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Avdilu walked up to the man. “Hello,” he said in
Goblin.

The man barely gave him a look back. “Hello.”

Avdilu took another look at the man he’d approached.
He was a goblin, like himself. He was a bit stout in the middle,
but otherwise solidly built. His face showed a bit of age. His
clothes showed a bit of wealth.

All this marked the man as a merchant. That he
didn’t have a wagon or goods didn’t mean anything. Most of the
goblin merchants who crossed the river to enter the city of Ymver
to trade stored any goods they brought across in one of the
warehouses along the riverfront, or in one along the seaside docks.
They’d store their goods, dismiss any elf or goblin guards, then
attempt to sell what’d they’d brought to elf buyers in the
city.

It was a routine that had gone on for generations.
The only times it had paused in the past where when the Goblin
Empire and the Elven Holding had gone to war. On that day the
center of the city was busy as always, with some goblins, a great
deal of elves, and a few humans going here and there. It was just
another day in Ymver.

But’s not just
another day, Avdilu
thought. Those days are
coming to a close.

“Might I interest you in a gift?”
Avdilu asked.

“You’re not dressed like a
beggar,” the man said.

“I’m not a beggar. I’m a scribe. A
scribe and loyal goblin.”

“What’s that supposed to
mean?”

Avdilu reached into the fair-sized sack he carried
on his belt. He pulled out a wooden disk and showed it to the man.
“This is what it means.”

The man looked at the token. “What’s it say? No
civil war? What’s that?”

“A simple message, to worn around
your neck.”

The man’s eyes narrowed. “Why?”

“You’re aware of the rivalry
between Princess Ischo’s husband, Prince Aktiku, and her cousin
Prince Abdovu?”

“I’ve heard of some dispute
between them.”

Avdilu shook his head. “It’s no mere dispute. The
two Princes are fighting each other over which one should succeed
the Emperor.”

“I thought His Majesty had a
successor.”

“His Majesty hasn’t chosen one or
the other.”

“How do you know?”

“If you stay here long enough in
Ymver, you hear what you don’t hear on the other side of the
river.”

Avdilu knew that wasn’t the exact truth, but it
wasn’t that much of a lie either. Word of the events that happened
over the spring and summer had spread here. The first was the the
march of Imperial soldiers across the border to the mainland
dukedoms that were part of the Kingdom of the Southern Islands. The
Empire claimed the crossing was to hunt down outlaws who’d murdered
a goblin merchant and eluded capture.

The other event was the attempt by an Imperial army
to capture part of Turonga, a continent across the sea from the
Southern Islands. The kingdom had long kept control of what trade
came out of Turonga. The Empire had hopes of stealing that trade as
well as pinning their human rivals on two sides. Instead the human
tribes in Turonga knew the goblins were coming. They fought back
hard, sending the remains of the goblin force back to the Empire in
humiliation.

The events were known in Ymver, but the cause of
them not quite as well known. Avdilu knew that one Prince had been
behind the border march. The other had been behind the attempt to
conquer Turonga. Since returning from Turonga he’d been trying to
spread word around the city that both events were due to the
Princes’ struggle over the succession.

It wasn’t hard for him, or his fellow scribe Avahyl,
to convince elves of this. His own folk were more skeptical. The
fact that Ymver was an elf city was helping him. Slowly but
steadily he wasn’t the only goblin in Ymver to say what he’d
said.

Still, he
mused, this man would have to
talk to more than a couple folk here to know the truth. But he’ll
know, sooner or later.

The man looked at the token. “What does that mean,
then? We’re not supposed to take sides?”

“Unless you have a stake in who
rules the Empire, you don’t have to take sides,” Avdilu replied.
“But that’s a small part of what this means.”

“What’s the big part?”

“One Prince marched our soldiers
into the Southern Islands and out again. It could have sparked a
war with that kingdom. The other Prince had our soldiers try to
take the continent of Turonga. Only half the force came
home.”

“The General behind the failure
slit his throat.”

“He slit his throat so the Prince
didn’t have to be punished for giving the orders. All the same, we
lost a few companies of good soldiers. We gained nothing from these
ventures, except the hatred of the other domains.”

The man shrugged. “We’re goblins. We’ve always been
hated.”

“We were starting to be liked. His
Majesty sent a man to Hub. We’re trading more.” Avdilu pointed the
token at the man. “Your clothes seem clean and new. Your trade
doing better?”

“It is.”

“Your trade will do worse if we
keep being hated. So we have fangs? We have pointed ears like the
elves. We have brown skin like some humans. We’re strong like the
dwarves. We’re just like them. Why aren’t we doing as well as
them?” Avdilu waved the token. “This is why.”

“There’s no civil war, friend. And
with winter around the bend, there’s not likely to be any civil
war.”

“Are you willing to bet all your
coins on that?”

The man opened his mouth, paused, then closed his
mouth.

“I thought not. We know there have
been succession struggles in the past. You have to be strong to be
Emperor. But His Majesty is an old man, and getting older. He’s not
made up his mind which Prince ought to succeed him.”

“That’s His Majesty’s concern,
isn’t it?”

“Is it just His Majesty’s concern?
If he doesn’t choose a successor, and he dies, the Princes are
going to go at each other.”

“The Dukes usually keep out of
such things.”

“Because nothing like what’s
happened this year has happened before. Ask across the Empire.
Those dukedoms bordering the human dukedoms our soldiers entered
and left have seen a steep drop in trade across the
border.”

The man sighed. “So I’ve heard.”

“Because those humans don’t want
another of us getting killed and sparking another
invasion.”

“Our soldiers left.”

“But the rumor I’ve heard is that
they didn’t get the fellows that really killed the merchant. Just
some criminals they happened across.”

“Elf chatter.”

“Perhaps.” Actually,
that’s exactly what happened.
“Now it’s our trade that suffers, not theirs. They, and the humans
in Flint Plains, don’t want us going too far into their lands. Ask
around Ymver, friend. You’ll heard the same thing about the
elves.”

The man frowned. “Already have.”

“And you’re not earning as much as
you did, yes?”

“Yes.”

“So this struggle between Princes
is costing you coins. What about your Duke? If it’s costing you
coins, it’ll cost him coins.”

“Can’t pay the taxes.”

“No. And fellows like you, if you
can’t get across the border to sell your goods, will have to sell
them to our folk. But if we have fewer coins to spend, you’ll have
to lower your price.”

“True.”

“So perhaps this time the Dukes do
involved. Their dukedoms are hurting so they take sides. Then we do
have a civil war.”

“Perhaps.”

“And what of these Princes? Their
struggle has been fought outside the Empire. Yet there’s only so
much they can do outside our borders and not drag all of us into a
war. What do they do next? They can’t strike at each other inside
the Imperial Palace. The law forbids that now.”

“As long as His Majesty hears of
it.”

“True. But if one Princes tries
such a thing, wouldn’t any enemies he has inside the Imperial Court
whisper to His Majesty?”

“I suppose they would.”

“Which is the reason for this.”
Avdilu held up the token again. “Any man who wears this makes it
clear he wants this succession struggle to remain within the
Imperial Palace. He doesn’t want his Duke to march soldiers on
Tamar. He wants a strong Emperor, but a good Emperor as well. One
who will make certain we don’t lose soldiers in foolish ventures.
One who will make certain our merchants profit.”

The man took the token from Avdilu. “It’s not
treason, is it?”

“Not at all. It’s an expression of
loyalty to the Empire. We’re expected to be loyal to the Empire.
Shouldn’t we all be loyal?”

“What does that mean?”

“It means not hurting goblins like
you by crossing our borders without good reason. It means not
weakening the Empire by attacking lands we know little about. These
two Princes want to be Emperor. Fine. Let them prove their claim by
putting the Empire first, and not their rivalry over the
succession.”

The man looked at the token for a moment or two,
then faced Avdilu. “Why aren’t you across the river handing these
out?”

“How do you know I’m not? I happen
to be here.”

“Oh. And you say it’s
free?”

“A gift to show your
loyalty.”

“I’m not the first to get one, am
I?”

“Certainly not. I’ve been at this
for a few days. I’ve handed out several each day. I have friends
who are doing the same thing. We want what’s best for the Empire.
That’s why we’re giving these to good men like
yourself.”

The man finally nodded. “Very well. Thank you.”

“Thank you, good man,” Avdilu
replied. “Wear it proudly.”

“I shall.” With that the man
walked away.

Another handed out.
Now to see if I’ll hand any more out before this day
ends.

Avdilu headed in the direction opposite the man was
taking. He saw a few other goblins on the streets of the city the
rest of that day. Unfortunately for him, they were laborers hard at
work for another merchant, unloading boxes from wagons into a
warehouse. The merchant was an elf, so he knew it was pointless to
approach him. He thought it might be worth his time to seek the elf
out later and ask him to hand out tokens.

With no other prospects he headed back to the inn
where he was staying. It was still an hour or so before it supper
would come. He went to his room, removed the sack of tokens, then
went to the room across from his and knocked on the door. “Are you
in?” he asked.

“Come,” a feminine voice called
from inside the room.

He opened the door and went into the room. Sitting
at the small and simple table in the room was Avahyl. She was
writing something. He stood patiently, waiting for her to finish.
He knew what it was like to be disturbed while working. He knew she
didn’t like it anymore than he did.

Looking at her, he realized once more that she was,
to a small extent, a symbol of how different his folk were to every
other race in the world. She didn’t have the dark brown or black
hair of elves. Instead hers was a reddish shade of brown, almost
the color of certain autumn leaves. She was of average height and
had light brown eyes. Those aspects of her appearance marked her as
having human ancestry.

Here in the Holding, and especially up in Astyr,
that made her unusual but hardly unique. No elf held her looks
against her or made assumptions about her outlook or her abilities.
She was one among her kind who was partly human. Otherwise she was
simply Avahyl, an honored and important member of the Order of
Scribes, but a member all the same.

That wouldn’t be so in the Empire. As a woman, she
wouldn’t be allowed to work unless she was touched by magic, and
perhaps then only as a healer and not a mage. Her mixed blood would
have marked her as inferior. Perhaps a Duke or a merchant would
have found her attractive enough to be a mistress. Beyond that, she
would have been nothing, or less than nothing.

That, he knew, would have been a great crime. Avahyl
was skilled at writing and at research. She was still in the first
third of her life, and already she had a strong knowledge of the
tales of all the races and domains. She was observant, thoughtful,
and had a sharp mind. The longer he knew her, the more certain he
was that one say she’d rise to the rank of High Master, and perhaps
would even be in the Circle of the Nine Orders.

How much do we suffer by not letting women of her
abilities rise in the Empire?

After a moment she turned around to face him. “You
are back early,” she said in Elvish.

“I only handed out a few this
day,” he replied.

“Any troubles?”

“None at all.”

“How full is the sack?”

“Two-thirds full, I
think.”

She nodded. “Slow work.”

“Slow, but good.”

“Good?”

“Yes. Not one refusal this day.
Indeed, I think the last fellow was rather pleased to hear from
me.”

“What makes you say
that?”

“The man was a merchant. He
mentioned, as I explained the tokens to him, that our trade outside
the Empire is not what it was last year.”

“Profits are down.”

“Profits are down everywhere. He
has heard from the west.”

“Then the report from up the river
is true.”

“So it seems. The borders are
closing on the Empire a little at time.”

“Will you have to risk crossing
the river?”

He shook his head. “I doubt it will get that bad, at
least here in Ymver. The city is large enough, and we are south
enough, that trade should carry on close to what it has been. Even
winter will not halt things too much.”

“And come spring?”

He shrugged. “We shall have to see.”

“You shall have to
see.”

“You are leaving?”

She nodded to him. “I am just writing to acknowledge
the order from the Circle. I need to depart Ymver in the next ten
days. I must return to my work in the Great Archive over the
winter.”

“Does the Circle trust me to be on
my own?”

“The city leaders will keep an eye
on you. You know who to report do.”

“Of course.”

She gave him a small smile. “Will you miss me?”

“I always miss my
friends.”

There had never been a thought in his mind, since
he’d gotten to know her, that she’d be nothing but a friend to him.
He liked her enough to admit to her first that he hadn’t been sent
my the Empire to the Holding to learn, but to spy on the Holding.
He felt he had to admit this to her because she was kind to him.
He’d also hoped she’d understand that his mission was to gather
military information, and that he’d failed because there was simply
nothing to be gathered from the elves. They were advanced not
because of their soldiers, their weapons, or their combat magic.
They were ahead of the Empire because they were a better folk than
the goblins.

Since that evening she’d stood by him, either in
person or in her heart. It was she who convinced him to speak up on
his fears about the Empire earlier in the year. It was she who
convinced him that he could speak for the Holding to the humans in
Turonga. It was she who was here for him when he returned to the
Holding after the war in Turonga ended.

All the same, a small part of him had hoped for more
than friendship from her. It wasn’t because he was attracted to
her. She was pretty enough for elves and humans, but not quite for
him. Nor did he have some expectation that friendship ought to turn
into a relationship, though that had taken time for him to
comprehend. No, it was just that he had few friends in the Holding,
and none seemed to care about him as much as she did. He hoped for
more because he desired a connection somewhere. He didn’t know if
he’d spend his life in the Holding or if he’d be allowed to return
to the Empire. As long as there was no connection to a lover, he
was adrift in the world. He didn’t like feeling adrift.

Yet I like her too
much to push for something more from her. I want love, but I want
friendship about as much.

“You should engage more with the
goblins here while I’m away,” she said.

He sighed. “That would mean telling them who I
really am. I am not ready to do that.”

She rose, walked to him, and took his hands in hers.
“One day you will have to do that, Avdilu.”

“One day. Not any day soon,
though.”

She squeezed his hands. “Then make friends while I
am gone.”

He started to nod, then looked at her. “Gone? You
are coming back?”

“Yes.” She let go of his hands.
“No one has said anything certain, but I believe in the early
spring, perhaps the middle at the latest, I am to return to learn
about your efforts.”

“Efforts? I am to do more than
hand out tokens?”

“You must also report, here and to
me, on what you hear. The first men to be given tokens must be back
in the Empire. Five days at least, if not six or seven. I am told
that soon we should know if these men are in trouble for having
tokens.”

“It is not against the law,
Avahyl. We are not as savage as we seem.”

“No. But there is illegal and
there is trouble. If wearing tokens does no harm to a man’s trade,
or harms his friendships, then that is important to
know.”

He nodded again. “I know. I shall listen as much as
talk.”

“Good.”

“When should I start asking men to
accept more than one token?”

She frowned in some frustration. “I should like you
to do that before I leave. But I think you might have to wait until
after.” She let out a breath. “We might not be lucky to get word
here before I have to return home.”

“I will start suggesting the day
after tomorrow.”

“Do that. The Circle believes the
winter will be quiet.”

“I agree. It might take much of
the winter just to get tokens circulating around Tamar. If we carry
this on long enough to get to that point.”

“I know you have thought through
how to explain them to other goblins. I know you believe in the
message as much as the rest of us do. Do you believe your folk will
get in trouble for having them?”

“I would not be offering them if I
thought that. No, Avahyl. I still feel this is a good way to
expressing the notion that those two Princes should keep their feud
to themselves. The merchant I met this day admits that the Empire’s
tricks are hurting trade. He struck me as neither the smartest nor
the dullest man in the Empire. If a man like him thinks that
wearing a token is no great harm, then I do not think there will be
trouble. Not right away.”

“When?”

He let out a laugh. “Perhaps when someone in Tamar
realizes that enough of the Empire’s subjects are wearing them that
it would interfere with their plans.”

She didn’t smile back. “Goblins and their
schemes.”

He arched an eyebrow. “And the tokens are not a
scheme?”

“Not a harmful scheme.”

“True.”

“Is there anything else you wish
to say? Ask?”

“Yes. I saw a trio of goblins
working for an elf merchant. I would like to find the merchant and
see if he might give coins to the goblins working for
him.”

“They could just be dock labor.”
She took in a breath. “That is not a bad idea, now that you say it.
We should enlist our folk at the docks, along the river and the
sea, to hand out tokens.”

He smiled and shook his head. “How could we have
missed that?”

“Indeed. You are not a good spy,
and neither am I.”

“Scribes as spies. What is the
world coming to?”

“Something better, I pray. I
should hate to think that is a bad sign.”
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“Something must be done about
this,” Prince Aktiku insisted.

“What would you suggest,
Highness?” General Amhelu asked in response.

“Something,” was all the Prince
said in return.

Princess Ischo frowned from her place on the throne.
She didn’t wish to express her disapproval to her husband for his
lack of a response to the General. Partly it was due to affection.
She hadn’t yet told him, but he was at last going to have a child.
She’d only learned a few days before after a visit with the Royal
Mage. Aktiku had been distracted for the last several days. He was
agitated, rising early and coming back to their room late. She
wanted to wait until he was calmer to give him the good news.

Mostly, though, she didn’t wish to express her
dissatisfaction because she didn’t feel she had the right to. She
did sit on the throne, and had been for a month now. Her father was
now confined to his bed. As his only child it was her right to sit
in his place. But she didn’t always feel comfortable acting as
though she spoke for him. It felt to her like talking over him as
if he was dead.

Father’s not
dead, she reminded
herself. He’s gotten better
before. He shall do so again.

“I am open to specific
suggestions, Highness,” the General said. His tone was solicitous,
as it should be. While he was head of the Imperial Guard, he wasn’t
the husband of the only child of the Emperor.

“Can’t these men be arrested?”
Aktiku countered.

“What would the charge
be?”

“Treason.”

“That will not work, husband,”
Ischo said, deciding to break her silence.

“Why not, my wife?”

“These men claim that their tokens
are an expression of loyalty to the Empire. You cannot charge a man
for treason if he claims he is loyal.”

“But they aren’t
loyal.”

“Who would speak against
them?”

Aktiku huffed out a breath but said nothing.

Early in the winter word had gotten to the Imperial
Palace of men wearing tokens that read “No civil war.” A Captain
who looked into the matter felt that the tokens had to be coming
from the elves. But men who were questioned, either by officers or
by Dukes, insisted that the tokens were no expression of
disloyalty. Quite the opposite, they would state, proudly and
happily.

Ischo had reacted to news of the tokens as everyone
else in the Palace had. They weren’t expressions of loyalty but of
defiance. Yet the fact remained that every man found wearing one
told a similar tale. They wanted the dispute between her husband
and her cousin fought out within the Palace, not all over the
Empire. They wanted trade to resume. They wanted the Emperor to
decide on a successor. They wanted quiet.

A few months of these
reports had worn down her personal resistance. She too wanted her
father to make a choice. She wanted peace within the Empire. She
wanted the security of knowing her place within the Empire.
Now more than
before.

“If these men don’t speak against
Father, or speak of overthrowing the Imperial Family, then they are
hardly traitors,” she said, more to the Imperial Court than just
Aktiku. “We know that several Dukes have confronted some of these
men since these tokens were first observed. The reports say the
same thing again and again. There are no open statements against
Empire. There is no plotting behind closed doors.”

“There is plotting,” Aktiku
insisted. “It’s a plot of the elves.”

“Almost certainly, Highness,” the
General replied.

“Then we must do
something.”

“What?” Ischo asked.

“We must demand the elves stop
this interference.”

“And how are they interfering, Highness?”
Prince Abdovu replied.

“Be polite, cousin,” Ischo
snapped.

Abdovu bowed his head to her. “I apologize, cousin.”
He turned to Aktiku. “Please, Highness, explain it to us.”

“It’s obvious the elves are giving
these tokens to our folk,” Aktiku said. “They might be giving them
to goblins across the border to give them to others to spread them
here, but these tokens are coming across the river.”

“That we know. That we’ve known
for half this winter.”

“Then this is scheme that has
lasted half the winter, if not the whole winter. We have to insist
that it stop.”

“How is it harming us?” Ischo
asked. “Once again, I say that without evidence of traitorous
sentiments, we can’t demand the effort stop.”

“Then we make them
stop.”

“Just as you tried to make Turonga
ours, Highness?” Abdovu asked.

“Cousin, please.” Ischo shot him
an angry glare.

The smile vanished from Abdovu’s face. “Your husband
weakened the army with his foolish war against those dark-skinned
humans. I would almost wonder if the sending of these tokens is a
scheme of his.”

“Mine?” Aktiku almost
shouted.

“Yes, yours. I am smarter than you. I have the better claim
to succeed His Majesty than you. Yet if all these
loyal subjects are wearing tokens that say ‘no civil war,’ then
they’ll not stand beside me when the time comes. They’ll all stand,
meek as elves, while you invoke the Emperor’s daughter to press
your claim.”

“I don’t like your words, cousin,”
Ischo said to him, still glaring.

He paused to calm himself. “I mean no disrespect to
you, cousin.”

“You only mean to disrespect her
husband,” Aktiku shot back.

“Enough, both of you!” Ischo
snapped.

The rivalry between
her husband and her cousin had been going on for almost two years.
At first she had taken some pleasure in it. She’d never liked
Abdovu, and her love for Aktiku encouraged her to swipe at her
annoying cousin. But over time it went beyond simple insults to
schemes and secret talks with members of the Imperial Court. Her
husband was distracted in their bedchambers. Now this constant arguing in front of everyone.
It’s a miracle no one in the Imperial Court has exploited this to
their own advantage against Father!

The Imperial Hall suddenly went quite still. Ischo
was aware of all the eyes on her. “This bickering serves no useful
purpose.”

“Neither do insults,” Aktiku
said.

“Please, my husband, your
reputation is as tarnished as Abdovu’s is.”

“How dare you!”

“My reputation is fine!” Abdovu
insisted.

“Listen to yourselves,” Ischo
demanded. “Husband, it was you who directed the attack against the
humans of Turonga. The campaign did not go well. The General
responsible for the defeat killed himself, as he should have. But
your orders were obeyed to sail on that land. You cannot escape the
damage to you, and to the Empire, for that failed
campaign.”

“Indeed,” Abdovu said with a
smirk.

“And as for you, cousin, you were
the one who ordered our soldiers to enter those dukedoms of the
Southern Islands. Oh, yes, it was quite clever of you to march in,
arrest those murders, and march out again. It was quite clever of
you to not drag us into a war with those humans. But you insulted
them all the same. Now their merchants don’t cross the border, and
ours find no buyers for their goods, either in the Southern Islands
or in Flint Plains. Even the elves are not as willing to trade with
us as they were before your clever plan was carried out.

“So here we are. You both have
tried to be clever. You both have failed in your own way. Our
subjects wonder what next you two will try. They wear these tokens
because they’re frustrated by the two of you. They want an end of
this.”

“I must agree with Her Highness,”
the General said. “We cannot stop these tokens from being handed
out. We cannot stop them from being worn. There are divisions
within the Imperial Palace. There are divisions within the Empire.
We must change as the season is changing. We must work together on
what is best for the Empire.”

He seemed to have more to say when a man came into
the hall. Ischo recognized him as one of her father’s attendants.
He bowed in her direction, then ran up to the Royal Mage. He
whispered something in the man’s ear.

The Royal Mage bowed. “I am needed urgently.”

Ischo sighed, part in fear and part in relief. “I
think there is nothing more to be gained from this. Go. All of you,
go.”

The attendant and the Royal Mage left the room in a
hurry. The others walked out one by one, bowing as they left.
Aktiku only gave her a nod before he left. Her cousin left with the
Royal Treasurer.

Ischo rose from the
throne once the others had left. She thought briefly about
following the Royal Mage. No,
he’ll find me if there’s bad news. Once outside the Hall she saw General Amhelu standing
alone. He was looking at the floor. His mind seemed elsewhere. She
took a few steps towards him.

He glanced up, then bowed. “Forgive me, Highness.”
He started to turn.

“No, General, wait.” She looked
around. No one was in the hallway in either direction. “Let’s stand
here a talk a moment.”

“If you desire,
Highness.”

“You said there are divisions
here. Do you mean only my husband and my cousin?”

He frowned but said nothing.

“Speak, please.”

“I do, Highness.”

She nodded. “I had not wanted to see it myself, to
be honest, General.”

“Wanted to see,
Highness?”

“Yes. I read the letters sent to
Father from the Dukes. I read them to him.”

“Then you know what they’re
saying, Highness.”

“I do. Trade has been weak, and
not just because it’s been winter. The Empire has no allies. If
there should be trouble with the elves or the Southern Islands,
we’d face it alone.”

“Why are the Dukes not here to
express themselves, Highness? If I may ask?”

She sighed. “That Captain who killed the Duke years
ago. Remember? The Duke who expressed support for Abdovu?”

The General’s jaw stiffened. “All too well,
Highness.”

Of course he does. He
was the one who had to order the Captain away. Where did the man
go? The new human domain, I think? “It was too obvious of the man to speak out like that. If
he’d kept silent in his support nothing would have happened to him.
But the man couldn’t keep his mouth closed. Father still leaned
towards Aktiku then. If he’d kept silent, he’d be
alive.”

“And the Dukes would be bolder,
Highness?”

“I believe so. Now they report and
say nothing about my husband and my cousin. Nothing in their
letters, I mean. Whispers come here. They’re always coming here. No
one comes to speak. The whispers speak for them.”

“Should you listen to them,
Highness?”

“I can’t not listen,
General.”

“It is a shame,
Highness.”

“That I have to hear this gossip
about me? About my family?”

“No, Highness. Well, yes, it is a
shame you have to hear that. But, no, Highness, I was thinking that
it’s a shame about these whispers. The Dukes haven’t the courage to
whisper about just one of them.”

“No. If it was Aktiku I’d be
happy. If it was Abdovu, I wouldn’t be happy, but at least I’d know
where I stood. Where we stood. For a year now this wagon hasn’t
moved, General. No one chooses a side here. None of the Dukes
chooses side. We’re blown like leaves in the wind, first down one
street and up the other.”

“Which is the shame,
Highness.”

“I know.”

“It’s too bad Their Highness’
can’t be combined, Highness.”

“Combined?”

“Yes, Highness. His Highness
Prince Abdovu is a clever young man. His Highness Prince Aktiku is
a strong young man. Combine clever and strong and you’d have a fine
Emperor.”

“And divided?”

“I fear, Highness, either one will
make a mistake and ruin the Empire.”

“I can’t be that bad,
General.”

“We’ve been at this a year,
Highness. The Imperial Court backs one then the other. The choice
is strength, then cleverness, back and forth. The Dukes whisper for
one then the other. And all the while Their Highnesses snap at each
other every chance they get. One is going to strike the other,
Highness.”

Ischo touched her belly. The thought of telling him
about her condition, before her husband or her cousin, entered her
mind. For an instant she started to speak, then hesitated. She
looked at him, trying to find the courage to say anything.

Before she could find
that courage she heard racing footsteps. She turned to see the
Royal Mage coming their way at a run. A shudder ran down her
back. Gods, no, not
now!

The man skidded to a stop just paces from her. “Come
quickly, Highness,” he huffed, almost out of breath. “The Emperor
is not long for the world.”

She spun on the General. “Summon everyone to the
hall at once!”

“What of the Princes?”

“The hall, please!” Without
another word she turned and followed fast on the mage’s heels. She
didn’t bother to hold up her dress. She was too frightened to think
of decorum.

They ran down the corridor, up the stairs, and down
another to her father’s room. The mage opened the door for her. She
dashed in and ran to the side of the bed. She took her father’s
bony hand in both of hers. She hoped he’d open his eyes, but they
remained shut. She leaned as close to him as she could.

“Please don’t die, Father,” she
pleaded softly.

All the old man could do was wheeze out a
breath.

“Say something, Father. A name.
Aktiku. Abdovu. Name either your successor, and we’ll honor your
last wish. Please?”

Her father let out a long breath, then a gasp. His
body relaxed.

The mage put his hand over her father’s chest. He
cast a spell. “Emperor Aglaru has passed, Highness.”

“Father?” she asked one last
time.

She looked at the body of her father for a moment or
two. Long ago he’d no longer resembled the robust man who’d held
the Goblin Empire in his hands. His illnesses had slowly robbed him
of his fat and then his muscle. Over the winter he’d become a shell
of a man. Yet he never seemed to lose hope of recovery, or accept
that he was beyond hope. He’d aged too quickly in his last years.
He seemed to never quite understand that his fight was ending.

I should have pushed
harder.

She felt at once angry with herself for thinking
that. He was her father. He was the Emperor, and she only a
Princess. She had no right to push him. She could no more command
him than she had the right to command her husband.

I didn’t the right, but did I have the duty?

That, she understood in the moments after his
passing, was the trouble she’d caused herself. As a woman she had
no right to push. As Princess in the Goblin Empire, only living
child of the Emperor, her duty was to the Empire. Her duty was to
make certain the Empire was strong. Her duty was to push her father
to name a successor. Her duty was to push for a choice, and to
accept the Emperor’s wisdom.

Yet Father never made the choice. He couldn’t see
which was better. He thought one day he’d know. That day never
came. Now, here we are.

“We must bring the sad news to the
Imperial Court, Highness,” the mage said.

Ischo let out a breath of exhaustion. “I suppose we
must.” She slowly turned from the body of her father. She glanced
around to look at her father’s attendant. “May I put the
arrangements for covering and such in your hands?”

The older man bowed deeply. “I would be my honor,
Highness.”

“Then I shall leave you to the
task.” She turned towards the mage and nodded. He fell in beside
her as she drifted out of the room. Her mind stumbled from one
thought to the next.

Should I worry about the weather or have the funeral
right away?

Who will the Dukes support now?

When can I give Aktiku the good news?

I wonder how we are for food.

I should get word to our Delegate in Hub. Perhaps
this might allow us a chance to gain some sympathy.

Paces away from the
hall her mind snapped back to the present. She heard shouting and
what sounded like metal scraping metal. What is going on?

She came around to walk through the grand double
doors, and froze. Her husband Aktiku and her cousin Abdovu were at
each other with swords. She could only watch for a moment or two,
seeing the men swing at each other with hatred clear on their
faces.

“What is this?” she
screamed

Aktiku turned to her. An instant later Abdovu rammed
the end of his blade into Aktiku’s chest. Aktiku looked stunned for
a moment, then fell.

Ischo ran to the body of her husband. She wanted to
hear a word from his lips, but he was dead before she reached
him.

“Give in to my claim, Highness,”
Abdovu said.

“You killed him,” she said,
sadness and anger boiling within her.

“I defended myself. Isn’t that
so?”

“You killed him! You killed the
father of my child!”

Her rage smashed her sadness. She grabbed the sword
her husband had held. While Abdovu was looking around for support,
she thrust it through his belly. She didn’t stop pushing until the
hand-guard almost touched skin. He looked shocked, angry, shocked
again, then overwhelmed by pain. She let go of the sword, and his
body staggered to the floor.

By the Gods! What have I done? What have we
done?


 


 Chapter
3

 


 


 


 


“I’m coming,” Ischo called out the
second time she heard the knock on her door.

She knew she’d been moving at the pace of a snail
since that day. She endured the grand funeral for her father, and
the smaller funerals for her husband and her cousin. She endured
the comings and goings of the members of the Imperial Court, asking
for this or that. She suffered their looks, and the knowledge that
she was whispered about in the Palace and in Tamar itself.

Isn’t what I had to go through enough? Can’t this
place calm for a month?

She opened the door. Standing in the corridor
outside her chambers was General Amhelu. “It’s rather late,
General,” she told him.

He nodded to her. “I hadn’t wanted to bother you,
Highness, but I fear this cannot wait.”

“I had been hoping for a good
night’s sleep, now that the worst of it is over.”

He hesitated for a moment. “The worst is not yet
over, Highness.”

“Very well. Come in.”

He nodded respectfully to her. She waited until he
was inside to go to her desk. She took the chair that was pushed in
against it. She pulled it away from the desk and turned it around
so that she might sit and face the General.

“What is so urgent,
General?”

“The five days of mourning for the
Emperor has passed, Highness,” he said. “So too has the five days
of mourning for your husband and his cousin.”

“What of it?”

He hesitated again.

“Speak, General. Your words cannot
hurt me more than the deaths I’ve had to suffer though, and the
whispering about what happened.”

“Yes, Highness. Though you have
said you’re with child, and the Royal Mage has confirmed that,
there is concern about your position.”

“Position?”

“The law is that you cannot be
Empress without an Emperor, Highness.”

“I know the law,
General.”

“Will you consider marriage,
Highness?”

She leaned back. A wave of exhaustion washed over
her. “General, I’m six days past the death of my husband. A few
days before that I learned that I’m pregnant. Wouldn’t it be
unseemly for me to marry so soon?”

“In normal circumstances,
Highness, it would be. These are not normal
circumstances.”

“Would it not be better to follow
the normal circumstances?”

“Highness?”

“General, we have lost my father,
the Emperor. I am his only living progeny. My husband was killed by
my cousin. In a rage I killed my cousin. Has anything like this
ever happened before? I cannot see that it has.”

“There have been times,
Highness.”

She let out a deep breath. “Somewhat similar times,
General, but not like this.”

“Therefore, Highness, wouldn’t it
be all the more important to seat a new Emperor?”

“Who would you race me into
marriage with? You?”

He managed a small smile. “No, Highness.”

“Who, then? Someone else in the
Imperial Court? One of the servants, perhaps?”

“Of course not,
Highness.”

“Then who?”

He stood still for a brief moment. “Two Dukes have
sent word of their interest in presenting themselves to you,
Highness.”

She shook her head. “No.”

“No, Highness?”

“Is there a Duke in this Empire
that isn’t already married?”

He frowned. “No, Highness.”

“And who is it who grants the
right of any man of standing in the Empire to divorce his wife,
General?”

“The Emperor,
Highness.”

“The Emperor. Tell me, General,
could I grant a divorce?”

He didn’t answer her question.

“No, General, I cannot. Perhaps,
if the whole of the Imperial Court supported me, I might be able to
get away with such a grant.”

“They might, Highness.”

“If they were united behind the
Duke who wished to marry me. Who I wished to marry. Tell me,
General, are they united?”

“Not as yet, Highness.”

“Honestly, General, do you think
they would be?”

Once again he said nothing in response to a
question.

“You cannot know. I cannot
know.”

“We cannot, Highness?”

“Of course not. You and I both
know this is the same Imperial Court that couldn’t agree to support
my husband or my cousin to succeed Father.” She jerked her head
towards the door. “If they couldn’t remain behind one Prince, a
relation to Father, as one Imperial Court for more than a month, I
doubt they’ll unite as one behind any Duke.

“I’m not a foolish little girl,
General. Father brought in men from all over the Empire to serve in
his Imperial Court. That’s one reason why they couldn’t unite
behind my husband or Abdovu for too long. Some thought one or the
other would be better accepted in their home dukedom. Some thought
one or the other would be better for trade, or better for the
Imperial Guard. They each have at least a few connections to a few
Dukes. That kept them blowing in the wind this way or
that.

“You tell me two Dukes with to
marry me. I don’t need to know their names, General. I know that
whomever they are, they’re bound to both have friends in the
Imperial Court. They’re bound to have friends among the Dukes.
They’re bound to have support among the common folk. They both
will. Which means they will both have those opposed to them. Which
means we shall be back to where we were before Father
died.”

“I understand all that,
Highness.”

“If you understand, can’t you
explain that to the others?”

“I have, Highness.”

She softened her expression. “Have you, Amhelu?”

He nodded again. “I have, Highness.”

“And?”

This time it was his turn to sigh. “The law is the
law, Highness. The others are agreed that unless you choose a
husband, your commands cannot be obeyed.”

“They agree on that,
then?”

“Yes, Highness.”

“And nothing else?”

He only shrugged in response.

“What are my choices,
General?”

“I think you know,
Highness.”

She shook her head. “Say it, Amhelu.”

He clenched his jaw for an instant. “If you shall
not marry in a timely manner, Highness, the Imperial Court will
have to ask you to leave the Palace, Tamar, and the Empire. A woman
cannot sit on the throne.”

“Even if that woman is the
Emperor’s only living child?”

“That is the law,
Highness.”

“Do they understand that if they
don’t back one of those two Dukes instantly there will be another
succession crisis?”

He let out another breath. “No, Highness.”

She gave him a smile. “At least you’re honest. What
are they hoping? That one of the Dukes will kill the other before
he reaches the Palace?”

“Something like that.”

Some men never learn.
I renounce my claim, and we’re in the same struggle we’ve been in
the past year. Wait.
“General, if the Imperial Court asks me to leave, it would also
carry with it the demand that I renounce any claim I or my children
have to the throne, yes?”

“Of course, Highness.”

“And if I left without renouncing
my claim?”

He grimaced. “That would be bad, Highness.”

“How bad?”

“The Duke whose claim was accepted
would not have a fair claim, Highness.”

“Because I still live and retain
my title of Princess.”

“That would make you a wanted
woman, Highness.”

She smiled. “Wanted, but also desired.”

“True, Highness. Any rival would
seek out your support. But you’d still be in danger. You and your
child.”

“I know, General. What else is
there for me? The law offers no hope. The Imperial Court is only
united on not wanting me around. They’ll divide on everything else.
You know how division has hurt us this past year or so. It’s only
going to get worse.”

“True, Highness.” He shook his
head once more. “You are not a foolish girl, Highness.”

“Thank you. You should go,
General.”

“Will you require help,
Highness?”

“I’d like help, but I think I have
to do this on my own.”

He bowed his head. “Be safe, Highness.”

“You be safe, General.”

He nodded once more, then left.

I can only take a few things and go.

Where should I go?

Ymver. The source of the tokens. There could be
support among the elves for me. If not, then at the very least
they’ll protect me. Perhaps with enough time, and a safe place
across the river, I can rally my subjects and come back here.

Yes. That is precisely what I shall do. I am
Princess Ischo, daughter of Emperor Aglaru. I will not be beaten. I
will honor my father, and the Empire, and fight this.
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The elf nodded to her. Ischo looked away from him to
the door. She knocked once. “Come in,” a voice called from inside
the room.

She opened the door. Standing inside the room of the
inn was one of her kind. The goblin was male, of average height,
but with a slender build. His skin was lighter in tone than
average. His black hair was tied back but barely went past his
shoulders. He was dressed in a shirt and leggings like anyone else
in Ymver.

She stepped into the room. The door closed behind
her. She turned to see that it was the elf’s doing. She turned back
to the goblin. “What are you doing here?” she asked in the Goblin
Tongue.

He smiled and bowed. “My name is Avdilu,
Highness.”

“I don’t know you.”

“You ought to. Your father sent me
here.”

She looked at him. There was nothing about his face
that was at all familiar. She was certain she’d have known by face
or name any of the men her father had sent to speak for the Empire
to the Holding. “I still don’t know you.”

“I was the scribe sent to spy on
the Holding.”

“You?” She pointed at him. “You?
The one who became one of them?”

“That’s not entirely accurate,
Highness.” He waved around the room. “Please, let’s sit and
talk.”

“Have you forgotten yourself? You
stand in my presence.”

“We’re not in the Empire. And I
take it you’re not quite the Princess anymore.”

She felt like
snapping at him, then held herself back. She knew he had a point.
If she had true authority, she would never have needed to sneak out
of the Palace in the middle of the night. His using her honorific
was a courtesy. I should be
thankful for that from him, if nothing else.

She went to the chair. He moved to the edge of the
bed. She brought the chair around to face him. He did allow her to
sit first. It was then that she noticed a sack beside his bed, a
sack full of round and flat objects.

“You’re the one handing out the
tokens,” she said.

“I was the first, but not the only
one,” he replied.

“You found others?”

“I started by handing them out one
at a time. After several days of that, I starting handing several
of them out to each man I spoke with. There were also a few goblins
north of here who also handed out tokens.”

“I wasn’t just here,
then.”

“Of course not, Highness. This
effort was planned out from the start.”

She huffed out a breath. “Would you always respect
protocol, or not do it at all.”

“If you insist.”

I should have
expected that. “You were told
I was coming. I wasn’t told about you. You said you didn’t become
one of these elves. What did happen to you?”

The light expression on his face disappeared. “His
Majesty wanted me to gather information on the ability of the
Holding to wage war. To learn about weapons, and barracks, and
forts, and above all, the combat magic the elves had.”

“Were you found out?”

“Hardly. What you will learn,
Highness, is that the elves’ advantages don’t consist of soldiers
and weapons and magic. Their combat spells are the same as ours.
Their soldiers are trained much as ours are. They are armed much as
we are. They have patrols on the border but no forts.”

“Then how have they beaten
us?”

“By their knowledge. It’s not just
the spells that work against the minds of soldiers, or that can
obscure their movements. They have fine roads. Fine ships. They
have no need to enlist common folk to build up their army because
their soldiers are paid well and led well. You’ve been in the city,
what, two days?”

“Two days and a night.”

“Have you noticed how clean the
city it?”

The question struck
deep inside her mind. I have
and I haven’t.

“It’s clean because they have the
means to rid the city of waste. Partly it’s through their knowledge
and partly through magic. Because the city is clean the folk here
live longer. Because they pay their soldiers well the rest of their
society doesn’t need to take up arms unless things are dire. The
lowest farmer knows his trade better than our cleverest
Dukes.”

“I can’t believe it.”

“Talk to the folk, Highness.
You’ve met the rulers of the city. Ask them.”

“That’s what turned
you?”

He shook his head. “It’s not that I turned. It’s
that I saw there was nothing to gain from spying. What His Majesty
ordered me to take from the elves was nothing they had. They have
no secrets I could steal to allow the Empire to win the next war
against the Holding. My errand was doomed because my orders were
given in ignorance.”

Her eyes narrowed. “That is my father you speak of,
scribe.”

He smiled. “I mean our ignorance, Highness. All of
us in the Empire. Goblins.”

“Oh?”

“We think in terms of fighting. We
prize strength.”

“We’re goblins.”

“A month here I learned that
fighting doesn’t make us strong. The elves keep besting us not
because of our strength, but because we lack knowledge.”

“Knowledge you could have brought
back.”

He shook his head again. “The knowledge I could have
brought back was knowledge His Majesty didn’t want. Knowledge of
how to keep a city clean. How to build good roads. How to make our
farms produce more crops. How to teach scribes to so we’d have more
scribes, and how to use scribes to expand our knowledge of the
world.

“If we treated our soldiers as the
elves do, we’d never have to worry about soldiers fleeing duty
during the night. But that requires paying them better. Teaching
their officers to earn the respect of the men they lead. Teaching
soldiers to think rather than obey orders. But to do that,
Highness, would also mean not allowing Dukes and members of the
Imperial Court to put their sons forward for ranks. Ranks would
have to be earned through hard work and skill.

“Physically, we are stronger than
elves. I’ve learned that the elf soldier is willing to do as his
Captain or Sergeant says because he has confidence in him. He knows
there will be a reason for the order. His officer will not abandon
him to save himself.”

“Never?”

“Rarely.”

“What else?”

“That his fellow soldiers will
stand by him. We give glory to soldiers who Berserk themselves and
die in combat. To the elves that’s a waste of life and a pointless
act.”

“Because they have no
honor?”

“Because they have the good sense
not seek glory for themselves. Highness, I was in Turonga during
the recent war.”

“You?” She almost jumped up from
the chair. “You betrayed us?”

“No,” he answered calmly. “The
Holding sent me to tell the folk of that land how goblins fought in
war. The first thing the army there did was send out a small party
to impress the tribes of our strength.”

“Of course.”

“That was foolish. The landscape
past the roads is thick with trees and bushes. The tribes shot
arrows to break up the formation. They then attacked with spears.
They have only a shield and wear no armor.”

“We killed many in losing the
party, yes?”

“No. Turonga is a warm land. Far
warmer than even our southern coast gets in the summer. Lack of
armor can mean lack of protection. But for these tribes, it means
they’re not harmed as much by the heat. Our soldiers were hot and
dry when battles were joined. They became tired far swifter than
the warriors of the tribes. Their warriors raced around our
soldiers. No, Highness, our soldiers killed very few.”

“Oh. But they’re not
elves.”

“No. Knowing what little I knew,
as a scribe and not a soldier, they learned how to defeat us. To
fight not for their own glory but to win. To have their leaders
fight alongside them. To have leaders that they believe in, not who
are rewarded for their connections to the nobility. I learned that
my first month here. I learned than again in Turonga. We’ve told
ourselves lies about the elves and humans so much we believe the
lies and not the truth. We wonder why we aren’t as powerful as we
were, and we tell ourselves the lies to reassure us. The truth
proves us wrong, but we never learn the lesson.”

“I don’t believe you.”

“Then why are you here in
Ymver?”

She started to reply,
then stopped. I’m here
because I had to flee.

Why did I have to flee? Because no one would accept
me following my father. The law says we need a strong man on the
throne. A strong and smart man.

That was the trouble, wasn’t it? Aktiku was strong
but not smart. My cousin was clever, but not strong and not very
wise. Father couldn’t choose. He kept waiting for one to be the
better choice. Neither was better.

I had to sneak out of the Palace because once again
there would be a choice. One of two Dukes would have to abandon his
family to marry me. I would have to choose a husband, and thus
choose an enemy. I’d have to make enemies among the Dukes and
enemies in Tamar.

Glory for ourselves rather than what’s best for the
Empire.

She calmed herself with a breath. “Let’s say that
you’re right. If I have been driven away because of the flaws we
have, would the elves help me return home? Would they, would you,
help me onto the throne?”

He was still for a moment, then he shook his head.
“No.”

“No? No, they won’t help me, or no, you won’t help
me.”

“More the first than the second,
Highness.”

“Explain that.”

He nodded to the side of his bed where the sack with
the tokens sat on the floor. “Those were not to interfere in the
Empire. Those were to have us, common goblins, express the view
that what happens in the Palace must stay in the Palace. That a
fight over the succession would hurt more than a few inside the
Imperial Court.

“The Circle of the Nine Orders
would allow that. They’d have their folk make the tokens. But we
goblins had to hand them out. We had to persuade other goblins to
accept them. We had to persuade other goblins to hand them out
inside the Empire. Not one elf would do that for us. All they would
do is make them. The rest was up to us.”

“What of it?”

“Highness, we tell ourselves that
our strength gives us permission to do what we want. Most of us
learn better as we grow up. After all, if we really and truly
believed that, we’d have no laws. We’d take whatever we wanted, be
it gold, land, women, or titles. We have laws to keep us from doing
that to each other. Most common folk of the Empire who deal with
other races and domains learn not to behave that way to outsiders.
It would hurt trade to behave that way.”

She closed her eyes for an instant. “Of course.”

“Yet those in the Imperial Palace think they
can behave that way when it comes to those other domains and
races. That we can take land from others. That we can meddle in
other domains. The laws that bind us as goblins are meaningless
when it comes to domains.”

“In other words, if I ask for help
from the elves, I’d have to allow them to have a say in how I rule
the Empire.”

“To some extent. I think it would
be more the truth that, if the elves helped place you on the
throne, another Emperor would think it just to determine who ruled
the elves, or one of the human domains.”

“What can the elves
do?”

“A suggestion has been passed to
me, Highness. I don’t think it would work, but it wouldn’t be fair
to my hosts if I didn’t tell it to you.”

“Tell me. Let me judge
it.”

“Of course. The suggestion is that
the Circle could insist that you are the rightful Empress of the
Goblin Empire. They could persuade the other domains to refuse to
recognize any new Emperor. There could be a vote cast at Hub to
demand the Empire to restore you to the throne.”

It only took her the briefest of moments for her to
shake her head. “That would never work. Without support within the
Empire any such statements would mean nothing.”

“There are more and more domains
represented at Hub. Turonga now has a Delegate. There is going to
be at least one from the humans who live among the islands between
the Holding and the Kingdom of Salt Bay.”

She jerked her head back. “There are islands in the
middle of the sea? Islands with humans on them?”

“Yes.”

“I thought those were just tales
of elf glory.”

“They were true tales, Highness.
Moreover, elves now don’t think of them as glorious, but
shameful.”

“Shameful? Why?”

He smiled. “Because they interfered in those lands.
Rather than meeting those humans and dealing with them as equals,
they tried to rule over them.”

“Oh. Of course. What other
suggestions did this Circle offer you?”

“That’s all. There hasn’t been
much time for debating ideas. That one was rushed to me
yesterday.”

“You’re a scribe. You’ve lived
among the elves for, what? A couple of years?”

“I think so.”

She looked at him for an instant. “What have you
done all this time?” She pointed towards the sack of tokens.
“You’ve only been handing out those since winter began. You said
you went to Turonga. What else have you been doing here?”

He let out a breath. “Well, Highness, for one, I’ve
been telling our tales. Writing them down.”

“Whatever for?”

“There’s an elf, a scribe. Her
name is Avahyl. She worked with the human scribe sent from the
Kingdom of Salt Bay to learn about those island folk. The ones you
thought were tales of elf glory? The King of Salt Bay wanted to
open trade with those folk. The human went to Astyr to learn what
the elves knew.”

“What does this have to do with
you?”

“I’m getting there, Highness.
Avahyl in turn went to Salt Bay with what this human, Duncan, had
learned. To assure the King that the elves were giving truthful
information. She also traveled to learn more about the humans. To
learn their tales, among other things.
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