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Danger did not matter and escape could wait. The
savages would fear Cruce Chenomet of Nufal.


 


 


 


1.
Decadent Fury

​A crystal orb
floated in front of the Eschalam. His four Ubratta already held
their crystal spheres as they gathered with their leader around the
white crystal seeing floor inside the Pen’dalem. Sunlight beamed
through a small domed roof of enchanted glass, and the Eschalam
prepared to connect with that awesome worldly illumination and look
across the face of Ektren.

When he seized his enchanted orb, white light
blazed among all the orbs in a rippling ring like the corona of the
sun. The high priests of Drathatarlane focused their minds into the
seeing floor and looked upon an ill-fated place. In Jingten they
watched the liberation of the rys unfold. Tabre were fleeing and
tabre were dying. Among the rys, resentment and hate spattered like
water thrown into hot grease. Their docile tranquility had been
shattered by the flagrant rebellion of their new champions. Dacian
and Onja had returned to find an uprising in progress. Arrogant
masters were now doomed by their own contempt for their
underestimated underlings. Just because magic was unschooled did
not mean that it could not be vicious. Dark horrors that the tabre
had put behind them millennia ago were taking hold again. Creatures
with the blessing of magic turned their powers to killing. Raw
violence reigned where once there had been peace. Violence could be
controlled and even contained, but why was it that it always got
loose? Once more, decadent fury sank its teeth into history.

The Eschalam took his hand off his orb and
disconnected the startling mayhem being revealed upon the seeing
floor. He felt how the mountains surrounding Drathatarlane vibrated
with warning. Visions of apocalypse were sketched across his
sensitive mind, but he willfully smudged them out. He would not
fear the rys.

The Ubratta gradually removed their hands
from their crystals. All five orbs glided back to the center of the
seeing floor.

The priest Dayneshah raised her hand and cast
a spell that darkened the glass dome. In the subdued light no one
spoke immediately. What they had seen in Jingten was a horrible
shock, worse even than the debacle only days earlier that the
Kwellstan Sect had suffered at the very door of its highest
temple.

Finally the priest Mer started the unpleasant
discussion. “The Kwellstan Sect has lost control. I think we no
longer need to fear that they will use these rys against us,” he
said.

“Perhaps the Kwellstan have at last made a
mistake that will cost them everything,” the Eschalam proposed.

This bold idea rippled through the Ubratta,
but fizzled upon reaching the priest Veku. “Perhaps we should aid
them in their time of need,” Veku said.

“That is overly charitable of you,” the
Eschalam remarked.

“Forgive me, Eschalam, but I was moved to
pity by the crimes I just saw,” Veku explained. “Helping the
Kwellstan Sect now could be a first step to undermining their
power.”

The Eschalam paused thoughtfully before
saying, “The Kwellstan are strong and numerous. No need for us to
step in yet nor seem eager to do so.”

The priest Tria stirred from her silence. She
tended to say the least among the Ubratta but she was valued for
her practical outlook and ability to track many details. “Eschalam,
let us speak with Tempet and Alloi now. We must hear what they can
tell us, especially of the female rys for we know nothing of her,”
she proposed.

The Eschalam nodded. The Ubratta followed him
into the audience chamber. The Pen’dalem was abnormally empty.
Priests and acolytes were excused from their duties since the
uproar in Kwellstan and none of the basic business of running the
city was being done. The Eschalam had not wanted any mundane
distractions during this time that required focus and critical
decisions.

The audience chamber was under the central
dome of the Pen’dalem. Constructed of granite, the dome was
entirely held together with enchantments. The stone blocks floated
in place, joined with the perfect amount of pressure so as to keep
out the rain, snow, and wind. Upon the inside of the huge dome, ten
thousand scenes were carved into the stone. Every plant that grew
in the Tabren Mountains was represented within the carvings as was
all the fauna. And the likenesses of the founders of the tabre race
were included so that the Drathatarlane Sect would forever know
where they had come from and where they belonged.

Behind the crystal throne of the Eschalam was
carved the symbol of the Drathatarlane Sect and rightly all tabre.
It was the sacred tree within a streaking comet that represented
the sacred grove where the tabre had first been blessed with magic
from the Great Divinity. This actual place was only a short hike up
the slopes of Mount Zaroot that towered over the city.

When the Eschalam seated himself, his throne
pulsed with light that rotated through all the colors of the
rainbow before settling into a soft white. Each Eschalam added to
the enchantments of the throne, and, upon the passing of an
Eschalam, his or her ashes were added magically to the crystal
chair. In this way, the current Eschalam had all his predecessors
to support him.

The Ubratta settled into their smaller seats,
two on each side of the throne. No servant was needed to summon
Tempet and Alloi who waited in an antechamber. The twins knew when
they were wanted.

Mirrors lined the walls of the audience
chamber. They were part of the elaborate enchantments that kept the
prying minds of the Kwellstan Sect outside. A mirrored door opened
and Tempet and Alloi entered.

Tempet reached for Alloi’s hand as they moved
toward their Master. He knew she was still angry with him for the
secrets he had kept from her, and his apologies during their rushed
trip home had not yet healed her pain.

The twins bowed. When the extraordinary pair
of tabre lifted their gazes, the Eschalam greeted them with a
welcoming smile. Had finer tabre ever been born? He was glad to
have them on his side with such turbulent times ahead.

“Tempet, Alloi, you honor me with your quick
response to my summons,” the Eschalam said.

“I could not return home quickly enough,
Master,” Alloi said.

The Eschalam picked up on her veiled
complaint about being left in Kwellstan through the winter. He
realized that he had given her hard duty.

The Eschalam bade them to give a full report
about what they saw in Kwellstan. He and the Ubratta listened
raptly and interjected questions as necessary. They were surprised
when the twins reported that the Kwellstan Sect had never hinted at
the existence of the female rys. As far as Alloi could tell, the
female rys had never been of any concern to the Kwellstan
Nebakarz.

“Are you sure she was the one who took the
crosha off Dacian?” the Eschalam said. He believed Alloi but simply
needed to hear her say it again.

After she confirmed this fact, Dayneshah
said, “Where did this flying creature that aided her come
from?”

Alloi and Tempet looked at each other. They
had puzzled over that mystery on the way to Drathatarlane.

“It is magically made,” Tempet said. The
concept clearly astounded and troubled him.

Dayneshah cast a concerned look at the
Eschalam, who shifted into the back of his throne, wearied by the
heavy news that poured over him.

At length, the Eschalam lamented the rise of
the powerful female who was now obviously in league with
Dacian.

Tempet said, “I would have succeeded, Master,
if not for the arrival of the female.”

The Eschalam sat forward again. He was
disappointed that Tempet had failed to kill Dacian but dissatisfied
with the excuse of his best Bozee champion.

“It was your sister that stopped you, Tempet.
This we saw,” the Eschalam said.

Tempet insisted that Alloi had done nothing
wrong.

Being blamed for Tempet’s failure inflamed
Alloi. She resented that Tempet had been given a secret
responsibility. “If you had let me know what you planned, I would
not have questioned Tempet at that crucial time,” Alloi said. She
left out saying “Master” as she should have, but she had been
toe-to-toe with the Grand Lumin recently and she was feeling up to
an argument with the Eschalam.

“I instructed Tempet to keep his assignment
from you because we all agreed that you would protest an outright
killing of the rys. We all observed your soft feelings toward him.
We do not condemn your compassion, but we could not allow it to
hinder us,” the Eschalam explained. “In this you are weak.”

“Weak?!” Alloi cried. In the span of a
heartbeat she summoned her magic up to full fighting fury. She used
the mirrored walls of the chamber to amplify her power and encase
her in a thick shield spell.

“You have told me my whole life that I am
your best. Now you call me weak,” she complained.

Anger was not something the Eschalam was
accustomed to seeing in Alloi, and he realized that it was best not
to rouse her. Indeed she was the best daughter of Drathatarlane
ever, and her brother its best son.

“I misspoke, Alloi,” the Eschalam said
gently.

Alloi drew down her shield spell and imposed
some calm upon her spirit. She was not really sure what she had
intended to do anyway.

Tempet said, “Master, please let us not blame
Alloi. She did not understand the importance.” He had spent that
winter receiving new lessons from the Eschalam. He had been
convinced to keep the secret from Alloi, thinking it would be for
the best, but now he believed wholeheartedly that he must not act
without his sister’s support again.

Wise enough to know that blame does not undo
failure, the Eschalam said, “Alloi, your power that you were just
showing off may be needed for more than a Bozee bout. There could
be war. If that happens, then you will need to set aside your
compassion for the good of Drathatarlane.” He got to his feet and
continued, “The turmoil that the rys are bringing to the Kwellstan
Sect is our chance to act. This madness blossoming among the rys
reveals the reckless folly of that misbegotten Sect. We shall reach
out to the tabre of Nufal and assert our power. Drathatarlane
offers sound guidance according to the original vision for our
kind. As fear grows throughout Nufal, many tabre will realize their
waywardness and return to the fold of Drathatarlane. I shall look
to you both to go forth and act as ambassadors to accomplish this
goal, but hear me when I say that the time may come when the
Kwellstan will resist us. Alloi, you must reconcile yourself to
doing what victory demands.”

Alloi shivered with premonition. The time for
killing was coming. She had witnessed the opening round in the
Plaza of the Waters. She did not like the world that had suddenly
risen to replace the lovely existence she had known. But regardless
of how the world was, she knew her place in it.

Looking to Tempet, who she valued above all
others, she said, “I will not waver when Drathatarlane is at
stake.”

Her affirmation visibly pleased the Eschalam,
but Alloi did not wish to seem submissive and she continued,
“Master, if you had not kept me ignorant of the dark assignment
given to Tempet, then I could have supported him and potentially
brought success where failure now is a fact. Despite my sympathy
for Dacian, who was harshly and wrongly imprisoned by the Kwellstan
Sect, I would not refuse the wish of my brother.”

In the back of her mind, Tempet’s thoughts
caressed her. I told him as much, he said, and she believed
him.

Alloi continued, “Master, I am sure that you
and your esteemed peers understand that you must no longer keep
secrets from Tempet and me. As your voice and hands throughout
Nufal, we must suffer no confusion between your will and ours.”

“Truly, Master,” Tempet added.

The Eschalam sat back down on his throne. The
subtle threat from Alloi quaked through his supreme identity, yet
he hesitated to chasten her. He needed the twins to act as his
diplomats and perhaps his warriors as the Kwellstan Sect came under
increasing duress. They were among the few trained to go beyond
sacred Drathatarlane, and they were the best. There was no
replacing the twins. He must convince more than command.

“Secrets shall no longer come between us,”
the Eschalam pledged.

Alloi and Tempet bowed to their master. “What
would you bid us do?” Tempet asked, eager for a new assignment so
that he could prove himself and dismiss his recent failure in
Kwellstan.

The Eschalam answered that they would train
with the Ubratta who were skilled in many elite methods.

Again the twins bowed, grateful for the
profound gifts of knowledge about to be bestowed upon them. And
they were glad also for the chance to stay a while in
Drathatarlane. They would find renewal and joy in the refuge of
their true home before the cauldron of Nufal boiled over from
Kwellstan wickedness.


 


 


2.
Homecoming

​ When unable to
perform governing duties, an Estate Lord may choose from his kin
and make a proxy to send to council. ~ Founding Tablet Five, Line
11

The forest within the Valley of Nufal had
always been a familiar haven to Cruce, but after experiencing the
open skies of the frontier he was wary of the shady cool where he
could see not see very far. Each tree threatened to conceal an
attacker. The leafy canopy whispered like spies, and the
temple-like grandeur of the ancient oaks, maples, chestnuts,
hickories, beeches, ashes, and all their cousins looked like a
dangerous mob of thick limbs and gnarled faces.

As Cruce traveled the road to Kwellstan, he
struggled to dispel his unexpected disquiet. A long winter of
fighting savages had left his nerves snapping like a flag in a
strong wind. Days and nights of danger, of fighting, and of killing
had trained him to survive and defend his people, but in safety he
now lacked comfort.

Cruce’s ache to be home conflicted with the
sudden strangeness of his native landscape. He passed a forester’s
cottage that he had seen on countless occasions, but this time he
regarded it with calculating wariness. Everything around him seemed
slightly changed. He noticed the details of each tree with more
clarity, and the curves in the road that he knew by heart now
looked like something out of a vivid dream.

Cruce realized that nine moonturns away from
home had left his memories out of joint with his new perspective on
the world. His experiences now went beyond what most people in
Kwellstan could understand.

Gehr Bradelvo rode beside him along with six
dozen militiamen returning home for their summer leave. Close to
home now, they picked up their pace. The city and the monumental
buildings of the Nebakarz would be visible through the trees soon.
And the fresh watery scent of the lake was already drifting into
the forest on a welcoming breeze. That scent had filled Cruce’s
nostrils since his birth and now summoned his love for home.
Fighting the savages on the frontier had hardened him, but the
beauty of Kwellstan was part of why he fought. He deserved to fall
into the soft bosom of fair civilization and take his rest.

“Let’s show our colors!” Gehr announced, and
the militiamen pulled their small flags from their gear and mount
them on their spears. Gone were Cruce and Gehr’s rugged clothes and
armor. In fresh clothing and shining dress armor, they entered
Kwellstan. Before leaving Kahtep, Cruce had invested in a fine vest
of bronze strips woven into white cloth and set with opal beads so
as not to be outdone by Gehr’s colorful, tooled leather armor and
white clothes. With their blue and green flags fluttering
festively, the militiamen received cheers from the people on the
streets as they cantered into town.

At Dedenep Square they stopped. In the open,
they could see how the skyline of Kwellstan had been changed. The
gaping absence of the fourth tower on the Atocha made real the
astounding reports they had heard in Kahtep about the battle
between the rys and the tabre. Until actually seeing up close what
had happened, all of them had not entirely believed it. The
Nebakarz were the ordering force upon which civilization orbited.
They were the agents of the Great Divinity and no one had ever
considered that they could be threatened. Knowing that the
all-powerful tabre of the Kwellstan Sect were not invulnerable was
unsettling. This battle with the renegade rys would go down in
history, but being alive during the making of history was not
nearly as exciting as the legend songs made it sound.

Staring at the amputated Atocha, Cruce
remembered his chance encounter with the rys Dacian. His body
tingled with the memory of the little heat spell that the rys had
given him. Reconciling that act of kindness with this evidence of
defiant rage troubled Cruce. He also recalled the cryptic warning
that the now-dead Daykash had given Bellastan Carver that same
night in Kahtep.

Cruce turned toward Gehr. “Looks like we’ll
have to continue handling the savages ourselves,” he commented.

Gehr nodded and with a meaningful glance
toward the Adarium Hall, he said, “Maybe this will make it easier
for you to convince our peers that they can’t ignore the
world.”

“Maybe,” Cruce murmured skeptically. He
wished the stakes were not so high for his first time attending the
Adarium. At least that was a few days off.

Gehr pivoted in his saddle. With a charming
grin he addressed the others and bade them to enjoy their leave and
set their worries aside. The men cheered and dispersed toward their
homes.

“Do you want to come home with me?” Cruce
invited.

“I’m flattered to receive an invitation to
the Chenomet home,” Gehr said, alluding to the gap in affluence
that separated their families despite their shared class.

“I’ve found great wealth in your
friendship…and guidance,” Cruce told his mentor. For an instant the
many perils of frontier patrols passed between them, but Gehr had
long since learned to switch his mind from duty to home and he did
not linger on the memories.

“You’re welcome,” he said. “And I accept your
invitation. I’d love to see Dayd again.”

Cruce narrowed his eyes with brotherly
disapproval but he did not get angry. He did not know if Dayd would
be happy or annoyed to see Gehr again, but Cruce looked forward to
the amusing diversions of his sister’s never ending dramas.

News of Cruce’s arrival preceded him. Blaker
and all the household servants were gathered with Viv and Dayd at
the front gate. The servants cheered, and Cruce’s mother and sister
cried out his name and rushed forward with tears spurting. Cruce
jumped off his horse and his mother and sister threw their arms
around him at the same time. Cruce hugged them back. They were soft
and smelled sweetly of flower petal baths. The sun glowed goldenly
on their hair and Cruce treasured the embrace of his kin. While
they were still kissing his cheeks, Cruce waved a greeting to the
servants, grateful for their enthusiastic welcome.

Viv wiped the happy tears from her face and
finally stopped kissing him. “Oh, you look so handsome,” she
commented. “I think you’re taller.”

“Did you make commander?” Dayd asked.

“Yes,” Cruce said. He moved his mother and
sister into each of his arms. He felt too overwhelmed yet to speak
much.

“Of course he made commander. I taught him
everything I know,” Gehr interjected as he handed the reins of his
horse to a servant.

Cruce smiled and introduced Gehr.

“Hello, Commander,” Viv said. She was polite
but a draft scooted through her well-practiced warmth upon meeting
the man who had recruited her son.

“Gehr, so nice to see you,” Dayd said with a
bit too much formality.

“My pleasure, my ladies,” Gehr said and
dipped his head to both of them.

Viv indulged in one more kiss on her son’s
cheek and then shifted into her role as hostess. She invited her
son and his guest inside for refreshment.

Dayd babbled too many questions for Cruce to
even begin to answer as they entered the house. His eyes kept
sweeping over the details of the landscaping and then the woodwork
and the furnishings. Everything was the same as if he had only been
gone a day.

As they passed into the foyer, Cruce asked
about his father.

“He’s napping,” Viv answered. “I’ll go wake
him.”

As Viv disappeared into the family’s private
wing, Dayd took over as hostess. She ushered Gehr into the front
parlor and graciously served the glasses of wine that a servant
provided. She could not keep her eyes off of Gehr.

“Thanks for taking such good care of my
brother,” she said.

“We take care of each other in the militia,”
Gehr said.

Turning to Cruce, Dayd said, “You must tell
me everything, Cruce. I just can’t imagine what it was like.”

Cruce stalled and told her that she would
have to tell him of home first.

Gehr lifted his glass and proposed a toast.
After the others agreeably lifted their glasses, he said, “To
homecomings. May there be many more…and may the ladies of Kwellstan
remain forever beautiful.”

Dayd batted her eyes with false bashfulness
and Cruce smiled into his wine and took a drink. He then playfully
asked Dayd where Radello was.

“He’s coming over for dinner,” she
answered.

“Dinner,” Cruce mused. “Gehr, surely you will
stay for dinner?” From the corner of his eye, he watched Dayd fight
off the impulse to kick him in the ankle.

“Another time. I should go see my mother,”
Gehr said.

“Of course,” Cruce said and drank more
wine.

Across the hall, Cruce heard the familiar
roll of his father’s wheelchair. He jumped up and his spurs jingled
as he rushed out of the room. Viv was pushing Zehn, but she stopped
when Cruce appeared. She thought it best to pause and let father
and son have their moment of reunion.

Upon seeing Zehn, Cruce wanted to embrace him
and nearly cry with happiness as he had with his mother and sister,
but something held him back. He had seen a flash of genuine joy and
relief in his father’s sunken eyes, but it had quickly been
extinguished by his stubborn animosity toward Cruce’s militia
career.

“Father,” Cruce said hesitantly.

“Welcome home, Cruce,” Zehn said and as he
lifted his hands some of his hostility melted.

Cruce rushed over to him and gave him a
tentative hug. “How have you been?” he asked.

Zehn patted his son’s cheek. “That’s a stupid
question, son,” he said.

Cruce nodded, a little embarrassed. Of course
his father had not been well. Straightening, he stepped aside so
that Viv could push Zehn into the parlor.

Gehr popped to his feet when Zehn was wheeled
in. “Lord Chenomet, it is an honor,” he said with a bow.

“Don’t you know it,” Zehn said gruffly.

“Father,” Cruce complained at the rudeness.
“Gehr is my friend and comrade. He has defended Nufal from the
savages for five years.”

“You’d think he would have the problem taken
care of by now,” Zehn said.

Cruce frowned, uncertain of what to say.

Gehr graciously diffused the situation. “I
see that you wish for privacy with your son, Lord Chenomet. Thank
you for your hospitality,” he said.

“I’ll see you out,” Dayd offered and she
slipped away with Gehr.

Zehn, visibly triumphant for having shooed
off a person who annoyed him, grabbed the wheels of his chair and
rolled himself over to the wine jar on the table.

“He was my guest,” Cruce said.

“It’s still my house,” Zehn shot back and
took a gulp of wine.

“Zehn,” Viv said. “I’ll not have you starting
a fight today.”

“Tomorrow then, my love,” Zehn promised and
slapped a cheerful look on his face.

Cruce slumped into a chair and retrieved his
wine glass. Viv moved into the chair next to him and started
telling him about pleasant things. The estate stewards in Alicharat
and U’telmeran had reported that the spring planting had gone well
and the Nebakarz were predicting a good year for crops. A litter of
kittens had been found in the greenhouse in early spring and they
were flitting around the house day and night.

“They don’t know you yet, so I think they are
hiding right now,” Viv said.

Cruce appreciated his mother’s small talk and
he wished he could focus on the niceties of daily life, but he
burned to know the details of the Poteny disaster.

“Mother, what happened on Poteny? Did you see
anything?” he asked.

Her expression sobered. “Every morning I wake
up and think it could not have actually happened. It’s so hard to
believe,” she said.

Cruce agreed. He recalled how Rayden had
rushed to tell him the news after hearing it outside the temple in
Kahtep. Cruce had thought he was joking at first.

Zehn said very quietly, “The rumor was that
the Grand Lumin was torturing that rys.”

“Where did you hear that?” Cruce asked.

“Manderlini,” Zehn answered. He might be
homebound, but he remained the confidant of Kwellstan’s most elite
gossip.

“I saw that rys when they brought him through
Kahtep,” Cruce said.

“Saw who?” Dayd asked as she returned.

“The rys Dacian,” Cruce answered. “He seemed
to be a prisoner. The Daykash stopped at the militia base with
him.”

“Why did he stop there?” Zehn wondered.

Cruce hesitated. He was not sure if he wanted
to divulge what Bellastan Carver had said about being told to watch
for trouble in the west, and Cruce certainly did not want to relate
the circumstances of his encounter with Dacian.

“I don’t know,” Cruce said. “They only passed
through, but I saw the rys.”

Viv asked what Dacian was like and Cruce
explained that the rys was compliant but the tabre seemed nervous
around him.

“Now we know why,” Zehn muttered.

“Oh, I just don’t know what any of this
means,” Viv fretted.

“The Nebakarz will take care of their own
problems,” Zehn assured her.

Dayd sat down next to her father and folded
her feet underneath her. “Enough of this frightening tabre
trouble,” she complained. “Cruce tell us about the frontier. What
is it like? What are the people like? What are the savages
like?”

She said the word “savages” with dramatic
delight that jarred Cruce with her annoying innocence. “The people
are good,” he said and then proceeded to describe the landscape. He
spoke of the frontier with obvious affection and made a point of
mentioning the bitter winter winds that he had suffered upon the
prairie. Then he let himself speak of the savages. His family
needed to understand the threat. If he could not speak to them
about it, then how would he persuade the Adarium of what was
necessary?

Cruce fingered the black cow horn dagger at
his belt. During his last patrol before Poteny, he had slit a
savage’s throat with it in a close hand-to-hand match. But he would
spare his mother such details.

“We have to be on patrol in the winter,” he
explained. “The savages leave their northern grounds and come to
raid our settlements. They steal and they kill. They…mutilate their
victims when they have the chance.”

Dayd gasped and covered her mouth, and Viv
moaned with disapproval. Zehn watched his son closely, and kept his
wine glass more often in his lap than at his lips. “Do you have
large battles with them?” he asked.

Cruce shook his head. “No. Our militia
patrols are only small groups, so we never go into their large
camps. We mostly chase their raiding parties and fight with them
whenever we can. But they’re hard to find. They look for small
unprotected targets, attack, and then we track them and attack
them. It went on like that all winter,” Cruce said and finally
realized how tired he was. His family’s home felt abnormally quiet.
His militia life had been so intense with high stress patrols
punctuated by combat intermixed with breaks in Kahtep every two or
three weeks. And life had only accelerated during the breaks.
Kahtepian night life was positively wild. He and his comrades had
drank and danced, and the sweet girls of Kahtep knew how to reward
militiamen for defending their homes.

Cruce rubbed his eyes. “Mother, I’m hungry,”
he said.

“Great Divinity! I’m sorry, Cruce,” she
apologized. “Of course you need to eat. I’ll have the servants
bring a plate to your room.” She popped up to go to the kitchen but
stopped to kiss Cruce on the cheek one more time and tell him how
happy she was that he was home.

“I’m happy to be here,” he said.

Viv drenched him with a motherly look but
then scolded, “You should get into some normal clothes. You look
like you are about to start a parade. Relax.” She hustled off to
the kitchen.

Cruce finished his wine and then laid his
head back on the chair and sighed. His eyes meandered around the
room, examining the carved woodwork and painted ceiling where tabre
surrounded a circular forest. He still could not quite believe he
was home.

“Was your duty hard on you?” Zehn asked.

Cruce lifted his head. He restrained himself
from saying that it was a stupid question. “Sometimes,” he said.
“But I’m good at it.”

“You could be good at many things,” Zehn
said. “Are you ready for your first Adarium meeting in three
days?”

“If you’re still willing to send me,” Cruce
said absently.

“I am if Dayd is willing to let you,” Zehn
said and turned to his daughter, who suddenly looked guilty.

Cruce looked hard at his sister. “What do you
mean?”

“Father is just teasing. Of course, you can
take my place. I’ve only been once, last moonturn, and I’ll fill
you in on what has been happening,” she explained.

Cruce’s eyes widened. He remembered his
father threatening to make Dayd his Adarium proxy, but Cruce had
not taken it seriously or even thought it possible.

“They let you sit on the Council?” he
asked.

With a smug look on his face, Zehn explained
that it was not actually written on the Founding Tablets that a
woman could not participate in the Adarium.

Dayd unfolded her legs and straightened her
dress. “They certainly looked for an excuse,” she grumbled.

“You did well,” Zehn praised her quietly, and
a stiletto of jealousy jabbed at Cruce.

“What did you do?” Cruce asked, hungry to
hear what pressing business had roused his father to send his
daughter into the political arena only a moonturn before his son’s
homecoming.

Dayd explained that a proposal had been put
forward to open the supply contracts for the Kwellstan Sect to new
bids. The move was led by Syman Bunzee to shift the Chenomets off
their traditional contracts. Losing the vote would have rocked the
financial stability of the Chenomet family.

“We stopped it by one vote – mine,” Dayd
said.

Cruce was humbled by the emergency that his
family had scrambled to avert in his absence. He truly wished he
could have been home to help.

“Father, you should have sent for me. Master
Carver has given me permission to maintain my Adarium duties. I had
no idea anything was happening that could not wait,” Cruce
said.

Zehn shook his head. “The proposal came up
fast. The Bunzees were counting on my inability to summon you in
time, but we got around those bastards,” Zehn said with a twinkle
of excitement for political victory. He patted his daughter’s hand
on the armrest.

Irritated by all this news, Cruce got up and
poured himself another wine. After a purposeful gulp of alcohol, he
vented, “Those Bunzees are trying to undermine us while I’m out
there fighting to defend their new estates?”

Although some homesteaders out on the
frontier were independent, most of the settlements were sponsored
by rising estate class families from Kwellstan. The tabre
controlled the development of the Valley of Nufal and were not
assigning new lands to anyone. The frontier was the only place for
humans to expand.

“Now you see the foolishness of your militia
bullshit,” Zehn snarled.

Cruce had expanded his wits in the last few
months enough to know when his father was baiting him. Zehn, of
course, was right in a way, but Cruce was quickly cobbling together
an inspired plan that would serve his competing priorities. He
believed that the militia was important to the lives of many
Nufalese, but he could not allow Chenomet wealth and power to slip.
If the Bunzees and their cronies wanted to fight, then Cruce knew
how to fight.

“It is not foolishness, Father,” he said with
a deadly seriousness that Zehn had never seen in his son before.
“We must invest ourselves in the frontier militia. It needs more
armor and weapons and it needs to recruit more men. The threat of
the savages is rising. Thousands of them, maybe tens of thousands
of them are out there. This was confirmed this winter by a tabre
landscanner from the Kahtep temple. The lesser families are
expanding into the frontier and hope to rival our wealth with their
new lands, but who will protect their interests? The Chenomets
will. This is our chance to make the militia our tool. If we move
fast and thoroughly, then we can be the family that provides Nufal
security. After the tabre, we will be the most powerful.”

Zehn was visibly stunned by his son’s
ambitious proposal. Because of his hostility toward his son’s
ridiculous militia career, Zehn was about to trounce Cruce with a
scathing rejection, but his mind caught on the scale of what Cruce
had said. His son was thinking big, very big, and pride was roused
in Zehn’s heart. His frail body ached against the too-familiar
curves of his wheelchair, but his son stood before him, strong,
vital, and scheming up to the hilt.

With a raspy cough, Zehn cleared his throat.
“Did you come up with that all by yourself?” he said shrewdly.

“Not entirely,” Cruce admitted. He had
committed himself to supporting Bellastan Carver’s needs, but he
had suddenly realized that he need not do so in a servile
fashion.

Cruce moved to the edge of the window and
casually peered through the curtains. The green lawn and flowering
bushes surrounded by tall trees looked serene. Songbirds preened on
the edge of a fountain and a bumble bee buzzed outside the window.
He had never truly paused to appreciate the splendid beauty of the
landscaping before. But now even the simplest element of the front
yard seemed to be a cunning sculpture sliced from the natural
world. Although moved by the blooming greenery, its benign
loveliness failed to relax him. His eyes habitually pierced the
shade and roved the top of the stone walls.

“How big of an investment are you talking
about?” Dayd asked.

Cruce ended his paranoid assessment of the
front yard. He turned away from the window but was careful not to
stand in front of it. “How much do we have?” he asked back.

“Cruce! That is not going to happen,” Zehn
said.

“It has to,” Cruce said. “You and Dayd talk
about what figure you can stomach and then we’ll have our argument.
I’m going to take a nap.” He left them. His boots thumped on the
floors like he was the lord of the house, returned to find things
out of order.

“You insolent brat,” Zehn growled and yanked
his wheelchair into motion, but Dayd jumped up and blocked the door
before he could follow her brother. She agreed with her mother that
her father should not be allowed to start a fight on Cruce’s first
day home.

“Please, Father, forgive him. I will talk to
him,” Dayd said.

“I’ll not let him act that way,” Zehn
fumed.

“I’ll get him to apologize,” Dayd said. “He’s
upset about you sending me to the Adarium and now he feels like he
has to show that he’s in charge. I’ll fix things. I promise.”

Dayd’s intervention diffused Zehn’s anger.
Her automatic desire to defend her brother was endearing. “Do you
always know what men are thinking?” Zehn asked.

Dayd smiled, glad that her father recognized
her instinctive skills. “Father, perhaps we should talk about what
he said,” Dayd suggested.

Zehn growled helplessly and told her to get
him another wine. “Your mother is going to try to keep me sober
tonight. I can just feel it,” he muttered.

Dutifully, Dayd refilled her father’s glass.
Clearly upset by the dangerous picture her brother had painted of
his militia duties, she said, “Helping Cruce pay for more men would
be a good idea. The more fighters that are with him, the safer he
will be.”

Deep down Zehn flinched from the horrible
thought of his son fighting for his life. Worry deepened the lines
on his thin face made haggard by chronic pain. He found some
comfort looking up at his lovely firstborn. Zehn said, “And if we
let Cruce do what he wants, then he might make half the estate
class our enemies…but it might be worth it.”

Zehn reflected on how he should not let his
bitterness over his failing life stop his son from leading their
family. Zehn had long planned to hand the reins to Cruce, but he
found himself clinging to them now that the time had come. Zehn was
not sure that he had the temperament to guide his son who was
steering them down such a wild path. Zehn felt like he was again
flying off a horse and about to crash as when his body had been
shattered.


 


 


 


3.
Circle of Civilization

​ Today Cruce joins the
Adarium. I am proud of him, but I will stay home. It would be too
hard for me to sit in the audience instead of in my Council seat
where once I was an able man. ~ Journal of Zehn Chenomet, 2043
Kwellstan calendar

Cruce was young, inexperienced in politics,
and had a lot to prove. He mounted the thick marble steps of the
Adarium Hall like he owned the place. He encouraged himself with
the knowledge that no one was going to try to kill him today, or at
least it was very unlikely.

Dayd lifted her red skirt and trotted up the
steps, trying to catch up. “Cruce, slow down,” she whispered
bossily. “You’re making me look silly.”

He stopped at the top and waited for her. Her
handmaiden was scampering next to her trying to keep a little
umbrella strategically positioned between the sun and Dayd’s fair
face.

When Dayd reached the top, she smoothed her
skirt around her hips and adjusted her black crocheted shawl over
her red blouse. Her outfit looked as dramatic as a fiery sunset
through bare trees. She was dressed a little more modestly than
usual, as befitted her presence at the dignified governing body,
but she still managed to look a little dangerous.

Cruce matched her in a long open vest of red
over a black shirt and loose black trousers. He had decided against
wearing his dress armor, but he wore his militia sword at his hip
along with his dagger.

Cruce observed the entrance to the Adarium.
Three pairs of etched glass doors framed in polished black oak
stood open, and cliques of men were talking noisily throughout the
lobby.

The handmaiden folded the umbrella and turned
for the servants’ entrance around the side of the building. Cruce
graciously offered his sister his arm so they could enter together.
He was glad that Dayd was with him. He had been hurt that his
father had also made her his proxy, but after Dayd’s splendid
apologies, Cruce had accepted that she should remain a proxy. She
would represent their family when he was on militia duty and that
way the Chenomets would no longer be absent from the hub of
Kwellstan politics.

And if Cruce succeeded in getting today what
he wanted, then Dayd would need to monitor their enemies and court
their allies on a long term basis. She had been both reluctant and
flattered by Cruce’s confidence in her while privately recognizing
that Cruce needed her help, just as her father did.

The shade within the hall was almost chilling
after the hot morning sun. Numerous conversations blended into an
important noise that filled the lobby up to its arching ceiling
four stories above. The perfectly polished marble flooring and
walls reflected pale images of Kwellstan’s elite. Jewels twinkled
on fingers, and rumors and advice were traded like rare treasures
between many important lips.

Cruce quickly took in the scene and spotted
the people Dayd had told him were directly involved with the
attempt to gain Nebakarz contracts. Syman Bunzee and Esseil
Hebensten were talking to Vont Promentro. Dayd had said that
Promentro had voted for their side last month, but it appeared that
Bunzee was still trying to convert Promentro to his side.

Vont gestured with his eyes toward Cruce and
Dayd, and Cruce saw Syman Bunzee turn to look at them. Bunzee had
long blond hair and was balding a little. He was a tall man, but
was bulking up around the middle as his youth fled. Cruce stared
back at him with a steady challenging gaze meant to put the man on
notice that his machinations to displace the Chenomets were doomed
to breakdown.

“Stop staring,” Dayd scolded. “Look, there’s
Trefan Madep. He’s no friend of Bunzee. We’ll talk to him.”

Cruce shelved his natural desire to confront
Syman Bunzee. He would be outmaneuvering Bunzee and his overly
ambitious allies soon enough.

Dayd glided into the crowd. Her female
loveliness shoved the male energy off balance. All eyes followed
her and she did not shrink from the attention.

Cruce and Dayd reached Trefan Madep, who
stood just outside the entrance to the meeting chamber. He was a
slender silver-haired man with a benevolent manner. He was
comfortable with wealth and power. The Madep name was on the
Founding Tablets of Kwellstan right next to the Chenomets.

Trefan bade his two secretaries to take their
seats and then he greeted Cruce and Dayd warmly. “Welcome back from
Kahtep, Commander Chenomet.”

“Thank you, Councilor Madep,” Cruce said.

Dayd extended her hand, and Trefan gladly
took it and kissed her fingers lightly. “I see you haven’t been
scared away, Lady Chenomet,” he commented.

“Father and Cruce were so impressed with how
well I did that they won’t let me stop,” Dayd said.

“Very good,” Trefan said. “I’m glad for the
precedent you’ve set. I’ve three daughters and no sons as of yet,
and you’ve given me new ideas.”

Dayd was pleased by his open support. She
said, “We all know women are in charge anyway, but I’m not sure if
joining you men in this boring theater is a step up.”

Trefan chuckled. “It was not boring last
month,” he commented.

“And it won’t be dull today,” Cruce
interjected.

Trefan’s blue eyes jumped back to Cruce with
sharp interest. “Plotting some revenge for Bunzee?” he
inquired.

“Revenge?” Cruce said with mock innocence.
“No, Councilor Madep, today I will speak about the importance of
the frontier militia.”

Obviously puzzled, Trefan studied the newly
fledged militia commander. Serving in the Kwellstan Militia was
honorable but was seen as a duty best suited to the sons of lesser
estate class families and members of the trader and reaper classes.
Cruce Chenomet’s apparent devotion to the militia when his family
had not sponsored any settlements seemed contradictory.

“Perhaps we should discuss your ideas in
private before you air them publicly. I’d like to hear what you
have to propose, and I’m sure it can wait a moonturn before airing
it in Council,” Trefan advised.

Cruce believed that the advice was given in
good faith. His father had suggested the same thing, but Cruce did
not want to waste half of his leave with backroom political
chitchat that would inevitably be picked up by Bunzee, who could
then plot a countermove. And if the other families realized what
Cruce was actually doing, he suspected they would not be so willing
to support him. He wanted them to think he was simple and naive.
Maybe he was both anyway and the performance would be
convincing.

“I’m sure you’re right, but I’ll appreciate
your advice after I’ve stirred up trouble,” Cruce said and allowed
himself a mischievous smile.

“Cruce hates waiting,” Dayd put in.

Trefan nodded thoughtfully. Impatience in
youth came as no surprise to him. “You’ll need an assenter before
you can take the speaking floor,” he said. He seemed to be fishing
for details more than offering to provide the second voice of
approval necessary for a Councilor to present a proposal.

Cruce acknowledged Trefan with a sly twist.
“You’re gracious to offer but Grayden Yenet has already agreed to
assent for me,” he said.

Trefan glanced at Dayd. Councilor Yenet was
the eldest brother of her suitor Radello. “I see that the Chenomets
have everything in hand,” he commented.

“We try,” Cruce said.

A gong sounded inside the meeting chamber.
The engaging sound reverberated throughout the building, and a
second stroke of the gong followed the first insistently.

“Our summons,” Trefan murmured.

Dayd set a hand on Cruce’s arm. “I’ll be with
Radello. Good luck,” she said.

Cruce thanked her and watched her go toward
the stairs.

“After you, Proxy Councilor,” Trefan said
with a generous gesture toward the entrance.

“You honor me, Councilor,” Cruce said and
entered the meeting chamber.

Cruce had never set foot in the inner sanctum
of the Kwellstan elite before. He had sat in the balcony years ago
when his father was still fit. The Adarium was the most important
ruling body in all of Nufal. Its laws and debates influenced all
the councils of the other cities and towns.

At the center of the round room on a stone
platform were mounted the Founding Tablets of Kwellstan. They
represented the birth of human civilization. Before the gift of law
and writing from the tabre, the humans had lived wild upon the land
with only barbaric customs to guide them. Cruce hated the thought
of his distant ancestors possibly being like the savages.

A ring of tabre glow crystals surrounded the
five ancient tablets, nearly a thousand years old. Around this
sacred display a circle of high-backed chairs overhung with the
flags of each family awaited the Councilors. Elder Manderlini was
already seated in the first chair below the seal of Kwellstan that
depicted a tree with stars instead of leaves. Temmer Mulet with his
writing desk was next to Manderlini.

A servant continued to strike the gong as the
rest of the Councilors entered. Cruce hurried out of their way when
he realized that he was gawking. Even if this moment was meaningful
to him, he did not want to appear too much in awe of the occasion.
He saw the chair with the red flag with the white crescent of the
Chenomets hanging over it. Too long had that important seat been
empty. Cruce walked to the chair and stood in front of it. No one
would seat themselves until Manderlini gave the command.

The servant finally stopped hitting the gong
and retreated from the chamber. Manderlini leaned over his cane and
surveyed the room. There were no empty seats today.

“As our Fathers did in the beginning, join in
the circle of civilization,” Manderlini proclaimed.

The Councilors seated themselves. As Cruce
took his chair, he thought of his father. Zehn had once been a
great man in this spot, knowing respect and power. He retained both
but could enjoy neither. The yoke of great responsibility tightened
on Cruce’s mind. The honor of his family and its future glory now
depended on him.

He scanned the balconies that lined the
curving walls. The first level consisted of private rooms that
opened onto the meeting chamber where the estate class who wished
to watch the Council seated themselves. Cruce spotted Dayd sitting
with Radello. They were in the Yenet box, clearly advertising the
affinity the families had for each other. The Chenomet box sat
empty. Cruce wished that his mother had attended, but she had
deemed it too cruel to leave Zehn at home alone. It pained Cruce
that his father had not come. He knew that Zehn hated being seen in
public, but Cruce wished he had made an exception. He reflected on
the stigma that kept his father at home and felt a great sympathy
for the burden that Zehn endured.

Above the estate class viewing boxes, two
levels of open balconies with bench seating accommodated servants
and any common people who wanted to watch. The chattering of the
audience subdued itself as Manderlini opened the meeting.

The Elder Councilor’s first statement was to
welcome Cruce as Proxy Councilor.

Grayden Yenet and Trefan Madep openly
congratulated him, and a few other men clapped in approval. Bunzee
and Hebensten flapped their hands with obligatory politeness.

Cruce stood and bowed to his fellows and
thanked Manderlini.

Just as Manderlini was about to call upon
Temmer Mulet to review the notes from the last meeting and announce
that day’s agenda, Bunzee tossed out the comment that the Chenomets
seemed to have suddenly found a man to send to Council.

“Order!” Manderlini snapped with a voice
stern with vigor that belied his age.

“My apologies, Elder Councilor,” Bunzee
granted with false shame, content to have cast a verbal stone at
Cruce.

Cruce washed the angry look from his face.
Bunzee’s jab at Dayd’s recent attendance did not matter. All of
them were going to get used to her whether they realized it now or
not. And if his rivals wanted to focus on her, then that was better
than noticing his more important activities.

Cruce directed his attention dutifully to
Elder Manderlini, who bade Mulet to speak. Cruce tried to pay
attention to the recap of the previous meeting, but the process was
tedious, and he had to fight the urge to fidget. His actions and
words today would be carried to all households in Kwellstan and he
wanted the people, both high and low, to view him as a serious and
worthy son of the estate class.

When Mulet recounted how the vote to open the
Nebakarz supply contracts for bidding had failed in the previous
session, Cruce indulged himself by gradually shifting his gaze
toward Bunzee. His rival looked back and silently conveyed the
promise that he would revisit the issue as soon as he could.

Mulet moved on to the current agenda. The
Adarium needed to elect a common judger today. The position had
abruptly been opened with the unexpected death of Judger Otlo
Enbern. Enbern’s fatal collapse three weeks ago had been declared
heart failure by a tabre physician. Two qualified candidates had
come forward to fill the judger position that oversaw the lawgiving
to the common people of Kwellstan. Their civil and criminal issues
could not be allowed to pile up and a choice needed to be made
today between an Enbern successor and a Promentro challenger.

Zehn had not really been pleased with either
candidate when discussing the issue with his son that morning. He
had leaned slightly toward the Enbern candidate so as not to
alienate the family that was reasonably accommodating to Chenomet
interests. However, Cruce considered how Vont Promentro had sided
with the Chenomets last month and that Bunzee was apparently still
courting Vont to his side. Giving the Promentros a reason to like
the Chenomets might be wise, but Cruce might also just be
strengthening the position of a family that might switch to
supporting Bunzee.

As the judger candidates entered the meeting
chamber and addressed the Adarium, Cruce noticed that his teeth
were gradually clenching. He consciously loosened his jaw and told
himself that his stress was counterproductive. He would need to
make decisions like this for the rest of his life and he must get
used to it.

Cruce reflected that the militia was easier.
You killed a savage. You protected a Nufalese. It was simple and
tended to be immediately satisfying.

After the candidates delivered their
statements, they stood together to answer questions from the
Adarium. Cruce listened carefully to their responses but he heard
nothing that would distinguish either one of them.

“Any more questions?” Elder Manderlini
asked.

“Yes,” Cruce said impulsively. He had spoken
for the sake of being seen and heard, and now he had to scramble
mentally for something to say. “Judger candidates, I would like to
know, um, what you think your most important duty will be?”

The question sounded simplistically lame.

Dazen Enbern answered first that his
paramount duty was to apply the law accurately and justly.

Hesh Promentro then stated that he meant to
interpret the laws in the manner best for the people. Cruce liked
this answer. It showed more regard for the welfare of the populace.
During his time with the militia, Cruce had mixed frequently with
common people and come to care for them and respect them instead of
merely seeing them as people in little houses doing little
things.

“Thank you. That is all,” Cruce said.

Manderlini then declared that the Adarium
would break for refreshment. Servants entered with trays of cups
filled with sweetened water and cut fruit and cheeses. The
Councilors grabbed gratefully at the snacks and began to mingle.
Cruce slipped over to Trefan Madep and asked his opinion about the
judger candidates.

“Promentro,” he said without hesitation. Then
quietly he muttered how the Enberns were all drunk idiots.

Cruce thanked him for the opinion just as
Vont Promentro came over to them.

“Councilor Promentro, I was just telling our
young Proxy here that your cousin should be common judger,” Trefan
said.

“Good, and welcome, Proxy Councilor,” Vont
said politely. “It’s good to see a Chenomet in the Adarium.”

“A Chenomet was here last month,” Cruce
said.

The comment briefly discomfited Vont
Promentro before he managed to remark that Dayd’s attendance had
only been caused by extraordinary circumstances.

Cruce said, “She told me how you voted. Thank
you and I won’t forget that nor will my sister when next she joins
the Council.”

The comment startled Promentro. Finally he
murmured that no one had expected that Dayd might continue to serve
as Proxy Councilor.

“My father remains confident in both my and
Dayd’s ability to represent our family at Council as is our right,”
Cruce said. “When I return to militia duty, Dayd will resume her
duties here.”

“Perhaps your father should reconsider.
Problems could develop otherwise. I tell you this as a friend,
Proxy Councilor,” Promentro said.

“What problem?” Cruce argued casually. He
gestured with a strawberry toward the Founding Tablets. “It’s the
third tablet I believe where it is written that a family elder can
name a proxy to attend governing council in his absence. It does
not say that the proxy must be the same person at all times.” He
tossed the strawberry in his mouth, pleased with the gossip he was
stirring up. Once he swallowed his food, he told Vont Promentro
that he was seriously considering a vote for his cousin Hesh and
then excused himself. The break was almost over and he needed to
check in with Grayden, who had just concluded a chat with Bendag
Anglair and Tahfus Enbern.

Once Cruce judged that Councilor Enbern could
not overhear, Cruce told Grayden that he was thinking of voting
Promentro.

Grayden scowled, which deepened the lines on
his face. He was nearly twenty years older than his brother
Radello. Short like all Yenets, he looked thick as an ox and had a
reputation for being as strong as one.

“I just told Enbern I was voting for his
man,” Grayden grumbled. He rubbed his forehead, amply exposed by a
receding hairline.

Awkwardly, Cruce said they did not have to
vote for the same man. Grayden shrugged his big shoulders and
glanced at his baby brother entertaining Dayd. He was a bit
envious.

“I’m still counting on you as my assenter,”
Cruce reminded.

Grayden took his eyes off Dayd. “Yes, I’ll do
it, but you could reconsider and vote Enbern,” he urged.

“I’ll grant your next request, I promise,”
Cruce said.

Grayden drained his glass and a servant
conveniently plucked it away from him. Elder Manderlini was
creeping back to his chair. Cruce returned to his chair and awaited
the signal to sit. Servants quickly picked up the cups and trays
and hurried out.

Votes in the Adarium were never secret. Each
Councilor had to stand in turn and state his choice. Cruce voted
Promentro as did the majority. Hesh Promentro won by four votes and
was immediately asked to make his oath to the Adarium to perform
the duties of his new office with honor.

With the only voting issue completed the rest
of the agenda concerned reports about various building and repair
projects around Kwellstan. After that ordinary business was done,
Elder Manderlini opened the floor to speakers. Cruce asked his
leave to speak and Grayden backed him up.

Interest rippled among the gathered men and
throughout the audience. For Cruce to give a proposal on his first
day was unexpected.

Cruce rose. He had been planning his speech
since leaving Kwellstan and had revised it many times as he thought
of new tactics and ever more ambitious goals.

A nervous flush of sweat moistened his shirt,
but Cruce also savored the attention. He might be young, but he
meant to be influential and public speaking was essential. For
dramatic effect he walked closer to the Founding Tablets and
scanned them thoughtfully. The runes were carved in the old style.
A tabre preservation spell protected the artifacts, but they were
preserved just as much by the love of the people that they
guided.

Gesturing toward the tablets, Cruce started
his speech. “Councilors of the Adarium, before us you see the
Founding Tablets. They are civilization itself, and we gather near
them when we govern. We are comforted by them. But without our will
they are just pieces of rock. They do not protect civilization.
They only make it possible.

“As you know, I have pledged my service to
the Kwellstan Militia that serves under Bellastan Carver on the
frontier. I learned this past season what it takes to protect
civilization, and I learned why it was worth it. With my comrades,
I fought the savages.”

Esseil Hebensten interrupted with a scoffing
laugh. “We don’t need to hear you recount your adolescent glories,
Proxy Councilor,” he criticized.

Anger jolted Cruce like a wasp sting, but he
forced himself not to slap at the bite. Remembering the
consequences of his temper with Leyton Bevone, he caged his ugly
reaction and reminded himself that his passions were needed for
greater purposes than bickering with Hebensten.

“I’ll save stories of my brave acts for the
ladies of Kwellstan, Councilor Hebensten,” Cruce said and most of
the Adarium indulged in a ribald chuckle.

Cruce continued, “To be serious, all of you
must consider the growing threat to Nufal from the savages. My
‘adolescent glories’ helped to keep many farmsteads, villages, and
even the investments of some of you from being damaged. I believe
that Councilor Hebensten has cattle herds on the frontier. I assume
he raises them for the benefit of the Nufalese and not to fill the
bellies of savages.”

Hebensten squirmed with annoyance. “I pay my
share for the militia, and I never asked for help from the
Chenomets,” he said.

“And what do you pay? I suspect it’s barely a
quarter of what each estate class family in Kahtep put forth for
their defense,” Cruce said. Directing his attention around the
chamber again, he added, “The funding of the Kwellstan Militia and
all the other militias is the subject of my proposal. I say that
Kwellstan as the wealthiest city in Nufal should put forth the most
for defense. We cannot assume that our lesser neighbors will
protect the realm while we gather all the benefits. It is not right
and it is not wise.”

Elder Manderlini tapped his cane once on the
floor. Its brass tip clanged on the marble. “It is unseemly for one
of your youth to claim wisdom,” he commented. He supported the
Chenomets, but Zehn’s son was being exceptionally cocky. And
Manderlini’s political sixth sense was itching. The Chenomets were
up to something and he guessed it was more than what Zehn had
mentioned. Manderlini curbed his sudden unease and considered that
the Chenomets had not given a proposal in over ten years.

“Go on, Proxy Councilor,” he prompted with a
forgiving tone.

Cruce dipped his head respectfully and
wondered if he was going to be heckled by every member of the
Adarium. I don’t care, he told himself.

“I propose that every estate class family
contribute to the militia according to its means every year. Due to
the swelling numbers of savages, which has been confirmed by a
tabre landscanner, the militia forces must be expanded. More
weapons and arms are needed as well as horses and men. Human pride
is at stake. We know that the tabre will protect the Valley of
Nufal, but they’ve made it clear that our outer settlements are our
concern. Let it not be said that we are men that must always cling
to tabre skirts.”

A few people in the audience gasped at his
audacious and disrespectful reference to the tabre, but it was a
hammer of truth that hit bells of understanding in the minds of
many, especially those who hoped to swell their fortunes with
frontier landholdings.

Now that Cruce had revealed that he meant for
the elite families to start aggressively financing the defense of
the frontier, conversations were breaking out among the Councilors.
Sensing that the muttering was about to rise to an uproar, Cruce
concluded, “I propose that we vote to require an annual
contribution from each estate class family for the benefit of the
militia.”

A clamor of voices filled the meeting chamber
all the way up through the audience. Manderlini let the chatter
vent before rapping his cane insistently and calling for quiet. He
began the questioning himself. With suspicion glinting in his eyes,
he asked Cruce why Kwellstan should become so heavily invested in
the militia. They had been sending a militia for years and never
been asked for more.

Cruce realized that he had to answer well. He
did not want to reveal that he was acting on the wishes of the
Militia Master because that would make him appear puppet-like.
Cruce also did not want to arouse suspicion about the extent of his
plans.

“Councilors, I know that no one wants to
spend their resources frivolously. But as the best of Nufal, we
should step forward in the time of our neighbors’ need. The
prosperity of the whole of Nufal means our prosperity,” Cruce
argued.

Syman Bunzee complained, “You overstate the
danger. The savages have always pecked at our frontiers. You’re
reacting to your own fear after seeing a few dead people.”

Cruce’s temper yanked at its chains, and he
regarded Bunzee with a perilous look. Cruce imagined vividly how
quickly he could make Bunzee feel fear, but he controlled himself
by hoping that Bunzee with his insults and taunts had totally
misjudged him.

Raising his voice, Cruce said, “My only fear
is that the horrors I saw over the winter will increase and Nufal
will not be prepared to defend itself. Will Kwellstan not look up
until Nufal is an island of human civilization in savage waters?”
Cruce wondered if he had been overly dramatic but the question had
sounded good.

No one, not even Bunzee, responded, but
Cruce’s ally, Grayden Yenet asked, “Can you prove your claim that
the savages pose such a serious threat?”

Cruce nodded and explained that the militia
had recorded growing numbers of attacks the past three years and he
reiterated the report from the tabre landscanner that showed an
increasing population of savages.

“How long will they be content to pick at
villages and farmsteads?” Cruce said.

Another wave of murmuring overtook the
chamber as Councilors and audience members talked about Cruce’s
proposal. The distant danger of the savages had never commanded
much attention before, but it easily stirred up fear when Cruce
made such dramatic warnings.

Elder Manderlini spoke. “Proxy Councilor,
you’ve given your proposal. It is recorded and I will put it on
next month’s agenda for a vote, but I expect you to bring evidence
to support your claims.”

“Of course, Elder Councilor,” Cruce said.

Manderlini then asked if any others had
proposals to give. No one did.

Manderlini formally closed the meeting with
the traditional invocation of the Adarium. “Leave this circle and
walk upon the path of progress.”

A servant struck the gong with a single
strong stroke that produced a prolonged ringing.

Cruce was exhilarated to have completed his
first formal meeting of the Adarium. Dayd hung over the balcony and
waved for him to come up. Cruce nodded to her and worked his way
slowly out of the chamber. He had many questions to answer from the
Councilors, who were not invested in the frontier. Some were
obviously worried by his proposal that all should pay for the
militia. He tried to emphasize that he was not asking for large
sums, only support, and he emphasized how in the long term his plan
would maintain the influence and importance of Kwellstan in an
expanding Nufal. This aspect attracted interest, and several
Councilors opened up to the intriguing possibilities. Cruce hoped
that in the end he would win enough votes by appealing to pride and
ambition.

On his way out, Trefan Madep caught his
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