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When word arrived that the war was over, the kingdom went mad with joy. The enemy had been soundly defeated at the Vale of Abarxia and their Prince-general, Jarez, had been slain. Each report was more extravagant in its praise of Prince Givors than the one before. Surely, everyone said, he was the bravest of men and the most shrewd and resourceful of military leaders.

The triumphal procession made its way into the capital city and down the broad, straight avenue festooned with pennons of crimson and silver-edged blue. Unmistakable by his golden hair and the noble carriage, Givors rode at the head of his company where all the city could see him and feel themselves part of his glory.

King Mornand watched from the balcony of the Hall of Justice. His chest had been paining him more than usual, his breath failed him with even the smallest exertion, and so he had taken advantage of an old man’s privilege and waited for his son to come to him. If his hopes had been fulfilled, then he would soon be able to rest, knowing the kingdom was at last in good hands.

The cortege advanced a little further and now, even with his aged eyes, Mornand saw that Givors no longer rode the heavy-crested black stallion that was the best warhorse within living memory. No, this steed was tall and slender, and its hide caught the light like a shimmering pearl, cream and blue and polished silver. Mornand murmured under his breath, praising all the gods that had ever graced his realm, for this must be one of the legendary aswa horses of the Sahael Desert, famed not only for their speed and beauty but for their fierce loyalty to their masters. He had never heard of one allowing any other than its beloved to ride it, but clearly his son had inspired this one to accept him. It was said that battle tempered men like steel, and what greater proof could there be that Givors had at last risen to the greatness of his heritage?

How Mornand wished he could have been there to witness the final moments of the battle—to see the fall of the enemy and the red flags of victory. To watch Givors raise the victory cup and drain it, the wine overflowing and running in rivulets down his chest—such a sight as had never been seen in all his days. In his younger days, Mornand himself had led his armies and ridden at the head of his horsemen but in all that time, the cup had remained tied to his belt, empty despite his best efforts. All he’d achieved had been an uneasy stalemate that drained vitality from land and men alike. A few deaths here, a few fields overridden there, were followed by funeral pyres and skirmishing back and forth across the trampled land until no crops grew there. And now the son had done accomplished what father and grandfather could not.

Mornand’s joy mounted as the parade approached, so much so that he barely noticed how Givors displayed the horse’s paces. He saw only the radiance of his son’s face and the light that seemed to emanate from his entire body, as if the gods had truly blessed this moment. The prince dismounted, threw the reins to a waiting aide, and bounded up the stairs. A few moments later, he reached the balcony. Tears blurring his sight, Mornand wrapped his son in his arms. The resulting sounds of rejoicing must surely have deafened the heavens.

Then came the necessary pageantry of victory, during which Mornand had scarcely two consecutive private moments in his son’s company. On the rare occasions when Givors presented himself to Mornand’s chambers, he seemed unable to sit still. He moved about restlessly, gazing out the window or twisting a stray lock in his fingers and then dropping the tangle of hairs on the carpet. Afterward, Mornand gathered up the hairs, fine and gleaming as golden wire, coiled them tenderly, and placed them in a keepsake box.

I entrusted this command to him, Mornand thought, that he might prove himself. Now that he has returned victorious, now that my kingdom will be safe and well-governed, what more can I desire?

This eclipse of a father by his heir was a good thing, a triumphal thing, and if Mornand the man felt a little wistful at times, he was too sage a monarch to complain.

At last came the night of the victory feast. The royal stewards and chefs, the entertainers and musicians, and the wine-sellers and pastry-makers outdid themselves for the feast. Garlands of the finest hothouse roses and ribbons stitched with silver thread adorned the hall, and the tables had been so arranged that the entire assembly had a clear view of the prince. Mornand took his seat and bade the revelers rise from where they knelt. Then a fanfare, composed especially for the occasion, shivered through the air, phrase upon rising phrase of wordless acclaim. When Givors entered through the royal door, the people did not bow as they had to Mornand. They leapt to their feet, cheering and waving, practically dancing in the extremity of their rejoicing. Even as a boy, Givors had always had an instinct for the theatrical gesture, the heroic pose, and now his talents were put to their proper use in generating inspiration and hope.
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