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Characters in this book


Banderos

Gerwal-  strongman who took over the territory after the collapse of the Old Empire


Seventh, in charge of southern station

Eighth- same mother 5 to 8 

Ninth- a scholar, the Banderos Scribe, married 4 kids

Tenth –

Eleventh- a herder with the cattle and sheep

Twelfth- a herder, works with 11

Thirteenth- runs the bakery, married, 2 kids

Fourteenth- works with the roaming guards, captain of the border stations

Fifteenth- roaming guards, works at border stations, 

Sixteenth – died in an argument with First

Seventeenth-  in charge of vegetable crops

Eighteenth- vegetable crops

Nineteenth-  does border patrols, works with the organization

Angel- married to Loyal Hawker, two boys, Francis, aged 4, Gerwal aged 3 

Rascal or Twenty-Fourth-  works for Nineteenth in Banderos military

Runt or Twenty-Fifth-  training for Scribe to work for Nineteenth

Baby or Twenty-Sixth – youngest Banderos son

Willa- 6th wife

Loyal Hawker, married to Angel, runs the Banderos organization

Adoni/ Adoniram- Loyal’s assistant on his hawker’s tour, a Legitamian 

Adar Silva

Shazad, Major General, took over the ousted Adar Silva army when General Haig died

Sommerset, capital of Adar Silva, where Emperor’s Headquarters was located, centre of Empire, destroyed by fire during battle with Carlton, book 6

Emperor Carlton controls the city

Bieter, Carlton’s valet and assistant

Judson Lanser, Carlton’s Advisor, uncle to Cownden Lanser

General Paynter, head of Carlton’s army

Major Morris, works under Paynter

Nazur

Nazur territory, west of Banderos land

Nazur, Orde, son and heir after killed his father

Khandarken

Abe Farmer, runs Farmer Holdings which is owned by himself and his sister Beth, fighting arts specialist, runs training centre in Deep Creek, married to Julianne Adjudicator, has a son Davies

Bethlehem Farmer, married to Dante Regiment, has a son and a daughter

Cownden Lanser, former Chief Constable of Khandarken, now Leader of Khandarken, son of Jessalyn Lanser and Emperor Aqatain

Frank Maude, Governor of Southern Territory, works under Gen. Paulo Regiment 

Malahide, administrative assistant to Dante Regiment, gruff and demanding

Regiment, General Paulo, head of Khandarken military, semi-retired, assistant is Reginald Scribe, father of Dante Regiment

Regiment, Major General Dante, de facto leader of the Khandarken military, son of Paulo, married to Beth Farmer

Stuke, Damian, son of Dr Harris Stuke, brother to Selanna Nettles, who is wife of Cownden Lanser

Jiran

Jirani tribes, Penrhy, Shafoneur, Moiselle, Valoskis, Woodruggs

Shandro, Sovereign of Penrhy tribe

Shafoneur

Amroliwala, Sovereign of tribe, works with a team of 7 Counsellors

Camil, lives in Children’s Corral after found abandoned

Ms Nadia runs the Children’s Corral

Counsellor Abdalla

Counsellor Bilal

Farooq, General of Shafoneur army

Kadir, Scribe to Amro, uncle of Qasim  

Mehmood, son of Sovereign, died in a riding accident.

Qasim, nephew of Scribe Kadir

Taslim, daughter of Sovereign Amroliwala
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Chapter One

Nineteenth began his customary tour around the Banderos territory. Regular workers made their rounds, leaving from the various border stations to patrol the boundaries, but he liked to have a look himself to see what was working, what wasn’t, what had changed since his last tour. He was the nineteenth son of Gerwal Banderos, who had taken control of this unclaimed territory near the end of The Last War, when things were still in an uproar as the Old Empire disintegrated.

Although there had originally been twenty-six Banderos sons, the number was much less now. Each one of them had a job—Scribe, vegetable gardens, patrols, border station duty, bakery, militia. It was a well-organized system that had benefited the whole family.

As Nineteenth Banderos emerged from the forest on his way to the northern border station, he immediately reined his horse to a walk at the alarming sight that appeared in the valley below. His young brothers, Rascal and Runt, were riding behind, accompanying him on his rounds, and he heard the hooves of their mounts slow on the trail. “The Shafoneurs have done it again,” he said, as the herd dogs circled around him.

“Done what?” Rascal pulled his horse alongside. He had always been a curious boy, although not a boy any longer, being all of twenty years old now.

Nineteenth pointed to the herd of cattle grazing in the field below. “See the difference in the stock? Our cattle are brown and black, with thick curved horns. But there is a whole slew of other animals there, with tan and charcoal-coloured hides and longer pointed horns. They’re Zebu cattle. Note the hump on their backs. When we get closer, I’m betting we’ll see the Shafoneur brand on their hides, the crossbones they use to mark their animals.”

“Yah,” said Runt. “I’ve seen their brand before. Looks quite different from ours.” The Banderos brand consisted of a round-cornered square, a replica of the shape of the territory they held, with a large letter B in the middle. “I don’t get it, though,” he continued. “Why would they bring their cattle to our land? We could just seize them, and they’d never get their animals back.”

“I think it’s because of your irrigation programme,” Rascal contributed. “Our fields are more heavily grassed, and the feed is richer. Their cattle are going to gain weight much more rapidly.”

Nineteenth grunted in frustration. The work to irrigate their fields had been backbreaking. He’d spent months, along with some of his brothers and many of the farmers who occupied areas of their territory, digging the shallow ditches that would funnel the water from a nearby river onto the fields. The last thing he wanted was their neighbours taking advantage of all that effort. “We can’t make enemies of the Shafoneurs,” he cautioned. “They supported us strongly during the Emperor’s attempt at invasion of our territory. We have to give them credit for the number of fighters they sent in our defense.”

“Yah, but that was three years ago,” Rascal muttered. “They can’t expect to rely on it forever And Father would just claim them for ourselves.”

“True.” Nineteenth felt his lips twitch in an attempt to restrain a smile. Rascal was nothing if not impatient. “On the other hand, the Emperor is now well ensconced on our border with Adar Silva. We’ll need all the support we can get when things change, which I estimate might be soon.”

Runt nodded soberly. “I’ve heard those rumours, too. More dispossessed arriving all the time. The number of aircarts flying along our eastern border is alarming. No one knows where they’re going but if I were in Khandarken or Jiran, I’d be worried.”

Nineteenth glanced at his brother. “No one ever said you were dumb, Runt.” He watched the youthful face turn red. He took the reaction as a signal he should pay a little more notice to this younger brother, give him some encouragement. In a family the size of theirs, with so many brothers competing for notice, it was pretty hard to attract the right kind of interest.

Looking back to the field below, he said, “Lets ride on and see if Fourteenth is at the northern station today. He may have more information about what’s going on with the Shafoneurs.” Fourteenth Banderos was Captain of all the border stations and usually had a good handle on conditions around their territory.

“But my inclination is to return the cattle to the Shafoneur tribe,” Nineteenth continued, “with a warning that we’ll have to keep them the next time. They shouldn’t be surprised. I’ve already travelled north to return some of their cattle. There just haven’t been this many straying onto our land before. When I travel this time, I’m going to insist on speaking to Sovereign Amroliwala Shafoneur, to ensure he’s aware of what’s going on.”

“I wouldn’t mind keeping them anyway,” Rascal murmured. “They’re a strong and sturdy breed of animal. They have the stamina to range far and wide, and they stay healthy even in the driest of fields. Have you seen the grazing land in South Jiran? It’s amazing the cattle are in as good shape as they are.”

Nineteenth chuckled. “Let’s hope the bull is busy doing his duty amongst our herd while they‘re here. Our crop of new calves in the spring will probably benefit from his activity. We’ll see how many Jirani beef we get.”

Runt turned red again, and Nineteenth grinned to himself. This brother, at eighteen, was just hitting the years of maturity where he was facing the task of sorting out how things worked between a man and a woman. There was a Clone shed at the Banderos compound, but he had never visited, as far as Nineteenth was aware. Maybe it was time.

Living in an area where women were scarce, Nineteenth still had hopes himself of marrying someday, as a few of his brothers had done, and producing children. It was just hard to imagine it happening, when so far he’d been unable to find a woman of his own.
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Chapter Two

“Governor Frank Maude.”

General Paulo Regiment looked up from the parchment document he was examining at his blackened desk as Reginald Scribe ushered Maude into his Regiment House office in the City, capital of Khandarken. Frank looked older than the last time he’d seen him. He walked with a limp, an injury from the Last War, Regiment knew, and his back now had a slight stoop to it, whereas in the past he’d always stood military straight.

The Governor stopped in front of Paulo’s ancient wooden desk, the lion heads with a gold pull in the mouth mounted on the front of each drawer, and gave him an enquiring look. “I hope you were expecting me, General. I sent a request for an appointment and this was the time I was given.”

“Of course, Frank. Come and sit down.” Paulo stood from his rubber-plastic office chair and extended his hand. Maude gave it a firm shake, which he found reassuring. Regiment had been so startled at Frank’s appearance, he’d begun to wonder if it was time to replace this man as Governor of the Southern Territory of Khandarken.

Leading the way, Paulo escorted his guest to a pair of lounging chairs facing large plexi windows overlooking the Regiment House gardens. He waved Frank to one chair, easing himself down into the other. “Tea, Scribe,” Paulo called. “And brandy.”

Reginald bowed low and smoothly exited the large office into the front entry. He could be heard calling the kitchens on his beltlink for some refreshments.

Paulo turned to the Governor. “Let us not be so formal, Frank. Call me Paulo.” He smiled and felt the curled skin on his cheek pull from the effort. Mildred told him he didn’t smile often, which was probably true. His face had been badly damaged from the technical blast that had finally ended the Last War. He didn’t feel like smiling often, and the condition of his twisted and shriveled skin didn’t encourage the action. It was a wonder any woman, let alone Mildred Hart, the mother of Puntledge Hart, chief justice of Khandarken’s court of appeal, would be interested in him. Although being General of the Khandarken military might have something to do with it....

He focused on Maude, who was adjusting his eye patch, another injury from the Last War. They had all been damaged by those never-ending battles. His gut tightened.

“It’s good to see you, Frank,” he said. “You don’t come to the City often.”

Frank grinned, showing yellowed teeth. “No, I stay in the territory most of the time. Usually too much going on to stray far from Deep Creek.”

Paulo nodded. “I know the feeling.” He leaned back in his chair as Scribe approached with a tray and began to set out bowls of tea and a brandy decanter. He added plates of croquenuts and biscuits. When he was finished, he bowed low and pulled his robe aside to smoothly stride from the room.

“Help yourself, Frank. Here, let me.” He poured brandy into two bowls and handed one to his companion.

“This is quite a garden you have here.” Maude gestured with his bowl toward the window. Rows of blooming plants showed, behind which were positioned sun chairs and umbrellas. An outdoor seating arrangement occupied the centre of the area, situated beside a small pool.

“Yes, when Dante and his family are here, they often eat out there in the warmer weather.” He turned to Frank. “I’m assuming you’re here to discuss the new activity among the dispossessed that are coming out of the hills.”

“Yah, partly.” Maude took a sip of brandy and let out a sigh as he sank back in his chair. “I’ve been thinking of a different way to approach the issue.”

“Okay, well that would be welcome. The method we’ve been using since the end of the War hasn’t worked well.”

Maude gave a nod. “That’s my opinion too.”

“So, what are your thoughts?”

“I think we should form a Foreign Legion. The dispossessed would have to apply to join like anyone else. They’d go through the process of getting their official ident, and whatever else was needed. We’d have doctors and military people do an assessment of each applicant to determine if they meet the criteria we set out. They wouldn’t all qualify, of course. Many are too badly damaged. But there might be other roles for those men to play.”

Regiment gave him a surprised look as unease swirled in his gut. “A Legion?” He took a sip of brandy.

“Think of it this way.” Maude leaned forward for emphasis. “What if General Barrington of Legitamia or Emperor Carlton recruited all the dispossessed? Or even worse, if they both did? We’d be like sitting ducks in the middle of a war zone. We’d be ripe for the plucking, with armies to the north and the south. Why not take advantage of these men? Most of them have already served in the military. They have some training under their belts. Further training would only make them stronger and more capable. Now, they aimlessly roam the hills around Khandarken and Adar Silva, looking for a purpose. Let’s give them one.”
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Chapter Three

Regiment finished his brandy and set the bowl down with a soft thud. “Maude, you haven’t changed. I remember how resourceful you were in a firefight during the War, as well as in the midst of planning the battles. Now about this—” He paused to wipe his mouth. “I’ve been thinking something along the same lines. Although my thoughts went more toward how to use the dispossessed as a fount of physical labour. But I agree that they’re a ready source of soldiers and either of our neighbours would be more dangerous with those men in their camp rather than ours.”

Maude shrugged his shoulders. “I don’t honestly think Legitamia is much of a threat.”

“No. Barrington is under too much pressure from Sturridge over his northern border to think about starting a war with us. It’s the southern threat from Carlton that’s more imminent.”

“What do you think about the Adar Silva situation?” Maude’s expression was impassive, but his single eye was fixed on Paulo’s face.

“I think Carlton is stuck. He took over Sommerset three years ago in his failed attempt to reclaim the Empire. He hasn’t been able to make any headway since.”

“He probably thought he was going to take up where his father left off,” Maude muttered. “But the Emperor’s Palace burned down in the midst of the first battle.”

“Yah, must have been a shock to his ambitions.” They grinned at each other.

Maude quickly sobered. “The dispossessed are coming out of the hills in record numbers. Someone’s put out a call for them.”

“And not just in the south,” Paulo added. “The other territories are reporting the same level of activity.”

“Is it Carlton, do you think?”

“Probably.” Paulo ran his fingertips over the twisted skin on the side of his face. “His problem is, he can’t pay them or feed them, doesn’t have the resources. But we could...” He let the idea simmer between them for a few moments. “I like your thinking on the issue, Frank. This just might work. We’d have to run it by the Board of Representatives, of course.” His mouth turned down in a disgruntled frown. “Thank the gods we have Cownden Lanser in there as Leader and not that nervous ineffective fellow, FitzGibbon.” Cownden Lanser had been Chief Constable of Khandarken when he ran for Leader and won in the last election.

“And thank the gods, we’ve had Aird confirmed as the replacement Chief Constable. He’s a good man.”

“Right you are.” Paulo nodded. “We’d still have to present the plan in a way that clearly shows the advantages for Khandarken. Lanser can’t pass a motion on his own, he needs a majority of the Board to come along with him. But I think there are a lot of upsides to this. I hear from the Adar Silva military that they’re being worn down where they currently exist in the wilds south of Sommerset. They don’t have the population behind them anymore, because the citizens have scattered since Carlton’s invasion. They don’t have the support to pay their men. Some of their soldiers are joining the dispossessed in the hills. Imagine— a country’s army falling apart and becoming part of the dispossessed before they’re even defeated on the battlefield.”

“Yah,” said Maude. “We better make a plan to help deal with that as part of this endeavour. Once the Adar Silva army disbands, Carlton won’t have any problems to his south, which would be bad for us. Then he’ll be looking north to our border in the Hawker Hills.”

“True.” Paulo poured himself another shot of brandy. “There’s also the Banderos territory and the Jiranis. But we have a formal agreement with each of them. If a fight starts, we’ll be sucked into it, whether or not the New Emperor comes straight at us or up our western border through Banderos and Jirani territory. I’ll pull Dante in to work on this plan with us. As head of Khandarken military defense, he’s one busy man. By the way, how are things at Banderos Holdings these days? That’s your nephew running the establishment, isn’t it?”

Frank gave a pleased grin. “Things seem to be going well for Loyal. He and Angel have been to Deep Creek to visit a few times in the last couple of years. They have two children now, both boys. One called Francis.”

“Named after the uncle?” Paulo chuckled. “That’s a good call on their part.”

Frank inclined his head, colour high in his face. “Thank you. My sister is pleased and spends time down there. Loyal mentioned she wanted them to call the second son ‘Jade’ after her deceased husband, Loyal’s father, but there is no way in hell he’s willing to do that. That son’s name is Gerwal, after Angel’s father.”

“Jade Hawker was a vile man,” Paulo muttered.

“More or less what Loyal said.” Frank shrugged.

“I’ve been lucky Dante married and is giving me grandchildren, two now, a boy and a girl, although Bethlehem is already flowering again from the look of her. I’ll have to warn Dante to take it easier on her. Women are scarce and at their most vulnerable when pregnant or just after childbirth.” He glanced over his shoulder at his companion.

Maude had flushed a dull red. Frank’s son, Sable Maude, had been betrothed to Bethlehem Farmer before Dante Regiment stepped in and married her himself, but it was common knowledge that Sable preferred boys. He was currently an outlaw living on the Legitamia border, and a warrant had been issued for his arrest should he ever enter Khandarken again.

Paulo sighed and changed the subject. “Now that we’ve taken the village of Discovery back from Carlton up on our northern border, and the population has been able to return home, I don’t know if he has troops still sitting in that corner of Legitamia, waiting to strike again. If I were one of the Jirani tribes out on the plains, I’d be worried about that issue.”

Maude sipped some tea, his eye on the brandy decanter. “Apparently, there was a small contingent of soldiers left behind to keep the area under Carlton’s control, or so I heard. The Penrhys and the Moiselles teamed up and cleared them out. They did it so quickly, General Barrington didn’t have time to react before they were back inside Jiran again. But that leaves a few more dispossessed roaming the border hills, no longer part of Carlton’s army.”

“Right, back to the Foreign Legion idea.”

“There’s another sign of events heating up.” Maude laid his ankle across the opposite knee and threw a handful of croquenuts into his mouth, crunching down on them. “Loyal says there’s a stream of people travelling through the Banderos territory heading north to Jiran or Khandarken. They seem to be coming out of Sommerset. They’re sometimes mounted on horses or mules, many are walking. They trundle their possessions behind them, too well dressed to be dispossessed. And they often have wives and children travelling with them.”

“That’s alarming. Is Carlton taking over their homes?”

“Could be. Don’t know for sure. But people are definitely on the move. I imagine they’re migrating to avoid the next war. Can’t think what else it would be. As a result, Loyal is strengthening his patrols around the Banderos territory. There’s too much activity to ignore, he says. A lot of aircart flights along their common border with Khandarken, and disruption from Carlton’s troops at the Adar Silva border.”

“What does your brother say?” Frank Maude’s brother ran a small string of hotels in Adar Silva, several of them in the city of Sommerset.

“Connor has mentioned business is booming in the south, where many people have fled the capital and now seek accommodation. But in Sommerset itself there’s no business to be had. Let’s face it. The dispossessed don’t have any more money than Carlton does.”

“Things are heating up,” Paulo muttered. “We’d better be ready.”
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Chapter Four

“Father!”

Amroliwala Shafoneur slowly turned his head. He’d been watching the bubbling fountain in the small garden visible through the plexi window of his office. His daughter sounded unusually impatient. How often had she called him? Lately, time seemed to slip by without him noticing. He looked back at the fountain, but the sun had shifted and the water was in the shade now.

“What is it, Taslim? What has you so anxious?”

She sighed. “Father, Scribe has need of your guidance. He’s been asking for permission to enter your office and prepare some documents, but you haven’t replied.”

Amro glanced down at his voicelink where it lay on the side table. Tapping the screen with a long fingernail, he saw there were five messages from his Scribe and two from his daughter. These voicelink gadgets were new to the Shafoneur tribe, only recently available since a communications tower had been installed by Khandarken in the Hawker Hills to the west, giving access to connections for most of south Jiran.

“Why didn’t Kadir just knock on the door?” he asked. “That’s what we always did in the past.”

“I know, Father.” She unclipped her voicelink from the belt of her pants and glanced at the screen. “But he’s been going back and forth with Sovereign Shandro Penrhy’s Scribe, Wakeland, on a couple of issues in the agreement they are preparing in case of war. He tried to bring you into the conversation with his voicelink.”

“Why are you wearing that outfit? I thought we discussed how you were to dress and you agreed to show a little more respect.” He frowned at the sight of her pants, ire rising in his chest. Taslim was his only surviving child. He hadn’t bothered to remarry after her mother died. He was too tired, too beaten down by everything that had happened in the last years. At this point, the very idea of another war was more than he was willing to contemplate.

His daughter had been betrothed to Sovereign Shandro Penrhy at an early age when Shandro was still Prince, and her future had been settled. But then her older brother died in a fall from his horse during some Jirani riding games, changing everything. Prince Shandro had foregone the betrothal and married Princess Chinata, Emperor Carlton’s half-sister. The future of the Shafoneur tribe had been thrown into chaos, and he was not in any condition to address those issues.

He glared at his daughter, trying to remember the topic of conversation. “Father,” she said, “We agreed I would dress more formally when we had visitors to our compound, but I was free to wear three-quarter pants and blouses with three-quarter length sleeves when we were here alone. They are much more comfortable.”

“Of course, I remember now.”

He ignored the strange look she gave him. Taslim was a pretty girl, her black glossy hair long and wavy, little wisps of curls framing her pixie face. Her dark eyes had a distinct slant to them that invited those around her to treat her as a child. But she was no pushover. Anyone who got to know her soon found there was a backbone of steel inside that youthful feminine body. It used to drive him crazy when his children were growing up. She’d been very difficult to manage, especially after her mother was gone. Now he was surprisingly grateful. Taslim stood at his back, stalwartly supporting him as he managed the tribe and slipped into frailty.

“Father, did you have a nap today?”

“No, I did not,” he snapped, glowering at her.

His show of temper didn’t seem to deter her. “Didn’t we decide you should have a daily nap?” she said, looking concerned. “You’ve been tired lately and we talked about it. You agreed you would benefit from some rest.”

“I thought you said Scribe needed me.”

Sighing, she turned to the door. “Yes, Father. Scribe would like to see you. Does he have your permission to enter?”

“Send him in, Taslim. I’ll see him now.” Amroliwala straightened his robe and settled back in his chair. “What is it, Kadir?”

He watched Scribe move into the room and bow low. “Have a seat, Kadir. You may go,” he informed his daughter, waving her away. She left, softly closing the door at her back.

“Sovereign Amroliwala,” Kadir began, studying the infolink in his hand. “Sovereign Shandro Penrhy is moving ahead on these agreements he has pledged to each of the Jirani tribes. The rumours are rife of a coming war. Carlton is rattling his sabre and the Moiselles and Penrhys have just completed a foray into Legitamian territory to clear out the last of the Empire troops lurking there. There are many signs of unrest and pending military action. He feels it is incumbent on the Jiranis to be united and working with a clear and strong mandate before anything further should happen.”

“I see.” Amro ran a thumbnail down the stitching in the front of his robe. “I fail to see the rush. We have the Banderos territory between us and Emperor Carlton, not to mention the Nazur tribe. Quite an aggressive group of men, the Nazurs. We need to constantly keep a patrol along our southern lands, on the lookout for any and all encroachments.”

“True, Sovereign,” Kadir continued. “But it is also important for the Shafoneurs to be in tight alignment with the Penrhys. They are the largest and most powerful tribe in Jiran, as you are aware. And if Carlton ploughs his way through Banderos land, we are next in his sights. We need strong backup available. And don’t forget, Sovereign Shandro’s brother is head of the Moiselle tribe. They are fierce fighters. Best to keep them onside, as well.”

“Fierce, indeed. Why, I was in a firefight one time with the Moiselles against what are now called Legitamians, and I couldn’t believe the body count. It was as if they all thought they were invincible, just flung themselves into the battle...” Amroliwala saw the look of astonishment on Kadir’s face and realized he’d gone off topic again. Taslim was always reminding him to stay focussed, or people would think he’d lost his wits. His fear was, he was losing his mind a little more each day and there didn’t seem to be a thing he could do about it. If he could only concentrate a little more....

“So, what is the issue with Sovereign Shandro’s agreement?” he asked.

“There are a couple of things,” Kadir replied. He scrolled down his infolink. “Right here...”

“I can’t read those crazy things,” Amro protested. “Show it to me on onionskin.” He dropped his hand to his hound’s head and scratched behind its ears as the animal moaned low in its throat.

“Very well, Sovereign,” Scribe said, rising and respectfully bowing to him. “I will be right back.”​
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Chapter Five

Nineteenth tightened the cinch on his saddle and shoved a knee into his steed’s side to release some air. Then he tightened the cinch again, testing that it was secure, and mounted the horse. He was ready to ride out with Rascal and Runt, along with three patrol guards Fourteenth had provided from the staff at the northern station. He clicked his fingers, motioning the herd dogs forward.

“Don’t know why we need so many men,” Rascal muttered. “There are fewer than forty Shafoneur cattle, along with two bulls. We could easily handle it ourselves.”

“True.” Nineteenth spoke between clenched teeth. Rascal had been mumbling his comments all morning, and he was losing patience with him. “Three of us could herd the cows north, once we cut them out from our cattle. But I’m not totally confident of our reception from the Shafoneurs, so I want to be prepared. And we may run into some of Nazur’s men. They haven’t been entirely civil since First and Fifth tried to run a scam on them a few years back. He killed them both, remember. Best to recall that Orde Nazur is not our friend.”

“Yah,” Runt grunted as he swung into the saddle. “The southern station just sustained an assault last week. It was more a threat than an actual attack, but it was definitely backed by the Nazurs.”

“That’s right,” Nineteenth said. “Keep your wits about you. Let’s get these cattle rounded up.”

Soon the six men headed along the trail to the irrigated field where the herds were grazing.

“By the dogs of hell,” Nineteenth swore as he reined his horse off the track and down the hill. “I think there are more Shafoneur cattle here than last time we looked.”

Using the hounds, the men spread out and cut the Zebu cattle from their herd, urging them into a huddle to the side of the field. By the time they had them surrounded, the dogs nipping at the heels of any animals reluctant to leave their field, Nineteenth had counted sixty-two cattle. Several were young calves, no older than a day or two, stumbling along beside their mothers. Those would certainly slow them down on the trek north.

Nineteenth yelled, waving his arm toward the Shafoneur land as the others fell into formation around him. Runt yipped whenever a cow stopped or turned to head back, until the cattle formed a moving pattern, men riding both sides of the herd, dogs patrolling back and forth at the rear, ensuring none were left behind.

Rascal rode up beside him and slowed his mount. “How far is it?” he asked. “How long will it take to get them home?”

“Depends on the weather,” Nineteenth replied. “If we have good days, it will likely be three days there, probably two days back. If it starts to rain heavily, we can end up with chaos. I’ve seen it before. The cows don’t like travelling in rain. We’ll see. This time of year, it’s unpredictable.”

“What if we run into the Nazurs?” Rascal looked worried. “Or the Shafoneurs aren’t friendly and accuse us of stealing their cattle?”

Nineteenth reached across to slap him on the back. “Don’t worry, Rascal. Weather is likely the worst thing we’ll have to contend with. Watch for that bull.”

One of the Zebu bulls was heading off in a different direction, several cows following behind. Rascal spurred forward to turn him back, but the bull stopped, spread his hooves and tossed his head as if threatening to charge. Nineteenth whistled for the dogs and trotted over to deflect any action that might injure his brother. The hounds soon whipped the cattle back into the pack and they carried on.

That evening, Nineteenth called an early halt. His men were not seasoned herders, though they conducted weekly patrols around all the Banderos border stations. Tonight they had arrived in a shallow valley large enough to enclose the animals during the dark, which seemed a good place to rest. When they stopped, the two little calves were trailing well behind the pack, crying aloud for their mothers.

He ordered camp to be set up. The men unloaded the food rations and lit a fire, while he set the dogs to patrolling the herd. Once everyone had eaten, he delegated patrols—two men at a time, for two hours each, then they were to wake the next set of men and lie down to rest. He took Runt with him for the first shift.

As they rode slowly around the herd, it appeared most of the animals had bedded down for the night and the dogs followed at the heels of their mounts. Now and then a dog would dart forward to nip at an animal moving off by itself.

“What kind of danger are we guarding against?” Runt said. “Why the patrol?”

“Well, we don’t want the herd to move off during the night, do we? Then we will have lost them and would need to ride hard in all directions to catch up with them again. We also should keep an eye out for the mountain lions. They usually live in the hills but have been known to come down to hunt cattle when they’re hungry. And we have to watch out for thieves, right? Guard your property, because no one else will.”

“Yah, but these cattle aren’t our property, are they? They belong to the Shafoneurs.”

“Right. And we’re trying to do the right thing by returning them. See, last time I took cattle back to this tribe, I sensed something was wrong. I wasn’t allowed to talk to Sovereign Amroliwala. The fellow who dealt with me and took possession of the cattle was rude and obnoxious. Instead of thanking me for returning their animals, he brushed me off, implied I might have stolen them, then turned his back and walked away. Have you ever had dealings with the Jiranis?”

Runt shook his head.

“Well, I have, a few times. They pride themselves on their courteous manners. They’re easily offended themselves, and don’t try to insult you unless there’s a purpose for it. So, my question became, what was this guy’s reason for trying to offend me? I think he didn’t want me to know what was going on with the Shafoneur tribe.”

“And the fact more cattle have shown up in our territory just confirms it,” Runt declared. “Something is off with the tribe, because they aren’t looking after their animals.”

“Good thinking, Runt. You’re smart. I definitely think something is off. For them to let the cattle wander like this is new. They didn’t use to operate this way. Whoever is in charge of herding their animals is no longer doing his job.”

They rode on in silence, as Nineteenth contemplated what he might learn when they arrived at the Shafoneur compound.

“What do you think of how our own territory is run now?” Runt asked.

He turned in surprise but couldn’t make out his brother’s expression in the dark. “You mean, since Loyal Hawker married Angel, and took over?”

“Yah, do you like it, or do you think you should have been chosen to lead the organization?”

Nineteenth laughed. “Are you genuinely interested, or are you trying to stir up some controversy?”

“I want to know what you think.” Runt sounded affronted at the question.

“Calm down,” he said with a grin. “I was just checking. I like the way things are going. I like Hawker—he’s smart, connected to important people, organized, and has the backing of the Khandarken military, which we’ll need if Carlton does what I think he’s going to do, which is try to take over our land. This whole area has been at war for many years, as long as I can remember. There’s no reason to think it’s going to end soon, not with Carlton hovering to the south and the northern country of Legitamia in upheaval. And who knows what might be happening to the west of us? But when people start travelling through in hordes, coming out of Adar Silva like they are now, you know something is about to happen.”

“Yah, I guess so.” Runt sounded mournful.

Just then, one of the dogs growled and Nineteenth reined to a halt. “What’s that? What is it, boy?”

“That one’s a girl,” Runt whispered.

Nineteenth smothered a laugh. “Shut up,” he muttered. Glancing around, he said, “Do you see anything?”

The dogs were staring off to the left, the hair on their backs raised in an alarmed ruff. “Maybe a mountain cat.”

“There.” Runt pointed. “I just saw his back and long tail travelling through the grass, heading away from us.” The herd began to move around in alarm, lowing softly.

Nineteenth took a deep breath. “Glad I brought the dogs. Horses don’t have the same intuition.” Just then his mount whinnied and reared beneath him. “Okay, maybe I was disrespectful,” he murmured as he wrestled his horse back under control. “Let’s see if we can find anything.” He rode off, chasing the shadow of the cat, with the hounds darting ahead, until it was clear the animal was long gone.

“We’ll calm the cattle down,” he said, leading Runt back toward the herd. “Best to get at least a couple of rounds completed before we wake the next team of men.”
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Chapter Six

Taslim left the entry of the compound and made her way to her father’s office, holding her robe aside as she walked. Her maid had let her know they had a visitor, which is why she was appropriately dressed, and not wearing her usual pants and blouse. When she knocked and opened the door, Father and Scribe were deep in discussions of the amendments to the agreement proposed by Sovereign Shandro Penrhy. They raised their heads to gaze at her in surprise, as if they had never seen her before.

“Father,” she said, putting her hands together and politely pressing her thumbs to her forehead as she bowed. “I’m sorry to interrupt. Please forgive me, Kadir. But there is someone who wishes to speak to you, Father. He is waiting in the entry. Just so you know, Qasim is there as well. He followed this man into the compound and was spouting some nasty comments when I left. I couldn’t persuade him to leave again. You know what he’s like.” She gave Amroliwala a meaningful look, which he returned with a nod.

That was a good sign, and she felt her throat relax. Father was present today, and he was aware of what a pest Qasim had become. It frightened her when she didn’t have Father’s steady hand at her back, especially when she had to deal with her second cousin, once removed. Lately Qasim had gotten more and more belligerent and forceful with his opinions and his actions. As she thought about it, this was not recent activity. It had begun just after her brother, Mehmood, died. Did Father understand why he was doing this? They needed to have a conversation about it.

Kadir, their Scribe, was knowledgeable and supported her in a number of ways when Father was not able to, but he didn’t have the authority needed to pull Qasim into line. It was only Father who would be able to accomplish that task.

Amroliwala frowned as he shuffled a stack of onionskin together. “Who is here, Taslim, that you would interrupt us in this way?”

“It is someone from the Banderos Territory. I didn’t get his first name, I’m afraid. Qasim interrupted and became quite belligerent. I must return to the entry before something unforeseen happens. Will you see him, Father? It has something to do with our cattle, apparently.”

“Yes, of course. I’ll catch up with you later, Kadir. We have to get this agreement sorted out.”

“Of course, Sovereign.” Kadir pressed his thumbs to his forehead and bowed his way out the door.

“All right, Taslim. Bring in Mr. Banderos, if you please.”

“Thank you, Father, I’ll be right back.”

When she returned to the entry, Mr. Banderos was still where she had left him, leaning against the wall, his arms folded across his broad chest and his ankles crossed. His large boots were made of thick leather, the metal clips cleaned and shined. He was studiously ignoring Qasim as he paced up and down in the wide entry, muttering invectives under his breath.

Banderos spotted her as she entered, and a smile curled his lips. “There you are, Ms Shafoneur, I was afraid you had gotten lost in the hallways of this impressive compound.”

She stalled and felt her face flush as she attempted to decipher his meaning. Ah, he was being humourous. It wasn’t likely she’d gotten lost in her own home. He meant he wasn’t sure she would be returning. And meanwhile, poor man, he’d been subjected to Qasim’s sarcastic soliloquy. What had her cousin been saying to him? Nothing good, she was sure, or even true, but most probably embarrassing.

“You may go, Qasim. Those are Father’s instructions,” she said.

Qasim glared at her, then marched to the door, slamming it behind him as he exited. That was a surprise. He’d actually gone. She’d asked him to leave before going to see Father, but he’d refused. She’d file the event away for future reference.

“Mr. Banderos, I’m afraid I did not hear your first name.”

He bowed low. “It is Nineteenth,” he replied, the smile still in place. “Not an auspicious name, but my own, none the less.”

Nineteenth? Very unusual, but perhaps he was named after someone in the family. “And I am Taslim,” she said, her head high. “Father will see you now. Please follow
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