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Chapter 1

 


King’s Lake in Fernland

 


“Careful now,” Prince Avor called out to the
boat builders from Taz as they began to ease the first of two
fishing boats onto its cart. The cart was specially built to make
the long journey from King’s Lake in Fernland to the village of
Helsop, far to the north.

The boat slid from its staging at the boat
works, ten men on each side to steady it. Prince Avor guided it
onto the long cart, calling out instructions in the Taz language
every step of the way. The boat settled into the framework affixed
to the wooden cart and Avor let go his hold on the bow long enough
to wipe perspiration from his face with the sleeve of his
shirt.

A movement caught the corner of Avor’s eye
and he turned to see Fernland’s royal carriage turning off King’s
Road toward the lake.

“Tie it down and then take a break,” he
called out to the workers in their language. He whistled for his
horse and trotted along the sandy shore of King’s Lake to meet the
carriage.

Anyone who had not seen Prince Avor in the
last few years would likely not have recognized him now. He had
grown from a slight, shy boy into a tall, broad- shouldered young
man. At sixteen and a half years old, he favored his father in
build, and his mother in his dark hair.

The carriage stopped beside Avor as he slid
down from his horse. His father, King Geoffrey, stepped out. King
Geoffrey looked past his son to the cart that now held the first of
two fishing boats destined for his daughter, Princess Electra, in
Helsop.

 


“Good timing,” King Geoffrey said, smiling at
his son. “We have just sighted Sandovia’s ship entering the
estuary. Prince Oswald will want to make the trip to Helsop with
you to pick up his weapons order.”

Prince Avor searched the carriage for another
passenger. “Mother is not with you?” It was very unusual for his
mother to miss an opportunity to visit her son and almost unheard
of for her to miss greeting royal visitors at King’s Lake.

King Geoffrey signaled to his carriage driver
and the soldier nodded, snapping the reins to turn the horses
around and head back towards Fernland’s castle. “She will be along
presently. I wanted to come early to check on the progress of the
fishing boats,” King Geoffrey said.

Geoffrey and Avor walked along the shore to
where the Taz shipbuilders were securing the boat to the cart that
would carry it through the forests of Fernland and up the steep
plateau to Helsop where Electra and Dagon were eagerly awaiting its
arrival. They hoped the two boats would be the answer to Helsop’s
perpetual food shortage.

“Will you make the trip to Helsop with us?”
Prince Avor asked in what he hoped was a casual tone.

His father shook his head. “Not this time,”
Geoffrey said. “We are expecting a visit from the Caliph.”

Prince Avor felt the tension in his muscles
ease. He had hoped for some time alone with Princess Elka of
Sandovia—if she had managed to accompany her brother on this trip
and if she would be allowed to continue on to Helsop. All of Avor’s
questions concerning Elka’s feelings for him would soon be
answered. But then his father’s last comment struck home. The
Caliph was coming to visit?

“Is there a reason for the Caliph’s visit?”
Avor asked.

“He knows the fishing boats are finished. The
barge is finished. The two years of asylum for the Taz refugees are
completed. It is time to dismantle the boat works and send the Taz
workers on their way.” King Geoffrey knew his son did not want to
close down the boat works and he looked him steadily in his eyes,
ready for any argument his son might initiate.

Now it was clear to Avor why his father had
come early without Queen Delphinia. His father did not want to
chance an argument in which his wife might choose to side with her
son instead of her husband. “I have had two inquiries of late about
purchasing more fishing boats identical to these,” Avor said. “They
come from people who have seen the finished boats, like the design
and wish to purchase one or more for their own fishing
industries.”

King Geoffrey nodded. “It is a good design. I
am not surprised.”

The two boats, identical twins, were each ten
feet across and twenty feet long with holds for fish fore and aft.
In the center of the boat, a four sided bench enclosed an area
reserved for nets and equipment. Each boat had a center mast with a
sail and two oarlocks both starboard and port. It was a simple, yet
efficient design and was largely of Avor’s making.

Prince Avor frowned. “And yet you intend to
give up any prospect of profit to be made on future orders?”

Geoffrey and Avor had argued more than once
about keeping the boat works and the Taz refugees as a permanent
settlement. King Geoffrey had agreed to give the refugees a place
to live for two years after they had been left homeless by the
Great Khan’s victory over their beloved city of Taz. In return, the
Taz men agreed to build a barge for Queen Delphinia and dig out an
estuary to make King’s Lake into a port of call. The Taz men had,
of necessity, violated their original agreement by bringing in
their women and children. King Geoffrey had reluctantly allowed
that breach, but he was not inclined to go farther from their
original agreement. He refused to allow a permanent settlement of
foreigners in Fernland, however profitable such an enterprise might
prove to be.

Prince Avor was not inclined to change his
mind either. He had been apprenticed to the master shipbuilder,
Haddad, for the last two years. Although the apprenticeship had
been a cover for his real job—to spy on the foreigners for any
signs of subversive behavior—Avor had taken to shipbuilding and had
made friends with the Taz refugees. He took pride in the work they
had accomplished and reveled in the freedom and purpose it had
given him. He was going on seventeen years old now and he was not
eager to return to a life at the castle under his father’s close
supervision.

“Why not allow the Taz people to stay until
we can train enough Fernlanders to take over their jobs? That way
we could retain the boat works and continue to make a profit on
ships built here,” Avor reasoned.

“No one here has expressed such an ambition
in shipbuilding to me,” King Geoffrey said in a measured tone of
voice. “Our people seem content with their farms, their sheep,
their cattle and their crafts.”

“I could put about a circular—perhaps given
the opportunity...” Prince Avor began before his father
interrupted.

“I understand you are reluctant to let the
boat works go. You certainly have an aptitude for the work as
evidenced in these fine boats. But you will be able to use the same
skills in other ways. You will be King of Fernland one day and you
must begin to gain experience in judging disputes and crafting
agreements with neighboring kingdoms. You will not want for
situations that demand good reasoning ability.”

“And the desires of the shipbuilders are not
to be taken into account?” Avor asked.

“They know their agreement is at an end. That
is why the Caliph is coming. He will arrange for their exodus.”

Prince Avor shook his head. He could see his
father’s mind was made up. No matter that it made no sense for the
Taz builders and their families to leave.

“I must oversee the transfer of the second
ship to its cart,” Avor said, trying hard not to let his voice
reflect his resentment, as he turned away from his father.

 


 



Chapter 2

 


King’s Lake in Fernland

 


Prince Avor watched as the blue and gold
ship, the King Gundar, dropped anchor in King’s Lake. Queen
Delphinia arrived in Fernland’s royal carriage just as Prince
Oswald and his sister, Princess Elka, waved from the deck of the
King Gundar.

Queen Delphinia took her husband’s hand and
jumped down from the carriage. She was a slender, petite woman,
pale with dark hair. She moved with quick, delicate bird-like
movements. “What have I missed?” she asked, her voice high-pitched
with excitement.

“They have only this minute dropped anchor,”
King Geoffrey said.

“Good. I do not know why you insisted on
coming down before I was dressed. We have had so few visitors of
late. I would not want to miss welcoming them.” Dephinia’s
attention moved to the newly arrived ship. “Is that not Princess
Elka?” Queen Delphinia exclaimed. “I did not know she would be
coming as well.”

Avor moved in quickly with an explanation.
“Electra invited her to Helsop to teach the villagers how to sail
their new fishing boats.”

“She did?” Avor’s mother’s face took on a
perplexed expression. “I am sure she was only being polite. It is
sure to be a difficult journey, carting those boats all the way to
Helsop.”

Prince Oswald was already climbing down the
ship’s rope ladder into a shore boat. He waited for his sister to
join him and ordered the Taz sailor who had met the boat to row
them ashore.

“Welcome back to Fernland,” King Geoffrey
said as Oswald stepped out of the rowboat and splashed ashore.

Princess Elka stayed seated as the oarsman
pulled the small boat onto the sand. She ignored her brother’s hand
as she stepped from the boat onto dry land. She was medium height,
with long blonde hair, blue eyes and a graceful, athletic
carriage.

“We are so happy to see you both,” Queen
Delphinia said. “Did you have a pleasant voyage?”

Prince Oswald shrugged. “Pleasant enough. We
outsmarted the pirates by leaving at night. It was an uneventful
voyage.”

“We have the carriage standing by,” Delphinia
said. “We can take you directly to the castle. You are no doubt in
need of rest after your long voyage.”

Prince Oswald looked down the shore to where
the two fishing boats stood loaded on their long carts. “Are those
the boats built for Helsop?” he asked.

Avor nodded as he stepped closer to Elka. “We
plan to leave tomorrow to transport them to Helsop. If you would
like to accompany us to pick up your weapons order, you are
welcome.”

“That suits me,” Oswald said. He looked at
his sister, Elka. “Are you sure you want to make the trip up to
Helsop? It will be a long, uncomfortable journey.”

“I am sure,” Elka said without meeting
Oswald’s eyes. “I promised Electra.”

“My Dear,” Delphinia said. “Electra would not
hold you to such a promise. You are welcome to stay with us at the
castle until your brother returns.”

“Thank you, but I wish to see Helsop.” Elka
glanced briefly at Avor for help.

“You might enjoy seeing Ice Mountain if you
have not seen such a mountain of moving ice before,” Avor said,
hoping he did not sound desperate.

“Yes, I would like that very much,” Elka
said.

Oswald shrugged. “Since it is your birthday
tomorrow, I give you leave to celebrate as you will.”

Delphinia’s eyes sparkled. “Your birthday?
This is wonderful news. I must confess I have longed for some
occasion worthy of a celebration. How old will you be?” Delphinia
asked.

Elka lifted her eyes and managed to utter
“sixteen” before blushing.

 


Avor turned down his mother’s offer to ride
back to the castle in the royal carriage. He wanted to speak to
Elka, but not with his parents present. There would finally be time
to spend alone with her on the long journey to Helsop. He spurred
his horse forward and found he could not stop smiling.

 


At the castle, Delphinia quickly put together
a dinner menu in Chef Cristo’s office. The celebration would
include some music before dinner. She sent a footman out to find
Take the Thief and his musician friends while she went over the
menu with Chef Cristo.

“I believe two wines will be sufficient,”
Delphinia said. “One for the main course and another for dessert.
The dessert wine must be exceptional as it is then we will make the
Name Day toast.”

Chef Cristo hunched over a scrap of paper,
making notes. He looked up at the words ‘Name Day toast’. “We are
to have a cake then?”

“Yes. We will need a cake. I will provide a
silver coin to be baked into the cake. It will be a cake for
Princess Elka’s sixteenth birthday, and some lucky guest will find
the coin in his piece of cake. Try to see that it is not one of the
Royal Family.”

Chef Cristo nodded. “A honey cake then?”

“Yes, with fruit, I think.”

“Of course. It will be magnificent,” Chef
Cristo said in a confident voice.

 


That evening Elka appeared dressed in a royal
blue gown with her blonde hair piled high on her head. A few wispy
golden curls escaped to frame her face.

Avor caught his breath at the sight of her.
He watched as she descended the stairs beside her brother and
wondered what he might say to her that would hold her
attention.

When Prince Oswald left her to speak to King
Geoffrey, Avor quickly moved in to greet her.

“I am so glad you were able to come along on
this trip,” Avor said.

Elka nodded. “It was not easy to convince my
father to allow it.”

“We will be two to three days on the road if
the rains hold off.” Avor struggled to find a more interesting
topic of conversation. “Have you managed any more opportunities to
sail since last we saw one another?”

“No.” Elka looked him in the eyes. “I think
often, though, of the sailing competition you arranged for me.”

Avor shrugged. “We should have many
opportunities to sail once we reach Cold Lake in Helsop.”

“That is my hope,” Elka said.

Queen Delphinia walked over to welcome her
guest of honor. “My Dear—you look lovely tonight.” She took Elka’s
hand. “That color suits you. Come, you must meet some of our
ministers. They all want to wish you a happy birthday.”

As Delphinia whisked Elka away, Avor’s eyes
followed them. He felt things were going well. Elka seemed happy to
see him and eager to spend three days on the road to Helsop with
him. Perhaps she had the same feelings for him as he felt for her.
He dared to hope he might one day ask for her hand in marriage. Why
not? They were both royalty. His father wanted a close relationship
with Sandovia. It felt almost as though such a match was meant to
be. Avor listened to the music of Take the Thief and his fellow
musicians and allowed his mind to wander where it would.

 


Queen Delphinia insisted Princess Elka sit
beside her at dinner. She hinted there would be a surprise for her
at dinner’s end.

Prince Avor sat to the right of Prince Oswald
who sat to the right of King Geoffrey. Oswald and Geoffrey were
engaged in a discussion of the weapons he had ordered from Helsop.
This left Avor free to steal furtive glances at Elka across the
table.

The discussion on his left switched to news
from neighboring kingdoms, as Oswald spoke of recent events in
Sandovia while King Geoffrey sopped up gravy with a chunk of
bread.

“We were surprised one morning a fortnight
ago to see King Shabas’s flag ship, the Pride of Manoa, sail
into our main sea port. With so many pirate attacks on merchant
ships, royal visits have become a rarity.” Oswald laughed as he
continued. “King Shabas had little choice but to send an envoy to
brave our pirate-ridden waters. It seems his heir, Prince Gallos,
has taken a notion to marry before his mother succumbs to her
illness. She has been in poor health for some time now, as you
know.”

Prince Avor’s ears became more attuned to
Oswald’s words.

“Prince Gallos has asked for Princess Elka’s
hand in marriage,” Oswald said.

Prince Avor did not hear the rest of the
conversation. He was too overcome with his own emotions. This could
not, must not, happen.

 



Chapter 3

 


Road to Helsop

 


The morning had been a barely controlled
chaos. Queen Delphinia had insisted the royal carriage go along to
carry Princess Elka to Helsop. Elka’s pleas to ride on horseback
along with the others had fallen on deaf ears. Haddad insisted on
coming along with several of his men to safeguard the fishing boats
on their long journey up the plateau. Several of the palace guards
were sent along – for what purpose, Avor could not fathom. He
resigned himself to the crowded entourage and was grateful his
parents had not decided to join in at the last minute. He knew he
had only the expected visit of the Caliph to thank for that.

The assemblage moved slowly, with guards
checking often for irregularities in the ties which held the boats
to their carts. A shorter cart held the small sleek racing craft
that Avor had designed as a wedding present for Electra. He hoped
Elka would be impressed with the speed of the little sailboat.

Avor had no opportunity to speak privately
with Elka until the Captain of the Guard called a break for lunch
at a dip in the road that offered a small beach adjacent to the
nearby river.

Avor helped Elka down from the carriage.
“Have you enjoyed the journey thus far?” he asked.

Elka smiled. “I have. We have no deep forests
in Sandovia. Ours is a rocky windswept island kingdom.”

“We will have opportunities to take walks
through an ancient forest once we reach Helsop,” Avor said.

“I look forward to it.” Elka moved closer and
lowered her voice. “You cannot imagine how much I have looked
forward to this journey to Helsop.”

“Truly?” Avor asked. They walked together
down to the small beach that bordered the road. “I was surprised to
learn of your marriage proposal last night.”

“No one was more surprised than I when King
Shabas’s envoy arrived with the offer,” Elka said. “I barely
remember speaking to Prince Gallos at your sister’s wedding.”

“Have you accepted his offer?” Avor held his
breath, waiting for Elka’s answer.

“No, but I agreed to go and spend some time
with Manoa’s Royal Family. That was the only reason I was allowed
this trip to Helsop. Oswald and I will go on to Manoa from here. My
father thinks it a good offer. He says I will be safe in
Manoa.”

“But he leaves the final decision to
you?”

“For now. That is why this trip is so
important to me.”

Avor dared to hope she might have wished to
spend more time with him as he wished to spend more time with
her.

“Oh?” he said, in a voice that encouraged
more information.

“I wish to speak further with Electra. She
was able to forge her own path before committing to a marriage. I
envy her that.”

Avor felt his hopes dashed, but still saw a
glimmer of possibility in her words. “You would like to pursue your
own agenda before accepting a proposal?”

“Exactly,” Elka said, taking his arm along a
steep embankment, “if I only had an agenda.”

Avor laughed. “Do you suppose Electra might
supply one?”

Elka laughed as well. “No, I do not suppose
so, but perhaps these few precious days of freedom might point me
in a direction if such a miracle is possible.”

“I believe you already have a direction,”
Avor said.

Elka’s eyes grew large. “You do?”

“You like to sail. You are good at it. Surely
there is a direction there.”

Elka still held Avor’s arm, even though they
now walked along level ground beside the river. “You are the best
friend I have ever had, Avor. No one else has ever taken my
fledgling interests seriously.”

Avor was not sure being best friends was a
path to the relationship he longed for, but he supposed it was
better than nothing. “Would you consider a position such as mine?
Apprentice ship shipbuilder?”

“I believe I would be a better sailor than a
shipbuilder. I would not turn down an opportunity to sail the seas
on a voyage of discovery. Perhaps I should stowaway on such a
journey. What do you think?” She smiled up at Avor.

“I think I should like to stowaway with you.”
Avor put his hand over the hand that held his arm.

“Ten minutes,” the Captain of the Guard
shouted.

Avor and Elka hurried back to the carriage
where a basket of rolls, dried fruit and cheese had been set up.
Avor and Elka helped themselves to the remnants of the picked-over
food.

Oswald joined them and pointed to a dark
cloud rolling in from the north. “Is that a front moving in?” he
asked.

“It looks to be,” Avor said. “We may be in
for a damp night.”

 


The rain started just after sunset. The
travelers chose a grassy spot to camp, a little off the road on the
side opposite the river in case the water rose to flood overnight.
Tents were erected but the night still promised a damp and
uncomfortable sleep. By the next morning most of the travelers were
not well rested. The rains continued.

“Why not ride with me in the carriage?” Elka
asked Avor. “There is plenty of room.”

Avor shook his head. “We will need all hands
to keep the carts moving. If we become mired in mud we may be stuck
here until spring.”

Elka thought this a joke and smiled but Avor
did not return the smile. The boats were heavy. They could become
too swamped in mud to be pulled out by the best of horses.

Elka stepped into the carriage and had barely
closed the door before her driver shouted, “Hi up there!” to his
team of horses.

 


The second day of slogging through the mud
and rain and the second night of camping on wet soggy ground left
everyone out of sorts. The little caravan stopped at the base of
the plateau leading up to Helsop. The rain had turned to sleet and
all the blankets were already too damp to provide much warmth.

Avor moved up to the window of the carriage
and shouted over the roar of the storm. “Your driver will take you
up the rise to Helsop if he is able. He will leave you at the
School of Medicine and return with the horses to help us up the
rise. We will bring the boats up one at a time.”

Elka nodded. “Have a care,” she shouted
back.

At Avor’s signal the carriage driver stood,
waved his whip and shouted at his team. The carriage jerked forward
as the horses surged ahead, building momentum for the steep rise.
The carriage continued up, slowing as it scaled the plateau. Just
as it appeared they were too mired in mud and slush to make it to
the top, the driver stood again and screamed into the storm. The
horses strained forward and freed the carriage in a final burst of
strength that carried them over the lip of the plateau. They were
met at the top by a group of Helsop’s militia men. Elka recognized
one as Electra’s husband, Dagon.

“Who do you carry?” Dagon asked the
driver.

“Princess Elka of Sandovia,” the driver
shouted back. “I will drop her at the school and return with the
horses to help with the boats.”

“Carry on,” Dagon replied. “We will lend a
hand.”

As the driver turned toward the village, the
militia men, heads bent into the sleet, passed by the carriage on
their way down the steep plateau.

 



Chapter 4

 


Village of Helsop

 


Electra opened the door to the School of
Medicine when she heard the carriage drive up. She recognized the
red and gold carriage of Fernland at once. She had been a passenger
in it many times. The door opened and Princess Elka of Sandovia
stepped out. Her driver had already climbed down to unhitch the
horses from the carriage. He nodded at Electra and went back to his
work without a word.

“Come in,” Electra said, looking around to
see who had accompanied the Sandovian princess. Evidently, no one
had. “You must be freezing. We have a fire going.” Electra smiled
at her guest.

As Elka came through the door of the School
of Medicine, Electra noticed the driver was already putting a
saddle on one of his horses. She closed the door behind her.

The great room of the school was crowded with
students. They sat or stood around the long dining table sorting
through dried bunches of herbs. The blue and red parrot Prince
Manos had given to Electra and Dagon as a wedding present sat on a
perch overlooking the activity.

“Students,” Electra said, “we have a guest
from Sandovia. This is Princess Elka, daughter of King Gundar.”

The students stopped their work long enough
to welcome the Princess. They moved aside to make a space for her
to view the glass vials and bottles that held their various herbal
concoctions. A few held up bunches of herbs and invited her to join
them. Elka shook her head, but smiled.

Electra gestured toward the herbs scattered
atop the table. “We are busy making potions and tinctures today
since it is too wet to walk in the forest, gathering herbs. Come
and sit by the fire with me. We have tea.”

“Tea and toast,” the parrot called out in a
voice that mimicked Electra’s.

Electra smiled and nodded at the bird. “You
remember Coco, I expect. He has made himself quite at home
here.”

Elka took off her damp cloak and hung it on a
hook in the rock wall that surrounded the fireplace. “You are so
kind. The others are still trying to maneuver the fishing boats up
the rise.”

Electra’s eyes sparkled with excitement. “You
have brought the fishing boats? This is wonderful news! I feared it
had been too long and we would not receive them until spring. We
will have fish this winter.”

“It has been a difficult journey. Perhaps it
would have been better to wait until spring,” Elka said.

“No, no! This is better. Helsop is always
short of food – especially in the winter months,” Electra declared.
“The boats may save many from starvation.”

Elka looked stunned. “Your food shortages are
that severe? I am sorry. I did not know.”

Electra waved her hand in dismissal. “You
could not have known. Now you are here as well, to teach us how to
sail the boats.” She handed Elka a cup of hot tea and pushed a
stool close to the fire. “Who else has come?”

“My brother Oswald. He is anxious to collect
his weapons order.”

“Good. We have it ready,” Electra said.

“Also Prince Avor and some of the Palace
Guard and a few of the boat builders have joined us.”

“We will find room for all. We have empty
cots in the clinic.”

Elka blew on her tea to cool it before
speaking. “I have looked forward to this visit since our talk at
your wedding festivities. I would not have managed it without an
unexpected event.”

“What event?” Electra asked, settling herself
on her own stool in front of the fireplace.

“An envoy arrived in Sandovia bearing a
marriage proposal from Prince Gallos of Manoa. Father agreed to
allow me to accompany Oswald here so we could continue on to Manoa
for a visit with the Royal Family.”

Electra’s mouth dropped open for a second at
this unexpected news. She wondered how her brother, Avor, was
reacting. She knew he had feelings for Elka. “A proposal of
marriage? But you are so young.”

“I have just turned sixteen. My father thinks
Prince Gallos wishes to marry soon since his mother is ill and his
father quite elderly.”

“Has your father accepted on your behalf?”
Electra asked.

“I believe he favors it. He thinks I would be
safe there since Manoa is at peace with its neighbors. But he said
he will leave the final decision to me.”

“I see.” Electra felt Avor’s disappointment
even though he was not present. “Do you think you will accept?”

“I do not know. That is why I was so anxious
to come here.”

“Here? Why here?” Electra asked.

“To ask your advice,” Elka said, as though it
should have been apparent.

“I could hardly offer advice when it comes to
matters of the heart.” Electra said.

Elka shook her head and frowned. “But you
said yourself I am still too young. I have not had a chance to make
my way in the world as you have.”

“Oh, I see. It is not a question of who to
marry, but when.”

“Perhaps both.” Elka stared into the flames
of the fire. “I feel incapable of making any decision. I feel my
only identity is that of being daughter to King Gundar. More than
anything I wish for the freedom to find out what I have to offer as
a person. Does that make sense?” She turned to face Electra.

Electra took a sip of tea. “Actually it makes
perfect sense.”

Elka breathed deeply. “I knew you would
understand.”

They both sipped their tea in silence for a
few moments.

“Even if you knew at this moment exactly what
you wanted to do, life has a way of interfering with the best laid
plans,” Electra said in a soothing voice.

“What do you mean?” Elka asked.

“I had decided to fake my own death in order
to attend a School of Medicine and extract myself from an unwanted
marriage to Bataar of Barbaree.”

Elka’s hand shook and her cup clattered
against the saucer. “You were to marry Bataar, son of the Great
Khan?”

“It is a long story. But the point is – life
intervened. The proposal was rescinded, another option became
available and perhaps because it was meant to be – I did become a
physician.”

“So you believe I should just wait and see
what life has in store for me?” Elka asked.

“I believe even now you are being given a
taste of the freedom you long for. You will meet Prince Gallos and
experience life in Manoa. You have been given the right to accept
Gallos and Manoa or reject both. Here is freedom again. You may see
opportunities or obstacles. Even if you make a choice, life may
alter your choice in ways you cannot predict. In fact, you can be
quite certain there will be many surprises along the way.”

“So you think it useless to plan a life when
so much is unknown.”

“Plans often go awry. But I do think it
useful to begin to know yourself. I am sure you already do know
yourself in more ways than you admit to,” Electra said with a small
smile.

Elka blushed and returned a shy smile. “I
know I do not wish to become a physician. The sight of blood sends
me into a panic.”

“I suppose that is a start,” Electra said. A
gust of wind and rain blew into the School of Medicine as the door
opened and a crowd of wet, muddy men streamed in.

Electra jumped up from her stool. “Avor,
come, warm yourself by the fire. I cannot believe you made it here
in this storm. We are so grateful to have our fishing boats before
winter sets in.”

“I am not so sure winter has not set in,”
Avor said. “The sleet has turned to snow.”

Electra turned to her students. “Let us find
warm dry clothes for our guests,” she ordered. “And food. We can
dip into our reserves, now the fishing boats have arrived.”

 



Chapter 5

 


Village of Helsop

 


Snow fell continuously for two days on the
Helsop plateau. The visitors from Fernland, scattered at homes
throughout Helsop, were anxious to be on their way back to Fernland
– or at the very least – out their hosts’ homes. The close quarters
had them all on edge.

The School of Medicine, already packed with
students, was now home to Princess Elka as well. The men from Taz
refused to stay in a school full of women and so were housed in the
clinic or the cold mess tent. The Palace Guard were scattered among
cottages throughout the village.

Electra looked out the window of the School
of Medicine at first light and was relieved to see the early snow
had ceased to fall and the sun was rising in a cloudless sky. She
fairly danced into the kitchen to stir up the ashes and put on
water to boil as Isa came through the door.

Electra’s good mood turned cautious as she
saw her friend’s worried expression.

“I believe we will be able to put the new
boats into the water today,” she said, watching her friend’s
worried face closely.

Isa nodded and took down some cups for
tea.

“Have you had breakfast?” Electra asked.

“What?” Isa asked in a distracted manner.

“I asked if you have had breakfast.”

“Oh. I... I’m not sure. No. I don’t think
so.”

“Do you want to tell me what is wrong?”
Electra asked as gently as she could.

A tear escaped from Isa’s eye and she brushed
it away. Electra put her arm around her friend and Isa began to cry
in broken sobs.

“It is Olaf,” she said. “Something is wrong
with him. He is bumping into things. His eyesight seems to be
failing. I think it may have something to do with being hit in the
head long ago when he was captured and sent to Fernland’s
dungeon.”

“Would you like me to look at him?” Electra
asked.

“Yes, but he will not go to the clinic. I
have tried to bring him here. He says it is nothing – it will pass.
But I do not think so.”

“I will find an excuse to see him,” Electra
said. “Shall I go at once?”

“No. He is eager to help with the fishing
boats. Everyone is very excited to be first aboard. Perhaps
tonight.” Isa dried her eyes with her sleeve.

“Tonight then,” Electra said. “Let us not
worry until then. Perhaps he is right in saying it is a thing that
will pass.”

Isa nodded but Electra could tell her friend
did not believe it.

 


After breakfast all the students joined the
villagers as they followed the fishing boats through the slush to
Cold Lake. Elka rode beside Electra, offering suggestions.

“I am looking forward to helping with this
fishing enterprise in any way I can,” she stated.

“We have old nets, which are repaired and
still serviceable,” Electra said.

Elka’s enthusiasm showed in her rapid speech.
“With two boats the men can hold one side of the net fast against
the side of a stationary boat while the other boat sails in a half
circle around the first with the other end of the net. The net will
catch all the fish between the two boats. Casting the nets will not
be necessary with this method.”

Electra pictured the operation in her mind
and found it ingenious. “I am so glad you are here to advise us,”
she said.

Electra spurred her horse forward to relay
Elka’s suggestion to Dagon and Avor. As she came alongside Dagon,
she smiled.

“There you are,” Dagon said. “I missed you
last night. I hardly slept.”

Electra had moved out of Dagon’s small
cottage so Oswald and Avor could bunk down there. Everyone had been
forced to make do while the snow continued to fall.

Electra brushed his cheek with her fingers.
“Elka has told me how we might best make use of our two boats.” Her
voice was bright with excitement.

“And how is that?” Dagon asked.

Avor heard Elka’s name and guided his horse
closer to hear what was said.

“Each boat takes one end of the net, scooping
up the fish in between,” Electra explained.

Both Dagon and Avor looked impressed with the
plan. “I can imagine it,” Dagon said. “We will try that first.”

Avor seemed pleased. “Elka comes from an
island nation. Fishing is important there,” he noted.

Electra saw that Avor was proud of Elka’s
knowledge. She wondered if he knew of Gallos’ proposal of
marriage.

 


The boats reached the shore of Cold Lake and
the men from Taz took over. They piled snow behind the carts and
tamped it down to make a slide into the water of the lake. Avor
took his place beside his mentor, Haddad, as they guided the boats
off the carts and into the water. Luckily the snow was an early
fall and the lake had not yet reached a freezing temperature. They
would need to catch as many fish as possible and preserve them in
brine before ice formed on the lake and fishing from boats became
impossible.

Electra watched as four men from Taz and four
lucky villagers boarded each boat. The village men had drawn lots
to see who would be instructed in the use of the fishing boats by
the Taz boat builders. Olaf had been one of the lucky ones. No
wonder he would not admit to any weakness just now, Electra
thought.

Avor told his boat builders to try Elka’s
suggestion first, then give the Helsop villagers a lesson in
casting nets. Everyone watched anxiously as the boats were rowed a
little ways off shore. For now, the sails stayed furled around
their masts.

 


The boats stopped about one hundred yards
offshore and the first boat let down a large rock to serve as an
anchor. The crew unfolded their largest net and handed off the
other side of the net to the crew on the second boat which waited
close by. The men in the first boat fastened a rock to the bottom
of their net to hold it down in the water. The men in the second
boat did the same.

Slowly, now with its sail unfurled, the
second boat began to glide slowly around the first boat, the Taz
sailors giving instructions which Avor translated to the Helsop
men. As they neared the end of their half circle, they began
pulling up the net, bottom first, and drawing it near the stern of
the first boat.

With mighty heaves from all the men aboard,
they pulled the heavy net free from the water and into the hold of
the first boat.

The villagers gasped and whistled to see the
size of the first catch. The hold was filled to overflowing with
fish flopping free, escaping back into the lake. A cheer went up
from the bystanders. The cheer was echoed by the men on the boats.
Helsop would not go hungry this winter.

 



Chapter 6

 


Kingdom of Henge

 


Princess Serafina of Henge and her twin
daughters were on their way to Helsop to visit Electra. Serafina
had planned to leave earlier but was kept in Henge by the early
snow. This might be the last chance for them to make the trip
before ice and snow made travel to Helsop difficult.

The twins, now two years old, played in a
nearby stream while Serafina unpacked food for a picnic lunch.
Esme’s half-grown wolf pups romped through the grass beside the
stream fighting mock battles with each other. Serafina watched as
Esme and Shalin threw pebbles into the stream to watch the water
splash around them.

“Would you like to try your calling powers on
running water?” Serafina asked her daughters.

Both little girls looked at their mother
curiously. They were forbidden to use their calling powers around
their castle in Henge, especially when their father, Prince
Blackwell, was present.

“It would be all right to use your powers
here,” Serafina said, realizing they were reluctant to earn their
mother’s displeasure.

Shalin nodded and Esme clapped her hands
together, eager to try something new.

“Watch what happens when I put rocks in the
stream,” Serafina instructed.

She pushed a few large rocks into the middle
of the stream and the water was forced to detour around the rocks
in its downhill plunge.

“Call a few more rocks down from the hillside
and see what happens,” Serafina said.

Esme looked up at the hillside
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