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“I still love you,” she murmured.

 “I loved you before the soul-bond, you know.” 




 

Ivan looked away. “I... It's like Velerian is in between how I feel about everyone and everything else.” He looked down at his dragonling, who was stretched to full height with one front paw – or taloned hand – placed delicately on Ivan's belt. 



“It's not your fault...” the tall knight said gently as Velerian looked at him with a certain anxiety, alternating that with giving Karana a rather suspicious look.



Karana looked between her fiancé and his dragonling speculatively.




 “That's... interesting. 

Senili is there, in my head,

 but my connection to our soul-bond isn't blocked.

 It's just that I'm not picking anything up from your end.”
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    Chapter ONE 
		
~~ A Metreedi ~~
		
Can Sell Anything… 
		
  Karana   



   The first thing  that Karana noticed was that there was… an  incline 
    to the darkness.



    As if she was sliding down an infinitely smooth hill.



    Perhaps it should have been terrifying. There was nothing to grab onto,
    after all, nothing to slow her descent. No way of knowing how far she had
    gone, or how far she might yet go.



    No way  back. 



    It didn’t matter.



    This might be out of her control, but in a certain sense, the Choice to make
    the descent was the one thing she had  ever  really felt she had
    complete control over.



    It might have been a foolish Choice – Karana had no idea what she was doing.



    Or even an unnecessary one – Laurifa Saralath had  survived,  after
    all, and  Kefen  Saralath surely would as well.



    It would have been so much  easier  just to accept the little
    dragonling’s Choosing of her and go on with her life.



 Ivan still loved her.
   


 He’d said so, and Karana could still see something of it in his eyes. For
    all that she couldn’t  feel  it in her soul as she had been able to
    just moments earlier.



     Most  people couldn’t  feel  the love of their spouse-to-be.



    Karana definitely still loved  him. 



    With any luck, their dragons – Senili and Velerian – would have been
    compatible. Losing their soul-bond in order to face a life of such misery as
    Torol had done would  not  be bearable.



    But it needn’t be like that for Karana. Even without the soul-bond, so long
    as their dragons acceded,  she  might still have her true love.



    One of them anyways.



     Maybe. 



    Leaping off into the unknown like this – even with the hope of saving their
    beloved Kefen – was, in some ways, a betrayal of Ivan.



    They would have to face that if –  when – they were all safe.



    But… something vital had broken inside Lady Laurifa when she lost her
    connection to Taridawil Keep in favor of her bond with her silver dragon.



    Perhaps Kefen’s aunt had always been arrogant and ambitious, but Laurifa’s
    bonded dragon-mate, Wyllirse – and even the male dragonkeeper, Torol – had
    somehow given Karana the impression that the other woman had changed
    drastically from the day of her Choosing. Laurifa had forsworn her name and
    House and abdicated her position, never returning to Taridawil, even to
    reassure her grieving parents and brother that she had not been kidnapped
    and killed.



    From that day on she had told everyone to call her ‘Faulira’ instead… as if
    the woman she had been before no longer existed.



    Karana would  not  let that happen to Kefen.



    She would not  Choose  to let it happen to Kefen.



    Not if there was anything she could  do  about it anyways.



    And that was true for her, even if the soul-bond was irretrievable. Even if
    all of Kefen’s gentle heart and soul were bound up in the Keep and his
    dragon and none was left over for her, for their child… or even for Ivan.
     (Karana didn’t want to think about what might happen to Ivan in that case. His
        connection to Kefen was still unfathomable to her in many ways.)
     



    At least he would still be the
    same Kefen that Karana had spent two years falling in love with before she
    ever realized it. The same Kefen who had always listened when she needed to
    talk and accepted silence when she couldn’t. The same Kefen who was haunted
    by his memories of the same ‘demon’ who had killed both their parents.



    The same Kefen who was the father of the child she bore, her sworn
    liege-lord, and her love.



    He would still be the best friend she had ever had.



    That… would be enough.



    If it had to be.



    There was no jolt when she stopped sliding.



    It wasn’t even clear to Karana how she knew that she had stopped moving. The
    gentle darkness was the same.



    She searched for some difference to tell her something had changed…



    Ah. There it was.



    A  feeling  of tension.



    A powerful pull in one direction – though not opposite her. Karana could not
    simply  pull  and right the balance. She could only drive it more
    off-kilter.



    Perhaps this was similar in concept, then, to how Karana had put Kefen’s
    internal balance off-kilter back on Kalapula when their triple soul-bond
    formed. The Water of the young woman’s nature as a descendant of the Sea
    Queen had unbalanced whatever it was that Ivan, who seemed to have some
    mysterious connection with Air, did to offset the  pull of
    Taridawil’s Keep  (Earth if anything ever was) on 
    Kefen’s soul.



    In that case, the two of them touching Kefen with passion had sent him into
    seizures. But that wasn’t what was happening here.



    Kefen’s body – before Karana had somehow poured herself into his soul – had
    been utterly still. Breathing, heart beating… but somehow  empty  of
    whatever made him  Kefen. 



    What else then?



    Karana ‘looked’ around to try to determine more context.



    There were two  other  pulls in  other  directions. Strong,
    each of them, but seemingly unbalanced…  unsure? 



     Kaliatra, Merut, Sifwisa… Silvestria,  Karana cried
    out silently.  What do I do? 



    No answer was forthcoming, of course. The Goddesses had told the young
    knights that They expected humans to use ‘free will’ to solve everything.
    The irony right now being that free will had brought  Karana  here
    now – wherever ‘here’ was – but it was a combination of predestinies that
    had brought  Kefen  to this pass.



     You ask too much,  the young woman thought irritably at the silent
    Goddesses.



    That… was probably not a very good prayer… But the young woman had lost much
    of her taste for  praying  after spending hours hiding in a box while
    Henig killed her parents.  Praying  hadn’t done her any good then.



    Nor had it helped Karana in the year she spent in the Forest of Ryylyn,
    unable to find her way out despite her navigator’s skills. And so alone that
    she’d begun to doubt the very existence of other people.



    Meeting the Goddesses in person – and finding out she had actually been born
    the Daughter of the Great Goddess of All – had not rebuilt Karana’s
    childhood trust in Them.



    So… she was on her own, then.



    Not that she’d expected much else…



    …but the King had Bound Karana together with Kefen and Ivan as
    Knight-Companions before ever the soul-bond – or love – happened. They’d
    trained to work together, all three, and to support each other in all ways.



    Still… Kefen had to know that she
    and Ivan would be trying to find him and help him. Not that  this 
    was anything they’d prepared for – or that Master Felerico could even have
    imagined preparing them for.



    Perhaps if Karana could somehow connect with his consciousness, they could
    solve this together.



     Kefen?  the knightess called out hopefully.



    No response from him, any more than from the Goddesses.



    She’d have to find her own way in this it seemed.



    Time then, to take stock of her surroundings and see what she could do. Or…
     try  to do.



    Karana was ‘standing’ on the ‘knot’ where all the  pulls  came
    together. This should  be  Kefen, she reasoned, since it was he that
    the Keep and dragonling  (two of those pulls? 
     
        Was Ivan the third?)
     
    were fighting over.



    Except, of course, wasn’t  all  of this emptiness Kefen? So how could
    this ‘knot’ be more  him  than any ‘where’ else?



    Still,  knots  were something that the former sailor-lass was
    familiar with. A ship was full of knots, from the ones that held the shrouds
    and other nets together to the ones used to keep a sail furled or a boom
    from swinging freely where and when it shouldn’t. And then there were the
    ones that anchored the guy-lines…



    Masts were built to be essential components of the ship, but still were
    guyed so that they were unlikely to be pulled up like poorly-rooted trees in
    high winds and turbulent seas; guy-lines distributed the tension so that the
    ship moved as one piece, rather than a disparate bundle of logs. It took
    care to set all the different guys – they had to be tightened
    simultaneously, or at least symmetrically, else the result would be a mast
    that wasn’t true – or one that would be  more  likely to rip itself
    out of its ship, rather than less.



    Could Karana view Kefen – or this center ‘knot’ that somehow seemed to
     
        be
     
    him here inside of himself – as… an incorrectly guyed mast? And – if that
    was the case – could she do something about that poor distribution of
    tensions?



    She got a grip – somehow – on one of those  other  strands and
     
        felt
     
    a squawk of surprise. That would be the dragonling that had Chosen him,
    then.



     ‘Delliril,’  Senili had named him after she had tried to Choose
    Karana and both dragonling and knightess had been distracted by Kefen’s
    collapse. It might have been Karana’s imagination, but she’d rather thought
    that this  Delliril  was special to Senili…



    The young woman let go of Delliril’s strand, now that she knew who it was,
    and tugged the other that was pulling in roughly the same ‘direction.’



    This one gave a sense of unbearable strength and excruciating fragility,
    soaring heights and glittering darkness, towering compassion and
    protectiveness slathered over with an almost impervious veneer of confidence
    and arrogance… And a sunshine-behind-clouds impression of  love  that
    overwhelmed it all.



    It was her Ivan, definitely, and Karana was somewhat amazed at the
    complexity of him that came even from this surface view. She didn’t
     
        feel
     
    him, after all, any more than she had before plunging into this ‘space.’
    Ivan’s thoughts and emotions were as opaque to her as… as they had been
    before he had begun to open the storm shutters on his soul back in – no,
    just  before – they had passed through Delta.



    What the young woman  did  sense when she gently tugged on this
    strand was a  pull  on her  own  soul.



    So. The soul-bond was… not what it had been. But it  was  still
    there. And that was something to begin with.



    Those two strands – one from Delliril and the other from Ivan – seemed to
    be… jostling each other for pride of place. Not working together to balance
    the strong pull of the last one as they needed to.



    Her own strand – what she had come sliding in on – was lax and saggy,
    presumably because it was attached to Karana herself. She could hardly
    provide any guying tension if she was in here with no anchor of her own.
     
        (Though that begged the question of how Ivan and Delliril were anchored…
        was it simply their physical bodies holding them back, while Karana had
        essentially ‘left’ hers to try to find Kefen?)
     



    The last strand would have to be the Keep.



    Some instinct told Karana not to ‘go around’ the knot at the center to touch
    the last strand. That if she did so, she would unbalance the whole tangle
    and there was no telling which way things would go in that case. Faulira’s
    state showed that it was entirely possible for a dragon to overbalance the
    Keep, at least on Dragon Mountain.



    But  this  ‘knot’ had already been  pulled  so far towards the
    Keep that… who knew?



    Karana wasn’t actually sure she  had  a body in this space, but she
    wrapped whatever was herself around the ‘knot’ – it/he/  Kefen 
    seemed to welcome her embrace – and reached out to touch that last strand
    from both sides.



    There was an instant impression of solidity beyond any concepts of such that
    she had ever held before.



    Dependability.



    Incredible antiquity.



    A more alien perspective than even Karana’s contact with the dragons had
    offered.



    And yet…  familiar  somehow.



    And…It/They recognized  her. 



    Recognized her through her soul-bond with Kefen, Karana assumed. Or possibly
    recognized the Saralath bloodline of the child that she was carrying.



    But more… It/They recognized her as  Kaliatra’s Daughter. 



    The Sea-Queen had told Karana that Kaliatra had chosen all the best parts of
    her three lineages – Metreedi, Salastry-Endeiroff, and Elemandros – in
    creating Karana. Three lineages that all descended from Merut Herself, which
    explained Karana’s own deep affection and affinity for the ocean… for the
    magickal ‘Element’ of  Water. 



    But the Ocean Goddess had  also  told Karana that the Great Goddess
    of All had also put something of Herself into the baby She bore. And
    Kaliatra was as much the Goddess of the World – of the soil and living
    things and even the rocks– as She was of… everything else.



    Thus, Karana was  also  a Child of the magickal ‘Element’ of Earth.



    The Living Stones of Taridawil Keep recognized the young woman as one of
    Its/Their own and accepted her presence… and by extension, her claim on
    Kefen.



    It was a start. But it was also nowhere near  enough. 



     Once you 
     
        were part of the mountains around Chelthion,
     
    she reminded It/Them.



    And Ivan’s heart and soul were bound up in those mountains as much as
    Karana’s were in the sea. The Misty Mountains, as they were called by other
    Realms, a place where Earth and Air and Water came together…



    Karana still didn’t  understand  her golden-haired knight’s
    connection to Air, though both Gorlon and Sifwisa had remarked on it and
    called him a ‘Child of Winds.’ But Karana had  felt  Ivan’s longing
    for the jagged peaks around Mountainmeadow, the caves and cliffs, his joy at
    even so ‘small’ a peak as Dragon Mountain.



    And his heartbreaking sadness at realizing that she, his bride-to-be, might
    not be able to enjoy his mountains with him after she became so ill with
    altitude sickness.



    They were definitely  his  mountains in some way that even Silvestria
    had remarked upon, telling him that the ‘mountains are patient. They will
    wait.’



     What  the mountains were awaiting from Ivan had not been explained.



    Surely  Ivan  was acceptable to the Keep, of all people. And hadn’t
    It –  They,  the Living Stones –  already  accepted him
    several weeks ago when the soul-bond clicked into place?



    Several weeks ago… and several  years  ago, Karana somehow sensed.
    The connection between her two beloveds had been building since they were
    pages, and the young woman knew she hadn’t come near to plumbing the depths
    of what lay between the two young men. She’d heard enough to know that it
    was Ivan’s dedication at the tender age of twelve that had seen Kefen
    through his prior collapse when Taridawil Fell under Henig’s spell.



    Kefen wouldn’t even  be  here to be fought over right now, if not for
    Ivan.



    It was an inescapable argument.



    She felt the Keep stop fighting Ivan’s strand.



    Which left the last one.



    The dragonling’s bond to Kefen had been what threw off all of what Karana
    now saw for herself was a fairly delicate balance in her beloved’s soul.
     
        (Though an inkling of an idea tickled her that perhaps the dragonling’s
        inclusion could be their
     
     answer rather than their trial.   It was something to be considered later, however, not in the middle of
        the crisis.)
     



    Again, Karana reminded the Living Stones of Their birthplace. Of
     
        Chelthion,
     
    the one place where the worship of the Silver Dragon had never wavered. The
    dragon, Delliril, she suggested somehow, was also Its/Their own and could be
    accepted.



    The Stones grumbled a bit, not wanting to share, there being only the one
    Speaker  to  share.



     There will be more,  Karana promised.
     
        This child within me. Kaliatra has promised he will be born healthy.
        Others… and Ivan and I will talk to you once we are in the Keep. Perhaps
        the dragon will as well. I don’t know him yet, so I can’t promise on his
        behalf… but I
     
     can    promise that this child will be born within your walls. He will hear you
        – but he needs his father to hear you as well.
     



    Indeed, and he did.



    The tale that Kefen had related to them on Kalapula of the first Duke of
    Taridawil – Duke Eldred the Mad – was a terrifying one. There had been none
    other who could hear the Living Stones at the time… So Duke Eldred had come
    to live more and more in Their reality until he had no connection to the
    world of people at all.



    Karana could not allow that to happen to her baby – nor to her Kefen. She’d
    talk the damned Stones to death herself if that was what was needed to
    protect her loved ones.



    Or… maybe not talk them to  death. 



    She  was  a Metreedi, after all.



    She was the  Head of House,  by all the Gods at once. Her Papa had
    been able to talk the fish out of the sea, everyone had always said, and
    Karana was Devin Metreedi’s daughter by training even more than by blood.



    Karana put herself into her most  reasonable,  most
     
        persuasive
     
    frame of mind, putting away all the tangled fears and hopes and…
     
        everything
     
    that had led her to leap before she looked.



    The young woman still had one last trick in her satchel that she might try
    on this stubborn, immovable heap of Stones. Metreedi  charisma  might
    well tip the scales in the way she wished, just as it always had for Papa.
    Though even living creatures didn’t particularly being manipulated like
    that, if they could tell what was being used… and the more magickal the
    creature, the more likely they were to notice.
     
        (Their Selkie cousins had begun refusing to deal directly with Papa the
        last few years,
     
     speaking of fish in the sea, though at the time Karana had
    chalked it up to the friendship she herself 
     
        had built with the Selkie princess. Eltherian had spent two years in
        Wave like any other Metreedi cousin, after all, and Karana had gotten to
        know her rather well.)
     



    Nor had Papa had never attempted – to the best of Karana’s knowledge – to
    negotiate with a magickal Being made entirely of stone. If It/They could
    sense what she was trying, was it possible that It/They would be offended
    and refuse her out of spite? Could such a Being as the Keep even  be 
    influenced as living creatures could?



    Better to try to win It/Them over with words before resorting to such
    desperate  (and ethically questionable)  measures. Just because the
    Goddesses had given one a Gift, after all, didn’t mean one had to use it.



     
        Perhaps you can win this battle with the dragon, but how will that
        affect Kefen?
     
    Karana asked.  Will he be the Duke you need 
     
        him to be? Will he love me enough to want to create more Speakers?
     



    She’d said something like that to tame her younger cousins a week ago, when
    they were being normal, busy, curious Metreedi children and Kefen – who had
    never been around young children before – had looked like he was ready to
    run for the hills. Why Ivan – who had likewise never been around young
    children as far as she knew – had handled them better, Karana had no idea.



    For now, however, the young woman built an image in her head of the Tower of
    Taridawil – the place where she and Kefen had slain Henig… and shared that
    first, impossible, hopeless, hopeful kiss.



    In her mental picture, she identified Kefen with the peak of the Tower… And
    herself and the dragon and Ivan as keystones in the arches supporting the
    Tower, as if they were Living Stones themselves.



    Kefen tended to speak in architectural imagery, Karana had noted absently on
    more than one occasion – presumably communicating with the Keep was how he
    had learned to do that. With luck, It/They would respond to being addressed
    in Its/Their own ‘dialect.’ That sort of attention to what the other person
    was more comfortable listening for often worked to calm recalcitrant or
    upset humans.



     Ivan on his own could balance your call to him when the Wizard ruled,
     
    the young woman continued her ‘sales-pitch’ to the Stones, realizing now and
    for the first time just  what  the patient, golden-haired young man
    must have done for Kefen in the wake of Taridawil’s Fall.
     
        He could do that
     
     because he is both Earth and Air. Kefen was too young to
    right the wrongs done to you, and your desperate need would have destroyed
    him. Ivan kept him safe until he was strong enough  to break the spell and wake you.
     



    The thought of twelve-year-old Kefen, barely woken from the near-coma Ivan
    had said that Kefen had existed in for that first half-year after Henig’s
    spell, jumping up and racing out into the desert all alone… Or later, even
    with the dedicated Ivan at his heels as his only support…



    Or even  later,  at  any  time until  Karana  had been
    there to give the Evil Wizard a reason to allow them to come close…



    It didn’t bear thinking about.



    She’d argued for the dragonling and Ivan, so now all that was left was…



     And I… am necessary for the creation of more Speakers… 



    A bit lowering to have to put it that way. A woman was good for more than
    bearing children, just as a man was good for more than siring them.
     
        Karana
     
    had more of a purpose in her life – than just to provide emotional lubricant
    for the two young men and provide Kefen with the Heirs he needed.



    However, it was the  Keep’s  perspective that mattered in this
    negotiation, the young Head of House reminded herself. The Keep was the
    customer she was trying to persuade to buy, and her own opinions – or even
    Kefen’s, not that he was making any such apparent – were practically
    irrelevant.



     But Ivan and I alone unbalance Kefen,  Karana told the Keep in her
    most reasonable ‘tone.’ The dragon provides the balance: Fire for my
    Water. The Dragon of Earth,  she emphasized,
     
        returning to
     
     you, just as was meant to be. Were you not built to house
    both humans and dragons? 



    The deepest, foundational stones of the Keep groaned that it was so. The
    Builder had intended for dragons to live there, and they had done so until
    recently.  (Recently… that boggled Karana’s mind,
    but perhaps for stones a thousand years were 
     but a day…) 



    Reluctantly, the Living Stones of Taridawil Keep accepted the claim of the
    dragon, Delliril, upon Their Speaker. Reluctantly… and also with a feeling
    of ineffable loneliness and longing for the Speaker to return home.



    Karana promised that he would. That they  all  would… a promise that
    was somehow deeper even than the one she had given Kefen himself.



    Because to make that promise honestly and truly… the young woman gave up her
    last claim on Wave as the home-port of her heart.



    The port to which she had  known she could always safely return.



    The port from which she would never, now, sail away for her explorations on
    the ship she would never own.



    Karana belonged – now – to Kefen and Ivan and Taridawil… and she did not
    even have a body right now, to cry tears and mourn the loss.



    But apparently, she’d made the right arguments. For with that, the Living
    Stones of Taridawil Keep began to draw away, back to where They belonged.
    Grumbly, but seemingly convinced, for They lessened Their  pull  on
    Kefen as the ‘distance’ widened.



    There was a distinct sense that the Keep had accepted Karana’s sacrifice –
    her  gift  – as a promise. There was a more direct connection now
    between her soul and It/Them; she could  feel  it as the Keep
    withdrew. Something more than what she  felt  merely as a result of
    her connection through Kefen.



    That  tug  would not release her until she made good and came to
    It/Them in Taridawil.



    Whether she would then be freed… who knew? Karana had already begun pooling
    her other resources for the rebuilding of Taridawil, so likely it wouldn’t
    matter for a good long time.



    There had been no other choice, anyways. Not if Kefen’s mind and soul were
    to be saved, and that was the one point that had been entirely  non-negotiable.



    Lifting herself off the ‘knot,’ Karana surveyed the remaining strands. Her
    own was floppy and Ivan’s remained slack, pulled and stretched out of all
    recognizable state. Delliril’s, by contrast, was strong and tight, almost
    thrumming with life and energy.



    She could  feel  the dragonling reeling Kefen back in, a golden
    lifeline pulling him up and away. Out of the void.



    Karana, however, was bound to her own strand, and it was much too slippery
    for her to use it to escape.



    Not to mention that, as Delliril pulled the knot back to where it belonged,
    in Kefen’s center, Karana’s own grew still more slack and she found herself
    sliding  away  from the knot.



     Away,  and  away,  and  away… 



    Until she was slung, helplessly, like a babe in a sailor’s hammock, unable
    to climb up the sides, and not daring to try much movement lest she fall to
    unimaginable depths.



     Much  too much like a hammock, actually. It seemed to sway and
    Karana found herself lulled by the ‘motion.’ The young woman fought to stay
    awake; falling asleep inside someone else’s head – or soul – seemed like a
    recipe for losing herself, permanently.



    Karana had plunged into Kefen’s psyche with a certain sense of immortality.
    Kaliatra had told her the babe would be born safely and that she would
    survive the birth as well. No one else had such an assurance – and Karana
    had feared that Ivan might try the same desperate trick and she would lose
    them both.



    It was only  now  that it occurred to the apparently-too-fearless 
    knightess that she could  live  to birth the babe and not have a  
    mind  to care. Wasn’t there some ancient legend of a God who had
    swallowed His Wife and then gave birth to Their Daughter from out of His
    head? Ivan would likely know, with his penchant for legends and
    fairy-stories…



    Karana had always laughed at the impossibility of such a tale, but now it
    seemed a grim likelihood.



    A tug  pulled  at her. Not towards the knot, nor even towards
    Delliril, who as her opposite – Flame for Water – should both attract and
    repel her strand if there were any sense in the world. No, this tug was from
    the other end of the strand that she had slid down.



    Which surely made no sense. If  Karana  was  here,  and one
    end of the strand – the soul-bond – was  hers  and one was
     
        Kefen’s
     
    … Then how was there anything left to  pull  away from her
     
        and
     
    away from him?



    The young woman looked ‘up’ and saw a thin silver trail. A barest thread,
    but it reached her and, as she touched it, Karana realized it  would 
    give her enough ‘grip’ to climb.



    Unfortunately, the slippery strand of the overstretched soul-bond gave no
    purchase at all, so Karana was reduced to hauling herself up, hand over hand
    along the flimsy-feeling  silver thread, ‘wrapping’ it around her
    ‘hands’ as she went to keep from slipping back down. It seemed impossibly
    thin and fragile to support her ‘weight.’



    Climbing a single straight rope with only her hands had been Karana’s least
    favorite exercise for as long as she could remember; it combined the heights
    she loathed with a distinct lack of support, despite providing something to
    hang on to.



    But there was no choice.



    Karana climbed and climbed. And then she climbed some more.



    She climbed until she could feel her hands blistering and the silver thread
    cutting into the blisters until they broke and bled.



    And still she climbed and climbed and  climbed… 
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Excerpt from An All-Too-Easy Answer 



And now, for your delectation, a chapter from the first book in the Wedding of the Season trilogy (the next Knightess of the Realm series)!


 
    [image: Karana stands in a green dress while a golden dragon flies in the background against a background of clouds. A golden sword crosses]
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    Chapter ONE 
		
~~ Too Many Secrets ~~
		
		
   Karana    



   It was time to face the music.



Karana’s 
    cousin, the demi-God of Healing, trailed the three young knights and their
    dragon-mates back to their rooms in her father’s Palace. Aleri actually
    followed them all the way into their  bedroom,  when Kefen went right
    past the public area of the suite in a fruitless attempt to rid them of this
    last bystander.



    “I want to check your soul-bond – and all the other new bonds,” Aleri said
    reasonably, as the dark-haired Ducal-Prince glowered at him for invading
    their privacy. “The soulscape Karana wove for you and the dragons isn’t a
    stable thing yet.”



“Of course, my Lord Aleri,” Kefen
    recalled himself from his evident irritation to bow properly to the
    young-looking God. “What do you need us to do?”



    “Sit down and relax your minds,” Aleri told them. “Insofar as that’s even
    possible right now,” he added dryly as they all found places on the wide
    bed.



    Clearly, the pervasive unhappiness that the three felt with each other – or
    rather that the young  men  felt with Karana – was entirely obvious.
    Not that maintaining a better outward pretense would have been likely to
    throw off the observations of a God.



    Aleri waited while the three of them made themselves comfortable. “Whatever
    got into all of you tonight? It seemed like a perfectly normal meal and
    conversation to  me.” 



    They’d spent the evening at a Metreedi Family Dinner. It  had  been
    fairly normal to Karana’s way of thinking as well, but Ivan had gone into a
    frozen panic when there was a little friendly discussion. Family dinners
    with the Torvalds of Mountainmeadow were clearly not the same sort of thing.



    And both Kefen and Ivan had been given a short – and extremely incomplete –
    description of the influence of House Metreedi across the Merutian Sea. So
    incomplete that it was almost inaccurate, actually. But there had been
    non-Family there, and apparently even her father – who had been co-Head of
    House for twenty years – had somehow been kept in the dark on some parts of
    the story.



     
        (Which was its own mess. As co-Head of House, Lord Andros should have
        known everything. But as the unCrowned Emperor of the Turquoise
        Empire-in-Abeyance, he most definitely should not have.)
     



    Incomplete… and still far more than Karana had managed to tell them in the
    last two years as their Companion. Not that either Kefen or Ivan had really
    believed that she really  was  Head of House, until recently.



    And it was still more than the young woman had managed to tell them in the
    last two  months,  when Kefen and Ivan had finally understood her
     real  title, but the two young men – her fiancés and co-Heads of
    House – hadn’t yet had the education in history and economics to understand
    much else. So, Karana had begun working on  part  of that, though
    maybe it was the  wrong  part, because…



    Well, because the description they’d gotten tonight was  more than
    she’d managed in the last two  weeks  since they’d actually been in
    Wave and her loves  had  been able to see a little bit of what she –
    and the House – actually  did. 



    Granted, it had been a  busy  two weeks that included an attempted
    kidnapping, their soul-bond being ripped nearly to shreds, Karana having to
    figure out how to repair it  (or rather brace it, 
    so that the soul-bond could Heal itself), 
    discovering that her ‘Uncle Andry’  (the Lord of Wave)  was
     
        really
     
    Karana’s father, and, oh yes,  meeting and bonding with DRAGONS. 



     
        (One of whom had then tried to bond with Lord Andros himself… and had
        eventually bonded to Karana’s friend and cousin, Ellareth.)
     



    But apparently  everyone,  from Mitael to Aunt Tria to her
    newly-named father to Kefen and Ivan themselves, felt that the young woman
    should  still  somehow have found the time to explain ten thousand
    years of history, economics and politics and The Family’s Goddess-given Onus
    to two young men who barely knew the  geography of the world beyond
    the borders of their own Realm (which was Master Darald’s fault, not
    theirs, but it was where they all were).  



    And who had denied, until
    recently  (Karana assumed that they were done with that particular problem now, anyways),  that the
    Turquoise Empire had ever even  existed. 



    And at least one of whom  (Ivan)  tended to dig his heels in and find
    some way to turn his dismay over discovering that the world didn’t work the
    way he thought it did into some sort of personal affront. Which made every
    minor explanation become an  emotional whirlpool  instead of a mere
    discussion of facts.



    The current moment being a case in point.



    Time to face the music indeed.



    After a long moment of silence where the young knights all avoided each
    other’s eyes, Aleri sighed and shook his head. “Very well then. Your
    soul-bonds all look about as I’d expected.”



    “Meaning  what?”  Ivan asked in a sharp tone. His Amethyst
    dragon-brother, Velerian, turned from where he was curled up with Kefen’s
    Golden Delliril to give Aleri his own suspicious glare.



    The God of Healing gave both the golden-haired man and the Amethyst
    dragonling a tolerant look. “Meaning you were so happy to have everything
    functioning again that you overused them. I imagine you’ve all seen someone
    with a dislocated joint?”



    All three knights nodded, Kefen and Karana wincing and Ivan absently rubbing
    at his shoulder.



    “Well, after it’s put back in, it’s sore for awhile, even though it’s where
    it’s supposed to be. Karana moved all your various bonds around and ‘braced’
    the soul-bond to nudge it back into the proper shape. You’re going to feel
    ‘sore’… and since this isn’t  physical…” 



    “We’re  emotionally  tender…” Kefen sighed. “And the solution, O God
    of Healing?”



“Sleep,” Aleri told him dryly.
    “And  time.  Not that I imagine you’re going to give it enough of
    either tonight.”



    He looked at Karana huddled miserably at one end of the bed, Silver Senili curled
    up comfortingly around her. The young men were sitting as far away from her
    as they could, and looking so grim that their own dragonlings were giving
    them a bit of space.



    The God of Healing looked at them sadly. “I don’t suppose I could talk you
    into just remembering how much you love each other for right now – and
    arguing about this  after  you’ve rested?”



    No one moved, so Aleri sighed and came over by Karana. The young-looking God
    laid his long, skilled fingers along the curve of her cheek, tilting her
    head, and leaned down – Karana felt those prickles of jealousy down the bond
    again and realized Aleri knew  exactly  how her fiancés were taking
    his attentions – to kiss her… on the forehead.



    “Be gentle with my pretty cousin,” he admonished the young men as he began
    to step out of the bedchamber. “I’ll be right out here if…  any  of
    you need me.”



    Aleri paused just before he pulled the door tight behind him. “I won’t be
    ‘listening’ – but if there’s a sudden spike in someone’s pain – physical
     or  emotional – I can’t help but notice.”



    And possibly intervene, was the implication. A sensitivity to pain was the
    distinguishing characteristic of a Healer and people with that Gift were
    known for flinging themselves into dangerous or inappropriate situations in
    response to such stimuli. Aleri was the arch-Healer after all – apparently
    his demi-Godhood didn’t protect him from such reactions.



    Kefen looked irritated and resigned, but Ivan nodded thoughtfully as the
    door became even with the frame and the bolt slid home with a soft
     
        snick.
     



    And the three of them – with their three dragons and their damaged soul-bond
    and their unresolved issues and their disagreements about what was
     
        history
     
    and why it  mattered –  were alone.



    Karana leaned her head forwards to rest on the knees she had pulled up and
    hugged tightly in front of her. Her gauzy, turquoise skirts that Ivan had
    admired so much at the beginning of the evening puddled around her on the
    mattress, and Senili had buried herself under the fall of Karana’s long,
    loose, midnight hair.



    A part of her wanted to begin apologizing immediately, even though she
    didn’t feel she’d really done anything  wrong.  Karana could almost
    hear her parents’ voices inside her head:



     The Head of House Metreedi does not beg for forgiveness. 



     A Captain doesn’t explain her every action. 



     
        A daughter of House Elemandros should be thoughtful and responsible, but
        never diffident.
     



     Be gentle with yourself and your loves. Your time together is too precious to waste on needless arguments. 



    The first was Papa’s voice, undoubtedly. Devin Metreedi, the former Head of
    House… 



    But whom her father, Lord Andros – who had loved Devin desperately – had
    described tonight as  begging  him not to fund the rebuild of their
    triad-wife’s ship.



    The second voice was clearly Mama. Restella Endeiroff Metreedi,
    Captain-General of the Metreedi fleet and widely known as  The 
    Captain for her incredible ability to sail under any circumstance. Even her
    own commanding officers hadn’t dared to question her, if the stories were to
    be believed… 



    But Mama had left Karana to feel guilty for nearly a decade
    about Restella’s decision to stop sailing because  The  Captain…
     wouldn’t  explain that Restella’s never-healed injury had made the
    decision for them all.



    The third… must be Karana’s father – her   newly-revealed 
    father – Lord Andros of Wave. 




    But the unCrowned Emperor
     
        (though that was a title used only within the Metreedi Family and Karana
        wasn’t even sure if
     
     he had ever heard it) who had nearly destroyed
    himself  twice  through drink and had given in to his triad-spouses’
    pressure to keep their marriage secret against his better judgment.



    Who could that last voice be?  Kaliatra?  The Great Goddess Who
    Was Above All Others had claimed that Karana was Her Own Child, birthed from
    Her present incarnation.



    But surely Karana’s association with the Goddess had been far too short for
    her to have internalized that Voice? It had felt more like the young woman
    was imagining what the people who had raised her would say, rather than  
    actually  receiving Divine Wisdom… 



    And the ‘voice’ in Karana’s mind
    hadn’t ‘sounded’ quite like the Goddess had on Her Blessed Isle.



    Maybe it was Grandmere’s voice in her head, then… though the ‘voice’ had
    felt… weary with sad experience in a more  personal  sense than any
    tragedy that Karana was aware that her grandmother had ever suffered.



    Though Grandpere  had  said to learn from the examples of her elders.
    Surely, he’d meant the positive ones as well as the negatives.



    And the way to do  that  was clearly for Karana to  tell  her
    spouses-to-be the things they needed to know.



    Or at least to try to explain why she  hadn’t. 



    Even if she felt almost nauseous with their combined…
     
        anger and resentment?…
     
    filling the soul-bond.



    Karana didn’t look up, speaking to her knees just barely loudly enough for
    them to hear.



    “I truly didn’t mean to hide anything from you. I  tried  to explain
    – first in Delta, and it went so poorly. Then  again,  while we were
    underway here from the Blessed Isle. But you didn’t have the background to
    understand how it all works… and I didn’t know how else to tell you without
    sounding… arrogant. Or… something. Unbelievable, I suppose. And there really
     hasn’t  been time since.”



    Karana had been horribly sick with altitude-sickness for three days, and
    then unconscious for two more… And then they’d all been running themselves
    ragged keeping all eleven dragonlings and their Chosen dragonkeepers and the
    unChosen dragonkeeper candidates from creating even  more  havoc…



    …and the young woman had still been reeling from finding out that Uncle Andry –
     Lord Andros of Wave  – had been her parents’  (her other parents’) secret 
    triad-spouse and that he was really her father, not her ‘uncle-by-grace’…
    And from having to accept the Sea-Queen’s contention that Karana was the
     actual ‘blood-and-bone’ daughter of all three of her triad-parents, despite
     
        (or rather
     
     because) the Great Goddess Kaliatra claimed to have
    actually given  birth  to Karana.



    It was too incredible, though when the Patron Goddess of the
    Empire-in-Abeyance agreed with the Patron Goddess of the Realm
     
        (and the
     
     world)… there probably wasn’t much point in disbelieving.



    “I suppose ‘I’m richer than the Gods and more powerful than Kings’
     
        would
     
    come off as a  bit  arrogant,” Kefen said dryly.



    Karana peeked up to see his face. Her dark-haired fiancé’s expression had
    smoothed back to that half-smile he hid everything behind, but his
    chocolate-brown eyes were simply ironic.



    “I’m not…” she began and trailed off as Kefen shook his head.



    “Karana, my love, you were talking in all earnestness about
     
        dictating terms
     
    to the  Emperor of Amberdia.” 



    At least he called her ‘my love.’ Even if it sounded somewhere between
    sarcastic and stunned.



    Karana shrugged a little helplessly. “Papa had to do that sort of thing on
    occasion. Amberdia particularly needs ‘reminders’ of their place in the
    world.”



    It was just part of being Head of House Metreedi. Part of their role in the
    world was to keep the rulers in check, after all.



    Oh.



    Perhaps  that  was why it bothered Kefen – bothered  both  of
    her beloveds. The dark-haired young man was soon to  be  one of those
    rulers. And both he and Ivan were nobleborn…



    They didn’t even  know  yet about the House’s  other  roles
    after all… He –  they  – were probably seeing this as high-handedness
    on her part – or Papa’s – and not the results of living up to The Family’s
    Goddess-given place in the world.



    “I begin to see another reason why Devin didn’t want to reveal his marriage
    to Lord Andros,”



    Ivan’s tone was so sardonic that Karana didn’t  dare  look at
     
        him.
     



    “Oh?” Kefen looked at the golden-haired man. 



    He was sitting closer to Ivan, as if the pair of
    them were acknowledging an alliance that didn’t include Karana… but they
    weren’t cuddled up close the way she might have expected.



    “As long as it was clear House Metreedi was acting independently,” Ivan
    explained, “the Emperor had no valid rationale for attacking  Wave 
    in retaliation for whatever  they  did.”



    Not that the Emperors of Amberdia had ever needed a pretext to attack Wave.
    They had all the ‘reasons’ they wanted in their own warped version of
    history. In fact, Emperor Eloduan likely saw it as  his Goddess-given
    responsibility to conquer Wave, since the Sea-Queen hadn’t actually
     
        stopped
     
    the Turquoise Prince Eljaz from founding Amberdia in the first place.



    “Hmmn. The Emperor is known to have a long memory.” Kefen frowned.



    “Milord – I mean, my father – was always part of The Family’s discussions on
    Amberdeen policy,” Karana said a little defensively, straightening up, the
    eyes and ears of her memory filled with late nights and listening to all
    those well-loved voices arguing, discussing…  deciding. 



    Lord Andros’ had definitely been one of the voices.



    Though… he really  shouldn’t  have been.



    Much as Karana loved and respected her father  (she would not think 
    ‘trusted his judgment more than Papa’s…’), House Metreedi and House
    Elemandros were  supposed  to have remained separate. And there were
     very good reasons  for that, ones that Kefen and Ivan had no idea
    about yet…



    And, no matter how upset they were with Karana for not telling them
    everything, this would  not  be the right time and place to try to
    explain all of  that  as well… As much because they were within the
    walls of the  Turquoise Palace as anything else.



    Papa and her father should never have wed. Should never have been
     
        allowed
     
    to wed, no matter how much they loved each other. 



    Doubtless, the old aunties
    and uncles who dealt with genealogy for The Family had passed on the
    question because consanguinity wasn’t an issue between two men. Papa and
    Father had been half-cousins, sharing a grandfather, but having different
    grandmothers.



    But the  political  and  Divinely Mandated  reasons didn’t
    seem to have been addressed by anyone who actually had known about their
    secret triad-marriage with Restella Endeiroff.



    The Head of House and the unCrowned Emperor.  Wedded. 



    Dear sweet Goddess.



    What a mess.



    At least, when Papa’s parents had wed, Grandmother Alsalia had borne the
    name ‘deRayendil,’ rather than ‘Elemandros.’ And Lord Andros’ half-sister,
    Aunt Dimi, had been a deTazeen when she wed Uncle Alasdar. And neither woman
    had seriously been considered contenders for the Turquoise Throne – the
    Sea-Queen had made Her preferences for which half-sibling would become Her
    Sacred Spouse and rule Wave early in their childhoods, Karana had heard.



    But now… Lord Andros had no Heir of his own, save Karana.



    Which would, arguably, be an even  worse  idea than him marrying Papa
    had been, even if Karana wasn’t already Kefen’s soul-bonded and had promised
    to return with the young prince to landlocked Taridawil after celebrating
    their own triad-marriage with Ivan…



    Naming Dimitria his Heir would solve several problems for Lord Andros, but
    Karana rather feared that it was her place as Head of House Metreedi to sort
    out all the  other  ones it would  cause. 



    Problems that even her father wouldn’t know about. Probably. As Papa’s
    husband he  should,  but as an Elemandros he should  never… 



    It really  was  enough to make her head hurt, even without sore
    soul-bonds to put her on edge.



    And anxious dragonlings snuggled up for comfort.



And irritated fiancés sitting
    there glowering at her.



    And Karana had better get herself under control before ‘concerned demi-Gods’
    added to that list.



    Ivan rolled his eyes at her defensive comment about Lord Andros’
    participation.



    “I’m sure  that  will make the Emperor happy to hear,” he agreed with
    her own assessment. “Your little trade-war could turn into a
     
        shooting
     
    war all too quickly.”



    “I’m sure Lord Andros has it all figured out,” Kefen said with a reproving
    glance at the golden-haired knight.



    “Because of course,  he’s  never missed anything.”



    “Ivan.”



    Ivan grunted and his eyes still glinted, but he stayed silent. Had that been
     pressure  behind Kefen’s reproving tone? Was the dark-haired young
    man… on Karana’s side somehow? Why were there even  sides? 



    What was hers was theirs… or soon would be…



    The young woman’s thoughts stumbled, remembering her father’s guilt-ridden
    words about how poorly that had worked out for her mother in the matter of
    rebuilding her ship.



    Kefen stretched out, leaning against the high post at the foot of the bed
    and crossing his still-booted feet at the ankle. Karana tried not to wince;
    Wavians automatically removed their footwear upon entering private spaces
    and Kefen’s – and Ivan’s – dirty soles were on top of their
     
        sleeping space.
     



    “So why does the Great Lord of Wave have a  throne?” 



    “Feeling threatened, Kef?”



    “Ivan.  Lâtâ.”  He said it quietly, but it startled the other man
    into silence.



    Or perhaps it was early childhood conditioning that quieted Ivan. They’d
    only learned that word from the Old Tongue of Mountainmeadow a week ago when
    Ivan had used it to stop Leupol from explaining certain things to Karana.



    Speaking of secrets. Though it wasn’t clear if  Ivan  had known what
    Leupol had wanted to say. Nor if he did yet.



    “Wave… wasn’t actually founded by settlers from the north,” Karana said
    slowly.



    She’d learned more about the rather…  truncated  and…
     
        adjusted
     
    version of history that was taught in the north during her two years as a
    squire. Though  why  and  when  that history had been altered
    Karana had, as yet, no real idea.



    “We were an… independent realm, stretching north past Delta – half-way to
    Sea’sHaven – and south through Al-Ambier.”



    The capitol city of Amberdia – which had been nothing more than a minor
    trading post at the time. And including the major coastal cities all around
    the Merutian Sea, actually. And Karana was  still  toning it down,
    calling it a ‘realm’  and describing only the very last stretch of territory
    that the Turquoise Empire had controlled. Or… controlled
     
        officially…
     



    “We weren’t ever conquered, either. We sought allies as the pirates became
    more and more powerful.”



    Those allies had been Taridawil and Mountainmeadow.



    The Turquoise Empress Turiallina had returned the Crown of the Empire to the Sea-Queen and
    combined her diminished territories with the two small northern nations. The
    result had been the creation of what had then been called the Allied States
    of Dawil – and was later shortened to just ‘Dawil.’



    Which, as Kefen liked to remind them, meant ‘dragon’ in the ‘Old Tongue.’
     



    (Though just whose ‘Old Tongue’ that was, had 
    never been clear until their dragons claimed it was theirs, 
    about a week ago. The roots of the word certainly didn’t 
    match up with any of the half-dozen ancient languages of the Empire with
    which Karana was fluent, or the further score with which she
    was familiar. 



    (So, the dragonlings’ contention was… possible.) 



    “That’s not what was in  our  histories,” Ivan said, his tone
    accusing, but still muted.



    The young woman shrugged, trying to keep it a casual motion. Neither of them
    was likely to take it well when she explained eventually just how
    insignificant Taridawil and Mountainmeadow had been in those days, and just
     why  the Empress Turiallina had been willing to merge the remnants
    of her  official  Empire with the two tiny kingdoms.



    Nor how the Empire still existed, just ‘in-Abeyance.’ And that the Metreedis
    had gone from running the bureaucracy to… managing the Empire via trade
    flows.



    “How did you put it before?” Karana asked. “History written by those who
    would rather believe otherwise?”



    “So… you really  are  a princess,” Kefen’s brows were raised. “As
    Lord Andros’ daughter.”



    The young woman snorted softly, uncomfortable with the fact that it was
    true. “A thousand years ago, maybe. Now, it’s just traditional to refer to
    the Lord of Wave as the holder of the Turquoise Throne. Though the Emperor
    of Amberdia has always wanted to claim the actual physical throne. For, um…
     historical  reasons, since Wave isn’t a… a  realm  anymore.”



    Although the children of the ruler of Wave  were  still referred to
    as the Turquoise Princes and Princesses.



    Not that anyone had claimed the title since Lord Andros had inherited…



    Because he’d had no children…



    “Of course,” Ivan said dryly.  “Historical  reasons.”



    Karana ignored him and focused on Kefen.  “You’re  not mad at me? For
    not telling you?”



    Her dark-haired young prince shook his head with that same half-smile. “If
    anything, I’m relieved. Your experience is even broader and more relevant to
    what I need to learn about ruling Taridawil than I’d thought.”



    One corner of Kefen’s mouth tipped up wryly. “I suppose I understand better
    why you were so torn about giving up your ‘merchant-empire.’ I just hadn’t
    realized it really  is  an ‘empire.’ Confining your influence to just
     one  province in  one  Realm… I imagine that would feel…
    limiting.”



    Ivan snorted, and Kefen shot him a warning look.



    Karana tried a smile. She didn’t dare tell him how right he was.



    Not… yet anyways.



    Kefen was still saying ‘merchant-empire’ as if it was a silly pretension of
    a pack of commoners to consider it so. And Ivan’s expression was sufficient
    to seal the young woman’s lips on even trying to explain more right now.



    Karana was going to need to slow-walk them closer to The Way Things Really Worked
    before flat-out telling them.



    And… that was going to take some  time. 



    Which
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