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      “Rykker’s Point and Darroget just arrived,” Cole Mastin announced as he strode into the barracks. He stared specifically at the dark-haired man sitting on the stool in the corner. “The battle lord wants you to go over and give them the welcome spiel this time.”

      “Fuck it. Send Dudicoff. I got work to do,” Mattox D’Jacques grumbled. His hands never paused as he continued to clean his sword.

      “It’s your duty. And inheritance.”

      “My duty is protecting this compound. Not babysitting a bunch of self-indulgent battle lords.”

      “This gathering is important to both him and your mother. He needs your support.” Mastin sighed loudly. “Better get used to it now, because once you take over running Alta Novis—”

      Giving a little snarl, Mattox got to his feet and jammed the sword back into its sheath. “Maybe I’ll get my second to do it for me, the way Dad does,” he halfway taunted.

      Mastin held his ground, unaffected by the man’s dour nature. He was used to it. “You know Yulen wants as many of the battle lords to be aware of you as possible.”

      “Yeah, yeah. He hangs me out like a prized turkey.”

      “Now you’re being asinine.”

      “What? The truth hurts?” Mattox gave him a scarlet glare, even though he knew it would have no effect on his father’s second.

      “Don’t you think your mother felt the same way when people judged her because of the color of her hair?”

      “Her blue hair doesn’t intimidate people the way my eyes do,” Mattox snapped, then suddenly turned away. “But maybe it’s a good thing. After they get a good look, they leave me alone, and that’s fine with me.”

      Mastin dropped his voice. “Hey, just between us, I’m not a big fan of these get-togethers any more than you are. But they only occur every five years, and they help tremendously with relations between Normals and Mutah.”

      “Yeah, yeah, yeah. I read you loud and clear.”

      He strode toward the door as Mastin called out, “Assign them to section three!”

      Waving a hand to let the man know he’d been heard, Mattox strode out of the building and headed for the main lodge.

      The front courtyard was teeming with newcomers. Like all the others, both battle lords had brought along their own small squadron of soldiers, plus wagons of supplies. Pure pandemonium, Mattox mused to himself. The soldiers from Alta Novis paid no attention to him as he made his way through the sea of new arrivals, but the ones who’d accompanied their battle lords gave him a wide berth once they saw his face.

      One man inadvertently stepped in front of him as he dismounted from his horse. Mattox tried to avoid running into him, and ended up accidentally bumping arms.

      “Hey, douche bag! Watch where you’re—” The guy froze, blood draining from his face as their eyes locked.

      Mattox frowned. “Excuse me.” Not making any further apology, he continued toward the big building where people were coming and going through the double front doors.

      The tables were nearly full of soldiers eating, drinking, and talking. The kitchen help were busy serving the newcomers, running to and from the kitchen. Fortunately, no one paid much attention to him entering.

      Mattox headed for the front of the big room. Despite the warm temperature outside, the massive rock fireplace had a small blaze going in the hearth. It threw out a miniscule amount of heat, but it did give the place a welcoming ambiance.

      Nevo Mastin was already at the head table. From the way he was watching Mattox approach, it was clear he was there as backup. Mattox smiled to himself. The guy wasn’t just his brother-in-law. He was also, albeit unofficially, his second in command, the same way Nevo’s father, Cole, was his father’s second.

      “Thanks for coming.” Nevo flashed half a grin. “I thought Luc might be joining me. Glad to see it’s you.”

      “Why? Because you prefer my company over his?” Mattox quipped.

      “No, because you intimidate the hell out of these guys when they first arrive. Keeps them from puffing out their chests and trying to intimidate me with how ‘important’ they are.” Nevo made air quotes with this fingers. “Plus, you definitely have the overt Mutah look going for you.”

      “Yeah. Just my luck. Awright. Let’s get this over with. I promised Tracer I’d meet him over on the practice field before supper.”

      Turning around, Mattox glanced over the mass of people gathered. It was easy to tell each set of delegates apart. They sat in their own individual clusters, on opposite sides of the hall, with D’Jacques’ soldiers filling in the middle.

      “Welcome to Alta Novis!” he boomed, and waited for their reaction. As expected, everyone ceased talking and gave him their attention. Step two, several visibly reacted once they saw his cherry-red eyes. He continued. “My name is Mattox D’Jacques. I’m the Battle Prince of Alta Novis. On behalf of my father and mother, the Battle Lord and Lady, we’re glad you were able to make it. You are welcome to have free rein of the compound, with the exception of the private apartments, and a few other locations where a guard is posted to prevent trespassing. Please be aware they are there for your own protection, so please heed any notice or warning they give you if you accidentally encroach.

      “Our men are waiting outside to escort you to a location where you can set up your tents and establish your campgrounds. And before you ask, yes, you’re being placed outside the compound. You may have already seen others’ established camps on your way in. Don’t worry about surprise attacks. We’ve also stationed ample protection around the perimeters as backups for your own men.”

      He stared at the sea of faces. Some wore expressions of curiosity. Some wore outright hostility. Others continued to show undisguised fear. All except for a few handful. Those, he knew, were the battle lords, their seconds, and their heads of state, or other some such nonsense.

      “If you have any questions, I’ll be happy to try and answer them,” he concluded. As there always was whenever his father didn’t do the welcome shtick, the first question was:

      “Where is the Battle Lord? Where’s D’Jacques?”

      Funny thing. When his mother did the welcome, she was also asked the same question. It was as though these visiting diplomats either didn’t realize she was on equal ground with them, or they didn’t want to accept it. Not at first. He smiled to himself. They soon learned not to make that mistake again.

      “My father is currently involved with a delegation from several Mutah compounds. He has called a general meeting first thing tomorrow morning here in the main hall, right after breakfast. If you take your morning meal at your encampment, listen for the bell to ring five times. That’ll be your signal. Oh, and because of the number of compounds we have represented this year, we’re having to limit attendance to just the battle lords and their seconds.”

      “We can’t bring security with us?” one man demanded irritably.

      “Security against what?” Mattox questioned. “You and your second can defend yourselves adequately, or else you wouldn’t be in the position you’re in.”

      “We demand to speak to the battle lord!” another voice shouted.

      “And I say he’s busy,” Mattox tightly responded. “Better get used to disappointment. You’re on our turf now. This is our conference, and you are expected follow our guidelines and restrictions. If you were the one holding this little shindig, you’d expect your guests to observe your rules just like everyone else.” He flashed them a smile, but he doubted they noticed it. They were too enthralled with the dark redness of his eyes. His mother often told him they seemed to glow with a light of their own whenever he got really pissed off. And this was definitely a pissy moment. “Any other questions?”

      “Will we meet the battle lady tomorrow morning?”

      “Of course.”

      “How many compounds are represented?”

      “Counting you two, forty-eight, and that includes Mutah. We received fifty responses, so there are two compounds yet to arrive. Hopefully they’ll get here soon.”

      “What if something happens? Who do we report to?”

      “As I said earlier, we have armed security throughout the compound, inside and out. If you need immediate help, contact one of them.” He hooked his thumbs in his weapons belt. “If there are no more questions, please help yourself to our hospitality. We’re looking forward to having a successful convocation.”

      He waved at two sentries, who stepped forward. “Please escort them to section three when they’re done here.” To the guests, he concluded, “You’ll be shown where you can set up your camps. Thank you again for coming. I’ll see you in the morning.” He expected to have someone shout out one last question as he turned to leave via the side entrance, but he didn’t hear one.

      Nevo followed him outside. “That went well,” his childhood friend remarked after he closed the door behind them.

      Mattox snorted. “I wonder how long it’ll take before someone gets their feelings hurt?” The remark got a chuckle out of the young man.

      “You’re too late. The battle lord from Two Pines is already bitching about not having the right kind of wood for his fires.” Nevo rolled his eyes as Mattox chuckled. He suddenly got serious. “It’s just five days, Matt. That’s all we have to endure, and then it’s five more years before the next one.”

      “If there’s a next one.”

      “Oh, there will be,” Nevo assured him. “As long as your father and mother live, these gatherings will continue. And even afterwards, you’ll keep their tradition alive. You, and Misty, and Luc.”

      “Don’t count on it,” Mattox growled.

      Nevo punched him playfully on the bicep. “I know whereof I speak, and you damn well know it’s the truth. So where you off to now? The practice field?”

      “Yeah. You?”

      “Dad told me to meet up with him over by the second gate when we were done here. I’ll catch you later, okay?”

      “Sure thing. Later.”

      Seeing Nevo trot off, Mattox shook his head. “Yeah, I know I’ll keep the tradition alive after Mom and Dad are gone. I won’t like it, but I’ll do it. If for no other reason than because I love them too much not to.”
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      “Fuck, I’ll be glad when we finally get there and I can get off this damn horse for longer than overnight.”

      Lorgon Edge gave his daughter a disapproving look. “I hope to hell you show better manners once we arrive.”

      “Or you’ll what?” she threw back at him with a hint of a smile. “If memory serves, you haven’t spanked my bottom since I was seven. And that’s because I truly deserved it. So what if I backtalk to a few battle lords? Sometime they need a major attitude adjustment anyway.”

      “Caralas—“”

      “I know, I know. You want me to be all prim and proper like a battle princess should be, or is expected to be. Haven’t you figured out by now I don’t want to be a princess? I don’t want some guy coddling up to me because my father is a battle lord of one of the biggest compounds in the west.”

      “It’s the biggest compound in the west, bar none,” her father corrected her. “There isn’t a battle lord for hundreds of miles who hasn’t heard of Vega City.”

      “And yet, you accepted the invitation from some little turd battle lord you’ve never met, and dragged our asses all the way over here because of what he’s ‘accomplished.’”

      She heard her father’s sigh of exasperation. “Do we need to go over that again?”

      She gave a bark of laughter. “Oh, come on. You know half, no, three-quarters of all that mumbo jumbo we’ve read about and heard through the grapevine has to be fictitious. It’s made up or blown out of proportion. Remember that kids’ game, Gossip? Where you tell one person something, and they go tell the same thing to someone else, but by the time it gets back to you, it sounds nothing like what you started with? That’s what we have here. One giant ass game of Gossip.”

      “Maybe when it comes to their exploits, I’ll grant you that. But there’s no denying the progress in relations with Mutah. We’ve seen the results for ourselves.”

      Caralas raised a hand in surrender. “All right. I’ll give you that. I’ll admit things seem a lot better between us and the mutes. But I can’t give this French guy, Jacques?”

      “D’Jacques. Yulen D’Jacques.”

      “I can’t see how he and his mutie wife can be given all the credit. But I gotta admit, a lot of those stories make for some very entertaining reading. I managed to get copies of both books so far. I’m hoping there’s a third.”

      “Books?” The battle lord gave a confused look. “What books?”

      She patted her saddlebag. “Yeah. I brought ‘em with me. You’ve seen me reading them.”

      “I didn’t know that’s what they were about. You’re always reading something or other…when you’re not on the field trying to better your arm.”

      “When you’re the battle lord’s daughter, you have to learn to fend for yourself sometimes,” she quipped, earning a chuckle.

      They both straightened in their saddles when they spotted a guard galloping toward them. “Compound straight ahead, just beyond the next rise,” the man informed them.

      “Is it Alta Novis?” Edge demanded.

      “Don’t know for certain, sir, but it looks like there’s a large gathering of tents outside its walls.”

      “That has to be it,” Edge muttered, and glanced up at the sky. “Good thing. Sun’ll be down in a couple more hours. Pervick, take a couple of men and ride ahead to announce our arrival to the compound.”

      The soldier saluted and loped away.

      “Looks like you’re going to get your wish,” Edge informed his daughter.

      “Yay me,” she softly said, and smiled. “We even made it in time before the conference began.”

      “No thanks to those feral cats we ran across a week ago. We would’ve made better time if it hadn’t been for that.” The man kneed his horse, clucking his tongue to urge the animal into a trot. Caralas followed suit, and the rest of their entourage did the same.

      Once they reached the top of the rise, they stopped to look down at the compound lying in the distance. The scout was correct. A myriad of tents surrounded the tall, imposing walls like a massive flower garden of riotous color. The outlying area was teeming with soldiers and horses. On top of the ramparts, more men walked the catwalk. Rising from the middle of the inner fortress, a half-blue, half-red banner snapped in the breeze.

      “This is Alta Novis. That’s D’Jacques’ flag. Gotta give him credit. He’s got the place well-fortified.”

      “Against whom? Normals versus Mutah? Or them versus whatever dares to come out of that forest?”

      “Does it matter?”

      She continued to stare at the compound. “It’s awfully small. It looks big now, but once all those tents and guests are gone, it’s barely a dot in the middle of that field.”

      “Don’t judge a compound by its size. You know that,” her father reminded her. “He probably prefers to keep it that size, and farms out new settlers to one of his other compounds. Last I heard, he had twenty-one of them flying his flag, both Normal and Mutah.”

      Standing in his stirrups, Edge turned to look back at his troops. “We’re here, gentlemen! Stay with me. It appears we may be pitching our tents outside the compound walls. Regardless, we run sentries the same as we do any encampment. Borlee!”

      The second rode up to join them. “Sir!”

      “Once we get settled, and we know what our limitations are, let the men know they can move freely about. If they can, I’d like for them to get a good layout of this compound. See if they can find out the battle lord’s duty schedules, and whatever other pertinent details they can uncover. They’ll report back to you. When you’ve compiled a nice list, come to me.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      Once the second left, Caralas raised an eyebrow. “Duty schedules? Why would that interest you?”

      “I’d like to know when he…we…are most vulnerable. If he runs the usual eight-hour shifts, I want to know at what times the shifts change.”

      “Because…”

      The man glanced at her. “Come on. It’s time we meet this man and his family. I want to find out what all the ruckus is about, and why Mutah practically worship the ground he walks on.”

      It wasn’t the answer she was seeking, but she wasn’t surprised he’d avoided giving her a direct response. He’d done the same thing her whole life.

      They were within a hundred feet of the main gate when a sentry finally called out to them. “Halt and identify!”

      “I’m Lorgon Edge, Battle Lord of Vega City. I come at the invitation of Yulen D’Jacques.”

      The guard disappeared for a moment. Caralas figured he had to check the list of invited guests to be sure her father was legit.

      “Welcome to Alta Novis!” the sentry announced. “You and your second, and your private entourage are welcome to enter. Please have your men move over to the side of the road and wait there until they can be shown where you’ll be stationed.”

      Edge gestured that he’d heard the man, and called to his second. “Borlee!”

      The man hurried up from the back of the line.

      “Have our men move off the road and wait here for further instructions. Put Vermeeden in charge, then come join us inside the compound.”

      A nod and a salute, and Borlee rode off.

      Edge smiled at his daughter as they prepared to go through the gates. “I know that look. What’s rolling around inside that devious mind of yours?”

      “I’m wondering who’s really in charge of this place.”

      “Oh?”

      “Yeah. The battle lord, or his blue-haired wife.”

      “Why would you say that?”

      She gave him one of her familiar grins but refused to answer. After all, two could play that game, and she’d learned it from the master.
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      Garet Renken walked up where Mattox was sitting and enjoying a pint of beer with Donaldson and Weever. “Matt, Vega City just arrived. Do you know where your folks are so I can let them know?”

      “I can tell ‘em. They’re having supper over at the lodge tonight,” Mattox informed him. “Is that the last one due in?”

      “Prospero is still out, but they had a ways to come,” Renken stated. “Oh, by the way, when you let them know, be sure to add that this guy’s got a shit ton of soldiers with him.”

      Mattox paused to glare up at the man. “More than a handful, eh?”

      “How about sixty times that many?”

      This bit of information got him to his feet. He was a bit wobbly, but that would burn off after a brisk tour around the inner walls of the compound to check on things. “Are you telling me the guy brought nearly three hundred troops with him?”

      Renken made a wry face. “Well, we haven’t done an exact head count, but it’s pretty damn close, from what I’ve seen.”

      “Does the battle lord know this is a peace conference, and not a call to arms? Showing up with that many men is going to hurt the feelings of some of these pansy-ass battle lords, not to mention create a lot of anxiety among the Mutah warriors.” Mattox growled softly. “Dad isn’t gonna be too happy to hear this.” His comment earned him a snort of amusement.

      “That’s why I’d rather you tell them.”

      “Awright. I better go let them know now, while they’re both there. Dad wants me to walk the parapet with him later, anyway.”

      As Renken left out the front doors, Mattox turned to head for the kitchen and the rear door, when he was jostled in the back. Damn. Twice in one day. Place is getting too damn crowded.

      “Watch it, buddy,” he automatically grumbled.

      “Watch it yourself,” an unfamiliar voice shot back with more than a touch of irritation.

      Turning to confront the guy, he was met with the back of the departing figure. A brown braid all the way down to a pert ass made him hesitate. He started to reach for the person, but another hand stayed him.

      Weever smirked. “Too bad we got more of those high and mighty assholes in attendance than we do honorable ones.”

      “They could be honorable,” Dewey remarked from the table next to them. “It’s just when they get surrounded by those of equal status, they get itchy about jostling for a position of importance.”

      Several soldiers who’d overheard muttered in agreement, when Weever cleared his throat.

      “Matt?”

      Mattox was going to ignore the man, when the soldier’s next remark got his attention.

      “You might want to find out why they’re taking a seat at D’Jacques’ table.”

      “What?” A quick glance proved him right. An older man, plus the one with the braid, and three soldiers wearing identical uniforms that weren’t Alta Novis, were parking themselves at the head table, next to the fireplace.

      He checked the side door. Although he knew his parents were taking their meal in the lodge, there was still the chance they might come in for dessert, or for some other reason.

      He was aware of eyes following him up to the table where he caught the squatters’ attention. Behind them, he noticed one of the kitchen help standing outside the kitchen, a tray in her hands. She was baffled as to the newcomers sitting there, and was unsure whether or not to serve them. Like Mattox, she kept checking the side door for sign of the battle lord or lady.

      His first impulse was to order them to go sit elsewhere, but common sense and sudden sobriety reined him in at the last second.

      “Excuse me, but you can’t sit here,” he told the group. He focused on the older man, assuming the guy would be the battle lord.

      The man didn’t answer at first. Instead, he flashed Mattox a smile. “We’re here to meet Yulen D’Jacques. We would have sat elsewhere, but there’s no other available tables, it seems.”

      Mattox swept the room. There were seats available. Just none where all of them could sit together. He turned back to the guy.

      “You’re sitting at the battle lord’s exclusive table. You’ll need to find an empty seat in the main room.”

      The man gave those sitting at the table a look he couldn’t quite make out before ending back at him. “This is the battle lord’s table?”

      “Yes.”

      “Then I’m exactly where I need to be. My name’s Lorgon Edge, the Battle Lord of Vega City.” He made a dismissive wave of his hand. “Go inform the help we’re ready to eat. And let me know when D’Jacques will see me.”

      That last pushed him off the thin line he’d been walking. Mattox parked his hands on his hips, forcing himself not to grab the hilt of his sword. To do so would be seen as a threat. “Since you didn’t ask, allow me to introduce myself. I am Mattox D’Jacques, Battle Prince of Alta Novis, and I’m not asking you anymore to leave my family’s table. I’m giving you and your groupies to the count of five to get up and move. One.”

      The three guards, one of whom he assumed had to be Edge’s second, got to their feet. They never took their eyes off him as they pulled their own weapons partly out of their sheathes.

      “Two.”

      “Wait, wait.” Edge gestured for his men to hold. Slowly, he rose to his feet. Mattox recognized the expression the man wore. He’d seen it a few times on his father’s face whenever he was about to get a tongue-lashing or worse. Preparing himself, he stood his ground.

      “So you’re the battle lord’s pup. I should have known, judging by your arrogance. I don’t have time to deal with you right now. We’ve come a long way for this conference. We’re tired, and we’re hungry. Let us have our meal in peace, then we’ll be on our way.”

      Mattox cocked his head at the man. What was it Renken had said? The man had arrived with three hundred troops?

      “And while you indulge yourself, what of your men? Are they also getting the chance to eat? Or are they waiting for you to return while also fighting hunger and exhaustion?”

      That remark riled Edge. Mattox watched as the man’s face turned beet red. To antagonize the battle lord further, he turned his attention to the woman sitting across from him.

      Whatever he’d planned on saying to her was completely obliterated from his mind when he stared at her face. Into a pair of dark brown eyes that sparkled with her own rising anger, until she got a good look at him, and the blood drained from her face. Her mouth dropped open slightly, her full lips a dark pink. She inadvertently licked them, leaving a moisture that glistened in the firelight.

      Soft. Inviting.

      Mentally shaking himself, Mattox gave her an equally dour look. “A true battle lord looks after his men first. A true battle lord doesn’t indulge himself to the detriment of his troops. Troops he relies on for protection. Troops who could turn on him at any moment when they discover their leader puts himself above them. Or, if they’re already aware of the man’s disrespect, and have become growingly resentful of their treatment, are willing to stand aside when the battle lord needs them most. I strongly suggest you think twice about what you’re doing.”

      One more scathing look at Edge and his soldiers, and he quickly exited the main hall before his temper got the best of him.

      Outside, he paused at the corner of the building and took a couple of deep breaths to calm himself. He was still peeved over Edge’s arrogance, but the woman’s face… Even now, the image floated in his mind’s eye, elusive but clear. Who was she? More importantly, what was her relation to Edge? She looked nothing like him. She didn’t have the same coloring.

      “Drop it,” he ordered himself under his breath. “The last thing you need is to chase tail. She’s with him, and she can have him.”

      A figure approached. Despite the darkness quickly falling, Mattox could easily identify the soldier.

      “Ho, Luc!”

      “Matt?” The youngest D’Jacques son walked up to him. “What’s up?”

      “Have you had supper yet?”

      Lucien grinned. “Yep. Mom fixed squirrel. I know Berta’s staff uses Mom’s recipes when they fix it, but it always tastes better when Mom does it herself.”

      Mattox snorted. “I won’t argue with you there. Hope you left me a bite. I’m heading over there now.”

      “You know Mom. She always fixes more than enough.”

      “Where you headed?”

      “To the main lodge. Why?”

      Mattox shook his head. “The battle lord from Vega City decided to sit at our head table. Son of a bitch has his head up his butt and won’t move.”

      As he expected, Lucien frowned in concern. “Are there no other seats available?”

      “Here and there. They just wouldn’t be able to sit together. Anyway, he needs to be welcomed and shown where to park his tents…and his three hundred soldiers.”

      That last got another reaction from his sibling. “Three hundred? For crying out loud, why so many?”

      Snorting, Mattox replied, “Once you talk to him, you’ll know why. I reamed the guy out for thinking only of himself first when he demanded to be fed. Bastard doesn’t care his men are just as tired and hungry as he claims to be. All he’s interested in is feeding his own face first. I left before I said anything else he might take as a threat.”

      Lucien nodded. “There are too many battle lords like him, unfortunately. Don’t worry, big bro. I’ll take care of it.” He slapped Mattox on the shoulder. “You go on and grab a bite. But be sure to tell Dad what happened.”

      “Don’t worry. I will. Good luck.”

      His brother chuckled. “Thanks. I just might need it.”

      Mattox didn’t watch to see the younger battle prince enter the main lodge. Instead, he continued toward the two-story building behind it where he could already smell the delicious scent of roasted squirrel wafting from that direction.
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      “—sending out our Mutah hunters to try and see if they can round up some extra kills, in case we start to run short again, and Berta needs to fall back on it.”

      Yulen looked up when Mattox walked into the small dining area where he and Atty were having dinner. Unbuckling his weapons belt, Mattox slung it over the chair’s back and took the seat next to his father. Atty smiled across the table at him. “I had a feeling you’d come see what was on the menu,” his mother said with a smile.

      “I prefer your cooking to whatever’s being served in the main hall. And, yeah, I know they use your recipes, but it always tastes better when you do it,” he admitted. He grabbed the pot of potatoes and helped himself to a hefty serving.

      “You just missed Luc.”

      “Nah. I saw him on the way here.” Holding out his plate, he asked, “Throw some of that squirrel on there.”

      “Please,” his father pressed with amusement.

      “Please. What were you just saying about the Mutah hunters?”

      “The kitchen is seeing an influx of mouths to feed,” Atty responded. “We suspect either the visiting battle lords aren’t feeding their soldiers enough, or their own food is inferior.”

      “Or they prefer what’s coming out of the kitchen instead of being forced to eat all those trail rations at their encampments,” Mattox proposed. “I don’t blame them in the least.”

      “Could be,” Yulen admitted. “Whatever the reason, the kitchen is running short before all our men can be fed, and they’re having to scramble to come up with additional grub for them.”

      “Maybe you need to put out an edict that says our men get fed first. Or their soldiers cannot use our dining hall,” Mattox suggested.

      Yulen made a face. “I’d hate to have to do that. Like you said, our meals may be the only decent food those men are getting.”

      Mattox chewed a piece of meat off a bone. That was his father. Always looking out for those who served him first. The exact opposite of Vega City’s battle lord.

      He eyed the two other empty chairs at the table. Mistelle was probably eating with her husband, Nevo, and their new two-month-old daughter, Trailee. Knowing Luc had eaten here earlier probably meant Johna was out doing something with their son.

      “I was thinking I could send out Phenton and a few others to see what they can scrounge up.” Atty continued the conversation, allowing Mattox to sit back and listen as he indulged himself in a helping of the dandelion greens.

      This was comfort, he told himself. This setting, his family, their time around the table with or without his siblings, was a source of happiness for him. He even sat in the same chair every time, he mused. When he was younger, he remembered being placed in a high chair next to his mother where she’d feed him. Or let him play with his food as he sometimes stuffed portions of it into his mouth. When he got old enough, he was given a booster seat next to his father, and Misty earned the high chair when she could sit up in it. She was promoted to the chair next to her mother when she got bigger, and that was the way they were for many years, until Lucien miraculously appeared. Inevitably Misty was shifted over to the chair next to Mattox, to give Luc that prestigious position beside Atty. But Mattox remained in the chair beside his father. And probably will for the rest of my life, he told himself.

      That last musing hit him hard, and he almost choked on what was in his mouth. Glancing up, he saw his parents in conversation and thankfully ignorant of his emotional flinch.

      Now that he was keenly aware, he could see the signs that told him his father was getting up in years. The man had streaks of grayish-white interspersed through his head of reddish-blond hair. His face bore evidence of the years of stress of being a battle lord with a long history of near-death experiences. Plus, there were days Yulen D’Jacques had a hard time maintaining the stamina needed during sword practice. But for a man in his sixties, Mattox had to admire the sheer grit his father displayed.

      His father wouldn’t live forever, and Mattox knew that, but he refused
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