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			To my kids. 
May they love the world as much as I do.

		

	
		
			
“Judge a man lightly for his thoughts and judge him evenly for his words, but judge him harshly for his actions.”

			-Prince Kelland Trulin 
of Trulin

		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			The tent set along a track in the northern reaches of Espar was more familiar than any hall or manor. After just under a year of marching through the countryside and wilderness, the green canvas and white ash wood shelter smelled of battlefields and smoke, which was home for Tohmas. It had survived the damp of river crossings, the ice of the Northland’s tundra, and the wind of a hesitant spring. In the far north, the season was colder than he was accustomed to. Snow clung to the shadows of the countryside.

			Victorious, the army’s march headed south toward kinder weather. In thanks, Tohmas knelt before his altar of Inac, his sword SoulBurner reverently placed atop it. Despite the traditional prayer he recited, his mind remained elsewhere.

			The army would reach the city of Narsol tomorrow. Prince Sol had gone ahead, and now messengers were wearing a new road through the hills connecting the army to Sol’s manor in the walled city. Tonight, Sol’s runner had reported the city ready for Prince Dragal’s funeral.

			The invitations Tohmas had asked Master Kitable to send to the many Princes of Espar had done their duty. All fourteen princedoms had a representative in a single location for the first time in known history. It was not always a region’s ruling prince, but Tohmas was satisfied by the assortment of relatives or lords sent instead. The number of Princes of Espar was equally unprecedented.

			Sol was humble in his letter, but Tohmas knew the prestige of hosting such an event was sure to be significant. They were there for a funeral, yet they would leave at the start of a new era or a new war, whichever Inac willed.

			The dampness of the ground cut through his breeches as he knelt before the flickering flame of the altar, having insisted the servants keep the damn meeting table on the waggons and leave him be. He had no plans for formal conversations tonight. His soldiers knew the camp routine well enough to no longer require directions. Carsh, his brother by deed but not by blood, had gone down into the Rydan side of camp in search of company. Like most Rydans, Carsh was still celebrating the sacking of Arcott and the death of the Prince of Barlaby. The Rydans were looking forward to their next battle and would have grown restless should the rumors reach them that the war had ended.

			Carsh’s presence among his fellow Rydans had another purpose; he would beat down any suspicions of peace, just as Darknim DoomDragon did for the Northlanders. Keeping to themselves, the Esparans were the only ones yet to be told the truth. Tonight, they relaxed and looked forward to the prospect of real beds the next night.

			Tohmas let them keep their illusion. Spies could not hide among the Rydans or the Northlanders, but a well-placed traitor among the main forces could learn too much from the Esparans. He had to wait before informing his Esparans of the grander plan.

			Finishing the prayer, Tohmas leaned back and turned his attention to the three piles of painted stones arranged at his knees. The largest pile to his left did not require organization. The markers of the princedoms he knew and controlled were a heap. He’d laid out the other two piles, so each colored symbol faced him, ready for his consideration.

			“Always so hard at work,” an alto voice said from the other side of the tent.

			Instinctually defensive, Tohmas tensed before fully recognizing the voice. He stayed his hand, leaving the sword on the altar, and turned respectfully to face her, still on his knees.

			The Goddess of Fire lay sprawled on his bed, one hand draped comfortably over the edge. Her attire was one part elegant and one part scandalous, ranging from golden chainmail draping her upper arms to a skirt cut for riding but too shear to protect even her modesty. One hand was gold-tinted, but her other glinted like glass. She seemed thinner, her dark blond hair taking on a red hue in the candlelight. Her clothing was partially transparent, but he was grateful for even that slight cover. He had seen her without any coverings; no conversation was possible then.

			He had come to expect the goddess’ visits since they had left Arcott and would have been disappointed if she had failed to attend tonight. Before that, she had appeared to him sporadically, although most commonly after battle celebrations. With the frequency of her presence now, he had ceased worrying about being caught with her. Everyone, from Tohmas’ brother to the princes who had marched with him in the Northlander War, knew that the candles after sunset were his time. They did not know why, but they knew not to intrude.

			There were nights when she came as the Lady of Lust and others when she was the Bitch Goddess. Most visits were from the Warrior Queen aspect of the Goddess of Fire, although some elements of the Lady of Lust shone through all her manifestations.

			He forced his stare away from her, feeling desire rise.

			“Is this what you wish of me tonight?” he asked. The time was short to finish his plans for each princedom, but even a Prince of Espar obeyed his Goddess. She would know best how to utilize the time he had left.

			She slid from the bed and onto gold-touched feet that made no sound despite the assortment of bangles decorating her ankles. She wore no sword tonight.

			“No, no other plans, Champion,” she cooed, her accent slipping from southern to strongly Lourite. The shift reminded Tohmas of his training with Chief Tamv when he had been coached to trade his Rydan accent for a Galanth one that better suited his Esparan blood.

			Inac approached, and Tohmas lowered his head. When she touched his shoulder, her hand was frigid. It had burned before; perhaps it changed on her whim. He took the cold to mean he had to finish the matter at hand, not to be distracted by the increasing need her long, graceful legs stirred in him.

			“Your allies number the greatest,” she said softly, keeping him on task.

			Tohmas’ eyes went to the pile on his left, the stack representing the princedoms he had already brought under his control. Among them was a quartz stone he had selected as Darknim DoomDragon’s marker. He had thrown aside the stones representing Barlaby, Meloch, and Tanble, as Darknim had conquered those princedoms before Tohmas had brought the Northlander to his side.

			“Show me,” Inac said, the accent now nearly Rydan as she paused behind him.

			He felt her gaze on his back, like a candle’s heat behind him, as he gestured at the first pile. “The sons of Zayban are already mine.”

			“The three that live, yes,” Inac replied. “But Sol and Barnon are not the force their brother Dragal was. And the third son is yoked to your blood by a dead marriage. The hold is brittle.”

			The word “marriage” was bitter. Her realm was lust, not the sweet love of her sister goddess, Ocea.

			Tohmas’ stare went to the brown and white stone representing his uncle-by-marriage. “Prince Deiton is a coward with no heart for fighting. He will follow where the sons of Zayban lead,” Tohmas said.

			Beside the stone was Dragal’s blue and yellow stone. “Dragal’s sons-in-law are taking his place, keeping the family strong. Sol says they will divide Clandac, but I have a better offer for them. This much is simple. We have the north and center of Espar between us six.” The quartz stone in the pile was key. Darknim knew the offer Tohmas intended to make. He had already approved the plans for Dragal’s heirs.

			“You did right to finish off Prince Dragal,” Inac said, her voice husky. “Now we can press on without interruption.”

			She knows. Of course she knows. Dragal had sought death, although he had never explicitly requested it from Tohmas. Still, Tohmas had provided it. He had been well within Rydan customs and laws, and he doubted the Northlanders minded, but the Esparans would be outraged if they knew he had stabbed an arrow into the back of a Prince of Espar. Princes did not kill princes. They did not see that illnesses needed purging. In their eyes, Tohmas had committed murder. He had no intention of telling any Esparan about it.

			Inac was the Mistress of Justice; her approval freed him of all guilt.

			“I am glad you approve. My uncles would damn me should they discover it,” Tohmas said.

			“Their hands are no less blood-stained. They were the death of Prince Marfaie. But he was a traitor to his title as a prince,” Inac said. It was strange to hear the name spoken aloud; Rydan tradition insisted the names of the damned should never be spoken aloud. Tohmas presumed Inac did not care, being a goddess.

			“You did right. And they did right. Vengeance can be just.”

			Vengeance, in the form of slow maiming and starvation, had left the corpse of Prince Marfaie at the border to Solta. Starvation was traditional for traitors in Espar.

			He had slain four princes now, one by choosing not to act, one by poisoning, one by respecting the man’s request for relief, and one by giving him over to his enemies. Only a mild sense of guilt remained for the first. None of the others upset him.

			“Now, your enemies?” Inac asked, her hand siding behind his neck to rest on his left shoulder. The scar there tingled, bringing Prince Dorakon of Gaidol to the forefront of Tohmas’ mind. His eyes went to the white stone with the blue center.

			“Prince Dorakon hates me. I won the bet and made him look like a fool. He will fight me.” Leaving Dorakon’s stone where it lay, he picked up the green and yellow stone beside it. “Prince Neillen is tied closely to his brother, so I expect him to follow Dorakon and set Nothor against me. But Neillen did not come for the funeral. He sent an emissary, Lord Garmont, who will soon marry Prince Neillen’s sister-in-law.” He paused for his thoughts to coalesce. The connections between lords and ladies of Espar puzzled him. Instead of assessing a hierarchy of skill, as he had in the Outlands, he memorized bloodlines with little understanding of their importance.

			Maybe he could find leverage somewhere in those connections. “And Damoria,” he finished, listing the last stone in the right-hand pile, “has a feud with my princedom that goes back two generations. Prince Wevan has sent his son. Apparently, the last time the young Warrah and I met, I bloodied his nose, and he gave me a black eye.” Tohmas smiled. Although he did not remember the encounter, he appreciated the simplicity of their relationship.

			Inac lifted her hand from his shoulder. The chill lingered. “And the others?”

			A yellow stone with a grey anvil for Lour, a blue stone with a red bird for Polthian, and the white stone with the brown horse for Trulin lay between the two piles, unassigned.

			“We will see,” he said.

			She came around, standing before him. Like her feet, her legs were gold-tinged. He could see up to her hip through the long slit of her crimson skirt.

			The chill left his shoulder, heat rising instead. It started in his chest and moved down suggestively like a lover’s caress.

			“You will suffer for this quest, but it will be for the best.”

			Since the first night he had seen her red dress in a Rydan shella, Tohmas had felt her will in everything he had done. Chief Tamv had presented the idea to go into Espar, but Tohmas had heard the echo of Inac’s will in his voice. The time was ripe now, even it if was earlier than any of them had expected. That was because of her assistance. She was ready to lead him on. With her at his side, he could do anything.

			When she beckoned, Tohmas came to his feet. Physically, she was a head shorter than him, but in her presence, he felt small.

			“Give me SoulBurner,” she commanded, and he immediately retrieved his enchanted blade from the altar and dropped to a kneeling position to present it to her. Although the sword would only glow red when held in his grip, its enchanted aura filled the tent when her hand wrapped around the hilt.

			His soul stirred to see her standing with the green and silver blade flickering flames in hand. It marked the first time he had seen the sword from a distance, and he now found himself cowed by it. He felt like a brand had been laid on his soul.

			“I have a final task for you,” she announced, and he adjusted to a Rydan-ready stance with one leg bent and his knee not quite touching the ground. “Your undertaking must have an heir, Champion. This realm I created must stand. You must have a son.”

			Inac was goddess of war, fury, justice, and passion. He had not expected her to comment on matters of family.

			“Is it not Ocea who would need to give her blessing?” he asked.

			Inac tossed her hair in the firelight and sneered with a dismissing wave of her hand. “Fine, fine,” she said indignantly. “Ask her permission. Fall in love, if you want, Champion, even marry. You will always belong to me.”

			He bowed his head in acceptance. Into the silence, he spoke the prayer of Inac.

			By the time he had finished, the blade lay on the ground, and the goddess was gone. The heat through his body dwindled and then vanished. A damp chill again filled the tent, his knees wet from kneeling and growing cold.

			But his soul still felt bound to her, and his heart locked onto the command as he re-sheathed the sword.

			He would have an heir. He had to have a son. If that were so, then, by Esparan, Rydan, and Northlander law, he had to marry. Only then would a son be his heir as well.

			The thought confused him. He knew war well. Women were easy. But a wife?

			He had come to no conclusion by the time he changed the light on Inac’s altar and slept.
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			Lance stood when the dapple horse arrived, as did the crowd of protectors who had been waiting. The camp was being struck around them, the familiar motions of the well-traveled forces predictable. But before they made the final approach to the capital, the protectors would spar. That tradition began when the Prince of Galanth arrived on the sparring ground.

			The emptied farmer field outside the camp defenses had been trampled flat by protectors, Tohmas’ closest defenders, in the thin light of the late spring sun. So long had Solta been war, the field was fallow, if muddy. While it was an excellent sparring ring, the terrain also made a good breeding ground for flies. Clouds of the pests were emerging in the chill of the morning, leaving the protectors swatting and cursing.

			Lance’s blue and white tabard of Gaidol stood out starkly among the green and silver of Galanth, but he was at home with the protectors now. For a season, Lance and his Gaidolon guardsmen had fought side by side with the Galanth soldiers.

			“You look unusually fresh and clean,” Lance said, squinting up in the early light at Prince Tohmas. Having left Bolt, his horse, by the ring’s edge, he had a long way up to meet Tohmas’ eyes. Behind Tohmas, Prime Protector Carsh, perched atop his black warhorse Bashuran, snorted. He eyed Carsh’s sour expression. “You haven’t sparred with Carsh this morning,” Lance concluded. “The splint slowing him down? How much longer is he supposed to have it on?”

			The prime protector’s baldrics were filled with knives, but a splint held his right arm from the elbow to the fist. Despite the injury, in typical Rydan stubbornness, he carried a knife in his right hand and wrapped his grass bracelet over the splint. His rank rope, a jaunty new green and black combination, hung from his vest since he lacked armor to strap it to.

			Carsh muttered Rydan curses in answer. Some of the protectors nearby cocked their heads in interest, although how much they understood was questionable. Having traveled with Rydans recently, Lance understood every word. The swearing was particularly vivid this morning.

			“Darak says it’ll be on for five quartercycles. Seven if Carsh doesn’t stop using the arm in practice,” Tohmas said.

			“It’s going to be seven, isn’t it?” Lance replied, stepping back to let Tohmas dismount. Even though he was taller than Lance by two hands and weighed easily twice as much—and all muscle at that—Prince Tohmas had a long way to drop from Schlavarai’s back. Thanks to his experience with Trulin warhorses, Lance felt he had a certain immunity to intimidation from the horse. Schlavarai seemed to know she could not phase Lance and never tried.

			Bashuran, Carsh’s horse, was a different matter. The black stallion puffed up his chest and stomped a foot at Lance’s proximity, but Lance only gave the horse an unimpressed look. He knew Carsh would never allow the threat to be followed through.

			“Probably,” Tohmas answered. He swept the blanket off the horse’s back and handed it blindly to the groom trailing him.

			Carsh grimaced and spat.

			“We reaching Narsol today?” Lance asked once Tohmas had released his horse. The mare took a place beside the ring and nuzzled the trampled grasses in search of new breakfast. When Carsh’s horse tried to join her, she made to bite, and he respectfully decided to graze a little farther away.

			Ready, Lance handed Tohmas a spare sword for the spars between the protectors. Leather coverings could not hold Tohmas’ blade for practice. The enchanted edge cut anything, including metal.

			“Prince Dragal’s funeral is tomorrow,” Tohmas replied, smirking. “We had better reach the capital to attend it, seeing as we have his ashes.”

			Lance joined him as they walked to the sparring area. Four of the protectors, smartly dressed in green tabards and bearing swords and shields, stood rigidly on duty at the corners of the space.

			“Lots of nice dignitaries there, I expect,” Lance goaded.

			“I’m looking forward to meeting them.”

			“You hate politics. What are you looking forward to?”

			Tohmas pressed his lips in a smothered smile. “I’ll tell you more later. Narsol is going to be interesting. Now, shall we get on with this? We don’t want to be late.”

			A short cheer answered from the protectors, cutting off further questions from Lance. They quickly selected their foes for the bout and took to the field.

			He’s up to something, Lance thought. If he did not wish to discuss something among the protectors—allies and friends Tohmas admitted he knew and trusted—Lance had to wait.  

			Besides, Lance was Gaidolon, no matter what relationship the Northlander War had forged between them. As they closed on the southern princedoms, Lance felt the weight of his blue and white tabard more and more.

			It was temporary chaos as each pairing of protectors took to exchanging blows. The thud of covered weapons, interspersed by the clang of metal for those who had chosen bare blades, echoed over the cheering of onlookers. Lance accepted Protector Derry’s challenge and started a spar, thankful he had stretched before the bout.

			Before he or Derry landed a blow, Lance spotted a runner in Galanth colors reaching one of the on-duty protectors. They called Tohmas over in the next moment. After a discussion, the runner left again.

			A covered sword slammed into Lance’s shoulder. He staggered back, slipped, and landed in the mud. When the world re-stabilized, he was sitting in the wet, Protector Derry kindly reaching down to assist him to his feet.

			“Sorry for the hit. I thought you had a block coming around. Would’ve pulled it if I’d known!” Derry said.

			“Got distracted,” Lance admitted, trying in vain to brush off the dirt and ending by smearing it down his leggings. He felt mud squelch against his ankle, the cold goo slipping down his boot. “Not an excuse,” he amended. “I’m out.”

			Derry shrugged and went to seek another contender. He waved his hands as he walked away, having gone through a cloud of flies. On the other side, the protector found Prince Tohmas. In an instant, he had a new challenger.

			Lance sat on a nearby waggon’s bed and put his feet up, hoping to dry them out before the march. He picked up a chew of lavender and lemon from another defeated protector in the hopes of keeping the bugs at bay. Six more defeated protectors had joined him by the time new riders approached the grounds.  

			The tunics of the approaching riders were brown and white.

			“Trulin? What, by the hells, are they doing here?” a protector shouted.

			Although none of them would be pleased by uninvited dignitaries of high enough rank to be wearing a princedom’s colors, Lance doubted the protectors shared his dread. Constant border skirmishes dominated Gaidol’s northern border with Trulin. He had done his share of fighting on the border and had killed plenty of Trullers while they tried to kill him.

			The clatter of weapons came to an abrupt halt, the joviality gone from the morning routine in a flicker. The last to finish was Prince Tohmas himself, who was still sparring.

			Deciding he needed to avoid drawing attention, Lance whistled for Bolt, his stolen Trulin warhorse, and headed out. Sori would have the tent packed already, but he probably had time to swap into dry boots. It was best his Gaidolon blue and white were not seen if Trulin was about.

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			Tohmas had won two spars by the time the new colors appeared among the protectors. Per his orders, a block of his men led the strangers; he could not trust them in his ranks without an escort, even if they proclaimed themselves neutral. When they arrived at the field, the lead rider stepped off his horses to converse with the protectors.

			Greetings should have fallen to Carsh, for the prime protector was officially the commander of all the protectors, but the protectors all knew it was safer to do the talking themselves. The prime protector tended to offend people with his broken Esparan. Tohmas knew it was deliberate, and he was starting to suspect others had figured that out.  

			The colors were that of Trulin, the same colors as the stone he had left between the two piles, uncertain, the night before.

			He decided he would first finish his match. Trulin would do well to see the strength of the Galanth forces without it being a threat to them.

			The only annoying thing was how long it would take at this rate. His opponent’s strike went wide enough to be aimed at the next person over.

			“Just because you have an audience, Protector Derry, does not mean you have to act like an idiot,” he scolded. 

			The next blow narrowly missed Tohmas’ right ear, and the following hit grazed his shoulder through the fabric.

			Tohmas grinned. “Much better!” It had taken him too long to get the protectors willing to fight with him in earnest. He was done with pretenses.

			Naturally, he had to repay the hit, and so he used his shield arm—his strongest—to knock Derry back so that he could slip the training blade across the protector’s leg. He bruised the thigh firmly.

			In the flicker it took for him to regain the ground he had lost during the battering, Protector Derry laughed. “Maybe we should talk to Cutter Darak about this delight you have for pain.”

			They knocked shields, then swords, as Tohmas replied, “Nonsense. I hate pain. I just like knowing you’re skilled enough to hit me.”

			Tohmas moved his bulk sharply left, dropped his shield, caught his protector’s extended arm, and wheeled the man off his feet. Tall as he was, Derry lost his balance. By the time he could recover, Tohmas had a sword at his throat.

			The man glared up at his patron. “That is the third time I have fallen to the whirl! Why do I never see that coming?”

			“Because only an idiot drops his shield during a fight!” another protector said. Protector Linco swung his sword in tease at Tohmas’ now-unprotected left side. The prince brought his sword around, met the blow, turned it, and twisted into a new ready stance facing the thickly-bearded protector.

			“So long as the idiot can manage without one,” Tohmas countered, “what’s the problem?”

			To test him, Linco followed through with a series of swings, but Tohmas’ feet and sword kept him out of harm’s way for all seven attacks. After the seventh, he even managed to get in an attack of his own under the protector’s shield.

			As they paused to acknowledge the winning blow, a light whistle sounded.

			Tohmas immediately checked with Carsh, the source of the warning. The Rydan’s stare was on the gathering of strangers who were, Tohmas cringed to realize, all staring at him. The protector with them raised his chin pointedly, telling the prince they needed him.

			He had to change his mindset deliberately. He was accustomed to battle. This was different.

			“I guess I am out of this running,” he told Linco.

			The protector saluted with a sword in hand and stepped back to let Tohmas go. Carsh slunk into Tohmas’ shadow as soon as he moved, ready to defend him with two knives in hand. It was unlikely to be necessary, but the presence of the Rydan was a great comfort.

			As Tohmas left the protectors to continue their contest, he assessed the visitor. He had been in the Esparan lands for most of a year, yet the Rydan instincts were still there. Who was stronger? Who would lead? 

			The lead rider was a fighter. He was tense, implying with his posture that he was not expecting trouble but would not be caught off guard. He seemed older at first because of his bald head and face, but a second moment revealed that the smooth scalp was shaved. Tohmas had never come across a man having the time, skill, and inclination to shave his head. Tohmas had a general apprehension toward letting anyone with a knife close to his head.

			Beyond the man’s hairlessness, the Truller was unremarkable. His shoulders were broad like those of a young Northlander, but he was lean like a Rydan. His height, even if it was only reaching Tohmas’ nose, was tall for an Esparan.

			“Prince Tohmas of Galanth,” the Truller greeted when Tohmas was within easy hearing distance. “They said you inherited the height of your grandfather Zayban, yet you are shorter than I expected. The stories are calling you a giant of a man.”

			The stranger then nodded to Tohmas, a shortened version of a formal bow that would be more appropriate for a Prince of Espar. The man’s gaze went to Carsh but returned swiftly to Tohmas with effort, politely ignoring the Rydan at Tohmas’ back.

			“I fear Prince Zayban has been dead for too many years for me to know whether the tales of his size were exaggerated. I know not the stories you have heard,” Tohmas said, his Esparan deliberately formal. “I know many have been elaborated upon.” He paused, waiting.

			Into the awkward pause, the man in brown said, “I am Anga Trulin.”

			Tohmas was tempted to feign ignorance. The man was arrogant to give his name and assume it would be sufficient and equally arrogant to be informal with a prince, even if he was of Tohmas’ generation. However, Tohmas did not yet know where the Princedom of Trulin would fall. He had to recognize the name if he wanted their interactions to be favorable.

			“Son of Prince Kelland of Trulin,” Tohmas recited, earning an approving nod. Anga’s name had been one of many Tohmas had memorized in readiness for Prince Dragal’s funeral, and he was glad he had. He suspected that failing to identify his guest now would have been an insult of the highest order. Should something happen to Prince Kelland of Trulin, Anga would become Tohmas’ equal in more than age.

			 “Your timing is unfortunate,” Tohmas said in the breath before Anga replied. “Had you waited another day, we could have met you in Narsol, and you need not have wasted your time traveling out to meet us.”

			“I heard you sparred every morning,” the Truller replied with an eager smile. “Once in the city, I feared you would be too busy for a demonstration.”

			He wants to size me up before others do. It was a very Rydan thing to do; Tohmas approved.

			Putting on the guise of the prince he was meant to be, Tohmas smiled. “Then you are welcome to join in. Covered swords or bare blades as you prefer. The victor progresses, and the loser sits down.”

			Before Tohmas could turn away, Anga said, “I would test myself against you, if you permit, good prince.”

			The nearest protectors tensed, but Carsh snorted derisively. The prime protector turned away, assuming the conversation had ended. He had confidence in Tohmas’ abilities.

			“I welcome the challenge,” Tohmas answered, and the protectors stepped back as Carsh had. Despite his assessment of the man’s prowess, Tohmas did not believe he would be outmatched. “I will need another blade,” Tohmas added, glancing about.

			Protector Derry, rising from his seat as a defeated warrior, presented his patron with his sword. He was not the nearest protector, but the men on duty seemed to think they would need theirs.

			“I heard you had a sword of your own! Something special?” the Truller said with a hollow laugh.

			Tohmas did not hesitate to pull SoulBurner from where he wore it. If the Truller wanted to see his strength, he would show it to him.

			SoulBurner was a carbiron blade—a rare Lourite metal—so polished it glittered silver. Emeralds the size of plums decorated the cross guard, and a final fist-sized gem was set in the pommel. When Tohmas freed the sword of its sheath, the glitter of the green was lost in the fiery red aura that exploded around them. It was a fitting reminder of the creator and giver of the blade, the Goddess of Fire.

			Anga’s expression became neutral. Tohmas recognized the man was concealing his emotions, but he could not see through the façade enough to know what the man truly felt. Envy? Fear? Interest?

			“SoulBurner’s edge,” Tohmas informed his visitor, “cuts through stone and iron. No blade can stand against it, so I must use a spare when I do not want to cleave my opponent from nose to navel. Surely you do not wish it in my hand for a friendly match?”

			Anga’s face finally released, a false smile stretching across his wide cheeks. Although he could not say what the man was thinking, Tohmas was confident the friendliness was a lie.

			“Of course not. As you like, good prince.”

			Tohmas slid the sword away and accepted the well-used sword from Derry. Having SoulBurner hanging on his belt would be a hindrance, but Tohmas would not be without his true weapon.

			Someone else handed him a shield, which he looped over his arm. Although Lord Anga had his secured, Tohmas did not adjust the straps. He could hold it well enough for a short bout.

			“Lord Anga,” he invited, “at your leisure.”

			Although the protectors ostensibly resumed their spars, Tohmas felt eyes on him from all sides as he and the Truller faced off. No one was paying attention to anything besides this exchange. Tohmas waited, allowing the guest to strike first.

			An overhead strike, but the man kept his shield positioned in defense, limiting Tohmas’ options for retaliation. He brought up his sword to deflect his opponent’s, then adjusted the angle when Anga immediately slashed down under the block. Instead of counting on the shield, Tohmas dropped his hilt across the blade and shouldered forward, knocking against the opponent’s shield with his impressive bulk.

			Anga did not shift but instead rolled the hit to one side. The Truller brought a knee up, and Tohmas was tossed off his feet.

			He rolled swiftly to his feet, ready for the next blow. It became a rapid sword-shield-sword exchange, Tohmas matching the speed and ferocity of Lord Anga. On the third block, the Truller stepped back, pausing to reassess.

			Anga had been trying to capitalize on Tohmas’ imbalance, but the moment had passed. They were back on even footing.

			Except this being my third bout, Tohmas realized. Fresh, Anga had an advantage. And he was showing his skill matched Tohmas’.

			This time, Tohmas initiated the exchange, feinting a direct stab. The Truller did not knock it aside with his raised blade as Tohmas had expected. Instead, Anga used his shield, freeing his sword to slice down at Tohmas’ head from an unusual high-guard position. The Prince of Galanth had to abandon his cut with the blade in favor of defense. After three strikes and blocks, they paused again for a breath, their swords held at the ready.

			Anga moved into a high guard position while Tohmas kept his more familiarly low.

			A voice reached them from the sidelines. “Just because you have an audience does not mean you have to act like an idiot!” The protectors watching from the sideline laughed.

			Smiling and shaking his head, Tohmas rotated his left hand, freeing his shield. He had a few tricks left, and the protectors knew it. He had fooled them for most of a season, after all.

			Lord Anga’s expression faltered, his brow creased to lower his thin eyebrows together. “You take such insults from your own protectors?”

			Tohmas, forgoing a reply, lurched forward as if using the shield to bash, but he released it as soon as it contacted his opponent. It hid Tohmas’ left hand as it snatched a dagger from his belt, although his right hand still sliced at the Truller’s shoulder as Tohmas moved around him. Anga blocked and faced him.

			In the pause, Tohmas swapped hands. He fell into a more comfortable style with his sword in his more powerful left and his dagger in his right.

			The exchange picked up speed, Tohmas no longer slowed by the cumbersome shield. The change flustered Lord Anga, who defaulted to more attacks than blocks and became increasingly aggressive. The swords were mirrored, a fact that Anga accommodated poorly. While he attempted to use the shield as a weapon, Tohmas’ constant attacks, split between left and right, kept any blows from landing.

			It was the best workout Tohmas had had in quartercycles!

			“Enough!” a voice cried with enough authority that Tohmas pulled his attacks up short in surprise. He had not heard anyone give him an order in a very long time.

			Lord Anga appeared to forget what he was doing and turned on the spot to regard the spectators. He dropped into a deep bow.

			A new rider had arrived, surrounded by their obvious bodyguard and more Galanth soldiers. The speaker was garbed in perfect brown and white, but his attire went well beyond the utility of a soldier’s attire. Tohmas assigned each visitor ranks based on the horse hair plumes of their helmets; all but one were brown-capped Truller riders, basic warriors. The exception, the speaker, wore a white plume that matched both the chain hung from the helmet across the nape of the neck and the white chainmail adorning his enormous warhorse. The horse, a brilliantly white warhorse, had its mane braided into battle knots.

			The white plume meant “prince” among the Trullers.

			Prince Kelland, Anga’s father. Demons, Tohmas thought.

			Reminding himself that he was a Prince of Espar, Tohmas did not bow. Instead, he and Prince Kelland stared at each other for a dozen heartbeats. He had no idea where to start. Was the Prince of Trulin upset with him, or Anga, or both? 

			Ultimately, Tohmas raised an eyebrow at Prince Kelland, prompting him.

			“I trust Anga has not offended you, Prince Tohmas,” the new arrival groused in a deep baritone.

			Protectors moved in, retrieving the shield and the borrowed sword. Clearly, the bout was ended.

			“I am hard to offend,” Tohmas replied mildly, struggling to get an assessment of the prince facing him. He thought Kelland stoic, although he suspected the prince had let the pause linger to chastise his son. Anga still had not been given leave to stand from the bow.

			Stern? Tohmas thought. The prince seemed passive, but something warned Tohmas not to take him lightly. It was not an overt physical threat, yet there was subtle danger here.

			Tohmas was torn: help Anga and earn support from the next in line or focus on the current, older generation? He had not expected an opportunity to deal with Prince Kelland so soon.

			“Have you come to join us?” Tohmas asked, leaving Anga where he was. “We will march to Narsol shortly. I am to attend Inac’s service at noon.”

			“I came to retrieve my wayward son. Get up, Anga,” the prince said as he dismounted.

			The prince could have sent a messenger. Did he fear Anga would not heed the command? And why rush after his son at all? Was Anga a liability to him?

			As Anga straightened, Tohmas realized that he had also misinterpreted Anga’s zeal. Tohmas had enjoyed the bout, but Lord Anga’s face was flushed and not from the exercise. The arrogance was gone, replaced with rage.

			At being caught? Or because victory was not easily achieved?

			Damned Esparan politics. Nothing is plain with these two!

			The prince’s son dragged his feet to his father’s side, making Tohmas sure of one thing; had it not been for Prince Kelland’s physical presence, the recall would not have been obeyed.

			Prince Kelland looked hale enough to be commanding Trulin for many years to come. His opinion mattered the most for now.

			Thinking to cheat slightly, Tohmas whistled for Schlavarai, then nodded to the prince and said, “Good Prince, your company would be most welcome. Will you ride with me?”

			“We can make our own—”

			“Demons from the depths!” Anga cried as Tohmas’ dappled mare trotted up.

			The Princedom of Trulin was known for its horses. Even the ranks in Trulin reflected their obsession: in place of the companions, wardens, and guardians used in any of the princedoms descended from Zayban, Trullers had riders, lancers, and chargers. People from all corners of Espar flocked to buy Trulin-bred warhorses, both for the prestige of the animal and for its unquestionable excellence in battle. Hailing from the far south, Tohmas had never seen a Trulin horse before Lance had introduced him to his stolen gelding Bolt.

			Schlavarai was a Rydan horse, dappled like a riverbed stone and with four black hooves despite white fetlocks. Her face was dark like her dam’s, but streaks of white tickled her cheeks on either side. Tohmas had known her since her birth, although that was over a decade ago. She was a friend in all ways and one of the few living beings he fully trusted.

			To an outsider, her most impressive feature was her size. She was a little over eighteen hands and had the build of a runner. Regardless of their Trulin horses, no one could fail to find Schlavarai striking.

			Unfortunately, she had rolled in the grasses while he sparred and was flecked with mud and grass.

			Carsh finished the scene by whistling for Bashuran. The black stallion, of Schlavarai’s build but a finger taller, marched to Carsh with a snort of disapproval at having been left out. He, too, was mud-crusted from a good roll.

			“Schlavarai, sta,” Tohmas told his horse. The mare squared her posture and lifted her head, a glob of mud reaching over her arching neck and matting her long mane. Tohmas picked a brush from the groom who had rushed after the horses. Wise man, Tohmas acknowledged. Since Tohmas had not introduced the groom to Schlavarai and had no intention of doing so, the groom had never touched the mare, yet he had his tools with him, just in case. Now he could pass them to Tohmas.

			“That,” the Prince of Trulin said through a choked throat, “is one hell of a horse.”

			“Hee doh,” Tohmas answered, and the warhorse lowered her head to allow Tohmas to brush out her head and ears. Tall as Tohmas, Schlavarai was impossible to groom if she did not cooperate.  

			“She is Schlavarai,” Tohmas said, but he was careful not to give the horse the name of the human. Only allies were properly introduced to a Rydan horse. He gratefully applied a salve between her ears, trying to discourage the flies. Probably why she rolled, he mused. Mud was a decent fly repellent.

			“These are Rydan horses,” Anga stuttered, amazement replacing his irritation. There were a few hundred steeds with Tohmas’ forces, all living with their riders in herds on the Rydan side of camp. Bashuran and Schlavarai had been taken from their herds, a fact neither horse resented so long as they were with their riders.

			“My older horse, Honest Justice, was injured at Arcott and has been retired. I called upon Schlavarai as his replacement,” Tohmas explained as he checked each of Schlavarai’s hooves and swept dried mud from her legs.

			The prince remained speechless for another breath before venturing, “I did not think they sold their horses.”

			Carsh growled, and Bashuran perked up his ears. Even if the horse did not understand the words, he understood his rider. It took Carsh’s slap to scold the stallion into standing still. A particularly thick mud patch covered the horse’s back, and Carsh was still fighting to release it from the glossy coat.

			“No Rydan horse is ever sold,” Tohmas explained. “I won Schlavarai over the years.”

			“What contest is it that parts men from their horses?”

			I phrased it wrong, Tohmas realized. Even after the year of living in Espar, his Esparan was imperfect. He could practically hear Carsh laughing and muttering yadder, yadder, under his breath.

			“I won her over, Prince Kelland. I worked with her for mooncycles, went away, returned, and so on. It took me three years, which was still faster than most!” He had cleared the mud from her back. Somehow, her tail remained clean. Probably because she’s flicking it constantly after the pests.

			There was a long silence as the Prince of Trulin stared ahead, pensive. He still wore a confused expression when he inquired, “Well if she is yours now, have you ever considered breeding her?”

			It took Tohmas another breath to understand what the prince had meant.  

			“She finds a stallion when she chooses,” Tohmas replied with a pat on her flank. She was not currently in foal; she was, in fact, in heat. She had rejected her herd’s stallion, which made Tohmas suspect that she would join a different herd when he released her from the Esparan corrals. Then again, if Carvanshal was being rejected, it seemed likely the strongest of the bachelor herd would move in. The Rydan horses managed their own relationships.

			The reply further confounded the Prince of Trulin. He rambled about the purity of blood and selection of qualities as Tohmas finished cleaning her.

			“She recognizes a good stallion better than I do,” Tohmas interrupted, “and would only permit breeding to an acceptable sire regardless of my opinion. Once the foal is born, it is hers to raise, not mine, and will leave her only once she and the foal are happy with the rider. If you want to turn your stallions loose with her, I will not object but expect her opinions to be stronger.” It was the best concession he could offer.

			The groom handed Tohmas a blanket.

			The Prince of Trulin was still staring, taking in every detail of the horse.

			She had no bit—it was not a concept Rydans had ever discovered—and no saddle for the same reason. Convincing any Rydan horse to wear Esparan equipment was a laughable idea. Training was all they needed.

			“Perhaps you would consider riding with us, after all. It seems we have something in common,” Tohmas offered, ready to mount.

			Although he did not trust the look in Prince Kelland’s eye, Tohmas accepted the nod. With a wave, a rider brought up Kelland’s stallion and Anga’s gelding in their brown and silver tack, complete with a breastplate that bore the crest of the princedom: a horse.

			The stallion snickered at Schlavarai in greeting and invitation. Schlavarai gave an unequivocal snort of refusal and took to ignoring the stallion.

			“Shall we?” Tohmas invited.

			Prince Kelland’s riders came up and offered the prince the leg up he would need to get onto his posturing stallion. Once in the saddle, the prince gathered the reins and turned the stallion sharply. Bashuran was taking offense, but a word from Carsh redirected the irate stallion.

			“I am impressed,” Kelland said once they were underway, the crowd around them parting to give them a path. “I have never known an Esparan to ride a Rydan steed.”

			On Tohmas’ left, the protectors formed up. On Kelland’s right, his riders did the same. Carsh rode Bashuran slightly to Tohmas’ right but stayed far enough back to avoid any kicks, whether from Schlavarai or Kelland’s stallion. In a similar position, Anga’s smaller gelding had to trot every sixth pace to keep up on his father’s right side.

			“I understand Trulin has been trying to negotiate with the Rydans regarding horseflesh for years,” Tohmas tentatively agreed, avoiding the topic of his ties to the Outlands and the Rydans there. These men considered him Esparan. That was still for the best. He needed to know more about where Trulin stood in the following affairs.

			“Of course,” Kelland replied, his eyes forward. The train of Tohmas’ army trickled down the road ahead, the ranks already moving. The protectors, with their horses, would quickly overtake them, so they kept to a serene walk. Tohmas did not need to check the positions of the various ranks. They knew their duty well by now.

			The pause lingered until the Truller added, “Prince Deiton claims he speaks with the Second Clan amicably, but even he has been unable to free a horse from their corrals. Prince Polthian claims no Rydan will ever part with a horse.” The Prince of Trulin examined Tohmas again. “Yet here you are, with just such a steed. So it can be done.”

			Tohmas faced the road once more. “Trade with the Rydans is certainly possible. You have to forget the idea of currency; otherwise, it is mutually beneficial. Trade horses, though? I doubt it.” He paused, not wanting to make a promise that would never be fulfilled. He could convince Rydans to trade almost everything, but the horses were a permanent exception.

			And there was no Second Clan to deal with anyway. Since the conquest of the Outlands by Chief Tamv and his sons, only the First Clan remained. It was their fault if they didn’t know as much.

			They rode on for a half dozen steps before the Prince of Trulin asked, “Tell me, Prince Tohmas, what do you make of Prince Deiton?”

			Deiton? Tohmas had not given his uncle-by-marriage much thought in cycles. But the questions made imminent sense from Kelland. When Tohmas had last seen Prince Deiton, he had been, as the Prince of Forsinth, entertaining dignified guests from Trulin, specifically Lady Arnika Trulin, Prince Kelland’s only daughter. Deiton had made no effort to hide his interest in the Lady of Trulin. Dining with the pair had clearly shown what the lady thought of the potential arrangements, but if Prince Kelland was asking about the match now, Lady Arnika had failed to communicate her despair to her father.  

			The Princedom of Forsinth shared a border, albeit a short one that spanned a river, with the Outlands and her Rydans.

			“Why ask me?” Tohmas answered with a shrug. “I hardly know the man.”

			“He is your uncle. I understand his loyalty to the sons of Zayban remains despite the passing of his wife.”

			At a loss, Tohmas allowed the silence to persist. He had nothing good to say about the bookkeeper-like Prince of Forsinth, who could not defend the lands he had inherited through marriage. He thought the man useless.

			“Did you not meet with him when my Arnika was present?” Kelland pressed. “Surprisingly, your reputation paints you as a remarkably honest person. So, what do you think of Prince Deiton?”

			It was a type of test, Tohmas guessed. He preferred to have Kelland Trulin on his side when his plans for Espar came to light. So what was the reply that would endear him to the Prince of Trulin?

			“Prince Deiton has done very well with the land Zayban gave him,” Tohmas diplomatically said. “With their pottery, he could do even better through new trade north, particularly with the Northlands now open.” He waited but got no reply. Pushing on, Tohmas added, “Having the princedoms able to cooperate has benefited him heavily. And with our improved relationship with the Rydans, he stands to gain much, as we all do.”

			“Northlanders. Rotten barbarians,” Anga cursed behind him.

			Another test.

			“Smarter than many Esparan I know,” Tohmas replied. “The Northlanders and Rydan see the benefit of trade and common terms.” His next words were for Kelland alone. “Would you like to meet Darknim DoomDragon and discuss it with him? You share a border. I would offer a conversation with the Rydans, but their Leader is not a talkative type.”

			Prince Kelland’s smile was smug. “No, he is not. Burlotak has never been friendly. But DoomDragon, yes, I would be delighted to meet him. We must get to know our new neighbors.” He nodded as if having come to a conclusion he had no intention of sharing. “And I would meet with you again, Prince Tohmas, once you are settled in Narsol. For now, I must take my leave. I am needed in Narsol promptly.”

			Tohmas did not miss that Kelland had just named the Rydan Leader who traveled with him. He heeded it as a warning; spies kept Kelland informed about Tohmas’ forces. But he had not named Chief Tamv, so there were things Kelland did not yet know.

			Anga kicked on his gelding to follow when Prince Kelland brought his horse to a trot, then to a canter. It was the kind of gait warhorses could maintain for a candle of time and finish with a devastating charge.

			Carsh pulled Bashuran into the emptied place as the protectors reformed their ranks to create a complete circle around them, watching the strangers and their escort depart.

			“Not sure,” Tohmas said, anticipating Carsh’s question. “We’ll have to see where the next conversation goes. Maybe? Regardless, we will have to watch him.” If Kelland knew of Tohmas’ true plans, he might oppose him with formidable strength. But if Tohmas could keep him believing the padded truth—that peace was possible—there was hope Trulin would place its banner with Tohmas’.

			He thought back to the spar. “Just be grateful it is Kelland we will deal with, not his son.”

			[image: ]

			Relief flooded over Kitable to see Prince Tohmas’ enormous mare finally ride over the cobblestones of Narsol, heading for the temple. Late as the prince was, there was no chance to catch up before the service. Although even Tohmas publicly insisted all four gods should be acknowledged equally, Kitable knew Tohmas had a distinctive preference for Inac. It would not do for the prince to miss the noon service.

			Tohmas’ arrival allowed Kitable to excuse himself from the conversation with two ladies of Trulin where their questions had pinned him. The two young ladies had recognized his robes that marked him as a wizard and had already told him at least five tall tales about casters. He only felt slightly guilty about leaving in the middle of Lady Altana’s sentence.

			However, by the time Tohmas dismounted, Kitable was at his side.

			“All eight copies are ready and waiting, copied onto the finest vellum available, word for word,” Kitable confirmed without preamble.

			“What about BookKeeper Olmer?” Tohmas asked as he pulled the blanket from the horse and turned Schlavarai loose. Bashuran followed. They took up a place nearby, uncontested, in the crowd.

			“He’s working with Lord Hurtz, apparently for old-time sake, but he’s sick and getting worse.”

			Tohmas cocked one eyebrow as they followed the line of people toward the temple entrance. Despite the block of protectors that made a path, they were surrounded by a crowd, but Kitable did not fear being overheard. The roar of the crowd’s conversations was as effective as a Wind Barrier. Kitable did not need to activate a spell to provide privacy.

			“Sickness like…?”

			“Could be Prince Dragal’s cough, yes,” Kitable said. “BookKeeper Olmer certainly spent enough time with his old patron.” There had been talk at one point of enlisting BookKeeper Olmer to Tohmas’ service, but if the man had caught Dragal’s blood-coughing illness, that possibility died. The best thing they could do was send the man home to Clandac and wish him well.

			It was for the best; Kitable was certain. He had worked with other wizards before, but the encounters tended to leave him disappointed or dueling to the death. Other wizards were a problem, and Kitable would not be displeased to see the Clandacanese man go elsewhere.

			There were only a few more steps before the temple door. Kitable had to finish quickly.

			“The sons of Dragal offer a meeting after the service. I said you would be available.” A nod was all he got, but since he still had one step before his prince vanished into the temple with only his prime protector, he added, “And send a runner next time! My feet hurt!”

			The prince chuckled as he disappeared into the dim light of the temple to the four Esparan gods. Kitable could have attended the service. He was still the Master Wizard of Galanth, although the Rydans called him “wisavi” instead of “master wizard.” But Kitable had little interest in religious services.

			The ladies, however, were expected within. Everyone of note was within the temple now, leaving Kitable in the masses outside.

			He found a seat with his back to the temple, happy to stay in a corner where people would not spot his robes and trinkets. He was not yet old enough to grow a long white beard, but he was otherwise a prominent wizard and thus a rarity.

			With Olmer out, Kitable was once more the only wizard in Tohmas’ army sworn to anyone, but he was not the only person capable of casting spells. The city of Narsol would see its share soon enough.

			Dust and Shimmer Weaver—a father-daughter pair of apothecaries, alchemists, performers, and casters—were still in the assorted rabble known as Fixer City that followed and serviced the people of Tohmas’ army. The daughter of the pair had sought Kitable out a few times since they had left Arcott, where she had saved him, but Kitable pointedly ignored her as much as possible. She was a distraction he did not need. He had already thanked her, and it was not as if he had never assisted her. They were even as far as he was concerned.

			The only other casters were the Northlander Circle, which was now fragmented. Without the complete gathering of seven, the Circle was just a group of elders, each with a distinctive gift for a given domain or element of magic. Their experience in using those gifts outside of the Circle was minimal; Kitable thought he would see his waggon driver Colt casting first.

			Except for Elder Tril, Kitable admitted. After enough late-night conversations, Elder Tril had somehow wormed his way into being a friend to Kitable. The Northlander’s domain was divination, but the powers wielded by the elder were now a curse. Northlander magic was intuitive, not structured like Kitable’s magic, and thus controlled by more instinct than training. Tril had reached a state where he was bombarded by divinations almost perpetually, and since usage increased usage, he was in a spiral downward into insanity. Kitable had helped slow it by sharing training tips, but he could not stop the progression of the power without cutting Tril entirely off from his powers.

			There had to be a way. Kitable sat by the wall, working through the code in his mind. He would find it.

			Being alone was a relief; he did not have to worry about other magic users for now. He could focus on his projects.

			But Tohmas’ plans meant it would not last. That thought loomed over all his contemplations.

		

	
		
			Chapter 3

			Prince Sol’s manor in Narsol was not large enough to house all the visitors to the capital. Many princes and their entourages were given houses in the city, ostensibly to provide more independence but also to permit a buffer between dignitaries who would otherwise be in conflict. It forced Tohmas to formally request conferences with people instead of seeking them out or allowing conversations to flow more organically. There was no choice; he had to play the formal prince now.

			In preparation for the many guests who would attend, the usual furniture in the manor’s main hall had been pushed against its soot-coated walls, freeing space for mingling. The large central table, a mainstay in every hall in Espar, was removed to an unknown location, but the chandeliers still hung low over its expected location. It must have taken days to sweep out the thrush and days more to wash out the last of winter’s mud from the stone floor. The interlocking bricks were spotless underfoot as Tohmas made his way into the ample space.

			Cooking was happening in an outside oven today, leaving the vast fireplace built up but unlit at the far end of the hall. As he had requested, chairs formed a circle at the center of the room, too far from the walls to tempt eavesdroppers. It was almost as good as being outside but more acceptable to those he had invited; his cousins.

			His uncles, Prince Sol and Prince Barnon, took their seats as if they were at the war table again. They had already accepted Tohmas’ offer without knowing Chief Tamv’s plans for Espar. But Tohmas knew he could control them. Sol had quiet confidence now, built over the long siege to his princedoms and brief imprisonment. Barnon remained inexperienced, despite being two decades Tohmas’ senior. Even if the two brothers disagreed with Tohmas, they were no threat. For now, they believed him their kin, and he could trust them to be predictable. Not feeling ready to settle until the rest of his guests arrived, Tohmas stood by, his hands on the irregular wood of an empty armchair.

			The two couples, Tohmas’ cousins, arrived together, all four wearing the blue and gold of the Princedom of Clandac, their homeland and, now, inheritance.

			One pair was in their early thirties, while the other was sorely uneven; the man could have been one of Tohmas’ uncles, but the woman was young enough to be Tohmas’ little sister.

			“Uncle Sol! Uncle Barnon!” The young woman rushed ahead of the others and grabbed Sol in a hug as he sat on his thick oak chair. She quickly repeated the gesture and embraced Barnon, nearly knocking the man’s chair over with her enthusiasm. Chittering laughter, she stepped back and blinked up at Tohmas, unconcerned but reserved.

			Lady Sarilai, Tohmas identified. He had no memory of their meeting before, but she was Prince Dragal’s youngest daughter.

			Her husband arrived behind Sarilai, his hand possessively on her shoulder. In stark contrast, Lord Hurtz was taller than the other three and carried a head of grey like a trophy kill. Judging by the man’s square stance and weathered hands, Tohmas was almost surprised not to see a blade or two on the man’s belt. Lord Hurtz had been a protector for Prince Dragal for more than fifteen years before he married Sarilai Galanth, Tohmas recalled.

			“Hello, cousin,” the little woman said. She curtsied prettily. “I am Sarilai. This is my husband, Courion Hurtz.”

			The other two arrived, the taller woman stately. The man had a bookish appearance, his reading glasses low on his nose and his eyes beady. “And this is my sister Elsiene and her husband, Talbit Darmac,” Lady Sarilai introduced with a sweeping hand. Her delicate fingers were pale.

			Tohmas focused on the husband. Lord Darmac had initially been an ambassador to Clandac from the metal-making Princedom of Lour. That post had been due to family connections: Talbit Darmac was the nephew of the current Prince of Lour. If Tohmas could bring Talbit and his wife to his cause, Tohmas would also have sway in Lour.

			The once-ambassador—young for his post or was that a result of blood ties?—bowed his head.

			Lady Sarilai shifted her weight as Tohmas nodded his head respectfully. “I am pleased to meet—” He was interrupted when the young woman skipped onto the armchair in front of Tohmas and threw her arms around him in a surprisingly crushing embrace. She tittered as she released him.

			“Sarilai, come sit,” Lady Elsiene called, taking a proper seat on the positioned chairs. She sat straight, her hands folded formally on her lap. As Dragal’s eldest, she would have had the most practice, Tohmas assumed.

			Lady Sarilai skipped down from the chair and allowed herself to be led to her seat by her husband. Courion Hurtz shot Tohmas a glare over his shoulder, and Tohmas consciously looked away from the pretty young wife Lord Hurtz seemed to feel the need to protect. The youngest of Dragal’s daughters smiled brightly as she settled, but she did not release her husband’s hand even once seated. She outshone her sister, Tohmas noted. Her long golden hair flowed freely, giving her a spritely appearance, while Elsiene’s was braided tightly like a stern matron.

			Tohmas went to the center of the circle of chairs and placed a grey egg-shaped stone on the stone floor.

			“Privacy, Tohmas?” Sol asked, clearly having recognized the magic stone.

			“If we keep our voices down, we can be assured no one will overhear. The stone,” he explained to the newcomers, “will turn red if magic intrudes on this region. It is Master Kitable’s contribution.”

			His assessments done, Tohmas took his seat. He left the largest armchair still open.

			Elsiene lifted her chin, looking down her nose at each attendant in turn. “Well then, since we have the place to ourselves, shall we get awkward questions out of the way?” She turned her head sharply and stared at Tohmas. “Is it true that you carry a sword from Inac’s hand?”

			SoulBurner was on Tohmas’ belt.

			“She stood in front of my entire camp in a burning waggon to give it to me,” Tohmas confirmed. “It was indeed quite a sight.”

			“It was quite a spectacle,” Barnon added.

			Elsiene nodded at Barnon in acknowledgment, then turned her pale blue stare back to Tohmas. The severity of the gaze made Tohmas worry she was seeking falsehoods. “And is it true your goddess moved a dragon from your path so that your march north would not be hindered?” Elsiene raised one perfectly-plucked eyebrow at him.

			“Carsh and I asked the dragon to move,” Tohmas corrected, “and the Goddess allowed it to understand and obey.” Tohmas did not know why the dragon had moved without trying to eat them, but he happily blamed and thanked Inac for the event.

			“And is it true you can now control fire and keep it from harming you by your Goddess’ will?”

			Tohmas laughed. “Now you are getting into the fantastical. I burn just as easily as anyone.”

			“So your scars prove,” Prince Dragal’s oldest daughter said poignantly.

			Inwardly, Tohmas smiled to hear the rumor spreading. Out loud, he put on airs of humility and grumbled, “News travels fast.”

			“Well, you did ride out of Arcott barefooted,” Talbit Darmac pointed out in support of his wife. He scowled low enough to dip his glasses low. “Why were you not wearing shoes if you did not mean to have people notice your brand?” It could have been an accusation, but the indifferent tone made it seem more like a casual observation. The man sat in a similar straight-backed position as his wife, forcibly formal.

			At the age of eleven, while sitting on the roof of his father’s shella, Tohmas stepped on a smoldering log and burned the sole of his foot. The scar resembled a pair of vertical waves and had meant nothing to the Rydans. Upon his arrival to Espar, Tohmas realized they matched the symbol of the Goddess Inac exactly. For the next year, he kept the scars hidden, but with the victory over Prince Marfaie and their triumphant departure, he had completely forgotten about the brand on his foot.

			The brand on his foot lent credence to his status as a Champion of Inac. He assumed Inac had intended it as such.

			“My shoes,” Tohmas said, smiling as sincerely as he could, “had become a hindrance.” The confrontation with Marfaie and all his magic manifestations did not merit going into.

			“Regardless,” Elsiene said, using her husband’s stern tone of voice, “if there is to be a Champion of Inac in Espar, I suppose we must be grateful it has come to our family. You will always be welcome in the Princedom of Clandac, cousin.”

			It seemed odd to hear the woman offer him the welcome when her husband, easily the more suited, sat beside her, but the word that most surprised Tohmas was “cousin.” Being the children of Tohmas’ uncle did indeed mean they were related, even if it did not feel like it.

			Rather than question her authority, Tohmas said, “Is it my turn for a question?”

			Elsiene titled her head in concession. Her beaded headband glittered with the movement.

			“What becomes of Clandac now? Prince Dragal once mentioned that he had spoken to you all about succession, but he never said what the agreement had been.” Theirs was an unfortunate position. By Esparan tradition, the eldest son ruled upon the father’s death, but Dragal had only ever had daughters. Which son-in-law should inherit? The eldest was Courion Hurtz, but he was married to the youngest daughter, and if the title could not go to the eldest son, should it not go to the eldest daughter, meaning Elsiene and her husband?

			The four exchanged looks. Elsiene seemed to take a vote from each of them before declaring, “We have maps drawn of the division. Clandac is to become two territories.”

			“I take it you knew Father was ill,” Sarilai added, sorrow filling her voice. Her bright blue eyes were doe-like as they peered up at Tohmas.

			At no point had Tohmas considered the poor health of Prince Dragal any more than a perceived secret, but he had let Prince Dragal keep his illusions, and he would let his children keep theirs.

			“He spoke to the princes about it,” Tohmas said. Sol and Barnon nodded in agreement, glazing over the fact that Tohmas had not been included in those conversations in truth. But he had known. How he knew didn’t matter.

			Elsiene’s words came out as an accusation: “Is that why you requested a meeting? To ascertain the status of the family?”

			This was delicate. Too aggressive, and he would be refused. Helpful, but not eager. Kind but not presumptuous.

			Damn Esparan politics.

			Tohmas was slow with his words. “I have pondered the fate of Clandac. If my counsel might be welcome, I have an idea.”

			Again, they shared a look. Elsiene sat straighter, her chin lifted again, making it seem she had picked the highest chair. “We are willing to hear it.”

			“Well, it is not just me who needs your time,” Tohmas said, rising. “It is him.”

			At the side door, Tohmas knocked to signal Darknim DoomDragon, then opened the servant entrance.

			The wide Northlander had to turn to slip through the doorway, despite his signature axe missing over his shoulders.

			Crossing the room with long strides as smooth as a hunter, Darknim took the armchair Tohmas had left empty. Broad as he was with the armor, it was the only chair that would have fit him comfortably.

			Darknim took his seat with poise Tohmas admired, a piece of folded papyrus in hand. His presence had been distilled over decades; every action, from the subtle lean into the chair to the spacing of his feet on the floor, appeared deliberate. He proudly wore furs announcing his heritage as Northlander, a new bear pelt draping his shoulders as a replacement for the one lost fighting, by all accounts, an actual demon. The man’s face on one side was slightly less wrinkled, a fact only noticeable when he met someone face on.

			Their reactions were mixed. Sarilai jumped in her seat, glancing at the other three for an indication of how to respond to the sight of the Northlander. Elsiene, who Tohmas was confident knew about the Northlanders’ position in his army, looked on tepidly, her head tilted to match her husband as if she too had to look through glasses to see the intruder well. Courion tensed, a hand reaching across as if for a blade, even though no sword lay on his hip now.

			“Thank you for hearing me out,” Darknim said in his gravel voice.

			“We have a proposition for you,” Tohmas added. He pulled out the vellum sheets he had hidden beneath the chair and passed them around. Sol and Barnon did not require a copy, a fact that Tohmas was certain bolstered his case in the eyes of his cousins.

			They sat and read in the dim light of the hall for long moments. Tohmas refused to fidget, knowing it would make him appear impatient. He tried to emulate Darknim’s calm; this would work.

			Each couple spoke amongst themselves. Sarilai appeared to need it explained to her
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