do? You said it yourself. Five against two. I have to go with the majority. The rumors of war are on the increase. I’ve gotten reports against these Harad Followers even in Yonartison. I will do everything in my power to protect what is mine, and I don’t think Kazarien’s alliance is such a bad idea. In fact, I can see how Yonartison will benefit from it.” 
 
    Lovan closed his eyes and exhaled in frustration, but he said nothing.  
 
    Frasan shifted weight. Kazarien guessed it was hard to juggle and watch your back at the same time. Frasan wasn’t a man who missed an opportunity, but he wasn’t opposed to blind-siding someone in order to get what he wanted.  
 
    “Honestly, Lovan, it isn’t as if I’m backing out of our agreement. I wouldn’t have traveled this far at such a difficult time if I wasn’t going through with it. You’ll still get your daughter married.” 
 
    “No!” 
 
    All eyes in the room whipped to Penara. She was no longer the plain, lost waif. Tears glistened on her cheeks and she was trembling in her chair, but her chin was lifted and her eyes flashed.  
 
    “Not now, Penara,” said Lovan tiredly.  
 
    “No!” she repeated. She pushed herself to her feet and clasped her hands before her. More tears trekked across her face and her entire body was shivering with some strong emotion. “I will not m-marry Ninad.” 
 
    Lovan’s eyes narrowed and his face grew violently red. “Not now, I say!” 
 
    “Pen,” warned Slerion.  
 
    “Right now,” she gritted out through her teeth. “No m-matter what you do, I will not marry him. Ever!” 
 
    Tav started toward her, but Kazarien threw out his arm, blocking him. Their eyes clashed for a moment, but Kazarien prevailed. The King suspected it had more to do with a silent communication from Tash than anything he did himself.  
 
    Lovan took a step forward. “Do not disobey me, Daughter! Do what I say! I will entertain no more nonsense. This marriage is as good as done. You will marry Ninad!” 
 
    Penara was still trembling, but she met her father’s furious look and shook her head. “No, I will not!” 
 
    “Yes, you will!” shouted Lovan.  
 
    “NO!” she screamed back at him.  
 
    He took a few more steps and lifted his hand to strike her. Slerion and Tav both started forward to intervene. Cana and Leyva gasped, but Penara merely looked up into his eyes without moving, the tears flowing.  
 
    “Lovan!” shouted Kazarien in his most kingly voice.  
 
    Lovan faltered. He shook with barely contained rage, his hand poised over his daughter’s head.  
 
    Kazarien grabbed Tav’s elbow and pulled him to his side, but he focused his attention on the King of Voltarian. “Hasn’t this gone too far already, Your Majesty!” 
 
    Lovan bowed his head, then lowered his arm. Still Kazarien didn’t breathe. He could feel the coiled tension in Tav’s muscles and he could see Tash’s expression from where he stood. Tash was on full alert.  
 
    Suddenly, Lovan pointed violently at the door. “Get out of my sight!” he shouted to his daughter. “Go to your room and rot there for all I care! Go!” 
 
    Unfortunately, Penara’s anguished gaze cut to Tav. Their eyes met and held across the room. No one missed it. In fact, Slerion turned and gave Tav a critical stare.  
 
    “Go!” screamed Lovan and Penara jumped.  
 
    Still she walked with as much dignity as she could muster to the door.  
 
    Kazarien saw Sanari hesitate on the threshold, undecided if she should follow the princess or not, but before she could decide Lovan whirled on Kazarien and Tav. “This is your fault!” he shouted.  
 
    Kazarien blinked in surprise. “What?” 
 
    Frasan also seemed shocked by the King’s outburst. He took a step back, then held up a placating hand. “Lord Lovan, perhaps” 
 
    His voice was lost in the rage spewing from the Voltarian king. “Tiros was right. This is a plot to overtake my kingdom. First you drive my physician away, then you destroy my alliances. Now you have my daughter rebelling against me!” 
 
    “Father, please think!” pleaded Slerion, trying to draw his father back.  
 
    Lovan flailed his arms to break free of his son’s hold. Then he pointed a finger at Kazarien. “I want you out of my castle immediately! And tomorrow I want you out of my kingdom! And make sure you take the spawn of Kiameron with you!” he spat venomously at Tav.  
 
    Leyva came to her feet. Cana gave a startled cry and Frasan gasped.  
 
    Kazarien tightened his hold on Tav’s arm, but he narrowed his eyes on Lovan. “As you will, Lord Lovan,” he said in a deceptively calm voice. Pulling Tav with him, he headed for the door.  
 
    “Lord Kazarien!” called Frasan at his back.  
 
    Kazarien halted and turned. His three companions were standing in the corridor just behind him.  
 
    Frasan hurried across the room. “Please consider a stop in Yonartison on your return to Trendaria. You have my vote for your alliance.” 
 
    Kazarien gave a grim, humorless smile and closed his eyes briefly. Indicating the King of Yonartison, he glanced over at the glowering Lovan. “See what the sale of your daughter has bought you, Lovan. May you have much joy of it!” he said and turned his back on the room.  
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    Tash sat in the chair closest to the door, his arms braced on his thighs, his hands clasped before him. Kazarien was sitting on the end of the bed, staring at the ground. Sanari sat in the only other chair on the other side of the dressing stand from Tash. Chayse stood beside Tash, his back pressed to the door, while Tav stood at the window staring out at the castle roof, which was just visible three streets away.  
 
    Zarand had taken the bed and lay sprawled across the width of it, his huge paws flexing in sleep, his side rising in a rhythmic pant. He was the only one at peace with yet another change in fortune.  
 
    After being dismissed by Lovan, they went upstairs and packed their personal belongings. Tash and Tav didn’t have much, but the tailor had made Kazarien a few suits that he’d bought himself. Sanari also had a few day dresses and gowns. The borrowed clothing had been left behind.  
 
    It had taken some talking to get Tav to leave the princess, but Kazarien had given one of his rare commands and for the moment, it had worked. Still, Tash watched his brother with anxiety. If they couldn’t talk sense into Tav, Tash feared the situation was likely to become much worse.  
 
    Now they were in the room Tash had rented for Kazarien at the largest inn in the city. It was better than their lodgings in Metariam, clean at least, but the room was small and the furnishings sparse. After they’d arrived, he’d sent a messenger for Chayse and his squad commanders. He felt they ought to know a change in plans was imminent. After the debriefing, Chayse had begged to stay behind with the King and Tash hadn’t had the heart to dismiss him yet.  
 
    He shifted his gaze from Tav to the Trendarian King. “What do you want to do now, Kazarien?” 
 
    Kazarien glanced up at him. His expression was grim and the skin beneath his eyes looked bruised with exhaustion. They all needed to get some sleep. It was rapidly closing on midnight. “We go on to Temeron tomorrow,” he answered.  
 
    Tav glanced over his shoulder. “And leave Penara?” 
 
    Tash grimaced. ‘I warned you about getting involved with her,’ he said telepathically.  
 
    Tav ignored him, focusing his attention on the King. “Kazarien, I can’t leave her to an arranged marriage she doesn’t want.” 
 
    ‘Don’t, Tav,’ warned Tash.  
 
    Kazarien sighed heavily. “What can you possibly do, Tav?” he said, surprising Tash with his patience. “If you return to the castle, you will be denied entrance. In the end, the only person who’s being hurt by our interference is Penara herself.” 
 
    “And you think marrying a man she can’t stand isn’t hurting her!” 
 
    Kazarien bowed his head and drew a deep breath. “I think she isn’t about to give up her father and brother just to escape a marriage she doesn’t want.” He opened his eyes again and met Tav’s tortured gaze. “You believe it is easy to walk away from an indoctrination of a lifetime, but it isn’t. As soon as young royals are old enough to understand they lead a privileged existence, they’re also made to understand such privilege comes with a price. The price is freedom. Penara has always known she was to marry who her father chose and marry within her caste. She isn’t going to give up her life just to escape this fact.” 
 
    “My aunt did and you were going to, weren’t you? Alina wasn’t exactly royalty now, was she?” 
 
    Kazarien gave a grim chuckle. “Your aunt only escaped because her father was murdered during the war and meme” He shook his head. “Look what I have – memories that won’t let me find any happiness in the world and the knowledge that eventually I too will have to accept the inevitable. I will never marry for love.” 
 
    “I can’t just leave her here,” said Tav miserably.  
 
    Tash looked away from his brother, unable to bear his pain. His eyes came to rest on Sanari. She was watching Tav with tears in her eyes, her hand cupped over her mouth. Tash thought she never looked prettier.  
 
    Kazarien rose to his feet and crossed to Tav’s side. “Do you think you love her, Tav?” 
 
    Tav met the King’s look. “I’m not sure. We didn’t have enough time, but the feelings were there.” 
 
    Kazarien sighed. “If you love her, you must leave her alone. You will only cause her harm if you keep pursuing what can never be.” 
 
    Tav swallowed hard and turned back to the window, lifting his eyes to the castle roof.  
 
    Tash hunched his shoulders and braced his fingers against his temples. He could feel his brother’s hurt and confusion as if it were his own.  
 
    Chayse shifted uncomfortably beside him and slid down the door to sit at its base. He curled his arms around his middle, looking very much like the boy he was. “That isn’t right,” he muttered.  
 
    Kazarien’s eyes shifted to him. “Right or not, that’s the way it is.” He returned to his spot at the end of the bed, bracing his forearms on his thighs. “Lovan ordered us out of Voltarian by tomorrow. Can we get supplies and muster out on such short notice?” 
 
    Tash lowered his hands. “No, we can’t, not with the battalion.”  
 
    “Obviously you have a plan?” questioned the King.  
 
    “Remember our discussion in Metariam?” 
 
    Kazarien nodded.  
 
    “You’re going to have to trust me to protect you, Kazarien. No tents, no standards, no armed escort. Just me and the emerald.” He curled his fingers around the talisman.  
 
    “Fine, but what about the soldiers? Your brother and Sanari?” He shot a look at the slumbering lion. “Zarand?” 
 
    “The soldiers are going to have to resupply themselves before they can move on again. I will leave Ronal in charge and he can arrange everything. Once they’re ready, they can follow along behind us.” 
 
    “What if Lovan orders them out of Voltarian?” 
 
    “If youand Tav are no longer here, I think his anger might cool enough to let them stay. If not, they’ll move to Metariam and from there DiNolfol if necessary.” 
 
    “The others?” 
 
    Tash gave Sanari a reassuring smile. “It’ll be up to Sanari, but I think she should continue with us. I believe I can protect her as well.” She returned his smile. Tash drew a deep breath and shifted his attention to his brother. Tav had turned and was staring at him. “Obviously, Tav will have to come with us, which means the lion as well. We’ll get a lighter buggy so that the geldings can pull it.” 
 
    “And me?” piped up Chayse.  
 
    Tash smiled on him. “I’m sure Ronal will need a reliable messenger to relay orders for him. You’ll be invaluable.” 
 
    Chayse looked crestfallen and his eyes widened until they nearly swallowed his face. “I want to stay with you,” he said.  
 
    Tash started to protest, but the boy’s expression was so youthful and so wounded, Tash found he didn’t have the heart to disappoint him. “You’ll be required to drive the buggy, then.” 
 
    The boy beamed. “Really?” 
 
    Tash laughed and gave him a good-natured nod. “Really.” 
 
    Ducking his head, Chayse tried to hide his smile of delight. “I will,” he replied.  
 
    Tash met Kazarien’s gaze and they both smiled.  
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    It wasn’t much easier to equip five people and one lion for travel than a whole battalion. In the end, they were forced to defy Lovan’s edict and remain one more night in Voltarian. Not that they heard anything from the Lord of Voltarian on the subject.  
 
    A problem arose regarding how to protect Kazarien and yet gather their needed supplies. In the end, Sanari and Tav found a dry goods store that sold ready-made clothing and they bought the Trendarian King trousers, a rough work-shirt, and riding boots. For his part, Kazarien was delighted with the prospect of masquerading as a commoner. He donned his new garb and followed his three companions into the streets. Chayse remained behind with Zarand at the inn.  
 
    Buying a suitable buggy was no easy chore, but they found a used one and purchased two stout little horses to pull it. Tav immediately proclaimed the animals Mac and Rose, names the horses seemed to remember from some past owner. It was the first spark of life Tash saw in his brother all day. That quickly extinguished and he trailed along at their heels, lost in his own thoughts. Tash wasn’t about to let him out of his sight.  
 
    They purchased foodstuffs and bedrolls and other clothing at the same dry-goods Tav and Sanari had frequented that morning. Then Kazarien wanted to post a letter to his brother and Thane, detailing his failure in Voltarian. Tash took the opportunity to send another letter to his aunt and uncle.  
 
    At noon they had lunch in an open-air restaurant that overlooked the river. The experience was exciting to Kazarien who had never eaten in public before. Tav, however, would not touch a bite of his food.  
 
    Then came time to address the soldiers. Tash kept his companions with him because he was worried about leaving Kazarien unguarded and he didn’t want to chance having Tav slip away on him. Ronal, the acting commander in Tash’s stead, could hardly contain his enthusiasm. He shook Tash’s hand, then Kazarien’s, then Tash’s again. He promised to outfit the soldiers as quickly as possible and follow them before the week was out. He also understood what he should do if they were ordered out of Voltarian before they could complete their necessary arrangements. Tash felt better about the situation when they left, but Kazarien was still worried.  
 
    They returned to the inn for Zarand and Chayse, then sneaking the lion out the back entrance, they wandered toward the river, buying dinner from an outdoor vendor and finding a place on the bank to make their evening meal. After finishing his food, Zarand explored the shoreline. Again Tav would eat only a few bites before he rose and wandered off with the lion.  
 
    Tash followed him with his eyes.  
 
    Kazarien noted Tash’s concern and turned to Chayse. “Make sure they don’t wander too far away, Chayse,” he said.  
 
    “Of course, Your Majesty,” the boy said and leapt to his feet, loping away after Tav and the lion.  
 
    Kazarien shifted his attention to Tash. “What can we do for him?” 
 
    Tash rubbed the back of his neck and shook his head.  
 
    Sanari was stringing some flowers into a wreath, but she sighed. “The situation with Penara is bad enough, but I don’t think that’s the only thing that’s bothering him.” 
 
    Tash glanced at her, but he didn’t respond. He could feel the outline of the locket against his thigh.  
 
    “You think he’s still worrying that issue with the Hall of Records?” asked Kazarien.  
 
    Sanari nodded.  
 
    As if he read where Tash’s thoughts were going, he shifted his gaze to his second. “Does this have anything to do with that locket?” 
 
    Sanari glanced up, obviously surprised that the King knew about it. 
 
    Tash swallowed hard. “I’m afraid it might.” 
 
    “Then you don’t think the record was wrong?” continued Kazarien.  
 
    Tash shrugged. “I’m not sure. If it was only that Tav’s birth record was missing, I would dismiss it, but I can’t get over the fact that the doctor indicated it was a single birth. And I know my mother said I came second after Tav.” 
 
    “Why would she lie about that” began the King, then faltered and his eyes shifted to where Tav was strolling along the bank.  
 
    Tash shivered despite himself and hunched his shoulders. He didn’t want to think along this avenue, but like his brother, it was becoming increasingly hard to deny. Sanari dropped her wreath and slid over beside him, taking his hand. He tightened his hold on her and pressed his forehead against hers.  
 
    Kazarien folded his arms over his tented knees, laying his chin across his wrists. “I wish we could avoid Temeron for more than one reason,” he said softly.  
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    Traveling horseback with the lighter, quicker buggy allowed the five companions to cover more ground than they would have with the entire battalion. And yet it took nearly a week to reach Temeron.  
 
    Tash avoided riding during the heat of the day. They would make a hasty camp off the main road beneath trees or brush and take turns napping. In the evening, they would take to the road again, traveling until it was very late. Kazarien also continued in his commoner garb, keeping his face covered beneath the brim of a hat whenever they chanced upon another person.  
 
    Some of the people they met wanted to discuss the news of Harad’s followers. Others told tales of travelers who were accosted on the road north and robbed. Most were armed and once Kazarien and company saw a patrol of Stravad passing them, headed in the direction of the Longan.  
 
    Tav spoke and ate little. Even his sleep was affected. His companions watched him closely, but there was nothing they could do to ease his misery. He wouldn’t even discuss it with them.  
 
    One of his darkest moments came when they crested the summit of the hills before Temeron and found themselves looking down at a golden fairyland. Tav stood so long staring at it that Tash had to urge him to come away, then he walked off with the lion and disappeared for over an hour. Tash let him go.  
 
    Eventually, they came to the gates of the Stravad capital. They all hesitated before crossing over this auspicious threshold and each for his own personal reasons. Tash stood in the shadows of the gilded gates and stared through to the cobble-lined streets of the city.  
 
    His father had been plagued by prophetic dreams. Tash had always been grateful that he’d been spared that side of his father’s gift, but now he shivered involuntarily.  
 
    He looked at each of his companions in turn and studied the way the sun caught in their faces and traced their features. He noted the stiffness of his brother’s spine, the way the light shone in Sanari’s hair, how the gold of Zarand’s eyes reminded him of his first glimpse of Temeron, the regal cast of Kazarien’s shoulders, and the excitement radiating from Chayse.  
 
    And he knew as surely as his father had ever known that he and his companions had come to the end of their joint adventures. Swallowing hard, he closed his eyes and etched the moment in his memory.  
 
    Then slowly, gradually, he opened his eyes again and studied the ornate entrance to his father’s place of birth. It was the end of another chapter in his life, but the start of the most important. And yet, he didn’t completely understand this at the time. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 29 
 
      
 
    Kazarien’s heart was pounding and his legs felt weak as he passed beneath the gates of Temeron. Stravad warriors gazed down on them from the ramparts and a guard strolled out of the gatehouse to confront them.  
 
    “Welcome to Temeron.” The guard’s eyes shifted to Zarand and stuck. “How can we be of service to you?” 
 
    Kazarien motioned to his companions that he would handle the introduction. “I am a friend of Thalandar’s,” he said, “and would like to speak with him.” 
 
    The guard tore his gaze from the lion and studied Kazarien. There was a moment of recognition, then he waved another warrior to him. “Tell Thalandar his presence is requested at the gate.” 
 
    The warrior darted away into the streets as the guard motioned them toward the gatehouse. Kazarien followed him, leaving their horses and the buggy in the care of the other warriors.  
 
    The gatehouse barely fit the six of them and the lion. In fact, Tav and Zarand declined entrance after glancing inside. Kazarien followed Tav with his eyes as he paced away, but Tav was lost in his own thoughts and oblivious to his companions’ concern.  
 
    The guard looked outside, then cast a frown on the Trendarian King. “Masquerading as a commoner, Kazarien,” he said in bewilderment.  
 
    Kazarien glanced at his other companions. He sighed and leaned against the table. Emotions were running high inside of him. “It’s a way to stay alive, Deryk.” 
 
    Deryk crossed to him and clasped him by both shoulders, smiling. “It is good to see you.” Like all Stravad, Deryk was handsome and dark skinned with Stravad blue eyes. He slapped Kazarien’s shoulders and released him. “I hear you are causing quite an uproar, uniting the south and now Voltarian.” 
 
    Kazarien grimaced. “No, not Voltarian. We were ordered out of there before we could muster our men. That’s why I’m traveling in disguise.” He caught the lift of Tash’s brows from the corner of his eyes. “Well, because of that and a few attempts on my life.” 
 
    Deryk laughed. “And you think Temeron is bound to be any safer for you?” 
 
    Kazarien returned the laugh grimly. “Probably not.” He, Deryk, and Thalandar had built a friendship during his tenure in the Stravad capital. Kazarien had feared it broken when he lured Alina to Trendaria with him. He still wasn’t sure how Thalandar was going to respond, but Deryk didn’t seem to hold a grudge.  
 
    Deryk’s attention shifted into the streets again. “Show me some of those kingly manners and introduce me to your companions.” His gaze cut to Tash. “Although this one must be Kiameron’s son by the look of him.” 
 
    Tash stiffened at the blunt assessment, but Kazarien couldn’t deny some part of him was delighted to be back in the Stravad capital where people spoke their minds and didn’t have hidden machinations at play.  
 
    “This is my second, Tasamer, and one of my ministers, Sanari. The other is walking outside with the cat. Tav and Tash are Kiameron’s sons.” 
 
    Deryk nodded, then glanced at Chayse, who in turn was staring at him with enormous eyes.  
 
    Kazarien shook his head and shared a smile with his Stravad friend. “This young man is Chayse, the one squire we cannot live without.” 
 
    Chayse turned his worshipful gaze on his King and his face flushed.  
 
    Kazarien glanced out the guardhouse windows and along the portion of the rampart he could just see. It had been built higher than before and the bell-tower was a new addition. It spoke to a Temerian preparedness for war.  
 
    “Tell me, Deryk, how recent are the improvements to the gate?” 
 
    “Very. The bell-tower was added about six months ago. It’s designed to alert the entire city of an invasion and manned by at least two warriors every hour of every day. No one is allowed through the gate after nightfall, and all entrances and exits are logged by the guards.” 
 
    Kazarien nodded. “Good. I’m impressed.” 
 
    Deryk smiled. “So tell me about the cat.” 
 
    “It’s called a lion,” came a voice and a very tall, very handsome Stravad strolled through the guardhouse door. He had silver eyes and white blond hair, which lay in a mantle across his shoulders. He walked right to Kazarien and caught him in an embrace, nearly lifting him off his feet.  
 
    Kazarien laughed, despite his apprehension, and tried to regain his balance as he was set down again. The newcomer took a step back and held Kazarien at arm’s length, looking long and hard into his face.  
 
    “How the hell are you, Kazarien?” he said seriously.  
 
    “Beyond being crushed by an over-zealous Stravad?” asked the King with a laugh.  
 
    “Beyond that and a sad decline in clothing quality. I thought you Human Kings had a law pertaining to fashion or something.” He glanced around at Kazarien’s entourage. “And aren’t you supposed to be surrounded by a multitude of soldiers ready to die defending you?” 
 
    “With the lion and Kiameron’s sons, I need nothing more,” offered the King, motioning to Tash.  
 
    Thalandar’s eyes widened, then he reached across the table, holding out his hand for Tash to shake. “Welcome to Temeron.” 
 
    “Thank you,” said Tash with a tight smile.  
 
    Kazarien motioned to Sanari and Chayse, introducing them. Tav and Zarand had returned and stood in the doorway. Thalandar couldn’t resist kneeling before the lion and almost reverently running his fingers through the animal’s mane – that is after he took a long, hard look at Tav and shook his hand.  
 
    “Where in blazes did you companion a lion?” he asked, rising to his feet again.  
 
    “He was imprisoned by the Orahim. We freed him, but he decided following us was better than fending for himself,” offered Tav.  
 
    Thalandar and Deryk chuckled. “Of course that doesn’t explain how you freed him from the Orahim,” replied Thalandar.  
 
    “That is a story in and of itself,” answered Kazarien. “It’ll take some telling.” 
 
    Thalandar turned back to his friend. “We’ll have time over dinner. I’m sure Fakolvna will want to hear it.” 
 
    “How is she?” asked the King.  
 
    “Well.” 
 
    “And Senerdan?” 
 
    “Causing us no little amount of concern. He’s seventeen and very serious about a young woman he met. He informed us last week that they plan to marry,” answered the Stravad with a frown.  
 
    “You haven’t given him permission, have you?” asked Kazarien in alarm.  
 
    “Certainly not, but he’s Stravad, Kazarien. Head-strong and stubborn” 
 
    “And randy as hell,” finished Deryk.  
 
    Thalandar glared at his friend, but the others laughed.  
 
    “Come, you must be tired. There’s room at my house for the lot of you, unless you had other plans,” said the Stravad.  
 
    Kazarien took a step closer to his friend. “Thalandar, I understand if it would be better for us to stay elsewhere.” He shot a look at Deryk. “I’m sure Deryk has room.” 
 
    The warrior crossed his arms over his chest. “Perhaps for the young woman and the lion, but you’re not dressed well enough for my home, Kazarien.” His words were obviously meant in jest and even Tash laughed.  
 
    Thalandar’s handsome face became serious again. “You are always welcome in my home, Kazarien. My father has no command over me there.” 
 
    Kazarien started to respond, but Deryk interrupted. “Besides, Thalandar is running for Stravad Leader next Valhall. Having Kiameron’s sons in his house would certainly give him an edge over his father.” 
 
    Kazarien and Thalandar laughed. The King turned to his companions. “Thalandar’s father is the current Stravad Leader, Omenarian. Thalandar is Alina’s brother.” 
 
    Understanding washed over his companions’ faces.  
 
    “Kazarien,” said Thalandar, “you should know Alina comes to the house frequently.” 
 
    Kazarien nodded. “I expected as much.” 
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    Fakolvna was a beautiful woman whose hair was as dark as her husband’s was light. Although she greeted her surprise guests with true warmth, there was an otherworldly elegance about her. Her features were youthful and fair, but her eyes were old. They saw deeper than other eyes, or so it seemed to everyone who looked upon her.  
 
    Thalandar and Fakolvna’s house was on the same street as the Stravad Leader’s. Like all houses on the street, it backed up to the Temer woods, but a stream ran through the rear of Thalandar’s property.  
 
    The two Stravad set an early dinner on their porch beneath the hanging bows of the Temer trees, and they used the babble of the brook for a musical backdrop. As they bustled from the inside to out, Kazarien sat in a chair on the lawn and enjoyed the feel of the Temerian sun. 
 
    Tash and Sanari were strolling along the brook, and Tav and Zarand had disappeared into the trees. Senerdan had lured Chayse away under the auspices of taking care of Kazarien’s horses, but Kazarien suspected they were off to explore Temeron. Not that Kazarien begrudged the boy a moment of recreation. He had dealt with far too many adult situations over the past months that he deserved a break. Chayse had been reluctant to leave Kazarien’s side, but the King had insisted.  
 
    Thalandar strolled across the lawn toward Kazarien, carrying two drinks in his hand. He offered one to the King. “Fakolvna’s lemonade,” he said, hunkering down beside Kazarien’s chair. “Although I added something to it.” 
 
    Kazarien had just taken a sip and the blaze of something brought tears to his eyes. He sat forward and coughed, shooting a speaking look at his friend. “You certainly did,” he managed to say between coughs. “You might have warned me.” 
 
    Thalandar laughed and sipped at his own drink. “And miss your reaction? Never. You’ve gone soft, Kazarien. I remember a time when you could drink me under the table.” 
 
    “A time is right and I paid for it dearly the next day.” 
 
    Thalandar sat down and settled his glass beside him. “Where are your other companions?” 
 
    “Chayse and Senerdan went to take care of the horses.” 
 
    “Knowing Senerdan, they probably won’t be back until dawn,” offered Thalandar.  
 
    Kazarien nodded with a smile. “Probably, but Chayse deserves a little fun. He’s had to endure a lot on this journey.” He glanced up at Tash and Sanari, sitting on the bank now, their arms draped around each other. “Tav and the lion went off in that direction.” 
 
    “Something is bothering your minister, isn’t it?” 
 
    Kazarien lifted his brows. “Things got complicated in Voltarian and Tav got stuck in the middle.” 
 
    Thalandar drew a deep breath and exhaled. “Things will likely get more complicated before they get any easier.” 
 
    Kazarien looked at him. “Do you know something, Thalandar?” 
 
    “Alina and I have trained with our father for years, Kazarien. Things get said, documents get uncovered. I also feel something.” He met Kazarien’s anxious look. “Although, truly this is not my place.” 
 
    “Meaning you won’t tell me?” 
 
    Thalandar nodded.  
 
    Kazarien lifted his drink and took a sip. “I’m not sure I want to know anyway,” he said.  
 
    Tav and the lion appeared through the trees. Tash and Sanari rose to greet him, then the four of them headed back toward the house. Thalandar and Kazarien stood also.  
 
    As Zarand loped across the distance to them, Thalandar reached out to pet him.  
 
    Sanari halted beside Tash, smiling in surprise. “You don’t seem concerned about Zarand in the least.” 
 
    Thalandar returned her smile and shook his head. “I can’t communicate with him the way Tav does, but I can sense he’s not violent in any way.” 
 
    Deryk appeared on the porch, leaning against the railing. “Fakolvna says supper is served, but if you don’t come immediately, I can have Kazarien’s share.” 
 
    The others laughed and Kazarien started for the house as if he was truly afraid such might be the case. His companions followed along behind him with the lion close on Kazarien’s heels. Zarand knew the meaning of the word supper.  
 
    It was a fine meal, one of the best they’d had since arriving in Voltarian. The Stravad couple made two salads, one green and one of fruit. The green salad had cheeses and nuts added to it, topped with a light dressing that had a citrus flavor. It complemented the flavors present in the fruit salad. There was also a loaf of dark grained bread and fresh butter. The wine they served tasted a great deal like strawberries.  
 
    Unlike the royal dinners they were accustomed to having, Temerian Stravad did not believe in multi-course meals, and yet the food was plentiful, the talk lively, and the wine free-flowing. Even Zarand feasted until he couldn’t eat any more and went to curl up in the last rays of summer sun on the lawn.  
 
    Thalandar and Deryk demanded Kazarien tell them of his adventures. As the King of Trendaria talked, the light fell and Thalandar went inside to retrieve a lantern, which he hung from a post on the porch. When it came time to clear the table, everyone moved to help, so clean-up was accomplished with little fuss.  
 
    As Fakolvna served dessert, a light sherbet, Thalandar opened another bottle of wine and filled the glasses. Kazarien leaned back in his chair and sighed. He didn’t remember when he’d last felt so content or at peace. Even Tav seemed to be relaxing.  
 
    That was when Alina arrived.  
 
    She came out onto the porch, halted in mid-stride, and surveyed the assembly. Kazarien unconsciously rose to his feet and simply stared at her. It had been two years since he last saw her, but he didn’t remember her being quite so beautiful.  
 
    She wore a light summer dress with thin straps across her shoulders, showing off her bronze skin-tones, and her hair was loose, flowing down her back in a mantle of white. She was also bare-foot, looking as ethereal as a forest sprite.  
 
    Kazarien swallowed hard as her eyes shifted to fix on him. He wanted to speak, say something, but the words wouldn’t come. In fact, the gathering had grown surprisingly silent.  
 
    She crossed the porch to where he stood and looked up at him. Her hand lifted and she touched his cheek, her eyes filling with tears. “Kazarien,” she whispered.  
 
    “Hello, Alina,” he managed to say.  
 
    Then she surprised him by moving forward and laying her cheek against his chest. Kazarien automatically lifted his arms and embraced her, resting his chin on the top of her head. It lasted only a moment, but when she pulled away, Kazarien’s heart was pounding.  
 
    A tear spilled over her eyelid and raced down her face, then she turned and fled back into the house. Kazarien lifted his eyes and met Fakolvna’s pained look. She offered him a sympathetic smile.  
 
    “I’ll go after her,” she said, touching her husband’s shoulder as she left.  
 
    Kazarien sat down hard and picked up his glass, finishing the remainder. Thalandar leaned over with the bottle and refilled it.  
 
    “You all right?” he asked.  
 
    Kazarien could only nod – his throat was so tight.  
 
    Tav was sitting beside him and met his gaze, offering him a compassionate look. Kazarien realized he and his minister had more in common than they’d had before the journey began.  
 
    “You didn’t finish your story, Kazarien,” demanded Deryk, trying to lighten the mood.  
 
    “There isn’t much more to tell,” said Kazarien. “Things didn’t go well in Voltarian and we came on to Temeron.” 
 
    “I’ve sent out patrols to search the roads between Temeron and Voltarian for these Harad followers,” replied Thalandar.  
 
    Kazarien nodded, sipping at his wine. “We passed one on our way here.” 
 
    “Does your father believe the rumors of war?” asked Tav.  
 
    “I believe so, but he thinks the Nazarien are handling it.” 
 
    Kazarien frowned. “Nazarien? Why? I thought they moved into Nevaisser after Eldon’s death.” 
 
    Thalandar shook his head. “Some were supposed to remain behind and guard Erram, prevent him from gathering followers again. I tried to point this problem out to my father. The Nazarien obviously let the villain leave Gava, but he says it’s a Nazarien problem and the Nazarien will solve it.” 
 
    “If only that were the case,” said Kazarien.  
 
    “Isolationism,” muttered Tav.  
 
    “Exactly,” Deryk agreed. “It was practiced in the first war and we’re going to do it again. It’s always someone else’s problem.” 
 
    Kazarien forced a smile. “That’s because you Stravad are pleasure seekers.” 
 
    “Damn straight,” said Deryk, draining his glass.  
 
    Thalandar reached for the bottle again and started to fill the glasses. Tav held up a hand. “Much more and I’m going to be sloshed.” 
 
    “And that would be a problem?” asked Thalandar with a laugh.  
 
    Tav smiled. “Yes, especially tomorrow morning.” 
 
    Thalandar and Deryk exchanged a knowing look. “That’s why Stamerian was invented.” 
 
    Kazarien chuckled. “Tav is only half-Stravad, Thalandar. He doesn’t have your self-indulgence.” 
 
    “Then we’ll teach him,” he offered, filling Tav’s glass.  
 
    Tav laughed for the first time since leaving Voltarian. “Thinking about war must be very unpleasant for you.” 
 
    “That it is. It’s much easier to ignore it, but while we enjoy our pleasures, we also understand reality. I, for one, do not like the build-up of malcontents in the region. Nor do I like having Erram holed up so close to my people.” 
 
    Deryk nodded, studying the wine in his glass.  
 
    Thalandar glanced over at Tash and Sanari. They had been unusually quiet throughout the meal, but especially once Alina had arrived. “I hope we aren’t putting you two to sleep.” 
 
    Tash smiled and shook his head. “I think Sanari and I are just relaxing for the first time in a long while.” 
 
    “I guess it’s hard to protect a king who keeps putting himself in danger,” offered Thalandar.  
 
    “We’ve had some frightening moments,” answered Tash.  
 
    Sanari reached over and touched Kazarien’s hand where it lay on the table. He clasped her fingers briefly and gave her a reassuring smile. “Kazarien has become more than a king to us,” she added.  
 
    Deryk rolled his eyes in good humor. “Kazarien has always been difficult. Have you told them about your year in Temeron?” 
 
    Kazarien shook his head.  
 
    “Or how you met my sister?” added Thalandar.  
 
    “No, I didn’t want to bore them.” 
 
    Thalandar made a disparaging sound and Deryk glanced skyward again. The blond Stravad turned to the King’s companions. “Did you know that Kazarien is some six years younger than my sister?” 
 
    “No,” replied Tav, sipping at his wine.  
 
    Thalandar nodded. “You should have seen him when he arrived in Temeron more than five years before. He was such a young, dashing pup.” 
 
    “Well, certainly better dressed,” added Deryk.  
 
    Kazarien laughed and leaned back in his chair. “When young royals reach the age of twenty-five, they are considered of-age. They are encouraged to take a year abroad for two reasons. One, it is believed they will learn independence, and two, it is hoped they will expend their youthful energies so they can settle down upon culmination of the year. Most go to Voltarian because Lovan has always been known for his parties.” 
 
    “Which explains why Leyva’s been there so long,” said Tash.  
 
    Kazarien nodded.  
 
    “But not Kazarien,” interrupted Thalandar. “He had to be different and chose Temeron.” 
 
    “I’d always been intrigued by Stravad and I wanted to see how they lived. Of course my father quickly contacted Omenarian and I was placed in his care, where I met Thalandar, and his sister Alina.” 
 
    “There were a number of men interested in Alina, including Deryk” At that the warrior waggled his brows for Kazarien’s benefit. “But she took one look at Kazarien and that was it for her. She was smitten,” finished Thalandar.  
 
    “So was I. We spent every moment together, but before the year was out, I got a letter saying my father had died, and I was now king. I asked Alina to return with me, but she didn’t want to leave Temeron.” 
 
    “Yet,” added Deryk.  
 
    “Yet,” agreed Kazarien. “For the next two years I went back and forth across the region, which is why it wasn’t so strange for me to think of leaving Trendaria for the purposes of the alliance. Alina is the one who gave me the three white horses, to remind me of her hair.” 
 
    “It was more for the stallion. He was known to never let a rider fall,” said Thalandar. 
 
    “Yes, well, that may be, but he’s a beast to ride,” said Kazarien with a laugh. “Jaren and I never got on so well.” 
 
    “Jaren doesn’t get on with anyone,” said Tash, glaring at his brother. Tav smiled.  
 
    “After more than two years of being apart, Alina agreed to come to Trendaria with me. We began preparation for an enormous wedding. Then just before the date, she got a letter from her father.” 
 
    “Something I will regret for the rest of my life,” said Thalandar quietly.  
 
    Kazarien glanced at his friend. “How could you have prevented it?” 
 
    “I could have been stronger with my father, but I wasn’t.” 
 
    Kazarien shook his head. “It wasn’t meant to be.” 
 
    Thalandar looked up at the brothers and Sanari. “My father had a few fainting episodes and some periods of dizziness. He sent a letter to my sister telling her it was her duty to return to her people. She and I have been trained all our life to take over for our father someday. Of course, Alina couldn’t deny what she thought was a dying man’s wish.” Thalandar turned to Kazarien again. “He got his way at the price of his daughter’s happiness.” 
 
    Kazarien bowed his head and shrugged. “That story is finished.” 
 
    “Not in my mind,” said the Stravad forcefully. “You and Alina have never allowed anyone else into your lives. I know she still loves you and you love her. You should not be apart.” 
 
    Kazarien looked up at his friend. “It can’t be helped and my concentration must be on this threat of war.” 
 
    Thalandar didn’t look like he wanted to drop the issue, but he didn’t say anymore.  
 
    Kazarien glanced at Tav and found him studying him with a mixture of understanding and respect. His gaze shifted to Tash and his second offered him a compassionate smile, then he reached over and took Sanari’s hand.  
 
    “So, tell us what happened in Voltarian,” said Deryk to change the topic. He reached for the bottle and filled the glasses again.  
 
    “I caused Lovan to throw Kazarien out of his kingdom,” answered Tav.  
 
    Thalandar frowned. “How?” 
 
    “It wasn’t Tav’s fault,” said Kazarien.  
 
    Tav sighed heavily. “It was and I’m sorry for it, Kazarien.” He turned his attention to the two Stravad. “Lovan’s daughter and I became very close while we were there.” 
 
    “Ah,” said Thalandar, resting his forearms on the table. “Let me guess, he’s trying to a marry her off to one of the young royals.” 
 
    “Ninad of Yonartison,” added Kazarien.  
 
    Thalandar and Deryk made unpleasant faces, and Kazarien nodded.  
 
    “When Ninad arrived, she refused to marry him,” continued Tav.  
 
    “And Lovan knew you were the reason for his daughter’s rebellion?” Deryk replied.  
 
    “He suspected as much, yes.” 
 
    Thalandar leaned back, bracing his chin in his hand. “Hm,” he murmured distractedly.  
 
    The others looked at him in question.  
 
    “You know all Stravad possess varying degrees of power, like your ability to communicate with animals, right?” 
 
    Tav nodded.  
 
    “Well, Alina’s gifts lie in the area of healing. She can sense someone’s physical health. My ability lies more with emotional health.” 
 
    Tav narrowed his eyes in concentration. “And?” 
 
    “I sensed something when you first got here – a disturbance of some kind inside of you. Sometimes it feels as if the disturbance is of a romantic nature, but other times it feels differently. Your story about Voltarian helps me understand part of your distress, but I can only guess at the other.” 
 
    Kazarien’s companions simply stared at the light-haired Stravad, but the King reached for his glass. “Stravad are notoriously nosy,” he said wryly.  
 
    “Curious,” amended Deryk.  
 
    Tav glanced down, turning his wineglass over and over in his hand. Kazarien didn’t have to be Stravad to feel the tension coming from him. Finally he sighed and closed his eyes, then he looked up at Thalandar.  
 
    “There is something you might be able to tell me” He paused and turned toward his brother.  
 
    Thalandar narrowed his eyes and watched the two of them. Kazarien had seen the brothers behave in this manner before, so he knew immediately what was happening, but Thalandar had also sensed it.  
 
    “Amazing,” he said with a lift of his brows.  
 
    Tav and Tash glanced at him.  
 
    “Your gifts are great for only being half-Stravad. And you’ve had no formal training, have you?” 
 
    “None,” answered Tav. He turned back to his brother.  
 
    Tash exhaled sharply, but he reached into his pocket and drew something out. He extended it across the table, letting it dangle from his fingertips. The glow of the lantern caught on the surface of the locket as Tav clasped it in his hand.  
 
    He sat, studying the outside for a moment before he flicked the clasp. “Do you know anything about this man?” 
 
    Thalandar reached for the locket, his eyes shifting between the brothers, then he looked down, catching his breath. “Cy.” He lifted his head and met Tav’s stare. 
 
    Tav swallowed hard and nodded. “Do you know anything about him?” 
 
    Thalandar pressed his tongue against his teeth in contemplation. “I know where he’s buried. His grave is located in the Temerian cemetery. You can’t miss it. It’s the only grave covered in flowers year-round.” 
 
    “Really?” asked Tav in surprise.  
 
    Thalandar smiled. “His memory is well loved among our people.” 
 
    “What else do you know about him?” 
 
    “Only what he did during the war, how he fought against Gava and won.” 
 
    Tav appeared disappointed. He stared down at the locket, holding it in the flat of his palm. Thalandar studied him silently for a moment, then he glanced at Kazarien. Kazarien met the look, but he didn’t know what to say or do. He felt completely out of his element in this regard.  
 
    “I do know who painted that portrait, however,” offered Thalandar.  
 
    Tav’s eyes lifted. “How?” 
 
    Thalandar gave him a slow smile. “There’s only one woman in all of Temeron capable of painting such a small portrait. She’s Human, but has lived in Temeron since the first war.” 
 
    “Where can I find her?” asked Tav. His gaze shifted to his brother, then returned to Thalandar.  
 
    Thalandar leaned forward and braced his forearms on the table. “I’ll give you the address to her shop. Her name is Zhera.” 
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    Penara sat in the window seat of her bedroom, staring out at the stars overhead. She knew it was late by the stillness of the castle. It must be nearly two or three in the morning. The party in the ballroom had broken up a number of hours ago, the noise gradually receding into silence.  
 
    Her father had held another ball for Frasan and his family, trying to placate them and keep them in Voltarian long enough for Penara to weaken. She hadn’t been out of her rooms since Lord Kazarien was ordered from the Kingdom over a week before.  
 
    Frasan had only to wait a little longer. She was weakening, as her father had known she would. She couldn’t stand the prospect of being locked away indefinitely. She missed her brother and Leyva, she even missed her father. Most of all she missed Tav.  
 
    Traveling with less people and on horse-back, he had to have made Temeron by now. He might even be staring up at the same stars she saw, wondering what she was doing at that very moment.  
 
    Kazarien’s soldiers hadn’t left Voltarian yet. In a fit of pique, Lovan had made it difficult for them to get their necessary supplies, buying up those things that they would most need like grains and dried meat. He hadn’t ordered them out of the Kingdom, but Penara feared that might happen if she didn’t finally give in to her father’s demands.  
 
    She didn’t want to marry Ninad, but she couldn’t see any way around it. Her father had proven more resilient than she was, more determined. Life would be miserable as Ninad’s wife, but she hoped he would continue to pay as little attention to her as he did now.  
 
    She lost herself in the memory of her stolen moments with Tav. He had made her feel special – valued. He didn’t treat her like a commodity and he didn’t act as if she were too stupid to string coherent sentences into anything resembling a conversation.  
 
    He had respected Kazarien and his brother, but the person he respected most of all was Sanari. This fact alone was enough for Penara to admire, but he was also compassionate and affectionate. He was about as far away from Ninad as a man could be.  
 
    She suspected she loved him.  
 
    She was afraid to believe it herself.  
 
    She was so tied up in memory, she didn’t hear her bedroom door open, but she caught a flurry of motion a moment later and turned. Her heart took a leap into her throat and she gasped. Bendix halted in the middle of the room and shot a scared look in her direction. Behind him came one of the castle guards, looking around her bed-chamber.  
 
    “Bendix! What are you doing!” she demanded.  
 
    The chamberlain held up a hand. “Just a moment, my lady,” he said, wiping sweat from his brow. “I thought you’d be asleep.” 
 
    She rose to her feet and backed against the window seat. The castle chamberlain never entered her rooms for any reason, and certainly not in the middle of the night. The guard looked nervous as well, moving to the side and pulling back the curtains that surrounded her bed. Penara followed his movements with her eyes, knowing that she was in danger.  
 
    Then she noticed the strange cylindrical weapon the guard held over his shoulder. She’d seen pictures of such devises in books people wrote about the War with Gava. It was an Orahim weapon called a tirs.  
 
    “Get out!” she ordered, pointing at the door.  
 
    “Just a moment, my lady,” Bendix repeated, but he was giving the guard a pointed stare.  
 
    The guard released the curtain and met the chamberlain’s look. “You said she’d be asl” 
 
    “Shut up!” snapped Bendix. He took a step toward Penara.  
 
    The princess tried to judge if there was room enough for her to get around Bendix and escape into the sitting room. From there she’d have to be quicker than either of them to make it into the hallway beyond. She hated to think what they would do to her if she didn’t make it.  
 
    She decided to try intimidation. She had made her father flinch a few times when she’d flailed him verbally. “What do you think my father is going to say when I tell him you came into my private chambers! He’ll have you arrested!” 
 
    Bendix blanched. “Please, my lady, just cooperate and no one will get hurt.” 
 
    “Cooperate! Get out of my room!” she shouted, really afraid now.  
 
    The guard had begun to edge toward her, the tirs held in his hands.  
 
    “I don’t want to hurt you, Princess!” moaned Bendix, holding up his hands pleadingly. “Please don’t make us hurt you!” 
 
    The guard was close enough to touch her. Penara glanced toward the door behind the chamberlain and bolted, trying to dodge Bendix and not get shot at the same time. A dart slammed into the door jam, quivering on impact, and Penara ducked, racing across the darkened sitting room.  
 
    She skidded to a halt in front of the door. Someone had pulled the divan over to it and blocked the entrance. Her heart was pumping furiously and fear roared in her ears. Grabbing the end of the divan, she hauled back, trying to pull it away.  
 
    “Please, Princess!” said Bendix moving toward her.  
 
    She didn’t spare him a glance as she tugged and tugged on the divan. It slid back a few inches, but not enough for her to wedge her way between it and the wall. Her mouth had suddenly gone dry and pasty, and her heart felt like it might beat out of her chest.  
 
    Another dart made a muffled impact with the arm of the divan. Penara threw herself back, colliding with the door and lifting her eyes to her attackers. Bendix looked like he might be ill, but the guard calmly braced his feet and lifted the tirs.  
 
    Penara’s eyes dropped and searched the immediate area for a weapon, anything to use as defense. Whump went the tirs and something hot and sharp slammed into her collarbone, throwing her back against the wall. Instinctively, she reached for the spot, brushing the object away. It fell between the credenza and the wall, disappearing from her sight, but she knew what had struck her.  
 
    Her vision swam and her breath caught. A pinprick of red spread into a stain as she stared at her shoulder. Then her knees went weak and she sank to a sitting position beside the divan.  
 
    “I’m sorry, Princess,” muttered Bendix, squatting in front of her. His face elongated, then shortened, moving with a disturbing fluidity.  
 
    “Why?” she whispered. A tear slipped down her cheek. She could feel every tiny increment of its fall. She blinked her eyes, but her vision swam. For some reason, she could no longer lift her arms.  
 
    “Where’s the dart?” the guard demanded, standing over the chamberlain.  
 
    “How should I know?” he answered in his best regal tone.  
 
    “It hit her there,” the guard offered, reaching over to touch the spot on Penara’s white cotton gown. “We need to find the dart.” 
 
    She blinked heavily and tried very hard to remain conscious, but the pull toward sleep was unbelievably great. It was too hard to speak, her tongue felt thick and useless. Even breathing was an effort.  
 
    “I don’t see it,” complained Bendix. “And we don’t have time to look. If anyone heard the noise in here, they’ll come investigate.” 
 
    The guard shoved his face into the chamberlain’s. “If we don’t find that dart, we’re dead.” 
 
    Bendix looked around again, motioning with his hands. “You can see as well as I do. Where is it?” 
 
    The guard opened his mouth to protest and stopped. A door opened somewhere down the hall – Penara could feel the vibration of its movement at her back.  
 
    “Come on,” amended the guard, throwing the tirs over his shoulder. “We’ve got to get out of here.” He reached for Penara and it was then she thought, I should have screamed.  
 
    But it was too late. She was already slipping into a nightmare. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 30 
 
      
 
    From the servants’ closet on the second floor of the castle, Bendix peered into the hole he had painstakingly drilled through the wall of the audience chamber. Lovan’s tastes for dark colors and heavy fabrics had made the slight imperfection hardly noticeable. It looked like a knot of wood, nothing more, and yet he could see the whole of the audience chamber and hear everything that was said.  
 
    Eavesdropping on the ridiculous King of Voltarian had been every bit as easy as Tiros had said it would be. And lucrative too. Tiros knew how to pay his allies well. If he could just keep a low profile until everything fell into place, he would be a wealthy man and able to retire earlier than he had ever dreamed possible working for Lovan. The tight-fisted old bastard.  
 
    His one regret was using the princess in this manner and putting her at risk. She had always championed his cause, protecting him from upstarts like the King of Trendaria. Pity Tiros hadn’t managed to slit that one’s throat. He was certainly trouble. But he was about to get his, according to what Bendix was hearing.  
 
    The noble King of Trendaria was about to be caught in a war with two fronts, just as Tiros had predicted. In fact, everything was working out just the way Tiros had said it would. The princess was a necessary casualty in the pursuit of much good. Much good for Bendix, that is.  
 
    Currently, Lovan was storming around, waving his hands in the air. Slerion had just brought him the news that the princess was missing. The ugly King from Yonartison kept repeating himself. Bendix wished that one would leave. He just made more work, especially because he and his family were a load of whiners, wanting constant entertainment. Bendix almost wanted to laugh, they were a pack of stupid fools.  
 
    “You mean she actually ran away!” shouted Lovan.  
 
    “I mean she isn’t there and the servants have searched the whole of the castle.” 
 
    They might try the basement where she’d had her lover’s tryst with Kiameron’s son, but they wouldn’t find her there either. Bendix didn’t think she was even in Voltarian anymore.  
 
    “Send guards out to search the city!” 
 
    Slerion sighed. “I have, Father.” 
 
    “Have the bridge watched! Tell them to scrutinize anyone who leaves! I want her found!” 
 
    “I’ve already done that.” 
 
    “The ungrateful wretch! Leave me will she!” 
 
    Frasan repeated the question he had been asking steadily without answer. “Did she leave a note telling you she was running away?” 
 
    Lovan turned and seemed to see him for the first time. His face was red, his hair wild. If Bendix got lucky, the silly bastard would have a heart attack. “No, she didn’t leave a note!” 
 
    “Then how do you know she ran away?” asked the King of Yonartison.  
 
    “That’s what I’ve been trying to say, Father. What if this isn’t Penara’s fault?” 
 
    Bendix held his breath. Tiros assured him Lovan would jump to the conclusion that Kazarien was involved, but if he was wrong 
 
    “She ran away because she didn’t want to marry your son!” shouted Lovan, waving a hand in Ninad’s direction.  
 
    The prospective groom seemed to care not at all. He lounged on the throne and picked at his pimples in relative boredom. Bendix did feel sorry for the poor princess, but perhaps she was better off with Tiros.  
 
    “I know she was reluctant, but I find it unlikely she’d run away. She did stay locked in her room for a week,” said Frasan as if he couldn’t believe anyone would protest marrying into his family.  
 
    “Then tell me what happened to her!” 
 
    A bead of perspiration ran down Bendix’s temple and his heart faltered.  
 
    Frasan simply shrugged and Lovan turned to his son. Slerion shook his head, but his expression was concerned. “I don’t know, but I wish I’d never made that trip to Yonartison for you. This was the wrong thing to do, Father.” 
 
    Lovan’s expression grew so enraged, the veins stood out on his forehead. He took a step toward his son and struck him across the face with the back of his hand. Slerion flinched and looked down, but he didn’t retract his statement.  
 
    “Will you mutiny me too! Is no one loyal to my cause!” He paused. “This is a plot by Kazarien.” 
 
    “What?” asked both his son and the King of Yonartison.  
 
    Bendix slumped with relief. Just as Tiros had predicted.  
 
    “He’s holding my daughter for ransom to force me to sign that treaty!” 
 
    “Ridiculous!” said Frasan.  
 
    “I don’t think so, Father. Why wouldn’t he have left a note? And how did he get in here to kidnap Penara?” 
 
    “It’s those sons of Kiameron. They have Stravad powers. Who knows what they could do to my guards – control their minds, make them forget what they saw!” Lovan gasped. “That’s why Kazarien pretended to leave his men behind!” 
 
    Frasan snorted in disgust, but Slerion looked anxious about where his father’s rantings were headed.  
 
    Lovan grabbed Slerion’s arm in a death-grip, his expression terrible to behold. “Close down the protectorate and arrest Kazarien’s men at once!” 
 
    “What?” cried Frasan again.  
 
    Slerion tried to pull away from his father. Even Ninad sat forward in the throne. “Father, you can’t!” 
 
    “I can and I will! Have them arrested now!” 
 
    “I won’t do it,” said Slerion defiantly.  
 
    Lovan struck him again, making him stagger. When Slerion looked up at him, Bendix could see the rage burning in the younger man’s eyes. So did Lovan, but he was too out of control to stop himself.  
 
    “Defy me and I will denounce you as my heir! You will be cast into the streets with nothing on your back and no future to your name!” 
 
    Bendix put a hand over his mouth to stifle his hysterical laugh. This was priceless.  
 
    Slerion reared back in shock, then his eyes narrowed. “After I have Kazarien’s men arrested, what are you going to do?” 
 
    “Declare war on Trendaria!” 
 
    The other three men made sounds of disbelief.  
 
    “If Kazarien thinks he can control me in this manner, he’ll find himself outmatched! While he’s dancing attendance on the flighty Stravad, I will attack his kingdom and bring him to his knees! He’ll not defile my family name, ruin my daughter, and disgrace my kingdom!” 
 
    “Father, this has gone too far. You can’t attack Trendaria without bringing Zenoradel and DiNolfol down on us too! Not to mention Denortosal and Temeron! You have no proof Kazarien was involved!” 
 
    “I don’t need proof! Tiros was right! This was all a plot to take over my kingdom! First he poisons me and then he abducts my daughter!” 
 
    “Ridiculous,” said Frasan.  
 
    Ninad had come to his feet.  
 
    Bendix could hardly look through the knothole; his body was shaking with such mirth. It was even better than Tiros had predicted. If Lovan continued on this path, he’d do half the work of collapsing Loden without any interference from Erram. 
 
    “Father, speak reason.” 
 
    Lovan ignored his son, turning on the King of Yonartison. “Are you with me or against me?” 
 
    Frasan’s eyes nearly swallowed his face. His hand fluttered to his throat, the gems twinkling in agitation. “Declare war on the entire region?” 
 
    “Declare war on Trendaria!” 
 
    “No!” shouted Frasan. “You’re mad. We might as well commit suicide. I’m not fighting Trendaria’s military, let alone the entire south!” 
 
    “Together we are a match for Trendaria, especially with Kazarien in Temeron. The others will not fight us.” 
 
    “Kazarien has a treaty with them,” said Frasan.  
 
    “They would never honor the treaty of a traitor to all we hold dear. He kidnapped my daughter. His people will pay.” 
 
    “You have no proof of that, Father,” pleaded Slerion.  
 
    “I don’t need any. I know the truth. Are you with me or against me, Frasan?” 
 
    “I will not fight Trendaria, not when we may have to fight Erram. This is a mistake, Lovan. You aren’t thinking clearly, nor have you been since our arrival. I was seeking an alliance between Yonartison and Trendaria, not a war!” 
 
    “What about your family honor? Your pride.” 
 
    “It doesn’t extend to getting myself killed and my kingdom taken.” 
 
    “He spit on your alliance with me. He violated your son’s right to his bride. If she’s still alive, I can promise you he’s defiled her.” 
 
    Slerion recoiled at this and Frasan took a step back. Even Ninad grimaced.  
 
    “You have lost your mind, Lovan!” Frasan said. “My family and I will be leaving within the next few days for home. I will not be a party to your madness.” 
 
    Lovan’s wild eyes bulged. “Fine! I will defend my honor alone!” He turned to his son. “Have Kazarien’s men arrested.” 
 
    Slerion glanced between his father and the King of Yonartison. “No, I won’t. You’ll have to give those orders yourself, Father.” 
 
    “Get out!” screamed Lovan, “Get out!” 
 
    The three men turned and headed for the door as Lovan spun a frantic circle in the middle of his audience chamber. “Bendix!” he screamed, “Bendix, attend me at once!” 
 
    Castle Sagon’s chamberlain rose to his feet and let the cover fall over the hole. Wiping tears of mirth from his eyes, he straightened his uniform jacket and went to answer the summons of his King. He didn’t remember when his steps had been so light. 
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    Kazarien paced the length of the council chamber annex while Tash, Tav, and Sanari sat in the chairs that ringed the room. Other Stravad were also waiting for an audience with the Stravad Leader, but the number had gradually been decreasing as Omenarian called his own people in before the King of Trendaria.  
 
    The first few times it had happened, Kazarien had patiently waited, although he’d been the first to present himself at court this morning, but now even Kazarien’s patience was growing thin. Tav could see it by the tightness of his shoulders and the swing of his fists as he paced.  
 
    Tav dismissed thoughts of his own personal turmoil from his mind as he watched his King. What could the Stravad Leader gain by ignoring Kazarien? Even Thalandar had gone in to present Kazarien’s case to his father, but he hadn’t returned.  
 
    Shifting his gaze away from the agitated King, Tav studied the paintings and sculptures that graced every available surface of the room. The council chamber annex could have been a museum for all of its artwork.  
 
    There were paintings of various Stravad, renderings of Temeron, and quite a number of the Madronic Mountains or so Tav guessed by their purple hue. The sculptures were predominately of people, Stravad wearing varying degrees of clothing, but one of an infant attracted Tav’s attention.  
 
    He rose to his feet and approached it, studying it intently. The babe was no more than a few days old, swaddled in blankets that were so artfully done, Tav had to touch them to make sure they weren’t real. The flesh on the infant’s hands, chest, and face was a deep bronze in color, but its eyes were a brilliant cerulean blue.  
 
    “Eldon’s son,” came a voice at his back and he turned to find Thalandar standing there. He hadn’t heard the Stravad approach.  
 
    Kazarien immediately spun on his heel and came to his friend’s side. “Well?” 
 
    Thalandar offered Kazarien a smile. “You’ve never been long on patience, have you, Kazarien?” 
 
    “Hmph, coming from a Stravad, that’s a paradox. Humans don’t live as long as Stravad, Thalandar. I don’t have time for Temerian patience.” 
 
    Thalandar laughed and clapped a hand on the King’s shoulder. “Well, you’ll need to learn a little of it. He won’t see you until tomorrow.” 
 
    Kazarien’s eyes widened and he opened his mouth to protest, then he paused and exhaled. “Why?” 
 
    “These people made an appointment days or weeks prior to today. He won’t bump them out of their spots and he won’t make exceptions, even for you, Kazarien. It’s the Temerian way. In Temeron, all people are created equal and deserve equal treatment.” 
 
    Kazarien sighed again. “And if Erram decides to break through Temeron’s gates, will your father tell him to take a number too?” 
 
    “Most likely,” offered Thalandar with an easy-going chuckle.  
 
    “Fine, but you made an appointment for tomorrow, right?” 
 
    Thalandar grimaced. “Afternoon, yes.” 
 
    “I guess it can’t be helped, but you might have told me a little earlier.” 
 
    Thalandar patted Kazarien’s shoulder. “I told you as soon as I knew. Go enjoy the remainder of your day, Kazarien! You need it.” 
 
    Kazarien glared at his friend, but he turned toward the door. Tash and Sanari rose to follow him, shooting a look at Tav. Tav hesitated a moment more, reluctant to leave. He knew where he intended to go and what he intended to find out, but he couldn’t muster up any enthusiasm toward the venture.  
 
    His eyes drifted back to the sculpture. “Who made this sculpture?” 
 
    “The same woman who made your portrait. She was given a drawing of the babe.” 
 
    “Where is the child now?” asked Tav.  
 
    Thalandar shook his head. “No one in Temeron knows. He was taken from his mother a few hours after his birth. One of the Nazarien elders who attended his mother sent us the drawing.” 
 
    Tav looked up at the Stravad. “Isn’t that a little harsh – separating mother and child?” 
 
    “I’ve always thought so, but it was done to protect him from Erram. If Erram could get his hands on a child with Eldon’s power, he would subvert him, twist him to his will. We could not let that happen.” 
 
    “Was the child powerful?” 
 
    “They felt his power. He was also physically beautiful, especially for a newborn babe and especially for Nazarien standards. Nazarien are rather stoic and rarely given to hyperbole. The child must have been exceptional.” 
 
    Tav touched the small hand with his fingertip. “It sounds tragic to me.” 
 
    Thalandar nodded in agreement. “Perhaps because those that would protect him would also use him. I won’t deny his birth was heralded simply for his potential power.” Thalandar motioned to the sculpture. “This is a child who will never live for himself. He will always be a pawn in someone else’s game. Therein lies your tragedy.” 
 
    Tav’s hand crept to his throat and he closed his fingers around the locket. “I suppose,” he said and turned toward the door where his companions waited.  
 
    Tash met his eye as he halted before them. ‘We don’t have to do this.’ 
 
    ‘I do.’ 
 
    “Tav, are you all right?” asked Sanari, touching his arm.  
 
    “I’m fine, but I’ve got to get this over with no matter what I’m liable to discover. The uncertainty is making me a lunatic.” 
 
    Kazarien exhaled, his gaze dropping to the locket. “Are you sure?” 
 
    “Yes.”  
 
    “Then let’s go.” 
 
    Tav blinked in surprise at his King. “You don’t have to come with me. I know you have your own concerns right now.” 
 
    Kazarien gave Tav an understanding smile. “I won’t go if you don’t want me there, but I wish to be there as a friend.” 
 
    Tav swallowed against the lump in his throat. “Thank you, Kazarien. I appreciate the support.” 
 
    Kazarien nodded.  
 
    Tav took a bracing breath and headed for the door. The Temerian sun was shining brightly when they exited the Council Hall. With his companions at his side, Tav turned toward the business district of Temeron. In his pocket was a slip of paper with the painter’s address on it, but he’d memorized it last night.  
 
    The Stravad people greeted them as they threaded their way down the streets. Many of the men tipped their hats and the women cast smiles in their direction. As usual, Tash got more than his share of flirtatious looks, which caused Sanari to link her arm through his. Tav glanced at her and smiled at his brother. Tash beamed back. He didn’t mind Sanari’s possessive hold any longer. Their obvious affection for one another only increased Tav’s loneliness. 
 
    By midmorning the business district of Temeron took on a carnival air. People stopped in the middle of the streets and talked or called to each other, darting into traffic to cross to the other side. Stravad lounged at tables in front of pastry shops or eating establishments, whiling away the hours with little care. Laughter abounded, drifting in from every corner and mingling with the hum of excited conversation.  
 
    While the predominant color in Temeron was gold, each shop or restaurant had banners or signs hanging from them in a rainbow assortment of colors. The Stravad also dressed in brilliant shades that complemented their dark complexions. Unlike Leyva whose choices always clashed, the Stravad knew how to combine fabrics and shades for the optimum effect. Subsequently, the atmosphere was charged with a kaleidoscope of colors and sounds that made one want to smile in good cheer.  
 
    No matter how apprehensive he felt, Tav couldn’t deny Temeron was enchanting. Temeron had more opulence and happiness than Tav had seen in any of the protectorates they had visited on their journey. And he knew there were no other people as devoted to living well as the Temerian Stravad.  
 
    The shop they sought was a single story building with a red awning hanging over the front of it. Show-case windows graced the entrance and paintings of people were displayed behind those windows. As they opened the door and stepped into the shop, a bell jangled alerting the owner of their arrival.  
 
    A feminine voice called to them from a back room. “Just a moment.” 
 
    Tav swallowed hard and closed the door at his back, edging his way past his companions. Along each wall were other portraits in ornate frames, some of entire families, others of individuals. All were Stravad.  
 
    A curtain hid the entrance to the back room. Before it was a large display case that dominated the center of the shop. Tav approached the case, his heart beating faster, and stared inside. Three glass shelves were covered in miniature portraits and lockets very similar to the one he now wore around his neck.  
 
    He caught the movement of the curtain and looked up. A woman with black hair and dark eyes stood in the entrance, a paint-covered rag in her hands. She was slender and tall, her long form draped in an apron. Even though she was as old as Tav’s aunt, her features were attractive, and the smattering of grey at her temples gave her a dignified mien.  
 
    She glanced around at Tav’s companions, then her gaze locked on him. Tav straightened to his full height and resisted the urge to clutch the locket. The look she gave him shifted between joy and sadness. At his sides, Tav’s hands tightened into fists.  
 
    Tash moved up beside him, placing his hand on his brother’s shoulder. ‘We can still leave,’ he thought.  
 
    Tav nodded and swallowed again, but he didn’t move.  
 
    “Tav?” asked Kazarien at his back.  
 
    As the King said his name, the woman’s eyes widened and her lips parted. She took a step forward, her hands twisting the rag into a wad. “Tav?” she repeated. She came to the other side of the counter and gripped it. “Are you Tav?” Her eyes narrowed and she frowned. “I think they named you Taverand, right?” 
 
    Tav reared back from the counter, but his brother was behind him, bolstering him. He leaned against Tash, needing that contact. “Yes,” he said, forcing the words past the lump in his throat. “My name is Taverand, but my friends call me Tav.” 
 
    Tears filled the woman’s eyes. She reached out with a paint-splattered hand and touched his cheek. Tav didn’t flinch away. In fact, he could see by her wounded expression that this meeting was as difficult for her as it was for him. Who was she? 
 
    “I’m Tash.” His brother held out his hand. The woman shifted her gaze to him and accepted the hand he offered. “And you are Zhera?” 
 
    She nodded, studying Tash’s features. “You must be Kiameron’s son. You look like your father.” 
 
    Tav ground his teeth. Never had that comment seemed more significant. He realized he was trembling when his brother shifted his hold to Tav’s elbow and squeezed his arm for reassurance.  
 
    “Thank you,” said Tash, his voice none too steady. “Thalandar, the Stravad Leader’s son, told us you might be able to help us.” 
 
    She looked back at Tav. “I hope so. Won’t you come inside? I just put on a pot of water for tea.” She motioned to the curtained room behind her.  
 
    Tash glanced at his brother. ‘Tav, what do you want to do?’ he thought.  
 
    Tav searched the woman’s face, but he saw only shock. ‘I’m scared to go, Tash, but I have to know.’ 
 
    “Thank you,” said Tash, ducking his head. “We’d be honored.” 
 
    She nodded and turned away, her movements hesitant and stiff. They followed her behind the curtain into a sunny room with more paintings and wicker furniture with floral cushions. Zhera walked into another room at the back of this one. From the doorway, they could see her leaning on the counter, her eyes closed.  
 
    Instead of wandering around the room, Tav took a seat beneath one of the windows, where the sun could shine on him. The warmth helped ease some of his shivering.  
 
    Zhera returned, carrying a tray with a teapot and five cups. Sanari moved to help her settle the tray on the table. The older woman gave her a tight smile, then glanced at Tav again. When she rose to her full height, Tash stepped forward.  
 
    “I’d like to introduce the King of Trendaria, and one of his Ministers, Sanari.” 
 
    Zhera took the King’s hand and gave a graceful curtsey, motioning him to a seat. “Please sit down, Your Majesty,” she offered. She turned to greet Sanari next, but when she motioned to another chair, Sanari gave her a smile.  
 
    “May I serve?” she asked.  
 
    Zhera seemed surprised, but she indicated it was fine by her. As Sanari started pouring the tea, Zhera took a seat in the chair closest to Tav. Tash moved to one of the two remaining chairs.  
 
    “How can I help you?” Zhera asked, looking at Tav in particular.  
 
    The six chairs in the sun-room were arranged around the table, so the atmosphere was relaxed and informal. When Sanari offered the first cup to Zhera, the woman waved her toward the King. Kazarien shot Sanari a polite smile and settled the cup on his thigh.  
 
    Since Tav didn’t immediately answer, Tash filled the silence. “You have a lot of beautiful pieces in here. We saw the sculpture of Eldon’s son as an infant. It’s on a pedestal in the Council Chamber.” 
 
    Zhera blinked at Tash. “Yes, I did that one three years ago, but painting is my greatest love.” She shifted in the seat and stared at Kazarien. “I’m sorry, but I’m a bit disconcerted by having a king in my shop. Please forgive my rudeness.” 
 
    “Not at all,” said Kazarien. “I’m simply here on business.” 
 
    “The alliance?” she asked, accepting her cup from Sanari. Her eyes drifted toward Tav again.  
 
    “Yes,” said the King, “I hope I can convince Omenarian it’s a viable option.” 
 
    “So do I,” she said. “But what brings you here? I don’t often have kings as customers.” 
 
    “Pity,” replied the King. “You are very talented.” 
 
    She gave him a nervous smile. “I thank you.” 
 
    “Is it a lucrative business?” 
 
    “The Stravad people have been good to me. I want for nothing.” 
 
    “How long have you been in Temeron?” Kazarien asked.  
 
    Zhera shot a glance at Tav as Sanari tried to serve him. He shook his head emphatically at his friend. He was afraid he’d scald himself if he tried to hold anything in his trembling hands.  
 
    “I’ve lived here since the War with Gava ended, but I was born and raised in Anatem.” She looked down and cleared her throat. “Would any of you like something to eat?” 
 
    “No, thank you,” said Tash, speaking for the rest of them. “We’re fine.” His grey eyes shifted to Tav also.  
 
    Tav couldn’t remember when his brother had seemed so sympathetic. As children, they were always in competition with one another and as adults, they hadn’t behaved much differently. Tav had never looked to Tash for understanding. He had looked to him for strength. He needed that strength now. 
 
    His eyes caught Sanari’s. None of them had more than tasted their tea. She gave him an encouraging smile and it came to him then – a quote from the Norrad. In order to make a pearl, the oyster must first worry the grain of sand. It was just convoluted enough to bug the hell out of Tash, so he sent the thought to his brother.  
 
    As expected, Tash’s eyes narrowed in confusion, but Tav understood. If something was going to plague you to distraction, it was best to polish it until it no longer hurt. The truth was often times the same way. Until you faced it, it would forever be an irritation.  
 
    He reached for the chain and pulled the locket out from where it lay beneath his shirt. It caught in the sun, sending prisms of color into the corners of the room. Zhera’s gaze focused on it.  
 
    Tav laid the piece of gold in his palm and studied it. “I noticed similar pieces of jewelry and miniature portraits in your case out there. Thalandar said you were the only one who could paint in such a tiny area.” 
 
    Zhera bowed her head and closed her eyes.  
 
    Tav swallowed and looked up at her. “Have you ever seen this particular locket?” He bent forward and held it out to her. Now that the moment was upon him, his hands no longer shook, but his heart was beating as loudly as the clock on the wall.  
 
    Zhera opened her eyes and looked at the locket, then she reached to take it from his hand. As she flicked the clasp to open it, she nodded. For a moment she sat and stared at the portrait, unmoving, unblinking, until a tear dropped off her chin and landed on her wrist.  
 
    Tav slid forward in his chair, forgetting his companions. “Zhera, did this locket belong to my mother?” 
 
    Zhera nodded again. Another tear landed on her palm.  
 
    “I need to know,” Tav said in a near whisper.  
 
    Zhera closed the locket and pressed it between both hands, lifting her eyes until they met Tav’s. “I gave it to your mother when she left Temeron.” 
 
    Tav clenched his jaw so hard his skull hurt. He knew that what he said next could not be retracted, could never be retracted. It would change his life forever.  
 
    ‘Tav, please don’t,’ came Tash’s thought.  
 
    Tav turned his attention to his brother and he found the strength to give him a smile. ‘I have to, Tash, I have to know.’ 
 
    Tash closed his eyes and looked away.  
 
    Tav flexed his fingers on the arms of the chair. The pendulum inside the clock swung in cadence with the blood pounding in his ears.  
 
    “Zhera, was Cy my father?” 
 
    Zhera hunched her shoulders and the tears fell faster. Tash opened his eyes again and turned to look at her. Kazarien and Sanari seemed to be holding their breath, but Tav knew. Zhera’s silence alone said it all. Finally, she nodded. Just that, nothing more.  
 
    Tav slumped back in the chair. The blood that had been rushing through his body and pounding in his ears fled, leaving him weak and chilled. A cold sheen of sweat dotted his brow. A moment later, black spots interrupted his sight.  
 
    Kazarien came into his field of vision and grabbed his shoulder, pressing a cup into his hands. “Drink, Tav,” he commanded and Tav did so automatically. The sting of hot tea cleared some of the white noise from his head. “Are you all right?” 
 
    Tav nodded.  
 
    “Say something,” demanded the King.  
 
    “I’m all right, Kazarien,” he answered, his voice steady. 
 
    He realized he was becoming something of an expert on feeling numb. He drank the tea that Kazarien forced on him and watched Zhera watch him. Then his eyes focused on the locket still clasped in her hands.  
 
    “How is this possible?” asked Tash. His voice sounded ragged. “How can this be? Did my father know?” 
 
    His father, not our father. His father. Because my father was the protégé of Gava, thought Tav.  
 
    “I’m not sure how to answer your questions. I know how hard this must be for you.” She leaned forward in her chair, clasping Tav’s arm. “I know what you must be thinking.” 
 
    Tav gave a bitter laugh. “You can’t even begin to imagine.” 
 
    Zhera drew a deep breath. “Actually I can because I spent a lot of time with your mother when she was pregnant with you and I know what she feared. She feared you would hate your father because of his past without ever knowing the man he was. And she feared others would persecute you for the same reasons. That was how she came to the decision to hide your paternity. Your fatherI mean, Kiameron agreed.” 
 
    “He agreed?” 
 
    “He did,” replied Zhera. She glanced at Tash. “But Fodongo, who was the Stravad Leader then, knows that part of the story better than I do – how it was all arranged and why. I just know what your mother felt, what I felt, and what Cy meant to both of us.” 
 
    “Both of you? That’s rich,” Tav answered. He glanced at his brother. “Did you know our background was so sordid?” 
 
    ‘Tav, don’t,’ thought Tash, his expression pained.  
 
    “So, tell me, was my conception consensual, or is that another dark secret I’ll have to bear?” 
 
    Zhera recoiled. “Your mother loved your father with all her heart, and she was his life.” 
 
    Tash rose abruptly to his feet and turned his back on the room. Sanari’s eyes tracked between Tash and Tav.  
 
    Kazarien frowned. “I thought Kiameron and Saria grew up in DiNolfol together?” 
 
    “They did, but when DiNolfol fell, Saria was taken to Gava where she met Cy. They fell in love.” 
 
    “How did Saria wind up as Kiameron’s wife?” continued the King.  
 
    “Before the war was over, Kai had promised Cy they would return to Temeron together someday. He kept that promise, bringing Cy here for burial. Shortly thereafter, Saria realized she was pregnant. They decided to stay in Temeron until the baby was born. I don’t believe Kai ever stopped loving Saria or wanting a life with her, so he asked her to marry him. She agreed at first to protect the babe.” 
 
    “And yet she loved Cy with all her heart?” commented Tav.  
 
    “I know you’re bitter, Tav,” answered Zhera, “but you’ve no idea what we went through in Gava, how we struggled to survive, and then all of us watched your father die. It was an unbelievable loss. You will never know the depth of it. That man touched so many lives and then he was gone. Your mother was the most devastated, but after her, I think Kai suffered the greatest.” 
 
    “He suffered over the death of my mother’s lover? Eldon’s star, you’d think he’d celebrate! It worked to his advantage!” 
 
    Zhera’s look was fierce. “Is that how you’d feel if you lost your brother?” 
 
    Tash whirled and Tav recoiled. Even Kazarien and Sanari gave startled exclamations.  
 
    “What did you say?” 
 
    Tears spilled down Zhera’s face and she clutched the locket in her fist. “Kiameron and Cy were brothers,” she said.  
 
    Tav leaned forward and curled his arms over his stomach. He felt like he was going to be sick. Nothing had prepared him for that blow. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 31 
 
      
 
    Leyva rose to her feet when Frasan’s sons and Slerion entered Penara’s suite. Wiping her hands on the chartreuse folds of her gown, she squared her chin. Ninad was frowning, Blanar looked confused (but he usually did), and Slerion seemed tired. Dark circles marred the lines beneath his eyes.  
 
    She felt sorry for Slerion. He, alone, was trying to prevent his father from declaring war on Trendaria. Since the day they had discovered Penara’s disappearance, Lovan had been mustering out his army and equipping them. Frasan kept threatening to leave, but Leyva suspected he was too afraid of how badly things would escalate if he did. Leyva wondered if he wasn’t also afraid Lovan would hunt him down on the road to Yonartison and leave him for the vultures.  
 
    She knew she ought to go home. She suspected Voltarian wasn’t the safest place to be at the moment, but she felt some loyalty to Penara. The Voltarian princess had become her friend after all the time they had spent together and Leyva truly didn’t believe she had run away. Something had happened to her, something very bad, and Leyva felt obligated to help her someway.  
 
    “What is it, Leyva?” asked Slerion.  
 
    She was nervous facing these three young men. They weren’t as cultured and civilized as Kazarien. She had never seen a man able to keep his temper under difficult circumstances as well as Kazarien, but then Kazarien was exceptional in every way.  
 
    She realized her thoughts were wandering. Kazarien was a pleasant diversion, but she needed to concentrate now.  
 
    “I asked you to come here so that we can discuss Penara’s disappearance.” 
 
    Ninad made a face. He was quite ugly to begin with, but the face he made caused him to look like a troll. Leyva clapped a hand over her mouth to stifle a giggle. Immediately, she felt sad. Penara would have laughed with her. Making fun of Ninad had been their favorite pastime.  
 
    Concentrate, she scolded herself.  
 
    “What are you wearing?” asked Ninad.  
 
    Beside him, Blanar snickered.  
 
    “It’s called a gown,” she answered slowly. Lord, they were stupid in Yonartison.  
 
    “I meant the color.” 
 
    Leyva fanned out the skirt of her dress, gazing down on it. It was one of her favorite colors because it complemented her hair so well. Not only that, but she liked the sound the multiple layers made when she walked. Except it did tend to get tangled around her legs, tripping her 
 
    Argh, he was distracting her again.  
 
    “Chartreuse,” she declared with a smile.  
 
    “Puke-green is more like it. Your clothing is hideous.” 
 
    Leyva’s eyes widened and she felt anger move through her. Kazarien would never insult a lady that way, let alone a princess. “At least I can change my clothing. You, unfortunately, are plagued with that face for the rest of your life.” 
 
    Blanar barked out laughter, but Ninad’s features contorted in rage. He took a step toward Leyva, startling her into stumbling into the divan, but Slerion was suddenly between them.  
 
    “Leave her alone,” he said, shoving Ninad backward. “You deserved it.” 
 
    Ninad glared at the prince from Voltarian and Blanar stopped laughing. Leyva covered her mouth once more, wondering if they were going to fight over her. Who would have suspected Slerion would be her champion? Her eyes narrowed on the prince with sudden interest.  
 
    He wasn’t nearly as handsome as Kazarien, but he wasn’t unpleasant looking either. Rather plain and understated, but that could be changed with the right clothing.  
 
    Ninad continued to posture for a moment longer, but he wasn’t nearly as tall nor as broad across the shoulders as Slerion. Eventually he glanced away. “Come on, Blanar. We don’t need the insult. Let’s head into the capital.” 
 
    They swaggered out of Penara’s suite. After they were gone, Slerion turned to Leyva and held out his hand, helping her to stand. “Are you all right?” he asked.  
 
    She smoothed out the wrinkles in her gown. “Yes, because of you.” She batted her eyelashes at him. “Thank you.” 
 
    He frowned, but gave her a nod. “What is this about, Leyva? I’m very busy right now.” 
 
    She blinked, then remembered why she’d called him here. “I know you don’t believe Kazarien capable of kidnapping, even for his alliance,” she said, waving her hand in the air. “I also don’t think Penara ran away.” 
 
    “Neither do I, but I’m still not” 
 
    “Just give me a moment,” she said with a coquettish smile. It always worked with Kazarien. “I thought we might search Penara’s suite and see if we can find a clue to her disappearance.” 
 
    “And what would that prove?” 
 
    Leyva frowned. She hadn’t thought about that. She wasn’t exactly sure; it had just been the only thing she could think to do. “You don’t want your father to declare war on Trendaria, do you?” 
 
    “No, I don’t.” 
 
    “Then what does it hurt to look?” 
 
    Slerion considered that for a moment, then he shrugged. “I guess it doesn’t. Let’s look.” 
 
    He walked to the balcony windows behind Leyva and shoved back the curtains. Sunlight spilled into the room, illuminating what had been shadow. “You start in here and I’ll take her sleeping chamber.” He strolled to the other door and disappeared inside.  
 
    Leyva was disappointed. She had hoped they could look together, but it was too late to change that now. She made a half-hearted search behind the curtains and under the cushions of the couch, where she found a hairpin and a couple of sewing needles. She checked the cabinet that held the sherry Lovan had permitted his daughter. Pulling out the bottle, she found it full and shook her head. Poor Penara, she had been so demure and sweet, she didn’t even take a snip of sherry once in a while. Breaking the wax seal, she opened the bottle and lifted it to her lips, taking a few quick swallows. Glancing back at the door to the sleeping chamber, she could see Slerion on his knees, searching under the bed.  
 
    Recapping the sherry, she placed it back in the cabinet and closed the door, then gathered the pieces of wax into her palm and carried them to the wastebasket beside the door. As she was dusting off her hands, her eyes chanced across a brown stain on the carpet. It was no more than a spot, hardly as wide around as her fingertip.  
 
    Hiking up the folds of her skirt, she knelt and touched the spot. It was dry. Following it with her fingertips, she found another spot, then another, her eyes lifting to the door. Across the right side and along the bottom of the door were splatters of brown.  
 
    Leyva felt sick and scrambled back from the door. “Slerion!” she shouted. “Slerion!” 
 
    He darted into the room, looking around for her. “Leyva?” 
 
    “Here!” she cried, waving a hand in the air.  
 
    He came to her side and hunkered down. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    Leyva pointed to the door. “Look!” 
 
    Slerion studied it closely, then followed the spots across the carpet. Finally he met Leyva’s eyes. “It’s blood.” 
 
    Leyva put a hand over her mouth, dragging her knees in against her chest. She hadn’t really expected to find anything. “Blood?” she gasped from between her fingers.  
 
    Slerion had returned to inspecting the stains. “Penara, what have you gotten yourself into?” he said aloud. He traced the blood up the door and spread his hands across its surface, then he searched the wall and carpet on either side of the door.  
 
    He bent suddenly and reached behind the credenza. Leyva watched him pick up an object, then hunker down at her side again. Their eyes locked as he lifted it into the sunlight streaming through the windows.  
 
    Leyva studied the object. It was tubular-shaped with a sharp point on one end and fletching on the other. It looked like a miniature arrow. “What is it?” she asked.  
 
    A muscle in Slerion’s jaw bulged. “A tirs projectile.” 
 
    “A what?” 
 
    “An Orahim dart,” he said.  
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    Bendix hid at the rear of the Audience Chamber and listened to Lovan making a laundry list of demands. His general stood at attention and nodded with every new order, but he didn’t look terribly enthusiastic.  
 
    Bendix fought the smile that touched the corners of his mouth. The general felt this declaration of war was suicide as much as Frasan and the crown prince did, but he was bound by duty and sworn to uphold his liege lord’s every command.  
 
    Frasan was pacing the dais. Bendix glared at the man. Why didn’t he make good on his threat and go home? He was only distracting Lovan from his cause.  
 
    The castle chamberlain had a new respect for Tiros. The man could predict the outcome of a situation with uncanny accuracy. Lovan was declaring war, Frasan was refusing to leave, and Slerion’s pleas for reason were being ignored.  
 
    Soon the army would depart from Voltarian, march on Trendaria, and leave their home vulnerable to attack. That was when Harad’s followers would move into the void and collapse the Kingdom. Once they had control of Voltarian, Tiros planned to reunite father and daughter, so that Lovan could know the full extent of what he’d done, but not until then.  
 
    The only reason Bendix had agreed to Tiros’ plot was because the princess would come to no harm in the end. Well, not exactly the only reason, but a large part of it, the chamberlain thought to console himself.  
 
    Such a perfect plot! Such a brilliant scheme! And it was all going so remarkably well! 
 
    At that moment Slerion and the princess from Zenoradel stormed into the Audience Chamber. Frasan whirled and Lovan faltered in mid-sentence. The look on Slerion’s face caused Bendix to slink back against the wall.  
 
    “Father, you’ve got to stop this insanity at once!” 
 
    “What is the meaning of this?” demanded Lovan.  
 
    Slerion held up an object. “Leyva and I searched Penara’s suite and this is what we found.” 
 
    Black spots danced across Bendix’s field of vision and sweat peppered his body. He slid behind a potted tree and sank to his knees, clutching the pot.  
 
    “What is it?” asked Lovan.  
 
    The general took the object from the prince’s hand and inspected it. He looked up into the King’s face. “A tirs bolt.” 
 
    Frasan was looking over Lovan’s shoulder and they both frowned. “A what?” asked Lovan.  
 
    “An Orahim dart,” said the princess from Zenoradel proudly. “We also found blood stains on the door.” 
 
    Lovan’s mouth fell open and Frasan backed up a few steps.  
 
    Bendix clutched a hand to his chest. This was bad! This was bad! He wasn’t sure what to do now.  
 
    “What does this mean?” continued the King. His face had grown ashen.  
 
    “Trendaria is not responsible!” shouted Slerion.  
 
    “I would have to agree,” offered Frasan.  
 
    The general made a fist around the dart. “Most likely your daughter was taken by Harad’s followers.” 
 
    “Why?” cried Lovan.  
 
    The general pursed his lips in thought, but Slerion was quicker. “To get us to send the army out of the protectorate so we’d be left unprotected. I knew something was wrong with this whole thing, but if Leyva hadn’t urged me to search Penara’s quarters, we might have made a fatal error.” 
 
    Bendix clamped his jaw shut. He needed to get out of here, he needed to warn Tiros. Most importantly, he needed to get Gaul out of the castle. If they started inspecting the castle guards, they’d find the hexagon-shaped tattoo on the fool’s forearm. Gaul would know how to find Tiros, since the physician hadn’t bothered to tell Bendix where he was located. Gaul and Tiros were in regular communication though.  
 
    Lovan sank down on the dais. “What have I done?” 
 
    “Nothing that can’t be fixed, Father.” 
 
    “I don’t know how to repair it, and what about Penara? What about my daughter?” 
 
    Slerion hunkered down in front of his father, touching his knee. “We’ll find Penara, Father, I promise you, but you’ve got to send word to the other protectorates. They must be warned about what almost happened here. And you’ve got to send word to Kazarien in Temeron. Beg him to return to Voltarian and help us.” 
 
    Lovan nodded mechanically. “Get Bendix,” he said. “He’ll send the messages.” He dropped his head in his hands and slumped his shoulders. “Get Bendix, please.” 
 
    Bendix pushed himself to his feet and wiped the sweat from his brow. His knees were still trembling, but he recognized an opportunity when he saw one. Get Bendix indeed! Bendix would make sure everything turned out all right.  
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    Tash rested his hand on Zarand’s back as he followed Kazarien, his brother, and Sanari into the Council Chamber. He felt disconnected with his environment, out of place. The previous day had rocked him more than he had suspected. He wasn’t numb, but he wasn’t thinking clearly either. Whenever his mind touched on what they had discovered about their parents, he felt himself shy away again, unable to grapple with it.  
 
    Zarand provided a living, breathing connection to reality. As long as he touched the lion, he felt as if he was grounded once more. Odd that he would come to consider an animal his friend.  
 
    The Council Chamber in Temeron was really an auditorium with long tables that took up three of the sides. There were at least seventy-five chairs arranged at equal intervals along the tables, all with placards that read the names of one or another of the council members, elders in the community who were respected for their wisdom and aspiring youths training to take their place. Behind the council tables and chairs, the walls were covered with portraits of past Stravad Leaders and important Stravad throughout history. Tash’s eye was immediately drawn to four in particular.  
 
    The first was his father. He suspected Zhera had painted it when his father was in Temeron because he had rarely seen an artist paint with her attention to detail. The next was Cy, his handsome face aglow with some inner light. At the head of the room was a portrait of Eldon. Tash had seen enough of these to recognize the legend in the flesh. But most startling of all was the portrait on the entrance wall. Gava.  
 
    Tash recognized him from books about the war, but also from his own father’s description. Why in the world would the Stravad want to immortalize their greatest failure – the one Stravad who had nearly destroyed Loden? 
 
    Thalandar crossed the room to meet them, his boots echoing on the tiled floor. He shook Kazarien’s hand. “Come, he’s waiting,” he said, motioning to another room on the right side of the main chamber.  
 
    They followed him to where he indicated, filing through into a smaller, more warmly decorated room where Omenarian sat at an oval-shaped table. Sitting to either side of him were two Stravad, each with scribing tools and parchment. One was female and one male, both beautiful in that intangible Stravad way. They offered the newcomers smiles, but their attention was captivated by Zarand.  
 
    Omenarian looked like an older version of Thalandar with long white hair and silver eyes. He also studied the lion, but he didn’t move from his chair, his hands folded in his lap. Then he lifted his eyes to Kazarien and there they locked.  
 
    Kazarien executed a formal bow and stood at attention before the Stravad Leader. “Thank you for seeing us, sir,” he said.  
 
    Omenarian pressed his tongue against his upper teeth in an expression Tash had seen his son employ. “You Humans and your ceremony. Sit Kazarien and tell me about the lion.” 
 
    Kazarien blinked in surprise. Thalandar had moved to a spot beside the male scribe and nodded at the King to relay his story. Kazarien took a seat opposite his friend, motioning the rest of them to do the same. As Tav settled his own scribing tools on the table, Kazarien began his story.  
 
    Tash took the opportunity to study the room. The oval table and the chairs were the only furniture. The entire back wall of the room was broken by windows, whose drapes were drawn back allowing the afternoon sunlight to stream through. The walls were painted an ocher brown and the furniture was also in earth tones. Even the carpet beneath Tash’s feet had a brownish tint to it.  
 
    Tash realized that Omenarian conducted private audiences in this room, rather than the austere Council Chamber. It invited calm, although, by the tightness of Kazarien’s voice, Tash suspected the King was anything but calm right now.  
 
    Tash wasn’t sure what he felt, but his mind really wasn’t on this latest venture of Kazarien’s. Nor, did he suspect, was Tav’s. Tav wasn’t even much interested in the lion at the moment. Zarand returned to Tash’s side and sat down beside him. Tash rested his hand on the animal’s mane, but his eyes strayed to his brother.  
 
    Whenever he looked at Tav now, he ached inside. He had hurt Tav in a way that could never be repaired. If only he had let his curiosity go, if only he had never touched that damn locket. The locket now rested in the center of Tav’s chest. For some reason, his brother felt the need to carry it, as if it were his badge of disgrace.  
 
    Kazarien finished his story, returning Tash to the moment.  
 
    Omenarian leaned back in his chair and studied each of them in turn. “Interesting tale, Kazarien. I’m impressed.” 
 
    Tash shifted his attention to the Stravad Leader. What an odd thing to say? 
 
    Kazarien thought the same. “Impressed? By what, Stravad Leader?” 
 
    “Your power.” 
 
    “My power?” 
 
    Omenarian motioned to Zarand. “An animal such as this cannot be tamed. He obviously travels with you of his own freewill.” 
 
    “Yes, he does.” 
 
    “Impressive. You have a remarkable gift. “ 
 
    Kazarien narrowed his eyes. “The gift isn’t mine, it’s Tav’s. He’s the one that communicates with Zarand.” 
 
    Omenarian gave him a smile. It was a beautiful smile, but something about it chilled Tash. “Again, a credit to you and your talent.” 
 
    Kazarien exchanged a confused look with Thalandar. The other man shrugged.  
 
    “Come now, Kazarien, you know exactly what I’m talking about,” said the Stravad Leader, catching the look.  
 
    Kazarien leaned a forearm on the table and faced him. “Frankly, I have no idea.” 
 
    Omenarian’s silver eyes glimmered with inner light. “I have always thought that you were the most dangerous of the Human Kings.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “They are all buffoons. Keep them fed, keep them entertained, and they stay where they belong. Not a one of them uses his brain for more than filling his skull. You, on the other hand, think.” 
 
    “I think?” questioned the King.  
 
    Omenarian gave a laugh. Like his smile, it was pleasant on the surface, but Tash shivered as the undercurrent struck him. Omenarian’s laugh held no joy.  
 
    “You think, you scheme, you plot, you conspire.” 
 
    Tash tightened his hold on the lion and Tav lifted his head, studying the Stravad Leader. Kazarien’s spine had gone ramrod straight.  
 
    “What does this have to do with the lion, Omenarian?” he said carefully.  
 
    “Everything. Do you think I don’t see the significance of your allies? A predatory animal, two half-bloods, and a woman – you, Kazarien, are pandering to all the ideals Temerian Stravad hold dear.” 
 
    “Stravad Leader?” cautioned Thalandar, but he was ignored.  
 
    “Pandering?” repeated Kazarien. Tash recognized the edge in the King’s voice. He had heard it before. “My entourage has nothing to do with Temerian ideals. These are the most qualified people I have in my employ.” 
 
    “And yet they match Temerian ethics so well. As I said, you are the most dangerous of your peers, which is why I would rather make a treaty with any of them before you, Kazarien.” 
 
    Kazarien jerked back in shock and Thalandar glared at his father. Tash could see the tightening of Tav’s jaw. His brother might be swamped in his own turmoil, but the slight to his king was inciteful. Even Tash felt anger move through him.  
 
    Omenarian didn’t seem to notice. “Now, if we understand one another, you are dismissed. My own people are waiting for an audience with me.” He leaned forward so he could speak with one of the scribes.  
 
    Thalandar opened his mouth to protest, but Kazarien interrupted him. “No!” 
 
    Omenarian sat back in his chair. “What?” 
 
    “I said no. This audience is not finished!” 
 
    The Stravad Leader scrutinized the King. “I see the cat has another face, does he? The one side of Kazarien is patient and winning, suckering his victims in before he closes the trap. You make people do your bidding by tricking them into believing you are genuine. The other Kazarien can be quite aggressive when faced with opposition. Either way, you always get what you want, don’t you, Kazarien?” 
 
    Kazarien exhaled. “No, Omenarian, you took the only thing I ever really wanted away from me.” 
 
    The Stravad Leader’s eyes widened. “My daughter? I didn’t take her away – you lost her. She saw the true Kazarien.” 
 
    Kazarien shut his eyes briefly and drew a calming breath. “Listen, Stravad Leader, let’s put our personal differences aside and think of what is best for the entire region. I’m only asking to present my treaty to the Council. Let them decide.” 
 
    Omenarian shook his head. “The Council decides matters of greatest importance. Mundane things fall within my jurisdiction.” 
 
    “I hardly think a treaty between the entire region is mundane, Stravad Leader,” interrupted Thalandar.  
 
    He earned himself a glare from his father, but he didn’t seem to be concerned about it. He shifted his gaze to Kazarien. “You are right, Kazarien. The past should be left there. Present your treaty.” 
 
    “No!” shouted Omenarian, startling everyone. “The past is not dead nor will it be ignored.” 
 
    “But you are letting personal issues cloud your judgment,” offered his son.  
 
    “Personal issues must always temper my judgment and you’d do well to learn such if you ever hope to continue in my stead. I cannot separate what I know of Kazarien the man from Kazarien the ruler. He does not. He used his knowledge of Stravad culture to guide his presentation here today. He is the one that made it personal.” 
 
    Thalandar turned to face him. “And from what I know of Kazarien the man, I believe he should be allowed to address the Council.” 
 
    Omenarian narrowed his eyes on his son. “And that would be what? The fact that he lured your sister away from her people and across the entire region? Or perhaps that he holed her up in a kingdom which maligned and ostracized her? Or maybe you feel that abandoning her on the Boline Plain, pregnant and alone, was an honorable choice?” 
 
    The blood drained from Kazarien’s face.  
 
    “Father!” shouted Thalandar. His worried gaze shot to Kazarien.  
 
    “What did you say?” Kazarien’s voice trembled. 
 
    Omenarian turned vengeful eyes on the King. “You sent my daughter from Trendaria alone and pregnant. She lost your child on the return trip.” 
 
    Sanari grabbed for Kazarien as he swayed and Tash jumped to his feet, hurrying around the table. He caught Kazarien under the elbow and pulled him upright. “Hang on,” he said, knocking the chair out of the way.  
 
    Kazarien leaned on him as Tash led him toward the windows. Sanari hurried after them and Tash motioned for her to lift the pane so that the King could get some fresh air.  
 
    “She was pregnant,” said Kazarien in a weak voice. He leaned both hands on the sill and pressed his face to the glass, breathing deeply. “I didn’t know.” 
 
    Tash gripped his shoulder to let him know he wasn’t alone, then he glanced back at the table. Thalandar had risen to his feet, but he halted, watching Kazarien with a worried expression. Tash couldn’t see Omenarian’s face, but he was sitting calmly in his chair. Tav’s expression was shocked, but the scribes were busy scribbling something on their parchment, trying to distance themselves from the scene. Even Zarand had risen. He padded toward them, pressing his bulk between Sanari and the King, shoving his head under Kazarien’s arm.  
 
    Tash met Sanari’s look. He reached over and took her elbow. “You’ve got to save this. Kazarien can’t right now. You’re all he’s got left.” 
 
    “What can I do?” she whispered, panic making her pale.  
 
    “I don’t know, but I believe in you, Sanari. You can turn this fiasco around. Please!” 
 
    She looked at the King, then straightened. “I guess I can’t make it any worse,” she muttered.  
 
    Tash gave her an encouraging smile as she strode back to the table. She crossed to the end and reached into the pile, picking up the treaty and looking at it. Tash suspected she was stalling for time. Thalandar brought Tash a chair and he helped Kazarien sink into it, Zarand at his side.  
 
    All eyes in the room followed Sanari as she walked back to Omenarian. Tash thought she never looked more beautiful or more regal. She tossed the treaty onto the table before the Stravad Leader and gave him a narrow-eyed stare.  
 
    “I can understand why you don’t trust Kazarien,” she said.  
 
    Kazarien lifted his head and met Tash’s gaze. Tash squeezed his shoulder reassuringly.  
 
    Omenarian laid a hand on the treaty. “You can?” 
 
    “Of course,” she continued. “He is crafty. You were exactly right about him stacking the deck, so to speak. He knew it would go a long way toward gaining your respect if he had a female minister. He also brought the lion here today simply to impress you. And Tash and Tav have always been his primary tool. Who would vote against men who had been raised by Kiameron?” She leaned on the table, bringing herself closer to the Stravad Leader. “Particularly in Temeron.” 
 
    “Continue,” ordered the Stravad Leader.  
 
    Tash saw Kazarien’s hands tighten into fists.  
 
    Sanari motioned at each of them in turn. “However, these machinations are rather overt, wouldn’t you say? We both know Kazarien is craftier still. Name one leader who would willingly give up his autonomy, his absolute rule to seek an alliance between equally powerful kingdoms. Now you could argue that a man like Kazarien would figure he could control his fellow kings and therefore gain by appearing to lose. You’ve accused him of such today. And yet, most perplexing of all, he brought the treaty to the one protectorate all others fear. The one protectorate even Gava feared. He brought it to the Stravad. Now, a man willing to risk such danger as this must be either reckless or incredibly astute.” 
 
    Omenarian ran a hand over his chin. “You make an interesting argument, young woman. Perhaps he’s seeking to gain control over all of Loden.” 
 
    “Perhaps,” agreed Sanari. “We know he will use any method to gain what he wants, but he would have control over all of Loden with the six kingdoms under his thumb. Let’s be honest, Temeron is powerful, but no match for six. The problem with your scenario is that adding Temeron into the equation becomes a very bad idea – unless one had an ulterior motive. The only ulterior motive I can conjure up that benefits Kazarien is the protection of his people and the continued prosperity of the region. Now that is a truly diabolical scheme.” 
 
    Thalandar smiled, but Omenarian tilted his head. “You need not be sarcastic. Explain to me why adding Temeron to the equation is a bad idea if he wants control over the region?” 
 
    “Think of the influence Temeron and Temerian ideals would have on the Kings themselves. They would likely come to Temeron and see women being treated as equals. So would their women. Eldon’s star, the women might demand similar treatment. Nobles would venture here and discover a protectorate ruled by a council rather than a sovereign. They might start wanting a say in their government. Young scholars would come and study at Temerian schools and bring progressive ideas home to their kingdoms. It would become an epidemic of progress; and consequently, the idea of rule by royalty might eventually be abolished.” Sanari looked down and shook her head, exhaling slowly. “Now, I have tried to find some nefarious gain in that for Kazarien, but I just can’t make such a leap in logic.” 
 
    She leaned on the table again, staring right into the Stravad Leader’s face. “The other thing that puzzles me is why a man with your background and beliefs would dare to pass up such an opportunity.” 
 
    Omenarian shifted in his chair. His scribes were staring at him, Sanari was staring at him, and so was Tav from the end of the table. He glanced up at the young woman. “Go on.” 
 
    Sanari straightened, a slight smile touching the corners of her mouth. She motioned to Tav. “My colleague has come up with a viable solution to the centralized government issue – one that gives each member of the treaty an equal share of the power. I’d like him to explain his plan to you and then I’d like you to read the treaty. I think you’ll be pleasantly surprised.” 
 
    The Stravad Leader folded his hand over his chin. “I think I already am.” He glanced at his male scribe. “Pencil in time tomorrow for Taverand to speak with me.” The scribe immediately began shuffling papers. Omenarian looked back at Sanari. “And next I suppose you’ll want to address the Council “ 
 
    “Of course,” said Sanari with a smile.  
 
    The Stravad Leader motioned to his scribe. “Add them to the agenda for a week from Friday.” He shot a look over his shoulder at the King. “Does that fulfill your wish, Kazarien?” 
 
    “Yes, Stravad Leader,” answered Kazarien.  
 
    “Very well, young woman. I believe you are finished.” 
 
    “I am,” Sanari answered, dropping a quick curtsy.  
 
    Omenarian motioned toward the door. “In that case, let my next appointment in please. You are dismissed.” 
 
    Sanari reached for the treaty, but her eyes met Tash’s. He winked at her and she smiled. Her smile was nearly as bright as the Temerian sun.  
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    Clustered beneath the trees at the edge of the river, a group of young Stravad gathered. Chayse sat beside them with his knees drawn up to his chest, his arms wrapped around his shins. He watched as Senerdan accepted the flask from one of his friends, taking a drink and passing it on to him. The boy took it and lifted it to his nose, sniffing the contents. He had enough experience in the military to know booze when he smelt it, but this had a slightly more fruity odor than the stuff he regularly smelt on the soldiers’ breaths.  
 
    He lowered the flask and held it for a moment, watching his Stravad counterpart. Senerdan was laughing at something one of the other Stravad said, his attention distracted. Chayse’s gaze shifted to the group of young women sitting off to the side, talking quietly amongst themselves. The dark haired one with the luminous eyes was Senerdan’s intended, the girl he said he was going to marry. She was beautiful, but then all Stravad were, and it wasn’t just their physical appeal. There was something otherworldly about them, something ancient and elemental.  
 
    True, he found Senerdan to be rather flighty, not serious enough by half, but there was something deeper there lying beneath the surface, some inner knowledge that none of the Humans in Chayse’s experience had. Jelian, Senerdan’s intended, had it as well.  
 
    Senerdan turned and held out his hand for the flask. Chayse passed it over and watched as the Stravad brought it to his mouth and took a swallow. He lowered the flask and passed it on, then narrowed his eyes on his new Human friend.  
 
    “Why are you so quiet?” he asked, punching Chayse in the shoulder.  
 
    Chayse’s gaze shifted to a young man strumming on a guitar. Beside him sat one of the girls, her arm entwined through his. She was humming to herself. Overhead the stars blazed down and a sultry breeze blew along the river bank.  
 
    “I was just thinking about how peaceful it is.” Chayse offered him a smile.  
 
    Senerdan frowned. “Who needs peace?” He plucked a rock from the ground beside him and chucked it at his guitar-playing friend, hitting his foot. “Play something more lively.” 
 
    The young man straightened and braced the guitar on his thigh. Another boy brought out a flute and they conversed in whispers, then struck up a song. Immediately the girl began to sing in a high, thready voice that blended perfectly with the night and the atmosphere. A few of the girls rose and began a lazy dance around the circle at the edge of the river, their bodies moving sinuously with the music. Chayse stretched out his legs and watched them, oddly moved by the poetry of their motions.  
 
    A few of the boys rose also, but they were more drunk and the dance became a silly parody of lurching, stumbling bodies, while the girls’ laughter rang out clear and unaffected. Chayse felt himself smiling and the ever-present tension inside of him eased. Senerdan handed him the flask, but Chayse shook his head, wanting nothing more than to exist in this moment, letting the music and the night wash over him.  
 
    “Come on, take a sip. You haven’t drank anything all night.” 
 
    Chayse blinked at his Stravad friend, surprised. He didn’t think Senerdan had noticed much beyond himself and Jelian. “I don’t think Lord Kazarien would like it if I did.” 
 
    Senerdan frowned again. It wasn’t an expression that looked right on him for some reason. He made a production out of glancing around. “Do you see Kazarien anywhere near us?” 
 
    Chayse fought the reflexive flinch at Senerdan’s familiarity. He reminded himself that Stravad did not believe in titles of any sort, especially not those that spoke to regal alignments. And yet for him, honoring his king went beyond the formalities of his culture; it was as deeply ingrained as his own name.  
 
    “I have to go back tonight and if the King knew I’d been drinking” 
 
    Senerdan gave a bark of laughter, turning to watch the dancers for a moment. The girl had stopped singing, but the flute had picked up the pace, piping out a rollicking tempo that fueled the celebratory mood. “You need to loosen up. You’re only young once.” 
 
    Chayse’s eyes snapped to the Stravad’s face. He had never felt young in his entire life and he didn’t know where to begin now. Just being out here felt wrong somehow, as if he were shirking his duty, even though Kazarien had given him permission.  
 
    “We don’t live the same life,” he told Senerdan. “I have a duty to uphold.” 
 
    Senerdan’s expression sobered. “How long have you been in the military?” 
 
    “Four years.” 
 
    “You must’ve been very young when you started.” 
 
    “I was.” 
 
    Senerdan snorted and lifted the flask again. “My father keeps telling me I need to find direction. I sure hope you don’t tell him how long you’ve been Kazarien’s slave.” 
 
    Chayse felt a rush of anger move through him. “I’m not Lord Kazarien’s slave. I’m his squire and I’m proud of what I do.” 
 
    Senerdan looked contrite. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean anything by it. It’s just you need to live a little, enjoy life.” 
 
    Chayse couldn’t deny the Stravad had a point. He’d seen life taken rather quickly on this journey and had a new appreciation for how fleeting it could be, but then Chayse had a more real example to follow. His own brother hadn’t lived to see past his eighteenth year.  
 
    “I don’t know how,” he admitted.  
 
    Senerdan gave him a wicked smile. “Well, first thing’s first.” He held out the flask.  
 
    Chayse took it and lifted it to his lips, taking a sip. It blazed down his esophagus and into his stomach. He passed it back. “Gods, it burns.” 
 
    Senerdan laughed. “It gets better.” 
 
    Chayse blinked the tears from his eyes and drew a cooling breath. “What does your father want you to do?” 
 
    “Study toward a political career. He thinks that I could be Stravad Leader after him.” 
 
    “And you don’t want this?” 
 
    Senerdan shrugged, his gaze shifting to Jelian. She was clapping and laughing at the cavorting dancers. “All I really want is her.” 
 
    Chayse followed his look. “Do you really plan to marry her?” 
 
    “As soon as possible.” 
 
    “Isn’t that acting too adult too quickly?” 
 
    Senerdan looked back at him. “We’re as good as married now. Stravad know when they’ve found their life mates. I’ve found mine. It has nothing to do with working myself into an early grave.” 
 
    “Lord Kazarien doesn’t work me that hard.” 
 
    Senerdan tented a knee and braced his arm across it. “Lord Kazarien this, Lord Kazarien that. Mind you, he’s decent enough for a Human king, but he’s still just a Human.” He cuffed Chayse playfully in the shoulder, lessening the insult of his words. “You’d think the morning rose at his command the way you talk.” 
 
    Chayse didn’t bother to answer. Someone like Senerdan would nevercould never understand his loyalty to the King.  
 
    “So what is it? How come you’re so obsessed with serving him?” 
 
    Chayse met Senerdan’s intent blue eyes. “He saved my life,” he said pointedly. “If it hadn’t been for him, I’d be dead just like my brother.” 
 
    Senerdan’s playful expression sobered. “I’m sorry,” he said. “I didn’t know.” 
 
    Those simple words were enough to ease the tension between them. Chayse nodded and turned toward the dancers, letting the music and the laughter seep into him, filling him with pleasure at the thought of the life beating inside of him. He reached over and grabbed the flask from Senerdan’s hand, surprising him. Then he took two huge swallows, wincing at the fiery blaze that raced into his stomach. Jumping to his feet, he moved toward the river’s edge.  
 
    “Come on,” he called back to the Stravad. “Teach me how to do this dance.” 
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    Alina stood in the doorway of her brother’s living room, watching him work with Kiameron’s son. They were trying to levitate an orange, but beyond making it rock back and forth, they weren’t having much luck.  
 
    “Maybe I don’t have my father’s gift in this area, Thalandar,” said Tash.  
 
    Thalandar exhaled. “You said you moved a piece of wood on your uncle’s farm. You must have the gift.” 
 
    “I moved it less than an inch. What makes you think I can do this?” 
 
    Thalandar pushed his tongue against his front teeth. “You are able to utilize the emerald. Didn’t anyone explain how the talisman works, Tash?” 
 
    “Who would have done that? My aunt and uncle? They’re both Human.” 
 
    Thalandar leaned forward and braced his forearms on his thighs. “The emerald acts as a conduit for energy. It’s made from a material called lodegems, the very gems Gava was so intent on mining for their power. Green lodegems in particular have explosive properties. In other words, they can channel energy. When energy is focused it causes movement – living bodies, objects, elements – do you see where I’m going with this?” 
 
    Tash’s grey eyes were narrowed, but he nodded. “I think I understand.” 
 
    “In order to utilize the emerald, you must be able to move energy with your psychokinetic power. It’s the same with this.” 
 
    Tash shook his head. “You want me to blast the orange across the room? I don’t think Fakolvna will thank you for the mess.” 
 
    Thalandar chuckled. “No, I just want you to move it, make it fall off the table, anything. You never know when you might need to call upon your power voluntarily.” 
 
    “And what if I can’t? Each time I’ve used the emerald, we’ve been under attack. It has always responded involuntarily.” 
 
    “I can threaten you with a weapon if you like.” 
 
    Alina smiled. So did Tash. “I think Fakolvna would like it less if I splattered you on her walls. What if I can’t gain control over my power because I’m only half-Stravad?” 
 
    “That could very well be, but it doesn’t hurt to try while you’re here in Temeron. You have another week to wait before the council is convened.” 
 
    “All right,” said Tash and they went back to concentrating on the orange.  
 
    Fakolvna came up behind Alina, wrapping an arm around her shoulders. “I guess Thalandar told you what happened.” 
 
    Alina hugged her middle, feeling suddenly chilled. “He did. I’m trying to get up the courage to face Kazarien.” 
 
    Fakolvna offered her a sympathetic smile. “Just tell him the truth.” 
 
    “Is he all right?” 
 
    “He’s shocked, hurt, but you didn’t expect any less from a man like Kazarien, did you?” 
 
    Alina sighed. “No, I guess I didn’t. Damn it all, why does it have to be like this? There’s already so much pain and misunderstanding between us. We didn’t need any more.” 
 
    “I’m sure your father guessed as much, which is why he did what he did.” Fakolvna turned Alina to face her. “You’re going to have to make a decision before it’s too late. How would you have felt if Kazarien showed up here a married man?” 
 
    Alina bit her lip.  
 
    Fakolvna rubbed her arms. “Then you better do something about it because it’ll happen sooner or later. Believe me, Alina, you only get one chance at love and then only if you are very, very lucky. You’d better grab it when it comes.” 
 
    Alina gave her sister-in-law a sad smile and kissed her cheek. “Where is he?” 
 
    “On the back porch.” 
 
    Extricating herself, Alina walked down the hall and opened the door. The young man known as Tav looked up when she stepped out onto the porch and the lion rose to his feet, placing himself between Alina and his master. Alina paused, taking in the scene.  
 
    Sitting in one of the chairs was a young woman Alina briefly remembered from Kazarien’s first night in Temeron. Her father had told her the young woman was named Sanari and Kazarien’s minister. He seemed to regard her with some respect.  
 
    Kazarien stood in the shadows of the porch, looking out over the back lawn. Alina couldn’t see his face from where she stood, but Tav touched his arm. “Kazarien?” he said.  
 
    Kazarien looked up, then shifted until he was gazing over his shoulder. Alina could feel the acceleration of her heart.  
 
    “Sanari and I will be inside, if you need us,” said Tav, catching the young woman’s arm as she rose to her feet. The lion padded along behind them and disappeared into the house.  
 
    Kazarien returned to his scrutiny of the yard.  
 
    “Kazarien,” Alina said, moving toward him. She wanted to touch him, but his shoulders stiffened as she drew closer. “I need to talk to you about this.” 
 
    “Why? You didn’t feel it necessary to tell me before you left Trendaria or any time since. What’s done is done, Alina.” 
 
    She gripped the rail with both hands and stared out into the yard the same way he was doing. Gradually she let her shoulder brush against his. She was relieved when he didn’t immediately jerk away from her.  
 
    “I wasn’t sure I was pregnant when I left Trendaria,” she said, forcing herself to speak. It hurt – made her remember the enormous emptiness inside of her, but if she kept going, it got easier. “Then I believed that I was such a skilled healer, I could save the baby myself. I have never been so wrong.” 
 
    “Why didn’t you send me a letter, anything? Were you deliberately keeping it from me?” 
 
    “Of course not,” she scolded. “I guess I didn’t send a letter because I was ashamed and guilty. I felt like I’d risked our baby’s life by returning to Temeron. It was a very bad time for me.” 
 
    He turned then and faced her. “Couldn’t you have told me the other night? You let me go in there with your father, giving him that sort of an advantage over me. Did you think he wouldn’t use it against me?” 
 
    Alina swallowed hard and lowered her head. “I was afraid he’d do just that, but I was so overwhelmed by seeing you, I couldn’t speak.” She looked up. “I would never have hurt you for anything, Kazarien. I should have told you.” 
 
    “But as always you chose your father over me,” he responded bitterly, turning away from her again.  
 
    “You have no idea what I went through when I came back to Temeron two years ago and found out my father lied to me. I told him I never wanted to see him again. It was only for my mother and brother that I changed my mind, but nothing has been the same between my father and me since. I didn’t mean to give him an advantage over you today. I” Her voice faltered. She reached out and touched his forearm. “I was afraid you’d hate me.” 
 
    He glanced down at her. “Hate you? I’ve never stopped loving you. Why do you think it hurt so badly to find out you left Trendaria carrying our child and then lost it? Your father made quite a point of saying you were alone. Each time he said it, I felt like he was shoving a knife right in my heart. I would never have wanted you to suffer like that alone.” 
 
    She tugged on his arm, turning him to face her. She couldn’t stop herself from moving closer to him, laying her head on his chest so she could hear the beating of his heart. When his arms came around her, she shut her eyes and sighed. Gods, she loved him still, would always love him.  
 
    “Why can’t we put everything behind us, Kazarien, and start over?” she whispered.  
 
    He didn’t answer for a moment and she leaned back to look up at him. He met her look, his dark eyes tormented. “How can we put everything behind us, Alina, when the same things still stand between us?” 
 
    “What is between us now?” 
 
    “Your father and Temeron.” 
 
    Alina pressed her palms to his chest. “Please don’t make me choose between you and Temeron, Kazarien. Please!” 
 
    Kazarien’s expression was grim. “But that’s the point, Alina, you’ve already chosen. You’re still in Temeron. One of us had to make the sacrifice and” 
 
    “And because I’m a woman, you automatically assumed it should be me,” she said, pushing out of his hold. “Well, Temerian Stravad don’t have those prejudices, Kazarien.” 
 
    Kazarien gave a bitter laugh. “Oh, you have your prejudices all right. See, I have my reasons why I’ve always thought you should come to Trendaria, but not a one has anything to do with gender. Number one, my people need a leader” 
 
    “And mine don’t?” 
 
    “We both know Thalandar is more suited to be leader because it has been his primary focus, while healing has always been your greatest love. Temeron has a viable leader in Thalandar. Trendaria only has me. Number two, I have a young brother to raise. Number three, we both know your father would never have allowed me to settle in Temeron. It wasn’t only having you away from your home and your people that bothered your father. Your father has always objected to our marriage because I’m Human.” 
 
    She leaned against the rail, closing her eyes. “What are you saying, Kazarien?” 
 
    He reached out and touched her face. “That sometimes there is too much between two people for them to ever start over.” 
 
    She folded her own hand over his. “What about love? We still love each other.” 
 
    “And probably will for the rest of our lives, but sometimes love isn’t enough.” 
 
    She drew his hand away from her face and held it within both of her own as she took another step closer to him. “How can it not be enough? Why can’t we find an answer to this?” 
 
    He gave her a sad smile. “Because there isn’t one.” He pulled away from her, surprising her. Kazarien had never lacked for affection before. “This is too hard for me, Alina. I can’t stand here near you and not touch you, not show you what I feel.” 
 
    “Please stay, Kazarien. Let’s find an answer, please.” 
 
    He shook his head, taking a step back. “I can’t, not now. I’m sorry, Alina. I’m just tired. I’m just so damn tired right now. Good night.” 
 
    Without another word he walked back into the house. Alina sank down on the lawn chair, fighting the tears that threatened. She had known he would be hurt by her omission, but she never dreamed he could walk away from her.  
 
    And he had left it without any chance of reconciliation. Good night! Good bye! 
 
    Alina lifted her head and wiped the tears from her cheeks. That was it! She could find optimism in that. He had told her good night, not good bye.  
 
    She clutched at that small semantic difference. It gave her hope, and for a Temerian Stravad, hope was enough to move the world. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 32 
 
      
 
    Geller nudged the horse up to a trot. He was two hours out of Temeron and anxious to get home. He had worked the postal run from Voltarian to Temeron for five years now, but he didn’t remember when he’d felt this anxious before. Things were changing in Loden.  
 
    Riding post had enabled him to get married and allowed him to purchase a home, but with Celena about to have their first baby, he wasn’t sure it was worth the risk. Twice now he’d been stopped on the road and had only gotten away because Loral was such a fine horse and could outrun any other steed. And yet he was aware that eventually his luck would run out.  
 
    His thoughts turned to his wife. The round trip from Temeron to Voltarian took sixteen days in good weather. He only had to make it once a month, but that still kept him away from his family for more than two weeks at a time. Now that Celena was about to have their baby (any day now, in fact), he wasn’t sure he wanted to be away for such a long stretch anymore.  
 
    Ahead of him was Point Tranquility, the highest peak on the road between Voltarian and Temeron. In more peaceful times, people frequently escaped the Stravad capital to picnic on the summit. In fact, someone had built a stone lean-to, dug a well, and planted some wild flowers. From the point, you could see the whole of Temeron and on particularly clear days, the Longan River. From there it was only a two hour ride into Temeron.  
 
    It wasn’t really surprising to chance upon someone at Point Tranquility. Celena had even met him here a few times before she got pregnant. But Geller was learning to trust no one, so he pulled back on Loral’s reins, bringing her down to a walk, and squinted up the road. A buggy and two horses partially blocked the way and a man waved to him from in front of it. Easing his hand to his bow, he stopped the horse far enough away so that he could react if necessary.  
 
    “Praise Eldon!” said the man, hurrying toward him. He was tall and lanky, dressed all in black with a hat pulled down low over his eyes.  
 
    Geller couldn’t see his face clearly. “That’s close enough, sir.” 
 
    The man halted, holding his hands out to either side. “I’m unarmed, young man,” he called. “Please, I need your help.” 
 
    Geller glanced beyond the man to Point Tranquility. Under the stone lean-to, the man had set a make-shift camp with a small fire. Someone lay in blankets beside the fire, but Geller was too far away to make out whether it was a man or a woman.  
 
    “You’re obviously headed toward Temeron,” said the man.  
 
    Geller didn’t answer. He knew the Stravad Leader occasionally had the warriors patrol this part of the road, but it still wasn’t a regular part of their route.  
 
    The man glanced at the bag Geller had slung over the back of the saddle. “Post, right? You don’t know how glad I am to see you.” 
 
    Geller jerked his chin in the direction of the blanketed figure beneath the lean-to. “Someone hurt?” 
 
    “My daughter. She’s very ill. We were on our way to Temeron to meet her fiancé when she came down with a fever and rash. Yesterday we ran into a doctor on his way to Anatem, but he didn’t have very good news for us.” 
 
    Geller nodded up the road. “I’ll ride on to Temeron and get help.” 
 
    The man held up his hands. “Wait! You need to know my daughter’s illness is contagious. I had it and I guess I gave it to her – high fever, poxit’s a mess. According to the doctor we met, Stravad are very susceptible, which is why I decided to camp out here and not bring it into Temeron.” 
 
    Beside the fire, the figure moaned and rolled over. The moan was obviously feminine. Geller hated to be so cautious, but he certainly couldn’t risk bringing anything home to his pregnant wife.  
 
    “Will she get better?” he asked.  
 
    The man in black shook his head grimly. “I certainly hope so, but you know” He let the sentence trail away. Geller couldn’t see his face, but his shoulders were slumped and his voice sounded sincere enough.  
 
    “What do you want me to do? I’m no healer. Besides that, I have a pregnant wife and I can’t chance bringing her something.” 
 
    “I understand,” said the man, holding out his hands. “I truly understand. It’s just we were coming to Temeron for my daughter’s wedding. I need to get word to her fiancé, let him know what’s happened. He’s bound to be worried.” He lowered his head and shook it in obvious sadness. “Tragic really. They thought it was going to be so romantic, marrying in Temeronbut nownow” His voice faltered.  
 
    “Maybe I could see if one of the healers will” 
 
    “No, there’s no help for my daughter now. She’ll either pull through or” He wiped a hand across his eyes. “You’d only contaminate Temeron if you sent someone out to look at her, but if you’d take a letter to her fiancé, I’d be forever grateful. She wrote it to him before she became delirious. It’ll be the last words he has from her if she doesn’t pull through.” 
 
    Geller’s gaze cut to the young woman. He couldn’t deny he was touched by the heartrending story. To think he wouldn’t be able to say good bye to his own wife made him sad.  
 
    “I suppose I could,” he offered.  
 
    “Oh, thank you,” said the man, “thank you.” He hurried back to the lean-to and retrieved the letter, carrying it into the road again. “I’ll just put it here.” He placed it on the end of the wagon, right where Geller had to pass to head down the road toward Temeron. “Please make sure he gets it. His name is written on the envelope and he’s with the King of Trendaria’s entourage.” 
 
    Geller frowned. “He is?” 
 
    “Yes, like I said, they planned it this way. He knew he was coming to Temeron with the King of Trendaria and he asked her to meet him here.” 
 
    For some reason, Geller felt this latest part of the story strained sincerity. “Wasn’t that rather selfish considering how dangerous the roads have become?” 
 
    The man in black shrugged. “Young lovers, reckless and impetuous! That’s why I insisted on accompanying her. I couldn’t let her chance it alone.” He glanced over his shoulder at the lean-to. “I need to get back to my daughter. Thank you so much for delivering the letter. Thank you.” 
 
    Geller waited until he was back beside his daughter before riding to the buggy and bending over to grab the letter. The man waved to him as he nudged Loral into a canter, but just past the summit, he was quickly lost from view. Easing Loral to a walk again, he held the letter up before his eyes.  
 
    The words Taverand, Minister of Diplomatic Relations, King of Trendaria’s Entourage were written in wavering, round script across the front of the envelope. Geller’s frown deepened. Now that he was away from the emotionally charged scene, he thought it more and more strange.  
 
    In fact, he decided that he would turn the letter over to the Stravad Leader and let him figure out what to do with it. It wouldn’t hurt to be a little cautious.  
 
    It was noon when he neared the gates of Temeron. The warriors along the rampart saluted him and waved him through into the heart of the Stravad capital. Geller breathed a sigh of relief and slowed Loral to a walk. It was a short ride to the stable where he turned her over to the stable-hand and gave the boy instructions on how to care for her.  
 
    Then, slinging the postal bag over his shoulder, he tucked the odd letter into his waistband and strolled down the sun-bright streets to the postal center. His boss was a middle-aged man with a boisterous personality. He came around the counter when Geller entered and slapped him on the back.  
 
    “How was the trip, Geller?” he boomed.  
 
    “Fine,” Geller offered with a smile. He swung the bag onto the counter and worked the buckles. “I did get stopped twicewell, three times, but Loral kept me out of danger.” 
 
    Biron shook his head. “Damn malcontents. Was it those Harad followers?” 
 
    “I guess, they had the symbol with them. All except the last time. That was really weird.” 
 
    Biron had started sorting the mail into piles. “How so?” 
 
    Geller reached into his waist-band and pulled the letter out, looking at it. He started to hand it to his boss, but the outer door slammed open. Celena’s brother, Cirus, stood in the doorway, his face flushed, his chest heaving.  
 
    “Didn’t you hear me call to you from the bell tower at the gate?” he said, panting.  
 
    Geller shook his head. “No, is something wrong?” 
 
    “I’ve been watching for you all morning. I ran all the way here from the gate.” 
 
    Geller took a step away from the counter, the letter forgotten in his hand. “Is something wrong, Cirus?” 
 
    “Celena, she’s having the baby. The healer said it’ll be any time now. You’d better hurry if you want to be there!” 
 
    Geller gaped in astonishment. Biron slapped him on the back again and nudged him toward the door. “Get going, boyo! You don’t get many chances like this!” he said with a laugh.  
 
    Geller beamed at his boss, then smiled stupidly at his brother-in-law. “The baby’s coming?” he said as if he couldn’t believe it was true.  
 
    “Yes! What’s wrong with you! Come on, now!” 
 
    Geller nodded and started for the door, then he remembered the letter. He glanced down at it and ran his thumb over the script. He turned to Biron, opening his mouth to explain his misgivings.  
 
    “Get out of here, boy! If you miss this, she’ll never forgive you!” laughed Biron. “Believe me, I know.” 
 
    “Come on, damn it, Geller!” shouted Cirus from the door.  
 
    Geller held out the letter to his boss. Biron took it and then turned him around, shoving him in the back. “Get going!” 
 
    “But” said Geller, trying to stop him.  
 
    “No buts, just go!” said Biron, pushing him toward Cirus. “Get him out of here, Cirus, now!” 
 
    Cirus grabbed his elbow and pulled him toward the door. “Come on, Geller! Hurry up!” His brother-in-law jumped off the sidewalk and into the street, breaking into a run.  
 
    Geller hesitated on the threshold and glanced back, but Biron had already returned to sorting the mail. Geller shrugged and followed Cirus. He guessed a letter couldn’t do any harm.  
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    Tav and Fakolvna sat on the lawn before the creek. Tash and Kazarien were accompanying Thalandar for a look at Temeron’s defenses and Sanari had gone with Alina to the plant nursery where Alina got most of her healing herbs. Chayse and Senerdan had taken Zarand with them to explore Temeron. Both young men bragged that more women noticed them when they were with the lion.  
 
    Tav found Fakolvna’s calm wisdom very comforting. She had a way of looking at the world that eased some of the emotional turmoil inside of him. He hadn’t taken Zhera’s advice to seek out Fodongo and he hadn’t allowed himself to think much about what they’d learned. Fakolvna was willing to broach the topic with him if he chose, or leave it alone. It was entirely up to him.  
 
    Summer in Temeron was a pleasant season. It never got too hot, even in early afternoon. Sitting beneath the trees with the creek gurgling in the distance, it was very pleasant indeed. In fact, one could forget the rest of the miserable world existed.  
 
    “And how did he receive your ideas?” asked the Stravad woman.  
 
    Tav shrugged. He and Sanari had met with Omenarian the day before. He hadn’t had a chance to discuss it with Fakolvna yet. “I’m not sure I can read him very well. He listened and he asked questions, but he didn’t give us his perceptions.” 
 
    Fakolvna smiled, sipping at her lemonade. “That sounds like the Stravad Leader. He is a difficult man to know. For example, Thalandar and I didn’t even realize he was violently opposed to Alina marrying Kazarien until it was too late.” 
 
    Tav glanced over at her. “That situation is a mess, isn’t it?” 
 
    “Yes, I tried to get Alina to send word to Kazarien after she returned home, but she was so afraid he’d blame her. Now I’m not sure there’s any way to repair the damage.” 
 
    “I think the worst part for Kazarien was finding out from Omenarian.” 
 
    “I agree.” Fakolvna sighed. “I probably should have told him myself.” 
 
    Tav leaned forward and pulled up a blade of grass, tearing it along its spine. “Why do people keep such secrets when they know it’ll do more damage once the truth is known? And it’s always known.” 
 
    Fakolvna touched his arm. “We’re not talking about Kazarien and Alina now, are we?” 
 
    “Not entirely,” answered Tav. “I just wish my mother had been honest with me. Or at least, my aunt and uncle could have told me. I think I could have handled the truth easier when I was younger.” 
 
    “I guess that’s why Zhera wanted you to talk to Fodongo. He knows the reasons behind this lie.” 
 
    Tav tossed the grass away. “I’m not sure I care anymore. The damage is done and like you said, I’m not sure it can be repaired. I don’t know what I feel.” 
 
    “I’ll bet you feel anger, hurt, and betrayal. All normal emotions for what you’ve experienced, but it’ll get easier once the shock wears off.” 
 
    Tav canted a look up at the Stravad woman. “Does Thalandar know how lucky he is to have you?” 
 
    “Yes,” said Fakolvna with a nod. She lifted her drink and took a sip. “I remind him every day.” 
 
    Tav chuckled and pulled another blade of grass. “I think I could stay here in Temeron forever. It’s so peaceful.” 
 
    “Now you see why we’re so reluctant to talk of war and banding together with the Human protectorates. It’s a good life in Temeron. In some ways, it might be too good. We’ve become complacent and isolated once more.” 
 
    “I can’t believe the denial is as bad as it was during the first war. I mean, you’ve taken some precautions, built the wall higher and the bell tower as a warning system.” 
 
    “We’ve taken some precautions,” she repeated, “but I’m not sure it’s enough. I hope you’ll convince the council to vote for Kazarien’s treaty.” 
 
    “So do I,” he answered, giving her a smile.  
 
    “There you are,” came a booming voice.  
 
    Fakolvna and Tav turned to see a man striding toward them across the lawn. They both rose to greet him, although Tav had never seen him before. “Hello, Biron, let me guess. The post is in and you have something for me. Tell me it’s the fabric I ordered from Voltarian.” 
 
    The man grimaced and shook his head. “Sorry, no word on that yet, and what I have isn’t for you either. It’s for one of your houseguests. Your father-in-law told me I could leave it with you.” 
 
    “You did send my order for the fabric, didn’t you?” 
 
    “You know me better than that, Fakolvna,” laughed the man. His eyes shifted to Tav. “Hello, I’m Biron, the post-master.” 
 
    Tav held out his hand. “I’m Tav.” 
 
    The man accepted Tav’s hand and then he squinted in consideration. “You wouldn’t be known as Taverand, would you?” 
 
    “Yes, it’s my given name.” 
 
    The man released Tav and reached for the pouch he carried over his shoulder. He pulled up the flap and retrieved a letter from inside. “Then this is for you.” He held the letter out to Tav.  
 
    Tav took it, studying the script on the envelope. He had been expecting a letter from his aunt and uncle, but this writing was unfamiliar to him. “Thank you,” he said absently, turning it over to study the back. There was no sealing wax, no embossing whatsoever.  
 
    He felt Fakolvna’s eyes on him, but she spoke to the post-master instead. “Are you sure you didn’t miss my package in that nightmare of a postal office, Biron? It should have arrived by now.” 
 
    “I’m sure I didn’t miss it. You know how the roads are nowadays. Geller told me he got waylaid three times on this latest trip. He was gonna tell me about the last time, but Cirus arrived to say that Celena was having the baby.” 
 
    “Really! I’ll bet he was excited.” 
 
    “He dashed out so fast he almost forgot to give me that letter.” He nodded at the envelope in Tav’s hands.  
 
    “He needs to consider a less dangerous job now,” offered Fakolvna.  
 
    “Hush! He’s the best rider I’ve got and that mare of his is priceless. Don’t you start putting ideas in his head, missy!” scolded Biron with a laugh.  
 
    Fakolvna took his arm and led him back toward the house. “You know that’s what I intend to do.” 
 
    “I know it, and you’re throwing me out for good measure, eh?” 
 
    Fakolvna laughed, walking beside the other man. “Yes, because no one else will get their mail today if you stand and talk with all of your customers.” 
 
    “You know I only hand-deliver to you, pretty lady.” 
 
    Tav watched them head back toward the house, the sound of their playful banter drifting away. He returned to his seat on the lawn and held the envelope on his lap. For some reason he was reluctant to open it. He had a sinking suspicion he knew who it was from and could guess at the news. Penara had likely broken down and married Ninad.  
 
    He ran his fingers over the script, turned the envelope over, and studied the flap. Finally, he closed his eyes and drew in a ragged breath.  
 
    He had tried to be reasonable. He had tried to make himself forget her, but he had failed. No other woman had ever touched him so deeply before, no other woman had made him long for what his aunt and uncle shared, what Fakolvna and Thalandar shared. He had never wanted to tie himself down to someone, depend on someone, or have someone depend on him, but he wanted it now. And the only woman he wanted it with was Penara.  
 
    However, sometime in the last few weeks, Tav had learned a valuable lesson. Just because you wanted something to be, it didn’t mean it would happen and just because you didn’t want something to be, it didn’t mean you could stop it.  
 
    He opened his eyes again and reached for the flap, pulling it open. A smudged piece of parchment fell into his hand and he smoothed it against his thigh. The first thing he noticed was the script. It was ragged and wavering across the page, angling downward one moment, only to correct itself the next, taking a drastic sweep upward. Some of the letters were smudged and some were so faint he couldn’t make them out, but he got the general idea.  
 
    Sitting forward in the chair, Tav held the letter up to the sunlight and read the parts of it that were discernible again. His heart began beating rapidly in his chest and his mouth went dry. He blinked to clear his vision and read once more. The message remained the same. Penara had run away from her father.  
 
    She was begging for his help. She couldn’t approach the Stravad capital because she feared they would immediately alert Kazarien and Kazarien would send her home. And she couldn’t go home. If she was sent home, her father would force her to marry Ninad and she couldn’t think of marrying him any longer. Not now. Not knowing that she loved another man.  
 
    She swore she would kill herself if she was sent home. She claimed she was desperate enough to do so. After all, wasn’t it a desperate move to venture all this way alone, especially for a pampered princess? If Tav didn’t help her, she didn’t know where else to turn. She was hungry and scared, and she was alone.  
 
    Tav frowned. Something seemed odd about the letter. True, the script was consistent with someone over-wrought emotionally, but he didn’t remember Penara being quite so melodramatic. This seemed more like something Leyva might write. And yet, the truth was Tav didn’t know her all that well. When faced with so abhorrent a situation, would she have taken such desperate measures in her own hands? 
 
    Sanari would have, but Penara and Sanari were as different as two people could be. Penara had been quiet and strong, restrained and resilient, and yet, he did remember her defiant out-burst the night Ninad had arrived. She had insisted she wasn’t marrying him. Maybe running away was the last option left to her.  
 
    His eyes focused on the first paragraph. How could she marry someone else when she loved another? Another? Him? He almost didn’t dare to hope so much. How could there be a life for them? Where could they go? 
 
    He shook his head and folded the letter in half. He would have to worry about that later. If Penara had run away, it presented a great many problems. She was right, Kazarien would send her home. Not only that, but he and Tash would both try to keep Tav away from her. He had to have time to work this situation out, time to think it through, but first thing was first. He had to get her into Temeron where she would be safe.  
 
    He glanced up at the sky. It was nearing two in the afternoon so he had plenty of time to get to the pass, where she said she would be waiting, and back again before nightfall. He wished he could confide in someone because something still bothered him about the entire situation, but he wasn’t sure who to trust. He couldn’t even take Zarand with him because he was wandering around the city with the boys.  
 
    “Tav, is it bad news?” came a voice above him.  
 
    Tav glanced up and found Fakolvna staring down at him with a concerned expression on her face. Instinctively he wanted to tell her and get her advice, but for some reason he stopped himself.  
 
    This might be his one chance at happiness. If his brother or Kazarien found out too soon, they would put an immediate stop to it; however, if he and Penara had a little time to sort through their feelings, perhaps they could convince everyone of their right to be together. They needed time to talk, time to explore what it was they felt, and Tav needed some time to think. A ride to the pass and back would give him that time.  
 
    “No, actually, it’s fine,” he said, rising to his feet. He realized he didn’t sound very convincing.  
 
    For some reason, he was more than a little anxious and he didn’t think it was simply the obstacles in front of Penara and himself. He drew a deep breath and gave Fakolvna a smile. Most likely he was feeling worry for Penara’s safety. He wanted to get on the road after her as soon as possible.  
 
    “Are you sure?” she asked, frowning.  
 
    Tav nodded. He hated lying to her. He had never lied very well his entire life. He glanced away, unable to meet her eyes. “Actually, it’s such a beautiful afternoon, I thought I might take a walk around the city. “ 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    Tav glanced at her. “Yes, if you don’t mind.” 
 
    “Are you sure everything is all right, Tav?” Fakolvna pressed.  
 
    “Fine,” he answered, giving her another weak smile. “I’ll be back later, all right?” 
 
    “Of course” Her voice trailed away.  
 
    Tav nodded and turned, hurrying toward the house.  
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    Tav brought Dalen to a halt just before the pass and cast a look at the sky. It was late afternoon, but there was a good many hours of daylight left. Still, he needed to collect Penara and head back down the mountain again. The warriors at the Temerian entrance had made it very clear that they would lock the gate at nightfall and admit no one thereafter unless he was cleared by the Stravad Leader himself.  
 
    And yet, Tav hesitated. He’d had two hours to think through this entire business and it still rang hollow to him. How would Penara have known of Tranquility Pass? Tav had only learned of it on his journey into Temeron. And how would Penara have known the post would come by just when she needed it most? Would she have trusted any rider to deliver her letter to Tav? 
 
    Although he was anxious, he knew he had to check the area before returning to the Stravad capital. He would never forgive himself if Penara’s claims were true and he didn’t respond, especially if she came to any harm as a result of it.  
 
    He sent a telepathic command to Dalen. Tav could feel the animal’s tension in the stiffness of the muscles beneath his thighs, but whether Dalen was getting his anxiety from his master or an outside source, Tav just wasn’t sure.  
 
    The horse took a few steps along the trail. A short way ahead, Tav could see a stone lean-to, a buggy, a couple of horses, and a well. Trees cast shadows over the summit, but beneath the lean-to Tav caught a flurry of motion. Dalen snorted and tossed his head, dancing sideways on the trail. Tav glanced down to check him, but not before he saw the small figure dart out of the lean-to and race for the head of the trail.  
 
    Tav tightened his hold on Dalen’s reins and glanced up. A larger, dark figure bolted after the first, grabbing for it. They collided together, the first dropping at the feet of the second. Immediately they began struggling with one another.  
 
    “Penara!” shouted Tav, kneeing Dalen forward.  
 
    “Get away, Tav!” came Penara’s voice. “It’s a trap! Get away!” 
 
    Tav yanked back on Dalen’s reins, pulling him to a halt.  
 
    The second figure was bent over Penara, trying to restrain her. She almost broke away again, fighting and kicking with all of her strength. Tav clenched his jaw and leaned forward in the saddle, prepared to come to her rescue.  
 
    “No!” she screamed. “Go back! It’s a tr” Her voice choked off as the dark figure backhanded her, sending her sprawling.  
 
    Tav jumped off Dalen’s back, racing up the trail toward Penara, but the second figure straightened and swung something up in his hands. Tav stumbled to a halt, staring down the barrel of an Orahim tirs. His eyes lifted and met the cold, calculating blue gaze of Tiros.  
 
    “Move and I’ll kill her,” he said calmly, then he wiped his forehead with the forearm of his jacket. “Believe me. Right now I would relish the task!” 
 
    Tav held his arms out to the sides. “Don’t hurt her anymore,” he said, trying to still the frantic pounding of his heart. He shot a glance at Penara.  
 
    She was looking back at him, her eyes enormous pools of misery. A red welt had risen across her cheekbone.  
 
    “Ah, as chivalrous as your bastard of a father. The stories say it was his undoing,” remarked Tiros casually. He drew an exhausted breath and motioned with the tirs. “Go on, comfort the damsel in distress.” 
 
    As he backed up, Tav warily edged toward Penara. Damn it all, he had known something was wrong. He kept his eyes fixed on Tiros the entire time, even as he knelt to gather the princess in his arms. She threw her own arms around his neck and buried her face in his throat.  
 
    “I’m so sorry,” she cried, her tears hot against his skin. “I’m so sorry!” 
 
    “Sh,” he muttered, stroking her hair. “It’ll be all right.” 
 
    “Young lovers, lord protect me! All right, you’re making me sick. Let’s get back in the shade, shall we?” Tiros motioned at the lean-to with the tirs.  
 
    Tav narrowed his eyes on the man. The longer he stood in the sun, the more splotchy and red his skin grew. Beads of sweat trickled from his temples. Perhaps if he hesitated long enough, Tiros would succumb to his unnatural aversion to the sun.  
 
    “Now!” shouted the other man, his face contorting unpleasantly. “I’m not feeling very charitable at the moment and wouldn’t mind slow roasting your princess over an open fire in front of you.” 
 
    Tav rose to his feet, pulling a trembling Penara up with him; however, the moment she stood, her knees gave way and Tav had to clutch her close to keep her from falling. “What have you done to her?” 
 
    Tiros shrugged irritably. “I had to drug her to keep her quiet. It’s only just wearing off. Even so, she managed to give me a difficult enough time. I should have killed her and saved myself the bother.” 
 
    As he guided Penara across the uneven ground, Tav glared at Tiros. “What is this about?” 
 
    Tiros motioned to the lean-to again with the tirs. “Sit down and I’ll tell you. Consider this my entertainment.” 
 
    Tav glanced over his shoulder, searching for Dalen. The horse had stopped in the middle of the trail, his eyes following his master.  
 
    “Don’t get any ideas. Call the beast over here or I’ll kill it. Orahim poison works nearly as fast on animals as it does people and believe me, I would enjoy killing something right now. You and your brother have been more trouble than you’re worth. I could honestly say I hate the two of you with a passion, only slightly lessened by my unmitigated hatred of the Trendarian King.” 
 
    Tav called to the horse and he came obediently like a well-trained dog. When Tiros grabbed his reins, he allowed the man to loop them over a post in front of the lean-to.  
 
    Tav lifted his eyes to Tiros’ face as he helped Penara sit down on the blanket in the lean-to. She clung to him, her eyes half-closed. Now that the adrenaline rush was over, she was feeling the effects of the drugs again.  
 
    “What is this all about, Tiros?” 
 
    The man dropped down and leaned against the back of the stone, breathing a sigh of relief. He still held the tirs in his hands. “Relax. We’ve got plenty of time to talk. It’ll be a few hours wait at least.” 
 
    “Wait for what?” 
 
    “Some friends of mine. Once they arrive, we’ll head toward Temeron and get there shortly after nightfall.” 
 
    “The gates will be locked.” 
 
    Tiros nodded. “I know. You’re gonna get us in.” 
 
    “No, I won’t.” 
 
    Tiros’ lips lifted in a cold, sinister smile. “Oh, but you will. If not, I will start carving off pieces of your princess for you to keep as a reminder of her. I think her screams will make you more than willing to comply. 
 
    Penara glanced up at him, shivering uncontrollably, and Tav could only stare at her in horror. He didn’t know what else to do. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 33 
 
      
 
    Night had fallen. Tav and Penara rode toward Temeron with Tiros between them. Tav knew he had to think of a way out of this mess, especially before they reached the gates of Temeron. Behind them came a large fighting force of Orahim and Human malcontents, bent on bringing down the Stravad capital.  
 
    They had picked a good night to attack. There was no moon, so the land was exceptionally dark, and they had muffled the hooves of their horses with pieces of burlap. They also rode far enough behind the others that even Tav heard little of their coming.  
 
    He couldn’t see Tiros beside him due to the darkness of his clothing, nor could he see Penara, but he knew Tiros held the tirs on her the entire time. Tav was fairly sure Tiros intended to kill both of them, but he didn’t want to die yet and he couldn’t stand the thought of Penara dying. Equally as distressing was the idea that many of the Stravad might die because of him.  
 
    In the hours since Tiros had captured him, Tav had cursed himself soundly. If he’d only worn a weaponif he’d only brought someone with himif he’d only listened to his brother when Tash had been suspicious of Tiros in Nogatavif onlyif only 
 
    The multitude of questions paralyzed him. So did his fear. Although he didn’t want to die, he realized he was more afraid for Penara and the Temerian Stravad. Dying was one thing – unfortunate – but being responsible for others dying, that was inconceivable.  
 
    His one hope was that the Stravad would stand true to their word and refuse to let him enter the gates after dark. He wasn’t sure what Tiros would do then, but he would at least save Temeron from attack.  
 
    He shot a look in Tiros’ direction. “You can’t really believe you’ll conquer Temeron, can you?” 
 
    “Actually, I don’t much care. I just need to get into the city.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    A dry laugh came from the darkness beside Tav. “You’ll know soon enough.” 
 
    “The Stravad will fight you. They’ve built up their defenses.” 
 
    “I know about Stravad defenses. I was born in Temeron,” said Tiros.  
 
    “But they’ve improved them of late.” 
 
    “Yes, I’ve heard. Omenarian is a very serious leader, unlike the others. He leans more toward the Nazarien beliefs of stoicism and sacrifice. I also know how fiercely the Stravad will fight to protect their home and their freedom.” 
 
    “So how do you think this will work?” 
 
    Tiros leaned over in the saddle, closer to Tav. Tav could see his pale blue eyes shining in the darkness. “I don’t think it’ll work. These rebels won’t bring down Temeron tonight, but if we can get into the city before the bulk of the guard is alerted, I will be able to accomplish my goal. If I can do what I need to do and get away in the chaos, eventually Temeron will fall and the Star Destroyer will be triumphant.” 
 
    Tav swallowed hard and wiped his sweating palms on his thighs. He tried to peer around Tiros to Penara, but he couldn’t see her. “What is your goal?” 
 
    Tiros chuckled again. “You know what it is. It’s been the same goal I’ve had since I arrived in Nogatav.” 
 
    “Nogatav?” asked Tav.  
 
    “Yes, just think for a moment. That sharp mind of yours should be able to figure it out.” 
 
    “Erram sent you, didn’t he? After my fathafter Kiameron?” 
 
    The laugh that came out of the darkness was chilling. Tav shivered. “No, Erram sent me after your brother. I was too late to get Kiameron. That was a bungled bit of business, I can tell you. Nearly sent Erram into fits. He wanted him alive, but the damn fool fought back, getting himself and your mother killed for his efforts.” 
 
    Too many thoughts collided in Tav’s mind for him to speak. Not only that, but the gates of Temeron had just come into view, gleaming a muted gold in the distance.  
 
    “Tav?” came Penara’s voice.  
 
    “Shut up!” hissed Tiros.  
 
    Tav glanced in her direction, then back to the gates. He didn’t have much time left. He shifted in the saddle and tried to see the advancing army of rebels, but the way behind was shrouded in darkness.  
 
    Tiros moved beside him and Tav caught a glimpse of the tirs. “Look back again and I’ll kill her!” hissed Tiros.  
 
    Tav faced forward and swallowed hard. Eldon’s star, what was he going to do! “They’re not going to let us in after dark,” he said.  
 
    “You better convince them they should or you and the princess will die. I will get into the city one way or another.” 
 
    Tav started to ask him what he wanted in the city, but he halted, his thoughts coming into focus. “You’re still trying to get my brother, aren’t you?” 
 
    “Very astute of you. I knew you could figure it out.” 
 
    “But why? You can’t possibly think he’ll voluntarily join you.” 
 
    “No, but if I can get him to Erram, Erram can use that power, direct it to his will. Your brother and the emerald could make a devastating war-weapon.” 
 
    “My brother will fight you!” 
 
    “He won’t have the chance. Erram needs only his power and his ability to control the emerald. Once the mind is destroyed, the body can be used for a good long while. Long enough to cripple Loden.” 
 
    “What makes you think you can find him before the Stravad repulse an attack?” 
 
    Tav caught the gleam of Tiros’ teeth. “I’ll find him. I have my ways. Now shut up and think of what you’re going to say. You’d better sound convincing. Understand, I hate Human nobility with a passion, so if you have any feelings for the princess here, you’d better not give anything away.” 
 
    Tav closed his eyes and tried to steady his breathing. His heart was pounding like a hammer against his ribs and his head felt fuzzy. He just couldn’t come up with a solid way out of this situation. Not one that would save their lives.  
 
    The horses’ hooves sounded loud on the cobblestones, the three horses they rode that is, but the ones coming from behind made no noise. The urge to look back was almost overpowering.  
 
    As they came before the gates, Dalen whickered, dancing sideways. Tav caught Tiros’ sharp look as he checked the gelding. Somewhere in the distance, Tav heard another horse respond.  
 
    “Who goes there?” called a Stravad from the wall.  
 
    Tav felt his throat clench tight and his hands tightened into fists. He couldn’t do this.  
 
    “Who goes there?” called the Stravad again.  
 
    Tav’s mind was spinning frantically, but no single thought found focus. Tiros shifted in his saddle and made a low growling noise. Tav caught the motion of him lifting the tirs and pointing it at Penara. Her eyes gleamed with terror.  
 
    “Tav, Taverand!” he shouted in desperation. “I’m with the King of Trendaria!” 
 
    Tiros lowered the weapon. There was a moment of silence from above. Tav didn’t know what to hope for anymore. He didn’t want to betray the Stravad, but he couldn’t watch Penara die.  
 
    “Hold on,” came the call.  
 
    Tav swallowed in surprise and lifted his eyes to the battlements. What was going on? Lord, they weren’t just going to open the gates for him, were they? He immediately began thinking of a way to warn them without Tiros being the wiser. He wondered how many warriors manned the gates at night.  
 
    A smaller door in the gate opened and a single guard stepped through, holding a bow and arrow in his hands. A lantern swung just beyond the little gate, spilling light over him. “We’ve sent someone to find the Stravad Leader and grant you entrance,” he said, then his eyes shifted to the other two. “Who’s with you?” 
 
    Tav opened his mouth to say something, but Tiros suddenly lifted the tirs and pointed it at the warrior. The warrior tried to bring his bow around, but he was too late. The tirs barked and a bolt speared the warrior in the chest. Another immediately followed, slamming the Stravad into the gate. He slid down the bars and fell across the threshold, wedging it open. Penara gave a cry, but Tav’s eyes whipped back to Tiros, then down to the horse beneath the man’s thighs.  
 
    The animal suddenly reared, straight up, knocking Tiros arm and forcing him to scrabble to keep a hold of his seat. Tav vaulted from Dalen’s back and raced around the pawing hooves, grabbing Penara and dragging her from the saddle. Her knees crumpled on impact, but Tav hoisted her against him and started running for the gate.  
 
    A bolt slammed into the gate as Tav urged Penara to jump over the warrior for the safety of Temeron. Tiros had fallen or leapt from the horse, racing after them. Tav shoved Penara inside the gate and wedged through himself, bending down to grab the warrior. The Stravad was dead, his weight difficult to budge.  
 
    A bolt slammed into the warrior’s shoulder, forcing Tav to stumble backward. Tiros suddenly loomed in the entrance of the gate, his eyes wild. He pointed the tirs at Tav’s face, but Tav dove to the side at the last moment and the bolt whistled past his shoulder.  
 
    Scrambling to his feet, Tav grabbed Penara’s arm and ran for the gatehouse. “Attack! Attack!” he shouted. A heavy body struck his legs from behind and he fell, dragging Penara down with him. The impact knocked the air from his lungs and he couldn’t catch his breath for a moment.  
 
    Two Stravad stepped out from the gatehouse. A bolt careened through the air and caught the first, sending him back into the second. Above them Stravad warriors began running for the ladders and their weapons.  
 
    Tav rolled to his back and kicked at his attacker, surprised to find it was an Orahim and not Tiros. The creature’s claws were reaching for his throat. Behind the Orahim, Tiros was cranking the wheel that opened the gates. Three more Stravad lay dead by his feet. As the gates creaked open, Orahim and Humans poured through, clashing with the Stravad warriors that were dropping off the wall and racing for the battle.  
 
    Tav grabbed the Orahim’s wrists, but the creature was strong and wiry. It slipped through his grasp, its claws wrapping around his throat. Tav hammered at it with his fists and kicked with his feet, desperate to be free, but it was stronger.  
 
    Suddenly, Penara loomed above him, smashing a rock down on the creature’s head. It convulsed and released Tav, but turned instead on her. She threw the rock at it, but the rock caromed off its chest. It lunged at her as Tav grabbed for its body. At the same moment an arrow slammed into it, knocking it and Tav sideways.  
 
    Tav rolled away from the creature, panting to catch his breath. His throat felt like it was on fire. Penara was suddenly at his side, trying to pull him to his feet and beside her was Fakolvna, a bow hanging from her left hand.  
 
    “Get up, Tav!” she commanded, grabbing his other arm.  
 
    “What are you doing here?” Tav gasped.  
 
    “I came to find out if you had left the city when I heard your warning cry.” She looked around, but the entire entrance to the city was a mass of writhing bodies. Turning, she glanced up at the rampart. The ramparts were empty, the warriors having been redirected to stop the gates from opening. “I’ve got to sound the alarm!” 
 
    Tav followed her gaze, staring up at the bell tower. “I’ll go!” 
 
    “No,” she said firmly. “See if you can close the gates!” 
 
    She shoved him and Penara in the direction of the gate, then raced for the stairs that led to the bell tower. Tav started for the gate, but he caught a motion from the corner of his eyes.  
 
    Bodies were falling everywhere; Orahim and Humans were streaming through the gates. A fire had been started along the rampart, creating more chaos, but in one sickeningly clear moment, Tav saw Tiros raise the tirs and point it at Fakolvna’s back as she climbed to warn her city of the attack.  
 
    “Fakolvna!” shouted Tav, turning to run after her.  
 
    She hesitated and glanced back. The tirs barked. The bolt whistled as it left the cylinder and struck her in the upper chest. She stumbled on the stairs and dropped her bow. Even as Tav ran to save her, another bolt struck her in the thigh, then another in the shoulder.  
 
    Tav made it to the bottom of the stairs in time to catch her before she fell.  
 
    “Tav,” she gasped.  
 
    He bent and lifted her into his arms, glancing around for Penara. He expected to feel a dart or an arrow enter his back at any moment, but he didn’t care. He could see Fakolvna’s labored breathing and hear her gasps of pain.  
 
    “Hold on!” he whispered. He lifted anguished eyes to Penara. “We’ve got to find someplace safe until this is over.” 
 
    Penara was staring at Fakolvna, but her eyes shot to his face. “Tav, she was hit three times.” 
 
    “I know!” he snapped, then clutched Fakolvna tighter. She was growing limp.  
 
    Penara jumped at his shout and glanced around. People were screaming, bodies were falling, and burning pieces of the rampart had begun to drop on top of them. Pointing under the stairs, she grabbed Tav’s elbow and helped him over the debris and dead Stravad.  
 
    Tav carried Fakolvna and waited until Penara had backed into the small space, then he laid her down, her head cradled in Penara’s lap. Fakolvna forced her eyes open, gasping to draw breath.  
 
    “Tav?” 
 
    He clasped her hands between both of his own. “I’m here.” 
 
    “Tav, sound the alarm! Sound the alarm!” she whispered.  
 
    Tav glanced up the stairs through the smoke and the darkness, then back to Fakolvna. He didn’t want to leave her. She grabbed his shirt and pulled him closer. A smile touched her lips.  
 
    “I’m all right, just save my people. Sound the alarm, please!” 
 
    Tav lifted his eyes to Penara’s face as Fakolvna’s hand fell away. “I’ll stay with her,” Penara said.  
 
    Tav reached up and touched Penara’s cheek, then dropped his hand to Fakolvna. Her breathing was shallow and her eyes were closed. He leaned near and kissed her forehead.  
 
    “I promise you I will sound the alarm,” he whispered in her ear.  
 
    As he drew away, she whispered something in return. Tav closed his eyes briefly and swallowed hard, then with a last look at Penara, he climbed to his feet and headed for the stairs.  
 
    Tell Thalandar I love him, she had whispered. Tell Thalandar I love him.  
 
    As his hand fixed on the rail and he started climbing, he clenched his jaw with determination. He would not let Fakolvna die in vain. His steps quickened and he released the rail, lifting his hand to grasp the locket at his throat.  
 
    He was halfway to the top when something slammed into his shoulder. He staggered and fell to his knees, catching himself on the stair above him. A burning pain immediately radiated out from his shoulder blade and toward the center of his chest. He gasped and closed his eyes as the stairs swam beneath his hands.  
 
    NO! his mind cried and he fought the telltale effects of the drug, forcing his hand to lift and grasp the rail. He dragged himself to his feet and continued climbing, pulling himself up stair by stair, ignoring the way the treads bowed and distorted beneath him.  
 
    He had cleared a half dozen more when something struck him in the back of his knees, throwing him forward. He slid down a few stairs, fighting to grab the rail. Splinters of wood sank into his fingers, driving away some of the nightmare haze enveloping him. He rolled to his back and kicked out with his legs. His feet connected with a yielding surface and someone grunted, stumbling down a few stairs.  
 
    Ignoring the pain in his hands, Tav began pulling himself up stair by stair, listening for the sound of pursuit below him. Hands closed on his ankles, but he kicked back, causing another yelp of pain. An object was dislodged from his attacker’s hand and disappeared over the rail, falling to the ground below them.  
 
    Tav continued climbing, adrenaline surging through him and holding the drug’s effects at bay.  
 
    “Worthless bastard!” came Tiros’ voice out of the darkness behind him.  
 
    Tav kept climbing, fighting his way up stair by stair. The top of the bell tower seemed to undulate in the air, weaving closer, then swaying away again.  
 
    “Why are you fighting this so?” Tiros lunged for him, grabbing Tav’s legs and pinning them. Tav rolled, knocking the larger man into the opposite side of the rail.  
 
    A fist slammed into his jaw, snapping his head to the side and dazing him for a moment. When he felt Tiros’ fingers closing around his throat, he kicked and swung back at him, hitting him with a force he never dreamed he possessed.  
 
    He had to sound the alarm. He had to sound the alarm before Tiros killed him. He dislodged the other man’s hands and reared upward, knocking him off balance. Tiros teetered for a moment, then fell, but he caught himself about five stairs below. Tav immediately turned away and scrambled up the next stair.  
 
    “The Stravad will know you betrayed them. They’ll know you caused so much death and destruction, and they’ll blame it on your ancestry. By now, they all know you are Cy’s spawn. By now, they know the infamy of your birth.” 
 
    Tav ignored the taunts and continued to climb, forcing himself not to look down. His sight was so blurry, he was stumbling up the stairs nearly blind and his legs had started to weaken. He didn’t have much time left.  
 
    “Did the Stravad tell you how your father died? Did they?” 
 
    Tav had almost reached the top, but he hesitated for a second. Tiros’ voice was right behind him.  
 
    “Did they tell you?” shouted his attacker.  
 
    Tav glanced over his shoulder. His eyes were so blurry he couldn’t make out any distinct shapes. A shadow rose up behind him. The flicker of firelight glanced off something metallic. Tav reacted on instinct, rolling at the same moment the shadow dove at him.  
 
    A hot blaze of agony ripped across his ribs. Tav felt as if he’d been torn apart. The shout of rage that escaped him startled his attacker and Tav struck, slamming his fist into the other’s face. He heard bone crack and Tiros’ head snapped backward. Tav dove at him, slamming his shoulder into the other man’s mid-section and knocking him down the stairs. He barely caught himself before falling after him.  
 
    Without a look back, he tripped and scrambled and crawled to the top of the stairs and staggered into the bell tower. Something hot and fluid was rolling down his side and tickling across his wrist and hand. He was nearly blind and his legs weren’t working properly.  
 
    He could just make out the bell, a lumpy golden shape above his head and the bell-pull that writhed before his failing vision like a long, thick snake. He grabbed for it and nearly toppled over, wrapping the cord around his wrist. Then his legs gave way and he fell, dragging the pull downward as he crumpled across the floor.  
 
    The weight of his body started the heavy bell to ringing and the first cacophonous peal made Tav deaf to any other sounds. As he closed his eyes and gave in to the drug, he listened to the sound of the bell ringing violently above him, calling the Stravad capital to arms.  
 
    A gust of wind brushed past his face.  
 
    In the haze of the drug, Tav thought it felt like fingertips touching him ever so gently and he thought he heard the words thank you whisper somewhere in the depth of his mind. Only then did he stop fighting. Only then! 
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    Tash lifted his head at the first sound of the bell. Beside him Kazarien rose to his feet, his eyes shifting to Thalandar. They were having a late meal in the city before returning home for the night. The other patrons in the restaurant were rising and muttering in alarm, but Thalandar was already striding for the door. Tash and Kazarien hurried after him.  
 
    The sound of the bell was louder on the street, causing the three men to break into a run toward the main gates. Other Stravad were headed in the same direction, all with hastily gathered weapons.  
 
    Temeron was under attack.  
 
    They were within sight of the gate when Tash grabbed Kazarien’s arm, yanking him out of the growing traffic in the street. Thalandar didn’t stop however, racing for the gate with a number of Temerian warriors.  
 
    “What?” demanded the King.  
 
    “Get back to Thalandar’s house, Kazarien! We don’t know how bad it is.” 
 
    Tash saw a determined look enter the King’s eyes. “No, this time I will fight beside you. I’m done with protecting myself at the expense of others. In this we are equals, Haldane.” 
 
    Tash glared at him, but Kazarien was already turning away. Before he could pull him back, the Trendarian King was caught up in a wave of Stravad and disappeared from sight. Tash closed his hand around the emerald and followed after him. Damn Kazarien anyway, he was going to get himself killed.  
 
    The thought evaporated in the next moment. Tash was suddenly overwhelmed with assailants. Orahim sprang at him from the shadows and Humans slashed at him with their swords. He reached for his own blade, but before he could draw it, he felt his power rise within him.  
 
    For the last week he had been working with Thalandar to control his power. Now, he utilized some of the techniques the Stravad had taught him and focused his energy into the emerald. A bolt of green light left the emerald and slammed into the closest Orahim, knocking it over backwards.  
 
    Three others retreated, muttering Haldane under their breaths. A few Stravad also stepped away from him, watching him with wide, anxious eyes. Tash ignored them, searching the mayhem for signs of Kazarien.  
 
    His eyes fell on the gate. It was partially open. Orahim and Humans continued to stream through, while the Stravad fought desperately to stem the tide. The Stravad were at a disadvantage, however. They were using their bows and some were fighting hand to hand, but the Orahim tirs could fire more rapidly and two darts in a body meant sure death. Most of the Stravad were trying to use the bulwark and gates as cover while the rebel army continued to stream through.  
 
    The gate had to be shut.  
 
    Tash started running toward it. A few of the attackers tried to stop him, but he was becoming more proficient at using the emerald’s power. And as he came, the Orahim broke rank, running in fear, shouting Haldane with a terrible dread. Some of the Humans were also turning from the battle, especially as they saw their comrades fall to slashes of emerald green light. Stravad amassed behind Tash’s advance, taking up the Orahim word as a chant, using it to intimidate their attackers.  
 
    Tash felt the tides of battle switch, moving in the Stravad’s favor. He reached the gate, coming face to face with a very large Human who guarded the wheel with a double-bladed ax. Tash felt his power surge and eddy inside of him, willing him to set it free.  
 
    “Get out of my way!” he snarled.  
 
    The Human gave him a chilling smile, then charged at him, lifting the ax to sever Tash’s head from his neck. The attacker slammed into a wall of green light, knocking the ax from his hand, then he was lifted off his feet and hurtled back into the wheel, crumpling at its base.  
 
    Cheers and shouts of Haldane rose from the Stravad, but the Orahim panicked, trying to claw or scratch their way out of the city. Some of the Humans went insane and began hacking at their own allies trying to blaze a path through the throng. Blood made the cobblestones slick and many fell, only to be trampled by those coming behind.  
 
    The Stravad advanced then, terribly beautiful wraiths of vengeance, pulling their attackers down and slicing them to ribbons. The tang of blood was in the very air Tash breathed. He tamped down on his own power and grabbed the body wedged against the wheel, shoving it aside. Then he began cranking the wheel back, closing the gate on the attackers trying to flee.  
 
    As soon as the heavy golden gates slammed shut, the Stravad cornered their invaders. The streets of Temeron ran in blood. Other warriors climbed the ramparts with plundered tirs or fire-tipped arrows to rain death down on those that had escaped.  
 
    For a while, Tash was preoccupied with fighting small pockets of rebels, keeping the wheel at his back. Most had grown savagely desperate, willing to risk dismemberment or worse in order to escape the Stravad’s swift justice, but even they knew when the situation was beyond salvation. A handful of the enemy surrendered, laying down their weapons.  
 
    After the fighting had ended, Tash slumped against the wheel, panting to regain his breath. A bone-deep weariness was upon him as if the emerald had drawn its power directly from him. He wondered how much longer he could have called upon it to protect him.  
 
    Glancing down, he noticed the gem still glowed at his throat, chasing back the smoke and darkness and bathing him in a nimbus of emerald light. He looked himself over quickly and found no wounds. Then he lifted his gaze.  
 
    Bodies crowded the entrance of the city – a number were Stravad, but many more were Orahim and Humans. Stravad warriors were walking among the casualties, prodding them for signs of life or bending to check the race. Dead Stravad were immediately pulled from the carnage and carried off between two or more warriors. Above them, the fire still smoldered along the rampart, but warriors were headed in that direction with buckets and pieces of fabric to put it out.  
 
    A hand grasped Tash’s arm and he shifted his gaze to a pair of blue eyes and a soot-smudged face. “Are you hurt, Haldane?” asked the Stravad. His voice resonated with awe.  
 
    Tash shook his head, staring into those blue eyes. For some reason his mind wouldn’t process the horror of what had happened – the bodies, the blood, the rended flesh. He straightened from the wheel, every muscle protesting his movement, sending spears of pain along his spine.  
 
    The warrior continued to grip his elbow. “Are you sure?” 
 
    “Yes,” said Tash and flinched at the loudness of his own voice.  
 
    Other Stravad had arrived and were bending over the fallen. Sounds of weeping and moaning filled the night. He took a step away from the wheel, fighting the rise of bile in his throat. He had to search the bodies for Kazarien. He hadn’t seen the King since the fighting began.  
 
    As he wandered through the battle-field, the smoke swirled around him, caressing him and teasing the back of his throat. At his feet lay twisted, broken forms, pieces of clothing, pools of congealing blood. A faint breeze blew through the streets, carrying the scent of death with it. The warning bell continued to dong in a slow, deep dirge, intermingling with the music of grief rising from the Stravad.  
 
    Tash stopped in the middle of the mayhem and lifted his eyes to the bell tower. A few stars twinkled above it, framing the roof in shimmering points of light. Tash tried to draw a deep breath, but his chest was too tight. Such senseless destruction, such mindless chaos! 
 
    His gaze dropped and came to rest on two Stravad who were carrying a body between them. A Human woman stood behind them, her head bowed, her shoulders heaving. Tash frowned. There was something familiar about the woman.  
 
    He took a few steps forward, but halted when he recognized the body carried by the two Stravad. “No,” he whispered, moving forward. He caught one of the men by the shoulder and stopped him, staring down into Fakolvna’s face.  
 
    Her skin was pale, her lips slightly blue, her hair a disheveled dark wreath around her beautiful features. Tash reached out and touched her cheek, finding her flesh cold. “No,” he repeated. He couldn’t quite grasp the enormity of such loss. He glanced up at the two men, but he didn’t know what to say.  
 
    They gave him sympathetic looks, then shifted their burden and started walking again away from the gate. Tash’s eyes followed after them, but then he turned back to the sobbing woman.  
 
    “Penara?” 
 
    She looked up. Dark circles bruised the flesh beneath her eyes. “Tash?” she whispered. Tears slipped over her eyelids and raced down her cheeks.  
 
    Tash caught her arm, steadying her as she swayed on the cobblestones. “What are you doing here?” 
 
    She blinked at him, then grabbed his arm. “Tav went to the bell tower, Tash! He sounded the alarm!” More tears chased the first across her face. “He never came back! He never came back, Tash!” 
 
    Tash’s gaze shot to the bell tower. The ringing had diminished to an occasionally muted bong. Grabbing Penara’s elbow, he dragged her with him to the base of the stairs. “Wait here!” he ordered, pointing at the lowest stair.  
 
    She gripped the rail in both hands, holding herself upright. “Hurry, Tash!” she pleaded.  
 
    Tash hesitated only a moment more, studying her, then he started climbing the stairs, taking them two at a time and skimming his right hand along the rail. He reached the top and gripped the doorframe, suddenly afraid to go inside. The next bong of the bell made him jump and he took a step over the threshold.  
 
    Tav lay across the floor, the bell-pull wound around his wrist and the weight of the bell dragging him back and forth. Tash hurried to his brother and knelt beside him, then he placed his hand at Tav’s throat, feeling for a pulse. A relatively strong heartbeat answered his touch and Tash shut his eyes, breathing a prayer of thanksgiving. 
 
    Tav was still alive. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 34 
 
      
 
    The hollow ring of the bell continued to echo in Tav’s mind as he forced himself to wakefulness. He moaned and turned his head. Soft fabric brushed his cheek and he blinked open his eyes. He was in a brightly-lit room he didn’t recognize, lying in a bed with white coverings.  
 
    His right side felt strange. If he moved, his muscles burned in protest, but if he lay still, he felt only numbness. He swallowed against the pasty taste in his mouth and turned his head.  
 
    Blinking to focus his vision, he found his brother sitting beside him, his expression anxious. “Hello, Tash,” he said, but his voice broke and he swallowed again.  
 
    “Hello, Tav,” said Tash, then he reached for a glass on a table beside the bed. He helped Tav lift his head enough to drink a little water.  
 
    The coolness of it eased some of the ache in his throat, but the movement brought a renewed burning sensation to his side. He slid his left hand up and pressed his fingertips to the burn, finding his entire side heavily padded.  
 
    “Alina stitched the knife wound closed,” said Tash with a nod at Tav’s side.  
 
    Tav glanced around the room. It was small and white, clean and stark. The medicinal smell of herbs and disinfectants clung to everything. “I’m in the clinic?” he asked in bewilderment.  
 
    “Yes,” said Tash.  
 
    Tav became aware of the ringing bell. “Are we still under attack?” 
 
    Something in Tash’s face closed down and he glanced away.  
 
    ‘Tash?’ thought Tav.  
 
    “The bell is ringing in honor of the dead.” 
 
    Memories swamped him and he felt sick. He closed his eyes and swallowed against the rise of bile in his throat. “Fakolvna too?” 
 
    “Yes,” said Tash.  
 
    A cold sweat broke out on Tav’s body and he was sure he was going to retch, but he fought it, gradually bringing himself under control again. “How many died?” 
 
    “More than a dozen, but Fakolvna was the only civilian death. The rest were warriors.” 
 
    Tav opened his eyes again and fixed them on his brother. “Where’s Penara?” 
 
    “Alina gave her a sedative so she would get some rest, but until then, she wouldn’t leave your side.” 
 
    “She’s all right though?” 
 
    Tash nodded.  
 
    Tav felt a burning sensation in his eyes and he lifted his hand to press the bridge of his nose. “This is my fault. All of the death, Fakolvna, I caused it.” 
 
    Tash leaned closer, his hand closing on Tav’s shoulder. “No, Tav” 
 
    “Yes!” he said fiercely. “I caused it. I brought Tiros to the gates and the Stravad opened them for me. I should have found a way to stop him before we got here.” 
 
    “Then Penara would have died and Temeron would now be at war with Voltarian and probably Yonartison as well. You gave them warning, you sounded the alarm, and you saved Penara.” 
 
    “And Fakolvna died.” 
 
    Tash’s hand tightened. “Look at me, Tav.” 
 
    Tav dropped his hand and turned to stare into his brother’s face.  
 
    “Fakolvna died and so did some of the warriors, but the invaders were repulsed and Temeron still stands because you sounded the alarm. The death and destruction was terrible and I don’t just mean the Stravad lives lost. The number of invaders who died was far greater and it wasn’t a pleasant sight, but you aren’t responsible for that. You didn’t kill Fakolvna, the invaders did. You didn’t bring them here. They came of their own free will. Yet Temeron stands, the Stravad stand, and I believe they’ll think a good deal more about Kazarien’s alliance now.” 
 
    “What about Thalandar and Senerdan? How are they accepting this?” 
 
    “They’re both devastated, Tav. I won’t lie to you. They adored Fakolvna, but they’ll survive. They’re strong. Neither one of them blames you. Penara told them you carried Fakolvna to safety and went to ring the bell on her request. And they know Fakolvna did not die alone. She gave Penara a message for both her husband and her son before she slipped away. Penara never left her side until the warriors found them and carried Fakolvna home.” 
 
    A tear slipped from the corner of Tav’s eye and ran toward his temple. “I should have listened to you all along, but I didn’t. I shouldn’t have gone after Penara alone.” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter now. You did what you had to do and you saved Temeron.” 
 
    “Are Sanari and Kazarien all right?” 
 
    Tash nodded. “They’ve been here almost as much as I have. I was afraid Kazarien was going to get himself killed in that battle, but he’s turning into quite a warrior. And Sanari has been helping Alina with the wounded.” Tash tightened his grip on his brother’s shoulder. ‘You scared the hell out of me,’ he thought psychically. ‘I thought I might have lost you.’ 
 
    Tav slid his hand up and grasped his brother’s forearm, giving him a reassuring squeeze. ‘I’m fine.’ 
 
    Tash’s expression became grave. “Are you sure?” 
 
    Tav nodded. “I will be. I just need some time to wallow in guilt I guess, but I’ll be fine.” He frowned in thought. “Did you find Tiros’ body?” 
 
    “No, we didn’t.” 
 
    “Did you send word to Voltarian?” 
 
    “Not yet. Some of the invaders got away and the Stravad have been reluctant to open the gates again. I’m sure they’re going to convene the council in a few days, after all of the grieving and the burials are completed.” Tash hesitated. “Zhera has also been here to see you, Tav.” 
 
    Tav looked away, staring at the opposite wall. A window showed the tree-lined street beyond, casting dappled shadows over the end of the bed. ‘I hate this,’ he thought, ignoring his brother’s comment about Zhera.  
 
    ‘What?’ asked Tash.  
 
    ‘War, fighting, strife. I want it to end.’ 
 
    “We all do,” Tash said out loud, “but as the Norrad says, Strife is sometimes necessary in the pursuit of peace.” 
 
    Tav turned his head and stared at his brother. “What did you say?” 
 
    Tash smiled. “You heard me.” 
 
    Tav shook his head in amazement. “Yes, but I don’t believe you. Now I know the stars are misaligned.” 
 
    Tash chuckled and leaned back in his chair. “You might be right,” he said. 
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    Tav sat on the bench before his father’s grave. Cy had a headstone that read his name, nothing more, but the surface of his grave was literally covered in flowers. No other grave in the cemetery had as many. They weren’t in vases, but rather they were strewn over the top of the grave or heaped in a pile against the headstone, a riot of brilliant color, a tribute to a man the Stravad had never known.  
 
    Tav had pushed a few aside, just to read the headstone, and then he had sat down on the bench and simply stared. He wished he knew what he felt, but he didn’t. Everything seemed so incongruent, so confused.  
 
    Someone walked up beside him and Tav lifted his eyes to see a man with a golden beard and hair. The man motioned to the bench beside Tav. “May I sit?” 
 
    Tav shrugged, then slid over to make room for the Stravad.  
 
    The man held out his hand. “I’m Fodongo,” he said.  
 
    Tav’s eyes shot to the man’s face, then lowered to his hand. Slowly he extended his own hand and grasped the Stravad’s. It was difficult to tell Stravad ages. They aged more slowly than Humans, but on closer inspection, Tav could see the faint lines that radiated out from the man’s eyes and the strands of white that peppered his golden hair.  
 
    “I’m Tav,” he answered.  
 
    “I know. Your brother told me where I might find you. How are you feeling?” 
 
    Tav released Fodongo’s hand and curved his own around his ribs. “Better, at least physically.” 
 
    “I understand,” said the Stravad.  
 
    Tav shifted his gaze back to the grave. “I can’t believe how many flowers are here.” 
 
    The Stravad smiled. “It is a sight and it’s like this year-round.” 
 
    “Does Zhera bring them?” 
 
    “Not all. Most are brought by Stravad who either survived the war or whose parents survived it.” 
 
    “They pay homage to Gava’s protégé?” 
 
    Fodongo shook his head. “No, they pay homage to Cy and to his spirit.” 
 
    “His spirit?” 
 
    “Yes, the spirit that says anyone can rise above his past and fight a noble cause, anyone can be a hero.” 
 
    Tav sighed and leaned back on the bench. “Are Stravad really that forgiving?” 
 
    Fodongo gave Tav a sympathetic look. “Most are, but with Cy there wasn’t anything to forgive. He wasn’t responsible for his past, any more than you are.” 
 
    “Ah, well there it is, I guess. If he was considered a hero, so much so that they continue to line his grave with flowers, why did my mother feel the need to hide the truth from me?” 
 
    “That is a complicated story to tell, but it’s why I came to meet you.” 
 
    “Zhera told me my mother was afraid people would persecute me because of who my father was. I find that somewhat of a paradox.” 
 
    “Because the Stravad revered your father?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “I believe your mother was more worried about what people would do once you left Temeron.” 
 
    “Are you saying they couldn’t stay here?” 
 
    “Kiameron couldn’t. He loved your mother from the time they were children and he never stopped. He accepted Cy and your mother’s love, and he accepted that your mother would never get over Cy’s death, but he couldn’t live here with that constant reminder between them. In order to share your mother’s life and to hold on to some small part of his brother, he agreed to adopt you as his own and to protect you with his last breath.” Fodongo shifted, resting his arm across the back of the bench. “I can tell you that once you were born and he held you in his arms, he loved you as much as he ever loved your brother.” 
 
    Tav nodded. “I believe that. Ironically, it was my mother who gave the situation away more than Kai ever did. He never treated us any differently. But why the twin deception? Where did that come from?” 
 
    “It actually came from Kiameron’s past. His adoptive parents hid his true identity from him for most of his life. When your mother and Kiameron left Temeron, you were a few months old and your mother was already pregnant for your brother. I corresponded with Kiameron closely after they left and he told me your brother came early. With you so close in age already, Saria felt it would be safer to claim you as twins. She didn’t want to chance having anyone count the months and realize she had to have been pregnant with you during the war. I don’t suppose she believed you’d ever find out the truth anyway.” 
 
    “Because they never intended for Tash or me to go to Temeron, did they? That’s why we weren’t with them when they died.” 
 
    “I believe so,” answered Fodongo.  
 
    “How did they keep me a secret until Tash was born?” 
 
    “You know your mother kept herself in isolation once they got to Nogatav. According to Kiameron, you were of school-age before she would allow you out of her sight.” 
 
    “I remember,” said Tav, thinking of the fights they’d had over Tash and Tav attending school like the other children.  
 
    Fodongo sighed. “I was never comfortable with the deception, but I know why your mother felt it was necessary. She loved you fiercely and she was willing to deny her involvement with your father, despite her love for him, in order to protect you the only way she thought she could. She never intended it to cause you harm.” 
 
    “But there’s the problem with lies. Someone always finds out the truth.” 
 
    “You are right.” 
 
    Tav leaned forward and rested his elbows on his thighs. The torn muscles in his side protested, but he ignored them. “I don’t even know what to feel anymore. I know nothing about this man that was my father and loved the man that wasn’t.” 
 
    Fodongo was silent for a moment. Finally, Tav glanced at him. The Stravad was studying Cy’s grave. “The person who could tell you the most about your father is Zhera, but I will tell you what I know. Regarding Kiameron, I don’t think you have to stop thinking of him as your father. He was your father in all ways but one and he was the only father you ever knew.” 
 
    Tav sat up and drew a deep breath. “He was a good father too,” he said more to himself than Fodongo. “I will never forget how patient and kind he was.” 
 
    “Then you need not worry about that issue any longer.” 
 
    Tav leaned forward again and braced his head in his hands. “No, not that, just everything else. Eldon’s star, I’m tired.” 
 
    Fodongo laughed. “I remember hearing your father say that very thing, and I’m talking of Kiameron when I say that. The burden of Eldon’s charge is a heavy one.” 
 
    Tav gave the Stravad a wry look. “Well, at least that burden isn’t mine.” 
 
    Fodongo chuckled again, laying a hand on the younger man’s shoulder. “So you say, Taverand, so you say, but then so did both of your fathers.” 
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    Tav headed toward Thalandar’s house that night rather than the clinic. He had to face Fakolvna’s husband and make amends in whatever way he could. He dreaded taking that step, but he had learned one thing from the entire fiasco of his paternity – you must face what you most fear.  
 
    The moon overhead was a sliver of white and the stars twinkled in a velvet backdrop. As he strolled toward Thalandar’s house, he relished the Temerian evening and let his own guilt swamp him for ever allowing this peace to be disturbed.  
 
    His visit with Fodongo and Zhera had been informative, and yet disturbing. They had both loved his father, respected his intelligence, and they continued to mourn his death, but the stories they told of what his father had endured haunted Tav.  
 
    After learning about the abuse Erram and Gava had heaped on Cy, Tav marveled that there had been anything left to love in so tormented a man. How had they not driven him to bitterness and hatred? 
 
    His father wasn’t a complete innocent, Tav understood. He’d had a very mercenary outlook toward people and his dealing with them, but in the end, his more sensitive nature had taken over and he’d come through for his friends and his brother when they most needed him.  
 
    Tav wished he had known the man, yet he couldn’t help but wonder if his father would have been able to function in normal society. How could a man so damaged by circumstances, who had lived by his wits his entire life, settle down and raise a family? Fodongo and Zhera seemed to think he would have been all right in Temeron, but Tav wasn’t sure.  
 
    In the end, Tav resigned himself to the fact that things had probably worked out for the best. Tav had had a loving father, who accepted him for what he was. Not once during his childhood had he doubted Kai’s love.  
 
    He paused on the sidewalk before Thalandar’s house and looked up at the sky. The star of Eldon was visible, shining brighter than any other star. He smiled in memory, picturing Kai in his mind’s eye.  
 
    Somehow Kai had managed to look beyond his own hurt in order to love his brother’s son as his own. It was a gift Tav couldn’t deny, nor did he want to. Fodongo was right. Kai had been his father as much as he’d been Tash’s, and Tav would never stop loving him for that.  
 
    Lowering his gaze, he studied Thalandar’s house. Lights were on in the windows, but the drapes were drawn. He took a deep breath and opened the garden gate, striding up the walk with as much purpose as he could muster.  
 
    No one answered his first knock, so he pushed the door open and peered inside. The entrance hall was empty, but Tav could hear voices from the rear of the house. He stepped inside and shut the door behind him, heading toward the back porch and the sounds of conversation.  
 
    When he stepped onto the porch, everyone fell silent. Penara was the first on her feet and she hurried to his side, her expression concerned.  
 
    “Are you all right?” 
 
    Tav smiled at her and took her hand. “I’m fine, Penara. How are you?” 
 
    She returned his smile and tightened her hold on his hand. Tav wished he could pull her into an embrace, but his other companions were crowding around him. He shifted his eyes to his brother and found Tash studying him intently.  
 
    ‘You okay?’ Tash asked telepathically.  
 
    Tav nodded, then wrapped an arm around Sanari’s shoulder as she leaned against his side.  
 
    “We were worried, Tav,” she said, giving him a welcoming hug.  
 
    Tav was grateful for her reassurance and hugged her back. “I’m fine.” He lifted his eyes to the Trendarian King. “I hear you scared my brother again.” 
 
    Kazarien shrugged his shoulders affably. “It keeps him on his toes,” he stated, then gave Tav a hard look. “You scared me though and I would rather not go through that again.” 
 
    Tav gave the King a weary smile, his eyes slipping past him to Thalandar where he leaned on the back railing. He removed his arm from around Sanari and gave Penara another squeeze of the hand before releasing her, then he crossed the distance between him and the Stravad.  
 
    Alina was standing beside her brother and she hooked her arm through his, glancing up at him. Chayse was sitting at the table, watching both men with a wary expression. Lying at his feet was Zarand.  
 
    As Tav paused before the Stravad, Zarand blinked open his eyes and yawned, then he rose to his feet and pressed his head against Tav’s chest, purring loudly. Tav stumbled back a few paces, grimacing in discomfort as Zarand rubbed his head against his wounded side.  
 
    Thalandar moved then, pushing the cat’s hindquarters with a hand. “Stop, Zarand!” he commanded. The lion sank to his haunches and glanced over his shoulder at the Stravad, but he turned back a moment later and pushed his head under Tav’s hand for a stroke.  
 
    Tav rubbed behind Zarand’s ears and studied Thalandar. The look of exhausted grief in the other man’s face made speaking impossible. If Tav didn’t know better, he’d swear Thalandar had aged years in the last few days.  
 
    “How are you feeling?” asked the Stravad in a rough voice.  
 
    Tav swallowed hard and blinked. “I’m fine, Thalandar.” He looked down, staring at the shaggy mane beneath his hand. What could he say to make things okay between him and the Stravad? 
 
    “Was Fodongo helpful?” Thalandar asked.  
 
    Tav canted a look up at him. “Helpfulyes. Informative.” His voice trailed away.  
 
    Thalandar studied him. Tav noticed the despondency in the other man’s expression. In fact, he looked like a man struggling to find any meaning in his life.  
 
    “Thalandar,” said Tav in a voice that resonated with emotion. “I don’t know what to say to you. I don’t know how to tell you that I’m sorry for what happened. Everything I think to say seems hollow now.” 
 
    Thalandar dropped his gaze, saying nothing.  
 
    Tav’s eyes shifted to Alina and she gave him a reassuring smile.  
 
    “I understand that you’ll never be able to forgive me, but please believe that I never wished any harm on anyone, least of all Fakolvna,” he finished.  
 
    Thalandar looked up. “Forgive you? For what?” 
 
    Tav drew a calming breath. “For letting Tiros enter Temeron. For not warning the warriors sooner. For letting Fakolvna come to harm.” 
 
    Thalandar closed his eyes briefly and sighed. “I don’t blame you for that, Tav. You warned the soldiers, you fought off Tiros, and you sounded the alarm. You saved Temeron. And as far as Fakolvna goes” His voice caught in his throat and he exhaled again. “As for my wife, I will never stop missing her. There will always be a great hole inside of me, but she chose to go to the gate that day and she would be affronted to hear you take responsibility for her. Fakolvna was an independent-minded woman, and no one could stop her once her mind was set.” He shook his head in memory. “She was amazingly stubborn and I loved her for it.” 
 
    Tav reached out and touched Thalandar’s arm. “I’m sorry, Thalandar.” 
 
    Thalandar grasped his forearm with his other hand. “Thank you, Tav,” he answered with a weary smile. “Thank you for that.” 
 
    “Thalandar!” came Deryk’s voice from the house.  
 
    Thalandar frowned and lifted his head. Tav took a step back, glancing over his shoulder at the inner doorway.  
 
    “Thalandar!” shouted Deryk again.  
 
    Thalandar started toward his voice, having to sidestep Zarand, but Deryk suddenly appeared in the doorway.  
 
    “Here you are!” He glanced around at the gathering and took a step onto the porch. “Good evening everyone.” He paused as his eyes came to rest on Tav.  
 
    Tav tensed, expecting some sort of recrimination, but Deryk smiled broadly. “So you’re up and about, eh? Our Alina is quite the healer, isn’t she?” 
 
    Tav nodded. “She is.” 
 
    “You scared the hell out of us all,” blustered the Stravad, “but we thank you for keeping your head and sounding the alarm.” 
 
    “I’m sorry the city was breached in the first place. I’m sorry for so many things,” answered Tav. It got easier the more one apologized.  
 
    Deryk’s expression sobered. “We’re all sorry the city was breached. It was a costly test of our security. Let’s hope we learned something from it.” 
 
    Tav lowered his gaze. Beside him Thalandar sighed wearily. “What did you need, Deryk?” 
 
    Deryk straightened and his expression became enraged. “Do you know what that fool son of yours has done now, Thalandar?” 
 
    Tav saw Thalandar close his eyes. “No, I can’t imagine.” 
 
    “Well, let me tell you. The young fool has” 
 
    “Wait, Deryk!” came a shout from the house, and then the thud of footsteps led to the back door.  
 
    Senerdan appeared in the entrance, his face flushed, his dark hair in disarray. Zarand went to him and butted him in the chest with his huge head, but the boy simply stroked the cat’s mane while his eyes stayed glued on his father.  
 
    Chayse swiveled around and glanced at him, then ducked his head. The young squire’s demeanor was one of an accomplice about to be caught. Behind Senerdan was a young girl, who peeked out onto the porch, her features pinched with anxiety.  
 
    “What is going on?” asked Thalandar.  
 
    “Your son” Deryk began.  
 
    “has something to announce,” finished Senerdan, glaring at the Stravad warrior. “This is my information, Deryk, and I’ll deliver it.” 
 
    Deryk crossed his arms over his chest and frowned. “In other words, you’ll be responsible for your father’s stroke.” 
 
    Senerdan rolled his eyes. “He isn’t going to have a stroke.” 
 
    Thalandar was watching him with a narrowed gaze. “What is going on?” 
 
    Senerdan pushed Zarand away. Tav telepathically called the lion back to his side. Zarand padded over to him and hunkered down, pressing his bulk against Tav. 
 
    Senerdan reached behind him and took the girl’s hand, drawing her up beside him. “Father, what Deryk is so hot to tell you is that Jelian and I” He hesitated and smiled on the young girl. “We took the Temerian marital vows tonight and have consummated our union.” 
 
    Thalandar didn’t say anything for a moment. In fact, his entire expression was so still, so fixed, Tav worried that he might really have a stroke. Alina crossed to her brother’s side and took his arm.  
 
    “Thalandar?” 
 
    Kazarien shifted weight and everyone else watched the Stravad with apprehensive expressions, including his son and the girl.  
 
    “Thalandar, are you all right?” asked Kazarien.  
 
    Thalandar narrowed his silver gaze on his son. “What did you just say?” 
 
    Senerdan glanced at his aunt briefly, then he thrust out his chest. “Jelian and I have taken marital vows, Father.” 
 
    Chayse ducked his head.  
 
    “No,” said Thalandar in a deceptively quiet voice. “I must have heard you wrong.” 
 
    “You didn’t. Jelian and I are married.” 
 
    “No!” repeated the Stravad. “You can’t be married because at your age that would be a very stupid thing to have done. Especially after everything that has just happened to us!” 
 
    “Especially because of what happened to us!” countered his son. “I am going to spend every moment with my wife because life is too short to waste!” 
 
    Thalandar started forward, but Alina grabbed him and held him back. “Wait, Thalandar! Please!” 
 
    Thalandar fought for control.  
 
    Tav wished he could escape this scene, but it would only be too obvious he was running from an unpleasant situation. 
 
    Alina turned to her nephew and took a few steps forward. “Come here, Jelian,” she said firmly.  
 
    The young girl canted a nervous glance up at Senerdan, but he gave her a reassuring nod and pushed her toward his aunt. Alina caught the girl’s hands, then stared deeply into her eyes. Finally she reached out and rested a hand on the girl’s stomach.  
 
    “No!” shouted Thalandar, moving forward.  
 
    Deryk stopped him and Alina turned, drawing Jelian into her protective embrace. “I’m afraid so, Thalandar,” she said.  
 
    Thalandar’s eyes widened in rage and he pulled away from Deryk. “Not only are you married, but she’s pregnant?” 
 
    Senerdan didn’t seem worried about his father’s wrath. “Yes, Father, it was one of the reasons we decided not to wait. The other was because of Mother. Life is too short” 
 
    “Don’t say it again!” snapped his father, making a slashing motion with his hand. “I cannot believe you have been so irresponsible and selfish!” 
 
    “Selfish?” shouted the boy in return. “Because I want some happiness with the woman I’m in love with!” 
 
    “Love? Eldon’s star, Senerdan, you were in love with chocolate not a year ago! What does a seventeen year old know of love and having children!” 
 
    “I know that I just lost my mother. I want to spend as much time with Jelian as I can.” 
 
    Tav looked away, touched by the boy’s loss and confusion. Gods, his own guilt just kept magnifying! 
 
    “This is ridiculous!” shouted the boy’s father, raking a hand through his white-blond hair. “I can’t believe this is happening!” 
 
    He turned away from them and stalked across the porch, his hands clenched into fists at his sides. Tav met Penara’s pained look. 
 
    Kazarien sighed, then took a step forward. He rested his hand on Senerdan’s arm. “Take Jelian home, Senerdan. It’s getting late.” 
 
    Senerdan frowned at him. “We’re married now, Kazarien. She belongs with me.” 
 
    Kazarien gave him an understanding smile. “Right now you need to work this out with your father. Take Jelian home.” 
 
    Senerdan’s gaze shifted between his bride and Alina.  
 
    “He’s right,” Alina offered.  
 
    The boy’s eyes moved to his father’s back, then he held his hand out for the girl. She took it and together they disappeared into the house. Kazarien and Alina exchanged a glance before the King turned to Chayse.  
 
    “Go with him and make sure he returns,” requested Kazarien.  
 
    Chayse immediately bounded to his feet and hurried after his Stravad friend.  
 
    Striding to Thalandar’s side, Kazarien placed a hand on his back. “Sit down, Thalandar, and let’s talk about this.” 
 
    “What’s there to talk about?” said the Stravad bitterly, but he took the seat Kazarien indicated. “I can’t believe he would make such a selfish mistake.” 
 
    Kazarien pulled out another chair and sat in front of his friend. “Selfish how?” 
 
    “His mother” Thalandar’s voice faltered. “His mother just died. How could he run off and do this the moment she’s gone? He knew how she felt about marrying too young.” 
 
    Kazarien shot a look at Alina who had crossed to her brother’s side. She rested a hand on his shoulder.  
 
    “I’m not sure they felt they had a choice, Thalandar,” said Kazarien. “Not with a child on the way.” 
 
    Thalandar looked up at his sister. “How far along do you think she is?” 
 
    “Around three months, I would guess. She’s starting to show.” 
 
    Thalandar buried his head in his hands. “What am I going to do now?” 
 
    “You’re going to set him down and make sure he understands the responsibility he’s taken on,” replied Kazarien.  
 
    “I don’t mean to pry,” said Tash from the other end of the porch, “but why can’t you have the marriage annulled since they are both so young?” 
 
    “Temerian marriages don’t work that way. The two people involved can end it, but no one else has that right,” stated Deryk.  
 
    Tash frowned. “But they’re children.” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter. They took the vows, obviously consummated them some time before, and have a child on the way,” answered the Stravad warrior.  
 
    “Who would agree to marry children?” asked Sanari.  
 
    Alina looked over her shoulder at the other woman. “In Temeron, marital vows are exchanged between two people, usually in privacy. Once the commitment has been made and consummated, the couple is now married and only their mutual agreement can put it asunder.” 
 
    “You mean there’s no license, no formal ceremony?” continued Sanari.  
 
    Alina shook her head. “None is needed. The commitment is between the two people undertaking it, and no ceremony or paper can make them feel committed unless they are. We do not think of marriage as a legal state, but rather a state of the heart. Stravad marriages rarely end in separation because we take our time about finding a mate, we make sure we know what we are doing.” 
 
    Penara glanced up at Tav. Their eyes met and held across the width of the porch.  
 
    “Some of us know what we are doing,” said Thalandar bitterly. “I don’t know how to handle this. Fakolvna always knew the best way to reach Senerdan.” He looked back at Deryk. “How did you find out?” 
 
    “I was having dinner in town when they came into the restaurant. They bought me a drink and the young fool told me what they’d done. I was so furious, I left my food half-eaten and hurried over here.” He paused and drew a breath. “Thalandar, at least Senerdan is willing to take responsibility for his actions. He isn’t walking away from his baby.” 
 
    “Yes, but how will he support it? He can’t take care of himself, let alone someone else!” 
 
    Kazarien leaned forward, bracing his forearms on his thighs. “You will have to help him. They’ll have to live here with you.” He gave Thalandar a compassionate smile. “In a way this is a good thing, Thalandar.” 
 
    “How do you figure that?” demanded the Stravad.  
 
    “I know you will never stop missing Fakolvna, but with a baby here, this house will once more be filled with sounds and activity. It’ll be good for you as well as your son.” 
 
    Alina smiled at Kazarien and patted her brother’s shoulder. “A life for a life, Thalandar. You’ve been given something to help replace what was taken from you.” 
 
    Tav lifted his head and regarded the three of them in silence. Oddly enough, Kazarien’s and Alina’s words brought him comfort. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 35 
 
      
 
    Tash sat on the front porch of Thalandar’s house, enjoying the summer morning. He had Tav’s copy of the Norrad open on his lap and was trying to concentrate on it, but the beauty of a Temerian day made that difficult.  
 
    The door opened beside him and Tav strolled out with Zarand in tow. Tash smiled at his brother, glad to see he was regaining some of his normal color. Tav returned the smile.  
 
    The lion ambled over to Tash and pressed his head against Tash’s arm. He rubbed the cat behind the ears and set Zarand to purring. Tash had rarely seen an animal need as much affection as the lion did. Even the dog he’d had as a child hadn’t wanted so much attention.  
 
    He glanced up at his brother. “Where are you headed?” 
 
    Tav shifted his gaze out to the streets. “I told Zhera I would meet her for lunch.” 
 
    Tash nodded, dropping his eyes to the cat. He felt slighted for some reason. He and Tav hadn’t discussed what they’d found out from Zhera nor had they talked about the information Fodongo had given Tav. Tash felt as if the distance between himself and his brother had grown in the last few weeks, but he wasn’t sure how to close the gap.  
 
    “Tav, I” 
 
    Tav glanced down at him. “What, Tash?” 
 
    Tash sighed and closed the book on his lap. “I’m not sure. I just want you to know that when you feel like talking, I’m here.” 
 
    “I’m fine, Tash. There’s nothing to talk about.” 
 
    “There’s a lot to talk about.” 
 
    ‘Not for me,’ he said telepathically.  
 
    Tash gently pushed Zarand away and rose to his feet, laying the Norrad on the chair. “Tav, please, don’t push me away now. I know this whole fiasco is my fault, but” 
 
    “I don’t blame you for anything and I don’t consider it a fiasco. It’s” His voice trailed away. He glanced over his shoulder at the street. Alina was turning up Thalandar’s walk, moving along rapidly.  
 
    “Where’s Kazarien?” she said as she pushed open the gate.  
 
    Tav and Tash descended into the walkway. “Is something wrong?” asked Tash.  
 
    “Where is Kazarien?” she repeated.  
 
    “Here,” came Kazarien’s voice.  
 
    They turned to find him striding onto the porch from the house. “What’s wrong, Alina?” 
 
    She hurried up the steps and grabbed his arm. “My father has called the council. I came to find you as soon as I heard. He is giving the council his decision on the treaty.” 
 
    “What?” said Kazarien with a frown. “He’s giving them his decision? Isn’t the council supposed to decide?” 
 
    “Yes, but he’s not giving them that authority. You’ve got to come, Kazarien, right away! I sent Sanari and Penara on to try and stall them for you, but you don’t have much time.” 
 
    Kazarien’s eyes shifted to Tash and Tav. 
 
    “This is my fault, Kazarien,” said Tav. “Are you sure you want me there?” 
 
    “Of course, you’re my expert on the treaty. Let’s go.” He took Alina’s arm and led her down the stairs toward the gate. 
 
    The brothers and the lion fell into step at his back.  
 
    The Council Chamber was crowded when Kazarien and company arrived. Many of the Stravad citizens had converged there, waiting to hear what the council had to say. Tash walked through them beside his brother and listened to the stir of conversation that followed in their wake.  
 
    Temerian Stravad might be pleasure-seekers, but they could be single-minded and focused when the need arose.  
 
    Tash was grateful their attention seemed fixed on Kazarien rather than Tav. In light of the recent attack, they were more interested in seeing the treaty ratified, than placing blame. Kazarien nodded at many of them, asking them to part so he and his companion could proceed.  
 
    As they entered the antechamber, the noise of many voices in heated debate struck them. Kazarien cast a look at Tash before drawing a breath and shoving the doors open. Taking Alina’s arm again, he strolled into the middle of the main chamber, his other companions flanking him. Silence descended, pressing in from every side.  
 
    Sanari and Penara were standing in the center of the room, but they turned and hurried to Kazarien, their expressions anxious.  
 
    “He just told the council his decision,” Sanari said. “Then I asked to address them and started speaking before he could have me removed. After I finished, they got into a heated debate about being allowed to do their job as a council.” Sanari gave Kazarien a pointed look. “You got here just in time. This isn’t going to be easy.” 
 
    Tash glanced around at the angry faces on all sides. Old, young, experienced, inexperienced – it was hard to read what thoughts went on behind those handsome Stravad faces. Omenarian was studying the group with a cool expression. Beside him Thalandar seemed lost as if his thoughts were a million miles away. Tash didn’t think any help would come from that quarter.  
 
    Penara moved to Tav’s side and Tash noted that she’d taken his brother’s hand. It disconcerted him, but he had bigger problems to face at the moment.  
 
    “Well, Alina,” said Omenarian smoothly, “I see your loyalties are still divided.” 
 
    Tash saw Kazarien’s fingers tighten on her arm, but she gave him a smile and patted his hand. He released her and she strolled into the center of the room alone. “My loyalties are not divided. In truth, they are where they’ve always been. Firmly on the side of my people.” 
 
    “And yet you ran to warn the King of Trendaria the moment council was convened,” added her father.  
 
    Alina lifted her head. “I warned him on behalf of my people.” She turned and looked over the entire council. “In light of the recent attack on Temeron, I believe Kazarien’s offer of an alliance is not only timely, but desperately needed.” She looked back at her father. “And I do not think one person should be allowed to decide this grave issue alone.” 
 
    Omenarian’s stoic facade crumbled a little. The murmur among the council rose in volume until they were shouting at one another. Beside the Stravad Leader, Thalandar narrowed his eyes in concentration, his attention focused on his sister.  
 
    Kazarien moved to Alina’s side in the midst of the disagreement. “Please, nothing will be accomplished without some order. Let us discuss the situation with cool rationality.” 
 
    Gradually they fell silent, their eyes turning to the King of Trendaria. Tash was once more impressed by his statesmanship.  
 
    “Yes, let’s discuss the situation between us as a Council for Temeron,” said Omenarian. “I would respectfully ask Lord Kazarien and his menagerieI mean entourage to remain outside.” 
 
    Tash narrowed his eyes on the Stravad Leader. At his throat, the emerald pulsed in agitation. Kazarien, however, was unaffected.  
 
    “I believe I was scheduled to address the Council regarding the treaty anyway, Stravad Leader. Now is as good a time as any.” 
 
    “Your schedule was for last Friday. We are a good ways beyond that now.” 
 
    Kazarien didn’t falter. “Ah, but last Friday we were mourning the death brought about by an attack on your city!” 
 
    “An attack that would never have happened if it wasn’t for the betrayal of one of your own!” shouted the Stravad Leader.  
 
    Tav dropped his eyes, the Council gasped as a body, and Thalandar turned to stare at his father in surprise. In the silent void created by this attack, Zarand collapsed on his side, exhaling in a loud hrumph. It was so poetic a gesture that all eyes in the room fixed on the cat, even as he closed his own and proceeded to fall asleep.  
 
    Smiles and snickers of laughter snaked throughout the room. Omenarian’s jaw clenched.  
 
    “Enough theatrics, Kazarien!” he said, leaning forward and making a slashing motion with his hand. “You are dismissed!” 
 
    Tash recognized the look that entered the King’s face. It was accompanied by a squaring of his shoulders and a lifting of his chin. It was his most imperial, commanding stance, and it meant he wasn’t going to give ground easily.  
 
    “I have long admired the Temerian way of government, but this is not what I imagined when I thought of it. This is a dictatorship guided by a man motivated through his own personal loss and feelings of retaliation. You are not acting for the good of Temeron, Omenarian! You are acting out of spite!” 
 
    The council’s eyes swung back to the Stravad Leader. Omenarian offered the Trendarian King a cold smile. “And what are you acting out of, Kazarien? Are you going to stand there and tell me your motives are altruistic? Are you going to deny the hand your own minister played in the death of my daughter-in-law and the breech of our walls?” 
 
    “I am standing here telling you more lives will be lost unless you band with the Human protectorates! I’m standing here telling you Tav not only saved your city, but kept you from regional war with at least two of the protectorates!” 
 
    Tash saw Penara’s fingers tighten on Tav’s hand in reassurance.  
 
    Omenarian rose to his feet, his jaw clenched in anger. “And I’m telling you that Temeron will never sign a treaty with Trendaria as long as I am Stravad Leader!”  
 
    “Just like that, no discussion, no debate?” came a voice from the doors of the Council Chamber.  
 
    Fodongo strolled into the room. He left the antechamber door open and the citizens gathered at the entrance, peering anxiously inside. Fodongo ignored Omenarian’s affronted motion toward the door and continued on to stand beside Kazarien.  
 
    “No vote by the Council?” he continued.  
 
    Omenarian sank down in his chair, folding his hands over the arms. “None is needed. The King of Trendaria and his comrades have shown themselves for what they truly are.” 
 
    “Really? And what is that? The saviors of our city, bringing rational thought and action to us in this dark time.” 
 
    “My daughter-in-law and many of our warriors died due to the actions of his minister, Taverand!” 
 
    Tav bowed his head and closed his eyes.  
 
    Fodongo moved closer still. “Yes, we lost warriors and I’m sorry for that, and there is a boy who is now without his mother and a man without his wife – a horrible tragedy, but our people are alive and our walls still stand because of Taverand!” 
 
    “It would never have happened if he hadn’t tricked the guards at the gate. My daughter-in-law would be alive today except for that act. Do you hold him blameless there?” 
 
    “No, but I do not fault a man for trying to save the life of the woman he loves. I don’t believe even Thalandar faults him there.” 
 
    Thalandar lifted his head. His eyes shifted and found Tav’s. “No, I can’t fault him for that.” 
 
    “And tragic as the occurrence was, consider it a wake-up call, Omenarian. I know the practice of isolationism well, I lived by it myself, but Stravad cannot think only of Stravad concerns. The rest of the world must be dealt with or else it will come and batter down our gates and murder our children in their beds. We cannot turn our backs on what is happening outside Temeron’s walls yet again. War is coming and it will not leave us unscathed this time.” He pointed at Kazarien. “This young King is offering you a chance to safe-guard all we hold dear. He and his men fought beside ours to liberate Temeron from invaders. How can you possibly think of turning down his offer? Hear me and hear me well. Either ratify this treaty today or prepare for annihilation tomorrow.” 
 
    Silence fell in the chamber. Eventually Omenarian sighed. “Quite dramatic, Fodongo, but then you always had a flair for drama. Still, you are wrong and my mind is made up. Again there will be no treaty with Trendaria as long as I am Stravad Leader.” 
 
    An exclamation of surprise went around the Council Chamber. Even Thalandar and Alina were staring at their father. Fodongo’s eyes shifted from the Stravad Leader to Alina and back again.  
 
    “You aren’t thinking rationally in this, Omenarian. You do not wish a treaty with Trendaria because in your opinion your daughter nearly made the mistake of marrying the Trendarian King. Letting personal matters cloud one’s judgment is not the mark of a true leader.” 
 
    “You are wrong as usual, Fodongo, but it matters not at all. The truth is I am Stravad Leader and you are notwell, not any longer.” 
 
    All eyes in the room were fixed on Fodongo. He, in turn, was staring at Omenarian. Then he blinked and straightened and a faint smile touched his lips. “Ah, but there’s the crux of the problem. I am no longer Stravad Leader because you led the call to end my service, didn’t you? And if I remember correctly (I am getting older, but not so old as you), you asked for my resignation on these same charges. I took matters into my own hands without consulting the Council. I made a decision to fight Gava without the Council’s approval.” 
 
    “Or knowledge!” countered the current Stravad Leader.  
 
    “Or knowledge, but then again, do you really think it assuages anyone’s ego to be told his opinion is not needed? I made a decision for myself, to fight Gava on my own. You are making a decision that affects the entire city, every single man, woman, and child that lives in Temeron.” He shrugged carelessly. “When one puts it in that light, you are doing far worse than I did and yet you called for my resignation.” 
 
    The mutterings of dissension rose around the room. Tash exchanged a surprised look with Kazarien. Sitting beside his father, Thalandar watched the assembly with an alert, anxious expression. The Stravad Leader himself seemed to be struggling with a great many emotions. Finally, he banged his fist on the table.  
 
    “Enough!” he shouted, his voice echoing in the room. “My decision has already been given and that is all!” 
 
    One of the elders rose to his feet and lifted his hands for silence. He turned toward Omenarian. “Pray you, hold for a moment, Stravad Leader. Some very serious charges have been bandied about today, charges that I think must be addressed. I do not take such accusations lightly.” 
 
    “Nor do I!” snarled Omenarian, glaring at Fodongo.  
 
    “But then I do not think such accusations were issued lightly either,” finished the elder.  
 
    Omenarian’s eyes whipped to his face in surprise.  
 
    The elder turned to Thalandar. “We know you are overcome with grief right now, Thalandar, but we would ask you to speak reason. It is well known that you have been groomed to take over in your father’s stead, should the election run as expected. You have spent time with the King of Trendaria and his entourage. You know better what is the talk outside our borders. How do you answer both your father’s and Fodongo’s claims?” 
 
    Thalandar looked uncomfortable. His eyes shifted around the room, touching on everyone, then coming to rest on Kazarien. “I have always found the King of Trendaria to be trustworthy in all our dealings.” 
 
    Omenarian exploded and the rest of the room erupted in surprise. Tash saw Alina’s eyes shift and meet the King’s. The elder finally restored order.  
 
    “And as for his entourage?” 
 
    “I said before and I will say it again,” answered Thalandar, meeting his father’s angry glare. “I will not fault a man for protecting the woman he loves, as I would have protected Fakolvna had I been able.” He turned away from his father and looked around the room. “Furthermore, in spite of my personal loss, I agree that Taverand is owed our gratitude for saving Temeron at risk to his own life. It is a debt that we can never repay. As far as I’m concerned, this issue is now laid to rest.” 
 
    A new outbreak of mutterings rose, but quieter this time.  
 
    “And as to the charges Fodongo has brought before us?” asked the elder.  
 
    Thalandar drew a deep breath and looked at his sister. Tash could feel their conflict clear across the floor. Beside him, Kazarien shifted uncomfortably. Finally, Alina gave a small nod and looked away. Omenarian appeared like he might blow a blood vessel, he was so outraged, but his anger prevented him from speaking.  
 
    Thalandar turned back to the council. “You ask for me to speak about things that are difficult to address,” he answered.  
 
    “We understand that, but in this we are asking for you to act in the best interest of our people, not as the son of your father,” replied the elder.  
 
    Thalandar exhaled and closed his eyes briefly. “Then in the interest of our people, I believe” His voice faltered and he glanced at his sister. She met his look with equally anguished eyes, but again she nodded. Thalandar faced the assembly once more. “I believe Fodongo’s charges are well founded.” 
 
    An assortment of exclamations and gasps went around the room. Omenarian was no longer looking at his son and his face had lost all color. His hands tightened around the arms of his chair.  
 
    Thalandar held up a hand and silence fell immediately. Glancing miserably at his father, he rose to his feet. “Council of Elders, people of Temeron, Lord Kazarien and his entourage, I believe Temeron should sign the treaty with Trendaria and I believe we should prepare for war. Furthermore, I think” Again words failed him and he glanced at his father. “I think Temeron needs a new leader, a leader who is not clouded in his judgment by any extraneous circumstances. Therefore, because I cannot possibly fulfill such a role, I remove myself from contention for leadership of our city and I also withdraw myself from this Council. Thank you.” 
 
    With that he descended to the chamber floor and strolled past everyone without looking back. The rest of the room erupted in shock and confusion, all except Omenarian. He sat in his chair, stone-still, gripping the arms.  
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    Thalandar sat beside his father’s bed, staring at his face. The right side sloped downward, like a candle whose wax has melted, and his skin looked paper-thin. His white blonde hair lay across the pillow and his hands twitched where they were folded on his stomach.  
 
    As he stared into that familiar face, Thalandar came to the realization that his sister was right. Their father was already gone.  
 
    After the Council meeting, Thalandar had returned home. It was late night when Kazarien came to him and told him his father had had a stroke. He went immediately to his father’s house, but it was too late. 
 
    That had been a week ago. Thalandar didn’t know what kept his father’s body alive, but Alina was right in this as well. It was only a matter of time before the body followed the mind.  
 
    Thalandar leaned forward and braced his head in his hands, snaking his fingers into his hair. How could so much have changed in his life so fast? Not a month before the world had been sane. His wife was beside him, he understood his son, and his father was a vital, powerful leader. And Temeron’s walls had been unbreeched.  
 
    This last fact caused him a myriad of concerns. He felt guilty for speaking out at the Council meeting against his father. In some way, he blamed himself for his father’s stroke, but what choice did he have? The needs of his people had seemed more important than his father’s revenge.  
 
    He sat up and glanced toward the door of his father’s room. He could hear his mother speaking with someone. His mothershe was a rock in the midst of a maelstrom. She never participated in Council, but she stood beside her family with a quiet support that they’d always taken for granted. How Thalandar had come to depend on her in the last month. He hated to lean on her so much when she was suffering as well.  
 
    She had loved Fakolvna like a daughter, and now she was about to lose her husband. Whatever his father had been, his mother loved him with an unwavering faithfulness.  
 
    The door opened and his mother glanced inside. She was a tall, stately woman with hair more golden blonde than white. She gave her son a smile. “Thalandar, Fodongo is here to see you.” 
 
    Thalandar frowned. He hadn’t seen the past Stravad Leader since the Council meeting. Omenarian and Fodongo had never minced words regarding their dislike of each other. Thalandar had always felt guilty for the way his father had ousted the other Stravad Leader and then set himself up in his place.  
 
    He pushed himself to his feet and crossed the room to his mother. She reached out and ran her hand over his arm, then held the door open for him to pass. He walked into the center of the sitting room and studied Fodongo where he waited patiently.  
 
    Oddly enough, Fodongo had never held a grudge against Omenarian’s children. Many times Thalandar had met with the older Stravad, discussing how best to run Temeron when it was his to lead. Still, he felt awkward now.  
 
    “Hello, Fodongo,” he said stiffly.  
 
    Fodongo was studying him in return. “Hello, Thalandar. You look exhausted.” 
 
    “I am.” He glanced over his shoulder at his mother.  
 
    “I’ll just wait with your father,” she said.  
 
    “No, please stay, Frebria. What I have to say involves you too,” replied the past Stravad Leader.  
 
    Frebria pulled the door shut and crossed to the couch. “Come take a seat then. Can I get you a drink, Fodongo?” 
 
    Fodongo shook his head. “No, thank you,” he answered, moving to the spot she indicated.  
 
    Thalandar followed him, catching up his mother’s hand and guiding her to a place at his side.  
 
    “Your mother tells me there’s been no change in your father’s condition,” Fodongo stated.  
 
    Thalandar nodded. “That’s right. Alina says he’s already gone.” 
 
    Fodongo folded his hands in his lap and gave Thalandar a sympathetic look. “I’m sorry, Thalandar. I truly am.” 
 
    Thalandar shook his head, unable to speak.  
 
    Frebria glanced at her son, then over to the past Stravad Leader. “I think both Thalandar and I are a little surprised by your visit, Fodongo.” 
 
    Fodongo cleared his throat. “Actually, I come on behalf of the Council. They have been convened for the past few days, discussing Omenarian’s health and what to do with Temeron.” 
 
    “I see,” answered his mother.  
 
    “Yes, well, they’ve decided upon a new leader to take over in Omenarian’s stead,” replied Fodongo.  
 
    Thalandar tilted his head upward. “That’s probably for the best. We need to make a decision on Kazarien’s treaty.” 
 
    “Yes, we do,” Fodongo agreed.  
 
    “Who did they elect as leader?” questioned Frebria.  
 
    Fodongo’s blue eyes shifted to Thalandar’s face. “They elected Thalandar.” 
 
    Thalandar frowned. “No, I withdrew my contention. There are plenty of other viable candidates.” 
 
    “That’s the crux of the issue, Thalandar,” remarked Fodongo calmly. “There are no other viable candidates. You and you alone have been trained to take over in your father’s stead. It was held to a vote by the entire council and you were the unanimous choice. That is either you or your sister. It is hoped Alina will lead beside you, but the elders noted her renewed interest in Kazarien.” 
 
    Thalandar’s expression grew harsh. “Well, I don’t accept. The Council can’t elect me as Stravad Leader. My father isn’t even dead yet and I withdrew my contention! Not only that, but the Temerian people have a say in this matter and you haven’t put it before them!” 
 
    “We have. We’ve taken random polls. Not only do they want you for their leader, they feel you will be a better leader than your father.” 
 
    “No! I will not…” 
 
    Frebria placed her hand on his arm. “Go easy, Thalandar. Fodongo is not your enemy. Besides that, I don’t think you should reject Fodongo’s words without thinking about it more thoroughly.” 
 
    “You can’t expect me to push my father aside” objected Thalandar 
 
    “Your father is unable to lead. Would you really have Temeron without a leader in this difficult time?” asked Fodongo.  
 
    Thalandar started to answer, but his mother interrupted him. “Please think for a moment, Thalandar. I know you’ve suffered many losses over the last month, but Temeron does need a strong leader. You are that and more, you are fair-minded and dedicated. If the people have requested you, shouldn’t you do it for them?” Her eyes searched his face. “Besides, you need something to give your life meaning now. I think it is a good thing.” 
 
    Thalandar met his mother’s look. In her eyes he saw something he hadn’t seen in years, something that hadn’t been there since he was a child. She was worried for him, afraid for him as only a mother could be. Thalandar swallowed hard and turned to Fodongo.  
 
    “I will consider it, Fodongo, nothing more.” 
 
    “They would like your answer tomorrow, Thalandar.” 
 
    Thalandar nodded. “They shall get it,” he said. 
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    Thalandar stood beside Tash on the grassy area behind his house. They had taken one of the balls Senerdan had played with as a child and placed it a good distance away from them. Tash was trying to get the ball to roll toward him without touching it. At the moment, the ball wasn’t moving.  
 
    He studied Tash’s tightly closed eyes and the concentration on his face. With Tash’s paternal background, moving the ball should not be this hard. Thalandar suspected some of the problem was due to his Human blood, but the rest was Tash himself, his own doubt.  
 
    Thalandar reached out and touched his arm. “Stop for a moment, Tash,” he said, smiling when Tash jumped. He couldn’t fault him for not concentrating hard enough.  
 
    Thalandar’s mind was filled with problems and no answers. He knew he needed to come to a decision regarding Fodongo’s proposition since he had only until tomorrow, but he found he enjoyed his time with Tash. It gave him a respite from his own problems and he hungered for such breaks right now.  
 
    “Instead of thinking about it so hard, why don’t you feel your power and wrap it around the ball?” he suggested.  
 
    “Feel it?” questioned Tash.  
 
    “Instead of trying to identify the thoughts that create a chain reaction, tap into the flow of your own power and send it toward the ball.” 
 
    Tash gave him a skeptical look, but he closed his eyes again and tried. Thalandar couldn’t move things with his own power, but he could feel it when someone else did. The hair on the back of his arms rose with the electrical impulses. At Tash’s throat, the emerald began to glow.  
 
    And yet the ball did not move.  
 
    “Try doing it with your eyes open. Focus on the ball and send your power to it.” 
 
    Again Tash focused on the ball. This time it rocked, back and forth, but after a moment of rocking, it did no more.  
 
    Tash sighed in disgust. “What now?” 
 
    Thalandar was trying to figure out just that. He wished he knew what was blocking Tash. He could almost do it, Thalandar felt the brush of his power, but he couldn’t seem to focus it with enough accuracy.  
 
    The Stravad’s eyes narrowed. “Blast it across the yard!” he said.  
 
    “What?” 
 
    Thalandar turned to him. “Blast it with as much force as you can!” 
 
    “Thalandar” 
 
    “Just blast it!” shouted Thalandar.  
 
    Tash turned, focused on the ball, and released his power. Thalandar felt the percussion of psychic energy as it struck the ball and sent it sailing over the neighbor’s rooftop. Neither one of them said a thing as the residual eddy of power buffeted them.  
 
    Finally Tash shifted weight. “Now why did that work?” 
 
    Thalandar strolled toward the lawn-chairs, taking a seat. “Transference of energy.” 
 
    Tash followed him, a frown marring his features. “Whatence of energy?” 
 
    “Transference,” said Thalandar with a chuckle. “I told you your power is simply energy focused by the emerald. You struck that ball with a blast of energy.” 
 
    “So why couldn’t I make it come to me?” 
 
    “Same reason. When you knocked the ball over the neighbor’s house, you were sending it energy in the same direction as you wanted it to go, but when you were trying to bring it to you, you were sending the energy in one direction and trying to get it to loop around on itself – a much harder task.” 
 
    Tash sat down on the lawn-chair beside Thalandar.  
 
    “Understand?” asked the Stravad.  
 
    “I think so. Then how can I learn it?” 
 
    Thalandar shrugged, pressing his tongue against his front teeth. “Keep practicing.” 
 
    “Somehow I knew you were going to say that.” 
 
    Thalandar smiled, then sobered again. He looked at the ground beneath his feet. “They want me to take over as Stravad Leader.” 
 
    Tash sat up straighter. “Well, that was a rapid shift in subject.” 
 
    “I know, but I’ve got to decide by tomorrow morning.” 
 
    Tash glanced at him. “What’s there to decide?” 
 
    Thalandar gave him a frown. “A lot. They’re asking me to push my father aside when he isn’t even dead, they’re asking me to lead my people when they haven’t elected me, and they’re asking me to do it after I withdrew my contention for the job.” 
 
    “They’re asking you to guide them when they most need it.” 
 
    Thalandar leaned back in the chair. “How do I push my own father aside?” 
 
    Tash shifted until he could look the Stravad in the face. “Thalandar, I’ve heard what Alina has to say. Your father is as good as gone.” He paused. “I’m sorry. I know you don’t need any more loss right now, but he isn’t going to lead Temeron again, ever.” 
 
    Thalandar nodded. “I know.” 
 
    “The second point about the electionwell, I can’t say I entirely understand. I come from a place where rule is by kingship; however, Temeron is in a time of strife right now. You don’t have time for an election. And even if you held one, who would oppose you? You have been trained your entire life for this role. So postpone the election until this regional strife is ended, until Kazarien’s treaty is signed. Which brings me to another point. With you as Stravad Leader, Kazarien’s treaty stands more of a chance. Kazarien is a good man to ally yourself with. You aren’t going to find anyone else who respects Temerian ways quite like he does. And finally, you removed yourself from contention because you thought it was best for your people, but I think that was a hasty decision. No one questioned your motives or your ability to see things without bias. It was your father they questioned. In the end, I think your withdrawal means less than nothing.” 
 
    Thalandar considered Tash’s comments in silence, then he smiled. “You are wise for a half-blood.” 
 
    Tash laughed. “It’s that damned Norrad,” he answered. 
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    Kazarien, Tash, and Sanari strolled through the market in Temeron, Zarand beside them. The Temerian Stravad had no fear of the lion. Thalandar said it was because Stravad were closer to animals, could feel their intentions, understand their instincts. Many of the townspeople studied the cat or reached out to touch him as he passed. They were curious, but not overwhelmingly so and Zarand basked in the attention.  
 
    Night had fallen, but it was clear and warm. Tav and Penara had gone to visit Zhera yet again. Kazarien was not a little concerned about Tav and Penara’s relationship. It was growing more intimate as the days progressed. He had sent a letter to Voltarian, but had heard nothing in return. In fact, he had heard nothing from his brother since he’d arrived in Temeron.  
 
    The lack of communication worried Kazarien, but he couldn’t leave Temeron yet. The Council was meeting to decide about the treaty tomorrow. Thalandar had agreed to be interim Stravad Leader and Kazarien hoped his presence would seal the deal. Then he could set out for Denortosal and seek some information regarding the other protectorates.  
 
    The King was also concerned that his own soldiers had never arrived from Voltarian. At the outside, they should have arrived weeks ago. He needed to discuss this fact with Tash, but Tash was as preoccupied with Sanari as Tav was with Penara.  
 
    Kazarien laid a hand in Zarand’s mane and sighed. He felt like a third wheel, but when Tash and Sanari had invited him to dinner in town, he accepted. Thalandar’s house was on a deathwatch and being in such close proximity to Alina was painful, especially when she was mourning. He wanted to comfort her, but that made him long for more, so he took the coward’s way out. He fled.  
 
    “Tash?” 
 
    Tash glanced over, his arm around Sanari’s shoulders. “Hm!” 
 
    Kazarien could hear the distraction in his voice. He smiled in memory. He and Alina had been much the same way before she left Trendaria. He paused beside a vendor that sold women’s hair clips and faced his second-in-command.  
 
    “Don’t you think it odd the soldiers have never arrived from Voltarian?” 
 
    The vendor hustled to the front of his booth. “Your Majesty,” he said, giving a slight bow. “May I show you something specific?” 
 
    Kazarien glanced at him. “We’re just looking, but I’ll let you know if I need help.” 
 
    The vendor’s eyes went past him to Zarand. The lion was sniffing at the clips. “What a beautiful animal he is!” he commented.  
 
    Kazarien brushed his fingers through the lion’s mane. Zarand immediately started pushing his head under Kazarien’s hand, a purr rumbling in his broad chest. “Thank you, he thinks so too.” 
 
    The vendor smiled. “Just call if you need help.” 
 
    Kazarien nodded, returning his gaze to Tash.  
 
    “I think it’s strange, Kazarien, but you know how unpredictable the roads are. They could have run into trouble easily enough and fell back to Voltarian.” 
 
    “Which makes me worried about what is happening in the other protectorates,” offered the King.  
 
    “We have to wait for the treaty to be ratified,” said Sanari.  
 
    “I know, but then I want to leave for Denortosal, with or without our soldiers. I need to know what’s happening in the protectorates.” 
 
    “Agreed,” stated Tash.  
 
    Kazarien turned and looked at the clips, picking up one made entirely of salmon-colored shell. He thought of Alina and her white hair. It would be a striking accessory and perhaps bring her some pleasure in this time of grief.  
 
    His fingers closed over the clip. It wasn’t his place to bring Alina gifts any longer.  
 
    Sanari caught his motion and covered his fist with her hand. “She would love this,” she said.  
 
    Kazarien met her gaze, gradually releasing his hold on the clip. He replaced it on the vendor’s table. “It isn’t my place to give her gifts,” the King replied.  
 
    Sanari’s expression fell. “Perhaps if the two of you talkedperhaps” 
 
    “No!” said Kazarien firmly. “I’ve been down that route before. It only leads to heartache.” 
 
    Tash put his hand on Sanari’s back to comfort her and Kazarien immediately felt bad for snapping. “You’re becoming as stubborn and narrow-minded as I am, Kazarien,” he said jokingly.  
 
    Kazarien forced a laugh, then held out his hand for Sanari. “I’m sorry for being so difficult.” 
 
    She took his hand and squeezed it. “It’s all right. It’s a hard time for all of us.” 
 
    He nodded, but his eyes shifted beyond her to the street. Chayse was pushing his way through the crowd, searching for someone. Zarand also caught sight of the boy and loped across the cobblestone square toward him.  
 
    Chayse halted and glanced quickly around, then met Zarand in the center of the square. His eyes continued to search the street.  
 
    Kazarien took a step away from the stall. “Are you looking for us, Chayse?”  
 
    “Lord Kazarien,” he said, pushing away from the cat and hurrying to the King’s side. He was panting and sweat dotted his brow. Temerian nights could be warm. He held a letter out to the King. “This is from Zenoradel, Your Majesty. It just arrived.” 
 
    Kazarien glanced at Tash and Sanari, then reached to take the letter. “How odd after what I was just saying.” 
 
    “The Norrad says that one must ask for answers before he receives them,” replied Tash seriously.  
 
    Kazarien’s eyes shot up from the letter and fixed on his second. Sanari giggled. “The Norrad?” repeated the King.  
 
    Tash crossed his arms over his chest and gave the King a smug smile. “What else?” 
 
    Kazarien shrugged. “What else indeed,” he answered, tearing open the envelope. He recognized Horatem’s bold script. He scanned the contents of the letter, then read it once more. He could feel the blood draining from his face, leaving him clammy.  
 
    “Kazarien, are you all right?” asked Tash, grabbing his elbow.  
 
    Kazarien sucked in air and exhaled. A cold sweat peppered his brow and ran along his spine. “I’m fine,” he said, then he met his companions’ alarmed stares. “Lord Ralda is dead.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 36 
 
      
 
    “I don’t like it, Kazarien,” stated Thalandar.  
 
    Kazarien glanced at his friend, but his attention shifted back to the letter. Lord Ralda was dead and Horatem was asking for Kazarien’s help in setting his kingdom to rights. This news couldn’t have come at a worse time, but Kazarien was trapped by the stipulations of his own treaty. He had to answer a call for aid.  
 
    “What don’t you like, Thalandar?” he asked, folding the letter and replacing it in its envelope.  
 
    They were sitting in the parlor of Thalandar’s house, a comfortable room with floor to ceiling windows that looked out over the back porch. The chairs were arranged around a fire place for conversational purposes, and the colors were a rich burgundy and tan that not only soothed the mind, but pleased the eye.  
 
    It was very late. Kazarien suspected it was close to dawn. In fact, Sanari was half-asleep, resting her head on Tash’s shoulder, Penara was blinking owlishly beside Tav, trying to stay awake, and Chayse was sprawled across the carpet, his head resting on Zarand’s ribcage. Both boy and lion were snoring.  
 
    Thalandar leaned forward, bracing his forearms on his thighs. “Right now the roads are too dangerous for you to travel. You could be waylaid. Furthermore, you know Tiros escaped, you know he wants you dead, and you know all of Harad’s followers will be trying to kill you. You can’t take such a risk.” 
 
    Kazarien sighed. “I don’t have any choice.” 
 
    “Yes, you do. You don’t have to be so damn stubborn!” snapped Thalandar.  
 
    “He’s right, Thalandar,” said Tav. Dark circles marred the flesh beneath his eyes. “According to the treaty he has to answer Horatem’s request.” 
 
    “And get himself killed!” 
 
    Kazarien shifted his gaze to Tash. “I am going to try very hard not to get killed, especially with Tash beside me, but if I don’t answer this summons, the treaty will fail before it has a chance.” He met Thalandar’s angry look. “You’ll be in your own danger if you plan to bring the treaty to Denortosal in my stead.” 
 
    “I’ll be traveling with a band of highly trained Stravad warriors, not one soldier and a boy. No insult intended, Tash,” he said, glancing at Kazarien’s second.  
 
    Tash shrugged. “None taken.” 
 
    “Besides,” continued the new Stravad Leader, “Tiros doesn’t even know who I am, nor do his followers.” 
 
    Kazarien looked away, his gaze coming to rest on Chayse. He still wasn’t sure his decision to take Chayse along was a good one, but the boy had pleaded to go and Tash believed the three of them could travel inconspicuously enough to escape Harad’s followers. As young as he was, Chayse’s hearing and sight were better than the other two men and he had a way with the horses, rivaled only by Tav.  
 
    Both Kazarien and Tash had insisted the others stay behind. At first Tav and Sanari had protested, but Kazarien had used Penara’s safety to get Tav to agree, and Tash had appealed to Sanari on the basis that he could protect their king more efficiently if he had a limited number of people to guard. Kazarien was still worried about leaving Penara and Tav alone together, and yet, he didn’t have the heart to come between them now.  
 
    He looked back at Thalandar. “You still need to watch yourself. It’ll be a dangerous journey through the Boline Plain. None of us can be sure what sort of force Erram has mustered outside of Mt. Askar.” 
 
    Thalandar leaned back. “Stravad can blend with the environment when necessary. We will be fine.” 
 
    “Has Alina agreed to lead Temeron in your absence?” Kazarien asked.  
 
    Thalandar nodded. “As long as Tav and Sanari help her, so she can continue working in the clinic and looking in on our father.” 
 
    “And the council agreed?” 
 
    Thalandar glanced at Tav. “The council agreed. They’ve been very accommodating since I acquiesced regarding the interim leadership.” He ran a hand through his light hair. “You will watch over my son and Jelian, won’t you?” he asked Tav.  
 
    “Of course,” answered Tav. “I’ll do my best.” 
 
    Thalandar nodded. “Can’t be any worse than I’ve done.” 
 
    Kazarien’s gaze shifted to Sanari. “Why don’t we leave this for tonight? We can talk more about it tomorrow. Tash and I still have to prepare for the journey, so I’m guessing we won’t be underway for another day or so.” 
 
    Tash nodded. “I agree.” He hesitated and narrowed his gaze on Kazarien. “I’m sorry Lord Ralda died,” he offered. “I know you were fond of him, Kazarien, and I thought he was a fine king.” 
 
    Kazarien exhaled, tightening his hold on the letter. “I was fond of him and I’m sorry he’s gone too.” He shot a look at Thalandar. “What a miserable time we’re living in,” he said.  
 
    Thalandar closed his eyes and rubbed the back of his neck. “It is at that,” he answered. “And bound to get worse before it gets better.” 
 
    Tav was staring at the boy and the lion, his expression troubled. Kazarien could just make out the gold chain which held the locket around his neck. “The death of yesterday gives birth to tomorrow,” he muttered.  
 
    Kazarien frowned, but Tash glanced over at his brother. “The Norrad?” he asked.  
 
    “The Norrad,” Tav said, then he sighed.  
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    Kazarien held the shirt up and inspected it. Like the rest of the clothing he was packing for the trip to Zenoradel, it was utilitarian and bland, nothing like the clothing he had bought in the market in Temeron. Tash wanted all of them to blend with the environment, so they had purchased earth tones or black, nothing remotely colorful.  
 
    Folding the shirt as best he could, he shoved it into the saddle bag. He gave a low chuckle and reached for the next one. Once he had traveled with a full trunk – now his possession could be slung over his shoulder. He paused in the act of folding the second shirt. Once he would never have thought of packing his own bag, let alone carry it. He blinked and shoved the second shirt into the bag after the first.  
 
    A knock sounded at the door and he turned toward it, striding across the wooden floor and reaching for the handle. Alina waited on the other side.  
 
    Kazarien didn’t say anything for a moment, simply stared at her. She was barefoot as usual, her hair tied back into a ponytail with a yellow ribbon. She wore loose-fitting white trousers and a yellow blouse that hugged her curves. In her hands she carried a satchel.  
 
    Kazarien was struck by her beauty, but then he’d always been.  
 
    “Can I come in?” she asked.  
 
    He blinked, then remembered himself, moving back to allow her inside. He caught the scent of her perfume as she passed, something light and floral, a blend that reminded him of summer in Temeron. Even in Trendaria, he had been able to close his eyes and remember the scent of her, transporting himself back to a time when he had been the happiest in his life.  
 
    She settled the satchel on the armchair in the corner by the fireplace and turned to look at him. Her expression was troubled. It suddenly occurred to Kazarien that she might have come about her father.  
 
    “Is Omenarian” he began.  
 
    She shook her head. “No change,” she answered.  
 
    Kazarien exhaled. He realized he had made fists out of his hands, so he forced himself to relax. Once he had been able to say anything to Alina, but now he felt as awkward as a boy with his first crush.  
 
    Her eyes searched his face, then she crossed the distance separating them and looked up at him. “Kazarien, Thalandar told me you’re leaving tomorrow. He told me how dangerous this journey is.” 
 
    The need to assuage her worry sprang to Kazarien’s lips, but he choked it down. “I have faith in Tash.” 
 
    She frowned. “Tash isn’t invincible. Are you sure this is a good idea?” 
 
    Kazarien moved away from her. He couldn’t stand that close to her and not want to touch her. He walked to the window and looked out. His room overlooked the back of Thalandar’s house. Tash and Sanari were having a picnic on the lawn, their attention completely focused on each other.  
 
    “Kazarien?” 
 
    He turned and leaned against the windowsill, crossing his arms over his chest. “Good idea or not, I have to go, Alina. The treaty would fail if I didn’t.” 
 
    She studied him in silence for a moment. Kazarien returned her scrutiny. He had never seen a more beautiful woman in his life. What had made him think such a creature could ever be his? 
 
    “I couldn’t stand to lose you,” she said to break the silence.  
 
    Kazarien blinked in surprise, but he didn’t know what to say. They had already lost each other years before. The gulf between them was too great to bridge. An entire city and its people stood between them now.  
 
    When he didn’t answer, she walked over to the armchair and opened the satchel. Reaching inside, she lifted out a heavy leather breast piece. She carried it to him and shook it out.  
 
    He unclasped his arms and lifted his eyes to her face. Tears glistened on her lashes.  
 
    “I want you to promise me that you’ll wear this beneath your clothing until you reach Zenoradel.” 
 
    Kazarien swallowed hard. “I’ll be fine, Alina.” 
 
    She took a step closer to him. “Please, Kazarien, please promise me that you’ll wear this.” 
 
    Kazarien lowered his gaze to the armor and reached out to finger it.  
 
    “Promise me,” she pleaded.  
 
    He took it from her and held it against him. It was lighter than he’d expected and looked like it would fit. “I promise,” he said, feeling a lump in his throat.  
 
    Leaning over, he tossed it onto the bed, then he shifted his gaze to her face. A tear was rolling down her cheek. He reached out and brushed it away with the pad of his thumb.  
 
    “Please don’t cry,” he said.  
 
    She took his hand in hers and pressed it to her face. “Please be careful.” 
 
    He gave her a forced smile. “Always.” 
 
    She moved another step closer to him and lifted on her tiptoes. Pressing her lips to his, she kissed him. Although he knew better, Kazarien slipped his arm around her and pulled her into his embrace, kissing her back. For a moment, time ceased to matter and the troubles of the world slipped away.  
 
    Finally Alina pulled away and pressed her damp cheek to his. “I love you,” she whispered into his ear, then she turned and fled the room.  
 
    Kazarien watched after her until the door closed at her back. Then he bowed his head and closed his eyes. I love you too, he thought. 
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    Kazarien and Chayse were waiting for Tash before Thalandar’s gate with Thalandar, Penara, Sanari, and Zarand.  
 
    Tash stood in the entrance hall of Thalandar’s house and stared out at them. The emerald was pulsing against his chest, warning him of his own anxious mood. He wished he didn’t have to be separated from his companions now, but he couldn’t think of a better solution to the request from Zenoradel.  
 
    He felt sure he could protect himself, Kazarien, and Chayse. If more people were added to the mix, his confidence flagged. Not only that, but he felt the others were safest in Temeron, where a defense mechanism had already been tested and its defects repaired.  
 
    ‘Promise me that you’ll be careful,’ came his brother’s thought.  
 
    Tash turned and studied Tav’s face. There might be a lot unresolved between them, but when everything else was stripped away, they were still brothers. ‘I’ll be careful,’ he answered.  
 
    Tav took a few steps forward and grabbed his shoulder, pulling Tash into a quick embrace. Tash hugged his brother back and smiled to himself. It had been years since they had shown any affection toward each other.  
 
    Tav released him, taking a step away. “You’d better get going.” 
 
    Tash nodded. “Watch out for Sanari, please.” 
 
    Tav smiled. “I will.” 
 
    Tash wanted to warn him to keep his distance from Penara, but the words wouldn’t come. Since the attack on Temeron, Tash had been reluctant to step on the sanctity of that budding relationship. Not that he thought there was any future to it, but it was difficult to ignore their obvious feelings for each other.  
 
    He pushed open the door and walked out, Tav behind him. The lion was the first to greet him, rubbing against Tash’s side like an overgrown house cat. Tash pulled the animal’s head up so he could look into his amber-colored eyes.  
 
    “Take care of everyone,” he said.  
 
    Zarand started purring.  
 
    Tash smiled and pushed the lion away. His eyes passed over Thalandar, Penara, and Sanari. He and Sanari had spent the previous day together, choosing not to talk about the future, but concentrating on the present. It had been a day to remember and he knew he would think of it often while they were apart.  
 
    Thalandar held out his hand. “Remember what we’ve worked on here.” 
 
    Tash took his hand in a firm grip. “Always and thank you.” 
 
    “My pleasure.” 
 
    “Be careful going to Denortosal and good luck.” 
 
    Thalandar shrugged. “I understand the treaty is as good as ratified anyway, and Stravad are better about blending with the land than Humans. Let your Stravad side guide you.” 
 
    Tash laughed. “If I knew which side it was, I would.” 
 
    Thalandar returned the laugh and Tash realized it was the first time he’d heard it since Fakolvna died.  
 
    His eyes shifted to the Voltarian princess. “I have the letter you wrote to your father. I’ll make sure he gets it myself.” 
 
    “Thank you,” she answered, ducking her head. “May your journey be swift and safe.” 
 
    Tash nodded, his eyes drifting to Kazarien. “Are you ready?” 
 
    “Yes, goodbye everyone,” he said. “Come, Chayse.” 
 
    A chorus of goodbyes followed him as Thalandar walked him and Chayse to the horses.  
 
    Tash’s gaze shifted to Sanari. He closed the distance between them and reached up to brush back her hair. “Stay out of trouble,” he said gently.  
 
    She swallowed, then threw her arms around his neck, hugging him fiercely. “You take your own advice,” she whispered in his ear.  
 
    He held her tightly for a moment, trying to etch the feel of her in his memory. Placing his hand under her chin, he lifted her face and kissed her, putting all of his feelings into that one gesture. It wasn’t enough, but it would have to do until he had more time to tell her exactly what she’d come to mean to him.  
 
    Reluctantly he pulled away, giving her a forced smile. She didn’t return it, her eyes searching his face as if she were trying to commit him to memory. He shot one last look at his brother, then turned his back on them, striding toward Jaren. Yet as he reached for the bridle, he halted.  
 
    Turning around, he retraced his steps to Sanari and stared down into her eyes. “Do you remember when we were camped outside of DiNolfol and I told you I was going to find what makes me happy and stick with it?” 
 
    She nodded.  
 
    Tash took her hand in his and brought it to his lips, kissing the back of it. “I’ve found it, Sanari, right here with you.” 
 
    Her lips parted and her eyes filled with tears. Tash bent and kissed her quickly, then he turned away, striding purposefully toward his horse. He didn’t permit himself to look back, because if he had, he wouldn’t have been able to leave.  
 
      
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    Tav stood on Thalandar’s back porch, looking out toward the stream. Zarand was sprawled across one of the lawn chairs at his back. Tash and Kazarien had been gone for a day and Thalandar had left that morning. It was quiet in Temeron, oddly so.  
 
    The back door opened and Penara walked out, crossing to his side. He turned to greet her. “How is Jelian?” he asked.  
 
    “Better. Alina gave her something to calm the nausea and she’s sleeping peacefully. The baby is fine.” 
 
    Tav nodded. “At least that’s something. Did Alina leave again?” 
 
    “Yes, she’s exhausted from everything that’s fallen in her lap lately and I think a little distraught over Kazarien’s departure. She told me she didn’t think he ever planned to return.” 
 
    Tav sighed. He suspected Alina was right. “Where’s Sanari?” 
 
    “She went to bed as well.” Penara shook her head. “I feel like I’m surrounded by sadness.” 
 
    Tav reached for her hand and brought it to his lips. “It’s a difficult time, but it’s bound to get better.” 
 
    Penara’s expression was troubled as she studied him. “Will it? Why do I feel like it’ll get worse?” 
 
    Tav forced a smile. “Things with Jelian and Senerdan turned out all right tonight, didn’t they? We were afraid she might lose the baby, but she didn’t.” 
 
    Penara moved closer to him and Tav slipped his arm around her. She rested her head on his shoulder, encircling him with her own arms. “They’re so young to face such adult responsibility,” she said, “and yet I find myself envying them.” 
 
    Tav rested his cheek against her hair. “How so?” 
 
    “They are protected by Temerian law. I don’t think they should have married so young, but at least Temeron upholds their right to choose.” She leaned back and looked into his face. “I wish we had the right to choose.” 
 
    Tav met her gaze. It was odd how connected they were with each other. He had just been thinking that very thing when it occurred to him they were protected under Temerian law as long as they were in Temeron.  
 
    “Penara, what would you choose if you had the chance?” 
 
    She frowned. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “I mean that if you were given the choice of directing your life, how would you direct it?” 
 
    Her eyes searched his face. “I would never marry Ninad.” 
 
    “Is that it?” 
 
    “What are you getting at, Tav?” 
 
    He turned her to face him, taking both of her hands in his. “Look at Kazarien and Alina, Tash and Sanari, even Thalandar and Fakolvna. They all love each other, but external circumstances are keeping them apart.” Tav looked down at their clasped hands, rubbing the back of hers with his thumbs. “I don’t want to end up like they are. I want to know some happiness before it’s too late.” 
 
    “Meaning?” 
 
    He canted a look up at her and smiled. “Meaning we are in Temeron, Penara. Stravad law applies to us. We can choose to bind ourselves to one another and no one can tear us apart.” 
 
    Her lips parted. “Are you saying we can choose to marry each other?” 
 
    He nodded, unable to speak. His heart was hammering, trying to pound its way out of his chest.  
 
    Penara dropped her eyes, her hold on him tightening. “We can choose” she muttered.  
 
    Tav placed one hand under her chin and lifted her face until their eyes met. “From the moment I saw you fighting Tiros, I knew what I felt. I would have done anything to protect you, make sure you were safe. When I look at the future I can’t imagine it without you and the thought of you married to anyone else makes me feel sick inside. I love you, Penara. I know we haven’t known each other long, but I also know what I feel. I love you and I want to spend the remainder of my life with you.” 
 
    She was trembling. “I love you too. I knew when you left Voltarian and it hasn’t changed.” She took a step closer to him and wrapped her arms around his waist, laying her head against his chest. “What do we need to do to make our bond permanent?” 
 
    Tav laughed, feeling giddy and scared at the same time. “That’s the easy part. We have to pledge ourselves to each other and act on that pledge.” 
 
    When she glanced up at him, he gave her a rakish look. She laughed in return. “Tonight?” 
 
    Tav shrugged. “Why wait? My feelings aren’t going to change. Are yours?” 
 
    Her expression sobered. “Never,” she answered firmly.  
 
    He took a step away from her and reached for her hand, then he bent to one knee. “Princess Penara of Voltarian, I pledge my undying love and devotion to you for as long as I live. From this day forward, you will be my wife, my partner, and my anchor in the storm. May we be bound together forever.” 
 
    Tears filled her eyes and raced down her cheeks. She smiled at him and Tav thought she never looked more beautiful. “Taverand of Trendaria,” she whispered. “I pledge my undying love and devotion to you for as long as I live. From this day forward, you will be my husband, my partner, and my anchor in the storm. May we be bound together forever.” 
 
    Tav smiled and rose to his feet, gathering her in his arms and kissing her. They were so lost in the emotions of the moment that they forgot everything around them, until Zarand snorted in his sleep and rolled over. The lawn chair groaned, then gave way, tumbling the cat onto the porch.  
 
    Tav and Penara separated and looked back at the confused lion, then they started to laugh. 
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    Kazarien glanced over when Tash swore. Jaren was fighting the bit, refusing to let Tash place it in his mouth. Patting Larod’s flank, the King approached his second, reaching up to grab the horse’s halter and hold his head still. Chayse was busy saddling his own mount, a sable colored mare by the name of Madame, so he couldn’t come to Tash’s aid.  
 
    Dusk was just falling. Tash had insisted they ride during the late afternoon through the early part of the night. During the heat of the day, they had made camp off the main road and slept in shifts. So far they had met with no other travelers, but they had only left Temeron behind two days before.  
 
    Tash cursed the stallion again, throwing the bridle and bit on the ground. He paced away from the horse, Kazarien following him with his eyes. Tash had been in a particularly sullen mood since they left Temeron, fighting with the stallion and refusing to speak to anyone else. He hushed Chayse when the boy tried to talk, glancing around nervously as if he feared normal conversation would bring Harad’s followers down on them.  
 
    “What is wrong, Tash?” asked the King.  
 
    Tash turned to face him, motioning at the stallion. “That damn horse is worthless and should be turned into glue.” 
 
    Kazarien shot a look at the animal. Jaren snorted as if to say Tash was an idiot. The King couldn’t help but agree. Tash and Jaren had battled all the way from Trendaria and yet Tash would never select another, more easily controlled mount.  
 
    Chayse smiled at Tash’s outburst, but he didn’t respond.  
 
    “Jaren is spirited, but I don’t think you believe he’s worthless,” answered Kazarien, reaching down to pick up the bridle. He began working the bit into Jaren’s mouth. For some odd reason, the stallion didn’t fight him the same way. “What else is bothering you?” 
 
    He caught the lifting of Tash’s hand from the corner of his eyes. He curled his fingers around the emerald.  
 
    “The talisman is warning me that we’re in for trouble,” he replied.  
 
    Kazarien nodded, replacing the halter with the bit and bridle. “I see. You didn’t really expect to make it all the way to Zenoradel without some difficulty, did you?” 
 
    Tash sighed and released the gem. “I guess I didn’t, but what if I’ve made a mistake, Kazarien? What if we should have brought an entire army with us?” 
 
    Kazarien finished buckling the bridle in place, leaving the reins trailing over the animal’s head to ground-tie him. He approached his second, shooting a look at Chayse. “Army or not, the danger is all around us. This is what war means, Tash. It isn’t clean, it isn’t neat, and it isn’t without risk, but this risk is worth it. Look at what we’ve accomplished so far. We’ve nearly united the whole of Loden. Did you ever dream it was possible months ago in Nogatav?” 
 
    “No, I didn’t, but I never dreamed I’d be responsible for so many other lives.” He glanced at Chayse too. “Lives that matter a great deal to me. Months ago in Nogatav, Kazarien, I never dreamed I’d have a tomorrow, let alone be friends to a king.” 
 
    Kazarien smiled. “But friends we are. You are no longer responsible for my life, Tash. We are in this together. I’ll watch your back, if you’ll watch mine.” 
 
    Tash returned the King’s smile. “Agreed. Let’s ride.” 
 
    Kazarien nodded.  
 
    They rode until late in the night, until they were too tired to stay awake and the horses were stumbling over the road. They found a cleared area off the road and made a quick camp. They had just crossed the Cohidern Mountains and were descending into the flat land that bordered the Tridarn forest and led onto the Boline Plain.  
 
    Kazarien agreed to take the first watch, while Tash and Chayse slept. As he sat watching the grey line that marked the road, his thoughts turned to Alina. He had never been good at keeping her from his mind, but since coming to Temeron, she was even more of an obsession.  
 
    He saw her when he closed his eyes and he could hear the distinct Temerian lilt to her voice. He knew that losing her had left a gaping hole inside of him, but being with her again made him realize how large that hole was, how deep, how empty.  
 
    He didn’t want a loveless marriage of convenience. He wanted Alina. He wanted what they shared with one another. He wanted the life they had planned so long ago, and he knew he could never settle for less.  
 
    His thoughts fragmented when a horse nickered in the distance. His eyes cut to their own horses where the stallion in particular had lifted his head. Scrambling to his feet, Kazarien dropped his bedroll from around his shoulders and reached for Jaren’s halter, pulling his head down and stroking his muzzle.  
 
    “Quiet, Jaren!” he whispered, turning his eyes toward the road again.  
 
    Tash had rolled to a half-reclining position, his hand wrapped around the emerald. He stretched out and kicked Chayse’s bedroll with his foot, waking the boy. The young page lifted his head, blinking sleepily, but he didn’t say a word, obeying Tash’s silent command with a nod.  
 
    The horse nickered again, this time closer to them, and now Kazarien could hear the steady clomp of its hooves on the hard pack earth of the road. He reached out and caught Larod’s halter, whispering another warning to both mounts. They were well trained and knew better than to give themselves away, but Kazarien didn’t know about the mare and he couldn’t reach her from where he stood.  
 
    He could feel a cold sweat breaking out across his spine and his fingers had grown cold around the halters. His heart was beating erratically against his ribcage, making his breath come in a quick pant. It was most likely only a lone traveler on the road between Temeron and Voltarian, but they couldn’t be too careful. They were a half-day from the edge of the Tridarn forest, a wall of dense trees that left them exposed between it and the Boline Plain.  
 
    The Daman people of the Tridarn did not allow Humans into their realm and should Kazarien and his two companions get into trouble, they could bet no help would come from that quarter. Daman had no love of Humans, and they disdain Human royalty because of its patrilineal lines of descent. In the Daman culture, their leaders and property owners were women.  
 
    Kazarien held his breath and willed the horses to remain silent as his eye caught movement on the darkened road. The strange horse was moving along at a slow pace, its head lowered. Kazarien followed the rider and his mount until they came to a break in the undergrowth, a spot where they were clearly visible from where the King stood.  
 
    Kazarien ground his jaw and tightened his hold on the horses, but he realized he was trembling. His heart was pounding so fiercely, he worried the rider might be able to hear it. Tash shot him a glance over his shoulder, then returned to his intense scrutiny of the road.  
 
    As the rider passed by the open area, moonlight fell on his face. The rider was an Orahim and the red hexagon shape of Harad was clearly visible on its right shoulder. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 37 
 
      
 
    Sanari sat with Tav, Deryk, and Alina in the room off the council chamber, going over the defensive measures set up to protect Temeron. Deryk had a timetable and he was reviewing it to make sure the main gate was always heavily manned.  
 
    Sanari suspected she was the only one listening to the Stravad warrior. Alina was staring at the table with an anxious expression on her face and Tav was off in his own thoughts. It wasn’t the first time Sanari had seen Tav so preoccupied, but she suspected his thoughts weren’t captured by academic pursuits now.  
 
    She was suspicious that Tav and Penara had acted on their feelings for one another. She didn’t want to ask them outright because she frankly felt it wasn’t any of her business, but she hoped Tav knew what he was doing.  
 
    “I think we’ll eventually have to prohibit anyone from leaving Temeron, Alina,” said Deryk, organizing his papers into a neat pile.  
 
    Alina glanced up, her gaze shifting around the table. “What?” 
 
    “It’ll soon become too dangerous for our people to leave the city. Our scouts have seen quite a number of heavily armed bands of Orahim and Humans patrolling the roads and gathering on the Boline Plain before Mt. Askar. Eventually, we’re going to have to do something about this threat. In fact, we may not be able to wait for Thalandar’s return.” 
 
    Alina braced her forehead with her hand. Sanari felt sorry for her. She was shouldering so much pressure right now, getting little sleep. It was no wonder she couldn’t keep her thoughts focused.  
 
    “How can we tell our people they are prisoners? We’ve never taken such steps before.” 
 
    Deryk leaned forward. “Things have never been this desperate before, Alina.” 
 
    She closed her eyes briefly. “How are we going to get the goods we’re used to getting? We aren’t self-sufficient.” 
 
    “Thalandar and his warriors escorted the supply wagons to Denortosal and they’ll escort them back again. We’ll operate in that manner for a while more, but eventually Kazarien is going to have to call his alliance together and create a joint army to answer the war threat.” 
 
    Alina stared at him, then glanced at Tav and Sanari. “Will there be time?” 
 
    “I’m not sure anymore. I think you should let me start building a Temerian army.” 
 
    She sank both hands into her hair at the temples and bowed her head. “I don’t want to lead, Deryk. I don’t know how to face this sort of a situation.” 
 
    Tav shook himself out of his thoughts and sat forward in his chair. “Call the Council together, Alina. You don’t have to make this decision alone. That’s the beauty of the Temerian government. You have elders on the Council who were around during the first war, and you can appoint Fodongo as a special advisor. He’s willing to give you his advice.” 
 
    She lifted her head and regarded Tav a moment in silence. Finally she nodded. “Call the Council together for tomorrow, Deryk, and start building your army.” Her eyes returned to Tav’s face. “Will you come with me to speak to Fodongo?” 
 
    “Of course,” he answered.  
 
    She sat back, but her expression remained anxious. “I still need to look in on the clinic and there’s my father to tend.” 
 
    “Penara and I can handle the clinic for now,” said Sanari. “Have Senerdan run messages to the Council members for Deryk and Jelian can relieve your mother for a few hours.” She reached over and took Alina’s hand. “Being a leader means learning to delegate some responsibility. Ask us for help. We’re here for you.” 
 
    Tears filled Alina’s eyes, but she lowered her head and fought them. Sanari exchanged a look with Deryk and Tav, but they both shrugged in confusion. After a moment of silent struggle, Alina rose to her feet and turned her back on the table, walking to the window and leaning against it.  
 
    Tav pushed his chair back and followed her, placing his hand on her shoulder. “Alina, what’s wrong?” 
 
    She kept her hand over her eyes for another moment, then she looked up at him. “Tav, tell me I’m being paranoid. Tell me I’m wrong.” 
 
    Tav frowned. “I don’t understand what you’re talking about.” 
 
    She swallowed and turned to face him. “Since your brother and Kazarien left, I’ve had this bad feeling inside of me. I keep feeling like something is going to happen to them. Tell me I’m wrong.” 
 
    Sanari’s eyes widened and she felt a chill chase down her spine. Tav shot at look at each of them, then focused his attention on Alina again.  
 
    “Eldon’s star, Alina, I wish I could, but I can’t,” he said.  
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    The road curved around an out-growth of Tridarn trees. Kazarien could see Tash tensing beside him and he felt his own anxiety increase. Since the previous night, they’d all felt as if disaster lurked around every bend.  
 
    The Orahim had continued on, none the wiser for their presence. They waited for dawn, then Tash insisted they ride until noon. When the way was open, they left the road and rode across the plateaus as quickly as the horses could safely travel, but often the pass narrowed as they descended out of the mountains, forcing them back on the road again.  
 
    At noon they found a spot where the Tridarn trees offered some shelter and they rested the horses, taking turns napping while the sun made its rotation across the sky. However, as soon as the heat of the day dissipated, Tash urged them to saddle the horses again and ride on. There were a good many miles of forest to follow before they reached the Longan. Tash wanted to come within sight of the mighty river before they rested once more.  
 
    They had been traveling for four days, but the last of these days had been the hardest. Not that the terrain got any more difficult, simply the anxiety made them all edgy and tired. Kazarien knew he wouldn’t breathe easy again until they were riding down Voltarian’s streets.  
 
    Tash didn’t need to warn them to silence. Their midnight visitor had cured them of the desire to converse. And so the hours passed in spurts of adrenaline until they were all exhausted and numb.  
 
    Kazarien felt himself nodding toward sleep upon Larod’s back. The gelding’s smooth gait, combined with the more closed-in feel of the trees, lulled him toward relaxing his guard. Tash was riding before him and Chayse directly behind. They had met with no other riders, but that didn’t stop Tash from keeping his hand closed tight around the emerald.  
 
    Kazarien let his mind drift, unable to stop it. He thought of his suite of rooms in his castle and the pleasure of sinking into his own bed after a long day granting audiences. His favorite times had been the winter when Alina had lived in Trendaria. Often they would sit before the fire, sipping a hot drink and talking quietly while a storm raged outside the windows.  
 
    He knew the necessity of what he was doing, but lately he had begun to long for home and the relative simplicity of ruling his own kingdom. So many changes had happened in the last few months. So many losses. And he still had so far to go.  
 
    He wondered if the trees in Trendaria were beginning to change color and how many late summer foals they’d had, and whether Aziak was now taller than he was, but his attention snapped back to the present when Jaren screamed and reared straight up on his hind legs.  
 
    Kazarien hauled back on Larod’s reins, digging his heels into the horse’s sides as he glanced behind him at Chayse. The boy was also pulling his mare to a halt. Kazarien’s gaze whipped back to Tash a moment later as he tumbled from the saddle and landed heavily in the road.  
 
    Swinging off Larod’s back, the King avoided Jaren’s wild prancing and raced to Tash’s side. Tash was trying to push himself upright, but his equilibrium was off. Kazarien caught him when he almost toppled over again.  
 
    “Tash!” 
 
    “Geton your horse! Ride!” he gasped, trying to shove the King away. He missed and his hand slid past Kazarien’s arm.  
 
    Kazarien frowned and glanced up at Chayse where the boy was standing anxiously over them. The King could only guess that Tash had somehow suffered a blow to the head.  
 
    “What happened?” 
 
    “Go, Kazarien!” Tash growled, his words slurring. “Go!” 
 
    “Let’s get you up,” said the King, placing a shoulder under him, but Tash’s legs wouldn’t respond, buckling beneath him. They both sank to the ground. “Tash!” 
 
    “Shot me” panted Tash. “Shot mecan’t feelcan’t” 
 
    “I don’t understand you!” said the King, shaking him.  
 
    Tash muttered something else that the King couldn’t hear and tried to push Kazarien away, but his hand fell again as if he didn’t have control over it. At his throat the emerald glowed a brilliant green, but he couldn’t seem to grasp it.  
 
    It was then Kazarien noticed the blood on Tash’s shoulder. He angled him so he could take a closer look, finding a small dart embedded deep in his flesh, hidden by the folds of his shirt sleeve. Before he could remove it, Chayse suddenly gasped and scrambled back a few feet. Kazarien’s gaze shot to the boy, but Chayse wasn’t looking at him. He was looking down the road.  
 
    Jaren snorted beside them and tossed his head, and the mare nickered in alarm.  
 
    Kazarien’s gaze whipped around. Tiros was standing in the road, surrounded by Orahim.  
 
    Tash tried to grab Kazarien’s shirt and failed. “Gorun!” he urged.  
 
    Kazarien ignored him, narrowing his gaze on the pale man dressed in black. There were too many Orahim to fight and unless Tash could get some control over himself and command the emerald, they didn’t have much hope. Even as he thought this, Kazarien’s words came back to haunt him. Hadn’t he just told Tash he was responsible for his own life? 
 
    In that moment, Kazarien knew he had to protect his second. “What do you want, Tiros?” 
 
    Tiros gave him a chilling smile. “Want? Why there are so many things, Your Majesty. Does any man know what he wants, even a king?” 
 
    “Let us go. If anything happens to either Tash or me, your life is forfeit.” 
 
    Tiros laughed. “Really? And who is going to end it? You? I hardly think so. You are like all your kind, weak-willed and soft. You expect everyone else to make the sacrifices for you.” He motioned at Tash. “But your champion cannot help you now, so your threats mean less than nothing.” 
 
    “If my second and I do not make Voltarian today, Temeron will be alerted. You will bring the wrath of both the Stravad and the Human protectorates down on youand on Erram as well.” 
 
    Tiros laughed again, a chilling sound that made Kazarien’s spine crawl. “So be it,” he said, “but first let me tell you a little history that has yet to be written. I think you’ll find it amusing.” He took a few steps closer. “You see, they call me Harad.” 
 
    Kazarien swallowed and glanced at the Orahim. One of them carried a long, hollow tube and a handful of tiny darts with fletching exactly like the one that had embedded itself in Tash’s upper arm.  
 
    “That’s right. I am the prophet of the Star Destroyer, who you have correctly guessed is Erram. As Harad, my duty is to bring the Star Destroyer and Haldane together. Once the Star Destroyer and Haldane are of one mindand I think you’ll appreciate the irony of this, Your Majestywe are going to unite all of Loden under a centralized government.” 
 
    Kazarien rose to his feet, placing himself before Tash, his hand on the hilt of his sword. He knew he couldn’t do much against such numbers, but he wasn’t going to die without taking some of them with him.  
 
    “Kazarien, don’t” Tash muttered, managing to grab the back of the King’s trouser leg. Kazarien ignored him.  
 
    “Centralized government?” Kazarien repeated. “You mean a dictatorship ruled by a madman.”  
 
    Tiros shrugged. It was then Kazarien caught sight of the tirs slung over his shoulder. “It matters not to me. I’ll be happy to finally be shut of you royals.” 
 
    Kazarien narrowed his eyes once more. “Why are you telling me this?” 
 
    Tiros drew a deep breath and rolled his eyes upward piously. “I want you to appreciate the work I am going to do in pursuit of your goal.” He placed his hand flat in the middle of his chest. “I am going to help you unite Loden.” 
 
    Kazarien’s fingers flexed on his blade. Tiros was going to be the first he struck when he was forced to do so. “What makes you think Tash will help you?” 
 
    Tiros laughed. “He won’t have any choice. Right now he’s unable to move. The drug I gave him causes paralysis, but no other harm. With its help, I will bring him to Erram.” 
 
    Kazarien braced his legs, but he didn’t answer.  
 
    Tiros gave the King a cold, assessing look. “Here’s where you ask me what will happen to you.” He swung the tirs around and pointed it at the King.  
 
    The movement forced Kazarien to react, but the tirs barked first. A bolt shot from the mouth of the weapon and slammed into Kazarien’s thigh.  
 
    “NO!” screamed Chayse as Kazarien felt the blaze of poison enter his body.  
 
    He fought it, dragging his sword out, but his vision swam and he staggered, dropping to one knee.  
 
    “Farewell, Your Majesty,” said Tiros coldly.  
 
    “Kazarien!” cried Tash.  
 
    The tirs barked and another bolt slammed into the center of his chest, knocking Kazarien onto his left side. His fingers twitched and he dropped the sword. Chayse was scrambling over Tash’s prone body, trying to get to his king, and Tash was pulling himself across the ground, reaching for the emerald.  
 
    Everything seemed surreal and distorted to Kazarien’s failing vision. Tash’s movements were fluid as if he had no skeletal structure any longer and Chayse’s body oozed like dough in entirely opposite directions. He tried to push himself up, but his arm buckled. Then his gaze focused on Tiros. He saw the flash of light and heard the sound a moment later as the tirs barked. The bolt undulated through the air, cutting a wavering path directly for him. It impacted on his left side, upper chest, throwing him over onto his back.  
 
    Staring up at the murky thickness of a late summer sky, Kazarien watched the clouds bow and elongate. The echo of someone calling his name reverberated in his skull, until even that faded away into nothingness.  
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    Chayse scrambled across the road and threw himself over Kazarien. A loud, fricative noise was in his ears and he couldn’t draw a deep enough breath.  
 
    “Here,” came Tiros’ voice. “Take this and cut the King’s throat. He has a habit of coming back from the dead.” 
 
    Chayse’s head snapped up. He saw the dagger pass between Tiros and an Orahim. His eyes lowered to the sword Kazarien had dropped and he lunged for it, staggering under its weight as he rose to his feet, placing himself before his king.  
 
    His sight blurred and doubled and something hot and wet ran down his cheeks, but he lifted the sword and pointed it at the serpent, his jaw clenching. “No!” he said firmly.  
 
    Tiros had crossed to Tash’s side and was bending over him, but he straightened and arched a white brow beneath the brim of his hat. The Orahim glanced back at him, searching for direction.  
 
    “Kill the wretched, sniveling brat and put him out of his misery! Crying over royalty!” Tiros reached for Tash, grabbing the chain that held the emerald around Tash’s neck. Tash tried to catch his wrist, but he couldn’t close his hand into a proper fist and his eyes seemed to be having trouble focusing.  
 
    Yanking the emerald from beneath Tash’s shirt, Tiros squinted against its painful glare, then reached for a second dagger in his belt. He slipped the edge of the blade beneath the chain and cut upward, breaking it. He caught the emerald in a small pouch and pulled the drawstrings shut, tucking the end into his belt and replacing the knife.  
 
    Chayse watched him from the corner of his eyes as he faced off against the Orahim. He’d never killed before, but he would to protect Kazarien. The Orahim seemed to realize his determination because it made no move to attack him.  
 
    Tiros grabbed Tash’s wrist and bent, hauling him onto his shoulder. His strength surprised Chayse. He hesitated before reaching for Jaren’s bridle, glaring at the Orahim. “Kill the boy and make sure the King is dead! Now!” 
 
    Chayse was momentarily distracted by the sight of Jaren standing patiently still, while Tiros slung Tash over the saddle. In that instant, the Orahim sprang at him. Chayse reacted instinctively and swung upward, but his sword met empty air.  
 
    A projectile slammed into the Orahim, knocking it backward where it crumpled across the road. Chayse ducked and dropped the sword in surprise, while the other Orahim scattered. More projectiles rained down on the road, forcing Tiros to swing up behind Tash and wrench Jaren’s head around.  
 
    As an arrow whistled past Chayse’s cheek and slammed into the throat of another serpent, Chayse fell over Kazarien and covered his body with his own. A moment later small figures dashed out of the trees, horses bolted, and Orahim screamed. When Chayse sneaked a glance, he saw Tiros thundering away with Tash, leaving his Orahim companions behind to die at the feet of Daman archers.  
 
    Chayse glanced into the King’s still face, then back to where Tiros had disappeared down the road. Someone had to warn Temeron. Tiros couldn’t be allowed to deliver Tash to Erram.  
 
    When the opportunity presented itself, Chayse dove to his feet and ran.  
 
    Leaving his beloved king behind was the hardest thing he’d ever done, but he did it for Kazarien. He knew the King would want him to place the needs of the region over himself, even in death.  
 
    Larod stood where Kazarien had left him, his reins trailing across the road. He was pacing and prancing in anxiety, but he held his place. Chayse dove for his bridle and climbed into the saddle, keeping his head down as low against Larod’s neck as he could. Wheeling the horse around, he pointed him up the trail, then he permitted himself a final look back.  
 
    Dusk had fallen, but he could still make out the many Orahim bodies that lay in a semicircle around Kazarien’s sprawled form. He almost lost courage, but he remembered Kazarien’s dedication to the alliance and he kicked Larod in the flanks to get him moving.  
 
    It wasn’t until he’d ridden away from the battle, where he could no longer hear it, that he realized the odd wetness on both cheeks belonged to his own tears.  
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    Thalandar was well acquainted with Lord Kalahar, the King of Denortosal. Kalahar was an enormous man, not only tall, but broad with a voice that boomed like a drum. Kalahar came often to Temeron, and Thalandar felt he was more Stravad-like than many full-blooded Stravad he knew, his own father included.  
 
    Kalahar liked his pleasures – food, drink, and conversation. He loved the frivolity that marked Temerian life, the color, the pageantry, and the enjoyment in living. When the current Stravad Leader and his band of warriors rode up to the castle in the heart of Denortosal, Kalahar himself greeted them, clapping his hands enthusiastically. Thalandar smiled. Besides Kazarien, Kalahar was the only other king he could stomach.  
 
    Castle Tehan was an imposing fortress of mud-brown stones. A large, sweeping staircase rose from the courtyard to the front doors of the castle. A wrought-iron fence with spiked points blocked the top of the stairs, but now the gate hung open. Behind it crowded the retainers and advisors of the King, peering down at the Stravad band with curious, wary expressions.  
 
    Before Thalandar could mount the stairs, Kalahar descended, leaving his guards scrambling after him in bewilderment. He came to a puffing halt before the Stravad Leader and clapped him on the shoulders.  
 
    “Thalandar, what a surprise! What in the world are you doing here?!” boomed the King.  
 
    Thalandar smiled again, although his ears were ringing and his shoulders felt like they had been dislocated. He was every bit as tall as the Denortosal king, but he didn’t have Kalahar’s bulk.  
 
    “I’m bringing you Kazarien’s treaty, Lord Kalahar.” 
 
    Kalahar took a step back, his brow lowering in a frown. “Where is Kazarien?” He looked over Thalandar’s shoulder at the waiting warriors. His own guards moved into a semi-circle formation at his back, shooting aggrieved looks at their King.  
 
    “Kazarien has gone on to Zenoradel. He got word that Ralda died. Horatem was asking for his help.” 
 
    Kalahar frowned. “Ralda’s gone? I’m sorry to hear it. He was a good king in his day, but he had quite a run at it too. I think he was ready to go. Kazarien, however, is another matter entirely. We can’t chance losing him. I hope he took a large contingent of soldiers with him. My own men report that there’s a growing encampment of Harad’s followers on the Boline Plain. I can tell you I don’t like it at all.” 
 
    Thalandar dropped his eyes, snaking a hand through his hair. “Kazarien is traveling with Kiameron’s son, Tash. Your men may have heard the followers of Harad speak of Haldane. Tash is Haldane.” 
 
    “Ah, I see. Can’t say I entirely understand it, since they talk about this Haldane with reverence, not hatred.” 
 
    “I’m afraid there’s a lot we don’t understand about these people.” 
 
    Kalahar took a step back, giving the Stravad a critical look. “You don’t seem yourself, Thalandar. You look tired, pale even. Is something else wrong?” 
 
    Thalandar looked into the King’s face and swallowed hard. He wouldn’t admit it to anyone, even Alina, but there were times when he thought he could feel his wife’s presence. Those moments came more often when he was alone at night, staring at the ceiling, trying to fall asleep without her beside him, but even now, he could sense her, feel her as if she stood at his elbow.  
 
    “Temeron’s defenses were breeched, Lord Kalahar.” 
 
    “What?” boomed the King.  
 
    Thalandar nodded. He was reluctant to go into the details. “During the battle that ensued, my wife and more than a dozen of our warriors were killed.” 
 
    “Fakolvna?” questioned Kalahar.  
 
    If he kept it clinical, didn’t say her name, it didn’t hurt so bad. He nodded.  
 
    Kalahar grasped his shoulder. “I am sorry, Thalandar. Eldon’s star, what are you doing here at this time? Surely your father could have sent someone else.” 
 
    Thalandar exhaled. “My father had a stroke. Alina is sure he’ll never recover. I tend to agree.” 
 
    Kalahar’s expression blanched. “Ralda and Fakolvna both dead, your father incapacitatedgood lord, what is happening to us?” 
 
    “I’m not sure, but I agree with Kazarien. Now is the time for us to band together, which is why I am bringing you the treaty in Kazarien’s stead. Loden must be united.” 
 
    Kalahar took a step down beside the younger man and slung his arm around Thalandar’s shoulder. “Let’s ratify the treaty, then we’ll spend some time talking and drinkingmaybe just drinking. What do you say to that?” 
 
    Thalandar smiled at him despite his grim mood. “I say I’m Temerian Stravad, Kalahar. What do you think I say to that?” 
 
    Kalahar threw back his head and laughed, guiding the Stravad Leader to the entrance of his castle.  
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    Chayse rode Larod mercilessly. A half-day up the road, he came across Madame. Her reins had tangled in the branches of some outlying Tridarn trees and she was trapped. Chayse freed her and brought her to water, then he curled up beneath the brush off the side of the road and slept.  
 
    When he woke a few hours later, he climbed on Madame’s back and set out again at a near run, eating up the ground with a grim purpose. If he stopped to think about what he was doing, grief and terror overtook him.  
 
    He expected to be waylaid at any time by Orahim or Harad’s followers, but when he permitted himself to rest, he fell into a deep sleep almost at once.  
 
    Switching horses frequently allowed him to ride harder and farther than he would have on just one, but it still took more than three days to come within sight of the Stravad capital. It gleamed a golden brown in the blush of the setting sun. Temeron seemed ethereal and insubstantial, a thing of his childhood dreams, but within its walls, Chayse knew he would at last be safe.  
 
    He felt tears fill his eyes. How was he going to tell Tav and Sanari that Tash had been abducted, and how was he going to tell Alina that Kazarien was dead? 
 
    Standing on the summit, staring down at Temeron, Chayse sank to his knees and bowed his head in his hands, giving in to the memory of Kazarien’s death, the bark of the tirs, the cold, inhumane look in Tiros’ eyes.  
 
    He wept until his tears were spent. Then he pushed himself to his feet, numb and wounded inside, and climbed on Larod’s back. Catching up Madame’s reins, he twined them around the horn and clicked his tongue to set them moving.  
 
    He didn’t have the will to urge the animals at more than a walk, but he kept his eyes fixed on Temeron as they rode, focusing everything within him toward reaching that destination. He had to tell them what had happened. He had to warn them.  
 
    He made it to the Stravad capital just before nightfall. A guard peered out at him. Since the attack they were more than wary, keeping the gate closed during all hours of the day. Chayse tumbled out of Madame’s saddle and crumpled on the cobblestones before the gate.  
 
    It had been nearly three full days of riding without any decent sleep. He also hadn’t eaten much. In truth, he didn’t have the stomach for food. Not after watching his king die before his eyes.  
 
    He tried to stand, but found he couldn’t. He lifted his head and tried to focus on the warriors who were gathering behind the gate, speaking excitedly about his arrival. He wasn’t sure how many were studying him because they expanded and doubled as he watched.  
 
    “Help!” He wanted to shout the word, but the sound that came out was rough and hesitant. “Help!” he repeated, closing his eyes and bowing his head.  
 
    He must have drifted to sleep there in the road. He was dreaming of the journey. Kazarien was there, laughing at something Tash had said to him. His dark eyes were dancing and full of life. Kazarien had always reminded Chayse of his older brother, strong and determined and kind.  
 
    Chayse’s parents had been captives of Gava, too wounded to lead productive lives and plagued with an addiction to anything that would alter their reality. Most often that bend in reality came from the depths of a bottle. When there had been no food in the house, Chander, Chayse’s brother, had brought something home for Chayse and when their parents were evicted from yet another hovel, Chander had found them a new one. Chander had died in a street brawl at eighteen. There was no money to bury him properly, but the undertaker had informed Chayse that the King of Trendaria would bear the cost. Chayse had stood over his brother’s grave and realized his life was headed in the same direction if he didn’t do something to change it. He had packed his few possessions and bid his parents goodbye. Not that they had noticed. They were lost in a drunken stupor on Kazarien’s money, having bartered with the undertaker for a cheaper coffin.  
 
    Chayse turned twelve the day he left and he never looked back. He went directly to the castle and using his brother’s birth record, he enlisted in the military. Of course, he was underage, and of course, Thane discovered his subterfuge, but when Chayse threw himself on the Defense Commander’s mercy, Thane had taken his case to Kazarien.  
 
    Squires and pages needed to be at least sixteen, but Kazarien had taken one look at Chayse and agreed. He was trained about horses by the King’s brother, Aziak, then he took his place with the other squires. Despite the fact that he was the youngest, he quickly made his usefulness known to both Thane and his second Pericles. When Pericles had decided to make him his personal page, Chayse had gratefully accepted.  
 
    Pericles’ death had been hard, but Chayse had been gifted with foresight yet again. He saw a new opportunity to make himself useful. He admired Tash and Kazarien because they represented the dream, the Chayse that he thought he might become someday if he stayed true, and yet, over the ensuing months he had come to think of them all – Tav, Sanari, and Zarand included – as the family he’d never had.  
 
    As he remembered Kazarien in his mind’s eye, saw him laughing, saw the life in his dark eyes, Chayse curled up on the road and wept once more. It might have been because he was exhausted, it might have been hunger and thirst, and it might have been his youth; however, for Chayse, he felt as if he had lost his hero, his idolhis savior. He had lost his king. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 38 
 
      
 
    Deryk was blocking the corridor when Tav, flanked by Sanari, Alina, and Penara entered the clinic. Tav narrowed his eyes on the man. Adrenaline was pumping through his body, making him clench his fists and grind his jaw. He didn’t want to be waylaid in polite conversation right now.  
 
    “Deryk, we got a message that Chayse is here.” 
 
    Deryk’s expression was a mixture of many things. Tav couldn’t exactly read it at the moment. “Chayse is here.” 
 
    “Why is Chayse here?” he demanded. He knew he was nearly yelling, but he had a horrible feeling in the pit of his gut and he was afraid. Something was definitely wrong.  
 
    “Tav, please calm down,” said Deryk, holding out his hands. He glanced over Tav’s shoulder at Sanari and Alina. “I really need you to stay calm right now.” 
 
    Tav tried to still the frantic beating of his heart, but it did no good. “What’s happened, Deryk?!” 
 
    Deryk flinched, but drew a deep breath and responded. “They were attacked above the Longan River.” 
 
    “Attacked! Where are my brother and Kazarien?” 
 
    Deryk closed his eyes and Tav recognized that expression. 
 
    “Deryk” 
 
    “According to Chayse, Tiros has Tash. He’s taking him to Erram.” 
 
    Tav felt his nails dig into his palms. He welcomed the pain. At his side, Sanari covered her mouth with her hand. “And Kazarien?” he forced himself to ask.  
 
    Deryk’s eyes cut to Alina again, then he looked back at Tav. “Let’s go somewhere less public to talk about this, all right?” 
 
    Tav felt his heart skip a beat. He took a step forward and grabbed the Stravad’s arm. “Tell me where Kazarien is, Deryk!” 
 
    Deryk didn’t speak, his expression one of anguished emotion.  
 
    Tav’s fingers tightened. His mouth had suddenly gone dry. “Deryk, where is Kazarien?” 
 
    Deryk closed his eyes again, then exhaled, his breath escaping in a shuddering pant. Bowing his head, he muttered, “Kazarien is” 
 
    “What!” 
 
    “Kazarien is dead.” 
 
    Sanari gasped, but Tav couldn’t move. He stared into Deryk’s eyes and wondered if he was somehow dreaming. He couldn’t have heard what he just heard. He opened his mouth to deny Deryk’s claim, but Penara gave a cry.  
 
    Tav turned and saw Penara trying to catch Alina as her legs crumpled. Tav grabbed her arm and moved to support her as Deryk hurried forward. Alina fell into Tav’s arms, her body’s dead weight dragging him downward.  
 
    He sank to the floor, cradling Alina, unaware of the flurry of motion above him as Deryk called for help and Penara ran for a glass of water. He saw Sanari sink to the ground beside him and place her head in her hands, and he heard her sobs, but he couldn’t do anything for her. He couldn’t do anything except try to grasp the horror of what he’d just heard.  
 
    Kazarien was dead and his brother was a captive of Erram.  
 
    It was more than any one mind could accept all at once. In fact, his mind kept circling back on one fact more than the other, prodding it, testing it, seeking to absorb it as truthand failing.  
 
    Kazarien was dead.  
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    Sanari found Tav sitting in front of his father’s grave. She was reluctant to break his solitude, but she didn’t have any choice. All of them wanted to grieve, but there wasn’t time. Someone had to go after Tash.  
 
    Tav looked up as she sank down on the bench beside him. She had known him for years, but she didn’t remember when he’d ever looked so tired, so beaten. She reached out and took his hand. His return grip was strong and he gave her a weary smile.  
 
    “I can’t seem to get my mind around everything,” he said.  
 
    Sanari swallowed. Her eyes were swollen and sore from crying. “I can’t believe it either, Tav, but we’ve got to do something. I won’t lose Tash too.” 
 
    He squeezed her hand. “I know. I’ve already been thinking about that. I’m going after him.” 
 
    “How will you find him?” 
 
    “I’m not sure, but I’m going to start on the road to Voltarian. I want to find Kazarien’s” He couldn’t finish. He took a deep breath and exhaled. “I want to make sure Kazarien is given a proper burial, and from there, I’ll have to trust to that extra sense Tash and I have between us. I’m hoping it’ll lead me to him.” 
 
    “Couldn’t Tiros have taken him to Mt. Askar already? It’s been more than four days.” 
 
    “He could have, but I think I would have felt that, would have known somehow. So far, I can’t reach my brother, but I don’t get the sense that he’s been harmed in any way.” 
 
    “What if Tiros does make it to Mt. Askar before we find them?” 
 
    “Then I’ll go in after them. I’m not going to lose my brother, Sanari.” 
 
    She placed her head on his shoulder. Tav shifted on the bench and encircled her with his arm. “I love him, Tav. I’ve got to come with you, you know?” 
 
    “I figured you would. Penara has already told me she’s coming whether I like it or not. I’d rather not have either of you in danger, but you’re probably better prepared than I am, and I can’t refuse Penara. She has the right to lead her own life.” 
 
    “Even as your wife?” 
 
    Tav leaned back and looked at her. “How did you know?” 
 
    “I didn’t, but I suspected something. Penara wasn’t exactly sleeping in her own room anymore, so I asked her.” 
 
    “We wanted to be together more than anything. I didn’t want to lose her like Thalandar lost Fakolvna, and now Alina with Kazarien” His voice faltered. “I can’t believe he’s gone, Sanari. Tash was so afraid for him, but I never believed anything would happen to him.” 
 
    Sanari closed her eyes. “I can’t believe it either. I don’t know how Alina is going to get over this. I don’t know how we’re going to get over this. I feel like I’ve lost a member of my family, Tav. Kazarien meant that much to me.” 
 
    “He meant that much to all of us. Think what hell Tash must be going through. I know my brother. He’ll blame himself, tear himself apart because of it.” He paused and sighed. “Kazarien was family. Gods, I’m going to miss his calm patience and his sense of humor. I’m going to miss him.” 
 
    Sanari tightened her hold. “Let’s get going, Tav. It shouldn’t take us too long to gather a few supplies and organize everything. If it’s only the three of us, we can move fairly fast.” 
 
    Tav rose with her and together they walked back to Thalandar’s house. As they drew near, they could see a number of warriors gathering in Omenarian’s front yard. A light supply wagon was parked on the road and Stravad were hurriedly stocking it with supplies. A group of warriors were gathered around Alina, listening to her as she issued directions.  
 
    Tav shot a glance at Sanari before they quickened their pace and turned into Omenarian’s gate. Deryk was standing in the group around Alina, but he glanced over his shoulder and caught sight of them.  
 
    He met them on the front walk, pulling them off to the side as more Stravad bustled past with blankets and bedrolls. “You’ve got to talk some sense into her.” 
 
    Sanari looked up at the Stravad woman. She was standing on the porch of her father’s house, her mother and Fodongo at her side. She was explaining the defensive measures she wanted undertaken for Temeron’s protection. Her white hair was tied back in a ponytail and she wore boots, trousers, and a sword strapped around her waist. Her face was grim and determined, but Sanari could see how swollen and red her eyes were as she looked down on the men.  
 
    Tav glanced over his shoulder at the supply wagon. “What’s that for?” 
 
    “She’s determined to go after your brother. I think she’s lost her mind. She won’t accept the reality that Kazarien’s gone. She keeps saying it can’t be true. She would feel it. I tell you, she’s lost her mind and now she intends on getting herself killed.” 
 
    “I intend to go after my brother too, Deryk, so I don’t think she’s insane.” 
 
    “Kazarien is dead, Tav, and your brother is likely in Mt. Askar by now!” 
 
    “I understand that, but I’m not going to stay here and let Erram destroy him. I’ve got to do something. Sanari, Penara, and I will go with her.” 
 
    Deryk’s expression grew thunderous. “You’ll get yourselves killed like Kazarien!” 
 
    Tav placed a hand on Deryk’s shoulder. “We can’t just stay here and hope Erram will be satisfied once he has my brother under his control. We’ve got to meet this threat, even if it means getting killed.” 
 
    Deryk threw up his hands.  
 
    Tav’s eyes shifted to Alina again. “What’s Fodongo doing here?” 
 
    “She’s made him and her mother interim leaders of Temeron until Thalandar returns. I’m now commander of the military.” 
 
    “Good,” said Tav.  
 
    “Good? How is any of this good?” 
 
    “She’s appointed capable people to protect the Stravad capital. It’ll be one less thing that we have to worry about while we’re gone. You should send word to Thalandar, though.” 
 
    “I did,” said Deryk, exhaling in defeat. “Last night.” 
 
    Tav glanced up as Alina and Fodongo approached them. Her mother had returned to the house and the warriors were dispersing.  
 
    “Penara told me you intend to search for your brother,” she said.  
 
    “As soon as possible.” 
 
    Alina motioned to the flurry of activity behind her. “As you can see, I’ve taken the liberty of making preparations. I will accompany you. Fodongo, Deryk and my mother will lead Temeron.” 
 
    “I appreciate the help. How many warriors will we have?” 
 
    “A small squad, no more. I don’t want to leave Temeron vulnerable.” 
 
    “Good. I want to take Zarand. He’ll need to ride in the wagon, but he should afford us some protection.” 
 
    “Done,” she answered.  
 
    Fodongo shifted weight. “How do you intend to find your brother?” 
 
    Deryk glared at Alina as if to say, See, I told you this was insane.  
 
    “Tash and I have always had a bond between us. We always knew when the other one was around. I’m hoping to use that awareness to find him.” 
 
    Sanari had to give the Temerian Stravad one thing – they didn’t question strange abilities the way Humans did. Fodongo and Alina nodded. Deryk said nothing.  
 
    “What do you plan?” asked Alina.  
 
    “We’ll travel the road toward Voltarian and hopefully I’ll feel something along the way. When do you think we’ll be ready?” 
 
    “Tomorrow morning, early. Can you be ready then?” 
 
    “Of course.”  
 
    Fodongo shifted weight once more. “Tav, you need to talk with Chayse. He’s determined to come with you.” 
 
    “Well, he isn’t. He’s seen enough war and destruction for one lifetime, but I’ll talk with him.” 
 
     “Now that this is settled, I’m going to spend some time with my father before we leave,” said Alina. “I’ll meet you back here tomorrow morning at dawn.” 
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    Tav lay in bed, staring up at the ceiling. He couldn’t sleep – he couldn’t close his eyes without seeing Kazarien as he’d been on the morning he, Tash, and Chayse left Temeron. Strong, confident, every bit the regal young lord. It occurred to him that they needed to send Aziak a letter informing him he was now King, but Tav couldn’t muster the will to do that yet.  
 
    He also spent hours trying to contact Tash and failed. He knew he would feel it if his brother suffered any serious harm, but he wanted to share his brother’s fear and grief, he wanted to give him comfort.  
 
    Penara slept beside him, her head resting on his shoulder, her arm about his waist. He tried to draw solace from her presence, but when he thought of her, fear for her safety nearly suffocated him. He didn’t want to lose her now, but he couldn’t be a hypocrite to everything he’d ever believed and tell her she couldn’t accompany him.  
 
    Rolling his head on the pillow, he stared out the window. The moon was full, shining into the room with a brilliant white glow. The tree branches that hung over the window were covered in green leaves, but he knew that soon they would begin turning. Summer was almost over and autumn nearly here. For a while, he found distraction by thinking of Marri and Grondi, but Penara whimpered in her sleep and tightened her hold on him, drawing him back to the present.  
 
    He smoothed his hand over her hair and back, trying to soothe her and she settled again. Across the room, Zarand lifted his head from his place before the fire and studied Tav with his large amber eyes.  
 
    “Not able to sleep either,” Tav whispered to the cat.  
 
    Zarand cocked his head.  
 
    Tav sighed and stared at the ceiling once more. After a moment, he glanced down at the cat. Zarand was still watching him. “Why don’t we go for a walk?” he said, easing out from beneath Penara.  
 
    The locket with his father’s picture bumped against his bare chest as he swung his legs to the floor. He felt Penara’s hand touch him in the center of his back. “Tav, are you all right?” 
 
    He turned and leaned over her, brushing away a strand of brown hair. The look in her eyes was a mixture of sleepy confusion and worry. He would never have words to tell her how much he loved her.  
 
    “I’m fine,” he said, forcing a smile. “Zarand and I can’t sleep, so we thought we’d take a walk. I’ll be back soon.” 
 
    She frowned, catching his hand with her own. “We’re leaving early tomorrow.” 
 
    “I know,” he said, bending toward her. “I won’t be gone long.” He pressed his lips to hers, lingering over the kiss and thought about staying where he was, but Zarand padded over to his side and placed his huge head on Tav’s knee with a long suffering sigh.  
 
    Tav pulled back and laughed at the cat. “All right, I’m coming.” 
 
    Penara drew the covers under her chin. “Be careful,” she whispered.  
 
    He smiled at her as he dressed in the moon-lit darkness. “I will.” 
 
    The Temerian night was still, but a light breeze blew through the city from the mountains, cooling the sunbaked cobblestones. Zarand and Tav breathed in the clean air and chose a path that wound toward the front of the city.  
 
    As he walked, he studied the houses and cottages on all sides. There were varying degrees of wealth in Temeron, but the lower levels of poverty he’d seen in Zenoradel and even Nogatav were pleasantly absent here. Everyone had enough, everyone had a home, and everyone went to bed with a full stomach each night. Such a wonderful way of life must be protected at all costs.  
 
    Tav didn’t fault Alina for putting the needs of her people over Kazarien. How could anyone not want to preserve the feelings of liberation and pleasure Temeron engendered? If only Alina and Kazarien could have met on a middle ground before he died.  
 
    He paused before the gate and studied the warriors patrolling along the rampart. Deryk had done a good job organizing everything. Resting his hand on Zarand’s back, he decided they’d go to the stable and check on Larod. The stable master had sent Tav a message telling him the gelding wouldn’t eat. Tav suspected he knew what bothered the horse, but he wasn’t sure how to solve it.  
 
    From the front gate, it was a short walk to the stable. The door creaked as he opened it, but the young Stravad paid to guard it at night continued sleeping at his post beside the entrance. Tav eased into the stable, Zarand at his side.  
 
    The horses nickered in alarm when they caught scent of the predator, but Tav sent them a psychic message to calm them. The smell of hay and warm animal bodies assailed him the moment he shut the door. It reminded him of home and sitting in the barn, talking with Tash. He swallowed hard and laid his hand on Zarand’s back. He never thought he’d long for those days again, but he did.  
 
    A lantern glowed from the rear of the stable. Tav frowned. He knew that most stable masters were careful about leaving any fire unattended.  
 
    The lantern hung from the outside of Larod’s stall and Alina was inside, brushing the horse down. She glanced up when Tav leaned on the door, a wisp of white blonde hair escaping her hastily tied ponytail.  
 
    “What are you doing here, Alina?”  
 
    She looked exhausted and pale, especially for someone with the bronze skin tones of a Stravad. “The stable master told me Kazarien’s horse won’t eat.” She continued brushing him, smoothing her hand over his coat behind the brush. “What are you doing here?” 
 
    “Zarand and I couldn’t sleep, so we took a walk. The stable master sent me a message as well.” 
 
    She nodded and returned her attention to the gelding. “I can’t sense any sickness.” 
 
    Tav slid the door back and entered the stall. Larod moved restlessly when Zarand strolled in behind him, but he settled a moment later when the lion collapsed in a pile of hay and stretched out on his side. Tav took the horse’s muzzle in his hands and looked him over.  
 
    “He’s grieving, Alina,” he said. “He and Kazarien have ridden quite a ways together.” 
 
    Alina’s brush faltered and she bowed her head. Tav cut a quick look at her, then angled around the horse and reached for the brush, removing it from her hands. “You need to get some sleep.” 
 
    She glanced up, her eyes red-rimmed from past bouts of crying. “I will as soon as he eats. I won’t let him die.” She combed her fingers through his mane.  
 
    “He’ll eat. He just needs time.” 
 
    Alina didn’t answer, continuing to smooth the horse’s mane.  
 
    Tav let her pet the horse for a moment, sensing the repetitive motion comforted her.  
 
    “It’s ironic, isn’t it?” 
 
    Tav frowned. “What?” 
 
    “I gave Kazarien these three horses so he could come to me. I wanted to keep him safe. The stallionwhat’s his name?” 
 
    “Jaren.” 
 
    “Jaren was known never to drop his rider. I should have known he wouldn’t suit Kazarien’s personality. He’s too impatient and wild. He suits your brother perfectly.” 
 
    Tav smiled. “That he does.” 
 
    She was silent again, stroking Larod’s mane and studying him with tormented eyes. Finally she glanced up. “Tav, don’t you think I’d feel it if he were dead? Wouldn’t I know it inside?” Her expression was pleading, making Tav’s chest ache.  
 
    He reached for her hand. “I don’t know, Alina. I’m banking a lot on the same thing with my brother, but some part of me is still afraid.” 
 
    “I’ve known when other people are about to die. I knew when I touched my father after his stroke that he was gone, but I don’t feel as if Kazarien is gone.” She touched the center of her chest. “I feel as if he’s still here where I can reach him.” 
 
    “I think that Kazarien will always be a part of you, no matter what, but would you allow yourself to sense his death? Are you sure you wouldn’t unconsciously deny the feelings because you want it to be otherwise? I’m not sure you can trust to your Stravad sense in this situation. I’m not sure it’s accurate. Chayse watched him die, Alina.” 
 
    She hugged her arms around herself and moved back to lean against the stall barrier. “I don’t think I’m as strong as Thalandar. I don’t think I can accept this.” 
 
    Tav crossed to her and took her hand. “You are strong enough. You’ll survive this. You’ve just got to give yourself time.” 
 
    Alina looked up at him and in her blue eyes, Tav saw such misery, such pain. “I don’t want to live without him, Tav.” 
 
    For some reason, Tav’s hand lifted and closed about the locket. The look in Alina’s eyes reminded him of times when he caught his mother daydreaming. And for the first time in his life, he suddenly understood. Truthfully he had resented those times as a child, the times that took his mother away from him, when she was longing for a past that was lost forever, but he understood now. He would feel the same way if Penara was taken from him. He would feel as if a part of him had been torn away.  
 
    “But you will live because your people need you. We need you. This journey isn’t going to be easy and someone might get hurt. We need your healing ability, Alina, and therefore, you’ll find the strength to keep going. I know you will.” 
 
    She pulled her hand away and hugged it around herself once more. “I’ve always put the needs of my people before everything else. I lost Kazarien because of that. I’m tired of sacrificing everything for Temeron!” 
 
    He gave her a tired smile and brushed a strand of hair away from her face. “Temeron is worth the sacrifice.” 
 
    She glanced away, then moved forward and laid her head against Tav’s chest. He embraced her, holding her while she clung to him. Together they mourned, but when dawn lit the stable with its pale light, they rose to their feet and left Larod’s stall, ready to face the new day.  
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    Tash forced his eyes to open and flexed his fingers. He was lying on his side, his arms bound before him and tied to a pole. The fabric walls of a tent curved above him and firelight danced on the fabric, offering enough light for him to glance around his prison.  
 
    A week had passed. He had spent most of it half-unconscious on Jaren’s back, riding from one run-down, stinking campsite to the next. Just before they stopped this last time, he’d roused himself enough to mark a distant line of shimmering water – the Longan, he suspected.  
 
    Tiros kept him drugged. More so when they were moving him, less so when he lay tied up inside the filthy tent. It stank of unwashed bodies, his own included, and held the heat of the day, making the fabric weep and mildew.  
 
    Tiros had taken the emerald away from him, but Tash occasionally sensed it when Tiros drew near. Often he kept it in a pouch, tied to his waist, but sometimes he stashed it in his saddlebags, always out of Tash’s reach, but close enough for Tash to feel its presence.  
 
    Not that Tash could do anything with it. The drugs Tiros gave him allowed him to think in short bursts, but he couldn’t hold a focus over an extended period of time. They also made his muscles weak and unresponsive.  
 
    He’d grown to hate Tiros with a startling passion in the last week.  
 
    They camped with the followers of Harad. Tash caught snatches of conversation between Tiros and the leader of this particular band, and he knew he wasn’t in Mt. Askar simply because the followers of Harad were growing disillusioned with Tiros’ leadership. They wanted to see some reward for their loyalty, but to date, nothing had been delivered as promised. Tash was being held captive until such a time as Tiros made good on at least one pledge.  
 
    Tash closed his eyes and willed the drugs away. He couldn’t summon his power under their effect, but he could think about everything that had happened, at least in short intervals.  
 
    Kazarien was dead.  
 
    This fact ambushed him regularly. He would have wallowed in guilt if he could have maintained enough focus to do so, but as it was he still felt the pain each time he remembered. Not only had he failed his king, he had lost one of his dearest friends.  
 
    Even when his thoughts were haziest, he remembered Kazarien’s death, relived it, replayed it in his mind over and over again. Kazarien was dead. The sorrow surrounding that reality had become a pain in the center of his chest that would not abate.  
 
    He tried to contact his brother, needing to share his grief with someone. There were times when he thought he might have touched him, but he couldn’t maintain the contact and he didn’t think Tav felt it. So he slept as much as he could, trying to escape the misery of his predicament. It worked frequently enough to keep him going.  
 
    He had just drifted into a semi-napping state when he heard Tiros’ low voice. He was talking with the leader of the rebels just outside the tent entrance. The other man had a gravelly voice that often faltered in mid-sentence. He cleared his throat, then threw open the tent flap, ducking inside.  
 
    Tash closed his eyes, trying to feign sleep as the two men strolled into the center of the enclosure.  
 
    “Listen to reason, Lennox. If you’ll let me take Haldane to Erram, we can end this battle.” 
 
    Tiros had argued this same case for more than a week now to no avail, yet still he tried. His features were even paler, if possible, and his shoulders more stooped. His clothing had become a dull grey in color, having been coated by the dust on the Boline Plain.  
 
    Lennox cleared his throat. “You know my requirements. Deliver on your half of the bargain and I’ll deliver on mine.” 
 
    “But I can’t hand you Voltarian as you want!” 
 
    Lennox crossed his arms over his chest. He was a heavy-set man with a barrel chest and flat facial features. He looked like a man who had been in his share of street brawls. “You certainly promised it before you captured Haldane. Deliver the protectorate as promised and I will reconsider.” 
 
    “If you give me Haldane, I can promise you any kingdom of your choosing.” 
 
    “I choose Voltarian,” said Lennox coldly.  
 
    Tash opened his eyes. It didn’t do any good to pretend he couldn’t hear them. He rolled to a half-sitting position and braced himself with his hand, grimacing at the wave of dizziness that swamped him.  
 
    Tiros threw his hands up in disgust and paced away. “Why can’t you understand? If I bring Haldane to the Star Destroyer, he can use the talisman to defeat the Human Kings. His power will be unmatched.” 
 
    Lennox shot a look at Tash and smiled. The smile was chilling. “Why can’t you understand? You’ve lied to us repeatedly, trying to trick us with a lot of mystical bullshit. My people are starving. We’re tired of eating the scraps we can scrounge, and I’m tired of sleeping next to those smelly serpents you and Erram are so fond of enslaving. You promised us Voltarian months ago” 
 
    “and I was forced out by the King of Trendaria.” 
 
    “You promised it again when he went to Temeron.” 
 
    Tiros glared at him. “We nearly had it too, except Lovan’s son, Slerion, prevented that.” 
 
    “And Temeron? Another one of your promises.” 
 
    “How could I know Cy’s spawn would betray us?” 
 
    “Perhaps because his father did before him. You have miscalculated or bungled everything in this entire venture, but you will not bungle this. Until you deliver Voltarian to me, you will not get your little play-toy, and neither will Erram.” 
 
    Tiros opened his mouth to argue again, but the other man held up a hand. “I’m not one of your drugged flunkies, so don’t try suckering me.” He shot a look at Tash. “By the way, your toy is coming around again.” 
 
    Tiros shifted his pale gaze to Tash, then went to a corner of the tent and retrieved his medical bag. Tash pulled back on his bonds, trying to loosen them. His heart had begun pounding, sending adrenaline throughout his body. The flood of energy offered him more control over his limbs. If only he could get free, he might be able to fight them off.  
 
    Tiros hunkered down before him and began preparing the drug. Lennox moved up behind him and watched the entire scene with an amused expression.  
 
    “Sounds like you’ve got a mutiny brewing, Tiros,” said Tash. His voice sounded dry and rough to his own ears.  
 
    Tiros didn’t bother to look at him, fiddling with the needle instead.  
 
    “What are you going to do when Temeron finds out Kazarien never reached Zenoradel? They’ll come after you.” 
 
    Tiros glanced up. “They may, but it’ll be too late to save you.” 
 
    Tash forced a smile, although a cold sweat peppered his back and chest. He didn’t want to be drugged again. “Maybe and maybe not. Good ol’ Lennox here seems fairly determined.” 
 
    Tiros looked down, reaching for Tash’s arm. Tash pulled back on his bonds, twisting away.  
 
    “Hold him!” ordered Tiros, but Lennox didn’t move.  
 
    “Hold him yourself,” he answered.  
 
    Tiros glared up at the man. Lowering his gaze, he moved suddenly, striking Tash in the chin with the back of his fist. Lights exploded in Tash’s eyes and his head snapped back. The tent reeled end over end and the ropes cut into his wrist. He felt the needle jam into his arm and he struggled to hit it away, but Tiros braced himself with a knee in the center of Tash’s chest, knocking him over onto his back.  
 
    The drug burned as it entered his veins and the ropes tore at his wrists. He fought it, but almost immediately, he felt his muscles relax.  
 
    Tiros removed his knee, dragging Tash over onto his side. Tash closed his eyes. He hated the way everything warped and bent when the drug had him in its grip.  
 
    “You waited too long that time,” remarked Lennox casually.  
 
    Tiros didn’t answer. Tash could feel him spreading Stamerian on his wrists beneath the bonds. The smell soothed some of the panic inside of him.  
 
    “I pity you if he ever fights it off. He’ll kill you.” 
 
    “Shut up!” snapped Tiros.  
 
    Silence fell in the tent and Tash drifted toward sleep. The sound of Tiros’ low voice brought him back.  
 
    “Here’s what I propose. I think you should send messengers out to each of the bands waiting on the Boline Plain. Have them gather here. Then we’ll attack Voltarian. The King has been lax since the previous war and his army isn’t as highly trained as he’d like. The only soldiers who know how to fight are Kazarien’s and he left only a small battalion behind.” 
 
    “Are you sure they’re in Voltarian still?” 
 
    “Yes,” said Tiros. “Lovan kept them as insurance against getting his daughter back. They’re still in Voltarian and you can bet he’ll be more than happy to use them against you, but you can overpower them with numbers.” 
 
    “We lost a lot in that massacre you staged in Temeron. I don’t want to lose many more of my men.” 
 
    “Send the Orahim in first. You don’t care about losing them, do you?” 
 
    “Not much.” 
 
    “Once you take Voltarian, you can let me go, right?” 
 
    “I’ll be happy to get rid of you.” 
 
    “So, call the other pockets of Harad’s followers to you and let’s seize Voltarian.” 
 
    Tash didn’t hear any more because the drug would not be denied any longer.  
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    Thalandar sat in Kalahar’s dining hall, going over the treaty he and the King of Denortosal had ratified. The scribe had finished copying it and he wanted to check it for accuracy before he sent it off to the various protectorates for their records.  
 
    The dining hall was a large room, but it was very comfortable – enough windows for a sun-loving Stravad. The table was a huge, heavy affair, but Kalahar’s wife had softened it by placing bowls of flowers at regular intervals along its length. Thalandar looked up and fingered a violet colored petal. The smell was pleasant, soothing him.  
 
    For some reason, he couldn’t shake this feeling of anxiety. It had been with him since he left Temeron, but it had steadily been growing stronger. When he forced himself to analyze it, he realized it was only loosely connected to Temeron. Something else was making him anxious, something else was causing him distress.  
 
    He pushed the treaty aside and leaned back in the chair. The treaty was ratified, the supply wagons were filled, and his warriors were ready to return to the Stravad capital. Kalahar and his family had been exceptionally kind, and Denortosal seemed well prepared to meet whatever the future held in store for it.  
 
    Pushing himself to his feet, he wandered to the window and looked out. The dining hall was on the second floor, overlooking the main thoroughfare of the city. He could see people hurrying about their business as if they had no cares in the world. However, from almost every corner of Denortosal, one could see the Madronic Mountains. During this time of strife and discontent, the mountain range was an ominous reminder of a much less gentle time.  
 
    Thalandar glanced over his shoulder when the dining chamber door opened. Kalahar entered the room and headed toward him, purpose in every stride. Thalandar felt his heart quicken its pace and his mouth went dry.  
 
    The Denortosal king halted before his Stravad guest. His face was ashen, his generous mouth pinched. Thalandar found himself simply staring at Kalahar, unable to speak. The anxiety that had been plaguing him for days was now pounding in his temples with the accelerated beating of his heart.  
 
    “Thalandar” began the King, then he faltered and closed his eyes. He pressed a hand to his forehead and gave a thready sigh.  
 
    Thalandar took the King’s arm. “Are you all right?” 
 
    Kalahar lowered his hand and met Thalandar’s gaze. “You’d better sit down.” 
 
    Thalandar searched Kalahar’s face. He’d never seen the robust king looking so ill or so old for that matter. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “Sit, Thalandar.” He led him to the table and collapsed into a chair, bracing his head on his hand. “Eldon’s star, I can’t believe what I’m about to tell you.” 
 
    Thalandar leaned forward in the chair. “Just tell me, Kalahar.” 
 
    The King met the Stravad’s apprehensive gaze. If Thalandar didn’t know any better, he’d swear he saw moisture in the King’s eyes. “Kazarien is dead, Thalandar.” 
 
    Thalandar sat back in shock. He’d expected many things, but this wasn’t it. “How?”  
 
    Kalahar shook his head, running a large hand over his face. “I’m not entirely sure. Something about them being ambushed by Harad’s followers. Kazarien was shot a number of times with Orahim darts. Kiameron’s son, Tash, was drugged and unable to help. They had a young squire with them” 
 
    “Chayse,” said Thalandar woodenly.  
 
    “He escaped and made it back to Temeron. He told them about Kazarien’s death.” 
 
    Thalandar closed his eyes. His thoughts turned immediately to his sister. How would she handle another loss, and one as great as this? 
 
    “Where’s Tash?”  
 
    “Someone named Tiros has him. He’s apparently trying to take him to Erram.” 
 
    Thalandar opened his eyes and met Kalahar’s stare. “This is not good. We’ve got to try to intercept him if possible.” 
 
    Kalahar shook his head. “How? It’s been more than a week since Kazarien died.” 
 
    “I’m not sure,” answered Thalandar, “but we’ve got to try. Can you muster out your men within the next day or so?” 
 
    “Yes, I’ll get them going as soon as we’re done here.” 
 
    “Let’s send a message to Temeron and Voltarian, telling them what we plan to do. We might not be able to intercept Tash, but we can attack Harad’s followers on the Boline Plain. If we can get a message to the other protectorates, they can mount an attack as well.” He leaned forward and gripped Kalahar’s arm. “We can’t wait for war to come to us anymore, Kalahar. We’ve got to go to it.” 
 
    Kalahar turned and looked out of the window. “Bloody hell, I wish Kazarien was still alive.” 
 
    Thalandar bowed his head. So did he, but he didn’t have time to mourn the loss right now. Loden had to prepare for war. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 39 
 
      
 
    Glinka, the Daman Queen, watched the young Human as he dropped to one knee before her, bowing his head. Humans, they were unfathomable, except she had a soft spot in her heart for this one.  
 
    He was a rarity among his species. He was one of the few Human males who could wield power without becoming corrupt.  
 
    “Stand up, young man. You don’t need to bow to me,” she scolded.  
 
    He lifted his head. He was handsome in that refined way of Human nobility. He looked much better than he had when they first brought him to her. She hadn’t given much for his chance of survival, but something had pulled him through.  
 
    “You saved my life,” he said.  
 
    She waved away his words. Yes, she had a soft spot in her old heart for this one. He was a charmer, but it was the sincerity that backed that charm which won her over. “Rise, Kazarien, and sit next to me.” She motioned to the chair at her left side.  
 
    Behind the young King, her two closest advisors stood awaiting her command – Niron and Ason, one Daman, the other Human, survivors of the first war. Both had assisted Eldon’s heir in the fall of Gava. Together they had returned to the Tridarn to live out their lives in peace. Not that such men would ever truly be at peace. Ason still had the heart of a warrior, even in his advanced years, and Niron had transferred his unwavering loyalty to his people, bent on protecting them at all costs.  
 
    It hadn’t surprised Glinka when she heard Ason and his warriors had engaged Harad’s followers on the edge of the Tridarn. She had been surprised, however, when they placed the half-dead King of Trendaria in her care.  
 
    As Kazarien rose to his feet and took the chair she indicated, she studied him. He still moved carefully as if he wasn’t sure his muscles would respond, but he did look much better than he had.  
 
    Daman weren’t the healers Stravad were, but they had their own abilities. With poultices to draw out the poison and concoctions to keep his blood flowing, they had slowed the effects of Halzon enough that his own system finally took over and won.  
 
    “How are you feeling, young man?” she demanded.  
 
    He glanced at Niron and Ason. They had stayed by his side throughout the long hours while he fought to live, forcing him to eat and drink. They had told the Daman Queen many times how impressed they were with him. He rarely complained and he fought nearly as hard to live as they fought to save him. Niron, in particular, had been surprised in light of his past dealings with Human nobility.  
 
    “I’m better,” he said. “I can never repay you for what you’ve done.” 
 
    Glinka placed her chin in her hand and cast a smile on her two advisors. They had discussed how many benefits there were to saving this King. The Daman Queen knew exactly how he could repay her.  
 
    “We merely sustained you while you fought the battle. I can say we wouldn’t have been able to do anything if you hadn’t been wearing that leather mail. It and your determination to live are what saved you.” 
 
    When they had brought him to her, he had been shot three times with Orahim bolts. Each one beyond the first carried a lethal dose, but the leather shirt had prevented him from receiving the full amount of poison. Still, it was enough to kill a less determined man.  
 
    Kazarien looked down at his hands. “Perhaps, but it was your warriors that fought off the Orahim.” 
 
    She glanced at Niron and Ason. They hadn’t saved Kiameron’s son, however, a fact that she knew wounded Niron. The little man had always been unfailingly loyal to his master, more so since his death. He couldn’t help but feel some attachment to his off-spring, even if he hadn’t met the young man himself.  
 
    “I am forever at your service, Your Majesty,” Kazarien finished.  
 
    Glinka smiled at his bowed head, then reached over and laid her hand on his arm. “There is something you can do for us, Kazarien. Something we can do for each other.” 
 
    The King lifted his head and met her gaze. “Name it.” 
 
    She laughed then. Ah, to be young again! “Consider extending your treaty to the Daman.” 
 
    Kazarien sat back. She knew he hadn’t considered this at all.  
 
    “We are a part of Loden,” she offered.  
 
    He blinked, then shook himself. “It’s not that. I just never thought Daman wouldthat I couldthat you might...” His voice faltered.  
 
    Glinka laughed and her advisors smiled. “That we would be interested in an alliance?” 
 
    “Yes,” he said with a frown. “I understood that Humans were not welcomewere not wanted” He stopped and exhaled in frustration. “I’m not sure how to put this without offending you.” 
 
    Glinka patted his arm. “I’m not so fragile yet, I think. I have lived a great many years, seen a great many things, and survived a multitude of hardships. I’m not easily offended by anything anymore.” 
 
    Kazarien’s dark eyes studied her face for a moment in silence. Then he drew a deep breath and sighed. “I just never believed Daman would consider my treaty.” 
 
    “I know that, but we are willing. And we are not without our strengths as allies either.” 
 
    “I don’t doubt that for a minute,” answered the King. “I would be honored to have the Daman join in the treaty, but can I ask why?” 
 
    Glinka turned her bright gaze on her advisors. “Well, gentlemen?” 
 
    Ason shifted weight, falling into a relaxed pose with his hands clasped behind him. “The Daman keep an ear to the world. We’ve known of Harad’s followers for some time, just as we’ve known about your journey to unify the region. Harad’s followers must be stopped and the region must be unified under a central government. Lately, the number of rebels has grown. We feel they are about to strike. We were successful in your rescue because they had not banded together yet, but if they should, we are not strong enough to meet this threat without some help. With unification, we believe we can succeed.” 
 
    Kazarien nodded. “I agree. I believe I remember enough of the treaty so we can make something up until I can recover my possessions. Will that suit you, Your Majesty?” 
 
    “Very well,” she answered.  
 
    “What about TashKiameron’s son? I can’t let him be harmed by Erram, and I’ve got to get word to Temeron and the Human protectorates that I’m alive.” 
 
    Glinka’s brows rose. “No small feat since everything is escalating at present.” 
 
    Niron cleared his throat. “I have an idea, Your Majesty. Voltarian is the closest Human protectorate. I think we should go there first with our warriors and muster out the Voltarian army. We can send word to the other protectorates from that location and together we can assault Mt. Askar.” He turned his gaze to the King. “I’m afraid Tash may be a captive of Erram already. It’s been a week since you were attacked, but if we can crush Harad’s followers, someone might be able to go after Kiameron’s son.” 
 
    Kazarien looked down again, considering Niron’s words. “Tash is a hard loss,” he said. Then he lifted his head and met Glinka’s gaze. “He’s more than my second. He’s a friend.” 
 
    She patted his arm and gave him a sad smile. “I understand, however, I wouldn’t underestimate those who bear Eldon’s charge. They often surprise others with their resilience. Erram may have met his match.” 
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    The Stravad made camp off the road beneath the Tridarn trees, overlooking the Longan. It had been a hard push, making Voltarian in four days, but by changing horses frequently and riding well into the night, they had made exceptional ground.  
 
    They met with a few isolated pockets of Harad’s followers, but the followers always avoided a confrontation by leaving the road and disappearing into the mountains, headed west. Tav felt these chance meetings were filled with foreboding and he didn’t like the direction the rebels took, leading them toward Mt. Askar, but he didn’t want to fight any outright battles until they had the safety of a sound base at their backs and had swelled their ranks a little more.  
 
    He was hoping Lovan had mustered out his army as the letter Omenarian had sent him nearly a month before suggested. He was also hoping they’d find Kazarien’s missing battalion still holed up in Voltarian. There weren’t a lot of them, but they were seasoned fighters who had already proven themselves on this journey.  
 
    Since they had not heard from Voltarian (or any of the protectorates) in over a month, the Stravad had opted to camp outside of the city that night and send an ambassador in to Lovan the next day. Alina, Penara and Sanari were going, accompanied by a contingent of warriors.  
 
    As Penara lay beside him in their tent, Tav knew she wasn’t sleeping. He glanced at her in the darkness. Behind her Zarand had curled up, his back pressed to hers. The lion was snoring as usual.  
 
    “Are you all right?” he whispered.  
 
    She tucked her head beneath his chin so he couldn’t see her eyes. “I’m nervous about confronting my father. Why do you suppose we haven’t heard anything from him?” 
 
    Tav shook his head. “It makes me nervous too. I wish I knew.” 
 
    “He isn’t going to approve of our marriage,” she said.  
 
    Tav slid out from under her and lifted himself on an elbow. Her eyes briefly met his as he looked down at her. He touched her cheek with his fingertips. “Are you regretting what we did?” 
 
    She shook her head. “Never, but I hope our decision doesn’t bias him against giving us his aid.” 
 
    Tav frowned. “That would be stupid.” 
 
    She sighed and he offered her a sympathetic smile.  
 
    “I’m sorry, but it would be a stupid mistake on his part. I can’t believe he still thinks Voltarian and Yonartison are strong enough to defeat Harad’s followers without some help from the other kingdoms and the Stravad. However” He paused and a mischievous light entered his eyes. “You don’t necessarily have to tell him right away, do you?” 
 
    She returned his smile. “Not right away, no.” 
 
    “Tav!” 
 
    Tav glanced over his shoulder at the tent entrance. He could see the outline of someone against the tent fabric. “Yes?” 
 
    “Tav, Alina asked me to get you.” 
 
    Tav recognized Sanari’s voice. So did Zarand. He lifted his massive head and yawned, showing a mouthful of sharp teeth. “I’ll be right out,” he answered, shoving aside the bedroll and reaching for his trousers.  
 
    Penara sat up behind him. “I’m coming too.” 
 
    Tav rose to his feet and grabbed his shirt, shaking it out. The locket at his throat sparkled against his dark skin. “Fine,” he said, sliding the shirt over his head.  
 
    While Penara dressed, he slipped on his boots, finger-combed his hair, and wandered to the tent entrance, ducking outside. Sanari was waiting, her expression anxious, her blonde hair pulled back in a neat ponytail behind her. By her dress and her polished appearance, Tav suspected she’d never gone to bed that night. Penara exited the tent a moment later, followed by a yawning Zarand.  
 
    “What’s going on?” asked Tav, glancing around the camp.  
 
    Patrolling Stravad could just be seen in the distance, marking the edge of camp. A few fires still held embers, glowing reddish-orange against the backdrop of the night. Two other tents occupied the area, one for Alina and Sanari and one as a meeting/mess hall.  
 
    Sanari motioned to the latter. “One of the patrols brought an Orahim into camp. Caught it spying on us down by the river. They need someone to translate. It keeps saying the same word over and over.” 
 
    “Let’s go,” he answered and motioned Sanari before him.  
 
    She led them to the tent and held back the flap as they entered. The first thing Tav saw was the Orahim, its angular head bowed. It wore a dark tunic and trousers with the red hexagon shape of Harad emblazoned across the center of its breast. It was being guarded by three Stravad warriors, who stood in a semi-circle around it, their hands resting on the hilts of their swords.  
 
    Alina rose immediately at their entrance and crossed around the camp table, coming to a halt before them. “Dray caught this Orahim when he went for water. It was trying to get close enough to our camp, presumably to count our numbers. We need you to translate if you can.” 
 
    Tav scrutinized the strange creature. “I’ll try,” he offered, releasing Penara and crossing around the front of it. Zarand padded after him, taking a seat at his elbow. The Orahim reared back upon seeing the lion and muttered a string of syllables Tav couldn’t catch. 
 
    Tav saw an immediate advantage in the creature’s intimidation. He laid his hand on the lion’s back, settling the cat beside him. “You need to speak louder – leid,” he finished in its tongue.  
 
    The creature glanced up at him, cocking its head. “Leid?” 
 
    “I can’t hear you,” Tav said.  
 
    Intelligence shown in the amber eyes. It shifted its gaze to Zarand again. Tav sent a thought to the cat and Zarand gave another huge yawn, showing his teeth to the Orahim. The creature pressed back in its chair.  
 
    “Leid!” it said.  
 
    Tav fought a smile. “Where is your camp?” He spoke slowly, but the creature cocked its head and considered his words for a moment. Tav knew language acquisition came quicker for listening than speaking. Therefore, it knew what he said to it.  
 
    A crafty expression curved the scaled planes of its face. “Ass—kar,” it pronounced succinctly.  
 
    Tav glanced over his shoulders at his companions. He resisted the urge to demand where his brother was. Automatically his hand lifted and closed around the locket, seeking its solid weight for comfort.  
 
    “What are you doing here?” he asked. “Far from Askar.” 
 
    The shrewd amber eyes searched his face, then shifted to the lion. Tav sent another message to the cat, telling him to extend his muzzle toward the serpent. Zarand did as requested, startling the Orahim so much it nearly knocked its chair over backward.  
 
    Tav rested his hand on the lion’s mane. “Why so far from Askar?” he repeated.  
 
    It ducked its head, shooting nervous glances at Zarand. For the lion’s part, he settled himself on the ground and proceeded to wash himself.  
 
    Tav leaned forward, fighting his growing frustration, and clasped both arms of the Orahim’s chair. “Why are you here?” 
 
    The Orahim reared away, but it was blocked by the confines of the chair. “Ce vad,” it stammered, its teeth clacking as it snapped its jaws.  
 
    Tav frowned. He didn’t recognize those words. “Ce vad?” he echoed. “I don’t understand.” 
 
    “Ce vad,” repeated the frightened Orahim. “Ce vad. Ce vad!” 
 
    Tav rose to his full height and glanced back at his companions. “I don’t understand.” 
 
    Alina continued to study the serpent, Penara shrugged, but Sanari had that look – the look that told Tav she was trying to ferret out the riddle.  
 
    “You asked it why it’s here, right?” she said.  
 
    Tav nodded. “Could ce vad be a place?” 
 
    “I doubt it. You didn’t ask where it was, but why. It understands Lodenian well enough. I don’t think it’s that confused.” 
 
    “I asked why,” repeated Tav. “Why and it responds ce vad. Ce vad.” He drew out the last two words.  
 
    Sanari’s head snapped up. “See Stravad,” she replied. “It’s speaking Lodenian or as close as it can get.” 
 
    “That’s it!” said Tav in excitement. The Orahim was watching Sanari with bright, glittering eyes. “Those are the orders it was givenin Lodenian by Harad’s Followers. Where is Haldane?” 
 
    The Orahim ducked its head again. It lifted a long-fingered, clawed hand and touched the hexagon in the center of its chest.  
 
    “Have you seen Haldane?”  
 
    “Hal—dane, teus.”  Haldane, gone. Tav’s heart sank.  
 
    “Teus oc?” Gone where? 
 
    The amber eyes narrowed on him. “Ass—kar.” 
 
    Tav closed his eyes.  
 
    “Ask it why it wanted to see the Stravad,” said Alina.  
 
    Tav opened his eyes. “Ocu ce vad?” 
 
    It glanced at Zarand. Then it glanced around the tent, at the many armored warriors and the grim, beautiful faces. “Kact. Kact,” it finally said. Fight. Fight.  
 
    Tav blinked at it. “Oc?” Where? 
 
    “Yurl mit.” 
 
    Tav frowned, trying to remember the little Orahim he knew. Yurl mit? City river? Tav lifted his head, his eyes fixed on the Orahim. River City – Voltarian! 
 
    “Ocul?” When? 
 
    “Nuv em.” Sun time. Dawn.  
 
    Tav leaned back on the camp table and exhaled. This was going to take him away from searching for his brother. Damn it all! 
 
    “Tav?” asked Alina.  
 
    Tav continued to study the Orahim. The Orahim watched Zarand. Zarand dozed.  
 
    “There will be an attack,” answered Tav, glancing over his shoulder at Alina. His eyes shifted to Penara. “Tomorrow morning against Voltarian.” 
 
    Penara gasped and Alina frowned, but it was the look on Sanari’s face that went through Tav’s heart. She felt Tash slipping away as much as he did. 
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    Slerion climbed the ladder leading to the ramparts. He could see the soldiers gathered at the top, looking out toward the river. The sun was just rising in the west, painting the sky a pastel pink, and the air was cool, but already Slerion could feel the promise of heat on the horizon.  
 
    Walking the ramparts had become a daily venture for the prince of Voltarian. Often he walked them with Leyva by his side, but he had never been called out of bed prior to dawn before. Lovan and Frasan had been alerted as well, but they didn’t heed the warning as readily as Slerion did.  
 
    Ronal, the commander Kazarien had left behind, had become quite important to the military of Voltarian since Penara’s abduction. When Lovan had apologized for his behavior and begged the commander to stay on and help him prepare his city for attack, Ronal had agreed. That is only after they’d sent a letter on to Temeron explaining the situation to Kazarien. It gave Slerion and his father some concern that Kazarien hadn’t responded as yet, nor had they been able to discover where Penara was.  
 
    Lovan kept expecting the kidnappers to send him a letter, asking for a ransom or some other demand, but nothing had come. Lately Slerion had begun to fear his sister was no longer alive. So much time had passed without word. They’d searched the city, they’d searched Metariam, and they’d questioned as many citizens as they could. They had discovered nothing.  
 
    Slerion would have gone to Temeron himself to ask for Kazarien’s help, but reports continued to come in detailing the buildup of Harad’s Followers not far away from the protectorate. Lovan was too worried about his daughter to help organize the Kingdom’s military and Frasan only made the situation worse. So the duty fell to Slerion.  
 
    Leyva helped as much as she could, but then she’d received word that her father had died. Lady Mena wanted Leyva to stay where she was due to the unpredictability of the roads and the fact that Slerion couldn’t part with any soldiers to see her south, so she was denied the comfort of her family during this difficult time.  
 
    “Here, my lord,” said Ronal, passing the field glasses to Slerion as he reached the top. “Take a look.” 
 
    Slerion lifted them to his eyes and made the appropriate adjustments, then panned the area Ronal had indicated. At first he wasn’t sure what he was seeing. The edge of the river was heavily wooded and the new day sun hadn’t reached high enough to illuminate the forest. Still, he continued to look, straining his eyes into the distance. It was only after he lowered the field glasses and gave Ronal a frown that he realized what he saw was movement, a lot of movement.  
 
    “What do you make of it?” he asked.  
 
    Ronal took the glasses. “A large body of men coming this direction. I’m hoping we’ll be able to see more clearly when they reach the bridge.” 
 
    Slerion felt his heart kick against his ribs. “Harad’s Followers?” 
 
    Ronal’s brows rose in agreement, but he shrugged instead. “Too soon to tell, but I’ve mustered out the entire army and given the squad commanders their orders. We’ll just have to wait and see.” 
 
    “Waiting for them to reach the bridge puts them a little close for comfort, doesn’t it? Perhaps we should be waiting on the opposite shore.” 
 
    “If we were fighting another trained army, I would; however, I’ve fought Harad’s Followers before. They operate on surprise, but are easily surprised themselves. If they are attacking now, they’re hoping to catch us unaware. I think we should catch them back by springing out at them. Without a strong commanding force, chaos will rule.” 
 
    Slerion started to speak, but his father’s head suddenly appeared above the ladder. “What’s going on, Slerion?” he demanded.  
 
    Ronal bent and helped him to the top of the rampart. Behind him Lord Frasan was also climbing.  
 
    “A large group is headed toward the bridge, Father. We’re not sure whether it is friend or foe yet.” 
 
    Lovan pushed to the front of the rampart and peered out into the distance. “Let’s get our army out there and confront them.” 
 
    Slerion exchanged a look with Ronal. “Ronal feels it is best to wait and surprise them if it is foe. I’m inclined to agree.” 
 
    Frasan shoved his way to Lovan’s side. “Damned trees make it impossible to see. You should have the lot of them chopped down, Lovan.” 
 
    Slerion looked away. He wished the King of Yonartison would go home. He wasn’t helping the situation. In fact, he made things tenser.  
 
    Ronal was studying the area with the field glasses again. Even without them Slerion could see the mounted force was nearing the opposite end of the bridge. The sun had climbed high enough to spill over him where he stood at the tallest point on the rampart, but just below the wall, everything else was in shadow.  
 
    Ronal suddenly sucked in a quick breath, leaning forward against the barricade.  
 
    “What is it, man?” demanded Frasan.  
 
    Ronal ignored him, leaning back to pass Slerion the glasses. “Take a look, my lord.”  
 
    Slerion lifted the magnifying lenses to his eyes and peered through them. He adjusted the focus and then strained hard to make out any distinguishing characteristics among the moving shadows on the opposite shore. An unusual flapping motion caught his attention and he leaned forward, squinting through the lenses.  
 
    The mass of bodies had reached the end of the bridge now, coming suddenly around a bend of trees, out of the shadow of the forest and into the open land that made up the distant river bank. The pale rays of sunlight filtered down, illuminating the bridge in a pinkish glow. Slerion’s attention was drawn back to the flapping bit of material and he caught his breath.  
 
    “What is it, Slerion?” demanded his father.  
 
    Slerion felt his heart race with exhilaration and he smiled broadly. “It is the standard of Trendaria, Father – the running horse against a blue backdrop. And the standard bearers” He paused and lowered the field glasses. “The standard bearers are Stravad.” 
 
      
 
    *  *   * 
 
      
 
    Tav was impressed by the quickness of the Stravad warriors. They traveled light and their horses were bred for strength and endurance. Even pulling a supply wagon, they made good time to the bridge west of Voltarian.  
 
    They brought the Orahim with them, forcing it to ride in the supply wagon beside Zarand and behind them Stravad scouts ranged, trying to pick up the outriders of Harad’s army before they could ambush the Stravad.  
 
    The planks of the bridge rattled and thumped as they thundered across, the entire structure swinging slightly back and forth with the traffic and weight crossing it. The sun had crested high enough in the sky to shine down on the bridge, but it was still only an hour or so after sunrise.  
 
    As the entire battalion raced to the opposite shore and picked up the road leading into Voltarian, Tav looked up toward the city. A small group of soldiers had left the gate and was headed in their direction at a gallop.  
 
    They met less than five minutes later, the Stravad coming to an abrupt halt at a signal from Alina. At the head of the Voltarian contingent was Penara’s brother, Slerion, and Ronal, the young commander Kazarien had left behind.  
 
    “Penara!” shouted Slerion, catching sight of his sister. He hauled back on his reins and swung down.  
 
    Penara did the same, running across the distance and throwing herself into her brother’s arms. Tav couldn’t understand what they said to each other, but there was a great deal of hugging and crying exchanged during the reunion.  
 
    He, Alina, and Sanari swung down from their saddles and approached the brother and sister. Slerion glanced up, a wide smile lighting his plain features. “Welcome, my lady!” he said, bowing to Alina. “Taverand, Sanari, welcome back. We are so happy to see you!” 
 
    Then he looked around, searching the group of waiting warriors. “Where are Lord Kazarien and Tasamer?” 
 
    The four companions exchanged a pained look, but Penara was the one who answered her brother. “Kazarien is dead, Slerion. He died somewhere on the road to Voltarian and Tash was taken captive by Tiros. We need to talk with Father. It’s urgent.” 
 
    “Kazarien is dead?” he repeated.  
 
    Each time they said it, Alina flinched.  
 
    Tav reached out and put his arm around her for comfort. “Yes, which is why we’re here. We have urgent news for you and your father that can’t wait for social conventions right now. Harad’s followers are amassing behind us and marching in this direction, bent on sacking Voltarian. The situation has escalated to war, I’m afraid. We’ve got to dispatch messengers to the other protectorates and muster out Voltarian’s army at once.” 
 
    “The last is already done and the first is easily accomplished. Come on!” Slerion paused and glanced down at his sister. “How did you wind up with the Stravad?” He squeezed her tight against him. “You don’t know how worried we were about you.” 
 
    She gave him a fleeting smile, then her expression hardened. “Bendix is a traitor, Slerion. He must be arrested at once.” 
 
    Slerion recoiled in shock. “Bendix?” 
 
    “Yes,” she said, turning him back the way he’d come. “Let’s find Father and then I’ll explain, but we’ve got to hurry. We can’t let Voltarian fall.” 
 
    Slerion nodded and returned to his men, issuing commands. Tav walked back to Dalen with Sanari and Alina, feeling as if the air crackled with anxiety around him.  
 
    “Are you all right?” whispered Sanari.  
 
    Tav nodded. “I just miss Kazarien and his quiet patience more than ever.” 
 
    Sanari touched his arm. “You and everyone else, Tav,” she said. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 40 
 
      
 
    Leather creakedhorses nickeredmen muttered to each other – the words indistinguishable against the hum of adrenaline in ears grown hot with an infusion of blood. A pall of tension blanketed the area on either side of the river as the opposing forces faced each other, measuring strength for strength and searching for weaknesses.  
 
    Later no one could remember what broke the awful stalemate, but both forces surged forward and collided with a cacophony that rang all the way to Voltarian and made the citizens in the streets wince.  
 
    Sitting on the back of his horse in the midst of the King’s personal guard, Tav thought the struggle for control of the opposite bank seemed more like a dance than a battle – promenade forward, promenade back, give, take – until men started dying and horses slipped in the streams of blood. Some bodies fell into the river, swept away beyond sight, but others caught in the shallows or tangled in flotsam and stayed.  
 
    Penara made a mewl of distress beside him. He reached over and took her hand without looking, unable to tear his gaze away from the battle. The bridge was the most hotly contested. The forces from Voltarian, Trendaria, and Temeron held it valiantly, but Orahim swarmed down the bank like locusts, nearly over-running them.  
 
    Behind the joint forces of Loden, archers had taken position, trying to stem the tide with their arrows. A burring sort of hum rose from the many swiftly released strings and Orahim regularly catapulted into the river, sinking like stones.  
 
    The Human Followers of Harad with horses left the bridge to the Orahim and drove into the river itself, attempting to cross. The river took some of them, but those that made the crossing were met by soldiers on foot. Here training and better equipment gave the advantage to the allies, but back on the bridge, the death toll from the Orahim darts was rising.  
 
    Tav bowed his head. The hot, tangy smell of blood was on the fresh morning breeze. There were other less pleasant smells – smells of sweat and fear, thick, cloying, unhealthy – given off in a frenzied need to live and to kill in return. And already Tav could smell the death and decay as the bottom of the river was churned up in violent crossings and battles for footing.  
 
    Using shields and sheer strength, the allies held the bridge longer than Tav expected, but they were gradually falling back, dragging their dying and dead comrades with them. Tav watched the steady stream of suicidal Orahim flow over the bank and wondered if the entire species had converged on this one location at the same moment. The enemy outnumbered the allies five to one. There was no way to hold them off.  
 
    “We need to make a run for it!” shouted Frasan as if he’d read Tav’s thoughts.  
 
    Tav shot a glance at the pock-faced king. He sat on his own mount beside Lovan, his face blanched of any color. Beside him his sons Ninad and Blanar looked much the same, certainly not as arrogant as they’d seemed when Tav had met them last.  
 
    “I won’t give up my kingdom!” shouted Lovan in return.  
 
    Penara’s hand tightened in Tav’s.  
 
    Slerion glanced at Alina, then lifted his eyes to Tav. “Our numbers are too few. I never dreamed” His voice trailed away.  
 
    Alina watched the battle over the bridge with a wide-eyed expression. “We can’t fight the Orahim at close range. Their weapons destroy us, even when we can get our hands on them. They know how to use them and reload better than we do.” 
 
    Tav’s gaze snapped back to the battle. He eyed the valiant fight over the last remaining half of the bridge, then the struggle to keep the mounted enemy from gaining the shoreline. The river helped control the latter front and without mounts, the Orahim could not cross the river. If they couldn’t cross the river, they couldn’t get close enough to do much damage with their weapons.  
 
    “We’ve got to retake the bridge and force the Orahim to try crossing on foot,” he said, pointing to the water battle.  
 
    “How?” asked Sanari, her own bow lying across her thighs, her pupils dilated and her expression almost feral.  
 
    Tav shot a look at the two Kings. They were staring at him, waiting for an answer. Tav glanced around at his other companions. They were also looking at him. Only Zarand kept his attention on the dying men. The lion acted like he wanted to leap into the fray at any time. Tav telepathically kept a tight rein on his impulses.  
 
    “Burn the bridge,” he said in a heavy voice.  
 
    His companions stared at him without speaking for a moment. Tav glanced away. Another few yards of bridge had been surrendered to the Orahim. Human Followers were pushing the Orahim forward and some of the soldiers from the shoreline had been diverted to the bridge to fill the holes left by those who died.  
 
    “You’ll take away a means of escape for us,” said Slerion.  
 
    “We’ll also take away the Orahim’s advantage.” 
 
    “How do we set fire to it?” continued the prince.  
 
    Sanari held up her bow. “With the arrows. Tie oil drenched rags to the end of them and set them on fire.” 
 
    Slerion turned to his father.  
 
    Lovan looked ill. His face was pasty white and dry, his hands curled into a death-grip on the saddle horn. He met Slerion’s look, then shot a look at Tav. “Do it!” he finally answered.  
 
    “Father!” 
 
    “Do it!” shouted Lovan. “I will not lose my kingdom!” 
 
    Slerion motioned the general to him. “Have a fire started, General!” he ordered.  
 
    The general saluted and turned away to issue his command.  
 
    Slerion glanced back at Tav. “Are you sure?” 
 
    “If they gain control of the bridge, Voltarian is doomed,” Tav answered.  
 
    The fire seemed to take forever to start. The allied forces formed a barricade at the end of the bridge, digging in with everything they had, but the tide of Orahim continued to surge against them. Soldiers stepped over their own comrades to meet the onslaught and no one stopped to pull the wounded and dead away. In fact, their bodies were being used in the blockade – a gruesome barrier that would soon be breached.  
 
    Finally the general returned. “The fire is lit, Your Majesty,” he said with a salute.  
 
    Slerion glanced around again, his eyes frantic. “We’ll lose some of our men if you fire the bridge, Father.” 
 
    Lovan did not remove his eyes from the battle. “I understand. We have no choice.” 
 
    Slerion’s gaze swung to Alina. “Stravad Leader?” 
 
    She swallowed hard, but her expression was fierce. “Fire the bridge!” she said in a determined voice.  
 
    Slerion looked last at Tav. Tav simply nodded.  
 
    Slumping back in the saddle, the prince closed his eyes.  
 
    “I await your command, Your Majesty,” said the general.  
 
    The allies slipped in mud mingled with blood, some falling into the river without taking a hit. A few Orahim had forced their way through to the very edge of the bridge, the bark of their tirs drowning out the sound of archers and swordsmen.  
 
    Lovan’s jaw squared. “Fire on my command, General.”  
 
    Tav held his breath. He realized the precariousness of his situation. If this didn’t work, both Kings would have someone to blame. The archers took positions, their bows lifted, their eyes squinted at the target. Each archer had a squire holding a burning brand behind him, ready to set the rag on fire at a signal from the general.  
 
    The general stood before his men, a calm, powerful figure, his eyes narrowed against the sun’s rays. Penara’s hand tightened in Tav’s, Sanari shot him a glance, and Alina hunched her shoulders as if she bore the weight of the world alone. Tav saw Lovan raise his hand to give the signal. Slerion bowed his head, curling over the saddle horn. Frasan seemed to be fighting an urge to flee. And on the bridge, the death toll rose, the Orahim clambering over bodies, the Human Followers a step behind.  
 
    A blare of brassy sound echoed over the screams of horses and the grunts of men. Tav lifted his head and turned his gaze to the opposite shore. Again, a lone trumpet blasted out a clarion call, coming steady closer.  
 
    Lovan’s arm trembled where he held it over his head.  
 
    “Wait!” shouted Tav, raising himself in the stirrups and straining to hear. Zarand had also cocked his head in interest.  
 
    Lovan glanced at him, opening his mouth to speak, but he halted, his head turning toward the blare of the bugle. A rain of projectiles whistled down on the bridge, striking the Orahim, and a cheer rose from the allies fighting ankle deep in the mud.  
 
    More arrows slammed into the enemy, creating havoc. The Followers didn’t know which way to turn, either into their Orahim counterparts or back across the bridge to face their invisible assailants.  
 
    A few jumped over the bridge and spun away downstream, slamming into others of their order who were trying to cross. Mayhem and confusion reigned. The allies took heart and renewed their assault as the trumpet wailed out its death-march from beyond sight.  
 
    “Who is that?” demanded Frasan, his voice cracking with tension.  
 
    No one answered him, they were too busy trying to see through the tangle of trees on the opposite shore. Except for the constant rain of arrows, their rescuers remained hidden.  
 
    The Orahim broke rank, dropping their weapons and clawing through their Human allies. They raced back toward the bank they’d originally occupied and died, blocking the retreat for the others. Behind them the swordsmen and the archers pushed forward, catching the Followers of Harad in a pincer move.  
 
    The call began with the allies reclaiming the bridge inch by painful inch. It rose in strength and filtered down to the men fighting on the shore, eventually reaching Tav and his companions where they sat on their horses.  
 
    When they finally heard it, the call had become a chant – a shout of freedom that gave heart to those fighting.  
 
    Kazarien! Kazarien! KAZARIEN! 
 
    And through the trees came the King of Trendaria, his mail gleaming silver in the sunlight, his brown hair flowing over his shoulders, his sword sparking with each strike.  
 
    Alina gave a cry and covered her mouth with her hands. Sanari turned and shot a look at Tav, tears streaming down her face, while Penara dissolved into a mixture of laughter and crying. Tav realized his hands shook and his heart raced inside his chest. Tears of joy blinded him momentarily, then he blinked them back.  
 
    Raising his fist into the sky, he shouted at the top of his lungs, “KAZARIEN! KAZARIEN!” 
 
    And his companions joined him a moment later.  
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    Kazarien leaned against the railing in the center of the bridge. Sweat slicked back his hair and ran down his temples. It trickled beneath the glimmering metal of his armor. Every muscle in his body hummed with exhaustion, each breath was painful, and the smell of blood and decay lay heavy in his nostrils. His ears still rang with the blare of the bugle, then the sound of his own name on every soldiers’ lips, collapsing into cheers and shouts of joy as the attack was broken and the enemy routed.  
 
    He still held his sword, the blade nicked and dripping in blood. The hand around the sword had gone numb; in fact, his arm was numb to his shoulder and the fingers would not release the blade. He had held on so tightly, knowing that to lose his weapon would be instant death.  
 
    He shuddered and bowed his head. So much death. He had waded through it just to force his way here. In the heart of it, he had fought, cleaving a path through the enemy without any remorse, but even in the heat of battle, some part of him had recoiled from the horrifying duty. He felt soiled by it, bruised and branded and scarred. A man could age in more ways than one.  
 
    “Are you hurt, Kazarien?” came Niron’s voice beside him.  
 
    Kazarien opened his eyes, surprised to find he’d closed them, and glanced down. “Exhausted, but I think I’m whole. Where is Ason?” 
 
    Niron glanced over his shoulder. “Leading the soldiers who flank Harad’s Followers. Are you sure you’re all right?” 
 
    Kazarien forced a smile and started to answer, but someone called his name.  
 
    “Kazarien!” 
 
    His head snapped up and his eyes searched the bank. Weariness fell away from him as he saw her, running toward him. She scrambled onto the bridge and Kazarien took a few steps toward her, his heart thundering to life inside his chest. And then she was there, throwing herself into his arms. He lifted the left one and caught her, bowing his head into her hair, breathing deeply of her clean scent. It cleansed his soul and gave him strength.  
 
    She was crying, sobbing, spreading kisses over his face and throat, oblivious to the dust and sweat and blood that covered him. “I thought you were dead! I thought you were dead!” she whispered again and again.  
 
    Kazarien found himself kissing her back, holding her as close as he could with one arm, while the other still held the sword, unable to release it. “I’m here!” he answered.  
 
    “Kazarien!” 
 
    The King lifted his head and smiled as Tav, Sanari, and Penara raced toward him. Tav caught him in a bear hug, oblivious of Alina, and Kazarien tried to return it, finally releasing the sword. Then Sanari was there, pushing her way through so she could hug him, laughing and crying and babbling things he couldn’t understand.  
 
    He laughed too because it was so damn good to be alive, so damn good to stand in the midst of all this death and destruction and simply breathe. However, when Zarand arrived, he barreled into the group with such force, he nearly knocked them into the river. Niron ducked behind the King and Penara tried to pull the lion off.  
 
    Kazarien simply laughed harder and allowed the lion to maul him, feeling as if he’d never been happier in his life.  
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    Lovan affixed his flowing signature to the treaty and lifted his head. “It’s done,” he said.  
 
    Kazarien smiled wearily and reached for it, adding his own signature, then he passed it to Frasan. Alina sat beside him in the camp tent, her shoulder touching his. She hadn’t let him out of her sight since they found each other again on the bridge. He wasn’t complaining.  
 
    Frasan made his mark and pushed the treaty to Tav. Lying at Tav’s feet, the lion lifted his head and blinked at the movement, then with a sigh, he rolled onto his side and went back to sleep. Tav slid the treaty in front of Niron and pointed to where he should sign, handing him the quill. Lovan and Frasan weren’t thrilled with the Daman acting on behalf of his Queen, but they weren’t arguing anything at the moment.  
 
    Kazarien leaned back in his chair and watched Tav begin fixing the various seals to the parchment. Every bone in his body hurt and he wanted to sleep. He knew he wasn’t entirely healed from his ordeal less than two weeks ago, but a sense of elation was on him. He and the Daman had saved Voltarian. The Followers of Harad had been routed and he was considerably closer to unifying the entire region.  
 
    His gaze fell on Sanari where she sat at the end of the table. Dark circles marred the skin beneath her eyes and she kept looking at him as if she couldn’t believe he was alive. He gave her a smile and she returned it, but her expression fell almost at once. Kazarien knew she was thinking of Tash, mainly because Tash was never far from his thoughts either.  
 
    Tav passed the treaty back to Lovan and the King of Voltarian pressed his ring into the soft wax. He glanced up at Kazarien as he cleaned it. “What now, Lord Kazarien?” he said.  
 
    Kazarien thought Lovan had aged over the last few months. He couldn’t fault him. Lovan had come close to losing both his daughter and his kingdom. Only today he had found out his most trusted advisor had betrayed him. Bendix was now learning the confines of Lovan’s dungeon first hand. Kazarien’s gaze cut to Penara. She sat beside her father, but her eyes were on Tav. The King got a feeling he was missing something here, but he wasn’t sure what.  
 
    “I’m going after Tash,” he answered Lovan.  
 
    Firelight flickered against the white of the tent walls behind Sanari, casting more shadows on her features. She swallowed and bowed her head.  
 
    “What should Frasan and I do?” 
 
    Kazarien shifted his gaze to the King. “Hold Voltarian. Get a message out to the other protectorates south of here and have them muster out their armies. Now that we’ve broken the momentum, we need to keep pursuing the Followers.” 
 
    Frasan pressed his seal into the wax. “What about Denortosal?” he said.  
 
    Kazarien exchanged a look with Alina. “I hope Thalandar made it to Denortosal; however, if not, we will send someone as soon as I can evaluate the fighting force waiting for us on the Boline Plain.” 
 
    Tav passed the treaty to Niron. Lovan followed it with his eyes. “What about the Daman?” 
 
    Ason was sitting on Niron’s left, having returned from his pursuit of the Followers. “We ride with Kazarien,” he said simply.  
 
    Lovan didn’t give anything away in his expression, but Frasan rolled his eyes. Kazarien smiled to himself. He knew the King of Yonartison thought Kazarien had sealed up a bid for King of the region. He couldn’t be more mistaken. Kazarien wanted to go home, that was all. Wellhe wanted Alina to come with him, but that was a wish he intended to pursue later.  
 
    Tav met Kazarien’s eye as he passed him the treaty. How they had all changed over the course of this journey! The young man sitting beside him now was more self-assured, mature, and centered than he’d been in Nogatav. And yet his entire life had been turned upside down. Kazarien’s gaze fixed on the chain hanging around Tav’s throat. Tav had faced the complete disintegration of his self-image and yet he’d grown stronger as a result. He tucked that fact away in his memory as he leaned forward and pressed his ring into the wax.  
 
    “If you hope to find Kiameron’s son, you might have to enter Mt. Askar after Erram,” said Lovan.  
 
    Kazarien nodded. “We’ll likely have to do that anyway. I want this threat ended.” 
 
    “You’re going to get yourself killed yet, Kazarien,” snarled Frasan.  
 
    Kazarien slid the treaty to Tav and wrapped an arm around Alina. She sank against him. “I have been there and back already, Lord Frasan. I’m willing to make the trip again if it will free the region once and for all.” He exhaled in exhaustion and glanced toward the entrance flap. Night lay over the river, hiding the death and destruction of the day. Soldiers patrolled through the firelight, their shadows dancing across the tent fabric. “Besides, Tash is my friend. I will not abandon him simply to protect myself.” 
 
    Alina laid her head on his shoulder and closed her eyes, wrapping her arm around him as if she could protect him that way.  
 
    Lovan stretched. “Are you sure you won’t reconsider returning to the castle for the night, Kazarien?” 
 
    “I’m fine here, but you sleep well, Lord Lovan. We will defend the bridge at all costs tonight.” 
 
    Lovan pushed himself to his feet and motioned to Frasan. The other King rose also. “I’ll send Slerion to you in the morning so you can give him a list of supplies and other needs.” Slerion and the two princes from Yonartison were organizing the removal of the dead.  
 
    Kazarien nodded.  
 
    “Come, Penara,” said Lovan, turning toward the flap.  
 
    Her head lifted and her eyes widened, but she didn’t move. Kazarien frowned.  
 
    Lovan shifted back around and studied her. “Penara?” 
 
    She squared her chin, a move Kazarien had seen before. His heart sank. Eldon’s star, he was too tired for a confrontation tonight, but he felt one brewing.  
 
    She rose and faced her father. He gave her a puzzled look.  
 
    “Please understand, Father. I love you and Slerion dearly, but I cannot live by your rules any longer. I am staying here where I belong.” 
 
    Lovan took a step back and glanced around at the silent, tense group watching the exchange. “What?” 
 
    Tav rose also. “Penara and I are married under Temerian law, Lord Lovan.” 
 
    Kazarien’s mouth fell open in surprise. He hadn’t actually expected that.  
 
    “You’re what?” questioned Lovan. Frasan snorted and shook his head in disgust.  
 
    Penara met her father’s stunned gaze and nodded. “We’re married,” she repeated.  
 
    Lovan’s expression grew thunderous, his hands tightening into fists. Kazarien rose quickly to his feet, stifling a moan as his sore muscles protested. “Lord Lovan, isn’t it enough to see your daughter home safe again? We are in the midst of war. Can’t we leave this to discuss later?” 
 
    “Later? My daughter is abandoning me!”  
 
    “She hasn’t abandoned you, certainly no more so than she would have as Ninad’s wife,” said Kazarien calmly.  
 
    “She disobeyed” began the King.  
 
    “Yes, she did,” Kazarien said, startling him into silence. “She disobeyed. She took her life into her own hands and made her own decision. She disobeyed, but she’s alive, Lovan. Eldon’s star, isn’t that more important than your wounded pride?” 
 
    Lovan stared at him a moment in silence. From the corner of his eyes, Kazarien saw Tav’s hand tighten into a fist. Slowly Lovan turned and studied Tav, then he looked back at his daughter. Penara had also changed. There was a new aura about her of womanly strength and knowledge.  
 
    Holding out his arms, he gave her a tired smile. She walked into his embrace, laying her head on his chest. He bent down and whispered something to her, kissing her brow. Kazarien exhaled and sank into his seat again, sharing a look with Alina.  
 
    Finally Lovan released her and turned to Tav. “You had better watch out for my daughter,” he ordered sternly.  
 
    Tav’s expression was besotted as he looked at Penara. “Forever,” he answered.  
 
    Lovan sighed and motioned to the entrance. “Let’s get some sleep, Frasan,” he said and the two Kings left side by side.  
 
    Kazarien met Tav’s sheepish look. “You might have warned me,” he scolded.  
 
    Tav crossed around the table and took Penara’s hand. “You might have told us you were alive,” he shot back.  
 
    Kazarien smiled. “Touché.” 
 
    “Come on, Sanari, we’ll walk you to your tent,” Tav said.  
 
    Sanari nodded and rose to her feet. Before she left, she went to Kazarien and bent down, placing a kiss on his cheek. “You don’t know how happy we are to have you back with us again,” she said, tears in her eyes.  
 
    Kazarien squeezed her hand and smiled at her. She touched Alina on the shoulder as she passed. “See you in the morning,” she said.  
 
    Alina nodded.  
 
    Niron and Ason rose also. “Get some rest, Kazarien,” said Niron. “You look like hell.” 
 
    Kazarien chuckled. He’d had ample time to get used to the Daman’s rough affection. “I will.” 
 
    Tav was waiting for Niron at the entrance flap. “I hope we get some time to discuss my fatherKiameron.” 
 
    Niron beamed up at him. “We will, young man, we will.” And he followed Tav and the women into the night, trailed by the lion.  
 
    Kazarien and Alina rose, and Kazarien extended his hand to Ason. “Thank you for everything, Ason.” 
 
    Ason accepted the King’s hand and gave it a brief shake. “Thank you, Kazarien, for being an exceptional king.” He released him, then reached over and patted his shoulder fondly. Ducking his head toward Alina, he followed the others out of the tent.  
 
    Kazarien shifted and looked down at Alina. She was watching him with blue eyes that were clouded with emotion. Reaching up, she grabbed the center of his shirt and pulled him to her, resting her forehead against his. Kazarien loosely encircled her with his arms.  
 
    “You will never know what I felt when they told me you were dead,” she whispered.  
 
    He closed his eyes and tried to ignore his aching muscles and sore limbs. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d taken such pleasure from simply being in another’s presence. “I’m sorry, but I’m glad to know Chayse made it back to Temeron safely.” 
 
    She lifted her arms and wrapped them around his neck, leaning back to look into his face. “I don’t want to be separated ever again, Kazarien. Whatever it takes, I will do it to be with you.” 
 
    He smiled. “We’ve plenty of time to figure that out, love.” 
 
    She pulled him closer, her lips a breath from his. “No, we don’t. We are going to live each day as if it were our last, starting now.” 
 
    Kazarien laughed. “They make you Stravad Leader and look what happens.” 
 
    “That’s right. As of now I’m in command!” she said against his mouth and then she kissed him.  
 
    Kazarien soon forgot how badly his body hurt.  
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    Thalandar strolled beside Kalahar, easily matching the large king’s stride. Around them the soldiers from Denortosal were pitching camp. They had made the drive to intercept Harad’s followers on the Boline Plain in two days, beginning at dawn and riding until dusk.  
 
    Before leaving Denortosal, Thalandar had sent word with the supply wagon to his sister in Temeron. He couldn’t shake his worry for her, nor his own grief. Kazarien had been a friend, nearly as close as a brother to the Stravad Leader.  
 
    He missed him already.  
 
    “How did you catch the prisoner?” he asked the King, forcing his thoughts away from his loss.  
 
    “He was spying on our camp and got clumsy,” answered Kalahar. “But they can’t get anything out of him.” 
 
    The tent housing the prisoner had been set on the periphery of the camp. It was small and ragged, but ringed on all sides by soldiers. Thalandar paused and surveyed the area around them.  
 
    The camp had been set on a rise, overlooking the wide expanse of the Boline Plain. Thalandar knew they were visible to their enemies, but there wasn’t much cover on the plain, certainly not enough for a large fighting force to hide behind. Not that they were concerned with hiding their approach anyway.  
 
    With Kalahar’s field glasses, he had been able to see the camps of Harad’s Followers, gathered around the base of Mt. Askar. The numbers were high, but the rebels they had seen weren’t organized or equipped to meet a trained fighting force. At least Thalandar hoped they weren’t.  
 
    “Thalandar?” said the King, pausing and looking back.  
 
    Thalandar’s eyes lifted to Mt. Askar. It rose from the grassland like a huge black cone, the top sheared off and the sides steep and rocky. He could see a few darker spots, holes into the center of the mountain he presumed, but he couldn’t see a clear way to climb to any of the entrances. A chill raced down his spine, causing him to shiver.  
 
    “Thalandar, are you all right?” Kalahar asked, striding back to him.  
 
    Thalandar tore his gaze away from the volcano and met Kalahar’s concerned look. “Why would anyone want to live that way?”  
 
    Kalahar glanced back at the mountain himself. “I can’t say, but the bigger question is how. If the Nazarien are guarding Erram’s movement, how does he get supplies in there? Where does he live?” 
 
    Thalandar shook his head. “I’ve never understood that. He must have help, maybe an insider” Thalandar’s voice trailed off and his thoughts shifted into focus. An insider? A Nazarien gone bad? 
 
    “Thalandar?” 
 
    “Tiros,” whispered the Stravad Leader.  
 
    “Tiroswhat?” 
 
    Thalandar glanced back at the King. “Tiros is the link. He must have been Nazarien or is Nazarien. That’s how Erram’s getting supplies, how he’s mobilized everyone. The Nazarien don’t see the connection.” 
 
    “How is that possible? They wouldn’t know one of their own is a traitor?” 
 
    Thalandar lifted a brow. “You don’t know the Nazarien. They’ve so prescripted their lives, they no longer think as individuals. Everything is based on ceremony and order and control. They live for the calling, they live to preserve Eldon’s line and thereby to preserve the Nazarien.” 
 
    “Eldon’s line? Eldon is dead.” 
 
    “Eldon is dead, but his son lives or at least I hope he lives. This does bring me some concern. Once this war is over, we’ll have to deal with the issue of the Nazarien.” 
 
    Kalahar fixed his hands on his hips. “Let’s get the war over first. You’re getting ahead of yourself now.” He motioned to the tent behind them. “There’s a prisoner to question.” 
 
    Thalandar sighed and shot one more look at the volcano, then followed after the King. One of the soldiers moved forward to pull back the tent flap and Kalahar motioned the Stravad through before him.  
 
    It took a moment for Thalandar’s eyes to adjust to the dim interior. He hesitated at the entrance and blinked, moving to the side as Kalahar stepped through. He could smell sweat and unwashed humanity before him.  
 
    The Follower occupied a chair in the center of the tent. He had soldiers on either side and his hands were bound behind him. A glass of water sat on the table before the rebel.  
 
    The Human glared at Thalandar, his greasy hair falling into his eyes. Sweat shown on the expanse of skin visible through the open neck of his shirt and trickled down his temples. Both beard and filth shadowed his face, but his eyes blazed with a fanatical light. The stench that rose from the man was unhealthy, more than dirt and sweat. Signs of illness shown in the gauntness of his cheeks and the circles beneath his eyes.  
 
    Thalandar scowled in revulsion, but followed Kalahar forward and reached for a chair, sliding into it.  
 
    The King of Denortosal wrinkled his nose and squinted his eyes. “Eldon’s star, man, do you fear soap and water?” 
 
    The man’s hateful eyes shifted to the King, then back to the Stravad. “Don’t use that name in my presence.” 
 
    “Eldon?” Kalahar snorted out a bark of laughter. “I don’t think you’re in any position to tell me what to do and not do.” 
 
    “What do you want?” 
 
    “Some information,” stated the King, folding his hands over his stomach. “More information than you’ve given my guards.” 
 
    The rebel spat on the floor next to the guard on his right. The soldier lifted his hand as if he’d strike him in return, but Kalahar shook his head.  
 
    “I’m not talking with that in here,” answered the Follower, jerking his chin at Thalandar.  
 
    Kalahar leaned forward so quickly, he startled the rebel and both guards. The rebel slid back in his chair. “That is the Stravad Leader, so I suggest you have some respect.” 
 
    “I don’t care what he is. I won’t speak with him here. Tell Pretty Boy to go to hell.” 
 
    Thalandar exchanged a glance with the King, then leaned forward. “Believe me, I would love to get out of this tent. You smell that bad, but we want some information.” He narrowed his eyes and lowered his voice. “You should know that I’ll use any means to get that information. I wouldn’t mind starving you, denying you water, or even carving off parts of you to get you to talk. You and your kind are responsible for the death of my wife. Getting revenge on you would be a pleasure.” 
 
    The rebel’s eyes widened. Thalandar felt the King and the guards staring at him, but he kept his attention focused on the Follower.  
 
    “Approximately how many rebels are in your army?” 
 
    “I’m not talking to you.” 
 
    Thalandar reached out and tipped over the glass. Water flowed across the table and dropped off the edge, landing in the rebel’s lap. He sucked in a startled breath. Thalandar kept his gaze focused on him. “Thirsty?” 
 
    The man glared back. Thalandar could feel the hum of his thoughts. He stretched forth his power and wrapped it around the man’s essence, probing for some weakness. “Thirsty, hungry, tiredand” Thalandar paused, concentrating. “Something more.” 
 
    He met the Human’s look and smiled coldly. “There’s something more you want, have been wanting for a long time. You risked everything to spy on this camp, hoping against hope that you’d find what you need.” The Stravad tilted his head. “A healer perhaps? A doctor? Someone with medicinals? Someone with painkillers?” 
 
    The rebel continued to glare, but he had started trembling also. Thalandar waited, meeting the man’s stare and probing for more information. After a while Kalahar moved restlessly beside him, but still Thalandar held his peace.  
 
    The Follower dropped his head, his greasy hair sliding forward to hide his features. “I don’t know nothing.” 
 
    “Liar,” said Thalandar calmly. He braced his forearm on the table and studied the man. “I wonder what you crave. Most likely something that Gava used during the first war. Not Halzon because we know that’s fatal, besides you’d want something that causes euphoria, which leaves only a handful of possibilities.” 
 
    Kalahar shifted in his seat to watch the Stravad, but he didn’t interrupt.  
 
    “It might be Veriq, but that causes internal bleeding. It would also have to grow around here. By the look of you, you’ve been using for quite a while.” He nodded at the prisoner’s bound hands. Leaning closer, he dropped his voice. “I could get you something to take the edge off if you’d just cooperate.” 
 
    “No!” said the rebel through clenched teeth. His trembling was growing more pronounced.  
 
    “It wouldn’t be a problem, I’ll just call the healer.” 
 
    “I won’t talk.” 
 
    Thalandar fixed a hand beneath his chin. “Oh, you’ll talk. It’ll just be a matter of time.” He probed with his power once more. “Datel?” he replied, giving the man a smile.  
 
    The rebel hunched his shoulders, despite the bonds on his wrists. “I won’t talk,” he repeated, but his protests were growing weaker. “I won’t talk.” 
 
    “What is it like, Datel? I’ve heard addicts say it makes you feel as if you could conquer the world. The problem is that once you start, you have a difficult time stopping and you become addicted almost at once. An unfortunate side-effect. Most addicts wind up killing themselves with larger and larger doses. Did they tell you that?” He flashed his most winning smile. “Although, it’s probably too late for you. A few years of use and you can’t stop. The other downside is that you need it to live. If you’ve been using for a number of years, withdrawal will kill you.” 
 
    The rebel spat again. “I’m ready to die.” 
 
    “Oh, I don’t doubt it, but it’s a brutal way to go. I’m told your insides feel like they’re twisting into knots. Every muscle and nerve spasms, and you lose control of your bodily functions. Most unpleasant.” 
 
    Kalahar was staring at Thalandar with a horrified expression. The two guards had taken a step away from the prisoner on either side.  
 
    Thalandar exhaled slowly. “In the end, your brain swells and you start hallucinating. A man like you must have a lot of demons inside his head. Just imagine what they will do when set free.” 
 
    The rebel was sweating profusely now, streams running into the open collar of his shirt. His eyes had widened until there was a ring of white clear around the iris and his chest was lifting in a rapid pant. Thalandar almost couldn’t stomach the stench rising off him.  
 
    As casually as he could, the Stravad Leader pushed himself to his feet. “This is obviously a waste of my time,” he said. “I’ll leave you to your demons.” With that he turned and strode toward the tent flap without looking back.  
 
    He made it to the outside and paused to suck in some of the cooling night breeze, cleansing his palate of the rebel’s stench. A moment later Kalahar ducked out behind him. “What now?” asked the King of Denortosal.  
 
    Thalandar turned and regarded him. Kalahar was studying him in return as if he’d never seen the Stravad before in his life. “We wait. Odd thing about addiction – a large portion of it is psychological.” 
 
    Kalahar ran a hand through his hair. “I didn’t know Stravad could be so brutal.” 
 
    Thalandar smiled coldly. “There’s a lot Humans don’t know about Stravad.” 
 
    “Well, it just goes to prove the packaging doesn’t accurately advertise the product inside.” 
 
    Thalandar turned and started walking toward the more populated section of the camp. “Why do people assume physically attractive things are weak?” 
 
    Kalahar boomed a laugh. “Thalandar, after that scene, I’ll never make that mistake again. Just know, I’m glad we’re on the same side.” 
 
    Thalandar canted a look at the large King and smiled. “So am I, Lord Kalahar, so am I.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 41 
 
      
 
    Ronal stood before Kazarien, Alina, and Slerion, his helm in his hands. Tav and Sanari waited behind the King of Trendaria, listening intently.  
 
    “We have them completely surrounded, Your Majesty. The standard of Denortosal was spotted to the west,” the young commander said.  
 
    Kazarien nodded. “Any word on Haldane?” 
 
    Ronal lifted his eyes first to the King, then glanced at Sanari. “None, Your Majesty.” 
 
    Kazarien was silent for a moment. Tav closed his hand around the locket. He rested his other hand on Zarand’s mane.  
 
    Zarand tossed his head as if to say, Let’s go. Tav curled his fingers into a fist in response. Soon, he thought. Soon.  
 
    “We need to make contact with Kalahar and advance together. I want to prevent the Followers from escaping as much as we can,” said Kazarien, but Tav was only half-listening.  
 
    The rest of his mind was focused on searching for his brother, feeling across the miles of barren plain for the one man who shared his gift. Just today he thought he felt an answering touch. He had mentioned it to Kazarien, but the King had begged him to hold off on following it. Kazarien believed it would be safer for Tav if they rounded the Followers up, but Tav was past caring for his own safety.  
 
    He didn’t want to die, but he wanted his brother back where he belonged. Everyone felt the same way, but they didn’t understand what Tav understood. They were running out of time. With the rebels nearly defeated, their desperation was greater and the chance that they’d do Tash some harm also grew.  
 
    While Kazarien and the others discussed how to get a message to Kalahar, Tav made eye contact with Sanari and motioned her away. They were so lost in their discussion that they didn’t notice the two companions and one lion moving off between the tents of the base camp.  
 
    Neither one of them spoke until they had a few tents between them and the King. Tav halted and faced Sanari, placing a finger before his lips to indicate silence. Sanari nodded.  
 
    “I think I can sense Tash out here.” 
 
    Sanari’s eyes widened, but she made no sound. After a moment, she nodded.  
 
    “I want to go look for him. I don’t care what Kazarien says. Time is running out.” 
 
    “Fine, but I go with you,” Sanari whispered in return. “I knew you felt something.” 
 
    “How?” asked Tav.  
 
    “The way you’ve been acting, and the fact that you made up that ruse yesterday to get Penara out of camp and back with her father in Voltarian.” Her eyes narrowed. “How do we go?” 
 
    “We go on foot, just the three of us. Can you get your bow and meet me back here in five minutes?” 
 
    Sanari nodded.  
 
    They both stopped talking as a soldier strolled past. They marked his progress across the camp, but when he was out of sight, Tav leaned close again. “I’m gonna get a few supplies. I don’t know how long we’ll be gone and I don’t know what we’ll find, but I want to be prepared for anything. When you get your bow, can you get your hand on a sword or dagger? I may not know how to use it, but I might wish I had something before this is through.” 
 
    “I’ll see what I can find.” She exhaled. “I hate lying to Kazarien.” 
 
    “I know. It’s not exactly lying, but I know what you’re saying.” 
 
    “Are you sure we’ll be able to find Tash on foot? The plain is large.” 
 
    “We’ll get caught if we try to get horses. Someone is bound to tell Kazarien we took them, then he’ll come after us, forbidding us to search any farther. As long as Kazarien doesn’t forbid us to go, he can’t say we disobeyed orders.” 
 
    “Agreed,” said Sanari. “I’ll meet you back here in five minutes.” 
 
    In the end, it took them longer to find what they needed. A passing guard told Tav that Kazarien was beginning to ask after them. Sanari could only find a short dagger for Tav, but he took it, hoping he wouldn’t be forced to rely on his own ability to defend himself.  
 
    Provisions were also difficult to obtain without drawing unwanted attention. Tav contented himself with a few loaves of bread and two water bladders, but before he returned to the meeting location, he stopped by the hospital tent and grabbed some bandages which he shoved into the bottom of his pack. He would have liked to include some Stamerian, but he was afraid to ask for it.  
 
    As soon as Sanari arrived, Tav took her elbow, laid his other hand on Zarand’s back, and pointed through the darkest avenue of tents toward the open plain beyond. Any more delay and he knew Kazarien would start searching for them himself.  
 
    The moon was high and full overhead when they left the allied camp behind. Tav paused briefly and closed his eyes, feeling for his brother across the miles. It wasn’t Tash he felt, but a pulse of pure, undiluted energy.  
 
    Tav’s fingers flexed on Sanari’s arm. Opening his eyes again, he studied her worried expression a moment as he sorted through his thoughts. 
 
    It wasn’t Tash he felt. It was the emerald. 
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    “Liar!” 
 
    Tash blinked open his eyes. The harsh voice was just outside the tent. Night had fallen again and firelight danced across the canvas, outlining the two figures faced off against one another.  
 
    Even through the haze of the drug, Tash recognized both men – Tiros with his stooped-shouldered posture and perpetual hat, and Lennox with his broad shoulders, thick legs, and stocky torso.  
 
    “Watch your tongue!” hissed the taller man.  
 
    Tash exhaled in disgust. Eldon’s star, how many times could the same argument be rehashed without some sort of outcome? In the past few weeks, Tash had longed for many things, but he had longed for nothing as much as the death of these two men.  
 
    The tent flap slapped violently inward and Lennox ducked inside, followed a moment later by Tiros. Tash squinted at them through the dim light, lying on his left side, his head pillowed by his bound arms. He didn’t want to let them know he was awake yet. When he lay quiet long enough, Tiros left him alone. The doctor was preoccupied with his failing control over the rebels. Lennox in particular had become a thorn in his side.  
 
    “What are you doing!” Tiros said.  
 
    Lennox crossed to Tash’s side and glared back over his shoulder at his companion. “I’m cutting him free, then I’m hauling him out and leaving him in the plain for someone to find. I’m not going down for this one.” 
 
    Tiros straightened, his eyes burning coldly beneath the rim of his hat. “Don’t touch him! None of this would have happened if you had let me bring him to Erram!” 
 
    “Bah!” snorted Lennox, turning to face his opponent. “None of this would have happened if you weren’t such a monumental liar! You told me the King of Trendaria was dead!” 
 
    Tash sucked in a wild breath and held it, his heart beginning to pound.  
 
    Tiros clenched his jaw. “I shot the bastard myself! Three times!” 
 
    “Then even his bloody ghost is on the opposing side! I want no part of this any longer!” 
 
    Tiros threw his hands in the air. Tash strained every nerve to hear what they were saying, although he almost didn’t want to believe what they said. It would be too painful if it proved a lie.  
 
    “You’re being ridiculous!” 
 
    Lennox crossed the dirt floor in three strides and glared up into Tiros’ eyes. “Ridiculous?! Ridiculous is believing anything you say! I am not dying for this! I’m not dying for Erram! You sacrifice yourself, but count me out!” 
 
    “Let me take Haldane to” 
 
    “No!” shouted the rebel leader in Tiros’ face. “He goes free tonight! May Eldon have mercy on our souls! Caught between the dead King of Trendaria on one end and the fanatical reprobates of Denortosal on the other! Hell if I’m waiting around, begging to be slaughtered! It’s over, Tiros! Give it up!” 
 
    For a moment Tash could feel Tiros’ fury. It sparked in the air around the dark-clothed man, causing the emerald in his pocket to hum with psychic force. Even Lennox felt it. He took a step back and cast a wary look on his companion.  
 
    Gradually Tiros regained control, holding his hands out to either side. “Let’s sit down and discuss this like reasonable men.” 
 
    Lennox’s spine snapped taut. “NO! It’s over I say!” He turned and strode back to Tash, kneeling in front of him.  
 
    Tiros’ eyes narrowed.  
 
    Reaching for the knife in his belt, Lennox began to saw at the bonds on Tash’s wrists, having forgotten the man behind him. Tiros moved silently forward, and in his drugged state, Tash thought a nimbus of red light shone around him.  
 
    “It’s over, all right!” said Tiros in a low voice.  
 
    Lennox jumped and started to turn, but something flashed in Tiros’ hand and Lennox convulsed, arching his back. A look of shock and horror crossed his face, then his jaw went slack. Tash tried to scuttle away, but the rebel leader rocked forward on his knees, then fell, landing across Tash with the full weight of his body. A knife stuck out of his spine, buried to the hilt in bone, blood, and flesh.  
 
    A shudder passed through Lennox and a wet, gurgling noise bubbled from his lungs. Tash closed his eyes and stiffened, fighting a rise of bile in his throat. True, he wanted Lennox dead, but not like this.  
 
    The weight of the rebel leader rolled off Tash and landed with a dull thud beside him. A hiss of pain escaped Lennox and Tash opened his eyes in time to see bright blood froth over his blue-tinted lips. Tiros had his boot-toe jammed into the dying man’s side, but his cold eyes shifted and met Tash’s horrified expression.  
 
    Kneeling, Tiros reached for Lennox’s discarded knife. Tash flinched, but Tiros simply placed the blade against the sawed ropes and continued to cut them away. He made sure there was enough remaining to firmly bind Tash’s hands together and wind them around his own wrist, then he hauled Tash into a sitting position.  
 
    Blood rushed to Tash’s head, making his vision swim. He blinked frantically, trying to clear his head, but the sounds of death gurgling and broiling in Lennox’s lungs made him feel nauseous as well.  
 
    Tiros didn’t wait for him to gain his equilibrium, but hoisted him up against his shoulder. “Keep your mouth shut, or you’ll die the same way!” he hissed in Tash’s ear.  
 
    Tash glanced down on the dying man and saw Lennox gasping for air. As Tiros hauled Tash toward the back of the tent, he realized that the rebel leader was mouthing the words help me over and over again.  
 
    Twisting the ropes around Tash’s wrists until they bit into his flesh, Tiros forced Tash to his knees. His legs shook and his ears rang with the adrenaline pounding in every vein. The sluggish feeling the drugs gave him evaporated into a sensation of weakness. His muscles didn’t want to respond to the urging of his brain.  
 
    Using the knife, Tiros tore into the taut fabric at the rear of the tent. The tip of the knife pierced through easily enough, but as he started to saw downward, the tearing fabric made too much noise and he stopped. He glared at Tash as he unwound his hand from Tash’s bonds.  
 
    “Move and I’ll gut you. A man can die quite slow with his intestines lying in his hands.” 
 
    Tash tried to focus his vision, but black dots danced before his eyes. “I’d rather die than stay your prisoner.” 
 
    “No doubt, but let’s be practical, you and I, shall we? I have the emerald and I can still take it to Erram. You are too weak to stop me. You can certainly force me to kill you now, or you can come with me willingly. You need my strength to get you out of this camp, but every hour past this one, you regain more control over your muscles. If you get out of here, you might be strong enough to overpower me at our first stop or you might force me to kill you. Then again, I might be stronger still and drug you once more. You’ll never know, but I can promise you that it benefits both of us for you to cooperate until we get past these fanatics. Once they see what I did to their leader, both our lives are forfeit.” 
 
    Tash closed his eyes and bowed his head. He couldn’t deny Tiros’ words rang true enough. It was hard to even focus his thoughts for more than a few seconds. If he tried to escape on his own now, he would surely blunder right into his enemies, if he could walk three feet past this tent without support, that is.  
 
    He glared at Tiros’ fuzzy form. “I’ll escape with you, but once we are past the Followers, I intend to kill you.” 
 
    Tiros chuckled and glanced over his shoulder at the dying rebel leader. “Fair warning,” he said, angling so he could keep an eye on Tash as he carefully cut through the tent’s fabric.  
 
    When he had parted enough of the fabric for the two of them to fit through, he grabbed Tash’s bonds again and hauled him to his feet. Then he grabbed the pack sitting at the rear of the tent, slung it over his shoulder, and jerked Tash toward the rend, parting it and peering out.  
 
    He held the dagger up before Tash’s eyes. “Remember, you can battle me alone later or the entire rebel camp now with this in your belly.” 
 
    Tash glared at him, but it was hard when he was fighting just to keep his feet. Tiros stepped through the rend, dragging Tash with him. Tash stumbled and nearly fell, but Tiros grabbed him and hauled him upright. As his hip bumped Tash’s, the emerald gave an answering kick. Tash focused on it, wondering if he could command it while it lay in Tiros’ pocket. He didn’t get the chance because Tiros pulled him forward, sliding around the tent side and into the night.  
 
    Tash could see the rebels sitting around campfires, talking in low voices to one another. A few glanced up with desultory expressions, but as Tiros kept to the shadows, they spared him little attention.  
 
    Tash had only minor control over his leg muscles and not much more over his arms. Tiros’ sheer strength kept them moving, even when Tash’s footsteps faltered outside of a large lean-to where many wounded men lay, moaning in pain. A few Orahim and Humans worked over them, but most lay in their blood and waste, receiving nothing in the way of aid.  
 
    Tash turned away, bowing his head. He stumbled, clutching at Tiros’ arm to keep himself upright.  
 
    Tiros hissed angrily. “Concentrate, you fool, or we’ll be found.” 
 
    “You brought these men here and yet you are doing nothing to save them. You are a traitor!”  
 
    Tiros chuckled. “You don’t know the half of it. Shut up and try to walk. I can’t keep dragging you all night.” 
 
    Tash rebelled then, yanking free from Tiros, but he immediately sank to his knees when his legs wouldn’t support him. Tiros bent down and curled his fingers into Tash’s shirt front, hauling him upright and glaring into his eyes.  
 
    “Don’t push things. You’ve seen enough to know I’m not playing.” 
 
    “I swear I will kill you!”  
 
    “It’ll have to wait.” Tiros turned and jerked Tash along beside him.  
 
    No one stopped them as they came to the roped corral that held the horses. Tash squinted into the darkness and thought he saw a few men patrolling the perimeter of the camp, but they were sparse and moving rather slowly. The camp was on the verge of collapse. For a moment Tash thought to fight Tiros off. Would anyone really come to the doctor’s aid? 
 
    A figure materialized out of the darkness around the horses and approached them. “What do you want” 
 
    Before the sentence was finished, Tiros struck, jamming the dagger into the man’s throat. He gave a strangled cry and pitched backward.  
 
    Tash froze, horrified by the brutality of the murder. Tiros yanked him forward, making him stumble. The horses whickered in alarm and shifted in the darkness. Tiros searched among them, dragging Tash behind him. Tash noted there weren’t many horses, but they were all saddled. He figured it was arranged with an eye toward a rapid escape. He took heart from this thought. The allies must be closing in on their enemy.  
 
    Tiros finally located the horse he wanted. He pulled so hard on Tash’s bonds that Tash dropped to one knee, yanking back against Tiros’ hold. Tiros released him and reached for the bridle of his chosen mount. Tash blinked up at him in surprise. The damn fool had picked Jaren.  
 
    Before he could respond to Tiros’ choice, the doctor swung the pack off his shoulder and it belted Tash in the side of the head, knocking him over. Lights exploded in Tash’s eyes and he gasped for air, hearing a strange ringing noise in his ears.  
 
    “Deal’s off,” muttered Tiros, then another blow pitched Tash into oblivion. 
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    Tav, Sanari and Zarand walked, following the pulse of energy Tav felt sure indicated the presence of the emerald. The hours passed and the sky faded from indigo blue to pale pink. Tav’s back ached, his legs were numb, and he was thirsty. Sweat ran down his spine and his hair was damp at the temples. Beside him Sanari stumbled, her eyes fixed on the ground beneath her feet, her stride becoming more awkward and hitching with every mile they put between them and the allied camp. Worst of all, Zarand was lagging further and further behind, his huge paws slapping with such weary force, they stirred up small dust clouds.  
 
    What kept them going was Tav’s conviction. The feel of the emerald was growing, getting stronger every moment, and he felt sure they were closing the gap between himself and his brother.  
 
    So they rested often, and used their water mainly to keep Zarand moving. It was cool on the plain this early in the morning, but it was dry. Sand snuck into their nostrils, coated their clothing, and teased the back of their throats. And it wasn’t nearly as flat as they had believed from the hills marking the line of the Tridarn.  
 
    Occasional hillocks dotted the Boline Plain, forcing them to climb to the top or walk the long way around. At first they climbed them, stopping to take a look at the top, but gradually exhaustion forced them to hike around, conserving their energy.  
 
    Tav paused beside Sanari and put his hand over his eyes. The rising sun would be shining directly in their faces for a good many hours, he thought with a sigh. The plain stretched away on three sides, but directly to the west rose another little hillock and behind it, the shadowy haze marking the outline of Mt. Askar.  
 
    Tav shivered and looked behind him to search for the lion. The cat was loping across the distance between them, his shaggy mane blowing in the breeze. Tav turned back around and pointed at the hillock.  
 
    “You rest here. I’m gonna climb up there and see if I can spot anything. We’re getting out of the allies’ range and into Followers’ territory. It’s making me nervous.” 
 
    Sanari shook her head. “I’m coming with you. Let’s rest together while we wait for Zarand, then we’ll push on.” 
 
    Tav shrugged and collapsed in the shade of some scrub-brush, Sanari sinking to her knees beside him. Together they watched the lion’s painful progress toward their make-shift camp.  
 
    “Tav, what are we going to do? We can’t keep going like this.” 
 
    “I know, but they can’t be too far ahead of us now. I can feel them, Sanari. I swear it.” 
 
    Her expression was pained. “I want to find Tash as much as you do, Tav, but let’s face it. You said it yourself – we’re getting too far away from the allies. If we keep heading toward Mt. Askar, we’re going to eventually run into Harad’s Followers or Orahim and with only three of us, we don’t stand a chance.” 
 
    Tav leaned forward, his eyes narrowing. “I tell you the feeling is growing stronger. Please trust me a little longer at least.” 
 
    She sighed and looked back at Zarand. The cat padded up to them and collapsed in the shade, his heavy form kicking up the dust. Sanari uncorked the waterskin and poured some into her palm, holding it beneath the lion’s nose. Zarand gratefully lapped up the offering.  
 
    “Let’s make a pact, Tav,” she said, pouring more water into her palm. “We’ll climb this hill and take a look. You tell me where you feel the emerald and I’ll search the area.” She plugged the skin and reached for the small pack she’d brought with them, unlacing it. She pulled out Chayse’s field glasses and held them up. “Chayse gave me these before we left Temeron. If we see something, we’ll continue. If we don’t, we’ll go back to Kazarien and beg him to give us horses and men. What do you say?” 
 
    Tav’s gaze shifted from Sanari’s flushed face to the lion where he lay panting on his side. Closing his eyes briefly, he nodded. His stomach felt hollow with anxiety, but in his heart, he heard the call of the emerald. Tash wasn’t far away. He knew it.  
 
    They let Zarand rest for a few more moments, until the sun was fully visible and Tav was trembling with tension. Then they rose to their feet and began the painful climb to the top of the hillock. It wasn’t high, but in their exhausted state, it might as well have been a mountain.  
 
    They reached the top, but the sun was shining directly in their faces. Tav put his hand over his eyes and squinted across the plain, searching the patches of scrub grass and brush for any sign of movement. His heart pounded with the siren call of the emerald.  
 
    Sanari pulled out the field glasses and spent a few moments adjusting the view, while Zarand hunkered down between them. He made a strange whuffing noise and Tav glanced down in surprise. He hadn’t heard that sound since they’d rescued the lion all those months before. But Zarand wasn’t looking at him. He was also staring over the plain, the sun reflecting in his amber-colored eyes.  
 
    “Okay, Tav,” said Sanari. She began to sweep the field glasses from south to north in a slow, careful motion. “Where do you feel” 
 
    Her voice faltered, but Tav didn’t really hear her. He was concentrating on the odd energy emanating from the plain a short distance to the west of them.  
 
    “Tav!” Sanari whispered, holding the glasses out to him. “Look! Is that Jaren?” 
 
    Tav took the glasses and raised them to his eyes, pointing them in the direction she indicated. He saw two horses and two riders closer than he’d expected. The riders had their backs to them, but the one horse looked familiar. There weren’t many horses as large or as white as Jaren.  
 
    Tav lowered the glasses and closed his eyes, feeling forth with his power, trying to reach his brother. A moment later he felt Tash’s answering probe, weaker than it usually was, but unmistakable.  
 
    “It’s them,” he said, holding the glasses out to Sanari.  
 
    Her hands trembled as she lifted them to her eyes again. Beside her Zarand whuffed and rose to his feet, shaking his mane.  
 
    “How are we going to stop him? Soon they’ll be too far away,” she said.  
 
    Tav wanted to communicate with his brother, but he was afraid that if the other man was Tiros, he might intercept the message and he didn’t want the doctor to know he was being followed just yet. Tav’s eyes flashed open and he automatically reached for the locket, closing it in his fist. He couldn’t communicate with Tash, but he could communicate with Jaren.  
 
    He glanced at Sanari. “Make sure Tiros is the one riding the stallion.” 
 
    Sanari gave him a puzzled look, but lifted the glasses to her eyes again. After a moment, she lowered them. “I think it’s Tiros on Jaren. Tash is on the horse behind him, slumped over the saddle horn.” 
 
    “Keep watching and tell me when something happens,” he said, closing his eyes again.  
 
    He felt forth with his power, trying to establish contact with the stallion. Jaren was a proud, stubborn animal, so the connection took longer than Tav wanted. Then he was distracted when Zarand suddenly disappeared over the side of the hillock, loping down onto the plain toward the west.  
 
    “Zarand!” shouted Sanari, lowering the field glasses and starting after him.  
 
    Tav caught her arm. “Let him go. We don’t have time.” 
 
    He closed his eyes once more and set about building the connection between him and the horse. It took a lot of patience and cunning, but he finally forced Jaren to accept his direction.  
 
    Sanari gasped and nearly fumbled the field glasses when the stallion rose up on his hind-legs, pawing the air. A moment later the glasses were discarded as the two companions set out at a run.  
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    Jaren screamed, startling Tash out of his daze. He glanced ahead of him as the stallion bucked. Tiros swore violently and scrambled to grab a hold of something, but the horse reared up on his hind-legs, tearing even the reins from his hands.  
 
    Tash clumsily caught his own horse’s bridle and yanked back, whipping the mare’s head around. To Tash’s eye, Jaren’s hooves cut a blaze of color out of the sky and his body flowed as fluidly as gelatin.  
 
    Jaren landed on all four hooves, arching his back and lunging upward, knocking the man in the saddle around like a rag-doll.  
 
    Tash blinked furiously, trying to drive the lethargy of the drug from his system. He knew he should make his escape now while he had the chance, but Tiros had the emerald. For a moment, he felt the whisper of Tav’s familiar touch, but then he lost it. The drug still had him under its sway.  
 
    Jaren rose again, his spine so straight Tash feared he might go over backwards, but he came down and instantly leapt sideways. Tiros flew off the horse’s back and landed with a thud amidst a rainbow cloud of dust.  
 
    Inexplicably, Jaren calmed at once, dropping his head and standing in place, his sides heaving.  
 
    Tash slid out of the mare’s saddle and clung to her until he could force his leg muscles to respond. He had to get the emerald, but his vision swam and his legs trembled. Bent nearly double, he staggered toward Tiros’ body, falling to one knee and scraping his bound hands on a thorny bush. He crawled the last few feet, keeping his head down. Black spots danced before his eyes and a sick feeling quivered in his stomach. His fingers curled around fabric and he fought the weakness in his limbs as he inched his way toward the pocket where he could sense the emerald. Something told him that he would feel stronger if he could just curl his fingers around the talisman.  
 
    The tips of his fingers made contact with the gem, but a blur of motion shot up before him and a hand caught him by the throat. A cry of frustration escaped Tash’s lips before his breath was cut off.  
 
    All strength left his limbs and he dropped, but the fall dislodged the weight from his esophagus. Instinct made him roll away from Tiros’ body as he gulped air into his lungs. Tav was calling to him, his presence a force in his mind, and his own body was telling him to run, but he couldn’t corral his limbs or clear his blurry vision.  
 
    A shadow fell over him, blocking the sun. The pulse of the emerald was just above him. He focused on it, trying to draw strength from it, but the sound of Tiros’ panting caused panic to prevail.  
 
    He rolled onto his stomach and got his knees beneath him, stumbling to his feet. Pushing himself upright with bound hands nearly took his remaining strength, but he staggered toward the glowing white form he knew to be Jaren.  
 
    He heard Tiros behind him. His feet made an odd shuffling noise in the dust and his breath whistled with every pant. Tash staggered to one knee and felt Tiros’ fingers close in the back of his shirt. He lunged forward and the shirt tore. Behind him Tiros’ body thumped to the ground.  
 
    Jaren shied when Tash grabbed for the saddle, but he allowed Tash to lean his weight against his side. Tash’s hands curled around the cantle as he tried to find the stirrup with his foot. A large, heavy body slammed into Tash’s back, knocking him sideways. A blaze of fire tore across his ribs and ended near his spine.  
 
    Tash’s cry was cut off as both he and Tiros impacted with the ground, dust fountaining around their faces. He kicked and twisted, trying to dislodge his attacker. Every movement brought a lightning flash of agony tearing through him. His heart was pounding frantically, trying to beat its way out of his chest, and he could smell sweat and blood and dust in the very air he breathed.  
 
    Suddenly, Tiros reared above him.  
 
    Sunlight glinted off something metallic in Tiros’ hands and Tash threw up his arms to block it. As the blow fell, a blur of gold slammed into Tiros’ chest and threw him backwards.  
 
    Tash rolled to his side, gasping for each breath. He could just make out Tiros’ writhing form and the stabbing motion he was making with his hand as the huge golden shape covered him and bowed its shaggy head.  
 
    Tiros’ scream was cut off in mid-sound, echoing away across the barren plain. His arm fell and his body went limp. Tash blinked and licked grit and salt from his lips as the golden beast lifted its head and turned. Red streaks flowed across its sides as it took a few steps in Tash’s direction before collapsing in the dust.  
 
    “No,” moaned Tash, dragging his body across the ground. Something hot and sticky flowed beneath his shirt and he couldn’t draw enough air into his lungs. A blazon of pain tore through his side and back, but he continued to pull himself along, crawling toward the burnished gold figure lying a short distance away.  
 
    His fingers closed in coarse hair and he hitched himself up. Zarand’s breath was warm against the back of his hand as Tash pulled himself to the lion’s side and collapsed against him. He slid his hand across the animal’s flank and looked down at his fingers. A dark stain covered the tips.  
 
    “No,” he whispered, laying his head against the lion’s shoulder and closing his eyes. “No.” 
 
    Only then did he give in to the lure of the drug. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 42 
 
      
 
    Sanari ran until she got a stitch in her side. She continued moving forward, her gait an awkward hitching half-jog, letting Tav outdistance her. Her lungs burned, her eyes smarted, and her feet felt numb, but she hurried forward, her fingers clasped around her bow so tightly her knuckles were white.  
 
    Dips and divots in the ground tripped her up, forcing her to lower her eyes and study the path she was following. The sun blazed down on the top of her head, causing spots to dance in front of her vision and sweat to race across her temples. Occasionally she lifted her head and squinted into the distance, searching for Tav. He would disappear behind brush or over the edge of hillocks, coming into view a moment later, and in the distance, she could make out the wavering form of Jaren.  
 
    Then Tav fell to his knees. She could hear him muttering something and she broke into another run despite the pain in her side. Tav was bent over Zarand, his voice lifted in an alarming way even though she couldn’t make out what he said.  
 
    Stumbling to a halt, she tried to catch her breath, her chest hitching with each painful movement. Her eyes fixed on Tash where he lay, draped over Zarand’s still body.  
 
    “Tash!” she said, but it came out as a moan. “Tav, is he” 
 
    “He’s alive, but he’s bleeding. Help me, Sanari! Quick!” 
 
    Sanari took a few steps forward, but her eyes drifted to the bloody rends in Zarand’s golden fur. “Tav, Zarand” Her voice faltered.  
 
    “Sanari, help me!” he ordered, swinging the pack off his shoulder.  
 
    She limped to his side and sank down. With a trembling hand, she reached out to touch Tash’s face. His skin was pasty and pale, his breath a thready pant.  
 
    “Tash,” she whispered.  
 
    He didn’t respond. She shifted her attention to the lion, placing her fingers beneath his nose. A faint puff of warm air touched the back of her hand. Tav was tearing into the pack, throwing everything out of it. Finally, he turned it over and shook the contents onto his lap. A roll of bandages spilled out.  
 
    “Cut those ropes off his wrists and get his shirt open! We’ve got to bind the wounds and stop the bleeding.” 
 
    “What about Zarand?” she said, but she reached for Tav’s dagger and sawed at the bonds.  
 
    “Tash first!” he said, but his voice caught.  
 
    Together they struggled to turn Tash over so they could get at the wound. He had a long dagger stroke from his ribs to the edge of his spine. It wasn’t as deep as his previous knife wound, but it was still bleeding. Tav packed a wad of bandaging against the wound itself, then with Sanari’s help, he wrapped the bandages around his brother’s ribs, pulling it tight and tying it off. Together they struggled to get Tash back into his shirt.  
 
    He didn’t fight them, remaining unconscious, but he muttered something about the emerald. Sanari shot a brief glance Tiros’ way and then decided she wouldn’t do it again. Zarand had ripped his throat out and left a bloody pulpy mess. Flies were already starting to buzz about his corpse.  
 
    After they had bound Tash’s wound, Sanari held him against her and poured a little of their precious water onto a strip of bandages so she could wipe his forehead with it. She was just trying to get a little in his mouth, when Tav grabbed her arm. “We’re going to get Tash on Jaren and you’re going to ride back to Kazarien, Sanari.” 
 
    Tav turned away and started using the remaining bandages on the lion. Amazingly, Zarand opened a golden eye and attempted a weak purr. Sanari’s eyes filled with tears. Some of Zarand’s wounds were deep.  
 
    “What about you, Tav?” 
 
    “I’m staying with Zarand.” 
 
    “No!” 
 
    He continued working, but the next look he gave her was pleading. “You’ve got to get my brother back to Kazarien, Sanari. Promise me you’ll make sure Tash gets back.” 
 
    “I’m not leaving you.” 
 
    “You have to, for Tash.” 
 
    “Then you’re coming with me! It’s too dangerous out here alone! We’re in Followers’ territory!” 
 
    “I know, but I’ll have to chance it. Send Kazarien and some soldiers back with a wagon to carry Zarand.” He gave her a piercing stare. “I won’t leave him here to die. I can’t.” 
 
    Tears blinded Sanari for a moment. “Tav” 
 
    “There’s no other way.” He tied off the bandage, then reached for his brother. “You need to get going. If you love him, you’ll do this, Sanari.” 
 
    “And if something happens to you, he’ll hate me forever.” 
 
    Tav gave her a thin smile. “No, he won’t. Tash knows I would never leave a friend in need. Please, Sanari.” 
 
    She wiped at the tears and then helped Tav hoist Tash upward. He moaned again and muttered about the emerald, but Tav started dragging him toward Jaren. Sanari bent over Zarand, pressing a kiss to his forehead. He purred weakly in response.  
 
    Hurrying after Tav, she braced Tash’s weight as Tav struggled to lift him into the saddle. “Are you sure we should use Jaren? The other horse seems more docile.” 
 
    “Jaren is faster. He won’t let anyone overtake you. I know it.” 
 
    “Tav?” Tash’s voice was a dry whisper of sound.  
 
    Sanari held him tighter and blinked away her tears.  
 
    “I’m here, Tash.”  
 
    “Zarand?”  
 
    “I’ll see to him. Don’t worry.” 
 
    “The emeraldTiros” 
 
    He was able to help Tav get his foot in the stirrup, and kept his balance as Sanari and Tav shoved him upward. Tav braced him with his shoulder and nodded at Sanari to mount. Sanari positioned herself at Tash’s back, then wrapped her arms around his middle, clutching the reins. Her bow and quiver bumped against her side and Jaren’s flank, but beyond an annoyed shifting of weight, Jaren didn’t balk.  
 
    “Sanari.” 
 
    “I’m here, Tash,” she answered, pressing her damp cheek to his. “Hang on, all right?” 
 
    “The emeraldTiros” 
 
    Sanari looked down at Tav. “Tiros must have the emerald.” 
 
    Tav frowned in distaste. “I’ll look for it.” 
 
    “Tav, are you sure about this?” 
 
    Tav released his brother and took a step back. “As sure as I’ll ever be. Go and don’t stop until you get him to Kazarien. Promise me, Sanari.” 
 
    “I promise, and I’ll send troops and a wagon at once.” 
 
    Tav gave her another forced smile. “Tell Penara I love her.” 
 
    “You tell her yourself,” she snapped angrily.  
 
    He smiled once more. “Get him back, Sanari. I’m counting on you.” 
 
    “Tav” she started to say, but he narrowed his eyes and Jaren threw his head up with a whinny, bounding off at a gallop.  
 
    Sanari tightened her hold on Tash and grabbed frantically at the reins to slow the stallion down, but they were quite a ways beyond Tav before she could chance a look back. He was kneeling beside Zarand, his head bowed, working frantically to stop the flow of blood from the lion’s many wounds.  
 
    Sanari swallowed hard and faced forward again, pressing her cheek to Tash’s shoulder. Then she nudged Jaren in the sides and brought him up to a trot.  
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    Kazarien swung out of Larod’s saddle and strode up the trail, leaving the other soldiers and Penara waiting behind him. Ason glanced up at him from where he hunkered over the footprints in the dirt.  
 
    “Anything?” asked the King.  
 
    Ason squinted into the distance. The sun cast red-orange rays against their backs, painting the plain in a hazy pink-glow. “I think we’ve picked up their trail. They cut a direct path due west using Mt. Askar as a compass point.” He lowered his eyes to the trail again, then pointed. “See that.” 
 
    Kazarien hunkered down beside him, looking where he pointed. He could make out a smudged mark, the lower half elongated. “What is it?” 
 
    Ason traced his fingers around the upper part, then slid them back to where the mark became less clear. “A very large print. See the height of displaced dirt at the top.” He met Kazarien’s eye. “Something large, heavy, and tired by the look of the drag.” 
 
    “Zarand?” 
 
    Ason nodded, shielding his eyes as he gazed toward Mt. Askar again. “Let’s get to that rise and take a look around. It might show us more than the next scrub brush.” 
 
    It might show us Harad’s Followers! thought the King, but he kept the thought to himself, rising once more and dusting off his trousers.  
 
    “What do you see?” Penara asked as he and Ason walked back to their mounts.  
 
    Kazarien had not wanted her to come, but she’d been more insistent than he’d ever seen her, saddling her own mount and chasing after him when he left. Alina and Niron had only remained behind because there were so many wounded to care for and too little help, even though Lovan sent what people he could from Voltarian. Kazarien knew he’d get a dressing-down from Lovan when he got back. The King of Voltarian was not going to approve of his daughter riding into the midst of a war-zone, but then Kazarien had believed her safe in Voltarian with her father. Somehow she had gotten away from Lovan again – what more could he expect Kazarien to do with her? 
 
    “We think it’s Zarand’s print. We’re going to ride to that rise and take a look around.” 
 
    She followed the line he indicated with his hand. “The sun will go down in a few hours.” 
 
    Kazarien turned away and reached for Larod’s bridle. He didn’t think confirming the obvious was going to help either of them.  
 
    They rode to the rise Ason had pointed out, but they didn’t dismount. Staring over the plain, Kazarien felt his heart sink. The Boline Plain covered a lot of area and not all of it was visible when one stood at the same relative height. They could spend days searching for Tav and Sanari and miss them simply because of a few bushes or the curve of the horizon. Only Mt. Askar dominated the field of vision, simply because it rose so much higher than anything else.  
 
    Lowering his head, he studied the saddle horn as he thought. Beside him Penara let out a frustrated sigh. Leather creaked as Ason shifted weight.  
 
    “We need to go back to that last print and follow it. It’ll take longer, Kazarien, and we won’t find them before nightfall, but I can’t think of any other way.” 
 
    Kazarien nodded. “You’re right.” 
 
    “How will you follow prints in the dark?” asked Penara, tension vibrating in her voice.  
 
    “We can’t. We follow until dark.”  
 
    From the corner of his eyes, Kazarien saw her look away. Squaring his shoulders, he tightened his hold on the reins and turned Larod’s head. “Let’s get go” His voice trailed off and he narrowed his eyes, squinting against the sun’s failing light. A plume of dust was racing across the floor of the plain. “Ason, what is that?” 
 
    Ason shifted and followed Kazarien’s pointing finger. He shielded his eyes with his hand and squinted as well. “I’m not sure.”  
 
    Kazarien nudged Larod toward one of the soldiers. “Hand me your field glasses,” he said, holding out his hand.  
 
    The young soldier fumbled to remove them from his pack, extending them toward his King. Kazarien took them and looped Larod’s reins over the horn before lifting the glasses to his eyes. 
 
    In the midst of the long, wildly billowing plume of dust, Kazarien caught motion. He fiddled with the knobs once more and stared hard. He saw more than motion – he saw men on horses, kicking up so much dust they nearly camouflaged themselves with it. They seemed to be riding toward something 
 
    Kazarien swung the glasses due east. Not riding toward something, riding after something! Jaren! He sucked in his breath and held it, squinting hard into the glasses. He recognized Jaren’s flowing white mane and tail, and his smooth, even strides. Riding on Jaren’s back were two figures Kazarien couldn’t completely make out, but he suspected it was Tav or Tash and Sanari. Sanari’s golden hair blew in the wind behind her.  
 
    Whipping the glasses back to the dust cloud, Kazarien exhaled and swore. He suspected the group of riders were Followers, bent on intercepting Jaren, and Sanari was fleeing from them. He tossed the glasses back to the soldier and nodded at the plume.  
 
    “Jaren is the horse in the lead, the one you can hardly see. We’ve got to get between him and those men.” 
 
    Ason and Penara studied the situation, then looked back at Kazarien. A determined look spread across each of their faces. “Let’s do it,” said Ason with a thrum of excitement in his voice.  
 
    Penara gave Kazarien a nod. The King signaled his men, then tugged on Larod’s reins, pointing him toward the narrow space between the Followers and Jaren, then he nudged the horse with his heels, urging him to a run.  
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    Sanari’s shoulders felt like they were on fire. She was trying to hold Tash in the saddle before her and keep a hand on Jaren’s reins at the same time. She had to give the stallion credit – he did everything in his power to help her, smoothing out his stride and jostling them as little as possible.  
 
    She didn’t dare risk a glance behind her. She had nearly lost her seat the last time, but she could feel the Followers breathing down her neck and she could hear the jangle of spurs and the whuffing of the horses as they blew out their breath.  
 
    The only hope for escape lay with Jaren. He had to be faster, more fleet than they were, but he was already tired. Could he keep up this pace until he could outdistance them? And if he could, could he make it to Kazarien before they were intercepted again? 
 
    Sanari suspected the only reason she hadn’t been shot out of the saddle was because they recognized Tash, but that made it more imperative that she get away from them. She knew what the Followers wanted with Tash, and she’d die before she let them have him.  
 
    Tash moaned when Jaren hit an occasional rough spot on the trail, and he tried to hold himself in the saddle, but Sanari knew he slipped in and out of consciousness the entire time.  
 
    Behind her the jangle of spurs and weapons grew louder, the pounding of the horses’ hooves more pronounced. She could even make out the creak of leather and the muttered words the Followers said to keep their own mounts racing after her.  
 
    Perspiration plastered the hair to her forehead and temples, her arms screamed in agony, and her legs had begun to tremble with the effort of hanging on to the horse. Jaren’s nostrils were flaring and white flecks of foam dotted his shoulders as he ran, his white coat gleaming with sweat. His breathing sounded loud and hitching to Sanari and she could swear she felt his heart pounding against her calves. His heart would burst if he had to keep going at this rate.  
 
    Tears blinded her. She blinked her eyes, unable to release the reins long enough to wipe them away. The sunlight blazed into their faces and the wind whipped over them, making her vision swim. Her own heart was pounding like a drum.  
 
    Jaren stumbled, nearly pitching them over his head. Sanari let out a cry and tightened her legs around him. Tash grunted and caught himself against the horse’s neck.  
 
    Only then did she risk a glance behind her. A gasp of dismay left her lips as she saw how close the Followers were. She could see their distinct features, the sweat on their clothes, the whites of their horses’ eyes. She whipped back around and nudged Jaren with her heels, blinded by her own tears and knowing she was killing him.  
 
    In a flash it occurred to her that she and Tash would be badly hurt if Jaren died beneath them. She almost pulled back on the reins in alarm, but another sound intruded on her thoughts.  
 
    The twang of an arrow being released.  
 
    She hunched her shoulders and gritted her teeth, prepared to feel the point enter her spine, but nothing happened. More twangs sounded and the Followers exclaimed in alarm. Then she heard a battle cry, coming from the side and approaching rapidly.  
 
    Shooting a glance over her shoulder, she gave a sob. Kazarien! Kazarien was riding to her rescue! 
 
    He was the first to drive Larod right between her and the Followers. Behind him came other riders, their weapons out and ready. The Followers gave more shouts of alarm, horses squealed, and Sanari heard bodies fall.  
 
    She pulled back on Jaren’s reins, gradually bringing him out of his run, and turned his head toward the north, riding him around in a large arc to face the small group of men battling behind her. She slowly brought Jaren down to a walk, his sides heaving, foam splattered over his chest and front legs.  
 
    She saw the Followers turn and race back the way they’d come, followed by a few of the soldiers. Kazarien detached himself from the group and cantered back to her, his expression grim, his clothing covered in dirt.  
 
    “Sanari, are you all right?” 
 
    Only then did she realize she was sobbing, tears racing down her face. “I’m fine. Tash is hurt and Jaren’s done-in.” Then she remembered Tav. “Oh, Kazarien, you’ve got to go after Tav. He stayed behind with Zarand. Zarand is badly wounded.” 
 
    Kazarien leaned over and touched Tash’s shoulder. “How bad is it?” he asked, but before Sanari could answer, Penara rode up.  
 
    “Where’s Tav?” she cried.  
 
    Sanari swiped at her tears, smudging dirt on her face. “He stayed with Zarand.” She looked back at Kazarien. “Tash’s wound isn’t bad.” 
 
    “Kazarien” muttered Tash, trying to lift his head.  
 
    Kazarien rode closer and clasped a hand on Tash’s shoulder. “I’m here, Tash.” 
 
    Tash struggled to lift his head, his eyes fluttering heavily. “Kazarien” he repeated, lifting a hand to grasp the King, but failing. “Kazarienyou’re dead.” 
 
    Kazarien gave a grim chuckle and glanced over his shoulder at Ason. “We’ll talk about that later,” he answered, reaching out to catch Penara’s bridle. Sanari suspected he did it to keep her from riding off after Tav. “Let’s get Ason to send some men after Tav. I’ll send some soldiers to lift Tash down, Sanari, but for now, keep walking Jaren so his muscles don’t cramp.” 
 
    Sanari nodded, nudging Jaren gently with her boots. The weary horse began walking again, stumbling in his exhaustion, while Tash slipped back into unconsciousness. Sanari, however, followed Kazarien with her eyes and smiled to herself, thinking about what Tash had said.  
 
    And she bet her last gold coin that the Followers wished Kazarien was dead.  
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    Darkness fell. Tav knew better than to light a fire. He parceled out the water to Zarand a few drops at a time. The lion licked the drops off his hand, his eyes shut, then he slipped back into his fitful doze.  
 
    Tav bound the worst of Zarand’s wounds to stop the bleeding, but he had no Stamerian to lessen the pain or control fever. Zarand made strange panting noises in his sleep and his huge paws flexed with pain, but he attempted to purr each time Tav roused him for a few more drops of water.  
 
    Once he’d tended Zarand’s wounds, Tav had dragged Tiros’ body as far away as he could, hoping to keep any predators at a distance. Before he’d left the body, he’d searched through his clothing until he found the emerald. Tav hadn’t wanted to touch the talisman, but he had no choice. He wasn’t going to leave it out on the plain for a scavenger or worse to find.  
 
    It rested now in his own pocket, its odd pulsing sensation causing his skin to crawl. He’d be more than happy to hand it back to his brother as soon as he could. He leaned against Zarand’s chest, stroking the lion to ease his discomfort and let his thoughts wander.  
 
    Anxiety slithered over him in the wake of the emerald’s pulsations. He knew he and Zarand were vulnerable, but he couldn’t shake his apprehension for Tash and Sanari. He had tried to contact his brother psychically, but beyond a slight touch of Tash’s confused mind soon after they rode away, he felt nothing more.  
 
    Huddled in the dark against the warmth of Zarand’s fur, Tav worried about his brother and Sanari until sleep tugged him into its embrace. He woke with a start, his head pillowed on Zarand’s shoulder. The rumble of the lion’s growl vibrated beneath his ear.  
 
    He jerked upright and looked frantically around. Something hissed and scrabbled away as the lion tried to rise. Tav reached for his dagger, communicating with the lion to remain still. Zarand collapsed again with a pant of pain, while Tav peered into the darkness, the dagger clutched tight in his hand. A shifting of shadow caught his eye and he whirled toward it, the dagger glinting in the moonlight.  
 
    A sibilant voice hissed, “Terath!” Halt! 
 
    Tav went still. Other figures materialized out of the darkness, gliding toward him. Tav glanced around, trying to count their numbers. A long, pale green snout extended toward him with two rows of sharp, protruding teeth.  
 
    “Sult! Sult!” Down! Down! The end of a tirs danced in front of his eyes. Before he could decide what to do, a second tirs was shoved into his line of sight.  
 
    “Sult!” 
 
    Zarand let out a low growl and the tirs shifted to him. Tav threw himself in front of the lion, blocking him. “No!” he shouted. The weapon wavered, then slid back to the center of Tav’s chest again.  
 
    “Sult!” 
 
    Tav counted five separate shadows around him, but he suspected there might be more. He let the dagger fall from his hand. “Sult,” he repeated.  
 
    The Orahim stepped closer, extended a foot to kick the weapon away. In Tav’s pocket, the emerald flared to life, but he ignored it. The lead Orahim motioned with the tirs indicating he wanted Tav to move away from the lion.  
 
    Tav didn’t move. He stared up into the creature’s hooded eyes. Zarand might only offer psychological protection right now, but it was all he had. “No!” 
 
    The Orahim glanced at its companion, hissing a response. The single-syllable words passed rapidly between a number of the serpentine creatures, too fast for Tav to pick out any distinct sounds, then they grew quiet again.  
 
    “Teu!” Go! said the first again, motioning with the tirs.  
 
    Tav didn’t respond. To do so would simply hurry the inevitable, but perhaps he could stall until they lost their nerve or Kazarien arrived with help. 
 
    “Teu! Teu zul!” Go now! 
 
    Again the tirs shifted to Zarand and the long, serpent jaw grew rigid. “Teu zul!” Taking a hesitant step forward, the Orahim brought the muzzle of the tirs down close to Zarand’s side. Tav reached to push it away in alarm, but the Orahim barked, “Terath!” Halt! “Teu! Teu zul!” 
 
    Tav lowered his head, aware that the other Orahim were pressing forward. He stroked Zarand’s side and knew that they wouldn’t wait much longer before killing the lion. Looking back at the lead Orahim, Tav sucked in a weary breath, his mind already trying to think up the words he wanted to communicate with them. He had to make them agree to take him without hurting Zarand. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 43 
 
      
 
    Tash woke to find himself lying on his right side with Sanari curled in front of him on the camp cot. A candle burned on the table before him, the wick sputtering in a puddle of wax. Someone sat in a chair beside it.  
 
    Tash blinked the grit out of his eyes and licked his parched lips. “Kazarien?” he muttered, his voice breaking. He held his breath.  
 
    The figure shifted and leaned forward. Candle-light licked over Kazarien’s grim features. “Hello, Tash.” 
 
    Tash reached out his hand. It felt leaden and swollen. The movement brought a gasp of pain to his lips, but he didn’t draw back. Kazarien clasped his hand within his own. “I saw you die.” 
 
    Kazarien gave him a weary smile. “Very nearly. The Daman saved me.” 
 
    Tash swallowed against the dryness in his throat and glanced at Sanari. She stirred, moving closer to him, but she continued sleeping. He became aware of a strange heaviness banding his ribs.  
 
    “Where’s Tav?” 
 
    Kazarien’s dark eyes drifted away. 
 
    Tash frowned. “Kazarien?” 
 
    Reaching for a glass sitting on the table next to him, Kazarien extended it toward Tash. “Alina said you should drink this when you awoke” 
 
    Tash caught Kazarien’s wrist despite the stab of pain across his ribs. “Where’s Tav?” 
 
    Kazarien settled the glass on his thigh. “I don’t know. We think he went to find help for Zarand, but don’t worry. We’re searching for him.” 
 
    Tash felt a sinking sensation in his gut. He tried to extend his power to feel for his brother, but he couldn’t summon the energy necessary. “I need to look” 
 
    “Let me handle it for another couple of days. You hardly have strength to speak. You’d only get yourself captured. Trust me, Tash. I won’t stop searching until Tav is found.” 
 
    “What about Zarand?” 
 
    “Alina is tending him.” 
 
    “Can she save him?” 
 
    “He has the best healer I’ve ever seen. If she can’t, no one can.” 
 
    Tash closed his eyes, fighting a wave of despair. “I need to find my brother.” 
 
    “Soon. If I don’t find him, I will help you search.” He clasped Tash’s shoulder. “You need to drink this. Alina says it’ll keep infection at bay and help you get some sleep. You’ve got to work the drugs through your system before you’ll be of any use to Tav or anyone else. Sleep is the only way to do that.” 
 
    Tash let Kazarien help him drink the contents of the cup, recognizing the smell of Stamerian at once. It blazed a warming path throughout his body, driving back the confusing weariness.  
 
    He carefully shifted so he could finger the bandage around his ribs. “Tiros cut me, didn’t he?” 
 
    “Yes, but it isn’t deep. Alina sewed the worst closed and bound it. Barring infection, it should heal without a problem.” 
 
    Tash blinked at Kazarien, feeling the lure of Stamerian pulling him toward sleep. “I can’t believe you’re alive, Kazarien.” 
 
    Kazarien nodded. “I know.” 
 
    Tash held out his hand again, which the King clasped. “But I’m so damn glad to see you. You can’t possibly know how much.” 
 
    Kazarien smiled and Tash drifted off to sleep against his will.  
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    Tash found himself wandering toward his father’s farm. The house stood in the distance, intact, and smoke curled lazily out of the chimney. He turned a complete circle and stared out over the land toward where his aunt and uncle had their farm. By the warmth of the air and the color of the fields, he guessed it must be late summer to early autumn.  
 
    It occurred to him that he was dreaming, but everything seemed so real, so crisp, from the sunlight on the grass to the smell of smoke on the afternoon breeze. He turned back toward the house and felt his heart quicken. Striding as fast as he could, he hurried down the road, angling closer and closer to the house.  
 
    He paused on the steps, reaching out to touch the posts holding up the porch. Emotion choked him and his chest felt tight. It was just the way he remembered it. If he closed his eyes, he could picture his mother standing right here, waving to him and Tav where they stood on Marri’s porch.  
 
    His hand trembled as he reached for the doorknob. He turned it and shoved it inward, pausing on the threshold, almost afraid to cross. The parlor stretched away before him, sunlit and welcoming. A fire burned in the fireplace. The realization that they never had a fire this late in summer struck him, but he pushed it aside, trying to keep himself immersed in the dream.  
 
    “Hello, Tash.” 
 
    Tash jumped, his eyes shifting to the hallway that led to the two bedrooms. He stepped further into the house and exhaled. His father stood in the opening of the hall, staring out at him. Kai looked just as Tash remembered him the last time he saw him as a boy of ten. As Tash stared at his father, he realized that he was no longer a boy, but a man, staring at a man not much older than he was. It brought home to him how young his father had been when he died.  
 
    “Father?” 
 
    Kai’s white eyes tracked a path over Tash’s frame. “How are you, Tash?” 
 
    Tash took a few more steps toward Kai. They were nearly the same height, but Tash noted that he was broader about the shoulders and chest. His hair wasn’t as dark as his father’s and his features not nearly so sharp. After being in Temeron, Tash could see how Stravad-like his father looked.  
 
    “I’ll be fine,” he said, resting a hand on his ribs even though there was no binding.  
 
    Kai gave him a fleeting smile. “I understand you are now a legend in your own right.” 
 
    Tash frowned. How could his father know anything about him? Then he reminded himself it was a dream. He didn’t know what to say. His emotions were running so high he felt choked by them. His eyes drifted down the hall, searching for his mother. He wanted to see her. That desire made him feel like a little boy again.  
 
    “Tash?” 
 
    Tash’s gaze returned to his father. Kai’s expression was taut, anxious.  
 
    “Tash, you’ve got to go after your brother, but be aware that Erram is treacherous.” 
 
    Tash’s frown deepened. “Treacherous?” 
 
    Kai nodded, his eyes fixed on his son. He stepped forward and placed a hand on Tash’s shoulder, his grip firm. Tash was momentarily distracted by how real his father’s touch felt. “Listen to me, Tash. If it comes down to a choice, Erram or your brother, choose your brother.” 
 
    Tash shook his head in confusion. “What are you talking about?” 
 
    “He’s treacherous, Tash. More treacherous than you can imagine. Don’t let him make you choose wrong. Pick your brother over Erram.” 
 
    “Father, I don’t understand what you mean.” 
 
    Kai’s gaze shifted downward and his expression grew grimmer. “I picked wrong and I lost him.” 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    Kai glanced back up. “My brother. Don’t let Erram take yours from you. Tav first. Think only of Tav.” 
 
    Tash came awake with a gasp. He was still lying in the tent, but morning had come and he was alone. He eased carefully onto his back and looked around. Zarand lay on a pallet on the far side of the tent, his side heavily swathed with bandages.  
 
    His thoughts went immediately to his brother. Where was Tav? Had Kazarien found him? Tash knew he hadn’t. He would feel his brother’s presence. He would know if Tav were close by. He couldn’t delay any longer. He had to find his brother.  
 
    He wrapped his arm around his ribs and eased himself into a sitting position. His head reeled for a moment, but he closed his eyes until the dizziness and pain passed. Shoving back the blanket, he swung his legs to the floor, then gritting his teeth, he stood.  
 
    His legs trembled and his stomach took an unpleasant lurch, but he remained upright. The strange humming sensation from the drug was gone for the first time since Tash could remember. He walked unsteadily to the chair beside the bed and grabbed his trousers. Someone had thankfully cleaned and mended them while he slept. It was a struggle to pull them on and he sank back on the cot, panting, his chest and back peppered in sweat.  
 
    Encircling his ribs again, he rose and crossed the tent to where Zarand lay. The cat panted in his sleep, his eyes shut tight. Tash carefully knelt beside him and sank his fingers in the lion’s dense mane. Zarand didn’t stir.  
 
    Tash’s eyes trailed over the lion’s prone body. His fur had been shaved away in places to give Alina access to the wounds, and each wound had been bound with a heavy strip of cloth. There were a half-dozen at least, and that was only on the side Tash could see.  
 
    He ran his fingers down the cat’s nose. “I’m so sorry, Zarand.” 
 
    He closed his eyes and stretched out his power, trying to feel across the distance for his brother, but worry crowded his mind, fragmenting his control. Where could Tav be? Had he been captured? By the Followers? But why? 
 
    His thoughts were fragmented by voices just outside the tent. He recognized Kazarien at once, but the second voice surprised him. He climbed to his feet and strode to the tent entrance, parting it and peering out.  
 
    By the cast of the sun, he guessed dawn had come only a few hours before. Kazarien, Alina, Penara, and Sanari stood with their backs to the tent, facing Thalandar.  
 
    “He deserves to know what I found out, Kazarien,” said Thalandar, motioning at the tent.  
 
    Tash eased back to make sure he couldn’t be seen. Anxiety ran like pinpricks down his spine.  
 
    “All I’m asking is that you wait one more day, Thalandar. Give him another day to rest.” 
 
    Thalandar looked away in frustration.  
 
    Alina stepped forward and placed her hand on her brother’s arm. “Kazarien is right, Thalandar. Another day and the drugs should be out of his system.” 
 
    “I still think he deserves to know. Keep him here as long as you think necessary. I’m not thrilled with having him chase off toward Mt. Askar myself, but he deserves to know what’s at stake here.” 
 
    Mt. Askar? Tash felt his knees weaken and his stomach drop, but he tightened his hold on the tent flap.  
 
    Kazarien glanced over his shoulder at Penara. Tash’s gaze shifted to her as well. She had her head bowed, her arms wrapped around her middle. Tash frowned as Sanari placed her arm around Penara’s shoulders.  
 
    Kazarien sighed. “I’ll tell him tomorrow morning. Give him that long.” 
 
    Thalandar scowled at him, but finally nodded. “Until tomorrow morning then. Come, show me the Daman Ambassador. I want to speak with him.” 
 
    Kazarien nodded and walked away beside Thalandar. Alina said something to Sanari and Penara. Sanari nodded, her eyes drifting toward the tent. Tash leaned back so she couldn’t see him. She moved closer to Penara and whispered in her ear. Penara shook her head and answered.  
 
    After a moment of hushed conversation, Sanari and Alina strolled away. Tash’s eyes followed Sanari, wishing she’d come back to the tent, but Penara turned in his direction.  
 
    Backing up, he bumped into a table placed to the left of the entrance flap. An Orahim bolt rolled off and landed on the hard-packed earth. Tash bent to pick it up, carefully avoiding the tip and turned to toss it on the table amid a variety of other bolts and darts, all of Orahim-make. He frowned, reaching out to finger the fletching, but the rustle of the flap distracted him.  
 
    Penara gasped and took a step back. “Tash, you shouldn’t be up,” she said, her hand splayed over her heart. “You startled me.” 
 
    Tash narrowed his gaze on her. She looked pale and thin, and dark circles bruised the flesh beneath her eyes. “You look worse than I do, Penara. What are you doing here?” 
 
    She glanced at Zarand lying in the rear of the tent. “I wanted to sit with him for a while. Do you mind?” 
 
    Tash shook his head. Sitting didn’t sound so bad at the moment. His legs felt weak. He motioned toward where Zarand lay and Penara headed in that direction. While she sank down on the pallet beside him, Tash retrieved the chair and drew it close. It was difficult enough to stand up, let alone crawl off the floor. He sat down and studied the princess’ bowed head. She stroked Zarand’s mane, whispering in his ear. The lion’s ear twitched, but he gave no other sign that he was aware of her presence.  
 
    Tash braced his forearms on his thighs and leaned forward, grimacing when the motion tugged on his stitches. “Where did Sanari go?” 
 
    Penara glanced up, her fingers still sliding through Zarand’s hair. “She and Alina needed to check the wounded. My father sent some physicians to the camp, but it isn’t enough to tend everyone who needs it.” 
 
    Tash thought her hair looked dull and her cheekbones more pronounced. “Have you been ill?” 
 
    She dropped her eyes. “I’m fine.” 
 
    “You don’t look it.” 
 
    “I’m fine,” she repeated.  
 
    Tash sighed, then regretted the motion. He decided to change tactics. “What did Thalandar want to tell me?” 
 
    Penara’s head snapped up and her eyes widened. “You weren’t supposed to hear that.” 
 
    “I gathered as much. It doesn’t matter. I heard. What did Thalandar wish to say?” 
 
    Surprisingly Penara’s eyes filled with tears. “Don’t ask this of me. It isn’t fair.” 
 
    Tash sat back. Anger rose within him, lashing out at her. “Not fair how? It had to do with my brother, didn’t it? What concern is that of yours? He’s my broth” Tash’s voice faltered. He knew he sounded crazy, but she didn’t understand how afraid he was for Tav.  
 
    Penara was weeping quietly and something clicked into place in Tash’s mind. He’d gain nothing by alienating her. He needed Thalandar’s information without Kazarien interfering. “Penara,” he said gently, reaching out to touch her shoulder. “I know you think you love him, but he’s my brother. I deserve to know what Thalandar said. If you do love my brother, you’ll tell me.” 
 
    She swiped at her tears. “He’d never forgive me if something happened to you.” 
 
    Now Tash was confused. “Kazarien or Thalandar?” 
 
    “Tav.” 
 
    “Tav?” Tash raked a hand through his hair and shook his head. “Tav won’t blame you. He’ll thank you for helping him. What did Thalandar say?” 
 
    Penara lifted anguished, wet eyes to Tash. “I can’t tell you. I won’t risk it. Tav would hate me if you were harmed in any way.” 
 
    Anger moved through Tash again, surging adrenaline into his muscles. “Tav is my brother. I’ll decide whether I want to take risks for him or not. I demand to know what Thalandar said. Where is my brother?” 
 
    Penara shook her head.  
 
    “Damn you!” Tash growled, panic fueling his anger. “He’s my brother!” 
 
    “And my husband,” she snapped back.  
 
    The anger bled away in shock. Tash sat back and let his hands dangle on either side of the chair. He didn’t know what to say.  
 
    “I’m sorry, Tash. I didn’t mean to tell you like this, but you left me with no other choice. Tav and I married in Temeron.” 
 
    Tash didn’t speak for a moment. Penara returned to petting Zarand, but Tash saw tears drop off her chin. Finally he leaned forward and braced his forearms on his thighs.  
 
    “You know I have to go after him. You know I can’t leave it to Kazarien. As much as I respect and admire the King of Trendaria, I am the only one who can find my brother. Tell me what Thalandar had to say.” 
 
    Penara hunched her shoulders. “Kazarien wants you to wait until morning.” 
 
    “Tav may die before then. I need to know now, Penara!” 
 
    “Tomorrow. Kazarien said he’d tell you tomorrow and let you ride out then.” 
 
    Tash didn’t answer, simply stared at her. He didn’t know what more to say. He’d have to go to Thalandar next and fight off Kazarien’s well-meaning interference.  
 
    Tears made silver streaks across Penara’s cheeks. Her eyes pleaded with him to leave it alone, but he couldn’t. 
 
    “He’ll hate me,” she whispered.  
 
    “At least, he’ll be alive to hate you. Tell me.” 
 
    Penara swiped at the tears again, then squared her chin. “Only if you promise to take me with you.” 
 
    Tash frowned. He opened his mouth to disagree, then thought better of it. He hated outright lying, but if it meant saving his brother, he’d do anything. “Fine.” 
 
    “Thalandar said the Orahim captured Tav and are taking him to Mt. Askar.” 
 
    Tash sucked in a ragged breath. The cut on his side and back blazed with pain. Closing his eyes, he fought to control himself. He’d guessed as much, but it was still a paralyzing shock. “How long ago?” 
 
    “Two days.” 
 
    “How far are we from Mt. Askar?” 
 
    “A little farther than that.” 
 
    Tash nodded, his eyes focused on his hands, but his thoughts were spinning frantically in his head. “I’ll need Jaren and some food.” 
 
    “You’ll never get near Jaren. They have a Stravad warrior guarding the horses all of the time. I’ve tried to see Dalen, but Kazarien gave them orders to keep me away. He’ll have done the same with you.” 
 
    Tash’s gaze drifted to the table and its collection of Orahim bolts. “What are those for?” he asked, nodding at them.  
 
    Penara gave him a confused look before glancing over her shoulder. “Alina is studying them. She says we need to understand how the Orahim make them. According to her, the amount of poison on each dart is exactly the same. Never more, never less. One dart delivers an immobilizing drug that knocks the person unconscious. Two darts shuts down the respiratory system, or so she says. What she wants to know is how they manage to maintain uniformity of dosage from dart to dart.” 
 
    “Hm, good question,” said Tash, but he was already thinking of the next problem. He motioned Penara closer. “Listen carefully. I’ve got a plan to get us out of this camp tonight, but we need to set a few things in motion right now, supplies being one.” 
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
     “Tash, you need to eat something,” said Sanari, sitting across from him at the camp table.  
 
    Tash’s eyes snapped to her face and he swallowed hard. He might be able to eat if he didn’t feel so damn guilty, and worried. Eldon’s star, he hoped Alina was right about the tirs’ darts. Sanari reached for her drink and lifted it to her lips, taking a swallow. Tash’s gaze followed her every motion.  
 
    She set her cup back on the table and gave him a frown. “Tash, are you all right?” 
 
    He nodded, the lump in his throat blocking his speech.  
 
    She reached over and took his hand. “I know you’re worried for Tav, but” Her voice faltered and she blinked her eyes.  
 
    Tash clenched his jaw and gripped her hand tighter. “Sanari?” 
 
    She lifted her other hand and braced it against her brow. “I don’t know. All of a sudden, I feel dizzy.” 
 
    Tash rose. His stitches protested, but he bent over, placing one arm around her shoulders. “Why don’t you lie down?” 
 
    “Tash, I feel funny.” 
 
    Tash urged her to her feet, but her knees buckled and she almost fell. It brought a blaze of agony across his ribs as he clutched her tighter, but he managed to get her over to the cot and sit her down again.  
 
    “I need to lie down,” she said, her words slurring at the end.  
 
    Tash knelt beside her, brushing back her hair. “Sanari, I’m so sorry,” he said, bringing his lips close to hers.  
 
    Her eyes fluttered open and she gave him a stricken look. He knew her quick mind had already figured out what he’d done. “It’s a small dose. I don’t think it’s even the full amount. I didn’t want to chance hurting you. It should pass by morning.” 
 
    “Why?”  
 
    “I can’t let him hurt Tav. I’ve got to go after him and I don’t want you or anyone else getting involved. It’s got to be just between us. I can’t be distracted. Please forgive me.” 
 
    Her eyes closed against her will. “Tash” she whispered, trying to grasp him with her hand.  
 
    He bent closer and apologized once more, kissing her on the lips.  
 
    “Tashbe careful,” she finished, then drifted to sleep.  
 
    Tash sat beside her, watching her anxiously, making sure she was sleeping normally. He needed to go, but he didn’t want to leave her until he was sure she would be fine.  
 
    “Tash!” came Penara’s sharp whisper by the entrance flap.  
 
    He kissed Sanari once more and whispered another apology in her ear, then he climbed to his feet, clutching his ribs. He gave Zarand one final look as he crossed to Penara’s side.  
 
    “It’s clear,” she said, stepping back.  
 
    Tash ducked out into the night. A light breeze pressed the shirt against his chest and sent lazy fingers through his hair, while a lingering taste of heat hung over from the day. Warriors patrolled the perimeter of the camp, their shadows cast against the backdrop of stars. Firelight twinkled from individual campsites and a few men sat around them, talking in hushed voices.  
 
    Penara motioned off into the darkest part of the camp, strolling rapidly behind the tents and angling away from the main pavilions. As he followed her, a thought tugged at the back of his mind.  
 
    “Why isn’t Kazarien keeping me guarded?” 
 
    Penara shot a glance over her shoulder. “Not enough men to spare and he’s too busy himself. They’ve broken the brunt of the rebellion, but there are still pockets where the fighting is fierce and we lose more men every day. We’re waiting for reinforcements from the other protectorates.” 
 
    “When will they arrive?” 
 
    “Any day.” 
 
    After a few minutes, Penara halted and pointed to two shadows resting against a post. “Our packs. There’s food and water and I found a dagger for you. I couldn’t get any other weapons. It also contains some clothing, Voltarian uniforms mostly, and a few medicinal herbs, plus some bandaging strips. It should take us to Mt. Askar and back if need be” Her voice trailed away. Her eyes glittered in the hollows of her face.  
 
    Tash squeezed her arm and gave her a weak smile. “It’ll be enough,” he answered.  
 
    She pointed to a roped area a little beyond the post where the packs lay. Tash could see dark bodies milling about and he heard the whicker of a horse in the distance. “There’s where they keep the horses and the guard is over there.” She pointed to the south. Tash could see a lantern swinging in a gust of wind, but the guard was blocked by the horses.  
 
    “Remember what we discussed. You walk in and distract him and I’ll do the rest.” 
 
    Penara shifted and gripped his arm. “You won’t hurt him, will you?” 
 
    Tash shook his head. “Not permanently, no.” 
 
    She nodded and moved away from the tent, striding purposefully toward the lantern. She had to duck under the rope tying off the horses, then she disappeared. Tash followed after her, staying outside the make-shift corral, until he could see the guard.  
 
    He was young and Stravad, leaning back in his chair with his feet braced on a table. He came down with a thud when Penara walked up to him. Tash quickened his pace, trying hard not to make a sound. Penara plainly looked guilty and she was wringing her hands. Eldon have mercy, Tash thought.  
 
    “What can I do for you?” the Stravad said, rising to his feet. He either didn’t recognize the Voltarian princess or else he didn’t care. Stravad didn’t use titles of nobility.  
 
    “I wanted to see one of the horses. My husband’s horse.” 
 
    Tash frowned at the word husband. Damn Tav anyway, it was so like him to do something that impetuous and stupid. And it made Tash miss him even more.  
 
    “I’m sorry, Princess,” said the Stravad. The word rolled awkwardly off his tongue. “I have orders to keep you away from the horses.” 
 
    “I-I just want to make sure he’s eating,” Penara stammered.  
 
    Tash eased up closer. His heart was thudding in his chest. Stravad had excellent hearing and quick moves. He had to be very careful. As he angled his way behind the warrior, he reached in his pocket for a tirs dart.  
 
    “I can’t let you see him. I’m sorry. Orders, you know.” 
 
    “Just to check on him? You can come with me.” 
 
    The warrior shook his head, brown hair shimmering in the light of his lantern. “I’m sorry.” 
 
    Tash thought his heart would stop beating when he rose up behind the young warrior. Penara’s eyes cut to him and she gave a gasp of surprise. It was enough for the warrior to be alarmed. He reached for his sword, turning as Tash jumped forward and caught him around the neck.  
 
    Pain exploded in Tash’s wounded side, but he held the struggling Stravad tightly with one arm, while he stuck the dart into his shoulder with the other hand. The Stravad fought a little longer, knocking the table over and sending the chair rolling into the darkness. Tash was sure his struggles would bring other warriors, but he went limp in Tash’s arms a moment later.  
 
    Tash laid him on the ground and felt at his throat for a pulse.  
 
    Penara hurried over. “Is he all right? It took him long enough to stop fighting. Is he breathing?” 
 
    Tash rose to his feet, dusting off his trousers. His side blazed and sweat ran beneath his bandaging, stinging in the wound. “He’s fine,” he gasped.  
 
    Penara’s eyes lifted to him. “Are you all right?” 
 
    “Fine,” he gritted out between his teeth and stepped around the toppled table, searching the horses for Jaren. “Help me with the saddles.” 
 
    They found Tav’s gelding first. He whickered in recognition and butted Tash in the chest. Tash stroked him behind the ears, then struggled to get the bridle and saddle on him in the dark, while Penara went in search of Jaren.  
 
    When he’d finished with Dalen, he led the gelding over to where Penara indicated Jaren was tied. The stallion tossed his head and neighed, but he also rubbed his nose against Tash’s side as Tash set about saddling him as well. When he was finished, he took both mounts by the bridle and led them toward the table where the Stravad slept.  
 
    “Wait here,” he told Penara. “I’m going back for the packs.” 
 
    She nodded, hugging her arms around herself. Tash strolled away, stopping to make sure the Stravad was breathing before disappearing into the camp again. He grabbed the packs, but deposited them in the shadows behind the table before ducking under the rope-corral once more.  
 
    Penara turned at the sound of his steps and she exhaled in relief. “Let’s go,” she said, reaching for Dalen.  
 
    Tash took a quick step forward, catching her by both arms.  
 
    She felt the prick of the dart and her eyes went wide in betrayal and fury. “No!” she said loudly.  
 
    “I’m sorry,” Tash answered even as she sagged toward him. “You’re right. Tav would never forgive me if anything happened to you. I know my brother better than you do.” 
 
    “Tash,” she muttered, but her legs buckled.  
 
    Tash dragged her toward the warrior and laid her down near him, away from the horses’ hooves. Her eyes were glazing over as he brushed her hair away and kissed her forehead.  
 
    “I’ll bring him back to you,” he said.  
 
    She tried to say something, but her eyes fell closed. Tash waited a moment, watching her breathe, then he went after the packs and slung them over the horses’ withers. As he swung up onto Jaren’s back, he reached for Dalen’s bridle and looped it over the horn. With a nudge of his boots, he directed Jaren toward the rear of the enclosure. Swinging down cost him pain, but he quickly cut the rope and climbed on Jaren’s back again, disappearing into the night and heading toward Mt. Askar. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 44 
 
      
 
    I have passed beneath the gates of Hell, thought Tav with an involuntary shudder.  
 
    Steam bathed his face, stinging in cuts and abrasions, and sweat ran down his spine. His arms had been bound before him, to aid him in the climb up the steep mountain face, but he had still fallen, barking skin off his knuckles and knees. The only thing that kept him from tumbling to his death was the rope which bound him to the Orahim before him.  
 
    The Orahim scaled the desolate face of Mt. Askar as nimbly as the lizards they resembled; however, once they entered the mountain, their demeanor changed. They walked hunched over, muttering amongst themselves, darting their eyes in every direction. Instinctively, Tav knew what they feared or who they feared. And it made him more afraid.  
 
    The tunnels inside the mountain were steep as well, roughhewn stone that snagged his boots or made him slip. Thrusting up from the floor and spiking down from the low ceiling were columns of glass-like volcanic rock which glowed with an inner light. Oddly enough, the emerald in Tav’s pocket responded to the stone in the tunnels, humming against his thigh and distracting him so that he fell more often. His abhorrence toward the talisman grew by the hour. Its energy made his skin crawl and its pulsations revolted him.  
 
    He lost track of time and direction in the twisting, rabbit warren of tunnels. He suspected the strange energy emanating from the rocks threw off his internal compass anyway. And he was fighting physical exhaustion.  
 
    He’d been a captive of the Orahim for two days. They had thrown him on the back of Tiros’ mare and ridden all night and most of the following day toward Mt. Askar. Then they had rested only a few hours before beginning the climb. The food the serpents doled out was less than appetizing, some gritty meal with pieces of ground-up insects or so Tav guessed from their words. Consequently, he’d eaten only enough to keep himself going.  
 
    With exhaustion came a strange acceptance of his fate. The fear had retreated to somewhere deep inside of him, leaving him numb, and after traveling in the endless tunnels for so long, he began to wonder if he’d ever feel sunlight on his face again.  
 
    And yet all too soon everything changed. The Orahim grew more anxious, bunching closer together and muttering more rapidly amongst themselves, and the emerald gave a kick against Tav’s thigh.  
 
    He lifted his weary head and squinted into the distance. The tunnel came to an end in a fiery pit where red light pulsed against the cavern walls and the stench of sulfur seeped into his nostrils. His eyes became riveted on the room and his spine crawled with anxiety.  
 
    After a hissing debate, the Orahim moved forward of one mind, their shoulders hunched, their long snouts extended, and their clawed hands held protectively in front of them. Tav stumbled along in their midst, wondering if their growing fear was awakening his own.  
 
    The tunnel opened into a cavern. The ceiling rose nearly beyond sight overhead and the floor sloped upward to a plateau that jutted out into nothingness. His captors dragged him to the middle of the plateau, and he peered over the edge into a pulsing red hell. He guessed they stood on a ledge directly over the heart of the volcano. The heat sucked the breath from his lungs and made his eyes smart. The rotten-egg stench of sulfur tickled the back of his throat and almost caused him to gag.  
 
    “What have you brought me?” came a lisping voice behind him.  
 
    The Orahim scuttled in alarm and Tav twisted around, peering into the gloom at the mouth of the tunnel. A small, stooped-shouldered man shuffled onto the plateau. He had thin brown hair and a long hooked nose. His eyes were small and beady, and his face was pasty white and shriveled by the constant heat. Tav swallowed the bile in his throat and took a step away.  
 
    He felt revulsion more than fear.  
 
    The other man halted and peered at Tav for a long time without speaking or moving. Tav studied his features, trying to decide if he was Human or Stravad. He was so shrunken and wrinkled it was impossible to tell.  
 
    Finally, the man moved, lifting his hand and motioning at the Orahim. They fell back, leaving Tav standing alone in the middle of the cavern among the volcanic columns, his lead trailing across the floor.  
 
    Swallowing hard, Tav shot a look behind him, noting that the Orahim were now bunched at his back, watching the other man with terrified expressions. Their reaction caused more fear in him than the appearance of his enemy.  
 
    “You have the emerald,” said the man. It wasn’t a question.  
 
    Tav could feel the wild pulsation of the emerald and he wanted nothing more than to be rid of it, but he didn’t answer.  
 
    The man shuffled forward. He was a good head and a half shorter than Tav. He peered up out of watery blue eyes and studied Tav’s face. Tav drew back in distaste. The other man stank of sweat and sulfur.  
 
    “Do you know who I am?”  
 
    Tav met his look, but still he didn’t respond.  
 
    The man smiled, showing two rows of yellow, broken teeth. His breath stank worse than his body, stank of illness and decay. Tav closed his eyes and swallowed his gorge.  
 
    “Let’s see. You know who I am and I know who you are, but I don’t know what they call you.” He touched the center of his chest. “I am Erram.” 
 
    Tav’s eyes flashed open and he took a step back. Almost casually Erram placed his foot on the end of his lead, stopping him.  
 
    “What do they call you?” 
 
    Although sweat ran from every pore on Tav’s body, his teeth chattered. “Tav,” he gritted out through a clenched jaw. Both Erram and the emerald were making him feel ill.  
 
    Erram considered his answer a moment in silence, then he nodded. “As I said, I know who you are.” He started walking around Tav, studying him from every angle. “You don’t look much like him, true. You can thank your mother for that, but I know who you are. It’s there just the same.” He paused at Tav’s right elbow and leaned close, peering up into his face. “It’s there. In an expression, in a motion, in the angle of your jaw. Believe me, I know.” 
 
    He touched Tav in the center of his back, making him jump. Tav’s eyes shot to Erram’s face. “By the curve of your spine, I know.” 
 
    “Don’t touch me!” he hissed.  
 
    Erram smiled again. “In the inflection of a word – your father lives again, breathes again, speaks again. Yes, you are definitely his son.” He removed his hand and continued his stroll. He stopped in front of Tav and turned suddenly. “We were grand enemies, your father and I, until the very end. Until I killed him.” 
 
    Tav didn’t think he could be affected by such a blatant taunt, but he felt a cold anger move through his body, filling him with such rage that the emerald pulsed wildly in his pocket. His hands curled into fists and his back teeth ground together.  
 
    Erram’s smile became chilling. “Would the whelp avenge the sire?” Holding his arms out to either side, he lifted his chin. “Come then. Have at me!” 
 
    Tav took one single step forward despite his better judgment, but he felt as if someone had run him through with a spear. Pain slammed into his body, knocking him to his knees, and his sight blurred. He fell forward, sharp volcanic rocks biting into his palms, as wave after wave of mind-rending agony tore through him.  
 
    Then it ended and he lay where he was, forehead pressed to the ground, his fingers clawed around stone, his own breath sobbing in his ears. Erram knelt beside him and he shrank away from him.  
 
    “Do not be deceived by looks, Taverand. I can twist your muscles and pull your name from your mind with equal ease. I can make every nerve in your body betray you – filling you with such pain that you’ll beg me for death.” He leaned closer and his foul breath panted against Tav’s cheek. “I can strip the sight from your eyes, the sound from your ears, and your fondest reminiscence from your memory. I can make you forget the name of your father.” 
 
    “What do you want?” said Tav.  
 
    “Give me the emerald.” 
 
    Tav lifted his head, his eyes blazing with hatred. He met Erram’s look. “You know where it is. Take it yourself.” 
 
    Erram’s gaze narrowed and Tav sucked in his breath, his back arching in anguish. Pain rode him, filling him up until he was afraid he might scream. And again it left as abruptly as it came.  
 
    He collapsed on his side, panting, his eyes squeezed shut. The Orahim were muttering and milling about in near panic behind him and above him Erram simply crouched, watching him with his twisted, demonic smile.  
 
    “What’s this?” 
 
    Tav felt Erram’s cold fingers touch the hollow of his throat. His eyes flashed open and he lifted his bound hands to grab Erram’s wrist, but with a wrench, Erram tore the locket from his neck, breaking the chain.  
 
    He rose to his feet and backed away, flicking open the clasp.  
 
    “Give it back!” Tav shouted, rolling onto his knees and struggling to stand. “It’s mine!” 
 
    Erram glanced at him and laughed, then returned to his scrutiny of the locket. “How touching! A picture of your father!” He carefully dangled it from his fingers, the gold catching the light of the volcano and reflecting it back again. “A picture of your dead father.” 
 
    “Give it to me!” said Tav in a voice that trembled with rage. Every muscle in his body ached and steam stung in his many cuts and scrapes, but he managed to straighten his spine and brace his feet. “It belongs to me!” 
 
    Erram frowned, glancing down at the locket. “Does it now? But this is a woman’s trinket, not a man’s. And really, Tav, he was such a monumental bastard. You’re much better off with him dead.” 
 
    Tav took a step forward, but before he could move again, Erram gave a negligent flick of his wrist and sent the locket sailing over the edge of the plateau. It gave off a spark of light as it fell, then it was gone.  
 
    Tav caught the cry of rage that nearly escaped him, staring at the spot where it had disappeared. He felt as if someone had punched him in the gut, knocking the air from his lungs, then his gaze shifted with vengeance on Erram.  
 
    He dove at the smaller man, but crumpled in mid-air as Erram dealt him another blow with his power. He fell, curling in on himself, his muscles writhing, his nerves screaming. Blackness crowded out sight and the air seemed suddenly too thick to breathe. Mercifully it ended.  
 
    His body went limp and he gasped in hot, sulfuric air, surprised to find himself moaning in the aftermath of pain. Erram came to stand over him once more.  
 
    “Give me the emerald.” 
 
    “Take it,” he whispered as tears of agony squeezed beneath his eyelids.  
 
    “Stand him up!” he ordered the Orahim.  
 
    They obeyed, pulling Tav to his feet. Tav fought to keep his balance, blinking his eyes against the lingering blackness.  
 
    “Remove the emerald.” 
 
    Tav reached into his pocket and dragged the talisman free, nearly dropping it when it tangled in his bonds. It flared to life in his hands, not the way it did in Tash’s, but he had to squint to look at it. His muscles spasmed as he held it and he shuddered in revulsion. He caught Erram’s curious expression from the corner of his eyes and lifted his head to meet the other man’s stare.  
 
    Erram’s eyes shifted from the emerald to Tav and back again. “Don’t like the feel of it either, eh?” he remarked almost conversationally.  
 
    Something clicked in Tav’s battered brain and an idea formed. He extended the gem to Erram on the palm of his hand. “Take it,” he said levelly.  
 
    Erram quirked a thin brow, then he glanced around, pointing to a narrow rock formation a few paces away. “Tie the chain in a knot once more and slip it over the top of that stone.” 
 
    “Why? Why don’t you just take it?” 
 
    Erram’s face contorted and he took an involuntary step back. The Orahim muttered and glanced at each other. Tav braced himself for another blast of Erram’s power, but the smaller man hunched his shoulders instead.  
 
    “Do what I commanded!” he ordered, pointing at the stone again. “Place it there!” 
 
    Tav fumbled to knot the chain, then he took a step toward the column of stone, but before he reached it, he pivoted on his heel. Without a word, he tossed the emerald at Erram. Both Erram and the Orahim dove out of the way, exclaiming in surprise. The emerald sailed across the plateau and landed on the stone floor, sparking upon impact.  
 
    “Fool!” screamed Erram.  
 
    A blast of energy struck Tav and lifted him off his feet, tossing him backward. He slammed into the column and crumpled at its base, Erram’s power tearing through him.  
 
    Thankfully, it drove him into unconsciousness a moment later.  
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    Tash bolted awake. The frantic pounding of his heart made him feel ill and his vision swam. He placed his head in his hands and pressed his fingers against his temples, trying to slow his breathing. The knife wound in his side ached, but it hadn’t been his own discomfort that had brought him awake.  
 
    Tav was in pain.  
 
    Tash sucked in the cool night air and raked his fingers across his scalp, then he reached for his boots, tugging them on. He curved an arm around his ribs as he rose, bending to pick up the bedroll he’d been sleeping on and folding it.  
 
    He felt his way over the uneven ground to the horses. Dalen whickered in greeting, but Jaren barred his teeth as Tash tried to tie the bedroll behind his saddle. He had stopped for only a few hours sleep after a full day of riding, but he’d kept the horses saddled so he could start off again as soon as he woke.  
 
    The remains of his dream hung with him, a dream where he’d been searching for Tav through miles and miles of earth only to have the ground solidify beneath his hands, trapping his brother forever. Then he’d felt Tav’s pain – pain unlike any he’d ever felt before. His muscles had cramped and his nerves had throbbed. For a moment he feared he was going blind. His head had filled with a white light that speared through his brain and left him gasping for breath.  
 
    Jaren bucked and side-stepped when Tash swung into his saddle. Gritting his teeth as the movement punished his wounded side, Tash dug in his heels and tightened his hold on the reins. Jaren calmed when he realized Tash wasn’t giving any ground. Grabbing up Dalen’s bridle, he kicked the stallion into a trot and pointed his nose in the direction of Mt. Askar.  
 
    Midmorning was upon him when he reached the base of the mountain. He swung down and shielded his eyes, staring up at the massive hunk of stone and debris, wondering how he was going to climb it.  
 
    Dalen butted him in the back with his nose and Tash turned, studying the animals. He removed the saddle and bridle from Tav’s horse, then gave him a drink of water from his own canteen. He did the same for Jaren, but when he was finished, he took the stallion’s muzzle in his hands and stroked his broad forehead.  
 
    “End of the road for you and me, pal. Can’t say you haven’t been a pain in the ass.” 
 
    Jaren tossed his head and whickered.  
 
    Tash swallowed hard at the sudden lump of emotion lodged in his throat. “Don’t become wolf bait, you hear.” 
 
    He shoved the stallion in the shoulder, turning him away from the mountain, then smacked him on the rump. Jaren whinnied and pranced away, head held high. Dalen followed him a few paces, but both horses stopped and looked back at him.  
 
    Tash waved his arms. “Go! Get out of here! I’ll bet Orahim eat horsemeat.” 
 
    Jaren pawed at the dry earth and tossed his head, but he didn’t go any farther. After a moment, Dalen lowered his white head and started grazing. Tash frowned. They were unbridled and free. Why didn’t they run away? 
 
    When they still didn’t leave, Tash started after them, waving his arms and shouting. He knew he was likely bringing the Followers down on him, but he didn’t much care. They might as well show him the way to Erram and save him a great deal of frustration.  
 
    Both horses watched him curiously for a few moments, certainly not alarmed by his gyrations. In fact, Jaren pranced back to him and butted him in the chest as if to say, what’s the matter with you? 
 
    Tash pushed him away. “Go! Get out of here!” 
 
    Jaren snorted and lowered his head to crop at some of the dried grass. Tash sighed. “Stupid animal! You’re free!” he shouted.  
 
    Jaren’s ears swiveled forward, but he continued to eat.  
 
    Tash searched around for a stick and bent to retrieve it, but when he rose, Jaren’s head came up and his ears pricked forward. With a whinny, he bolted away from Tash, followed closely by Dalen.  
 
    The hair on the back of Tash’s neck rose and he let the stick fall. Turning slowly around, his arms held away from his body, he came face to face with an Orahim. The serpent was pointing a tirs at Tash’s face.  
 
    “Terath!” it barked at him.  
 
    Tash swallowed hard and nodded.  
 
    He had no idea what it said, but he didn’t think it mattered.  
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    Tash walked with Orahim before him and behind. They hadn’t bound his arms or tied him in anyway. He suspected they understood he was here for his brother. The climb up the mountain was hard, especially with the healing cut in his back, and he needed both hands to keep from falling to his death. The Orahim shared what food and water they had, and Tash accepted it gratefully, knowing that he might need any energy he could summon when he came face to face with Erram.  
 
    The wind buffeted against him as he climbed. His fingertips grew raw and chapped as the stones and brambles bit into them. Someone had hewn a rudimentary path into the mountain face, but parts of it had eroded away. Other areas looked like the mountain had vomited out black tar which hardened into sharp glass-like rock that pierced even the tough soles of Tash’s boots.  
 
    When they paused for a rest, Tash leaned against the cliff face and stared down into the plain below them. He wasn’t given to spells of vertigo, but from this height, his stomach did a somersault. He could still see the two horses nosing around the base of the mountain and further out a large cloud of dust coming in his direction. Further still he could make out the lazy sweep of the Longan River. It would be sweet pleasure to immerse himself just now.  
 
    His gaze returned to the dust cloud. A few of the Orahim had noticed it as well and were pointing and muttering amongst themselves. Occasionally they cast Tash a wary look. Tash couldn’t deny they had been respectful and vigilant toward him, steadying him when the rocks shifted beneath his boots and offering him the water skin first when they stopped. Whenever they addressed him, they ducked their heads and refused to look him in the eye. Now they were gesturing toward the dust cloud and saying Haldane every other word. Tash squinted at the cloud. It was still too far away to make out individual shapes, but he didn’t think it was from a dust storm. It extended over too great a distance.  
 
    Tash’s eyes widened and his lips parted on a gasp of realization. Kazarien! Kazarien and Thalandar coming to his rescue! 
 
    A new surge of hope filled him, chasing back the anxiety he hadn’t even been aware he felt. He didn’t have to defeat Erram, he just had to stall for time until the King of Trendaria and his allies arrived.  
 
    Straightening away from the cliff, he motioned up the mountain. “Let’s go,” he ordered the serpents. “I want to find my brother.” 
 
    They scrambled to obey him and the climb continued. It was nearly dark before they clawed their way to the entrance and collapsed just inside the tunnel. Tash lay with his back pressed to the cool stone, staring up at the stars in the sky. The Star of Eldon was shining directly overhead, its cool light bathing him. He swallowed against the lump of emotion in his throat and said a quick prayer to the memory of his father. Let me find Tav alive.  
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    Tav was alive, but he was battered and bloody and torn. He lifted his head when Tash finally stumbled onto the plateau flanked by the Orahim and then closed his eyes again, turning away.  
 
    He was leaning against a column of black rock, his hands bound before him. Hanging from the same column was the emerald, but Tash had eyes only for his brother.  
 
    “Tav!” he cried, taking a few steps forward.  
 
    The Orahim jumped in front of him and blocked him, showing him their weapons for the first time since the climb began half a day before. Tash stumbled to a halt, but he never removed his eyes from his brother’s bowed head.  
 
    ‘Tav, are you all right?’ he thought.  
 
    “He’s fine,” came a voice and a small, wizen man rose from behind the column, stepping out of the shadow, red light dancing across his shrunken, wrinkled features.  
 
    Tash recoiled, taking a step back, and the emerald flared to life, green light chasing back the throbbing pulse of red. Tash finally took a look around. They were standing on a plateau that jutted out over the heart of the volcano. It was unbearably hot, sweat ran from every pore of his body and stung in his eyes. Even breathing felt laborious and painful as if his lungs were scorched with each draw. The stench made him nauseous so he tried to breathe through his mouth, but his head still filled with sulfuric fumes.  
 
    “Nice place you’ve got here,” he said, trying to take control of the situation. He studied Erram and didn’t find him terribly intimidating.  
 
    ‘He reads thoughts,’ came Tav’s warning, his blue eyes burning with hatred from his scratched and sweaty face.  
 
    Erram smiled, showing a mouth full of rotten teeth. “I do,” he answered. He held his arms out, indicating his empire. “So you like my home, do you? Enjoy the sight. It’ll soon be your last.” 
 
    “Let my brother go,” Tash ordered, bracing his feet.  
 
    Erram chuckled. “Curious. You’re the brazen one, while he’s more reflective.” His eyes tracked a path over Tash’s body. “I’d think you were Cy’s whelp, if you didn’t look so much like your pathetic, weak father.” 
 
    The emerald flared and Tash felt his muscles clench. Behind him the Orahim whimpered in alarm, shuffling backward as if to escape an explosion.  
 
    Tav drew Tash’s stare. ‘Be careful. Don’t let him toy with you. He’s treacherous as a snake.’ 
 
    He’s treacherous, Tash. More treacherous than you can imagine. Do not let him make you choose wrong. Pick your brother over Erram.  
 
    The dream came back to Tash, whispering through his mind.  
 
    “Let my brother go.” 
 
    Erram folded his arms over his chest. “No,” he answered simply.  
 
    Tash’s gaze shifted to the emerald. Every lesson Thalandar had taught him hummed through his brain at once. He shoved them aside and felt deep within himself for his power. As it built, the emerald responded, pulsing more rapidly, matching the pulse of red on the walls of the cavern.  
 
    Erram shot a look at the gem, then whipped back around to face Tash. “Not yet!” he commanded.  
 
    Pain slammed into Tash, stealing his breath, twisting his muscles, and draining his strength. His knees crumpled and he dropped forward, bracing himself with his hands, then his vision distorted, wavering and bending until everything lost focus. A roar of static filled Tash’s ears, making his eardrums pop. He cried out, but his cry was lost in the thrum of white noise in his head.  
 
    Gradually the pain retreated and his muscles stopped contracting. The noise in his ears lessened. He heard the Orahim moaning and Tav’s rapid breathing, and the distant crackle of fire. Finally his vision cleared and he found himself on his left side, staring at his brother who had tried to crawl toward him, but had been stopped by either a blow or a kick. Tav was cradling his stomach and leaning on his forearm, his expression one of compassion and pain. Behind him the emerald filled the cavern with a nimbus of angry green light.  
 
    Erram hunkered down before Tash. Tash would have pulled back, but it hurt just to breathe. “Eldon didn’t believe I was a match either. Shall I tell you that story? It’s really very sad.” 
 
    Tash closed his eyes, trying to forget his abused body so he could think. He instinctively knew that if he could get his hands on the emerald, he could turn the tide in this lopsided battle. Erram had a power Tash had never felt before, a power that would cripple him if he wasn’t careful.  
 
    “Eldon came here on his own, the arrogant bastard. He thought he could eliminate me. He thought he was more powerful. It was a noble cause. After all, he did it for his son, but he was no match, not now, not after the last war. Gava was a hard task master, but he taught me much. There is no one who can do what I can. No one who can make the mind forget to see, forget to hear, forget to breathe if I so will it.” 
 
    Tash opened his eyes and looked up at Erram. “Then why do you need me?” 
 
    Erram leaned closer. His breath stank of rot. “What do all men hunger for, Haldane? What drives even good men to be evil?” 
 
    Tash grimaced and inched away. “I don’t know.” 
 
    “Power. They all crave power. It is addictive, demanding regular nourishment. You have power. The Orahim have named you Haldane, the All-Ruler. I crave that power, I hunger for it, and it shall be mine. What Eldon denied me, you shall supply.” 
 
    “What he denied you?” 
 
    Erram nodded, his eyes wide and unblinking. “I robbed him of his sight, I took his hearing, but when I went to take the rest from him, he broke free. It was but a moment, yet long enough to thwart me.” Turning until his profile was to Tash, he pointed over the edge of the plateau. “He threw himself to his death just there, in that very spot.” 
 
    Tash recoiled and Tav gave a gasp of dismay.  
 
    “You’re insane!”  
 
    Erram smiled and shrugged. “I suppose.” He tilted his head and gave Tash a level look. “Really, who would live like I have for the past twenty-five years?” He motioned at himself. “I’m really a shadow of the man I once was, shriveled and dried-up and shrunken.” Then he laughed, a high-pitched asthmatic laugh that speared through Tash and set his nerves on edge. His laughter died. “And yet, you are only an experiment. I wanted control over Eldon. This pitiful body doesn’t present the image of domination I need, but with the use of Eldon’s shell, I could have cowed the region. You will fuel my needs for a good many years, until the real prize can be obtained.” 
 
    “The real prize?” 
 
    Erram folded a hand beneath his chin. “The child, Eldon’s son. Full-blooded Stravad, endowed with power unlike any Samar has ever known. I felt it when he was born. With his power, I can rule the planet.” 
 
    Tash’s gaze shifted to the emerald and he focused his thoughts on Thalandar’s teaching, but before he could summon his power, Erram hit him with another blast of his own. Tash writhed beneath him, panting for breath, his muscles contracting, spasming unnaturally. I’m going to die! 
 
    As the thought intruded, he felt his heart falter.  
 
    ‘NO!’ Tav’s telepathic command speared through the haze of agony enveloping Tash. ‘Fight him!’ 
 
    The pain fragmented, leaving Tash moaning, his muscles twitching involuntarily. His eyes flashed opened when Tav gave a strangled cry of misery. Erram had shifted his attention to Tav, twisting his body with his power the way he’d been torturing Tash a moment before.  
 
    Tash focused on the emerald. It seemed to expand as if it was filling itself with the power Tash pumped into it. A moment later it discharged, a percussion of energy rippling over the plateau and knocking Erram and the Orahim over. Tash ducked as it whipped past his head, smashing into the cavern walls and raining drops of vibrant green.  
 
    Erram rolled over, his eyes blazing with fury. Tash struggled to get a foot under him and stand. Behind Erram, Tav lifted his head, glancing first at the emerald, then at Tash. No psychic communication passed between them, but Tash knew what his brother intended to do. He opened his mouth to warn him against it, but Tav dove for the emerald.  
 
    Erram caught Tash’s expression and whirled to face Tav, coming into a crouch. Tav’s hand closed around the pulsating talisman and ripped it from the column, turning to toss it at Tash. The emerald left his hand, but as if it had been jerked backward, it fell short, dropping at Erram’s feet.  
 
    Erram’s gazed fixed on it briefly, then lifted, his attention focused on Tav. The full thrust of his power struck Tav, lifting him off his feet. He slammed into the column and rolled off it.  
 
    “Tav!” shouted Tash, moving forward, but Tav’s lower body slid over the side of the plateau as his hands scrabbled to grab the column of stone.  
 
    “Don’t move!” screamed Erram, his feet braced over the emerald. “My next strike will send him to his death!” 
 
    Tash stumbled to a halt, his body trembling, his own breath a moaning pant in his ears. Tav had clawed his hands around the column, but he couldn’t get his upper body over the edge because of the bonds around his wrists.  
 
    Tash’s gaze lowered to the emerald. He had only one chance to save his brother. Everything Thalandar had tried to teach him boiled down to this one instant. He could see the Stravad standing across from him telling him that he might need to summon his power voluntarily sometime. How right his words had been! 
 
    Success is often fueled by necessity.  
 
    The incongruent thought entered his mind and lodged there. He glanced at Tav briefly, but he didn’t think his brother had sent it to him. Tav was too preoccupied with hanging on to the ledge.  
 
    Tash’s head lifted and he squared his shoulders. The quote had come from his own readings, pulled out of his subconscious when he needed it most. He gave Erram a grim smile and extended his hand, throwing every part of his power into commanding the emerald.  
 
    Erram’s eyes widened and he recklessly reached for the gem, but it shot out from beneath his hand and connected with Tash’s palm. Tash closed his fingers around it, lowered his gaze to the gem, and released his power. A percussion of energy and light caromed off the ceiling of the chamber and plummeted, catching Erram in the chest and throwing him backwards.  
 
    He let out a scream of pain and shock, wind-milling his arms as his feet left the plateau. He disappeared over the side, his body impacting with a dull thud. Tash ignored the panicked Orahim, dropping the emerald and running for his brother.  
 
    He fell to his knees, grabbing Tav’s arms, then extended over the ledge to grab his shoulders. He dragged Tav onto the plateau where they collapsed together against the column, panting.  
 
    After he’d regained his breath, Tash reached for his dagger and cut Tav’s bonds away, then he helped him to his feet. Together they staggered to the emerald and Tash pocketed it.  
 
    The Orahim had disappeared. Tash was just as glad. He was too exhausted and beaten up to fight them right now. Still, he pushed away from his brother and walked to the spot where Erram had fallen. Kneeling at the edge, he peered over.  
 
    Through the steam of the volcano, he could see Erram’s body lying on a ledge about ten feet below them. His leg was obviously broken and his spine was twisted at an odd angle. Tash squinted, but he couldn’t see if Erram was breathing.  
 
    “Tash?”  
 
    Tash slumped on the plateau and looked up at his brother. Tav’s hair was damp with his own sweat and bloody scrapes marred the right side of his face. He dropped to one knee beside Tash and reached for his shoulder.  
 
    ‘I don’t know if he’s alive or not,’ Tash thought, too exhausted to speak.  
 
    Tav’s gaze cut out over the plateau and he exhaled raggedly.  
 
    ‘I’ve got to make sure it’s ended,’ Tash continued, sliding the dagger back in its sheath.  
 
    “Tash, you can’t go down there.” 
 
    “I think I can see a way.” 
 
    Tav’s grip on his shoulder tightened. “No, I won’t let you. You’re bleeding” He nodded at Tash’s back. “and it’s too dangerous. For once in your life, listen to me and don’t do this.” 
 
    “I can’t leave if it’s possible he’s alive, Tav.” 
 
    Tav glanced down, then met Tash’s intense stare. “He’s dead, Tash.” 
 
    ‘You don’t know that. It’s too hard to see with the steam,’ thought Tash.  
 
    Tav opened his mouth to speak, but nothing came out. He closed it again and drew a deep breath. ‘I don’t, but it doesn’t matter. I won’t let you go down there.’ 
 
    Anger sparked in Tash. “He killed our parents!” 
 
    Tav’s look was unwavering. He lifted his hand to grasp the locket, but the locket wasn’t there. He curled his fingers into a fist instead. “I know. He killed our parentsbut I won’t let him kill you too.” 
 
    I picked wrong and I lost him.  
 
    “Tash, please,” said Tav, holding out his hand.  
 
    Tash swallowed hard. The dream had seemed so real. Choose your brother over Erram. Tav first. Tav first! He wanted revenge, but he wanted his brother moreand he wanted to live just as badly. His thoughts turned to Sanari, Marri, and Grondi, even Kazarien. Erram needed to die and Tash wanted to make sure it was over. 
 
    “I have no choice, Tav. I have to know.” 
 
    Tav’s expression was pained. 
 
    Tash grasped his shoulder. “He killed our parents. There’s no other way.” 
 
    Without waiting for Tav’s response, he moved to the edge of the plateau. Drawing a deep breath, he swung his legs over the side and turned, trying to find purchase with his toes. Tav moved to the edge and eased down on his belly. 
 
    “Give me your hand and I’ll help lower you.” 
 
    Tash nodded and offered his brother his hand. Tav steadied him as he climbed down the slick, glassy wall of the volcano, his boots slipping. When Tav had extended as far as he could, Tash looked down and saw it was a short drop to the ledge. 
 
    “Let go, Tav. I can jump the rest of the distance.” He met Tav’s eye and saw the anguish in his brother’s expression. 
 
    “Tash, I…” 
 
    “Let go,” said Tash again. 
 
    Reluctantly, Tav opened his fingers and let go of his brother. Tash kicked away from the edge and landed in a crouch on the volcano’s ledge. His back screamed in protest and he closed his eyes, fighting the pain. 
 
    Above him, he heard Tav gasp. “Tash?” came his tremulous voice. 
 
    Tash opened his eyes and squinted in the steam rising from the center of the volcano. He rose to his feet and started forward, then stumbled to a halt. 
 
    “Tash?” called Tav, but Tash couldn’t answer him, couldn’t speak. 
 
    He stared into the steam and his eyes scanned the ledge frantically. He turned a complete circle. Nothing. No one. The ledge was empty. 
 
    Erram was gone. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 45 
 
      
 
    Kazarien stood in the Council Hall at Castle Sagon, surveying the setting. Two long tables had been lined up at an angle to each other, joined at a point like a v. Eleven chairs were arranged beneath the tables – five on each side with one at the apex. Behind the two tables were rows of chairs arranged for spectators.  
 
    A banner hung before each place at the table – midnight blue and a bear for Denortosal, green and a tree for DiNolfol, sky blue and a horse for Trendaria, yellow and a book for Voltarian, purple and twin rivers for Yonartison, and amber and a ram for Zenoradel. There were three other banners – the first in crimson with a plumed hat for the Daman, the second gold with linked rings for the Stravad, and the third in white without a symbol emblazoned upon it. This last banner represented the union of the Seven Protectorates under one leader. It would be that leader’s decision as to what color and symbol would best represent his rule.  
 
    Kazarien fingered the banner, a smile touching his lips. He had envisioned a rule much like the Stravad in Temeron, either male or female, whoever was most qualified, but he was overruled by the majority. Five of the seven believed in male leadership. Not so long ago they had also believed in autonomy. It was enough for Kazarien to see them united. He wasn’t about to press his luck, even though he cringed inside when he thought of Alina and Sanari.  
 
    “Lord Kazarien,” came a voice at his back.  
 
    Kazarien turned as Leyva flounced across the floor and came to a halt before him. She was wearing a hat which sported an alarming array of fruit, and a gown of mustard yellow. The neck on the gown was so high it forced her spine to extend at an unnatural angle, and the hat was so heavy it fell forward to cover one eye. She had tried to push her red hair under the hat, but tendrils stuck out at odd angles, looking like straw stuffing. Kazarien smothered a bark of laughter and took her hand, bending over it.  
 
    “Lady Leyva, I haven’t had the chance to tell you how sorry I am for your loss.” 
 
    Her eyes lowered and a look of genuine sorrow crossed her face. “Thank you, Lord Kazarien. Just the fact that you remembered means a great deal to me. My father was quite fond of you.” 
 
    “As I was of him. I will always regard him as a mentor.” 
 
    Leyva nodded and bowed her head. The hat tilted forward, nearly catching Kazarien in the chin, but he took a quick step away, releasing her hand. She caught the hat and thrust it back, tilting her head so that it would stay put.  
 
    Kazarien fought his smile of amusement. “Was there something you wished to ask me, Lady Leyva?” he prompted.  
 
    She shook herself, a dangerous thing with so much perched on top of her red head, and assumed a detached air. “I’ve been meaning to speak with you for some time, Your Majesty,” she said with an airy wave of her hand. “But with one thing and another, we’ve both been preoccupied.” 
 
    “So we have. What did you want to discuss?” 
 
    “Us,” she answered with a nod. The hat slipped down over her right eye, closing it.  
 
    “Us?” echoed Kazarien.  
 
    She shoved the hat back and took a step forward, placing her hand on his arm. “I’m afraid there can be no us, Your Majesty.” 
 
    “You are?” 
 
    She gave him a supercilious nod. “Unfortunately, yes. I have given the matter much thought and this is the only reasonable conclusion I can draw. We were not meant for one another, Lord Kazarien.” 
 
    Kazarien folded his arms across his chest and bit his inner lip to keep from laughing. “I’m not sure what to say. I’mcrushed by this news, Lady Leyva.” 
 
    “I understand, but please be reasonable. It would never have worked. Take heart, Your Majesty, you will find someone else, just as I have.” 
 
    “You have?” Kazarien gaped at her. “Who?” 
 
    She gave him a simpering smile. “Lord Slerion has asked for my hand and I accepted.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    “Yes, we will be married by next Valhall.” 
 
    Kazarien did smile then, genuinely. “Congratulations, Lady Leyva. Lord Slerion is a lucky man.” 
 
    She returned his smile. “And whoever gets you will also be lucky, Your Majesty.” 
 
    Kazarien couldn’t resist his next question. “Do tell me though, what made you change your mind?” 
 
    Leyva’s eyes widened and she gasped. “I would never want to hurt you, Lord Kazarien.” 
 
    “Certainly not, but I must know what terrible flaw cost me your affection,” he answered playfully.  
 
    Leyva shot a quick look around. Kazarien did the same, but they were alone. Leaning close, she placed her hand on his arm. Miles of lace ruffled as she moved. She motioned Kazarien closer and he leaned in so that she could whisper in his ear.  
 
    “Our age difference is simply too great. You are much too old for me, Lord Kazarien.” 
 
    Kazarien straightened in surprise and his eyes danced with mirth. “Truly, Lady Leyva, I understand your decision.” He grasped her hand in both his own. “However, I wish you and Lord Slerion the most unbounded happiness. I think you make a fine couple.” 
 
    She gave him a sympathetic smile and squeezed his hand. “Thank you again, Lord Kazarien. I’ll be sure to save you a dance at my wedding.” 
 
    Kazarien’s smile dried and his expression became alarmed. “Ah, really, Lady Leyva, you wouldn’t trod on the heart of your rejected suitor, would you? I think it would be much tootoo painful to dance with you knowing I had lost out simply because my age was so great.” 
 
    “Oh,” she said, patting his arm. “Yes, I can see that. Well, we’ll think of something that isn’t so painful.” 
 
    Kazarien offered her a gallant bow. “You honor me, my lady,” he said.  
 
    She gave him a final smile and turned on her heel, flouncing toward the door. As she passed Alina who was just entering, she tilted her head up so high that the hat slid off her head. She caught it behind her back and disappeared through the door.  
 
    Alina frowned up at Kazarien as she came to a halt before him. “Am I going to have to fight her off?” she asked.  
 
    Kazarien chuckled. “No, love, she came to tell me she was marrying another because I am simply too old.” 
 
    “Too old?” 
 
    Kazarien nodded. “My only consolation is knowing that you are older than I am.” 
 
    Alina punched him in the arm and he recoiled, lifting his hand to rub the injured spot. “Don’t forget, Stravad age better than Humans.” 
 
    “If I should forget, I have faith you will remind me,” he said, pulling her into an embrace.  
 
    She leaned her head on his chest and encircled him with her arms. “Surveying your accomplishments?” she asked.  
 
    “Hmm,” he answered. “I dreamt this would come to pass, but to see it makes me wonder if I’m still dreaming.” 
 
    She looked up at him. “Are you sure you’re ready for what comes next?” 
 
    He gave her a smile. “I am.” 
 
    A few minutes later the Kings began arriving, filing into the Council Chamber as expected. They had all come, even Horatem, prepared to decide the fate of the region. Aziak had arrived two days prior. He went white when he heard of Kazarien’s near-death experience and he’d hardly let his brother out of his sight since. He strolled in behind the Kings, looking taller and older – the very picture of their father in his prime. At his side was Chayse. Kazarien had wanted to release Chayse from service, thinking he might want to stay in Temeron, but he had insisted he wanted to continue serving his King. Kazarien suspected he would have to be promoted once they returned to Trendaria.  
 
    Tash and Sanari wandered in behind Aziak and Chayse. Sanari offered Kazarien a smile and Tash inclined his head, but they took their seats behind the two tables with the other spectators. Tav and Penara were among the last to enter. Kazarien made eye contact with Tav and he gave the King an uncomfortable smile before sliding into the seat next to his brother.  
 
    Kazarien waited until everyone had moved to their designated spot, then strolled to the position at the apex of the tables and drew a deep breath. “Please be seated,” he said.  
 
    Nine of the eleven chairs were filled at once. To Kazarien’s right from the top of the table to the apex were Kalahar of Denortosal, Maleki of DiNolfol, Lovan of Voltarian, Frasan of Yonartison, and Horatem of Zenoradel. To his left sat Thalandar and Alina for Temeron, Niron and Ason for the Tridarn, and an empty seat to represent Trendaria. Kazarien himself would occupy the eleventh.  
 
    Kazarien reached for the golden gavel lying on the table before him and struck it twice, calling for silence. The Council Chamber went still, all eyes turned on him. Kazarien took another deep breath. Standing in this spot, seeing the results of his vision before him, he felt a chill race down his spine. There were no words to describe this moment.  
 
    “Welcome Your Majesties, Stravad Leaders, and Daman Ambassadors to the First Council Meeting of the Seven Protectorates,” he said, his voice trembling with emotion.  
 
    A few of the Kings smiled and glanced at each other.  
 
    Kazarien swallowed. “Today we gather to affirm the treaties that will bind our kingdoms to one another from this day forward. We come to create a central government and to elect a leader who will represent the entire region. In addition, we welcome the Ambassadors from the Tridarn. The treaty with the Daman is one of defense and trade. From this day forward, any enemy of the Daman is an enemy to us all, and likewise. In addition, trade exportation from the Tridarn will continue as in the past. In all other things the Daman and the Daman kingdom will function as a separate entity from the Seven Protectorates, except in the choice of a leader. We have all agreed that those gathered around this table shall be responsible for nominating and confirming the one man who henceforward shall represent us all.” 
 
    Kazarien fingered the gavel. “We gather here in this hall provided by the Kingdom of Voltarian, behind banners woven from Zenoradel wool. The gavel in my hand was manufactured in Temeron, and the parchment before you pressed from Karhartadon trees. The quills in your hands are from Yonartison, and the ink in your wells from Denortosal. The goblets were blown by Daman craftsmen and” Kazarien smiled. “the brandy in those goblets came from Trendaria.” 
 
    “Hear! Hear!” said Kalahar, reaching for his and taking a drink.  
 
    The others chuckled amicably.  
 
    Kazarien set down the gavel and leaned on the table. “We have all contributed to this council, just as we will all contribute to the unity of our region. The task before us is not a simple one. We must elect a leader who will act for the good of each of our kingdoms. He must be learned, tolerant, and unbiased. He must have an understanding of history with an eye toward the future, and he must be a man of unparalleled integrity. Finally, he must be a man we can unanimously elect because our union will only succeed if each of us is committed to its success.” 
 
    “We have made magnificent strides in this last year. The idea of uniting under a central government has not always been looked on with favor. Not only have we accepted the necessity of our union, we have embraced it. But our progress has not ended there.” He motioned toward Thalandar and Alina with a smile. “We have extended our union to the Stravad capital whose form of government differs from our own. We have accepted their system of co-leadership, going so far as to allow a woman to serve on the council.” 
 
    Frasan gave a snort and Lovan arched an eyebrow, but neither said anything. They knew they would be overruled.  
 
    “I ask that our selection of a leader be as unbiased as our other proceedings have been. I ask that we view prospective candidates on the basis of their qualities rather than their experience, realizing that this new position will be a learning experience for all involved. It is with this hope laid before you that I now move to the next part of our meeting – the selection of a Lord of Loden.” 
 
    With a final look around, Kazarien took a seat. Silence reigned. A few of the Kings shifted in their seats and Kalahar continued to drink from his goblet, but no one spoke. Kazarien felt his stomach drop. If there were no nominations, there would be no progression. And he didn’t feel comfortable making the first nomination.  
 
    His eyes shifted to Thalandar, hoping the Stravad Leader would come to his rescue, but before he could make eye contact, Lovan raised his hand.  
 
    “Lord Lovan?” 
 
    Lovan pursed his lips and fingered the edge of his goblet, then he lifted his eyes, fixing them on Kazarien. “I know I have accused you of orchestrating this to promote yourself, Lord Kazarien,” he said with a heavy sigh. “And I am well aware you have reason to take exception toward my behavior of the past, but I hope that is behind us now. That said I truly feel you would be the best candidate for this position. It has been your vision from the start and I think you should see it through.” 
 
    Kazarien’s lips parted in surprise, but before he could respond, Niron spoke, “I second that nomination.” 
 
    Kazarien gave the Daman a smile, shifting his gaze to the King of Voltarian. “I am honored, Lord Lovan and Ambassador Niron,” he said, “but I never lied to you when I told you I did not seek to be ruler of the region. That does not mean I won’t offer my experience nor my advice, we all must for this to succeed, it simply means that I want to go home. I want to go back to Trendaria.” 
 
    “Hell yes!” came Aziak’s voice from the spectators.  
 
    Everyone laughed and some of the tension eased in the room.  
 
    Lovan indicated his understanding with a nod of his head. Silence once more fell in the room. Kazarien was not a little surprised when Maleki lifted his hand.  
 
    “Lord Maleki?” 
 
    The King of DiNolfol shot a nervous glance around the room as if he expected the other kings to rebel, but they simply studied him with curious expressions. Maleki shifted his gaze to Kazarien. “I would nominate” His voice faltered and he cleared his throat. “I would nominate Tasamer Haldane as Lord of Loden.” 
 
    A few of the spectators gasped, Sanari as well, while Kazarien shot a glance at his second. Tash didn’t seem much surprised by the nomination, his grey eyes narrowed and a smile touched the corners of his mouth.  
 
    The King of Denortosal raised his goblet.  
 
    “Lord Kalahar?” Kazarien said.  
 
    “I second it.” 
 
    All eyes in the room turned to Tash as he rose to his feet. He looked at Kazarien, waiting to be recognized.  
 
    “Tash?” said Kazarien.  
 
    “Thank you, Lord Maleki,” he said, nodding at his father’s old friend. “And you, Lord Kalahar, but I must also decline.” He held his arms away from his body and the emerald glimmered from the hollow of his throat. “I am no statesman. I am a warrior. I’d make a terrible King.” 
 
    There were a few laughs, but the rest were silent. Kazarien suspected they saw how difficult the task was going to be. It wasn’t an attractive position. It meant a lot of work since whoever accepted it must define the role with a lot of negotiation. Kazarien knew it wasn’t a position he would even remotely consider.  
 
    His eyes cut to Thalandar again. He had to admit to a little advanced planning. Thalandar met his look with an inward smile, then he lifted his arm.  
 
    “Stravad Leader?” 
 
    Thalandar pressed his tongue against his teeth, pausing for dramatic effect, then he cleared his throat. “I nominate Taverand of Nogatav,” he said.  
 
    Kazarien held his breath, glancing at Tav from the corner of his eyes. The other Kings seemed equally stunned as they considered this latest nomination. Finally Horatem lifted his arm.  
 
    “Lord Horatem?” 
 
    “I second it.” 
 
    Kazarien shifted his gaze to Lovan. The King of Voltarian had his hand folded over his mouth, his eyes narrowed in speculation. Kazarien knew Lovan was clever enough to see the advantage for himself having the Lord of Loden as a son-in-law.  
 
    Shooting another look at Tav, he saw him glance at Penara, then lean forward. Kazarien immediately reached for the gavel and struck it twice before Tav could recover from his shock.  
 
    “Let’s put it to a vote. Lord Kalahar?” 
 
    Kalahar glanced around in surprise, his goblet poised before his lips. He lowered it and studied Tav briefly. “Agreed.” 
 
    “Lord Maleki?” 
 
    Maleki nodded, then remembered himself. “Agreed,” he said.  
 
    “Lord Lovan?” 
 
    Lovan gave Kazarien a wry smile. “Agreed,” he replied.  
 
    “Lord Frasan?” Kazarien held his breath. He wasn’t sure about this one.  
 
    Frasan narrowed his gaze on Tav, glanced at Lovan, then rolled his eyes. “Agreed,” he said.  
 
    “Lord Horatem?” 
 
    “Yes, agreed.” 
 
    “Stravad Leaders?” 
 
    “Agreed,” replied Thalandar.  
 
    “Agreed,” said Alina.  
 
    Tav’s mouth fell open and he shot a terrified look Kazarien’s way. Kazarien crooked an eyebrow at him, then turned his attention to the Daman.  
 
    “Ambassadors Niron and Ason?” 
 
    “Agreed,” they said in unison.  
 
    Kazarien set the gavel down once more and reached for his goblet, lifting it into the air. “Trendaria is also in agreement, which makes it unanimous. Taverand of Nogatav will be the first Lord of Loden.” 
 
    The other Kings and leaders reached for their drinks and applause sounded from the spectators. Kazarien took a sip of his drink, then rose to his feet, motioning for Tav to rise as well.  
 
    Tav didn’t move for a moment, simply sat and stared, but Tash shoved him in the shoulder. As he rose to his feet, those gathered around the table and those in the spectator seats also rose, applauding his progression to the head of the joined tables.  
 
    Tav’s complexion was ashen when he stood before Kazarien. “I can’t do this.” 
 
    “Yes, you can,” Kazarien said over the noise from the gathering.  
 
    “I don’t know how to be a king, let alone rule a region.” 
 
    “You’ll have more than enough teachers, Tav. None of us know how to do this. We’ll learn together, but I have faith in you.” 
 
    “Kazarien…” 
 
    “Come, you’ll do fine. You’ll have a lot of people behind you. Think of what Maleki accomplished in his time and with less experience. And of course you’ll have your father-in-law breathing down your neck, plus the legacy of your fathers to draw upon. You are as well prepared as you can possibly be.” 
 
    Tav shook his head and opened his mouth to protest, but nothing came out. Kazarien laughed and placed his own goblet in Tav’s hand. “Take a drink. Lord Kalahar swears by it. Then let’s close this deal. Come now, we’ve done it before.” 
 
    Tav’s fingers curled around the goblet and he shook his head again, but he turned to face the table a moment later. As Kazarien moved to the chair reserved for Trendaria, his eyes met Tash’s. Tash gave him a smile and a quick salute.  
 
    Kazarien saluted him in return. He had always known he’d pledge his allegiance to Kiameron’s son someday, he just hadn’t known which one.  
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    Tav stood in the spot that had been chosen for his castle. Beside him, Zarand lounged in the damp grass. Spring had come and the first flowers of the season. Before the passage of another year, this spot would be teeming with people.  
 
    Tav drew a deep breath and lifted his hand to clasp the new locket that lay in the center of his chest. A make-shift town had sprung up down river, a tent city where Tav and others now lived awaiting the completion of his new home. Kazarien was still with him, but Thalandar had returned to Temeron. Lovan made a regular trek to the encampment to see his daughter and offer his advice. There was still a lot of work to be done before Tav assumed the role of Lord of Loden and he suspected he would have to travel to each of the Kingdoms in person, but the foundation had been hammered out in Voltarian a month before.  
 
    Included in those deliberations was the seat of Tav’s rule – within sight of Mt. Askar for practical purposes, along the Longan, across the rivers from Yonartison. Trade routes were even now shifting to include this area in their sweep and soon the post would be set up on a regular run.  
 
    ‘So what have you decided to call it?’ intruded Tash’s thoughts.  
 
    Tav turned, smiling at his brother. “Zelan,” he said. Zarand lifted his head at the sound of Tash’s approach and rolled to his feet with a groan of exertion.  
 
    Tash sank his fingers in the lion’s mane as the cat butted him in the chest with his head. “What does it mean?” 
 
    “It’s Orahim for the Center.” 
 
    Tash quirked a black brow. “Ah, rather appropriate.” 
 
    “I thought so.” 
 
    Tash’s eyes lowered to the locket at Tav’s throat. “I see Zhera has been here.” 
 
    Tav fingered the locket again. “Yes, but she’s going to return to Temeron with the next trade shipment.” 
 
    “Can I see it?” 
 
    Tav’s hand closed into a fist around it. ‘I don’t want to hurt you, Tash,’ he thought.  
 
    ‘Hurt me?’ 
 
    Tav nodded, but he pulled the locket off his head and extended it toward his brother. “I asked her to make a portrait of our mother as well.” 
 
    Tash’s hand faltered as he reached for it, but he took it a moment later, flicking it open. He stared down at the two portraits inside without speaking.  
 
    Tav held his breath.  
 
    Finally he looked up again and snapped it closed, holding it out to his brother. “She’s very talented,” he said, resting his hand on Zarand’s head.  
 
    Tav slipped the chain over his neck again and settled the locket beneath his clothing. “She is.” Then he turned away. He had been worried about Tash’s reaction, so he was willing to let the topic lie, but when Zhera had told him she would replace the locket, he couldn’t resist having his mother added to it. Oddly enough it comforted him to see his parents together. Yet he knew Tash wouldn’t feel the same.  
 
    He looked out over the river again.  
 
    ‘Are you all right?’ came Tash’s thought.  
 
    ‘Yes, but I still can’t believe what’s happened.’ He shifted back to face his brother. “I don’t think I can do this, Tash.” 
 
    Tash smiled. “Of course you can and you won’t be doing it alone. Kazarien will stay until the building starts and then he promised to return before it’s finished. Maleki has offered his help and I’ve no doubt Lovan will be here constantly, more than willing to jump in at a moment’s notice. Then there’s always Yonartison right over there.” He pointed to the distant shore of the river.  
 
    Tav snorted. “What comfort that is.” 
 
    Zarand padded over to the shade of the river bank and collapsed on his side, his eyes falling shut. Tav watched him for a moment, then sighed. “I need to get back to Penara,” he said. “She hasn’t been feeling well lately.” 
 
    He caught the lift of Tash’s brow. “You don’t say?” 
 
    Tav frowned. ‘What?’ 
 
    Tash shook his head with another smile. “You’ve never done anything by half measures, you know that.” 
 
    “I don’t understand.” 
 
    “Did it ever occur to you that she might be pregnant?” 
 
    Tav felt the blood drain from his face. As a matter of fact, it hadn’t. He’d been rather preoccupied trying to figure out this Lord of Loden thing. “Eldon’s star” 
 
    Tash chuckled. “Let’s get back,” he said, motioning downstream. “I came out here to tell you that Marri and Grondi have just arrived. Grondi wants to know if you’ll have a spot for our aunt in your castle.” 
 
    “Come, Zarand,” said Tav, falling into step at his brother’s side. The lion gave another weary groan, but he rolled to his feet again and padded slowly after them as they started walking. “Of course I’ll have a place. I want them to live with me. I want all of my family here.” His steps faltered and he glanced over at his brother. “You’ll be here too, won’t you? I need you here, Tash.” 
 
    Tash nodded. “I resigned my position with Kazarien the day you became Lord of Loden. I’ll be here, Tav, but I won’t live in a castle.” 
 
    “You won’t?” 
 
    Tash shook his head. “Castles and I don’t agree, but I’d take a house on the grounds if you’re so inclined to build me one.” 
 
    “A house? With Sanari?” 
 
    “Of course with Sanari, what did you think?” 
 
    Tav shrugged, laying a hand on Zarand’s back as the cat came alongside him. “You haven’t asked her to marry you yet.” 
 
    “Just because I’m not as reckless and impetuous as you are, doesn’t mean I won’t get around to it eventually.” 
 
    ‘What if someone beats you to it?’ 
 
    Tash halted. “Who? Alina has agreed to accompany Kazarien to Trendaria, so my only rival has been removed from the field.” 
 
    ‘There might be others. I just think you ought to ask her and be done with it. We’ve all known it was coming for months now.’ 
 
    Tash started walking once more. “I’ll ask her when I’m good and ready. I’m not going to go off half-cocked like you do.” 
 
    “I never do anything half-cocked” 
 
    “Yes, you do. You’ve been like that your entire life. For an intelligent man, you’ve never really given anything the proper amount of thought” 
 
    “Don’t berate me for knowing what I want. You are always so afraid something better might come along that” Tav’s voice trailed away.  
 
    Tash had stopped walking again and was listening intently.  
 
    ‘What’s wrong?’ Tav thought.  
 
    Tash glanced up, his expression sheepish. “I just thought I heard our father’s laughter.” He shook his head, lifting his hand to touch the emerald. “Crazy, huh?” 
 
    “Not really, the Norrad says that there are two planes of existence and that at times the two touch. Where they touch, a person might” He hesitated.  
 
    Tash motioned with his hand. “Go on, I’m listening.” 
 
    Tav frowned. “You are?” 
 
    “MmmHmm,” answered Tash.  
 
    Tav sank his fingers in Zarand’s mane and drew a deep breath, then he gave a bark of laughter. “I forgot what I was going to say,” he answered. 
 
    Tash’s eyes widened, then he started laughing as well. Together they continued walking along the river toward the encampment to meet their aunt and uncle. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 EPILOGUE 
 
      
 
    Soren sat in the sand, watching the little boy playing in the surf. The child knew not to go too far and right now, he was preoccupied with a seabird that he’d called down from the sky. Soren watched as the child knelt in the sand and extended his hand toward the bird’s downy breast. The bird let the child stroke it and Soren could hear the bubble of laughter that left the little boy’s lips. His own lips twitched into a mockery of a smile.  
 
    He schooled his features a moment later when the hooded and cloaked figure sat down beside him. He wasn’t surprised by this appearance because he’d felt the man approaching, but apprehension skittered along his nerve endings just the same.  
 
    “Soren,” came the deep voice from beneath the cowl.  
 
    “Nazar,” Soren answered, resisting the impulse to look his leader in the face.  
 
    “I trust all is well with you and the boy.” 
 
    Soren gave a minute nod, his eyes narrowing on the small figure in the sand. “And with you?” 
 
    “As well as can be expected. Spring is here.” 
 
    “So it is. This is one of the first warm days we’ve had.” 
 
    The Nazar folded his dark hands over his tented knees. “I have news from Loden.” 
 
    Soren gave nothing away, but his heart sank into the pit of his stomach.  
 
    “Erram has been defeated,” replied the Nazar casually.  
 
    Soren swallowed hard, his eyes fixed on the child. “Defeated, not destroyed?” 
 
    A sound of contempt escaped the cowl. “No, not destroyed. Kiameron’s son proved as weak as his father.” 
 
    Soren’s jaw clenched tight. “What does that mean for us?” he said, nodding at the boy.  
 
    “It’s too dangerous to return him to Loden now, or even bring him to Chernow. He’s still too young to begin his training. The fools in Loden appointed Gava’s kin to be lord over them all.” The contempt dripped from Andoloshian’s voice. “They appointed Gava’s kin and yet they would question me and those under me.” 
 
    Soren risked a look at the other man, but he could see nothing except shadow beneath the hood. “Question you?” 
 
    “They demanded to know why we allowed Erram to escape to Mt. Askar and wanted to examine the backgrounds of those Nazarien chosen to guard him. Tiros had apparently been aiding Erram all along.” 
 
    Soren’s brow lifted. “I never did trust Tiros.”  
 
    Andoloshian’s hands tightened into fists on his knees. “He was one mistake, but it isn’t nearly as great as appointing Gava’s kin Lord of Loden.” 
 
    “Perhaps not, but you’ll need to make peace with him, won’t you?” 
 
    “Peace, but I won’t risk the child. You’ll have to keep him here a little longer.” 
 
    Something eased in Soren’s chest. He drew a breath and continued to watch the boy.  
 
    “You keep him isolated from the Humans here, don’t you?” questioned the Nazar after a moment of silence. “I don’t even want him speaking Nevaisser.” 
 
    Soren closed his eyes briefly. “You don’t know how hard that is, Andoloshian. He is an exceptionally clever boy. He picks up language on the street and people are drawn to him. I keep him isolated as best I can.” 
 
    “Drawn to him? What do you mean?” 
 
    Soren shifted and met the Nazar’s gaze. He could just make out the glimmer of his blue eyes beneath the hood. “I mean people are drawn to him. They stop me in the streets to look at him, talk to him. No matter where we go, they follow us with their eyes, and then I must earn a living some way. I’m not much equipped to do anything besides fight, so I fish. To get fish the markets will buy, I have to go out in a boat.” He nodded toward the ocean. “I won’t risk the boy. It’s too dangerous, but I hate leaving him here alone.” 
 
    Andoloshian’s brow furrowed. “Alone? Can’t you find some Human crone to watch him when you’re gone?” 
 
    “How? She’d speak to him and he’d learned the language. He understands more of it than I think you’d want.” 
 
    Andoloshian’s gaze narrowed until it was a mere slit of blue light. “Perhaps this mission is too difficult for you. Perhaps someone else should take over.” 
 
    Soren’s mouth went dry and his heart skipped a beat. He swallowed and turned away, his eyes searching and finding the boy. For a moment he couldn’t answer, emotions were racing so high inside of him.  
 
    “He’s known only me his entire life,” he said softly.  
 
    Andoloshian shrugged. “No matter. He’ll adjust to someone else.” 
 
    “Don’t do this, Nazar,” Soren whispered. It was as close to a plea as he’d ever uttered. “I have done everything as you said. Do not rob the boy of the only comfort he’s ever known.” 
 
    “If you are not up to the task, Soren, I will have no choice. I am needed elsewhere. The situation in Loden has me more than a little worried and I can’t be playing nurse-maid to you for the next few years while we wait for him to reach a trainable age. It is important that you not fail me, that you follow my directions to the letter. The child must be kept isolated. If he draws attention when you are out with him, do not let him leave the place where you live. If he is so clever as to pick up language simply by hearing it, do not let him hear it. And never let him use his power. He must never become reliant on it, ever. If anyone found out who he is, they would either seek to destroy him or enslave him. No one can know. No one can find out the truth. Do you understand?” 
 
    Soren nodded, his eyes drifting away. He wasn’t sure how the Nazar’s plans were much different than anyone else’s might be, but he wasn’t going to argue again. He couldn’t risk losing the boy.  
 
    As if he read Soren’s thoughts, Andoloshian leaned closer, his eyes blazing with an inner light. “And you must not begin to think of him as your own. He is not your son. He is not your child. He belongs to the Nazarien.” 
 
    Soren sucked in a ragged breath and nodded. “I understand and I will do as you say.” 
 
    Andoloshian studied him a moment longer, then his attention shifted to the boy. “Call him here. I would see just how clever he is.”  
 
    Soren cupped his hands around his mouth and called to the boy. The child rose immediately to his feet, the bird taking off in flight. He watched it soar away, then he ran up the beach to where the two men sat. Before he got there, however, he slowed, his eyes shifting to Andoloshian warily.  
 
    “Come here, Eladra,” said Soren, motioning him forward.  
 
    The child came to Soren’s side, resting a hand on his shoulder, his eyes still fixed on the Nazar. His trousers were soaked to the knee and he had a smudge of dirt on his cheek, but Andoloshian drew a startled breath as he looked at him. Soren hid his own smile. He was used to such reactions when people saw the child for the first time.  
 
    Although he was only four and small for his age, the boy had a singular beauty about him. His features were perfectly proportional, his cheekbones high, his coloring dark. His little limbs were straight and sturdy and strong, but it was his eyes that captivated people the most – a blue so bright, so clear they shone.  
 
    Andoloshian pushed back his cowl so he could study the boy more closely. The boy studied him in return and it was impossible not to see the intelligence in his expression. Soren knew he wasn’t afraid, he’d rarely seen the boy afraid of anything, but he had a healthy wariness of strangers. Soren guessed it was because so many people followed him, watched him, studied him that he knew not everyone could be trusted.  
 
    “Come here, child,” said Andoloshian.  
 
    The boy’s eyes cut to Soren’s face. Soren nodded at him. “It’s all right, Eladra. This man is the Nazar, the head of our order.” 
 
    The boy looked at the Nazar through his thick, black lashes, then moved to stand before him. Andoloshian’s eyes searched the child’s face and the boy watched him in return. Andoloshian lifted his fist, but the boy didn’t move away.  
 
    “What do I have in my hand?” 
 
    The boy’s eyes shifted to Soren and he drew a deep breath, then he looked at the ground beneath his feet. “I don’t know,” he said quietly.  
 
    Andoloshian glanced at Soren as well, but Soren was watching the boy. “You can use your power for this, Eladra. I give you permission.” 
 
    The boy licked his lips and shifted weight, then focused his attention on the Nazar’s hand. “A stone that glows,” he answered, looking up at the man holding it.  
 
    Andoloshian took a breath and his eyes widened. “What color is it?” 
 
    The boy blinked lazily. Soren knew this was too easy for him. He’d tested the breadth of his powers himself and they were greater than any Soren had yet seen.  
 
    “Black.” 
 
    Andoloshian opened his palm, revealing a black lodegem. Soren fought a smile. “Bring it to you without touching it,” the Nazar ordered.  
 
    The boy shot a glance at Soren and Soren nodded. Narrowing his eyes, he concentrated on the gem. Soren could feel the pulse of psychic energy between the child and the gem. Then the gem rose into the air. Blue eyes intense, the boy brought it through the air and lifted his own hand, closing his fingers around it.  
 
    Andoloshian gasped and dropped his fist, but he said nothing for a moment.  
 
    “Have you learned your numbers yet?” he asked finally.  
 
    The child nodded.  
 
    “I’m thinking of a number. I want you to read my mind and tell me what it is.” 
 
    Again the boy turned to Soren for permission. Soren hid his feelings of pride. “Go on, Eladra.” 
 
    He took a deep breath and shifted his gaze to Andoloshian. A moment later, he lifted a grubby fist and rubbed at his cheek. “Seven.” Soren knew he was getting tired of the games.  
 
    Andoloshian’s eyes widened further. “What did you say?” 
 
    The boy’s hand dropped to his side. “You’re thinking of the number seven,” he answered in perfect Nazarien. Then a mischievous look entered his eyes and a smile quirked at the corners of his mouth. Soren fought a grimace. He knew what was about to happen. “You also think I don’t look much like my father and are wondering if you shouldn’t take me to some place called Chernow. You’d like a glass of brandy and a steak and” 
 
    “Enough!” snapped the Nazar.  
 
    Soren lowered his head to hide his smile. The boy simply stared at Andoloshian with a bland expression, then he held out his hand. The black lodegem lay in his palm.  
 
    “Would you like your rock back?” he asked calmly.  
 
    Andoloshian’s lips parted on a gasp. Soren kept his head down.  
 
    “Keep it,” said the Nazar, then motioned toward the surf. “Go on back to whatever you were doing. I am finished with you.” 
 
    An ebony brow lifted over a cerulean blue eye, but the boy said nothing. Soren was grateful for the small reprieve, but if the Nazar thought he was finished with this one, he was sadly mistaken. The child never caused Soren a moment of trouble, but he was more clever than anyone Soren knew. He wasn’t going to be easy to tame.  
 
    “Go on, Eladra,” Soren said quietly.  
 
    The boy glanced at his guardian, then turned on his heel and raced back toward the surf. The two men watched him for a moment in silence, then Andoloshian exhaled.  
 
    “He is very powerful.” 
 
    “Yes, he is,” answered Soren.  
 
    “And bright.” 
 
    “He is that.” 
 
    “And I fear difficult to control.” 
 
    Soren met Andoloshian’s gaze. “He has never given me a moment of grief in four years. He does not whine, he does not cry, and he does not disobey.” 
 
    Andoloshian’s brows lifted in speculation. Soren blinked his eyes slowly and kept his features neutral, but he couldn’t deny the feelings of pride and affection inside of him toward this small boy. He hadn’t expected to love the child like a son, but he had.  
 
    “Yes, Andoloshian,” he said after a pause. “Yes, he is going to be difficult to control.” 
 
      
 
    THE END 
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