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Preface

Olga watched distractedly as the great
sorcerers that made up her high council opened portals escorting
the leaders of Darth into the large conference hall. It had been
many years since a farmer’s daughter was selected for the bloodline
exchange and ripped from her home and family. It now felt like a
different life to her. The use of the power had kept her looking
young, as it did to all those who called it. Her jet black hair
rippled and shimmered in the dim light as she turned to look at the
young face in the mirror. There were no lines or creases in her
skin though she was now older than most of the gray haired kings
who were entering the hall. Only her intense brown eyes gave a hint
of all that she had experienced since leaving the farm so many
years ago.

Today she would put an end to the bloodline
exchange. No longer would a practice, that had outlived its
usefulness long ago, end the dreams of young girls on Darth. She
would not be able to explain the original scientific reasons for
the exchange. Only a very small group of sorcerers knew the truth,
that mankind was not native to Darth.

Olga shook off the disorientation that still
came to her as she remembered the day the late Sorceress Faras had
introduced her to the starship that brought humanity to Darth. That
too felt like another lifetime now. The ship was now orbiting a
planet in another solar system. There were, of course, still signs
of the star faring people here. But they were hidden by long
forgotten technology. Kings could and in fact had marched their
armies past these relics without knowing that they were there.

She felt Francous’ light touch on her
mind.

“Ma’am, they are all gathered.”

“Thank you Francous. What is their mood?”

“Pretty much what we expected. Most of the
kings are nervous, they are not comfortable with traveling through
portals. That is compounded by seeing others arrive by portal.

The Witch’s Guild, and the Warlock’s Alliance
representatives are more resentful that you summoned them. They do
not like to be reminded that sorcerers, especially when we are
united, have to be respected.”

“Thank you. I guess I can’t put it off any
longer.”

Olga drew the power and formed the series of
spells she had decided on, placing them on herself as she opened
the door and walked into the great hall.

As she entered, the high council of sorcerers
stepped away from those they had escorted to the meeting and took
seats behind Olga. The others present took the cue and moved to
their seats. Olga waited for the hall to become quiet once more
before greeting the assembled leaders.

“The sorcerer’s high council welcomes the
other leaders of Darth. We have representatives of all the kingdoms
from both continents as well as the island kingdoms. Welcome King
Zul, King Arl, King Mal, King Sal, King Nil, King Yen, King Nes,
and King Bin.” It still seemed strange to Olga that the kings took
the name of their kingdom when they ascended to the throne, so
Prince Hal who had just replaced his father as king of the Nil
Islands was now King Nil.

“We also welcome senior members of the high
councils of the Witch’s Guild and the Warlock’s Alliance. Welcome
Judith, witch of the first tier. Welcome Bryn, warlock of the first
tier.

“I know you are all busy people who have many
responsibilities that you cannot attend to while you are here. I
hope that you will find the time you spend here with your peers
discussing areas where you have common ground, useful. I would like
to begin this meeting by discussing some changes to how we
sorcerers view our responsibilities to the kingdoms.

“I want to assure you that the senior members
of our high council, those sorcerers who facilitated your travel to
this meeting, will continue to ensure that none will use magic or
sorcerery to change the balance of power. The sorcerers’ high
council are committed to ensuring your sovereignty.

“The change I’m speaking of, is that we are
ending the practice of keeping our sorcerers out of the kingdoms.
Instead, we are going to actively integrate sorcerers who will
provide healing and lifesaving services to the people of your
kingdoms, free of charge. We will also be available to provide any
services you feel will facilitate your operations and keep your
people safe and secure. To facilitate this, the high council has
approved migration of large numbers of our more junior sorcerers
into communities across your kingdoms. Please work with the
sorcerers in this room to help us station our limited resources
where they can be of the most help to you and your people.

“I know that the Kingdom of Arl has an
agreement with the Witch’s Guild, and the Kingdom of Zul has an
agreement with the Warlock’s Alliance, and we do not wish to
interfere with or duplicate services provided under those
agreements, so please work closely with Francous in Arl and May in
Zul to let us know where our help will be beneficial to your
kingdoms.

“Does anyone have any questions or concerns
about this change?”

Olga fielded several questions from the kings
about whether or not they could get an array of free services from
the sorcerers. But none of them objected to having more sorcerers
available to them on a daily basis. The only people who seemed to
be concerned by the change were Bryn and Judith, but neither of
them voiced their concerns. When the discussion died down, Olga
steeled herself for the two items she did not expect the kings to
accept as easily.

“The next topic is one that I have a personal
interest in. As some among you know, a few years back, I was
selected for the bloodline exchange. I was too young to be married
off at the time, and my ability to call the power was discovered
and developed before I reached the appropriate age. But for that
situation, I would have been separated from everyone I had ever
known, and married off to a favored person in a different
dukedom.

“While the practice of the bloodline
exchange, once had a critical role in ensuring a bloodline
connection between the dukedoms, that time is past. I am asking you
all to cease this practice immediately. It is time for us to quit
demanding such sacrifices from the citizens we are responsible to
protect.”

Olga waited quietly for the suddenly loud
discussion to calm down. Eventually, the kings split into two
groups, one group that supported the elimination of the bloodline
exchange and one that opposed the idea. Olga was not surprised to
see that most of the younger kings were in favor of eliminating the
practice, and most of the older ones opposed it. The notable
exception was that King Arl after discussing it with Judith decided
to support the elimination of the bloodline exchange. Once the hall
quieted down a bit, Olga spoke up again.

“I see that there are a number of you that do
not wish to discontinue this practice. I can agree to allow you to
continue the practice if you agree to change the parameters to
select only the gentry for this exchange. The argument I have heard
you make is that it is a key tool for binding the gentry to you. If
that is your goal then facilitating the marriage of gentry from one
dukedom to another will certainly be more effective.”

Again there was a surge in the volume of the
discussion. But in just a few minutes, the kings were united behind
the idea of eliminating the bloodline exchange. Several of the
kings were unhappy about the change, but they would comply. Olga
knew that she was going to have to go way out of her way to soothe
the feathers she had ruffled with this change, but no other girls
would have to go through what she had experienced, and that was
enough for now.

Everyone was looking at her once again,
waiting for her to tell them what else she wanted. Olga took a deep
breath and prepared her thoughts. She had to word this one
correctly.

“Thank you all. Now, for the final item that
the high council of sorcerers wishes to present. In order to ensure
that there are enough sorcerers, warlocks and witches trained and
available to provide life-saving services to you all, we need to be
more deliberate and active in the identification of those with the
ability to use the power. As you know, the Witch’s Guild has an
agreement with Arl that allows them to identify young women who
have the talent and train them in witchcraft. And the Warlock’s
Alliance has a practice of selecting students from volunteers that
approach them. Up until now, sorcerers mostly identified potential
apprentices by monitoring the movement of the power near them.
While all of these approaches have some merits, they allow us to
miss most of the citizens who have the potential to call the
power.

“The sorcerers’ high council has concluded
that we need to take a much more active role in the identification
and training of those with the ability to call the power. With that
in mind, we wish to actively search for those with the ability
throughout all the kingdoms. We ask that we be granted the right to
train any who have the ability and desire to learn the skills of
the sorcery, and in return we will commit to deploying those we
train to the kingdom in which they were discovered.”

There was once again a surge in discussion
and argument throughout the hall, but it came to a very quick halt
when Judith and her escort drew the power and stepped toward
Olga.

Before Olga realized she was doing so, she
had drawn the power herself and felt the swords of power form in
her hands. Suddenly the great hall was humming with the sound of
power songs and the vibration of massive amounts of power being
drawn. Even those who could not draw the power had to feel such a
large flow in a confined space. All six witches, were drawing the
power as quickly as possible, and in reaction, all six warlocks and
all eleven sorcerers were drawing the power.

Olga recognized the threat, and reacted
quickly. She spoke calmly to the members of her high council who
were all suddenly between her and Judith. The kings had recognized
what was happening and were quickly moving back behind their honor
guards, who were pushing them as far away from the witches,
warlocks and sorcerers as possible.

Judith projected her voice as she attempted
to get closer to Olga without directly engaging the other
sorcerers.

“The Guild will not stand idly by while you
attempt to gather all the talented to yourselves. And the Alliance,
if they are smart will back us rather than become your
subjects.”

Olga grimaced at how quickly Judith had
analyzed the proposal. With the distrust that had been allowed to
fester between those practicing witchcraft and those practicing
sorcery, Judith naturally believed the worst. Unfortunately,
backing down from this challenge would not benefit anyone. She had
to explain without looking weak. Olga made her decision and spoke
calmly.

“Release the power, everyone. No one wants a
battle between those who can call the power. Judith, and Bryn,
please have your people stand down, mine will do the same.”

Olga knew Bryn was too smart to be drawn into
a battle with her high council without planning ahead to give his
team a chance. And he signaled to his team who quickly released the
power. As they did, Olga signaled and all but two of the sorcerers
released the power as well. Then Olga waited patiently for Judith
to realize that she was vastly outmatched, and release the power.
It took a few seconds, but eventually Judith signaled to her people
and released the power. Only then did Francous and Tem release the
power and step back behind Olga.

“I believe some clarification is in order.
Correct me if I’m wrong Judith, but I suspect you and likely Bryn
as well may have felt that the sorcerers are pushing to take all
the skilled and shift the balance of power more significantly in
our favor.

That is definitely not the case. As all of us
who use the power know there are two different approaches to using
the power. There are those who can call the power, who cannot
perform the spells of sorcery, but who can perform those of
witchcraft and vice versa. When someone is identified as having the
ability they will be evaluated and sent to the appropriate group
for training. Since there are far more who can perform the spells
of witchcraft than can perform the spells of sorcery, I believe
that the Guild and the Alliance will gain more students than we
will. But I ask that you also commit to the kingdoms that you will
deploy those who come from each kingdom to spend at least a couple
of years serving that kingdom after they are trained.”

As she spoke, Olga felt the tension in Judith
and Bryn ease. They were not totally at ease, but the tension in
the room reduced significantly. The reason they had been asked to
this meeting was to ensure they heard this part of the proposal
first hand.

“Will you commit to that stipulation? This
will ensure that the kingdoms all receive significant benefit from
allowing us to seek out and train those who can help improve life
for their citizens.”

Bryn and Judith spoke with their teams then
with each other, but eventually, they agreed to the
stipulation.

Olga turned her attention back to the
gathered kings, and saw that they still had uncertainty and a
little fear in their faces. All of them had seen a witch, warlock
or sorcerer wield the power, and the sudden threat of a battle
between power users had settled that healthy fear into their
minds.

“Honored Kings, do we have your agreement to
our proposal and the corresponding commitment we are making?”

This time there was no discussion or
argument, the kings simply agreed. Olga felt the tension in her
shoulders ease..

 



Chapter 1: Changes

Derek stood on the balcony that looked out
over the docks where the ship from the Nil Islands was preparing to
return to the seas. It was rare for one to come this far north.
Rarer still for them to take on passengers. But Derek had seen two
warlocks pass a bag of coin to the captain and board the ship this
morning.

Oh, to have that kind of freedom. They were
traveling to some destination far from here, possibly even the Nil
Islands themselves. It had to be a place they had never been
before, or they would have just formed a spell and ridden their
great horses to the destination instantly.

Not for me, the idea of traveling to distant
lands. I’m to be the next duke of the Aba dukedom and will never
travel beyond the Kingdom of Zul unless it is to defend the
kingdom.

Derek heard the approach of his teacher, a
scholar named Grail. Grail had been his father’s teacher and was
well versed in bookkeeping, history, financial management, and
etiquette required of a duke. He was a good teacher, and Derek had
learned a lot from him. But now, Derek ignored his teacher’s
approach, knowing that he had only a few more moments to study the
sails and flags of that ship from the Nil Islands.

“It is time, Lord Derek. We must attend to
your studies. We cannot have you embarrass your father when you
travel to the Fazl dukedom next month,” said the powerfully built,
white-haired scholar. “Recite for me the dukedoms, dukes, heirs and
key advisors for each dukedom, starting with Fazl.”

Derek, without turning around to face Grail,
responded, “The duke of Fazl is Ban, who is known to be a great
warrior. His heir is Ezekiel, also a great leader of men. Ezekiel
manages the day-to-day operations of the dukedom but has also won
many battles against the incursions of the kingdom of Arl. It is
known but not spoken that he is the true leader of the dukedom when
it is not at war. Key advisors include….”

As the ship from the Nil Islands sailed out
of the harbor, Derek finished the recitation of dukes and advisors,
then turned to face Grail.

“Very good, Lord Derek. As you know, it is as
important to understand how you will be perceived and what others
will expect from you. How are you known to the other dukes and
their heirs?”

Derek flinched internally at the question,
even though it seemed to be one of Grail’s favorites. He knew that
his resemblance to his mother’s people would always be a barrier to
gaining the respect his father commanded. He brushed back a strand
of his reddish blond hair as he analyzed the question. Grail would
demand a detailed answer, so Derek took the time to think it
through. His father and nearly all the gentry in Zul had dark hair
and eyes with strong jawlines and a natural fierceness in their
every expression. Derek had none of that, instead he had a rounded
jawline and a gentle looking face even when he was swinging a
sword. He was not weak, and had been trained in politics and battle
since he could walk, but that would not change his appearance.

“I am known as the unproven pup of the great
Duke Joseph. Being shorter, more slender, and looking more like my
mother than my father. I am also perceived as being considerably
softer than my father. This perception is enhanced by my skill with
music and political maneuvering. While my martial arts skills are
good, I am not seen as a warrior like my father or Duke Ban. Most
of the dukes of Zul will recognize me because of my lighter
completion and less muscular physique. I am known to be a student
of tactics and strategies, but because my skills are unproven,
others may underestimate me in these areas. My resemblance to my
mother’s people, who are considered to be inferior warriors, will
likely enhance that opinion.”

Grail frowned at the response. “Never assume
that others will not see you as more of a threat than you really
are. Your belief that they will see you as unproven and may
underestimate some of your skills is well founded. But your belief
that they will not consider you a threat is not. Your father is too
well known for his ability to form relationships with key people
such as the king. None will assume that you are not adept at that
as well, and that makes you a threat. Likewise, your mother’s
people are known as shrewd negotiators and slippery opponents, you
will be assumed to have inherited those skills.”

Derek felt the sting of Grail’s words and set
them firmly into his memory. He was right—others would assume he
had some of his father’s talents, and it was more likely that they
would see him as a political threat given his lack of the
commanding presence of his father.

Grail waited for his words to settle in then
changed subject. He asked, “How much grain do we have stored in the
northern granaries, and what types of grain are there?”

Derek knew the answer but did as he had been
taught. He walked back into the room to a table covered with books.
He quickly located the one he needed and opened it, turning to the
appropriate page and reading the numbers written there.

Grail nodded his approval then asked several
more questions about the state and wealth of the dukedom, forcing
Derek to move rapidly from one page to the next scanning for the
answers written there. Then came a series of questions about
strengths and weaknesses of the dukedom and what other dukes might
exploit if something happened to his father and he was suddenly
forced to run the dukedom.

Derek disagreed with some of the answers he
gave but knew what Grail expected as responses, so he rattled them
off. Derek did not agree, for example, that Duke Ban would have any
interest in the farms on the southern border. He was far more
likely to push farther into the land and empty the southern granary
to feed his soldiers. His son Ezekiel might value the farms, but
Duke Ban would not. And if they feared that he was his father’s
equal in forming alliances, none of these maneuvers would be likely
to occur before they determined if the king would back Derek or
not. But he understood the value of planning for the worst-case
scenarios and listed the things Grail believed could happen.

Grail grilled him on various scenarios and
facts until lunch time. At last, Grail turned and led the way out
of the study and down the hall. As they walked, Grail turned and
reminded Derek that he was expected to sit in court with his father
as he rendered decisions on a myriad of complaints by the citizens
of the dukedom.

Derek rolled his eyes as he thought of
spending the entire afternoon pretending to be interested in
whether one farmer had acquired another farmer’s runaway chicken,
or some drifter stole a couple of eggs. It was ridiculous that a
duke should have to deal with such things.

“Don’t you roll your eyes at me, young man.
It is an honor to be allowed to learn from someone as accomplished
as your father in such matters.”

Derek saw the look on Grail’s face and
apologized. Then he turned back toward the dining hall, maintaining
a slower pace than he wanted to allow Grail to keep up with
him.

The dining hall, like most of those in the
castle of a duke, was a busy place. Servers rushed around
delivering the day’s meal to the other staff, who arrived in a
steady stream from all over the castle. Derek had grown up seeing
it as the place where except for the duke and his family, everyone
was seen as equal and treated as equals. There was of course the
constant smell of the ovens cooking a variety of breads, and
various meats roasting, accented by the smell of grog and strong
spirits enjoyed by those who were not on duty. The great fire place
at the far end of the room kept the room warm even in the coldest
winter days. Like most of the dukes in Zul, Derek’s father eschewed
the practice of using the hall to demonstrate wealth or power.
Instead, it was adorned with scenes of farmers bringing in the
harvest, and ranchers caring for their herds. All the decorations
were carefully crafted to remind the residents of the castle that
they depended on the production of the people in the dukedom.

As Grail and Derek entered the hall and
headed for the duke’s table at the back of the room, they noticed
two men seated there with his father. One was nearly as large as
his father with the deep tan of one of the island nations, and the
other was a smallish slender man with very light skin and reddish
hair. Both carried swords indicating that they were either trusted
allies or nobles at least equal to the duke. But Derek did not
recognize either man, and he knew all the gentry in this part of
Zul.

“Grail, who are the men with Father?”

“I do not know them, but I did hear that
messengers from the sorceress had arrived. I assume that is who
they are. Note the weapons, and position yourself to defend your
father if needed.”

Derek nodded his agreement as they approached
the table. Derek went to the chair next to his father and took a
seat without comment. He felt a little naked with just his honor
dagger while the men across from him had swords.

His father smiled at him and Grail as they
took their seats. Then he spoke.

“Gentlemen, this is my son and heir Derek,
and Grail, one of my top advisors. Derek, this is Sorcerer Ned and
Sorcerer Paul. They are representatives of the Sorceress May.”

Ned was the larger man and Paul the smallish
one. But looking in their eyes as he had been taught to do, Derek
saw the same strength in both. Both were confident, powerful
men.

They both nodded slightly as they were
introduced. Derek nodded in return, just slightly deeper than the
two sorcerers had nodded, indicating that he was a near equal. His
father was their superior, but as the heir, Derek was not.

Derek’s father turned to Grail and spoke
quietly. “Grail, Derek and I will not be able to hold court this
afternoon. I need you to stand in for us while we meet with these
gentlemen.”

Grail looked a little surprised but responded
quickly. “I am honored to serve, Your Grace.” Then he stood and
bowed deeply, heading back out of the dining hall and speaking to a
server on his way out.

Derek understood the significance of that
request and sat straighter in his chair. His father considered
holding court as one of his most important duties. The fact that he
had turned that duty over to Grail rather than Derek was a clear
indication that something very important was afoot. Derek felt the
thrill of excitement at being included in a meeting with
representatives from the sorceress. But it was tempered by caution
born of his father’s repeated warnings that those who could call
the power always had secondary motives hidden within anything they
presented to the gentry.

As Grail left, Derek saw Sorcerer Paul lose
focus for a brief moment, and then suddenly, all the noise of the
dining hall was gone.

Sorcerer Ned said, “Paul has just put a
privacy dome over us. Those outside the dome will only hear us
mumbling about crops and water consumption. This will allow us to
speak freely even though we are in a public setting.

“As we indicated earlier, Sorceress May sent
us to speak to you directly about the changes that are coming.

“Ten years ago, we had a change in the
leadership of the Sorcerer’s High Council. It has taken some time
for us to adapt to that change, but you likely have noticed some of
the impacts that change has brought with it. Things such as
assigning junior sorcerers to healer duties and placing them with
the trade caravans. We trust that has been beneficial to you and
your people.”

Derek’s father nodded. “Yes, that has been
very beneficial. We have always had the ability to call upon the
warlocks when they travel through our communities, but they often
are on urgent missions and cannot wait for us to bring the injured
and ill to see them.

“We all know when the caravans will visit,
and that makes it much easier to take advantage of the service.
Please relay my thanks to the sorceress for making this available
to us.”

Sorcerer Paul said, “There is no need for
gratitude, but we will relay your approval of the service. We are
here to speak to you of other changes that the high council
approved in the last meeting.”

Then he nodded to Sorcerer Ned, who picked up
the conversation from there.

“We have been asked to begin a program of
evaluation to locate those with the potential to become sorcerers
and bring them to the Xeros Mountains to receive training.
Sorceress Olga presented this to the meeting of kings last month
and has secured their agreement.”

Derek noted the change in his father when
Sorceress Olga was mentioned. Derek had heard the name before but
really had no idea who she was. His father, on the other hand,
clearly recognized the name because he did not act like she was
just another sorcerer.

Ned had paused just long enough to let the
statement sink in, then continued, “We will perform this in a
similar fashion to what is done by the Guild in the kingdom of Arl.
Some of us will wander the kingdom, traveling from place to place
to identify those with the talent.

“In return, we will provide healing and other
services that the affected families and communities require.”

Derek saw the struggle in his father’s eyes.
He was controlling his emotions with difficulty. It was rare for
Derek to see any change in his father when dealing with others, so
clearly there was something Derek had missed. To give his father
time to recover, and also to try to figure it out himself, Derek
decided to speak up.

“I’m sorry, Sorcerer, but I am unclear on
what the Witch’s Guild does in Arl. Can you elaborate for me?”

Sorcerer Ned looked irritated to have been
interrupted, but Sorcerer Paul answered him calmly. “The Witch’s
Guild, by their agreement with the dukes of Arl, have the right to
claim any girl with the talent and train them to be witches. They
have members of their guild who wander the kingdom on their
business and who evaluate girls as they pass through villages and
towns.

“It is an inefficient process dependent on
the skill and interest of the individual witches. However, it is an
active approach. The process the Warlock’s Alliance has is a
passive one, wherein they evaluate those who apply to become
apprentices. We wish to take an active approach.”

Derek had heard that the Witch’s Guild were
taking women in Arl to increase their number, and the people there
seemed to be okay with it. And he of course knew that young men
sometimes went off to try to join the Warlock’s Alliance, and when
they were accepted they just disappeared for long periods of time.
But he had never heard how someone became a sorcerer. He had always
kind of assumed that they recruited from the Guild and Alliance.
Why now would they want to recruit from the kingdoms?

Derek’s father spoke up, drawing his
attention back to the conversation.

“What you are telling me is that you have the
permission of King Zul to claim our citizens and take them for
training in the Xeros Mountains, never to return to their
families?”

Derek heard a hint of anger in his father’s
voice and was shocked at the slip. His father never showed emotion
when speaking to other leaders.

Sorcerer Paul replied calmly, “That is not
how I would word it, but essentially you are correct. Sorceress
Olga has negotiated that agreement with the all the kingdoms.”

Derek thought he saw the reason for his
father’s anger now. He asked one more question. “And if the person
identified does not wish to go, or their parents do not
approve?”

Sorcerer Ned responded impatiently. “None
would decline such training if they understood it. And the
agreement does not allow for any interference in the selection of
the talented.”

Derek felt his own anger rise at the
high-handedness of this process. But he saw the look his father
gave him and held his tongue.

“Sorcerer Ned, I appreciate that you are
representing Sorceress May and informing us of a policy negotiated
and enforced by Sorceress Olga. However, I will remind you that you
are speaking to a duke and my heir. We are not your subjects, and I
require that you treat us with respect.”

Ned began to puff up his chest and anger rose
in his eyes, but his partner reached out and clasped a hand around
Ned’s wrist, looking at him and exuding calm.

Sorcerer Paul said, “I apologize, Duke
Joseph; we understand that this is a difficult message for you to
receive. We had hoped that King Zul would have already sent word to
you. It is not our intent to disrespect or anger you. We simply
want to explain the change and hopefully show you the benefits you
gain in the process.

“Sorcerers will be more available to you and
your people, and we will aid you in whatever way we can.”

Derek could tell that his father was exerting
great effort to bring his emotions back under control before he
responded.

“I must apologize as well. I realize that you
are the messengers in this and it was not your decision. Please
understand how such a message impacts me and my people. We do not
accept the loss of authority over our land easily, and losing
authority over our families is a much harder thing to swallow.”

Derek glanced at Sorcerer Ned and saw a
complete absence of emotion in his face. So Derek placed a hand on
the hilt of his honor knife. The calm in the man’s eyes was far
more concerning than the anger had been.

When Sorcerer Paul spoke again, Derek focused
on his words.

“Sorceress May wishes us to relay that she
sees a long and cold winter coming this year that will slide deep
into the planting months. She says that you will have a larger
harvest than usual and should store more of it because next year
the harvest will be small.”

Derek sensed his father relaxing a little at
the return of conversation to things he felt comfortable dealing
with. Weather was always the enemy of farmers. Having forewarning
of a long hard winter would allow them to prepare and ease the
impact on their people.

As the tension lessened, Derek found himself
focusing on the problem of the weather and burying the other issue
for dealing with at another time.

The rest of the conversation centered on what
could be done to aid the dukedom. The two sorcerers would spend
several days providing healing services and aiding with other
tasks, such as moving large or heavy items from place to place.
They would return again at the end of the winter unless Derek’s
father asked for them to come earlier.

Eventually, Sorcerer Paul told them he would
drop the dome of privacy, and when he waved his hand, the sounds of
the dining hall returned. Derek looked around the hall and noted
that only the four of them and a few serving staff remained. The
evening torches had been lit and the logs in the great fireplace
were well burned down.

Duke Joseph stood, and Derek and the
sorcerers quickly joined him. Then he signaled to one of the
serving staff and addressed the sorcerers.

“I thank you, gentlemen, for bringing these
messages to me. I need to make arrangements to prepare for these
changes. Please excuse my son and me as we attend to this business.
I will have my staff show you to the guest’s quarters and prepare a
place for you to work from as you provide the services you have
agreed to.”

He turned to the serving girl who had rushed
over and spoke quietly to her, sending her running out of the room,
only to return seconds later with Grail and his assistant. As soon
as they arrived, the duke gestured to them and said, “Gentlemen, I
leave you in the capable hands of Grail and his team. If you need
anything from me, let Grail know and he will ensure I know as
quickly as possible.

“I will check in with you at evening meal
each day you are here, if that is acceptable to you.”

Both sorcerers bowed their head deeper than
they had to Derek.

Sorcerer Paul said, “Thank you, Your Grace.
That should work well for us.”

Derek’s father bowed his head slightly then
turned to leave, gathering Derek with him.


Chapter 2: Bloodline Exchange

Derek stood in his father’s private study, in
front of the great desk he had admired so many times over the
years. It had been carved out of a single log, with the family seal
ornately carved in the front of the desk. The deep red wood had
been polished to a high sheen, then sealed by magic to ensure it
remained beautiful and unscarred through the years. But today,
Derek hardly noticed it, his attention was instead focused on a
scroll the king’s page had brought before sunrise this morning. As
usual, his father had summoned him to the study to read the message
from the king and render an opinion on its content. But unlike the
scrolls he usually received, this one was not about the harvest, or
taxes. Nor was it a summons to some meeting with the king and the
other dukes. This one was a shocking change in tradition.

Derek handed the scroll back to his father,
considering the implications of the declaration from the king. The
bloodline exchange had a long history across all the kingdoms, and
its termination would not be accepted easily. It was a tradition of
selecting young women to be sent to each of the other dukedoms in
exchange for young women from those dukedoms. The exchange causing
the dukes of each kingdom to come together once a year and
reminding them of the direct bloodline connection between the
dukedoms.

Replacing that tradition with an annual
gathering at the king’s castle was a very significant change in
direction. Most of the dukes used the women provided to them in the
exchange to reward their most loyal and trusted men. Of course,
that had always been wrong in Derek’s mind, but it did not change
the fact that it was an effective tool for ensuring the loyalty of
certain types of men.

“Okay, son. Tell me why this scroll and the
policy shift in it came to us,” his father said.

Derek was suddenly on edge. What did he miss
that his father was about to point out to him? He focused his mind
on the words used in the letter and suddenly knew the answer.

“The king is letting you know that this
decision was forced on him by Sorceress Olga. He likely sent it to
you at this time because he knew that the sorcerers were still
here. The question is, does he want you to question them about the
decision, or send them home as a warning to the sorceress that she
is stepping into things where she is not welcome?”

Derek felt his chest swell as he looked at
the pride in his father’s eyes.

“Excellent analysis. Yes, this was a decree
from Sorceress Olga, and she impressed upon the kings that it was
in their best interest to appease her on this item. But he is
concerned because it will not please the dukes. Many find the
exchange to be their most valuable tool.

“I believe the king is reaching out to secure
our help with the dukes. But it probably would not make him angry
if I sent the sorcerers home either.”

Derek asked the question that had been
bothering him since the sorcerers showed up some time ago. “So how
is it that this sorceress suddenly has so much power over the
kingdoms? And more importantly, why is she attacking this
long-established tradition?”

“Sorceress Olga is, by all accounts, the most
powerful sorcerer on the planet. All the other sorcerers respect
her—and many fear her—but there is no doubt they would all come to
her aid if she called.

“As for why she wants to end the exchange...
Who knows what motivates a sorceress? Perhaps someone she knows was
affected by it at some point. No telling.

“I have followed the actions of Zul’s
Sorceress May since I was old enough to be included in such matters
and can make no sense of it at all. But I have seen her in
action—and trust me when I say that I would not want to face her
with our full army and a couple of warlocks to back me.”

Derek was shocked. He did not believe his
father to be afraid of anything or anyone. Well, possibly the king,
but his father had a strong friendship with the king. There was no
doubt that his father believed what he said about the sorceress,
though. Derek set that firmly into his memory. If his father felt
that way, then there was more than her position to be wary of.

“Son, I want you to return the exchanges to
their families and give each a dowry sufficient to ensure they are
married well. Tell their families that this year’s exchange has
been cancelled. We will wait for the king to formally announce this
before we spread rumors.”

Derek bowed his head in acceptance and turned
to leave.

“Son, one more thing.”

Derek stopped and turned to face his father,
listening carefully.

“When you get back, you will need to leave
immediately for the Fazl Dukedom. Since the exchange is not going
to happen, I will send you with an honor escort. Keep this business
about Sorceress Olga to yourself. Duke Ban would use this to argue
for throwing the sorcerers out of the kingdom. King Zul has more
important things to be doing than arguing against a war we cannot
win.”

“Understood, Father. I will keep my thoughts
to myself while in Fazl.”

Derek’s father turned to place the scroll
back on his desk, dismissing Derek.

Derek sent word to have Grail prepare the
girls, and then he headed back to his own rooms. He had to figure
out how to return ten young women to their homes without offending
anyone or creating unhealthy rumors. News like this would spread
like wildfire and could be a real problem if the policy were
reversed in the future. Better to let people think this was a
one-time occurrence.

He changed into his travel clothes and
strapped on his sword belt, and then gave directions to the
servants on what clothing to prepare for both trips. As he
finished, he heard Grail’s distinct knock at his door. He opened
the door and greeted the old man.

“Good morning, Grail. Are the girls all
ready?”

“Yes, your father had sent word earlier, so I
had already started preparing them. I have also prepared the
dowries for your review and approval,” the teacher said, handing
Derek a scroll with the girls’ names, backgrounds, and the dowry he
recommended for each.

Derek noticed that the amounts were different
based on the station of the girl. He frowned. “Grail, all these
girls have gone through the same stress and had their lives upset
in an equal manner. I don’t believe it was any easier for this
young farm girl to leave her family than it was for the mayor’s
daughter. I believe the dowry for all of them should be the same.
Give me ten dowries equal to what you recommended for the mayor’s
daughter.”

Derek could see that Grail disagreed with him
on this and was preparing to argue the point. Derek did not want to
have a discussion on the topic, so he set his jaw and let his
determination show. He watched as Grail controlled his emotions and
bowed his head in acceptance.

“Yes, Your Grace.”

Derek winced internally at the use of
formalities, but he refused to show any reaction to it. When Grail
called him ‘Your Grace,’ he was indicating that he was bowing to
the will of his superior, not agreeing with his friend.

Grail took the scroll from Derek, speaking as
he turned to leave the room.

“The girls are finishing their breakfast,
after which they will be taken to the horses. Your honor guard is
already prepared. I will have the dowries settled and loaded up by
the time everyone is ready to depart.”

Then he hurried out of Derek’s room and down
the hall. Derek could hear him muttering as he went. Derek knew it
would be a while before Grail forgot that Derek had overruled him
on the dowrys.

Well, nothing could be done about that now.
Derek headed down to the courtyard where he knew the guard would be
waiting. He wanted to be certain they all knew his expectations
before they departed. Many soldiers were somewhat less than
gentlemanly when around available young women. He wanted to be
clear that he would not tolerate any such behavior on this
trip.

***

Derek watched as his honor guard helped the
last of the girls mount their horses. As soon as they were all
mounted, he turned his horse for the gates, nodding to the two
guards who would lead the procession. In all, there were six guards
and himself to protect the ten girls and get them safely
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