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    Her ring – the Queen’s Ring of  Taridawil that Kefen had given her for their
    engagement – twitched.

    Distractedly, she rubbed at it  with her other hand.


    And it bit her.






    Alarmed, Karana held up her hand  in time to see the tiny golden dragon take
    flight, followed by a similar silver  one. 



    Kefen’s arm slid around her.



    “You see it, too?” she asked  faintly.



    He nodded.



    Ivan, seated on the other side,  exclaimed as the tiny golden dragon flew
    around his side of the mountain, and  scrambled to his feet. “Karana! Is
    that what I think it is?”



    “My ring,” she confirmed.








“The Queen’s Ring,” Kefen  murmured. “It was said to have magick woven into
    its making. Though I never  heard that it ever did anything
    magickal.”
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    Chapter ONE 
		
~~ Opportunities ~~
		
Karana 



   Soul-bonds were			things that  happened to other people.





    At least, they seemed to happen to people who needed something in
    their lives: power, wealth, safety, family… agency.



	They didn’t happen to a
    young woman who knew what she was doing, where she was going, and had the
    wherewithal – family support, material wealth, and personal ability – to get
    there.



    And if they did, they were likely to be an inconvenience more than anything.
    Especially to the Head of House Metreedi, who had too many
    
        other
    
    responsibilities to deal with such things.



    Or so Karana had always believed.



    Or told herself she believed.



    None of which was a terrible help right now.



    “Would you look at that?” Ivan exclaimed, leaning so far out over the
    sandpit that Karana wondered how her handsome, golden-haired, soul-bonded fiancé 
    wasn’t falling in.



    “At what?” Karana came to look over his shoulder, and Kefen – their other
    soul-bonded fiancé – came over as well.



    Ivan had been carefully surveying the magickal sandmap that the Lord of Wave
    province – Karana’s ‘Uncle’ Andry – had setup for the use of the three young
    knights. (Or rather the two knights and a knightess. Or even… the
        knight, the knight/Ducal-Prince, and the knightess/Head of House
        Metreedi. Their lives had been getting more complicated lately.)
    



    Lord Andros had commanded the map to display Dragon Mountain, and it had
    done so down to the smallest detail. The enchanted sand had heaped itself up
    to mimic the shape of the small mountain, even marking the roads leading to
    its base and using color-variations in the mass of sand to suggest forests
    and streams.



    It was all things that the three young Knight-Companions would need
    to know as they planned their mission to investigate the kidnappings of
    young people from all around the Realm.



    The kidnappings – by dragons.



    “There’s a trail up the mountain, right to very top.” Ivan pointed, and with
    the tall young man’s guidance the other two could discern the path he
    described. “And look at the top – it appears to be collapsed.”



    “It’s a caldera,” Kefen said
    without seeming to think about it. “An extinct volcano. There’s a lake, and
    lava tunnels. It’s part of a string of volcanoes. The heat under the earth
    that makes them bubble up moves in a straight line… but this one doesn’t
    have enough power to do much anymore. The hotspot deep beneath the earth
    that created the volcano has moved on.”



    Kefen realized they were both staring at him.



    “Well, it is,” the dark-haired young man said lamely.



    “How do you know all that?” Karana asked, her eyebrows raised in… not
    exactly disbelief.



    Kefen shrugged, seeming as bemused by his words as the other two were. “I
    have no idea. I didn’t even know Dragon Mountain existed until yesterday,
    and that name should have stuck in my memory, if nothing else from
    those interminable geography lessons.”



    “He slept through anything that wasn’t about Taridawil,” Ivan ‘confided’ to
    Karana in a stage whisper and the young woman smothered a grin. Her own
    knowledge of geography had far surpassed ‘Master’ Darald’s before she’d
    ever joined the knights’ training academy at age seventeen.



    “I did not,” Kefen retorted, but not very vehemently.



    It was true, after all. Kefen’s obsession with every detail to do with the
    ensorcelled province where he had been born hadn’t exactly been subtle. Nor
    could anyone have argued it was unreasonable. He’d lost his family when the
    Evil Wizard had transformed Taridawil into a Black Desert, after all.



    His family, his home… and his connection to the Keep of Living
    Stones that had apparently spoken to him from before he was even born.



    Perhaps it wasn’t any surprise that Kefen would know things about
    geological processes if Taridawil’s ancient castle had been his earliest
    friend and closest confidante until he was twelve years old. After all, even
    the Goddesses had called Kefen a Child of Earth during the recent visit that
    the three young Knight-Companions had made to the Blessed Isle of Kalapula.



    The dark-haired young man turned his attention from the sandpit to the map
    of the Realm that was hung up on a nearby wall. Lord Andros’ maproom was as
    well-equipped as one might expect, Karana thought proudly. The city of Wave
    had once been the capitol of a maritime empire, and Lord Andros was the
    latest scion of the ancient Turquoise Emperors.



    “The previous volcano of the string is where Tallspire is located now,”
    Kefen went on, apparently deciding to just accept the knowledge for now
    without worrying about where it came from. He pointed to the mesa that now
    served as the capitol of the Realm. “That one is worn so flat on the top
    that you can’t tell it was ever a volcano. The next one in the chain should
    be…”



    Kefen came around the sandpit to the sailcloth map with the ocean currents
    marked. This one showed all the lands surrounding the Merutian Sea.



    Karana followed him.



    “Here.” Kefen’s seeking finger landed on Kalapula. “This one is also old,
    though.”



    He frowned. “There’s more, and they’re more active, as if the hot spot is
    getting hotter somehow. But… I can’t quite… feel them…”



    Kefen used the same emphasis that they’d all been using to refer to how they
    picked things up from the soul-bond, Karana noticed. She exchanged a glance
    with Ivan and got a small nod back. Of course, he’d noticed. Ivan never
    missed a thing where Kefen was concerned.



    “Why is that, do you think?” Karana asked carefully. This mysterious
    
        knowing
    
    was new territory to all of them, but she had a suspicion of where Kefen
    might be taking this and she didn’t want to distract him.



    Ivan looked about ready to say something – this had nothing to do with the
    mission they were planning, and she could feel his slight
    impatience with the diversion.



    But the golden-haired man stayed quiet when Karana shook her head at him.
    This was something she wanted to know. Something she maybe even
    needed to know. Not as a knightess on a mission for the King of
    Dawil – or at least for one of his vassal Great Lords. But as the Head of
    House Metreedi, whose Goddess-given Onus settled certain other
    responsibilities on her slender shoulders…



    The dark-haired young man shrugged. “Farther away, I suppose.”



    Karana was captivated by the line Kefen was still, absently, tracing. He was
    dragging his finger along the sailcloth map with its markings for currents
    and tides, shoals and prevailing winds. Pins placed into the map indicated
    the locations of the various ships of the Wavian Navy and merchant fleet. A
    good many of those pins were for her ships, insofar as they were
    ships of the Metreedi home-fleet and Karana was Head of House.



    Her northern nobleman husbands-to-be couldn’t possibly guess what the
    sailcloth covered – and why it was personally replaced and rehung only by
    the Lord or Lady of Wave and their Heir whenever it grew worn. Karana had
    never seen it herself, of course, being neither Lady nor Heir, but the word
    of what lay back there was passed down from Head of House to Head of House
    within the Metreedi line…



    Would her fiancés even realize that they were looking at a wall inlaid with
    a map of the Turquoise Empire – hidden carefully away for political reasons
    now that Wave was merely a vassal-state of Dawil…? Master Darald’s poor
    geography lessons might have been the result of mere multi-generational
    insularity and the man’s own general incompetence. But the academy’s History
    teacher, Master Degory, had clearly been passionate about his subject, and
    he had strongly implied that the Empire and its ten-thousand-year
    provenance was entirely mythological in his view.



    The descendant of the Prime Ministers of that ancient Empire – and who was
    also the young woman in whose hands the well-being of the Empire-in-Abeyance
    currently rested – had been hardput to sit on her hands and not argue.
    Arguing, after all, would likely have done her no good and might possibly
    have damaged her effort to win her shield in just two years instead of the
    usual eight.



    “Here.” Karana touched the map authoritatively. Kefen’s hand had slowed as
    it traced its way across the Merutian Sea. It was almost as if he had to
    drag his finger through all that water represented on the sailcloth map.



    There were no markings where she pointed, but Karana was an apprentice
    navigator in the Metreedi fleet. And she’d used her skills to navigate
    herself and Kefen across the featureless Black Desert to reach Taridawil and
    slay the Evil Wizard just a month agone.



    Noting that the distance between each successive pair of putative volcanoes
    seemed to be doubling… and then extrapolating the gentle curve out to the
    next likely location…



    …it wasn’t even hard.



    Slowly, Karana turned to meet first Kefen’s eyes, then Ivan’s.



    “The Pirate Islands.” Her expression was jubilant. “We can find
    them.”
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Chapter TWO
	
 ~~ Something Is Out  There ~~
	
 Karana



   “Karana, 
	no.” Kefen looked horrified.



    So… maybe Karana’s expression was less ‘jubilant’ and more
    
        ‘verging on bloodthirsty.’
    



    Could her loves – her Knight-Companions, sworn to defend the life
    and liberty of subjects of the Realm – could they really blame her?



    These were the islands that her papa, Devin Metreedi, had spent
    
        all his life
    
    hunting for in order to avenge the deaths of his own parents. Karana’s
    grandparents had been slain so early in Papa’s life that he had barely
    remembered them.



    These were the islands that Aunt Tria had nearly found in her own
    search for her kidnapped mother… and where the pirates most certainly still
    lurked who had murdered her husband (the father of Karana’s ‘almost-older brother,’ Mitael).



    These were the islands that the Metreedis had
    
        been trying to find
    
    for over two thousand years, ever since the Great Pirate Disaster
    had spelled the eventual demise of the Turquoise Empire that had been their
    special purview to guide and guard since… well, not quite
    time immemorial.



    And now Karana’s wonderful, soul-bonded spouse-to-be had solved the problem
    for them!



    “Well, not now, of course,” the young Head of House Metreedi replied
    reasonably. “We have a different mission to accomplish right now. But 
    after that…”



    “And a wedding,” Ivan pointed out, still seated at the edge of the sandpit
    where he’d been trying to get a better look at the magickal representation
    of Dragon Mountain, but was now watching the two of them warily. His tone
    was carefully neutral. “And a baby on the way.”



    “And all of Taridawil to rebuild,” Kefen added more emphatically.
    The dark-haired Ducal-Prince of Taridawil – the Heir to Taridawil,
    awaiting only his full-majority next Spring to be Confirmed as Duke – tried
    to put his arms around her. “Beloved, we have so much to create –
    surely we can leave destruction behind.”



    The young woman – the Head of House Metreedi – stepped away,
    angrily. “You had me talk to the pirates we helped capture, Kefen. Shall I
    take you down to the poorer parts of town and show you the children
    begging on the streets? Do you need to talk to my Aunt Mariel? She was at
    the welcome-home party for us last night. She used to love to dance – until
    she lost a leg defending her ship from pirates and nearly
    
        died.
    
    Do you need to hear about my papa again – who lost his parents to
    the pirates when he was three? Three years old, Kefen. You and I
    can remember our parents. Papa couldn’t. He said he
    
        thought
    
    his mother had a gentle voice. And that was it.”



    Kefen let his hands fall. “You told us that the Pirate Islands are
    where they keep their civilians. Their wives and children and sick and old
    people… Will you lead a massacre of their spouses and children, Karana? Will
    you slaughter the innocent with the guilty? Or merely leave the innocent to
    become vengeance-seekers?”



    The young woman turned away, her guts churning at his words. No, of course
    that wasn’t what she wanted. Was it?



    No. No, if for no other reason than that it had been just such an attempt by
    the Turquoise Emperor Claudiess – two thousand years ago – that seemed to
    have set in motion the Great Pirate Disaster and the downfall of the
    Turquoise Empire. Repeating the same actions and hoping for different
    results…



    But…



    “We know where the islands are now, Kefen. What would you have me
    do?”



    “But we don’t know.” Ivan commented quietly.



    The golden-haired knight wisely ignored Kefen’s grateful look as Karana
    whirled on him.



    “We don’t,” Ivan repeated, though he looked like he was glad they were on
    the far side of the sandpit from him and with a miniature mountain in
    between. “We have some conjectures, based on something Kefen feels
    and cannot explain. That doesn’t sound like enough to launch a fleet on.”



    Karana deflated. “No. It’s not.”



    But this was so much closer than anyone had gotten in centuries…



    If only Karana could ignore the history of how such triangulations had been
    attempted before – the fleets had been launched, the suspect islands come
    into sight… And then a great fog had swept out of nowhere. And when the
    fleet managed to extract itself from the cloudbank there was no sign of the
    Pirate Islands, even when their location had been re-confirmed by sighting
    on the stars.



    Silvestria had taunted the Sea-Queen on Kalapula, the young woman recalled
    reluctantly, asking the Ocean Goddess about ‘Her’ pirates. Perhaps it hadn’t
    been so much of a taunt as Karana had hoped, but more of a description.



    But if the Sea-Queen – the Ultimate Ancestress of the Metreedi Family as
    well as of the Imperial Lineage – considered the pirates Her Own… could
    there ever be a resolution to this mess? It was simply too
    unpleasant a thought to dwell on.



    Setting all of that aside, Karana turned back to Kefen. “Can we at least
    share these ‘conjectures’ with Uncle Andry?”



    Her dark-haired spouse-to-be bowed his head. She could feel across
    the bond that he knew those islands were there, even though he had
    no idea how he knew it.



    “I suppose so,” Kefen said. Karana could feel how he hated the idea
    of being party to what might become a massacre, but also his reluctant
    agreement that there didn’t seem to be any other solution in sight.



    “I’m sorry,” she said, sincerely.



    Kefen sighed and looked away, crossing his arms.



    Her ring – the Queen’s Ring of Taridawil that Kefen had given her for their
    engagement – twitched.



    Distractedly, the young woman rubbed at it with her other hand.



    And it bit her.



    Alarmed, Karana held up her hand in time to see the tiny golden dragon take
    flight, followed by a similar silver one. Though the only silver in her ring
    had come from the miraculous self-combination of the golden Queen’s Ring
    with the slender silver band Ivan had given her to mark their
    engagement. But miraculous things apparently tended to happen on the
    Goddess’ Isle (and to the young woman She claimed as a Daughter, though
    Karana didn’t really want to think about that too hard).
    



    At the time, being able to resolve their love triangle into
    
        three pairwise
    
    engagements that primed them for a triad-marriage had seemed the
    truest miracle. The tiny golden dragon wrapping himself inextricably around
    the silver band with its near-invisible diamond speckles had seemed like a
    subtle approval of their plan by the Goddess Herself.



    
        (Not that She tended to subtlety, Karana thought ironically. Practically
        the next thing to happen had been the three of them being enveloped by the white fires that had marked the
    formation of their soul-bond. And when they’d come out of that, all 
    four Goddesses present – Merut, the Sea-Queen; Sifwisa, the
    Lady of the Trade-Winds; Silvestria, Lady of Wild Places; and Kaliatra, the
    Great Goddess of All – had proceeded to re-introduce them
    all to Princess Karivas and the crew of the Windy Osprey with a great deal of blunt talk about weddings and babies.)



    Still, the Ring had been a ring.



    And now… it surely wasn’t.



    The pair of tiny dragons dove for the caldera at the top of the nearly
    meter-high representation of Dragon Mountain on Uncle Andry’s magickal
    sandmap, dipping and cavorting around the top. The silver one settled down
    in the caldera, while the gold one went skimming down to the lower slopes,
    scooped up a tiny bit of sand, and flew back up.



    Kefen’s arm slid around her.



    “You see it, too?” Karana asked faintly.



    He nodded.



    Ivan, seated on the other side, exclaimed as the tiny golden dragon flew
    around to his side of the mountain. The golden-haired knight scrambled to
    his feet. “Karana! Is that what I think it is?”



    “My ring,” she confirmed.



    “The Queen’s Ring,” Kefen murmured. “It was said to have magick woven into
    its making. Though I never heard that it ever did anything
    magickal.”



    Well, besides the tiny golden dragon having somehow wrapped itself around
    the slender silver band sprinkled with infinitesimal diamonds. But that 
    had only been a week ago. Presumably Kefen was referring to
    
        written
    
    legends.



    “The one you gave me is gone, too,” she told Ivan. “It… seemed to
    grow wings and fly off as well. There it is!”



   The silver dragon – or ring – had
    fountained up out of the caldera and was flying around again.



    Ivan raised his eyebrows, but – there being nothing to believe or disbelieve
    about what was happening in front of them – could find nothing to say.



    “So, erm, can we make a plan, then?” Karana said after they all spent
    several minutes watching the tiny metal dragons flying around the miniature
    sand mountain.



    Kefen gave her a bemused look, but Ivan regarded her thoughtfully.



    “It seems clear that there must be two dragons up there,” the golden-haired
    knight said. “The… rings… are somehow representing the dragons, just as Lord
    Andros’ little wooden ships did the real ones out on the water. You said the
    sandmap’s magick knows what we can’t see.”



     “Mates,” Kefen said quietly, and she was suddenly extremely aware
    of his arm encircling her waist. “At least in the stories, the golden males
    and silver females are always mates, although there are supposed to be as
    many colors of dragons as there are of jewels.”



    “Does this make our job easier or harder?” Karana asked.



    Ivan’s face had a look of wonder. “I think we’ll have to get to the top of
    Dragon Mountain to find out.”



    Karana glanced at the inlaid map of Wave on the long table set in the other
    half of the room. She stepped away from Kefen to trace the path from Wave’s
    City to the Mountain with a finger.



    “It’s a full day’s ride to Cowry, and another half-day to the base of the
    mountain. We can stay at the local Guard barracks in Cowry tomorrow night.
    Every seaside town has a barracks,” she told both young men as Ivan looked
    up questioningly. But she didn’t look at Kefen at all. “Pirates have been
    known to reive the smaller communities ashore as well. Ivan, will the horses
    make it up that trail? And how long will it take?”



    The golden-haired knight gave her a sardonic look. “Well, yours
    will. I picked out sturdy ponies for the two of you from Lord Andros’
    stables – they’re on the large side, nearly horse-sized, but they should
    make it up anything wide and strong enough to hold them. Unfortunately,
    
        I
    
    can’t fit even the tallest pony, nor could one carry me in jousting armor.
    If it comes to that.”



    Ivan sighed deeply. “Thunderflanks is Mountainmeadow-bred. He could
    have done both.”



    Karana gave him a sympathetic look. Taking their warhorses along on a sea
    journey to a small island hadn’t made sense, especially when they’d planned
    to come straight back. This ‘little diversion’ to her home-city was a
    welcome one in Karana’s opinion, since she’d missed her family
    tremendously… But it was delaying Ivan’s reunion with the horse he’d loved
    since boyhood and that seemed to practically understand him when he spoke.



    Karana’s own connection with Moondark was rather less mystical. The
    knightess appreciated her midnight-hued mare, and would definitely have
    appreciated having her own horse along for at least one knightly
    adventure before she hung up her shield. But a good solid ship that didn’t
    suddenly decide it wanted a bite… out of another ship… had a great deal to
    recommend it.



    Not to mention that a boat could take you a great many more places… though
    not, notably, to the top of an inland mountain.



    The young woman did not want to think about what that meter-high
    pile of magickally sand corresponded to in terms of altitude. Two years on
    Tallspire’s mesa as a knight-in-training and she’d still avoided every
    overlook she could manage, resolutely keeping her mind on something
    
        else
    
    on the few occasions she had to ride up or down the long ramp that encircled
    the city.



    “How long to get up that trail?” Karana asked, focusing on the logistics
    instead.



    Ivan eyed the miniature mountain again. He seemed to be mildly distracted by
    the antics of the tiny metal dragons. “It’s not that high, nor tremendously
    steep for most of it. On foot, I think it would be a full day from the
    bottom. But horseback… we might make it to the top before sundown.
    Depending on the trail and how much we have to walk instead of ride.”



    “Except your horse can’t make it up, and we certainly don’t want to
    be falling into an unknown situation at the top as it’s getting dark.”
    Karana folded her arms and frowned at the replica mountain.



    “Could we…” Kefen began hesitantly, and they both looked at him.



    The dark-haired young man had generally let the two of them do this sort of
    planning in their academy classes, claiming that he wasn’t fond of
    strategizing. Of course, he’d helped Karana plan the assault on the Evil
    Wizard Henig in the Desert of Blackness… And even before she had shown up
    and he’d become more interested in competing with her for grades, Master
    Severin’s Strategy class had been the one where Kefen excelled.



    The dark-haired young man’s disclaimers had always seemed oddly disingenuous
    to Karana. And to Ivan as well, she had surmised, based on a variety of
    sarcastic comments and put-upon expressions over the last two years.



    “Could we plan to camp partway up? Say, there, where the slope starts to get
    steeper?”



    Kefen pointed, and the others looked.



    “There does seems to be a cave there,” Karana mentioned cautiously. “And a
    flat area. Maybe we could leave the horses there – all of them.”



    Was it her imagination that the dark hole of the cave seemed to become more
    distinct, and the flat area more filled with greenish sand as the young
    woman focused her attention on it? Or maybe, as Kefen focused his
    attention on it. The Ducal-Prince was the one who seemed to be sensitive to
    Earth and he was directing a great deal of focus at the
    sandmap right now.



    She nodded at Ivan. “And then we can go the rest of the way on foot the next
    day.”



    Ivan looked chagrined. “I can’t really carry all that armor up a mountain,
    beautiful. Or even half a mountain.”



    “More like a third. I thought you weren’t planning to use it, anyways,”
    Karana replied.



    She narrowed her eyes in thought while Ivan’s expression grew distressed as
    the abstract business of scaling the small mountain turned the potential of
    dealing with rogue dragons into something closer to reality. Kefen was
    staring fixedly at the sand mountain, doubtless trying not to remember too
    hard his childhood oath to his father to protect all dragons… or
    perhaps unable not to.



    Between Kefen – and Taridawil’s traditional connection with dragons – and
    then Ivan’s personal connection with the Silver Dragon Goddess… This was
    going to be messy, no matter how you looked at it.



    
        (Karana was not going to let herself think about how she had
        begged for every dragon toy her parents and Uncle Andry would buy for
        her. Nor how she had drawn dragons all over the walls of her playroom at
        Grandmere’s house. 



    
        (There was nothing mystical about any of that. She’d
        simply liked imagining herself as a dragonkeeper when she was too little
        to understand that dragons – and the humans who bonded to the great
        creatures and were permitted to ride on their backs – had vanished from
        Dawil a thousand years before. 



    
        (Once she had understood that,  		
		Karana 
        had confined her dreams to somewhat more realistic possibilities – like
        captaining her own ship, despite Papa planning for her to become Head of
        House.)
    



    Better to get her young men to focus on the logistics of the situation
    rather than the issue of dragons. For now, anyways. And hope the rest sorted
    itself out.



    “Mules,” she said at last.



    “What?” Both Kefen and Ivan had been distracted by the antics of the tiny
    metal dragons, but they looked at her when she spoke. Their identical
    reactions of bemusement were almost funny.



    “Mules,” Karana repeated. “Or, at least one mule. Depending on their
    breeding, they can be quite nearly as tall as a warhorse. Their footing is
    always sure, and they can carry or pull significantly larger loads than most
    horses.”



    Now Ivan looked somewhat offended. “I am not riding a mule into
    battle!”



    Kefen began laughing silently, and Karana glared at him.  “Not
    helping.”



    She looked back at Ivan. “It’s better than arriving on foot. We’ll be at a
    strategic disadvantage against dragons anyways, but being astride will at
    least provide some height. If it comes to ‘against’ the dragons.”



    She softened her words as they both looked daggers at her.



    Oh, yes, all those emotional and spiritual connections were definitely going
    to bite them in the butt.



    “We can bring it along as our pack-animal,” Karana coaxed. “We’ll simply
    leave the warhorse behind at the camp-site and you’ll switch steeds.”



    “A mule is not a ‘steed.’”



    Ivan’s face was set, his arms folded. He was still seated at the edge of the
    sandpit and now looked as immovable as a rock.



    Karana went around the sandpit and sat down facing her golden-haired love,
    their knees almost touching, and offered him her hands. “It is if it’s
    saddle-broken.”



    He glared at her.



    “We can find an appropriate one from the Metreedi stables east of The City.”



    Ivan’s gaze did not soften.



    “I can have a string of them brought in to choose from.”



    Nothing.



    The young woman let her hands rest on her thighs and rolled her eyes. “Fine.
    Everyone in The Family knows I’m terrible about heights. I’ll tell them that
    I’m concerned about my pony’s footing as we get higher, and I want the mule
    along for me. No one will ever have to know that Sir Ivan
    Silvertree the Brave ever rested his rump on a mule’s. Will that do?”



    It wasn’t really true.



    Her Companions knew, not because they were her colleagues but
    because they were her soul-bonded loves. Karana had managed to hide it from
    them (more or less anyways) until the Goddesses had insisted she try
    diving from an unpleasantly high cliff into a cove and she’d flubbed it out
    of fear. The Wind-Goddess, Sifwisa, had rescued her, and promised that She
    would look out for Karana for Ivan’s sake
    
        (he seemed to have a connection to Air)
    
    and for her own as a former competitive  shroud-swinger for the Metreedi
    Fleet.



    Other than that, Karana had tried not to let anyone know how much
    heights bothered her – it was really only Sameer and Kenny and Mitael
    
        (and maybe Liam)
    
    whom she was fairly sure knew about her fear. And she didn’t
    particularly want that to become general knowledge in The Family. There
    weren’t a great many people willing to climb to the crow’s-nest, especially
    in a storm, and she rather thought having done so had gained her credibility
    for herself and not just as her parents’ daughter.



    But the idea of Ivan riding a warhorse up the narrow, precipitous trails of
    that mountain while his heart was tormented with the idea of possibly having
    to fight dragons… That seemed even worse than everyone knowing about her
    failing.



    (Her heart had nearly stopped the first time Karana had seen Ivan make 
    that same dive into the cove… glorious as he’d been, silhouetted naked
    against the moon, the thought that she’d lose him when they’d just figured
    out how to make things work between the three of them had terrified her.)
    



    Though likely her tall, brave, mountain-bred knight wouldn’t appreciate 
    that any more than the idea of riding a mule. Karana hoped whatever of
    her worries Ivan was picking up through the soul-bond wouldn’t communicate
    that concern.



    “They’re that reliable?” Kefen asked.



    Karana nodded, relieved to take her gaze away from what had become
    uncomfortably like a staring contest with Ivan.



    “Mules also seem to have an instinct for unsafe terrain. They’ll balk if you
    try to make them carry more than they can or if the ground isn’t safe.
    Horses are too interested in pleasing people – they’ll do whatever you ask
    of them if you persuade them enough. Mules aren’t going to do
    
        anything
    
    they disagree with.”



    Unwillingly, she felt a wry half-smile growing on her face, and resolutely
    kept her eyes on Kefen. Which didn’t help, as he was openly
    grinning at Ivan.



    Kefen controlled himself as Ivan made the little, huffing sorts of noises
    that they both knew meant he was digging in to his position. The dark-haired
    young man finally came around the sandpit to join them, and sat down close
    behind…



    Behind Karana, putting an arm about her waist and resting
    his chin on her shoulder.



    She gave Kefen a disconcerted look, not sure what he was up to, and he
    kissed her. The middle of a strategic discussion didn’t seem to be the time
    or the place… no matter what she’d promised him on Kalapula when
    he’d literally been Healed from a fatal wound by Divine Intervention.



    And if anyone needed to be gentled into agreement, shouldn’t it be
    
        Ivan?
    



    “Maybe we should all ride mules,” Kefen suggested with a twinkle in
    his eye. And whispered in her ear, his voice barely a breath, “You
    
        did
    
    say any time and any place…” and Karana started with
    surprise, her pulse speeding up despite the seriousness of the discussion.



    Could he pick up everything she was thinking now? Sometimes having
    a soul-bond seemed more than a little… invasive.



    Ivan transferred the glare to him, and Kefen shrugged,
    straightening up slightly.



    “Or not. But maybe we should have one for you, beloved,”
    he told Karana, leaning around to look into her eyes. “Heights do bother
    you. Would you feel safer on a mule?”



    The young woman started to say it didn’t matter to her, then caught the
    carefully shielded look in Kefen’s eye. Instead of objecting, she turned to
    study the miniature mountain again as Ivan growled that he knew Kefen was
    just trying to get him to agree to take a mule along so they could persuade
    him to ride the beast later.



    It occurred to Karana that perhaps Kefen was using a low level of…
    
        lust…
    
    to flood the soul-bond so that Ivan might not notice the message Kefen was
    sending her with his eyes. The dark-haired young man didn’t seem to need
    that Power of his to manipulate the pair of them
    effectively – though maybe it was more that he couldn’t use it on
    them like that anymore. Kefen had said that it was a great deal harder when
    people knew what he was doing.



    Karana was relieved all over again that Uncle Andry had noticed and called
    their Ducal-Prince out on that Power to affect others’ thoughts and
    behaviorbefore it became a problem amongst the three of them. And
    that the older man had more or less assured her that he’d teach Kefen the
    ethics of using such a gift alongside the other things he’d offered to teach
    the clueless young knight about the art of ruling a province.



    There was surely no one better than the (secret) unCrowned 
    Emperor of the Empire-in-Abeyance to do so… And if there was even the
    smallest chance that Mitael would accept Karana’s abdication as Head of House
    (unlikely as it currently seemed) then she shouldn’t be
    the one helping Kefen with learning such things.



    Though whether what Karana knew about such Powers was even
    close enough to be able to compare was… questionable. And Kefen would likely
    accept instruction – and correction – from an older adult man better than
    from her anyways, northern boy that he was.



    And knight that he was. Squires were, quite intentionally,
    conditioned to automatically obey older men. Men such as older knights and
    Lords – such as the Great Lord of Wave – most especially. How Queen Emmerine
    – who had ruled before her son, King Theolore – had handled that, Karana
    rather wanted to know.



    But not right now.



    Right now, she needed to rein her wandering attention in and stop
    avoiding… things…



    Because Kefen had essentially asked her to make herself into a real
    excuse to protect their stubborn, mulish beloved from his own pride.



    The trail Ivan had pointed out was distinct enough to be visible, and the
    magick had now also decided to emphasize that path with a slightly different
    color of sand. The mountain itself – the magickal sandpit itself –
    was filled with granules of every color imaginable. The whole thing
    resembled a brownish-beige beach sand when looked at from sufficiently far
    away. But on closer inspection, details were highlighted in conglomerations
    of color and shading.



    Karana scanned farther along the upper route for – yes, there was a
    cliff with a fairly significant drop away from the trail. Of course
    there was.



    All the thoughts she’d been trying not to think came flooding into
    Karana’s consciousness as she stopped trying to hold them back.



    She swallowed hard, and looked away quickly.



    “Yes,” the young woman said a little hoarsely. “I think I’d feel safer with
    at least the option to ride a mule.”



    Ivan looked at her skeptically, but she had looked for that miniature cliff
    so she would be honestly shaken and not faking it. Like she needed to
    anyways.



    “You saw me at the top of a relatively short cliff on Kalapula, Ivan,” she
    added tartly as his gaze stayed narrowed. “You know I shouldn’t have flubbed
    that dive.”



    Her voice shook slightly. Kefen’s arm around her waist tightened
    reassuringly and Karana leaned into him, suppressing a shudder. It was much
    easier to terrorize herself by thinking about falling off a cliff than it
    was to stop being scared.



    Their golden-haired Companion looked somewhat mollified, but then his face
    grew concerned. “Should you be doing this at all?”



    “What do you mean?” She was still trying to shake off the memory of that
    dive, or rather fall, and wasn’t paying attention to Ivan’s words.
    Dragon Mountain was still fairly close to the coast, and Sifwisa had
    promised never to let her fall, but would the flighty Wind-Goddess even 
    notice?



    Kefen’s arm squeezed her. “He means that challenging dragons in their lair
    while you’re carrying our child makes him – makes us,” Kefen
    corrected himself with a small nod in Ivan’s direction, “uncomfortable.”



    He kissed Karana’s cheek to soften the words. “We’re not planning on
    wrapping you in lamb’s-wool for the next year, love,” Kefen added before
    she could respond in words, though she’d gone stiff with instant resentment.
    “But there might be such a thing as prudence to be considered.”



    “Uncle Andry didn’t have a problem with me doing this.”



    “It’s not his baby,” Kefen said dryly.



    “So now I’m supposed to let the two of you go off and do things –
    dangerous things, exciting things – and I’m supposed to
    stay behind and wait for you?” Karana felt like the top half of her
    head was on fire with anger. “Do you think I like the idea of the
    two of you going into danger? Don’t you think I want you
    to stay home and safe?”



    Kefen hummed a happy note in her ear as if he liked that idea. It was
    distracting, but Karana managed to hold on to her ire.



    Ivan blinked. “But… that’s what knights do…”



    The golden-haired knight caught himself and stared at her for a moment
    before bowing his head. “I see what you mean.” 



    He smiled sardonically. “If
    it comes to that, I want you both safe. It should be my
    job to protect you anyways. The Duke and Duchess of Taridawil
    should be too valuable to put in harm’s way. Again.”



    Was that a flicker of guilt in his eyes? Karana had – after a great deal of
    thought – forgiven Ivan for his delinquency on the Henig mission.



    Sort of.



    Mostly.



    But had Ivan forgiven himself?



    Still, she wasn’t about to give up on doing anything and everything
    interesting just to soothe Ivan’s possible guilt.



    Karana glared at the golden-haired young man, about to explain that point –
    in some detail – but Kefen cocked his head. “Ivan, didn’t you tell me that
    all our lives are linked as well as our souls – and for one of us to die
    means the others will as well?”



    That brought Karana’s temper to an abrupt halt.



    “That’s… disturbing.” She frowned.



    Kefen smiled at her. “That was my reaction, too.”



    The dark-haired young man looked back at Ivan. “But that means there’s no
    point in facing danger separately. We’ll do it better together.” His hand on
    Karana’s waist slid around to lie flat against her stomach, the feel of his
    trailing fingers making her shiver with anticipation. “Baby or no baby.”



    Ivan sighed, unfolded his arms, and offered them his hands. “Protecting you
    both – you three – is who I am.What am I supposed to
    
        do
    
    if you insist on continually throwing yourselves in the path of dangers?”



    He sounded genuinely frustrated.



    “Help us fight our way out of them, instead of fluttering about like a
    mother hen over a lost chick?” Karana suggested with some asperity, but she
    took the hand Ivan had offered her.



    “Ride the damn mule up the mountaintop, so you’re in a better position to
    serve as protector?” Kefen said with a smile to soften his words as he took
    Ivan’s other hand briefly.



    The golden-haired knight narrowed his eyes. “You don’t need that power of
    yours, Kef. Your silver tongue will do just fine.”



    He sighed…
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Chapter FOUR


~~ A Little Well-Deserved  ~~

 Ass Whoopin’ 

 Ivan




   It was 
	the matter of a moment to pick up the various papers Karana had
    spread out on the maproom table and stuff them back into the small leather
    folder they had arrived in; the pile seemed rather large, and Ivan wondered
    what all exactly Mitael had sent her.



    It took somewhat longer to coax the tiny metal dragons to come back to
    Karana’s finger.



    Finally, Karana threatened to leave without them, and the tiny dragons came
    winging back, settling around her finger with a purring sound.



    “She stayed a silver dragon,” Ivan noted, as they all looked at the newly
    reconstituted ring. It felt very right to the golden-haired young
    man that the little silver snowflake ring that had been all he could afford
    for his love was now a silver dragon. If his Lady of the Wild Places – the
    Silver Dragon of Pathremir and Chelthion – could not look after his
    beautiful love, there was none who could.



    “Now the diamonds make her look like she’s covered with snow,” Karana
    smiled. “Her eyes are closed, but the golden one’s eyes are still open.”



    “He’s keeping watch for his mate,” Kefen said approvingly. Then he frowned.
    “There’s some purply sand stuck to them… it.”



    The dark-haired young man tried to knock it off with a nudge of his
    fingernail, and the tiny silver dragon put her head up, opened vibrantly
    purple eyes, and hissed at him. Kefen jumped back in surprise, then gave an
    embarrassed chuckle.



    “My apologies, milady,” the Ducal-Prince of Taridawil addressed the ring.



    The tiny silver dragon hissed in a mollified fashion, laid her head back
    down and closed her eyes.



    “Oh, that tickles!” Karana exclaimed. “Oh!”



    The purple grains had rearranged themselves, smoothed themselves down and
    now… a third tiny dragon, but one that looked to be made of crystalline
    amethyst, lay nestled with the other two. Their twisted tails made a smooth
    braid to complete the ring. It lifted its tiny head, yawned, and laid back
    down, never opening its eyes.



    “It’s not really the Queen’s Ring anymore,” Karana said almost
    apologetically to Kefen.



    The dark-haired young man shrugged, his hand coming up under hers. “It
    hasn’t really been since it joined with Ivan’s. But now,” he kissed the
    fingers next to the ring, then directed that lovely, melted-chocolate gaze
    of his to meet Ivan’s, “now it’s perfect.”



    All three little dragons nestled in a little more snugly – or perhaps that
    was smugly – but the golden-haired knight could swear that the gold
    one winked at him first.



    The three young knights stopped at the Guards’ quarters to check with that
    cheerful Captain Liam as to which practice court they should use. And Karana
    asked if he would lend her one of his men – Greeson – for a few minutes.



    Liam winced and brushed his honey-colored hair back absently. The contrast
    of his bright hair and hazel-green eyes against his Wavian-dark skin was…
    very attractive, Ivan thought very privately. Karana had said the merry
    Palace Guard Captain was Lord Andros’ lover, and therefore quite-nearly as
    taken as he was himself, but Ivan didn’t want Kefen to doubt him.
    Even though Kefen claimed not to worry about such things anymore.



    His beautiful love had also said this man was second only to the famous Lord
    Andros at swordplay – at least in Wave. Which was high praise indeed, since
    Lord Andros was known as one of the Realm’s top four fencers, along with
    Master Felerico Ironstar of the knight’s training academy, Captain Erril
    Lightblade of the First Army and Commander-in-Chief of the Dawil military
    saving only the King, and Captain Chidewell of the Wavian Provincial Guard
    who was famous for turning back the Last Amberdeen Invasion practically
    singlehandedly. Captain Erril had visited the academy and tried Ivan’s blade
    last year, so he could vouch for two of those himself.



    So, why was Karana asking for this other fellow? When she’d led
    them here, Ivan had hoped he’d have a chance to try at least Captain Liam’s
    blade, if not the Lord’s own.



    (Ivan’s secret hope was to have a chance to meet the
    mysterious Captain Chidewell while they were in Wave. While Chidewell’s strategies 
    were required reading at the academy, the man himself was fairly mysterious
    and never seemed to be seen outside of Wave. Rumor had it that Chidewell 
    wasn’t even a knight, for all that his name sounded like a knighting-name.
    Ivan had verified that to be true by searching over the records of all the men who had been knighted in
        the last fifty years.
    



    (Lord Andros kept an informal Court here, it seemed, and Ivan
    kept hoping he’d run into the Great Man as they moved around. Likely it was fencing Chidewell – the Hero of
        the Last Amberdeen Invasion – that had helped the Lord of Wave attain
        his own high level of skill without having earned his own shield.)
    



    “I’m not sure Greeson’ll appreciate that, Kari,” the Captain admitted, using
    that nickname that everyone here seemed to use for her… but that she hadn’t
    yet invited himself or Kefen to use. “It took him a week to recover from the
    last time I agreed to one of these things.”



    “I’ll go easy on him, Liam,” Ivan’s beautiful lady promised heartlessly.
    “Isn’t this one of the reasons milord keeps him on staff?”



    Liam gave her a dry look. “He does have a few other uses.” The
    Palace Guard Captain shook his head. “All right. I’ll send him by.”



    The ‘practice court’ that Karana led them to was like none Ivan had seen
    before. Instead of hardpacked earth, it had a dense, trim lawn and the turf
    was slightly springy under his booted feet.



    “Normally we practice barefoot here,” Karana commented.



    There were the now familiar rope-and-wood structures, for practicing
    shroud-climbing skills in this ship-mad culture, defining the upper spaces
    of the courtyard. But the nets and beams were suspended higher here than in
    Metreedi House; higher even than the second-story balconies that overlooked
    the space. Likely the extra height was so that no one could snag his sword
    on them, Ivan surmised, not even Lord Andros, who was over half-a-head
    taller than Ivan was himself.



    “Should we take our boots off, then?” Kefen asked. He and Ivan were used to
    bare feet after the weeks aboardship, but this soft turf would take some
    time to accommodate to.



    Karana shook her head. “It’s not necessary for what we’re doing.”



    “Which is what, exactly?” the dark-haired young man asked, strolling around
    the garden-like courtyard and looking about curiously. “And why is this
    Greeson fellow supposed to meet us here? You said we would do arms-practice
    to show us that you can ‘whoop our asses’–” Kefen smirked slightly, and Ivan
    suspected, unintentionally, “–but I thought you were claiming you
    could beat us both and you didn’t need any help. Or even a
    sword.”



    He had some right to smirk, Ivan reluctantly admitted.



    Karana was good with a sword – very good. Ivan had made
    sure of that himself, when they were squires. As she’d pointed out this
    morning, he’d even insisted that they all three practice lefthanded until it
    was nearly as natural for them as their right, so that they wouldn’t
    hesitate to use their left… or forget to defend it. He remembered that Kefen
    had complained – nearly whined – about it, then picked up the trick
    quickly, but Karana had simply nodded when he suggested switching and
    practiced, hard, until she had the skill.



    The knightess could – and had – consistently beaten six out of the
    eight other squires in her year, and at least half the blooded knights who
    had been willing to cross blades with a woman. Righthanded, of
    course; lefthanded was their secret, though Ivan had needed to
    explain it to Master Felerico when the three of them had abruptly become
    ridiculously clumsy and their righthanded skills had deteriorated while
    their minds tried to acclimate to the new demands.



    She was good – but Kefen was better. He would always
    
        be
    
    better, so long as they practiced an equivalent amount of time.



    Kefen’s reach was slightly longer, his natural gifts with the sword made it
    easy for him, and he’d been learning the blade since he was eleven, whereas
    Karana hadn’t used a sword till she was seventeen. It wasn’t just the extra
    years – learning a physical skill before your body matured allowed it to
    become a part of you in a way that took studied care for someone who came to
    it later.



    Perhaps if Kefen let his skills go rusty as Duke of Taridawil, and Karana
    kept practicing with Ivan. Perhaps then she might someday be able
    to out-fence the dark-haired man righthanded. She beat Kefen occasionally
    now and was actually slightly better than the dark-haired young man when
    they were both fighting lefthanded; either because they had learned that
    skill at the same time or because – as Ivan suspected – the earlier training
    from her shroud-swinging and such had emphasized more off-hand work.



    And as for Ivan himself: he out-reached his beautiful love by half a foot,
    and his hand-and-a-half broadsword was that much longer again than her own.
    She and Kefen had both tried it out and discovered that while they could
    wield his blade crudely, it was a two-handed sword for them and certainly
    not for fine or clever fencing.



    It went without saying that the two squires in their year Karana could
    
        not
    
    consistently beat had been the two of them.



    The young woman gave Kefen an overly-innocent look. She very deliberately
    unbuckled her sword-belt and hung it in one of the weapons-racks placed
    around the perimeter of the space before going up to the dark-haired young
    Duke-to-be.



    “Do you find me fetching, Kefen?” Karana twirled around, and her
    far-too-short-to-be-truly-modest skirts flew up in a circle, baring her legs
    halfway up the thigh. She stopped, turned halfway away from the dark-haired
    young man, and looked up at him over her shoulder, being sure to work her
    eyelashes into it a great deal.



    Ivan set his jaw. He’d seen too many young women do this sort of thing while
    throwing themselves at him. His… teachers in the brothels… had
    taught him how to control his reactions so that the noblemaidens he’d been
    required to seduce couldn’t lure him into more than he needed to do to keep
    their attention. Into things that would leave him their
    panting lapdog instead of the other way around… Or at least in control of
    himself.



    He’d never known how to teach that to Kefen… and until his friend’s (his beloved, though 
    it still felt scary and almost scandalous even 
    to dare think that word about Kefen) sudden 
    and unexpected elevation to most-eligible-bachelor-in-the-Realm, Ivan hadn’t
    really needed to. Even then, given that Kefen had never had eyes for any
    maiden other than Karana, Ivan hadn’t worried about it. Karana
    would never use her body to lure Kefen into anything untoward he had been
    sure, and once Kefen had given her the Queen’s Ring, it had all seemed
    entirely moot.



    And now… here she was, doing the very things the golden-haired knight so
    loathed, and he had to hope she had some purpose.



    Ivan folded his arms and stood watching, braced and unhappy.



    “Well, of course,” Kefen replied, smiling back. He’d had some small
    experience of this nonsense in the week they’d spent in Tallspire and from
    Princess Karivas and her ladies-in-waiting during the trip to Delta, but
    apparently not enough to sour him on the whole thing. Or maybe it was just
    that it was their beautiful love fluttering her eyelashes at him.



    Put that way, Ivan could almost appreciate it…



    Karana flounced over to him, her shortened braids… and other parts…
    bouncing. “I don’t have a sword or even a knife. If I were a shepherdess, I
    might have a crook, but if I were just a city-girl out picking
    flowers and herbs in the nearby hills, all I’d have is my basket.”



    There was just such a basket as a girl of that description might use, over
    next to a bench. Karana picked it up, bending at the waist so that her short
    dress exposed almost as much of her long, well-shaped legs as there was.



    Ivan saw Kefen swallow hard, and felt his own mouth pulling into a sardonic
    smile.



    Oh, she was better at this than Ivan had ever guessed his beautiful,
    serious-minded love could be. The golden-haired knight wished he could
    appreciate the spectacle better, but even in the safe area of the practice
    court within her uncle’s palace (the ‘uncle’ who would have offered for 
    her hand, 
    
        Ivan couldn’t help but remember)
    
    he felt like he should be on guard to protect her.



    Her… and Kefen from her… Except that was wrong…



    Ivan’s eyes raked the upper balconies and noted that a small crowd had begun
    to gather. He saw Princess Karivas’ bright-golden head, and Lord Andros
    himself leaning on his elbows nearly overhead. At least the Lord’s
    perspective wouldn’t give him as good a look at Karana’s legs, but the very
    idea that he was looking made Ivan seethe a bit. Not that his
    fiercely independent (and occasionally over-confident) beautiful
    love would listen to him…



    Enough.



    Karana might not, but there were other ears.



    He strode over to Kefen, took the shorter man by the upper arm, and
    whispered fiercely into his ear. “Are you crazy? She looks like she’s
    
        twelve
    
    in that getup!”



    Well, she’d have to have been a very mature twelve. And tall. But
    Ivan came from a family of tall people and his sister Ilsa had been nearly
    that tall when she was twelve.



    Karana’s figure was still that of the extremely athletic girl she’d been,
    for all that she’d been ‘filling out a bit’ these last couple of months. The
    tightly-laced, sky-blue bodice of her petal-skirted pinafore didn’t have to
    work hardly at all to lift her small, pert breasts. And the thin, flowered
    fabric of her underdress didn’t conceal those breasts nearly well enough to
    suit Ivan. Not any more than the frilly underskirts in that same thin, white
    fabric concealed her legs from potentially lascivious eyes.



    Kefen gave him the easy, dreamy smile that even Ivan couldn’t see behind…
    but the slight glazing of his eyes and the feel down the bond let
    the taller man know that she was definitely getting to the dark-haired young
    man as intended. The two of them had been ‘playing’ all day after all,
    teasing each other with kisses and caresses… and then backing off.



    Perhaps if she’d sated Kefen’s longing instead of spending the morning with
    Ivan after the three of them had sorted through so much more of the
    darkness that had been his childhood…



    No. Even to ‘immunize’ his beloved Kefen against this nonsense, Ivan
    couldn’t wish to have given up that precious hour. Making up to Karana for –
    whatever – he’d done last night had been worth it. And no matter that she’d
    said last night had been just as lovely, if in a ‘different way.’



    Ivan couldn’t remember last night, having been an idiot and gotten
    himself drunk for the first – and definitely last – time in his
    life.



    The golden-haired man wished he couldn’t remember why he’d
    done that. But the memory of Karana dancing – with all the women and half
    the men of her family – using moves he’d only seen the women in the
    brothel houses use… And then his sweet, innocent Kefen had gotten
    up beside her and danced as well, seemingly as naturally as if he’d
    been doing it all of his life, despite the fact that Ivan knew that
    Kefen had never even seen anyone dance like that before,
    
        ever…
    



    Just the memory of it still made him want to snatch them both up
    and take them away to… someplace.



    Someplace safe, though Ivan had no idea where that might be.



    After the music had ended and everyone had stopped doing all of
    that… that licentious nonsense, Ivan had fled out into the darkened
    courtyard. Kefen and Karana had looked so happy… he needed to calm
    himself down before he said something unforgivable in front of his beautiful
    love’s family. Because they’d all seemed so kind, so
    
        accepting
    
    of himself and Kefen.



    What Ivan had seen while the music played… it couldn’t have been meant the
    way he interpreted it. But dancing like that… his innocent loves should
    never be moving like that. And certainly not where anyone might see
    them. (Other than himself? Ivan wasn’t even certain of that…)



    And then someone – he had no idea who – had offered the tall young man a cup
    off one of the many trays of drinks that were scattered around Metreedi
    House.



    The scent of the strong spirits had burnt Ivan’s nose before he’d even
    touched it to his lips. But he’d quaffed it off – though he’d long ago sworn
    off ever having more than enough in his drink than it took to make the water
    pure of sickness, and that much only because Ivan had learned the hard way
    to tolerate that much. But what else could he have done after seeing what
    drink did to Eyrik and Janna…?



    But this time, Ivan had drunk down whatever was in that cup and then reached
    for another.



    Probably not a third, though he couldn’t rightly say.



    His head had punished him this morning… and then Kefen’s sharp words about
    what he’d apparently done after imbibing had punished him even
    more.



    Telling them about the darkness, the abuse, that had been ‘home’ before
    Tallspire had been a fitting way to fully castigate himself…



    Though even then, if Ivan had been wholly sober, he probably wouldn’t have
    dared to do that any more than he had these last two years. Or eight, since
    he’d never told Kefen either.



    After all, what if the two people he loved more than life itself should
    repudiate him for the taint he bore?



    Not that they had… though the soul-bond made it unlikely they
    
        could…
    



    But they’d talked things through, all three. And then Karana had made it so
    wonderfully obvious that she forgave him… and then Kefen had come
    back in while Ivan was feeding Karana the leftover baklava from
    dinner yesterday. And then they’d had a few minutes for just the two of 
    them while Karana got dressed – there hadn’t been much talking
    
        then,
    
    but Kefen had made it fairly clear that he forgave Ivan as well…



    But now…



    “Oh, surely fifteen at least, Ivan,” Ivan’s soon-to-be-husband
    said breezily. “But she’s not, and we both – we all – know
    it. Surely there’s nothing wrong with enjoying the picture presented if one
    knows the story behind it.”



    Which was true… but it still made Ivan uncomfortable to think that
    this… this picture of innocence and extreme youth
    and vulnerability affected Kefen like this. And no, he would
    
        not
    
    let himself connect in any way his beloved with the noblemen he had watched
    – from secret spyholes – coming into the brothels where he was receiving his
    lessons. The ones who wanted to be presented with the
    
        youngest-looking
    
    whores… and who paid a premium for the ‘privilege’ of deflowering them.



    Nor to the noblewomen who had prized his own youth combined with
    his man’s size and strength. Not his innocence, though. That had
    been lost long before Ivan had met any of them.



    “I’ll have you know that, when I wore this dress at nearly sixteen,
    I had no figure to speak of,” Karana had come up next to them. She caught
    Ivan’s eye with a look and her feeling of apology touched him
    through that new miracle of the soul-bond between them, as she looped an arm
    through his before Ivan could shy away. “It’s only because of the changes
    since… since Midsummer… that it really looks good on me.”



    Ivan would disagree that she’d had no figure to speak of; even arriving
    half-starved at the capitol after a year in the Forest she had definitely
    been a young woman. A completely beautiful and alluring
    
    young woman.



    He’d teased her then, that Henig would claim the King was trying to pawn off
    a boy on him instead of turning over Karana. It had been part of Ivan’s
    neverending quest to try to get her to eat more, though his accusation
    really hadn’t been true. But she had definitely filled out in ways Ivan
    heartily approved of in these last few months.



    Since she’d kissed Kefen after the two of them had saved Taridawil.



    Since Ivan had made love to her for the first time, still less than a month
    ago.



    Since the absolute miracle happened that both of the people the
    golden-haired knight had been passionately, hopelessly in love for nearly
    forever both loved him as well. And each other. And the
    soul-bond had manifested to make it all possible.



    And then Karana had become pregnant immediately, with Kefen’s child that was
    somehow also going to be Ivan’s, and his whole world was now all but
    perfect when there had never before been even the hope of more than
    a lifetime of his heart being ground up like sausage meat.



    Usually, the thought of those changes in his beautiful love’s body, and why
    they’d happened, made the golden-haired knight want to take Karana in his
    arms and kiss her until she was willing to come away with him to some more
    private place where they could… do much more private things than merely
    kissing.



    Just now, however, the reminder did nothing but set his nerves even
    
        more
    
    on edge.



    “Well, it looks very good on you now.” Kefen smiled.



    Karana gave their dark-haired young prince a brief, wry smile back. “What
    our tall love is worried about is less me and more the entire
    
        picture,”
    
    she told him. “I look innocent, rather young, and vulnerable. Which
    someone else dressed like this might be, but I am
    
        not.”
    



    She looked past Kefen’s shoulder. “Oh, here’s Greeson. We’ll get this
    started and I can show you what I mean.”



    She let go of Ivan’s arm to walk over to a great bear of a man. The fellow
    was nearly of a height with Lord Andros, who had that good head-and-a-half
    on Ivan, but was built more like her bear-sized Grandpere. Except this was a
    fellow who was no more than ten years older than they, fit and conditioned
    and a trained soldier. The man was also looking at her stubbornly and
    shaking his head.



    “Two throws, that’s all. I promise,” she was saying in a wheedling
    tone as Kefen and Ivan followed her over.



    She sounded… like a little sister begging to get her way. Like… well, she’d
    hate this, but rather like Princess Karivas talking to Kefen. Or to Ivan
    himself for that matter. Despite Karana’s concerns about the princess,
    Karivas had been treating both of them like her older brothers since… well,
    since they’d become pages.



    It had been an awkward experience for Ivan; as the youngest child in his own
    family, he hadn’t had a clue of how to respond. Kefen had been rather more
    charitable towards Karivas, though he’d been pretty much in the same
    position. But then, everyone said – and it fit with Ivan’s experience of
    older Taridawilm knights – that the nobility from Kefen’s province were even
    more concerned with manners than were those in Tallspire. Likely that extra
    bit of consideration that had always made Ivan a little worried and even
    jealous that first couple of years had simply been Kefen being polite.



    “You’re out of practice, lass,” the massive sergeant was saying to Karana.
    “Somebody’s going to get hurt.”



    “Actually, I’m not,” she retorted. “I’ve been working with the crew
    of the Windy Osprey since we left Delta.”



    “And how long was that?” Greeson sounded like an amused and slightly
    exasperated older brother.



    Ivan knew what that sounded like from being on the other end of it.
    Thander had often taken that tone with him. And Olav. And… someone else,
    though he couldn’t quite think who.



    Not Peder, though – Peder rarely spoke, but the look on his face had usually
    said it all.



    And definitely not Zajin.



    Karana sighed heavily. “We had good winds. A week to Kalapula. And a week
    coming here.”



    “Two weeks. And you want me to trust you.”



    “Greeson. It’s not like I’m out of shape. I’ve been training as a knight for
    two solid years.”



    “Different training.”



    She threw her hands up. “I’m willing to do this with them,” Karana
    waved at Kefen and Ivan, “and they have no idea what to expect. I
    know the word of my wedding and soul-bonding – and whom I’m
    marrying – is all over The City. Do you think I’d risk hurting the
    Ducal-Prince of Taridawil? Even if I wasn’t betrothed to him?”



    Ivan gave Kefen a concerned look. When she’d said she wouldn’t pull her
    punches this afternoon, Ivan had actually thought it might be a good idea.
    He knew she’d been taught other forms of fighting, and he was curious about
    how good she was at them.



    Karana had pulled her punches every time the squires had been given a bit of
    practice boxing – more with him than with the other squires, and far more
    with Kefen than with him… Kefen could use seeing what she was really capable
    of.



    But Ivan himself hadn’t really believed she could do what she said…



    Apparently, it hadn’t been her Greeson was worried might be hurt,
    but himself.



    That… changed at least Ivan’s perspective.



    Kefen… still looked amused and – oh, dear Goddess – slightly
    
        condescending.
    



    Greeson sighed mightily. “All right. Two throws.”



    Karana grinned. “Thank you. I’ll start with them, of course.”



    The huge man chuckled ruefully. “Wouldn’t want to ruin the surprise.”



    He made a ‘be my guest’ gesture to her, nodded politely to the two young
    knights, and moved off to stretch out rather more carefully and thoroughly
    than most knights – or Guardsmen – whom Ivan was familiar with ever
    bothered to do.



    Ivan regarded his beautiful love warily.



    She no longer looked innocent to him.



    She looked like a baited trap.



    Unfortunately, he was well aware that some of his not-so-chivalrous
    colleagues would happily walk into a trap baited like this one… And that
    mostly it was neither bait nor trap, but a truly innocent maid being taken
    advantage of.



    Abruptly, Ivan realized why Karana had set them up like this. Despite Kefen
    and Ivan’s knowledge – from more than two years of practicing with her –
    that Karana was a tough fighter, despite having been knighted alongside her…
    Despite her actual warning… Their senses were being tricked into
    viewing her as something other, something lesser, than that.



    That short, flirty dress with its full skirt and layered petticoats. Her
    long, midnight-black hair that had been braided into two long, shining ropes
    and then coiled and beribboned into short loops at either side of her head.
    Karana was even wearing sandals laced up to her knees to complete the
    picture.



    She really looked like she had stepped out of one of those bucolic paintings
    that had been a rage among northern nobles a few years back – the
    golden-haired young man remembered paintings of Ilsa and Anastia in his
    lord-father’s suite in the castle at Tallspire in just such outfits, seated
    amongst gamboling lambs. Not that they’d actually sat for the portraits in
    the meadows depicted or, possibly, ever touched the wool of a living lamb so
    far as Ivan knew. If a living lamb ever had wool so clean. The whole
    scenario was supposed to be a stereotype of innocence and vulnerability… not
    that his
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