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  Prologue


  


  The young girl concentrated with all her might, using all of the meditation techniques her father had taught her. Today she would control the boundless magic inside of her and not allow herself to be distracted by her long, messy hair or the drafts let in by her threadbare cotton frock.


  At first, only one grain of the magic powder made from fine iron sand moved, but moving that one grain told her just what to do. It wasn’t long before the magic powder flew to attention around her. “Look, papa, look!” she cried, gesturing with her hands. She always loved spirals and swirls, and by twirling around she managed to make it dance in those patterns. She only wished she had the more expensive nickel bead “powder” to make it all sparkle. “I’m doing it!”


  Her father had often told her that he couldn’t always watch her practice when he was working. Until the formula he had been working on could be sold, they would never have the money to replace her worn clothing or to let her use fancy magic powder.


  As busy as he was, though, he always had some time for her. Even as a failed mage, he always knew when she was practicing even when he couldn’t watch her. “I’m proud of you, honey,” he said, glancing up at her but not breaking his own concentration. She was a gifted student, and it showed. “But I’ve got to work.”


  “You might as well stop and watch your daughter’s little show,” a gravelly voice said from behind the counter of their shop. “Because if you keep working we’ll be forced to stop you.”


  Her father glanced up at the person he had assumed was a normal, everyday customer and stiffened. “Daughter, maybe you should go out and play.”


  The girl glanced up at her father curiously. She recognized that tone, and she hated it. Every other time she’d heard him speak like that, they had to move in a hurry and she would have to start her life all over again. She missed the lessons in magic that her father’s friend, Cawnpore, had provided, and the mountain snows of her native Sycanth. Every time she was getting used to a place, it seemed, they had to move again.


  “No, stay,” the stranger sneered, unleashing a wave of magical force that shattered many of the glass jars full of metallic powders that stocked the store’s shelves. “Until your father and I complete our business, I want you here.”


  The girl covered her face to avoid the flying glass. This stranger was confusing and scaring her, but she had been through this sort of thing before. She looked up to her father for answers once the glass shards had settled. He looked down at her, first, then up at the stranger. “I guess, if they’re sending a real mage this time, they’re getting serious. What do I need to do for you to let her go?” he asked.


  “Your notes are ours,” the stranger demanded. “And you will need to be... silenced.”


  “Your predecessor gave me better terms,” her father snorted. Moving quickly, he lifted a cudgel hidden behind his counter and swung as quickly as he could.


  The stranger ducked, and with a flash of magic threw some sort of blunt object at her father. It was an iron candle-holder, the candle in it still lit. The girl’s father ducked and the candle flew into the broken vials of chemicals. A thick senbon needle with an oily sheen – an assassin’s tool – flew in its wake, stabbing into her father, as the candle started a fire amidst the chemicals of their alchemist shop.


  There was a brief spark, and then a large flash as the chemicals exploded. Half the room was taken with them. The stranger was consumed by the fire and parts of the store collapsed around the girl and her father. As she tried to run out of the house, a large, burning splinter went flying at her head. She screamed, and then was consumed by darkness.


  Chapter 1


  


  Sword Prince Maelgyn was in trouble again, returning late from a ride to visit his mother’s grave on the anniversary of her death. He wasn’t exactly in the best of moods, and he wasn’t looking forward to the tongue-lashing Troubuxet was sure to dish out if he was late to his lessons again. Turning his chestnut roan over to the grooming hand at the stables, he hurried on without stopping for his customary pleasantries with the horse-master. Nor did he even stop to change out of the dragonhide armor he wore whenever he left the castle.


  For the past three years, Maelgyn had attended lessons on history, etiquette, and protocol at the insistence of his father, Sword Prince Nattiel, Duke of Rubick, brother to the King, and third in line of succession to the throne of Svieda.


  Maelgyn – who was the presumptive Duke of Sopan Province and fourth in the line of succession, himself – had turned eighteen two months before. Normally, that birthday would have been the end of his sessions with the tutor, but Nattiel had insisted they continue until he made the trip to Sopan and formally took up the title of Duke. The winds were such that it was too perilous to travel by sea until the season changed, and there was no land route that didn’t require crossing into one of the neighboring kingdoms, so it would still be some months until he could make the journey. He’d been anticipating the trip hungrily, frustrated with the demands of an increasingly strict father, a tutor who played favorites, and the whims of a spoiled ambassador’s child.


  In his earlier years, Maelgyn’s training had concentrated on swordplay and magic, and he missed the physical and mental exercise they offered. He knew that a Duke needed to know history and protocol, but he still argued with his father over his previous instructors’ dismissals. Fortunately, he also enjoyed the scholarly lessons his father did permit, if not the tutor.


  Or rather, he had enjoyed them until Prince Mussack of Sho’Curlas, nephew of High King Fitz IV and son of the High King’s Ambassador to Svieda, arrived at the castle with his father.


  For months, the High King of Sho’Curlas had been pressuring Sword King Gilbereth to renegotiate the terms of their tenuous alliance. Tense negotiations still ongoing, King Gilbereth couldn’t afford to argue when the Ambassador, Prince Hussack, made a simple request for his ill-mannered son to share the same tutor as Maelgyn and his two cousins: Sword Prince Brode, the Duke of Glorest, and Sword Prince Arnach, the Duke of Happaso.


  Maelgyn knew it was the right decision for the Kingdom, but it still grated on him. Mussack had never gotten along with the people of Svieda, particularly Maelgyn and his cousins. Mussack looked down on them, and demanded more rights than his station was supposed to allow. He had even been known to give the tutor bribes, most recently an iron-chained necklace with a golden medallion, to secure preferential treatment during instruction. Troubuxet now focused his lectures only on things of interest to Mussack, to the exclusion of subjects the Sviedan princes desired to hear about.


  Maelgyn sighed as he reached the entrance to Svieda castle. The guards’ smart salute did little to improve his mood as he hurried through past the walls and through courtyard, seeking the West tower. He wouldn’t have time to change out of his armor before the lesson without making himself late. He just hoped that wouldn’t cause him more problems.


  


  Fortunately, Troubuxet was the last to arrive at the tutoring session, much to Maelgyn’s relief. A moment later Maelgyn realized why; he could vaguely hear Troubuxet and Prince Hussack chatting quietly as they walked toward the chamber.


  Mussack, of course, used the delay to throw jibes at Maelgyn.


  “Fancy suit of armor, Maelgyn,” he sneered. “I thought only the nobles of real kingdoms could afford dragonhide, but I suppose it matches those pretty swords all of you ‘sword princesses’ always wear. Afraid to leave your quarters without them? Do the cooks and chambermaids really hate you that much?”


  “That sword is the symbol of the royal family of Svieda,” Troubuxet noted from the doorway, walking in.


  Mussack’s father, Hussack, followed Troubuxet into the room as if to speak, but only nodded curtly to his son before departing. Maelgyn raised an eyebrow, his curiosity piqued. Mussack had seemed to stiffen at his father’s gesture, biting his lip in an expression Maelgyn could only interpret as... fear?


  For once, at least, Mussack’s sarcasm seemed to have offended Troubuxet, who launched into a lecture with his sternest voice, “The royal swords are katana, which can only be forged by a properly trained master blacksmith. By patiently folding and hammering different types of steel together, the smith creates layers and layers of laminated steel that can hold a keen edge without becoming brittle. If Master Maelgyn were to draw the sword – not that I advise it, mind you – you would see the pattern of those layers in the blade. The forging requires both skill and experience; slight errors in heating, cooling, or handling the steel will make a blade inferior, which might cause it to break in battle.


  “Centuries ago, around the time Svieda was founded, a powerful mage named Tasai took up the blacksmith’s craft. He was a master among masters, refining his steel to a degree no normal blacksmith could manage, using his magic and his exceptional skill to forge blades the likes of which no-one since has achieved. King Greyholden I, founder of our kingdom, commissioned ten blades from Tasai at the peak of his skill. These would become the royal heirlooms of our nation and symbols to be worn only by the highest of our royalty, the Swords.


  “The king is always to hold the best of them, which is why the kings of Svieda are known as Sword Kings, Master Mussack. One of the royal swords was lost during the Borden Island Rebellions over a hundred years ago, but the remaining eight are still divided among the eight members of the royal family closest in line to succession. Each Sword is a symbol of leadership over a particular duchy or province of the kingdom, attested to by the design on the hilt. When the king dies, the Swords change hands as the line of succession demands.


  “The Law of the Swords is complex, however. If, for example, the king were to die through war, misadventure, or assassination, and his Sword then lost, any of the eight remaining Swords may restore the throne to the kingdom of Svieda, regardless of his normal place in succession.”


  “Fascinating,” Mussack said, staring at Maelgyn’s sword. “Is the sword magic?


  “Magic?” Maelgyn scoffed. “Of course not. Magic is simply the ability some people have to control forces that affect certain metals such as iron and nickel. There are quite a few stories you’ll hear about magic spells which turn people into frogs or some silly thing like that, but it doesn’t really work that way.”


  “What do you know about magic, anyway?” said Mussack. “Magic affects people, not just metal.”


  Sword Prince Brode stared at Mussack. “You do realize Maelgyn spent the first fifteen years of his life training as a mage, don’t you?”


  “Master Maelgyn is correct,” Troubuxet interrupted, taking a step toward the students to intervene. “Have you ever bit your lip and tasted your own blood? There’s metal in all kinds of things you wouldn’t think of – sea water, dirt, rocks, some fruits and vegetables. When you’re talking about how slight the trace of iron is in human blood, though, it takes quite a bit of power and concentration to affect people. This is why even the weak magical field of a lodestone can offer protection against your average mage. But know this – a truly skilled mage is more powerful than a whole array of lodestones, and can force his magic through the protection they provide with little effort. The only real defense against magic is dragonhide.”


  “Forget this jabbering about magic,” Mussack grumbled in frustration. “We were talking about the Swords of Svieda.” He paused, biting his lip again.


  There was an awkward silence. Once more, Maelgyn felt that Mussack seemed unusually tense and hesitant.


  “Well then,” Mussack finally went on, clearing his throat. “It’s clear I’ll have to have one of my own.”


  “Well, that’s not likely unless you were to marry into the royal line,” Troubuxet replied.


  “Oh, that’s no problem,” Mussack said crisply, turning to Maelgyn. He stepped forward and stood straight up, his eyes narrowing maliciously as he found his resolve. “This runt will just have to give me his.”


  Maelgyn couldn’t believe his ears for a moment, but then stood up in anger. “Excuse me, but did you just tell me to give you my Sword?”


  “Yes,” Mussack agreed. “It’s much too valuable of a bauble to be wasted on a whelp like yourself.”


  Maelgyn stared at Mussack, his expression calm but deadly. Childish pranks were one thing; hostile demands by a foreign royal were quite another. “Such demands are not those of an ally, Prince Mussack. My Sword leaves me only if I die or leave the line of succession, and not before.”


  “Exactly. I will take your place in the line of succession, and you will relinquish it,” Mussack explained, reaching out his hand. “So, give it here!”


  Everyone was still for a few moments before Mussack impatiently jumped for Maelgyn’s sword. Without a second’s thought, all three Sword Princes had their weapons drawn and pointed at the Sho’Curlas prince.


  “W-wait,” Troubuxet stuttered. “I don’t think we should all be so hasty. Master Mussack is just playing with you all, I’m sure...”


  “Of course,” said Maelgyn, his tone dangerously quiet and obliging. “If Mussack backs down, I will be glad to assume that he wasn’t aware that the penalty for intentionally touching a Sword without permission or right is the death of the offender. Or that it is occasionally among my functions as Sword Prince to dispense justice in all capital crimes in the name of the King.”


  “Oh, but I have the right,” Mussack said, now not even hiding his arrogance, even to Troubuxet. “I am a royal of the Sho’Curlas line. I supersede all other authorities wherever I go, save my father’s or uncle’s. By my authority and right as a Prince of Sho’Curlas, I demand that sword.”


  Troubuxet, shaking visibly, stepped in to defuse the situation and reassert his control of the class. “Now see here, Master Mussack. This is enough – if you do not desist, I will not only have you thrown out of my class, I’ll have the king throw you out of Svieda as well!”


  “Hmm,” came a slick voice from behind him. Prince Hussack of Sho’Curlas had returned, and was now approaching his son. “We will see about that. Why don’t we head over to King Gilbereth’s throne room and ask him who is in the right? And get that stupid Maelgyn boy’s father, too, will you? He should be there when his son is so rightly punished for his defiance.”


  Troubuxet swallowed hard. Hussack was known as the most powerful man in the world aside from the High King of Sho’Curlas himself, and defying him was likely to cost him more than just his job as the Royal Tutor of Svieda.


  “Yes, perhaps that would be wise.”


  


  The throne room of the Sword King of Svieda in Castle Svieda was not constructed like the typical royal court. Ten tapestries lined the walls, representing the ten duchies and provinces over which the Swords ruled. Behind each tapestry was a small chamber holding a glass covered pedestal to display the main contribution of that providence or duchy to the nation.


  The case of the Royal Province of Svieda, the kingdom’s namesake, was situated behind the throne, and displayed a model of the crown. The Sopan province’s case displayed foreign coins from the various bordering kingdoms, representing the tolls they levied on passage out of the mouth of the Orful River. Sycanth’s chamber held a translucent, gold-flecked piece of quartz to represent their many gold mines. Rubick’s held a woodblock print of a wheat field in honor of their large farmlands. In Happaso’s chamber lay a single log of mahogany to represent the timber industry. Glorest was represented by a sword to honor the manufacturing sector, Leyland a chunk of polished granite for its stone mines, Stanget a large leather bound book for its world renowned library, and Largo a scale model of a trireme for its naval construction.


  One final tapestry, however, was concealed by a veil, and its chamber’s pedestal was covered by black veils instead of the usual clear glass. It represented the Borden Islands, whose still ongoing revolt nearly a century before – during the reign of Sword King Nargle IV – ultimately led to the decision for Svieda to enter the Sho’Curlas Alliance.


  On those few occasions when all or most of the Swords were present for a formal council, each Sword would ceremonially step forth from their province’s chamber to begin the meeting. That afternoon, however, only Arnach, Brode, Nattiel, and Maelgyn were able to represent their respective provinces for the meeting Hussack had demanded. The four present Swords disappeared to their respective chambers, emerging when court etiquette dictated and standing ceremonially in each doorway, while Hussack – as petitioner of the King – walked to the center of the court. This positioned Hussack between the three Sword Princes and their King.


  The room was, in fact, extraordinarily empty. Hussack was so frequent a visitor to the throne room – always with complaints – that, for expediencies’ sake, only a token guard was ever summoned, any more. Maelgyn, his cousins, and Troubuxet were soon joined by Maelgyn’s grim-faced father. They stood in front of the throne, heads bowed, awaiting Sword King Gilbereth’s entrance. Hussack and Mussack were also present, but they clearly had no intention of showing the proper respect to the throne.


  Finally, Gilbereth arrived. He wasn’t properly dressed for a meeting, wearing neither his royal regalia nor the dragonhide armor he typically wore even at informal meetings. He was partially protected from magic, nevertheless, by his two guards, each wearing large lodestone plates in their armor. Gilbereth took his seat on the throne, further protected by two massive pillars of lodestone on either side. Between the armed guards and the massive lodestones, the royalty of Svieda could be kept fairly safe from either conventional or magical attack. Even that seemed unnecessary, as the only two people in the room who weren’t entirely trusted had no record of magic talent and neither was armed.


  “Well?” Gilbereth demanded, not looking too happy to anyone. “I am not accustomed to being ‘summoned’ to my own throne room without warning. Certainly not by someone who is not even a member of my court.”


  “Ah,” Hussack said sardonically. “I see. Well, of course I did not intend to offend you, Your Majesty, but there is an issue we must discuss regarding young Maelgyn, here.”


  The king sighed. He had been dealing with these complaints – most of which were unjustified – since Hussack and his son had arrived in the Sviedan court. “And why the urgency? Couldn’t you wait until the hour the Royal Court of Svieda usually listens to complaints?”


  “Why, because of the seriousness of the matter,” Hussack explained, feigning surprise at the need for such a question. “It may result in a major shift in our mutual relations.”


  The younger Sword Princes looked at one another grimly. To them, the shift had already occurred.


  “And what is this... serious matter?” the king bristled, gritting his teeth.


  “A matter of protocol, your Majesty. You see, young Maelgyn fails to recognize his betters. My son wishes to take his place as the Sword Prince of Sopan Province, but Maelgyn refuses to surrender the position.”


  Silence reigned over the throne room as that declaration was made. Everyone inside – even, apparently, the same Prince Mussack who started the mess – seemed shocked that the man would be that blunt or speak in that tone in the Sword King’s own court.


  Gilbereth’s hand tightened on the wooden arm rest of his throne, and a faint crack could be heard as the wood split underneath it. “So this is how it begins,” he muttered, almost to himself. He shook himself and turned to address Hussack directly, the gleam of royal rage in his eyes.


  “First of all, I should emphasize that it was not only the right, but the duty of Our kin, the Sword Prince Maelgyn, to refuse such a demand. Indeed, I have every right to order Mussack’s execution and reward Maelgyn a great bounty from your very testimony just now. Your son’s crime is extremely serious, Hussack. But before I pronounce judgment – not on Maelgyn, but on your son – I will give you one single chance to explain just why you believe I should not have Prince Mussack shortened by a head.”


  “Why,” Hussack countered, defiantly stepping forward. “Isn’t it obvious? Mussack is my son, and a Prince in line for the throne of the High King of Sho’Curlas. Our royal line is older, our armies are stronger, and we are wealthier than you could ever hope to be. Svieda is little more than a protectorate of ours. We are your superiors in every way, and so any one of us has the right to expect an appropriate tribute from you when we ask it.”


  “The right, you say?” Gilbereth repeated slowly, drawing the phrase out while he reined in his temper and restrained himself from killing the man instantly. “If that is your answer, then this alliance is at an end!”


  “A petty threat,” Hussack snorted dismissively. “We both know that Svieda needs our alliance. However, we do not need Svieda.”


  “You know, Prince Hussack, none of the Swords ever wanted this alliance. My Great Grandfather, Gilbereth I, only agreed to it to forestall a greater conflict. In truth, he should have listened to his last six predecessors, all of whom rejected you.”


  “Sho’Curlas grew for many years, often demanding we join your alliance, but we were strong enough not to fear your demands. Then Abindol Province unexpectedly rebelled against us. We lost the resources to support our military, and we feared we would be forced to ally with a greater power, either Sho’Curlas or the Imperial Republic of Oregal. To our surprise, as we were about to surrender to the inevitable and join your alliance, Oregal offered to cede Sopan to us. They knew we had to remain independent to preserve the balance of power. They had no thirst for war and conquest, but they knew war would be inevitable if your borders ever met.


  “Oregal’s strategy worked. With us acting as a buffer, there were no conflicts between the two great powers for many years... but then another disaster befell our kingdom – the Sword of Borden also betrayed us, and led yet another province into rebellion. Many of our resources were drained fighting that still ongoing war, while Borden seemed to have no end to the number of ships and soldiers they could bring into the conflict. Somehow it has been able to sustain itself indefinitely against the collected might of nine other provinces, many of which were even larger.


  “When Sho’Curlas sent its ambassadors to us a few years into the war, we gained our first glimpse of the forces at work. My great grandfather and namesake, Sword King Gilbereth I, came to realize he had but two choices: To prepare our bankrupt nation to fight a war with you, or to join you. He joined, but used the threat of an alliance with Oregal – as well as our large and experienced armies – to force your nation into accepting our terms. Terms which grant us more power than most of the other ‘allies’ you obtained. And now, apparently, those terms are no longer satisfactory to you.”


  Gilbereth rose to his feet, pointing accusingly at the ambassador. “We are not fools, Hussack! You slipped up. We now know why Abindol and Borden abandoned us – you subverted them. You turned them against us and funded their rebellions to force us into alliance with you.


  “I had hoped to choose my own time to address this, but your actions tonight – and those of your nation – cannot go unanswered. As of this moment, the Kingdom of Svieda withdraws from the Sho’Curlas Alliance. Our armies will stand ready to meet you whenever they’re needed.”


  Hussack didn’t even flinch. If anything, he looked amused at the revelation, smiling coldly. “I see. Well, sire, I’m afraid it’s a bit too late for that. Your spies missed one rather important detail: We already had an army stationed north of here, along the border of your Province of Sycanth. According to a message I received this morning, that army began the invasion yesterday. Given the lack of any organized defense along that border, they should be arriving here...” he paused, considering. “Perhaps as early as tomorrow.


  “Your armies are scattered and cannot be marshaled in time to defend this city. Your people may be able to put up a token resistance, but it will take some time before you can amass a proper army to match us. Your kingdom will fall, and the men and women of your royal line will become the subservient little pissants they should have been since the time of our great grandfathers.”


  With an arrogant grin, Hussack raised an arm towards Troubuxet, who was standing behind him, well outside of the protection of any of the guards or lodestones. With a single thought. the iron-chained medallion Mussack had recently gifted their tutor was torn off, snapping the tutor’s neck in the process.


  “He’s a mage!,” Maelgyn cried out. He hurried to bring up the mindset needed to counter a magical attack. “Watch yourselves!”


  Troubuxet fell to the ground, dead, as the chain was bent, warped, and melted to form several seven-inch long senbon needles, landing safely into Hussack’s outstretched palm. Before anyone could react, he threw those needles into the throats and eyes of several guards around the room.


  Maelgyn barely managed to raise a magical defense against the improvised weapons, shielding himself, his cousins and his father from the deadly needles mere moments before they would all have been struck.


  Hussack didn’t even notice Maelgyn’s feat as he had moved on to a new target. With the guards disposed of, he had the time to punch his magic through the disruptive barrier provided by the lodestones, and ripped the Royal Sword right out of its sheath, still in its belt at King Gilbereth’s side.


  “Hmm, not bad,” Hussack mused absently, testing the sword’s weight. “I suppose I might grow to like a weapon like this... but I need to test its sharpness, first.” Gilbereth tried to dive for one of the downed guard’s weapons, but he was cut off by Mussack, who had already taken one and was moving to help his father. A white-hot line of pain across the back of his neck was the final sensation Gilbereth felt, as Hussack turned the old King’s sword against him.


  “I’m sorry, Your Majesty,” Hussack taunted the dying king. “But I must inform you that it is too late to withdraw your kingdom from the alliance. And, well, I’m afraid that the chances of your armies ‘meeting us when they are needed’ are not as good as you think.”


  Chapter 2


  


  Nattiel was the first person to recover from the shock of Gilbereth’s assassination. Grabbing the three younger princes, he shoved them behind him. Hussack hardly noticed, his attention occupied fighting off the dozens of royal guards streaming into the room as cries of alarm drew them in. Hussack was now wielding two swords recovered from the dead bodies of his victims, while a third was handed off to his son. Even Mussack, who obviously knew of the plot beforehand, seemed a little shocked, but he nevertheless was fighting alongside his father, and it was obvious that they were better swordsmen than anyone in the castle had suspected.


  Had Hussack not also been an extraordinary mage the guards may have stood a chance, but guards trained and equipped to fight mages as powerful as Hussack were rare. The Sho’Curlas nobleman-turned-assassin had even less trouble magicking through the lodestone protection the guards wore than he had overcoming the more powerful lodestones used to protect the throne. Maelgyn might stand a chance of protecting himself with his dragonhide armor and his own magical abilities, but that was chancy, at best – he’d never seen anyone as magically powerful as Hussack.


  “Get out of here,” Nattiel whispered fiercely. “Send word to the other Swords, then split up and take charge of your own provinces. If they’ve already hit Sycanth, chances are they’ll be here soon, and will move on to the other provinces shortly – you need to prepare your forces to meet them. And don’t worry about Hussack and his brat. I’ll keep him from following you.”


  “How, father?” Maelgyn asked, worried.


  “Well, I may not be a mage,” he replied, snorting in disgust. “But I’m wearing dragonhide armor, and I’m fairly skilled with a sword. I don’t have to beat him. I just have to stop him from following you, and then barricade him in the throne room while you all make your escape.”


  “But... father, what about you?”


  He grimaced. “Someone has to be here to lead the castle through the siege. The longer the castle holds, the more time you three will have to organize Svieda’s defense, and I know this old castle’s defenses better than anyone – I can hold the castle for some time. If I don’t... well, let’s not think about that. I’ll try to get away before the city falls, but in the meantime I’m needed here. You three are needed elsewhere, and quickly. Now, go! Get out of here before you can’t.”


  “Father, I… “


  “I know, son,” he said. “But there’s no time. Go!”


  “But I can help you fight!” Maelgyn exclaimed furiously. “I know both the way of the sword and magic! I may not be good enough in either to match this man, but together, we can defeat him!”


  Nattiel started to turn back to the men fighting at the other end of the throne room. “Brode, Arnach? Help him leave, please.”


  Brode and Arnach grabbed one of Maelgyn’s arms each, and started dragging him away. “Come on, ‘gyn,” Arnach said. “He’s right. I know it hurts. We’ve already lost our father, and yes, you might yet lose yours, as well. But he’s right, we have to go.”


  Maelgyn tensed. With the strength of his magic, there was no way his cousins could force him away. He could stay, and no-one would be able to stop him.


  “Very well,” Maelgyn said, shrugging off their grips. He would honor his father’s sacrifice. “But I shall return.”


  


  The three young men mounted their horses soberly. They had passed the word for castle defenses to be prepared, but in the chaos of Gilbereth’s death and the on-going battle in the throne room it seemed unlikely the castle would be ready. Of course, that was what Nattiel was staying behind to deal with.


  As Maelgyn was saddling his horse, he received word that his father had managed to get out of the throne room alive and was now taking charge of the castle. There was still the coming siege and a serious threat inside the castle to deal with, but Nattiel’s immediate survival eased his heart. A platoon of guards and all four court mages, long in knowledge but significantly weaker than Hussack, combined their magical strength to seal Hussack and his son inside the throne room. That would be a significant chunk of Nattiel’s resources already expended when the Sho’Curlas siege train arrived, but it would allow him to turn his attention to the castle’s defense.


  “So,” Maelgyn began hesitantly. “Any idea where to go first?”


  “There’s a post station just twenty minutes hard riding from the castle,” Arnach suggested. “It’s where most mail from the castle leaves, so they should easily be able to handle notifying everyone.”


  Maelgyn nodded, realizing he could send a message to Sopan that would likely arrive before he did. “Then we split and go our separate ways?”


  “Yes... unless you want to come with one of us?” Arnach asked hopefully. He had been especially close to his father, and now it looked as if Maelgyn would be leaving as well. It wasn’t the time for selfishness, but there were sound reasons to keep his friend and cousin nearby while they grieved. “Brode and I could both give you a ship which would get you to Sopan faster than any chance you’d have to get there overland.”


  Maelgyn shook his head. “No. I’ll head to Largo and may ship out from there. The winds are wrong this time of year for an ocean trip from either of your provinces. They know I’ll almost certainly have to go by sea to get to Sopan. With a major naval power like the city-state of Oden a part of the ‘Alliance,’ they’re probably going to open their war effort with a blockade of Sviedan ports. Largo has the only fleet large enough to break a blockade on this side of Mar’Tok. A courier might be able to risk trying to get to sea before they get into position, but in my case it would be too reckless – they’ll be looking for me.”


  “Well, be careful,” Brode said, joining the other two. “You’ll have to travel across the entire kingdom of Svieda to get to either Largo or Sopan, and your Sword and armor will draw a lot of attention. We can’t spare you any soldiers for an escort. We aren’t taking escorts, ourselves, though we don’t have nearly as far to travel.”


  Maelgyn nodded. “I know. I’ll pick up a disguise in the post house. My face is not too well known outside of the Royal Province, so I should be able to move about with relative anonymity.”


  Brode looked doubtful, but held back any arguments he might have had. “Well, then, off we go.”


  The trio rode out, driving their horses mercilessly. Each bore a grim face. It was the first time that Brode and Arnach had the chance to reflect on their father’s death, and Maelgyn likewise knew he would probably never see his own father again. If the loss of their fathers was not enough to drive them all into fits of depression, they knew their chances in the coming war were grim at best. Sycanth was literally the gold mine of the nation, and without it the funds to raise an army would be hard to come by. Sopan would pretty much have to bankroll the war effort on its own, and there was no land route between Sopan and the rest of Svieda. More importantly, an army from Sho’Curlas would be sweeping through the royal province and probably the neighboring areas before anyone could muster a defense or a counterstrike.


  The three young men arrived at the post station even faster than Arnach had estimated, and quickly dismounted their horses to run inside. Brode took charge, barking orders and demanding that letters be sent at once informing the other Swords of the situation. Arnach started dictating what each letter would say as various people inside the facility scurried about as they were directed.


  Maelgyn, however, went about his business quietly, sitting down with a piece of paper to compose his own letter. He had a hard time deciding what to say – after all, using a letter to tell his people that they were at war seemed much too cold and impersonal. He should be there and tell them in person, but he knew it was unlikely he would arrive in Sopan as fast as the courier – not if he wanted to keep his passage secret. When he finally managed to put pen to paper, he wrote:


  


  To Duke Valfarn, Regent of the Province of Sopan


  I have just come from Svieda Castle, and the news is grave. The King has been assassinated by agents of the Sho’Curlas Alliance, and an invasion force may have already swept through Sycanth. Sopan, like all the provinces of Svieda, must prepare herself for invasion. The Law of Swords will soon be in effect.


  Prepare our seaward defenses, but also look out for opportunistic attacks from the Imperial Republic of Oregal or one of the neighboring border-states. I do not yet know by which route I will take to Sopan Province at this time, but rest assured I will make all haste.”


  By my hand and signet,


  Sword Prince Maelgyn, Duke of Sopan.


  


  Maelgyn considered the letter for a moment. He wanted to say more, to describe exactly what he wanted done and how to do it. To describe the different routes he might take to get there. To explain why he was not arriving with this letter. Sighing, he folded it up and, using sealing wax and the Ducal signet ring of Sopan Province, marked it as his own. He couldn’t afford to mention any of those things for the very reason he had to send this letter instead of going, himself – there was too much risk of the courier ship being captured and the letter falling into the wrong hands. Addressing the envelope to Regent Valfarn, he nodded and handed it to a waiting postman.


  He went over to his cousins, waiting until they noticed him.


  “Maelgyn?” Brode asked, acknowledging his presence. Arnach also stopped to look.


  “You two have everything taken care of, here, and I just sent off my letter. I must leave quickly.”


  “What about your disguise?” Arnach asked, gesturing to his fairly obvious sword and dragonhide armor.


  “Good point,” Maelgyn hesitated. He’d actually forgotten about that part of the plan, but glancing around gave him inspiration. All of the couriers wore the identifying uniform of an oilskin riding cloak when on duty, but several of them who lived outside of the station wore heavier cloaks for travel. Spying several cloaks hanging on wall pegs he said, “I’ll buy one of those off of a postman. That should be enough to hide what I’m wearing.”


  “Aye, if you’re careful,” Brode agreed doubtfully. “I can’t really think of anything better, anyway. I guess there’s nothing left but to wish you Godspeed, cousin.”


  Maelgyn clasped arms with both his cousins, and then he went to talk to one of the couriers about buying said cloak. Deal quickly made, he was off.


  He was heading out alone, to the province he officially ruled, for the first time. He was fairly certain the war would still be going on when he arrived, but not so certain it would still be winnable. Not exactly the most auspicious way of assuming lordship over a land, now is it? He thought to himself bitterly.


  


  By the time Maelgyn crossed the border from the royal province into his father’s land of Rubick, the news was spreading. Sycanth province had fallen without even having a chance to put up a serious fight and Svieda Castle was already under siege. So far, the Sho’Curlas army appeared to have halted its advance at the castle, but it wasn’t likely to stay still for long. While much of Sho’Curlas’ million man army was devoted towards holding its borders and occupying its lesser allies, the attacking force was immense – large enough to divide into several smaller armies – so even if the siege took years they would continue pushing into Svieda.


  That the castle was holding off the siege was a small miracle even with Nattiel’s leadership. As long as the castle siege occupied Sho’Curlas forces, there was a chance that Svieda could muster an army sufficient to stabilize the borders and hold the remaining Sviedan provinces for a time. A vigorous defense, in this war of attrition, might be enough: If the cost of taking Svieda was made too dear, Sho’Curlas might be persuaded to abandon the war and sue for peace. At least, that was the hope.


  Following a practice recommended by the post couriers, Maelgyn had traded his original steed for two fresher horses. They explained he would be able to ride longer and faster by periodically changing between them to allow the other horse to freshen up. Unfortunately, one horse had been killed by a dreadful fall, stumbling on a hole in the road and impaling itself on a signpost. Maelgyn had been horrified by the accident, but was otherwise unharmed himself. Nonetheless, the loss of a horse was significantly delaying his progress.


  He was two weeks into Rubick before he heard anything more on the war. He was just sitting down to eat at a traveler’s lodge when a rider from the messenger’s service stormed inside, demanding food.


  “It’s been a long ride,” the messenger snapped. “And I bring vital information on the war.”


  “Tell us,” the innkeeper demanded.


  “Well... we’re holding our own, so far,” the messenger explained. “We feared the castle would have fallen by now, but so far it has held its own. Nattiel’s defense has been such a thorn in Sho’Curlas’ side that they’ve yet to divert any portion of their armies to securing the rest of the countryside.”


  “So they haven’t done anything since taking Sycanth and besieging the castle?” the innkeeper asked incredulously.


  “There have been some raids on farming villages, all within a few hours of Svieda Castle. Probably just setting up supply lines while they buckle down for a long siege,” the messenger replied.


  “Are we going to be able to save the castle?” another traveler asked.


  The messenger shrugged. “Swords Arnach and Brode have returned to their provinces, and have rallied the armies of Happaso and Glorest. They may be able to mount some sort of counter strike.”


  Maelgyn knew that there wasn’t much Brode or Arnach could do to lift the siege from Svieda Castle, but with the extra time they could form a defensive line to contain the invasion for a time. Still making his way across Rubick a week later, Maelgyn learned that his father’s regent already had made plans and was marching several infantry divisions eastward to join up with Arnach’s and Brode’s defense. Maelgyn witnessed militia forces drilling in the village greens, preparing to repel any attackers. He knew it would be a futile gesture if any serious effort were made to take such small towns, but the fact that the people of the kingdom were keeping up hope and rising to meet the challenge of this war encouraged him.


  With the early successes, there was a quiet confidence building. Speculation came out about which of the Swords would win this war and become the new Sword King: Arnach and Brode the most prominent, or Sword Prince Wybert of Largo who controlled the largest navy. Some even speculated about Sword Princess Idril of Stanget. She had publically sworn revenge when King Gilbereth’s sister, the Sword of Sycanth, was captured and publically executed early in the war – as the only two women among the living Swords, they had been especially close. As he continued moving westwards, though, the talk changed. Svieda castle had been taken. It was no longer “Which Sword will win the war for us?” but rather “Will we survive this war?”


  Chapter 3


  


  Sullen faces and low voices told Maelgyn something was wrong as soon as he entered the inn. A tavern bard sat at one of the tables, his lute stowed, listening intently to a grim faced merchant rather than plying his trade. Maelgyn caught bits of the conversation as he sought a table in the corner to sit at and order a meal.


  “… and the castle has fallen.” Maelgyn shook his head silently, thinking of his father. With the fall of the castle, he was likely dead... and the Law of Swords was now in effect.


  Following a disastrous war of succession early in Svieda’s history, laws were crafted to prevent conflict among those in line for the throne in the event that the king died unexpectedly. Once the Royal Swords had been commissioned. As Troubuxet’s fatal final lesson explained, these laws were collectively known as the “Law of Swords.” There were many statutes and provisions in the Law of Swords, but the pertinent ones were only to be invoked upon the violent death of the King and the capture of his Sword: Each of Svieda’s provinces had equal standing with the others, and their Swords may act on behalf of the entire kingdom. Placement in the line of succession barely mattered – any of the Swords could lay claim the throne by re-taking the Castle of Svieda. The only reason the line of succession still mattered was that, if two or more Swords co-operated to reclaim the throne, whoever was highest would take it. And any infighting between the Swords would result in the violent expulsion of the offender from the Swords. Maelgyn might wind up King, after all.


  Probably not, however. Brode seemed the most likely, as it was his and Arnach’s armies which were most likely to reclaim the throne. Maelgyn didn’t even want the throne, anyway – he still sometimes felt overwhelmed at the idea that he would be ruling over Sopan.


  “What will it be, sir?” a young barmaid asked quietly, showing neither the flirtation nor the impatience he’d come to expect as the two customary options. “We’ve some stew, or mutton, but the mutton’s reheated from yesterday. Two silvers. Brown bread with either, but drink is extra.”


  “The stew, then, and ale. And such news as is to be had today, if you don’t mind sharing it.”


  The barmaid shook her head. “Word is that Largo’s fleets suffered something fierce, with but a few of its hundreds of ships returning from its latest battle with the Oden Navy, but at least some escaped, and Oden’s fleet was hit pretty hard as well. Worse news, sir, is that none of our people escaped Svieda castle before the fall – many were killed, and any survivors have, at best, been taken to prisons we don’t know the location of. No mistake, sir, the folk here are worried.”


  “My thanks,” he said, adding an extra half-silver to the coins he handed her, before she walked off to gather his meal. The naval battle was old news, but the word – or lack thereof – on survivors from Svieda Castle was distressing. Maelgyn swallowed the fear for his father and glanced thoughtfully around the room, listening to threads of conversation for a distraction.


  “Where is Wybert, anyway?” the merchant was saying. “Where was he when the battle took place?” The merchant seemed frustrated, Maelgyn observed, but the bard just shook his head. “Even the folks out at Largo Castle don’t seem to know.”


  Maelgyn had just come from Largo Castle, however, and knew Wybert’s disappearance was a false rumor. Wybert had been with the fleet during its battle, but was badly wounded. He had lost one leg and was in danger of losing the other. An enemy catapult had hurled a massive stone at his flagship and took his leg clean off, sending splinters flying all around him. Several imbedded themselves deep into his remaining leg, one giving him a nasty gash on his forehead. Thankfully, Svieda’s doctors were far ahead of most of the world when it came to medicine and surgery and his life had been saved. New innovations, such as the cleaning and sterilizing of medical equipment and certain herbal medicines, would prevent most infections. The only real fear was whether his other leg was too damaged to be saved. Nevertheless, it seemed unlikely Wybert would be an active participant in the rest of the war.


  Only twelve ships of the once proud First and Second Fleets of Svieda returned to port in salvageable condition. Several others had survived, but would have to be scrapped because the damage was too severe. It was not a total defeat, however – the Oden Navy was ravaged in the battle. Only enough ships remained to blockade the port cities of Largo, Glorest, Stanget, and Leyland. While the capitals of several Sviedan provinces were closed off, some smaller ports remained open.


  Maelgyn knew the fleet docked in Sopan Province was actually powerful enough to lift any of the blockades, but he couldn’t let them know of the need until he reached his new home. Sword Prince Wybert, who when Maelgyn arrived was conscious and in fairly good health, considering, warned him against attempting a trip by sea. It was possible his earlier message had made it despite the weather and the hostile warships, but there were no longer any courier ships to take him to Sopan. “You might be able to find a fishing boat out of a small town that could get you there,” Wybert cautioned. “It’s a long trip by sea, though, and most of what you’ll find are open boats. That’s a fairly long trip for an open boat, especially when we can’t be completely sure our enemies don’t have a patrol at sea looking for you. You probably wouldn’t survive the trip.”


  Maelgyn looked grimly into his own tankard of ale, thinking about his recent visit with Wybert. Wybert’s incapacity was being kept secret, for the moment, and thankfully so was his own presence. Maelgyn was waiting, now, to see if Wybert could provide any intelligence for the trip to Sopan, and a messenger should be arriving soon with the report and a set of maps. With the naval route closed, the only way to Sopan would be overland – either over the treacherous mountains in the Dwarven Kingdom of Mar’Tok or the much longer route around the mountains through the Bandi Republic and down the Orful River.


  That messenger arrived just as Maelgyn started thinking about him. Spying the unobtrusive seat on the other side of Maelgyn’s table, the messenger hurried over to meet him. Maelgyn winced at the messenger’s crisply formal attire, realizing other heads must already be turning to see who in the small inn might be the recipient of a royal courier’s attention.


  “Well?” Maelgyn asked.


  “Here. There’s a lot for you to read in there, but I’ll sum up what you probably most want to know right now,” the messenger said quietly. “Wybert is... somewhat obsessive following his defeat. Brode, Arnach, and whoever it is running Rubick’s armies have combined their forces, forming a line that should be able to hold against Sho’Curlas. The two largest armies in recorded history will be meeting before too long, but it’ll be a long campaign – they have untapped resources the likes of which we could only dream of. Wybert knows that we’ll need every soldier we can get our hands on, and so is unwilling to release even a few soldiers to act as your escort. He will return your horse and give you any other supplies you might want, however.”


  “That’s acceptable,” Maelgyn answered diplomatically. “Since I don’t have any guards, I’ve been trying to travel incognito.”


  He looked pointedly at the messenger’s uniform before continuing. “I’m quite capable of protecting myself if the need arises. It’s probably best that I not draw men away from where they can actually do some good, and it’s easier to travel in secret without a large contingent of soldiers following me.”


  “You may think differently once you’ve read that report,” the messenger replied. “Normally, I think, your best bet would be to go around the mountains, to travel through the Bandi Republic to the Orful River, and then take the short boat trip down-river. However, the Bandi Republic lost its access to the Orful River in an ongoing border war with one of its neighbors. The fighting on that border is so fierce that Wybert doesn’t think you should risk traveling through Bandi at all. Instead, Wybert recommends you cross the Mar’Tok Mountains, going through the Dwarven lands to do so. It’ll be dangerous, but probably less so than walking through the front lines in Bandi’s little war or trying to make it on an open boat.”


  Maelgyn sighed. “I was afraid of that. It means at least one, possibly two river crossings and one mountain crossing, but I suppose I can do it.” He pulled out a piece of parchment and handed it to the man. “I prepared for this possibility and gave it some thought. I need you to get this list to the castle’s quartermaster; that’s what I’m going to need for the journey. I’ll be there tomorrow to pick it all up.”


  The messenger glanced over the list briefly and nodded. Maelgyn hadn’t put anything Largo wouldn’t have in excess on the list, so there shouldn’t be any problems. “Very good, Your Highness. I’ll see he gets this right away, and good luck.”


  No sooner had the messenger departed than the barmaid returned with another tankard of ale – now with a significantly friendlier expression. She had also straightened her hair, he observed, and adjusted her bodice to reveal a bit more cleavage.


  “Your ale... my lord?”


  “Thanks,” he said in a resigned voice, this time adding two full silvers to his bill.


  


  Maelgyn had two horses with him once again. The second horse was a simple pack animal, but it would do. Wybert couldn’t afford to release a horse that might serve in battle, and Maelgyn wouldn’t ask him to. The news of Wybert’s injuries had been officially announced just as Maelgyn was leaving, as was the news that he was instituting a draft. Wybert planned to draft a new army, spend three months training it, and then send it and half of the existing Largo army to the front line. The draftees, who were not expected to be fully trained by that point, would be used as a reserve force as they completed their training.


  Horses were in high demand throughout Largo by all of the men and women joining the army (either voluntarily or involuntarily). Squeezing a simple pack horse out of Wybert had been quite a feat, but Maelgyn felt the effort was worth it. When he fled Svieda Castle, he was woefully under-prepared: He had taken a blanket to keep him warm at night, a saddlebag full of preserved foods that were long since expended, and the clothes, sword, and armor he wore. This time, he would go out better equipped. Wybert had supplied him with a tent, a mess kit, several changes of clothing (including some cold weather gear for the hike through the mountains), a month’s supply of travel food, rope, climbing gear, and a number of other things to make his trip through the Mar’Tok Mountains safer. Not to mention his maps, various papers, and a large sack of mail.


  That last item was how Maelgyn had finally wheedled Wybert into giving him the pack horse. He had agreed to take a load of mail addressed to locations in Sopan. It likely would be the only chance the people of Largo would have to send mail to family and friends in Sopan until the sea routes were clear. It was a burden, yes, but one Maelgyn bore gladly.


  Before getting far into this trip, Maelgyn knew he would have to cross at least one river that had no bridges. There were, according to the papers Wybert had supplied him, a few small villages which offered ferry services across the river, but those papers didn’t identify which villages those were. So far, he’d been to two river-side villages, but no ferry service was offered at either one. He wasn’t happy, making no more progress beyond wandering up the river for days with nothing to show for it.


  He was just entering the third village, Rocky Run, when he spied a situation that made a little delay crossing the river unimportant. A very attractive but bizarrely dressed young woman was leaning back against a stone fence, smiling as if she knew a big secret. She was wearing battered leather pants that seemed to be partially armored and a hardened leather bustier which also appeared to serve as some kind of light armor. Surrounding her bustier, however, was a brightly colored – and strikingly mismatched – light silk vest. Her darkly colored hair was the strangest part of her appearance. It was a fairly standard length in the back, tied into a ponytail, but her bangs were the truly odd part. Neatly trimmed, the style nevertheless covered her eyes completely from view. The hair was so thick that Maelgyn had no idea how she could see out of it. Finally, there appeared to be an odd dust storm swirling lightly around her feet, spiraling around her in a slow whirlwind.


  The girl, however odd-looking, was not what displeased him, however. It was the large number of rough-looking rogues surrounding her.


  “Hey, darlin’,” the lead thug said, approaching the girl with a swagger. “How ‘bout you come with us and show us a good time?”


  “Nah,” the girl said simply, apparently not caring that the guy was leaning into her.


  “I think you should reconsider,” he said, reaching a hand up to cup her cheek roughly. “See, either you come with us, or we force you to come with us. And I think you’ll enjoy it lots more if you come with us.”


  She flinched a bit when he touched her, sidestepping his advance. She refused to say anything, and instead just shook her head carelessly.


  “Now what did I just say?” the thug growled. “Let’s start by you showing us your eyes…”


  He’d moved his hand to her bangs, but the moment he touched her hair one of her hands shot up and grabbed his wrist. “No!” she stated emphatically.


  The thug seemed surprised at her inherent strength as his hand was forced away, but he didn’t retreat. “Okay, bitch, I tried being nice. It seems you don’t want to play nice.”


  “It seems to me as if she doesn’t want to play at all,” Maelgyn said, hopping off of his horse. “So why don’t you let her go?”


  “And what’s it to you?” the lead punk growled, turning his attention away from the girl. “My friends and I were just having a friendly conversation with this girlie here. Haven’t you heard it’s rude to interfere in another man’s business?”


  Maelgyn unobtrusively released the catch on his sword, using a hidden thumb to push it out an inch. “As a matter of fact, I have. But what if this just might happen to be my business?”


  “What, is it your business to mess with people using a whore?” the man growled crudely.


  Maelgyn raised an eyebrow, and glanced at the woman carefully. Allowing a shade of mocking humor into his voice, he asked her, “Hmm... ma’am, forgive me for being indelicate, but I suppose I shouldn’t interfere if these people have the right of it. You wouldn’t, by any chance, be a professionally licensed courtesan, would you?”


  “Nope,” she said, grinning. Maelgyn was pleased to see she got the joke, and wasn’t offended by the question.


  “I see. I didn’t think so, since I’ve always been told Sword Wybert outlawed prostitution in Largo so long ago I doubt either of us had been born. Well, then, gentlemen, I must ask you to refrain from bothering this young lady any more.”


  “And just how will you stop us? There are five of us, and...” he pulled out a rusty, beaten sword, “we’re all armed. There’s only one of you, and I don’t see a sword on your person.”


  “No?” Maelgyn brushed aside his messenger’s cloak, flashing his sword. One of the thugs gasped, but the others seemed unphased. “I think I’ve got enough of a blade to handle the lot of you.”


  “Ah, cut the crap. Kill him!” the lead thug exclaimed, charging in.


  Several of his friends joined him, but the one who had gasped cried out, “No, wait!”


  Maelgyn’s sword sung as he drew it fully. Magically reinforcing both his own and his sword’s strength, Maelgyn’s first strike shattered the lead thug’s sword into pieces. Without magic Maelgyn might have ruined the edge of his own sword with that move, but that was one reason magic was considered so handy on the battlefield. It was almost certain he could cut through all of their weapons with the same technique, but he didn’t need to bother – as he had planned, they were intimidated from the very first blow.


  Switching gears, he stepped back, using more magic to take the broken sword’s shards and send them flying, wounding two of the other thugs and pinning a third to the wall. The last armed thug in the attack, seeing the destruction wrought upon his friends in mere seconds, held back. It didn’t help him, however.


  Maelgyn had noticed before the fight began that none of the thugs carried any form of lodestone protection... not that he couldn’t have worked around such protection. A mage of average strength – third rate or lower – might have difficulty with lodestones, but despite limited training Maelgyn had tremendous magical reserves. It would take something far stronger than a few personal lodestones to bother him.


  With a theatrical wave of his hand, he used those tremendous magical reserves to pick up the fourth rogue and throw him down onto the ground, knocking the sword out of his arms in the process.


  The one attacker still on his feet, now disarmed, stared in horror at what had happened. “Who are you?” he asked in wonder.


  “That’s what I was trying to tell you!” the lone thug who’d held back said. “Don’t you recognize that weapon? He’s one of the Swords! One of the bloody Swords of the Realm!”


  “Sword Prince Maelgyn, Duke of Sopan, at your service,” he sighed, nodding his head in acknowledgement. He didn’t want his presence known, but it was out, now. He considered cutting the men down to silence them, but they were just petty thugs – not foreign enemies – and they just might be useful. “I’m looking for a ferry across the river. None of you boys would happen to know where to find one, would you?”


  “I do,” the girl, who he’d almost forgotten about in the ten second battle, chirped. With a wave of her hand, all of the thugs weapons – both intact and broken – flew into a pile at her feet and melted, reforming into a set of bracers for her wrists, a knife, and a bag full of rough “magic powder” – the common name for mustard-seed sized pellets of magically reactive metals typically used by mages.


  The gang momentarily stopped gawking at the royalty which had suddenly appeared in their midst, and turned their attention back to the girl they had planned to rape. Apparently, she was a bit more than they might have expected as well. “That whore is a mage?” the lead thug exclaimed incredulously.


  “Hush,” she answered, knocking him unconscious with a (almost certainly magic-enhanced) rap to the forehead as she walked by. Turning to Maelgyn, she smiled even wider than he’d seen from her before. “Coming?” she beckoned, turning down the street. Somehow, that slow whirlwind of dust followed her along.


  Maelgyn himself was rather shocked at her casual display of power, but nodded nonetheless. Ignoring the fallen and wounded of the battle, he grabbed the reins of his two horses and started following. Hmm, seems I blew my cover for nothing.


  Chapter 4


  


  As Maelgyn followed the mysterious girl through the back roads of a surprisingly large fishing village, a number of questions filled his mind. One of them stood above all others, however, and Maelgyn found he couldn’t pull his attention from it: Who is this girl, anyway?


  She hadn’t said anything since she almost casually called for him to follow her to the ferry. She was quite in control of herself, and was obviously quite familiar with the area -- she didn’t seem to be looking where she was going, although the hair over her eyes made that hard to tell. The powerful magic she had displayed earlier seemed to be passive again, yet she walked with the confidence of someone who believed themselves invulnerable to any kind of attack -- not normal behavior for someone just accosted by a gang of armed men, regardless of how handily those men were disposed of.


  She knew who he was, thanks to those thugs. If she turned out to be a spy of some kind, she might be leading him into some kind of trap. She might be working with Sho’Curlas -- a powerful mage sent to capture a vulnerable Sword in some backwater town where he would have no allies.


  He very nearly hit himself at that thought. Yes, he revealed his identity, but he’d been fairly careful with it since that incident with the indiscrete messenger. It’s not like Sho’Curlas knew he would be in this particular village on this particular day when even he had no idea he would be here. Worrying about her being a spy was blatant paranoia.


  He felt he could trust her, although he didn’t know why he felt this way. Perhaps it was because, given the magical strength displayed earlier, she could have already wiped the floor with him easily. Despite many opportunities, she hadn’t done anything to him. She had yet to give him her name, however.


  Still, he followed her all the way to the ferry without question. She appeared to be planning to join him on the trip across the river. At least, he figured that when she paid both their fares.


  “You don’t have to do that,” he noted, embarrassed. “I’ve got more than enough money to pay for the trip.”


  She just shrugged, and then got on board the ferry. He followed her, feeling increasingly unsure of things, and allowing that paranoia to creep back in. After all, she had hardly said anything since he met her. It might help if he knew why she was joining him on the trip across the river, at least. Or even just what to call her.


  “So,” he began hesitantly. There were so many questions to ask her, but what to ask first? “What’s your name?”


  She seemed to not hear him at first, holding out her hand. It was then he noticed the whirlwind of dust that had been surrounding her since he’d first seen her was disappearing... or rather, was collecting in her hand. It didn’t take him long to realize that what she was collecting was a very fine form of magic powder. It wasn’t the usual iron powder, but rather a fine, silvery-colored powder based on nickel -- more expensive, less effective, but favored by certain mages because it was easier to conceal. That little act just added to his questions about her.


  When she finally collected the last grain of dust, she poured the handful of magic powder into a pouch around her belt -- one of several, Maelgyn noticed. He only had one pouch, himself, and he didn’t know why someone would need more than one. Perhaps it could be because she had more than one kind of magic powder; he had noticed that the iron powder she had made from the thug’s weapons had been poured into a different pouch. However, there seemed to be more pouches than there were commonly available types of magic powder. That question, like many others, could wait, however... at least until he got her name.


  “Euleilla,” she answered finally, sitting back on their bench. Even though she was just sitting, every move she made now seemed hesitant and uncertain, whereas before it was nonchalant and confident.


  “Okay,” Maelgyn replied. “That answers one of the questions that have been burning in my mind for the past half hour. I suppose the next would be... are you following me, or did you just coincidentally need to cross the river yourself?”


  “Following,” she said, smiling. Well, ‘smiling’ perhaps wasn’t the right word -- she always seemed to be smiling. However, her lips twitched a bit to make him think she was smiling more honestly, like she was just joking with him. He didn’t get the joke, however.


  “Er, I see. Why?”


  She shook her head. “No questions, now. Napping. Wake me when we’re across.”


  That, he realized, was the longest sentence he had yet heard her speak. At least it showed him, finally, that she could say more than one word at a time. Still, it was a rather... frustrating answer considering all of the questions he had.


  “Now just hold on, h-” Maelgyn suddenly found his jaw magically clamped shut, unable to say anything.


  “Shh,” she hushed, ‘smiling’ once again. “Later. Nap, now.”


  His jaw was released from whatever hold she had over it, but he didn’t say anything. After all, it was pretty obvious she wasn’t going to answer any more questions -- or let him say much of anything else, either -- until they were on the other side of the river.


  He looked at her and shrugged. He wouldn’t have thought a ferry across this small river would take long enough to have a decent nap, but she wasn’t the only one who seemed to be settling in for a lengthy trip.


  Oh, well, Maelgyn thought. I suppose I could use the break.


  


  Despite taking more time than Maelgyn had expected, the trip across the river went a lot smoother than he feared. Even the animals were content, and it was notoriously difficult to keep horses, or animals of any kind, happy on a river trip. Maelgyn vaguely wondered if the girl, whose magic impressed him more and more as he watched her use it, had anything to do with the boat’s ease of motion. He doubted she’d give him a straight answer – or any answer – but he wouldn’t have been surprised either way.


  When they were finally anchored on the other side of the river, she couldn’t seem to leave the boat fast enough. She seemed to be stumbling quite a bit as she went, but once she was ashore her balance was restored and she relaxed. Finally, she opened the same pouch she had collected the nickel dust in earlier, and released it into another magical whirlwind around her. Nodding at Maelgyn as he left the boat, himself, she proceeded to follow him as he collected his horses and made his way through town.


  “Have you ever been here, before?” he asked.


  “Once or twice,” she answered, smirking as if she’d just told the most amusing joke she could imagine.


  “Know where a good inn is? It’ll be dark before too long, and I’d like a good meal to go with my room.”


  “Yeah,” she said, and then started walking. He shrugged, and started following her. She seemed to be doing well as a guide, so far, although she was still a bit of a curiosity.


  “Um, Euleilla, can I ask you something?” Maelgyn finally said. “Or rather, several somethings? There are a lot of things I’d like an answer on.”


  She shrugged. “Sure.”


  “Well,” he hesitated. Which question to ask her first? “I guess to start with I’d like to know how you got so powerful in magic. I’ve never seen the like! Who trained you, may I ask?”


  “Mmm, not saying,” she said after some consideration.


  That threw Maelgyn off his train of thought. “What? Why not?”


  “Bad memories,” she explained, not going into detail.


  That threw him off. “Right. Then... um, hm.” If she won’t answer that, Maelgyn wondered, what will she answer? “Where’d you get all the armor? Not many women outside of noble families wear armor, and most noble families in Svieda supply their children with something heavier than leather.”


  “Pants were papa’s,” she explained. “Had ‘em altered. Made the top.”


  Again, that didn’t answer the question he really wanted to know. “Why? Are you planning to be a soldier or something?”


  At that, she broke out laughing. There was no explanation given for her laughter, but obviously the suggestion of her as a soldier was what caused it. Finally, when she caught her breath, she answered, “No.”


  This, Maelgyn realized, is getting me absolutely nowhere. Oh, well, I have more important things to worry about than this madwoman, and I’d better start thinking about them. Maybe, when this war is over, I’ll come back here and see if I can ever get a straight answer from this Euleilla girl. Like just who she really is....


  “How far away is this inn?” he asked instead.


  “Close,” she answered, the ‘smile’ back on her face. She gestured ahead with her thumb.


  He blinked, and then looked around at the buildings lining the street. Sure enough, about a hundred yards away, a building advertising itself as the “Left Foot Inn” stood.


  “Left Foot Inn,” Maelgyn mused. “Weird name.”


  “The owner lost his right foot in the Borden Isle War,” Euleilla explained, startling Maelgyn.


  “Did he, now?” He was more surprised that the girl gave him a complete answer – and to an unasked question – then he was that the owner had lost his foot in the wars. That would have been interesting in itself. Most wounded veterans of that war were given a pension and some simple job, not left to fend for themselves at some inn in the middle of nowhere. A few people had managed to slip through the cracks, of course, but in general Svieda kept track even of those who refused employment. There was no mention in the papers Wybert had given him of any innkeepers along this river who were veterans of a former war.
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