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CHAPTER 1

 

 

 

 

Prince Casyn stood beside his father, remaining silent as his father and the Earls began their meeting.

The gathering was taking place where it ought to, in the Great Hall of the King. Gatherings of all sorts had been taking place in the Great Hall for several generations. This was the heart of the Kingdom of Duvonna.

It was also Casyn’s home. The hall itself took up half the building. The other half was devoted to living quarters for members of the King’s family, the kitchen, the bath, and two other rooms. For as long as he could remember he had a room of his own.

He knew he hadn’t always had his own room. When he was small he’d lived in his parents’ chambers. That made sense; witches couldn’t always come at once if illness struck. The same had been true when his sister was born. Her first years were with their parents, then she got her own room.

Thinking of that made Casyn realize what a grand structure the Great Hall was. The exterior and interior walls were made of stone. The hall itself could hold two or three peasants’ cottages. The ceilings and the roof were made of wood, the finest in all Duvonna. It was the largest structure in the kingdom, and one day it would be his Great Hall.

“Thank you for coming,” King Senad said to the Earls. “You know I am not a young man. My son Prince Casyn is a young man. He is now of age. Therefore I think it right and proper that we determine if he shall succeed me as King.”

His father’s words brought Casyn back to the moment. The Great Hall might be his, if the Earls agreed to the succession. But they had to agree first.

“The matter is not settled, My King,” one of the Earls replied. “What of your nephew?”

“Prince Durmid could present a claim,” Senad admitted.

“He cannot!” another Earl called out. “He is of Karflow.”

“That is true,” Senad said. “But King Borwen is married to my sister Ofri.”

“That is not a blood tie, My King.”

“You deny that I have a sister?”

“Why my friend means, My King,” a third Earl said, “is that your sister, Queen Ofri, has not returned to the Great Hall since she was married. We know that you and she send messages. We know that your families have met a few times on the border. But the Queen is of Karflow, not Duvonna.”

Casyn didn’t want to admit the truth of what the man said, but it was indeed true. His aunt had extended kindnesses to him through her messages to his father. One of the blankets on his bed was made by her. She loved his father and his family.

“Queen Ofri has affection for you, My King,” the second Earl said, “but her son does not.”

That was something Casyn did want to agree to, but he didn’t have the authority to say so. The few times he’d met Durmid he hadn’t liked him. Karflow was a larger domain than Duvonna. Durmid used that as a reason to pick fights with Casyn. From everything Casyn had heard of late, his cousin was a handsome young man who made certain everyone knew it.

Casyn knew he was far from ugly. But it was taking his body time to build up strength and stature. He had a deep and commanding voice, but not yet a commanding presence. His father hadn’t said anything about his appearance, but Casyn wondered if his looks might stand in his way of succeeding his father as King.

“Prince Durmid is not a likable young man,” the first Earl said. “He’s said to be proud.”

“Pride is only a minor vice,” the third Earl replied.

“Minor or not, the Prince isn’t liked. He’s also not the oldest child in the family.”

That was the one thing Casyn tried to hold over on his cousin in their meetings. He was the oldest son of his father and mother, so there was no question he was likely to become King. Durmid’s elder sisters were married, and to Earls at that, so they wouldn’t rule Karflow. Yet their young husbands could made as good an argument as Durmid could. It was something Casyn wanted to say to Durmid if they met again. Considering the discussion of succession, a meeting between the families of his father and his aunt wasn’t likely.

“My nieces are married to Earls,” Senad said. “I doubt they’ll contest the succession.”

“And what of Prince Durmid himself, My King?” the first Earl asked.

“What of him?”

“The marriage of your sister to King Borwen was to ease the rivalry between our lands, My King. There are men among us who wonder if making Prince Durmid your successor wouldn’t ease that all the more.”

Casyn turned to his father. He felt anger rising in him. “May I speak?”

“Speak cautiously, son,” Senad told him.

Casyn paused to take the reins of his anger. He nodded to Senad then looked at the Earls. “I ought to demand who among you is speaking these traitorous words, but I shall not.” A thought entered his mind. “Who is to say that making me successor to my father and to King Borwen would ease the rivalry?”

He saw a few heads nod, though more to each other than to him.

“I like my aunt a great deal. She’d been good to me. But she is Queen of Karflow, and I am Prince of Duvonna.” He pointed at the ground beneath the floor of the Great Hall. “This is the land of my birth. This is where my loyalties lie.”

“We are all thankful for that, My Prince,” a fourth Earl said. “Yet those of us living on the border of Duvonna and Karflow have suffered greatly in the wars and raids between our domains.”

Casyn couldn’t help but notice more heads nodding in agreement.

“We believe in this kingdom, the same as you, My Prince. We also believe that raids have claimed too much of our livestock. Wars have claimed too many of our sons and fathers and brothers. The most recent war left parts of both kingdoms barren. How many starved throughout the kingdom to give us the food we lacked?”

Casyn bowed his head. It was, he was learning, the one fair reason for not going to war with Karflow, or with any other kingdom. He took a step back and turned to his father. It was then that he saw the power his father always had, but also the age that was advancing on him.

His father had always seemed tall. Casyn was wise enough to discover, growing up, that parents always looked tall to their children. It was as he grew up that he saw his father as tall compared with other men. He never towered over men unless they were shorter than average. Yet he was a man of some height, with broad shoulders and thick arms and legs. Senad seemed very much the sort of King that tales and ballads always spoke of.

But his father was growing old. The hair on top of his head was thin. His beard was mostly gray. The skin on his face was wrinkling. Some of the strength was slipping from his arms and legs. He spoke with power, but he didn’t move with as much power as he used to.

Nor was it just that the years were catching up to his father. His mother had died a few years ago. She was a much smaller woman than Senad. As Casyn grew up he came to understand that his mother was also weak. The birth of his younger sister had not been easy. He’d almost had a younger brother, but the witch could only save the mother or the son, and his father had chosen his mother. His father loved his mother, and her passing left him an aging lone wolf among a pack much younger than he.

The matter of succession was political for the kingdom, but personal for his father. His life was ending, and he wanted to assure his legacy.

“Nor should we presume that we and Karflow are the only kingdoms on the Isle of Athlian,” the Earl continued. “There are greater concerns to consider.”

Senad pointed at the Earl. “There you are right. We find ourselves more and more in conflict with Efwrent.”

“There’s no war looming, is there, My King?” another Earl asked.

“No. But they are less and less willing to allow our merchants to cross the border. I don’t know about their King, but it seems their merchants and Earls would prefer relations with other lands instead of with us.”

“Then what have we to fear?”

“A loss of trade. If they should decide that they won’t accept our goods, they might bring influence to bear on their neighbors. We might find ourselves isolated.”

“Trade is not war, My King.”

“True. But we cannot fight several other lands at once.”

“What of elsewhere, My King?”

“Genwiss and Menira once again are seeking to gain dominance over the region. Each believes they should have the sole influence. Each believes the other should have none. There is as yet no threat of war between them, but we must be wary.”

“Would it not be better to unite ourselves with Karflow, then, My King?” one Earl asked.

“We cannot give up our kingdom to those rascals!” the second Earl called out.

At that point a debate between the sides broke out. Casyn thought his father would cut the arguing down immediately. Instead Senad sat in his ornate oaken chair, hands clasped together in his lap. He watched as the Earls spoke to and at each other.

Casyn looked at his father. His own first impulse would have been to stop the talk at once. It couldn’t be right or helpful for the Earls to take sides against each other. It certainly didn’t seem right for them to challenge the rule of their King, or to pretend that he wasn’t siting at the head of the hall, looking and listening.

After a moment or two Casyn saw his father had no hopeless expression on his face. He was not distant or distracted. His head moved slowly, looking at one side of the group of Earls then to the other. He seemed to be waiting for something to happen. Casyn decided to consider what that might be.

His first thought was that his father was waiting for one of the men to go too far. The Earls who wanted some form of unity would speak out against their King. His father would order the disloyal voice silenced, and that would bring the others behind what he wanted, which was for Casyn to follow his father and become King of Duvonna.

Casyn listened to the talk for a few moments. It came to him right away that no one was calling for Duvonna to give up against their rival. No, those Earls wanted some sort of marriage arrangement between the kingdoms. They wanted what his aunt had, a blood tie between the ruling families. The question was whether Casyn should marry a woman of Karflow or Prince Durmid should marry a Duvonna woman.

Their opponents countered that Karflow should not be trusted at this trying time. They said that Duvonna should be strengthened with another alliance. The King should choose Genwiss or Menira, or go farther away to build an alliance. The King or the Prince could choose marriage or treaty. Whatever the choice, and whatever the ally, the kingdom should be strong enough to bring down Karflow.

Hearing the words going back and forth suggested to Casyn what his father was doing. He was listening to the sentiment of the Earls. He was allowing his friends to argue for him. He was hoping his friends would argue down those on the other side.

It seemed to Casyn to be the way of things. The King of any land was its ruler, without question and with the power of the land’s soldiers to back him. Yet no King could rule without the support of his Earls. The Earls made certain the peasants farmed the land and tended the livestock. They were the ones to send those peasants to other parts of the kingdom if what they grew and raised was needed elsewhere. They kept the roads open for merchants.

Since as long as tales had been told, or so it was said, the Earls had the power to approve or deny the King’s wishes when it came to succession. No Earl wanted to serve a weak or foolish King. That could lead to outlaws roaming the land. That could lead to defeat in war, and Earls were not always spared by the conquerors of their villages and farms. It was the Earls in the hall at that moment that would determine if Casyn became King or had to stand aside for another.

Casyn was’t certain how he felt about that. It was the way of things, but it didn’t seem to be the way to achieve strength for the kingdom. He wondered if it wasn’t his right to rule Duvonna. He was his father’s eldest child, and a son at that. Why shouldn’t the Prince become the King?

Yet it was also true that no one but the Father of All had absolute rule in the world. An Earl without farms and farmers, herders and livestock, and villages and merchants was a man alone. A King without Earls or soldiers was mere vanity given a name. If a leader who was weak could be overthrown, and had been before, so it had to be that the leader needed to be strong. A leader could prove strength in battle. But what if there were no enemies to fight? That leader had to be strong in other ways. Strong in his thoughts, strong in his decisions, or strong with his words to his subjects and to other rulers.

Casyn knew he had to be strong in his body. He was now seeing that he also needed to be strong in his mind.

His father was allowing the Earls to argue to spend their effort. Once they were tired of arguing, he could order silence and know what they desired. That would allow him to determine what he should do.

Finally one of the Earls turned to his father. “My King, what say you?”

Senad raised his arms. “Earls, I have heard your voices, arguing with each other. I have heard no decision among you. Allow me to ask you what you want. Raise your right hand if you wish my son to succeed me as King of Duvonna.”

Casyn saw at once that half the Earls raised their right hands.

“How many of you wish to wait for some arrangement to be made?”

The rest raised their right hands. There was no consensus.

“Very well. I could decide that enough of you are with me that I could name my son as my successor. However, I see that the several of second group of hands to go up belong to Earls from the border parts of Duvonna. Therefore I shall give you the rest of this day and tomorrow to tell me, in private, what arrangement you desire. I shall talk matters over with my son. I shall ask others here in Vonham.

“But you, my Earls, while you are here, must also be persuasive. If the matter is between the succession of my son and ten different arrangements, then I will go with those who support Casyn becoming King when I leave this world. There must be one decision. There is but one kingdom. There is but one King. Go to your tents and think. If some of you wish to speak now, step forward and be heard. Your King has spoken.”

 

CHAPTER 2

 

 

 

 

Casyn walked into the empty hall and looked around. Over the last few years he’d thought about how busy and crowded it was when the Earls came before his father. One day it would be quiet, then the next filled with men. The men would come and go, gather then head out, then return to gather once more. This would go on for a few days, then the hall would be empty again. It would fill a little bit with the family and the servants of the Great Hall when meals were served. It was usual but it wasn’t the same as the great gatherings.

“Looking over the great chair, my boy?”

Casyn turned. His father approached him from his chambers.

“Not at all, Father. I was thinking about how crowded the hall becomes when the Earls come, and how empty it is when they depart for their homes.”

“Noisy.”

“Not always. It’s quiet enough when you speak.”

“The King speaks and his Earls listen.” His father shook his head. “That’s supposed to be the way of things. Doesn’t always happen, though.”

“I understand that.”

“You do?”

“I do. Without the Earls we would just be leaders of this town. If that.”

“That’s all, my boy?”

“No. The Earls need the peasants growing crops and tending livestock. We all need the merchants and craftsmen doing their work. We need our soldiers to protect us, and at times to bring down our enemies.”

Senad nodded. “A kingdom is like any creation of man. A farm. A village. A town. It might do well with one part gone. But the more that’s lost, the harder it is for the rest to keep going. A kingdom supports itself.”

“That it does, Father.”

“Come, let’s sit and talk.”

Casyn nodded to his father. The great table, pushed to one side of the hall during large gatherings, was once again in the center, with chairs all around it.

The table usually sat with one end close to where the ornate chair the King sat in was placed. That chair was only for formal occasions, but it always sat in the same place within the hall. It could be moved, as it was made of wood, but it was never moved. It always sat facing the main doors, braced by the banners of Duvonna hanging from the rafters.

It was, Casyn’s father had told him, a symbolic spot. From there the King saw all who entered “his” hall on whatever business brought them there. From there every man and woman who came before the King had to look upon him. They saw their ruler, and thus they saw the kingdom itself. They need not look out the grand windows, though the trees and the sky were often worth seeing. They need not look at the floor, thought it was covered in animal-skin rugs. They need only look at their King. Seeing him told them all they needed to know about how well or ill the kingdom was doing.

Most days, though, the chair sat empty. Most of the time those who came to see the King were the men and women of Vonham. The King was responsible for what went on in town and in the nearby farms and villages. Minor matters only needed to be dealt with across the table. There was respect, of course, but it was nonsense to insist on formality when determining if a farmer need a copper or two because some cow or sheep had wandered onto his field and ate some of the grain he was growing.

The table would be moved aside if word came that an important visitor was approaching, or if some notable event was going to happen. Most of the time, though, the table sat in the center of the hall, and everyone had to walk around it.

On this day, like most others, Senad took the seat at the head of the table, the place closest to where the King’s chair was. Like most days, Casyn sat down at his father’s right. It had been the place, long ago, where his mother would have sat. With her gone that place of honor had fallen to him. At first his feet hadn’t touched the stone floor. Now they did touch, though perhaps not as firmly as they ought to.

“Is something on your mind, my boy?” Senad asked.

Casyn shook his head. “Nothing certain, Father.”

“What of the succession?”

Casyn sighed. “I cannot fight the wind. The decision is the Earls’ to make.”

“A great many wish to see you follow me.”

“I know, Father, I was there.”

“I fear some are not as excited as others are about that.”

“Is it my height? My stature?”

Senad shook his head. “You’re just about grown. Every Earl knows what your mother looked like. They see you as part her and part me. I had hoped you’d be taller. But you have as much of her in you as me.”

“Is that bad?”

“Not at all. Men think all Kings should be like mighty oaks, tall as a mountain and twice as wide.” Senad laughed. “I know one or two who are that wide but far from that tall.”

Casyn laughed.

“The truth is that a King is a man. Some men are tall and some are short. Some are good with a sword, while others are good with words. It’s good that a King can ride and fight. We’re past the days when all Kings did was ride and fight.”

“Are we?”

“Look at the scrolls, my boy, or the books Speaker Larun tends. The old chronicles tell of constant battles and raids. If a King wasn’t fighting an enemy he was putting down a rebellion. If he wasn’t doing those he was setting out after robbers and murderers. There was one a time of great turmoil. Now Athlian is largely at peace.”

“Largely, Father?”

“One kingdom sets out against another. But we’re not all enemies and rivals of each other. There are alliances and treaties. There is trade.”

Casyn raised an eyebrow. “Then why is there hesitation about me succeeding you as King of Duvonna, Father?”

Senad sighed. “You may not be as tall as me, but you are growing in your experience. You are starting to see what’s not easy to see.”

“And you aren’t answering my question.”

“Therefore I shall. In listening to the Earls, I heard two tales. One tale is that we must be stronger. The other is that we are strong enough, but we must seek allies.

“What does it mean that we must be stronger? There are those who feel we must further join with Karflow. Another tie through marriage. Perhaps more than just you or Emla. Perhaps even to have you and Prince Durmid ruling one kingdom together.

“What does it mean to be strong and seek allies? One or two Earls want a treaty of peace with Karflow. Others want a treaty with another kingdom or two to put us above Karflow. They say we have soldiers, crops, and silver. We would bring much to an alliance.

“Now we come to you and I, my son. Were I even a few years younger, I would set upon a path and ride it. But I am an old man. The sunset of my life is approaching, if it isn’t already here. Thus I haven’t the time to find the path, much less find it and ride it.”

“Then I must find the path?”

“That is the concern of the Earls. Should I tell you the path to take? There are those who believe I should.”

“You’re my father as well as my King. Isn’t that your duty?”

“It’s my duty as your father and as your King. Suppose the path I urge upon you isn’t the path most of the Earls want? The time is past when you could buy off the Earls’ loyalty by allowing them to raid our rivals, or rally them in war against our enemies. Let them have their spoils, and they’ll kneel before you.

“Now we trade with our neighbors. Raids will only bring their soldiers to our lands. So the Earls must be bought with deeds or wise decisions that will prosper them and their folk. If they don’t like the King’s deeds or decisions they can complain. If enough complain, some of them will believe they’d make a better King. It takes more to keep them loyal.”

“You can’t suggest a path to me because, if it turns out bad after you die, it’ll be me who suffers the consequences, is that it?”

“Not just you, my son. Never presume that you are the kingdom.”

Casyn blinked. “What?”

“You said it yourself, Casyn. A King without a kingdom is nothing more than a vain man. The Earls must be content. That means their peasants must be content. Vonham must be content.”

Casyn nodded. “They can’t be under attack.”

“Or starving, or fleeing soldiers and wondering how they’ll survive the night.”

“Then what would you do? If you were a younger man? A younger King?”

Senad was silent for a moment or two. “I would look to your cousin.” There was a harshness to his tone that Casyn heard.

“Not in a good way?”

“No. I have not met with Prince Durmid in years. The Earls on the border have met with him in the last two or three years.”

“Have they told you about their meetings with Durmid?”

“They have now. Three of the Earls found him to be an arrogant young man.”

Casyn nodded to his father. “That’s how I thought of him, the last time our families came together.”

Senad shook his head. “However, two of the Earls found him to be charming.”

Casyn frowned. “How can that be?”

“A man can act differently, depending on who he meets and what he wants or doesn’t want from them. It’s also true, Casyn, that men will see in you, in any other man, what they wish to see, whether or not it’s true as to who you are.”

Casyn thought about the advice for a moment. “Tell me what the means about Durmid, and I think I’ll understand.”

“I shall. It could be that your cousin is arrogant when he stands on his own ground. If he’s confident that he’ll face no punishment for his behavior, then he’ll strut like a rooster and talk down to any man he meets. When he’s not on his own ground, and could face angry words or worse for his arrogance, he becomes a likable and charming Prince, all smiles and bows.”

Casyn nodded slowly but said nothing.

“Then you must think about the man who speaks about the other. In this matter, the Earls who found Durmid pleasant. Did your cousin attempt to charm them because he wanted something from them? Did he charm them because he wants them as his allies?”

“His allies for what?”

“Perhaps to prove his father, and to the Earls of Karflow, that he’d be a good King of Karflow because he can get along with us. Or perhaps to prove to them that he can charm Earls to change their loyalties.”

“He would do that?”

“That’s the trouble with your cousin, Casyn. His is more his father’s son than his mother’s son. That’s not to say that his mother would have made him weak.” Senad grinned. “Your aunt is many things, but weak she never was.”

“So you’ve told me, Father.”

“Indeed. No, Ofri tried to teach her children that the old feud is a fire that’s best left to go out on its own. We don’t have like Karflow, and they don’t have to like us, but we need to live together, as Athlian is no longer an island of tiny kingdoms. Some of those tiny kingdoms have been swallowed up. Other tiny kingdoms are now bigger kingdoms, and could get bigger still.”

“I am seeing that now, Father.”

“Good. Ofri’s lessons were learned by her daughters. They’re wise and noble women, and I believe they’re going to pass the lessons onto their children.”

“And Durmid?”

“Would rather fight for the banners of Karflow than keep his Earls fat and happy. He’s just clever enough, so Ofri tells me, that Durmid wouldn’t just lead soldiers across the border without cause. But he’s not so clever that he’d behave the same to all our Earls.”

Casyn sucked in a breath. “He’s arrogant to Earls that he thinks he doesn’t need to impress, or who aren’t at once impressed by him, is that it?”

“I believe that’s it.”

“Then what must I do?”

“That is what I’m not certain about, my son. If Durmid becomes King of Karflow, I believe you’ll have to go to war with your cousin. You’ll have to fight to protect Duvonna.”

“I’m already prepared to do that, Father.”

“I know.” Senad frowned. “Yet to fight Karflow alone is to solve nothing.”

“Then we must make allies.”

“The trouble is the shape of Athlian.”

Casyn was confused, but only for a moment. “We are Karflow’s only neighbor.”

“They’re surrounded on three sides by the Western Sea. The trouble the Kings of Duvonna have had in rallying other lands to our side is that our neighbors don’t think of Karflow as their enemy.”

“They’d see no trouble until we were beaten.”

“Our wealth and our size has kept us safe.”

Casyn knew enough of reading and maps to understand what his father meant. Duvonna had for several generations been a larger domain than Karflow. It took up more land and had more villages and towns than its rival. That had always meant that Duvonna could put more men into an army than Karflow could. While that hadn’t stopped raids by Karflow, it had meant that Duvonna had won its wars with them.

Duvonna had a few neighbors to the east and north. Those kingdoms had neighbors of their own. If a King of Karflow, through wit or persistence, could get to one of the kingdoms next to Duvonna or one of their neighbors, Duvonna would not longer be able to use its size against its old rival. It would be the smaller land facing bigger foes.

That Duvonna’s neighbors hadn’t gone against them was because the Kings of Duvonna had been careful to cultivate only one enemy, Karflow. They had kept good relations with one or two to balance against the rest. The Kings had never kept the kingdom truly alone.

“That will no longer work, Father?”

“I cannot answer yes or no. Durmid could charm himself into trouble, or charm us into trouble. He is your cousin, but you must stand against him.”

“The Earls will stand with me, yes?”

“You may have to be ready to make them stand with you.”

“By doing what?”

Senad sighed. “I don’t know. Your mother, blessed be her spirit, wanted you to be a good son to the Father of All.”

“She wanted that for all of us.”

“That she did. I have looked on our past since the Father of All accepted her spirit. Religion is a civilizing influence. Belief guides us in our lives. Yet in times of trouble, men did what they had to so that they could protect themselves. They fought rather than prayed. They didn’t wait for the blow, but struck first.”

“They sinned?”

“They did. Kings abandoned wives who produced no children for mistresses who did.”

“They didn’t take in children?”

“Taking in children is good. But if you’ve fathered children, and everyone knows you did so, it’s safer to bring them into your hall than to turn your back on them.”

Casyn nodded. “They become jealous.”

Senad shook his head. “That, but the greater fear is that others use them to get at you or your named successor. It’s a sin to cheat on your wife, or for a wife to cheat on her husband. It’s a far graver sin to expose your kingdom to turmoil if it can be avoided.

“Every man with some wit and a little copper and silver in his purse thinks he can be an Earl. Every Earl thinks he can be a King. Kings think they can be mightier Kings. We all think above the place where the Father of All has put us. Those thoughts make us work harder. They make us more alert to danger. Most of us never act upon those thoughts.

“But then, just as men can be tempted by beauty or gold, men can be tempted by weakness to turn those thoughts into deeds. They make plans in secret. They whisper lies and make promises. Before you know it’s happened, their thoughts have become a murder, a false accusation, or even a rebellion. All that’s needed is for them believe you’re weak.”

“You believe we must be willing to sin to do what’s right?”

“I believe a King should not think of themselves as equal to the Father of All. A King is but a man, my son. In times of strife religion has to tend to itself.”

“Doesn’t that go against our beliefs?”

“It does. Most of the time it should. But there are times when it’s that belief is of no use if your beliefs get you killed. If your beliefs cause your subjects pain and grief.”

Casyn swallowed. “I’m not certain I agree, Father.”

“Think over my words carefully, Casyn. I might be wrong. It could be that your cousin will ruin himself before he becomes King of Karflow. It could be that he’ll be such the fly on the horse’s ass that you’ll have no difficulty making all our neighbors allies against his rule.”

“A King who presumes that will happen is a fool, yes?”

“As is a Prince.”

“I think I understand.”

“Be sure you do. If you must, debate the matter with Speaker Larun. He’s a man of faith, but we both know him to be practical in most things.” Senad nodded. “It might even do you well with the Earls to be able to make religious arguments about your deeds.” He pointed at Casyn. “But settle matters in your mind, my son. Peace this day does not mean peace the next. Some of our Earls have a sense of this. Their fear is that you have no sense of this. Prove them wrong, and they’ll vote to allow me to name you as my successor.”

Casyn let out a deep breath. “And if I prove them right, I’ll doom us all.”

“You’re learning the hardness of life, my son.”

 

CHAPTER 3

 

 

 

 

After talking with his father and having a piece of bread to hold his belly over until supper, Casyn left the Great Hall and went the short distance to the Temple of the Father of All.

The temple, like the Great Hall, was built of stone with a wooden roof. Unlike the Great Hall, the interior benches, altar, and other interior details of the temple were also built of stone. Five tall and wide windows sat on the walls right and left of the large oak doors. Between the benches was Speaker Larun, sweeping the floor.

Larun was a man of Duvonna, as one would expect of the Speaker in the primary town of the kingdom. The Council of the High Speakers were willing to assign Speakers anywhere they thought the men were needed. Yet though they were all men of faith, they were also practical men who didn’t want to stir up wars between kingdoms. It was safer to send a local man to serve the faithful who lived around the King. It kept disputes between Kings to a minimum, and assured that no temple would be left unprotected in a time of trouble.

Larun was a man of Duvonna but he wasn’t a man of Vonham. He had grown up in the eastern part of the kingdom. He was the fourth son of a farmer who had more interest in the Father of All than in wheat and oats. His Earl, impressed with Larun’s devotion, taught him to read and sent him to the Great Temple of the World in Ikari. Larun returned to his kingdom and, after serving in the north, was sent to Vonham.

Casyn knew the Speaker as a man between his age and his father’s age. Larun was in the middle of his life. He shaved his dark hair, worked hard, and as such looked something like King Senad in his younger days. Even though his voice was soft and his manner thoughtful, Casyn found Larun almost as impressive as his own father.

Casyn went down on both knees before the altar. Larun didn’t set aside his broom until Casyn was done asking for a blessing from the Father of All. Larun waved at a bench close to the alter and to the right. Casyn stood before the bench and waited for the Speaker to sit next to him.

“You seek guidance this day, My Prince?” Larun asked.

“I seek your views, Speaker,” Casyn replied. “I’ve had a talk with my father.”

Larun raised a dark eyebrow. “About what?”

“The visit of the Earls.”

Larun lowered the eyebrow. “Politics and morality, is it?”

“Something like that, yes.”

“I hear the Earls are not set upon you as Our King’s successor.”

“A majority do wish me to follow my father. But not enough are convinced to allow Father to name me without challenge.”

“Do you seek a sign from the sky?” Larun smiled. “I fear I’m not as politically inclined to ‘arrange’ such a miracle as others might be.”

Casyn shook his head. “I don’t need a sign. Not that I wouldn’t accept a good one if it happened. No, I’m wondering more about how to convince the Earls that I should follow my father.”

“A moral life can be reassuring.”

“I’ve not bedded woman nor man, Speaker. I’m not a glutton nor a liar. I certainly haven’t murdered anyone.”

“Good.”

“Father says what they need to see is either my wits or my strength.”

“A man may pray for many things from the Father of All, My Prince. He can pray for strength of body or strength of spirit.”

“So you’ve preached, many times.”

“As for wit and wisdom, well, pray all you like, but either you’re born with them, or you gain them through living your life.”

“I know.”

“What does Our King suggest you do?”

“He’s mostly worried about my cousin. Prince Durmid.”

“What worries him?”

“Durmid seems to take after his father rather than his mother.”

“Queen Ofri is a good woman. She was willing to lie with our rival to build peace. It’s a shame such deeds don’t rise to Benevolence.” Larun frowned. “The Prince seeks conflict with the family and land of his uncle?”

“Father thinks so.”

“Based on the word of whom?”

“My aunt. She sends him messages now and again. Also, Earls on the border have met with Durmid.”

“What do they say about the Prince?”

“Two found him charming and three found him arrogant.”

Larun snorted. “Hardly enough to praise or condemn a man.”

“But, Speaker, if Durmid follows his father more than his mother, then he seeks to throw wood on the fire of our rivalry instead of water.”

“The Sacred Scrolls warn us of acting out of fear, My Prince.”

“Don’t they also warn us not to allow others to suffer if we can aid them?”

“They do.”

“Father feels that if Durmid becomes King, he’ll launch raids against us. Perhaps start another war.”

“The sin would be his to bear, My Prince, not Our King’s and certainly not yours.”

“But how many will die?”

“Death comes to us all.”

“I know it does. If you saw a man on the street about to strike at another man, you’d try to protect him, wouldn’t you?”

“I would.”

“It’s the duty of a King to protect his subjects, isn’t it?”

“It is.”

“Then if Father wants me to protect Duvonna, I must do so.”

Larun shook his head. “There is what is pure in our deeds and intentions, and then there is what’s dark in our deeds and intentions. You cannot think to go your cousin and kill him because you fear that one day he might be a threat.”

Casyn sat straighter. “I wasn’t about to do that.”

“Good. Your spirit is in no danger there, then.”

“I can’t be meek in the face of a threat, can I?”

“Men of the world say that to wait until a threat comes is to be meek. They use that word to tell themselves that they are saving lives, or their land, or their wealth. Rarely does their boldness come without cost.”

“Rarely?”

“Think on it, My Prince. A man fears his wife is cheating on him. He’s not certain she’s cheating, or who’s bed she’s visiting instead of the marriage bed. He thinks it’s a man across the street. He acts on his fear to discourage his wife and punish the man he thinks is taking his wife from him.”

“But she’s not cheating and he kills the wrong man? I know the tale, Speaker.”

“Then you know that the man committed murder and will hang for it. He’ll go before the Father of All, and will be able to say nothing to keep his spirit from punishment.”

“No.”

“My Prince, any man who lives wickedly will be punished by the Father of All. It doesn’t matter if the wickedness is a life’s worth or a moment’s worth.”

“Speaker, the tale always says the wife was not cheating with the man her husband murdered. What if the man was bedding the wife?”

“Murder is still not a wise deed.”

“No. But the husband wouldn’t hang for murder. He’d be jailed five years and freed.”

“True.”

“Does the soldier who fights for his King have his spirit punished by the Father of All?”

“Not if he has fought with honor, no. But that’s still finding reasons to do wrongful deeds, My Prince. Every man, every King, must live a life of compassion and goodness. The Father of All rewards the poor man and wife who care for a beggar while condemning the rich man who chases the beggar away.”

“I know.”

“I don’t suggest, My Prince, that you wait until the wolf is at your door. You are right to worry about war coming to Duvonna. I trust you also know that it might not come from Karflow.”

Casyn pulled back in surprise. “You know about Genwiss and Menira?”

Larun smiled. “Of course I do. It’s essential that all Speakers correspond with each other.”

“You use up paper for letters?”

“My Prince, it’s not as though we write to each other every day. Once a season, certainly, but no more than that.”

“Why?”

“The Sacred Scrolls are indeed the holy words of the Father of All. But that doesn’t mean they can’t be interpreted. The Father of All does not tell what to do in every situation. We must each find our own way on the path of life. That means we find new ways to interpret the messages of the Sacred Scrolls. If the interpretation is new enough, it’s a Speaker’s duty to share that with his fellows, and with Ikari.”

“That can’t happen all the time, can it?”

“Of course not. While we Speakers preach the word of the Father of All, we also live in this world. We must warn each other of trouble. We talk about the words and deeds of Kings and Earls. We report on our own efforts to chronicle events as they happen.

“I’ve heard from Genwiss and Menira. I know the Kings of those lands seek elevation of their status among all of Athlian. There may come a time when one or the other seeks conquest to increase their standing.

“This does not happen in isolation, My Prince. Across the Stormy Shallows, there is a King who seeks just that rise in standing. He’s made pacts and fought wars. He seeks to craft a mighty kingdom for himself and successors. Will he achieve this goal? Only the Father of All knows for certain. But his domain is larger than it was when he was proclaimed King. His land is richer. He wins more battles the larger his domain is.”

“Is he wicked or noble, Speaker?”

“He seems to be both. I read that he’s hard on his foes but kind to his friends. He doesn’t punish the subjects of the lands he’s taken in battle.”

“I see. His successes inspire the Kings of Genwiss and Menira, yes?”

“Perhaps.”

“Is he a danger to us?”

“No.”

Casyn shook his head. “No, I don’t suppose he would be. He’d have to risk crossing the Stormy Shallows.”

“His lands are lacking in witches, My Prince. Without magic such a crossing is dangerous.”

Casyn only nodded in response.

“You should not look into this King’s deeds and take inspiration, My Prince.”

“No? Why not?”

“The example of the man who commits murder based on fear rather than proof, My Prince. Conquest for the sake of vanity is murder on a grand scale.”

“What if it’s not for the sake of vanity?”

Larun shook his head. “If you seek to enlarge Duvonna through war, even if you wish to bring justice and peace by doing so, you’re still getting men killed.”

“There’s no way to enlarge Duvonna through peace, Speaker.”

“Pray to the Father of All for guidance, My Prince.”

“There might be no way to protect Duvonna through peace and prayer, either.”

“Then you’ll have to atone for your deeds, while you live or when your spirit goes to the Father of All.” Larun sighed. “Yours in not the easy path, My Prince.”

“Why?”

“It’s easy for most men and women to abide by the teachings of the Father of All in the Sacred Scrolls. They have few temptations to steal, or kill, or violate their marriage vows. They might envy a merchant or an Earl, but it’s not as though merchants and Earls are much more wealthy than they. All in a village or town must work together to survive. The only temptations are too much drink and the wild behavior that comes of it.

“A King is not so blessed. Ruling a kingdom presents many temptations. Envying another King or another land can, at times, but justified as wise. Envy can motivate a King to improve his land and his subjects. It’s not always vital, or even useful, for a kingdom to work with other lands to survive and thrive.

“That the path is not easy is not a reason to stray from it, My Prince. It will be hard, but you must stay on the path. Your spirit will demand it.”

Casyn nodded to Larun. “I’ll think about your words, Speaker.”

Larun bowed his head. “That’s all any of us can ask of the faithful, My Prince.”

Casyn stood up, bowed to the altar, then bowed his head to Larun before leaving the temple.

Outside Casyn could see virtue in what the Speaker had told him, but he saw peril in those words as well. In his mind it came down the the conflict between applying morals among men to applying morals among kingdoms. What was largely good for men could be harmful to kingdoms. Cooperation and kindness kept towns and villages going. They didn’t always keep kingdoms safe from their enemies.

Yet he could also understand the warning the Speaker had given him. It would be wrong to murder his cousin simply because Durmid might pose a threat one day. Casyn would have to act on deeds, not fears or idle words. That meant waiting for his cousin to make a mistake.

What that mistake would be he wasn’t certain. That uncertainty told him that he must learn more about his cousin.

He knew it wouldn’t be wise to leave Vonham to go in search of answers. But he was Prince, so it wouldn’t be much for him to use paper or parchment to ask some of his Earls for answers.

He saw that this would be good for him, and not just in getting answers. It would show that he was taking an interest in a matter that could affect the kingdom in an important way. Taking such an interest ought to convince those Earls that he was serious about becoming a good King. It would also show them that he valued their words and advice. That too would sway them to vote in favor of his succession.

That in turn suggested that he should correspond with more than just the Earls along the border with Karflow. He resolved to ask others about the lands beyond Duvonna. Being Prince meant he couldn’t be present when his father spoke with the Earls. He had to be ready to take care of town matters while his father was busy with the affairs of the kingdom. But that time had passed and gone.

Affairs of the kingdom were going to be his duty one day. He saw that the sooner he acted on that truth, the better it would be for him as well as for the kingdom.

 

CHAPTER 4

 

 

 

 

Earl Vorgyn bowed. “Thank you for granting me your time, My Prince.”

Casyn nodded. “I’m always willing to talk to those who wish to talk with me.” What he didn’t add was his confusion about why the Earl of Betling would want to speak with him.

It had been a season and a half since King Senad had gathered the Earls of Duvonna to ask if they would support Casyn following his father as King. The first harvests were beginning. In another ten days or so, Speaker Larun would approve of the call for the Harvest Festival. Senad would decree the Harvest Festival Day, messages would go out, and the kingdom would celebrate the end of fair weather and mark the coming of winter.

It was an unusual time for an Earl to come to Vonham. One of their duties each autumn was to account for the crops harvested and any increase in livestock. The accounting would determine how much each Earl had to pay in taxes to the King, either in gold, silver, or goods. The autumn taxes would pay for the soldiers over the winter, as well as maintain the kingdom’s treasury over time.

This wasn’t the time of year for an Earl to go visiting. If he did, it ought to be to see the King on important business. It was thus remarkable to Casyn that Vorgyn wanted to speak to him in his chambers. He knew the Earl was a man loyal to his father, so he was certain the Earl had no plans against his father. But what other reason the Earl might have, Casyn did not know and would have to wait to be told.

“First, My Prince, may I said that I was well pleased to receive your message over the summer.”

“It was important to express my desire to know about my kingdom. Thank you for all you told me about Karflow.”

“I am pleased to serve you, My Prince.”

Casyn shifted on the edge of his bed. He was glad he was seated and Vorgyn was standing, as he thought he might display too much discomfort at that moment. “Earl Vorgyn, you need not pander to my title. I’m not a boy who needs to be reminded who his father is.”

Vorgyn smiled. “Nor are you a man who demands flattery, I trust.”

“I should hope not.”

“Then I shall be direct and avoid too much flattery.”

Casyn took another look at the Earl. Vorgyn was a tall man, like his father the King. He kept his fair hair wild but his beard trimmed. He was dressed well, but aside from the silver ring on his right hand he wore nothing to display his title. His father thought Vorgyn to be loyal, a man of wit, and one of the best riders in all of Duvonna.

“I cannot see why you should want to speak to me and not to Father,” Casyn said. “If this is a matter for the kingdom, you should bring it before the King.”

“I didn’t ride here as quick as I could to speak to him, My Prince. Not that I have any dislike for Our King. Senad is a good man. I’ll be sad when his spirit passes from his body.”

“As will we all.”

“The matter I came so fast to speak to you about does not yet involve Our King.”

“Yet?”

“Indeed. Were I to tell Our King, he would have to demand answers from King Borwen. The matter could bring on a conflict. I fear that could be what is desired.”

“King Borwen desires a war with us? Now?”

“Not him. Prince Durmid.”

“What is my cousin up to?”

“A merchant came to me five days ago. He was passing through the border lands, buying and selling cloth. I cannot say more about the man, My Prince, for I don’t wish to put him in danger.”

“Why should he be in danger?”

“He told me that another of our Earls received a message from Prince Durmid. At the next full moon, some nine days hence, Prince Durmid is to appear that the temple in the town of Thornwick.”

“Within Karflow?”

“Just within, yes. That Earl and a few others have been invited to speak with Prince Durmid in the temple on that day.”

“Earls of Duvonna?”

“Yes, My Prince.”

“Invited by my cousin, a Prince of Karflow, to cross the border and meet with him? For what purpose?”

“The merchant didn’t know the purpose.”

“Rebellion, Earl Vorgyn? Trade? What?”

Vorgyn shook his head. “The merchant was told of the meeting, not its purpose.”

Casyn’s brow furrowed in confusion. “That doesn’t make sense. If this meeting is to be secret, why should an Earl tell a merchant of it?”

“That question I couldn’t answer at first, My Prince. On the way here I thought of two answers.”

“Very well. What are they?”

“The first is subtle but displays some cleverness. Prince Durmid may have told the Earls to pass word of this secret meeting to someone traveling through their town. Someone, like this merchant, who would go right to an Earl loyal to Our King, as I am.”

Casyn sucked in a breath. “Durmid wants Father to know about this meeting.”

“Indeed. One reason would be for Our King to react harshly to the Earls who received the message.”

“Durmid hopes Father reacts badly and reprimands the Earls for even accepting the message. Which they might take as an insult, or punishment that’s far harsher than the deed.”

“And begin to turn them against Duvonna.”

“Yes. Another reason would be for Our King to lead a troop of soldiers across the border to stop the meeting.”

“A provocation to allow King Borwen to raid us.”

“Or declare war.”

“Then you think Durmid has a plan.”

“There is indeed a chance of that, My Prince. The other answer I thought of is much less subtle. Prince Durmid has set a rather obvious trap for these Earls.”

“A trap? For them?”

“Yes. Ask them to cross the border to meet with him. Soldiers surround the temple, and Durmid claims he’s captured a few of our Earls planning mischief. His father demands answers of Our King.”

“Why can’t that be Durmid’s plan?”

“It could be. But the answer I thought to the question of why this Earl, and no, My Prince, I do not know who, would tell the merchant is to make certain another Earl such as I knows of this meeting.”

Casyn nodded. “The Earl senses a trap and wants it dealt with.”

“That is a very good reason for telling a merchant about this meeting, don’t you think, My Prince?”

“I do. Tell me, Earl Vorgyn, why don’t you know the name of the Earl the merchant spoke with?”

“The man swore an oath of secrecy.”

“He broke that oath to tell you what he’d heard.”

“Perhaps he did and perhaps he didn’t. I know where the man came from. The loyalty of the Earl where he might have heard of this meeting could be in question. However, while the Earl’s devotions are split between Duvonna and Karflow, I don’t believe he has any great affection for Prince Durmid.”

Vorgyn’s motives were much clearer to Casyn. The Earl suspected that this other Earl might indeed go to a meeting across the border in Karflow to plot against Duvonna and Casyn’s father. Yet this other Earl also didn’t like his cousin, and probably trusted him even less. Without proof of disloyalty it would do him nor his father any good to make accusations against the mysterious Earl.

Like much that seemed to loom before him, this matter was far more complicated to Casyn than a simple question of fealty of an Earl to his King.

“Now that you’ve told me this,” he said, “what do you wish me to do?”

“You can do nothing,” Vorgyn replied, “but that would have wasted my time and effort.”

“No doubt if I did nothing you’d tell Father that.”

“I would have no choice, My Prince.”

“Then tell me what you wish me to do.”

“You can ride to Thornwick and confront Prince Durmid.”

“Alone?”

“You would have to be alone.”

Casyn sighed. He couldn’t ride across the border with a pair of soldiers to protect him. First and foremost, he’d have to get permission from his father to leave with any soldiers. That would mean telling his father why he was leaving the Great Hall.

Then there was the trouble of how they’d get to Thornwick. To move quickly they’d have to stay on the roads most of the way. There could be a place where the three of them could get off the road, so they wouldn’t be seen in the town. But three men camping in the wilderness might attract attention, even if they kept a good distance from the village. The leaves were just starting to turn color and some were falling. The more bare the trees the harder it might be to obscure a campfire.

And what of three strange men lurking around the temple in the village? Word could be sent by the villagers to the Earl. Durmid might spot them and flee before any confrontation took place.

It was clear that if he had to do anything, it would have to be alone.

“I alone could tell my cousin that I had learned of the meeting,” he said. “I could warn him of making further plans and schemes.”

“You could,” Vorgyn replied.

“You don’t sound happy.”

“I don’t wish to sound as though I like blood, My Prince, but I fear words alone will not be persuasive.”

Casyn’s eyes widened. “You wish me to take this chance to murder my cousin?”

“To strike down the presumed heir to the kingdom of Karflow, My Prince.”

“Murder is still murder, Earl Vorgyn.”

“In the name of defending your land? Your kingdom?”

“Would I be doing that?”

“Of course!”

Casyn pointed at Vorgyn. “You said that you don’t know why it was this Earl told the merchant about this meeting. It could very well be that no Earls are going to meet with Durmid.”

“You cannot believe that!”

“I can. You said why not yourself.”

“Me, My Prince?”

Casyn nodded. “An Earl of Duvonna going to a secret meeting with the Prince of Karflow? It reeks of a trap.”

Vorgyn frowned. “So it does.”

Casyn huffed out a breath. “Yet if Durmid is sincere in wanting to undermine Duvonna, he would choose Earls of our land who would be willing to cross the border to meet with him. He can’t be so arrogant that he’d believe any of our Earls would come to him if asked.”

“No.”

“I don’t suppose there’s any way to know who else Durmid sent these messages to, is there?”

“Not unless you go to the hall of every Earl on or near the border and make demands.”

“Which would take time.”

“Indeed, My Prince.”

Casyn shook his head. “But to kill Durmid?”

“All the better to throw Karflow into chaos.”

“But murder, Earl Vorgyn? Murder in a temple?”

“Then perhaps a beating would suffice.”

“Perhaps.” Casyn let out another deep breath. “Thank you for coming to me with this. I know that something must be done. Durmid is my cousin, but I have no love for him. If he’s doing something to harm Duvonna, whether it’s a good scheme or a foolish one, I will defend my kingdom against him.”

“Very good, My Prince.”

“Go. Pay homage to Father, then be on your way. No doubt the folk of your own domain wonder what I was you rode away so quickly. You should get back just as quickly, and tell them all is well.”

“That I shall, My Prince.” Vorgyn bowed and left Casyn’s room. Casyn frowned in thought once the man was gone.

He knew in his spirit there was no escaping the dangerous nature of running off to confront his cousin, whether or not he had murder in mind. He had no idea if Durmid would be traveling alone, though if he was going to a secret meeting, he likely would travel alone. If this was a trap to capture Earls, Casyn would be the one to walk into that trap.

He considered the notion of a trap. His cousin might want to capture a few Earls of Duvonna, but Casyn couldn’t determine what purpose it would serve. Earls had power but weren’t rich men. If wealth was the motive, it would be better for Durmid to trap him or his sister and demand a ransom.

If the notion was to “capture” them plotting mischief against Karflow, King Senad would demand at once what that mischief was. The Earls were certain to deny wanting to cause mischief. They might deny it to King Borwen, and they’d be fools not to deny to their own King. Even if the Earls admitted to the charge, that wouldn’t harm Duvonna. King Senad could use their admissions to strip them of their titles and replace them with more loyal men. They’d be traitors to King and kingdom, and what would they gain from their treason?

It seemed more and more to Casyn that the meeting couldn’t be a trap. Durmid had some other reason in his mind for asking the Earls to cross the border.

The only reason to ask them to see him in Karflow was to plan against Duvonna. They’d be asked how many soldiers they had willing to fight for them and only them. They’d be asked about the merchants who traveled through their lands, and what trouble could be made for those merchants. They’d be asked how much gold and silver it would take to buy their loyalty.

That could condemn the Earls to beheading, if there was more than one reliable witness. Yet Casyn knew a Speaker of Karflow, though his first master was the Father of All, would owe his allegiance to the King of his land. He wouldn’t come to Duvonna and be a witness against his own kingdom.

A dark thought burst into Casyn’s mind. He wondered if a Speaker would be witness to a scheme to murder foreign Earls.

While that seemed a risky plan for Durmid to undertake, Casyn saw that it could be a desperate measure that his cousin might resort to. He could see the Earls refusing to cooperate, or demanding a price higher than even a King could pay.

And why wouldn’t they demand a high price? Their lands weren’t being ravaged by war. They might want the Prince as a friend, but they might not want him as their master. They might want time to think over the offer, and Durmid might not be patient enough to wait. Above all, they might want peace, but Casyn and his father had so far done nothing to drive them away from Duvonna.

Casyn also wondered about what was in his cousin’s mind. It wouldn’t be so unusual for a Prince of one kingdom to want to meet secretly with Earls of another if that Prince wanted to propose a pact of some sort. Yet to make such an arrangement required trust. The Earls would have to trust that the Prince either spoke with authority or spoke on behalf of the King. The Prince would have to trust that the Earls had the confidence of their King. It seemed all the more likely to Casyn that if his cousin did wish a pact between their kingdoms, Durmid ought to ask him to come to the border village, not Earls on the border. And as the kingdoms were not at war, that in fact their was a marriage tie between the Kings of both kingdoms, there was no good reason to have a pact draw up in secret.

Casyn was more and more convinced that Durmid was planning some evil deed. He was hoping to turn those Earls against their kingdom. He had some mad scheme of his own to cause chaos and strife. Durmid was about to take a step too far. If he could be stopped with a thrashing, so be it. But Casyn saw that even a thrashing might not deter his cousin from starting a fire that his mother’s marriage had doused.

His mind and spirit set on a path, Casyn considered how to get from Vonham to Thornwick. He went from his room to the scroll room in the Great Hall. He found maps which told him where he’d have to ride and about how long he’d be gone. The journey would be much as he thought it would be. He would follow the main road west and a bit south, with the village but a stone’s throw across the border.

Seeing the route of the journey made him consider the journey itself. He saw that if he traveled openly, using his title to ask for hospitality, even though it would only take him a few days to get to the border, word of his traveling could spread. That might discourage the Earls from going to the meeting or, if any was wanting to be disloyal, send word of his traveling to Karflow.

He felt it would be better if he were simply a lone young man riding somewhere. He would have to travel with the kingdom’s seal, but he could keep that concealed until he needed to show it. He’d behave like a common young man and pay for his lodgings on the way to Thornwick. On the way back, if all was well, he could travel as Prince Casyn.

Getting coins wouldn’t be a problem. He was Prince. A part of the treasury was his to spend for his own needs. Spending silver and copper with his subjects wouldn’t be an abuse of the privilege.

Beyond that, he’d need a horse, his fighting knife, and his most ordinary clothes. All those he had close at hand. The only thing he lacked was his dark blue common cloak. It had frayed quite a bit the previous winter and was due to be repaired soon. He went back to his room and got out the cloak. He left his room and went to the next room where his sister Emla was.

He knocked on the door. She called out, “Come!” He went in and few her on the bed, sewing one of her gowns. He chose to wait until she was done.

Even sitting down Emla was not a frail Princess. She was coming into womanhood and thus had stopped growing. When standing she was only a hand’s-breadth shorter than her older brother. She had a face that was both kind and strong, and her body was developing into one that was both pretty and solid. She was as much her father’s daughter as Casyn was his mother’s son.

Despite her looks, Casyn knew his sister to be a Princess as much as he was a Prince. She’d always delighted in dances and ballads. She was as fine with needle and thread as any woman in Vonham. She’d always liked children, and any eagerness she had about marriage revolved around bearing and raising at least one child of her own.

She could have been more like him if she’d wanted to be. Casyn knew their father wouldn’t have objected in the least. A good King, like Senad, wanted all of his children to be able to follow him, girls as well as boys. Casyn knew of a few Princesses alive who had the will, determination, and ability to rule their lands. But while Emla heeded the lessons of politics and kingship, her spirit was in the household. It was who she was.

At last she looked up at him. “What’s on your mind, brother dear?”

He held out his cloak. “How soon could you have this fixed?”

“It’s not cold yet, Casyn.”

“I know, but I still need it ready quickly.”

“Give it to me.”

She set aside her gown. He handed over the cloak. She turned in her hands, stood and held it in front of her, then sat back down and looked it over a second time.

“You know that I must look my best for the Festival,” she said.

He nodded. “You’re old enough for courting. I know. I was there when Father said it.”

“I have three gowns that need much work, since I’ve stopped growing up.”
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