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Prologue


This is a strange exile. Krenis Enmar’s orders are to follow undetected, keep the party ahead from harm, and find a way into the service of the Lord Hallis Yen. Then stay for years until the party decides to return to Lavembra or his own death, whichever comes first. As usual, I have to go, but it’s fine if I never come back.

He has been riding on the far side of ridge lines, circling around hills, meandering through bogs and going wherever the group he follows isn’t. When Krenis is not taking the long way around he is unobtrusively observing his charges from whatever hidden vantage point he can locate. At the moment, he lies prone peering over the edge of a hilltop. On the road below him are two young riders, lightly armored lancers in the Black and Green of House Mar. They feed on a steady diet of dust kicked up by the carriage and horses in front of them. Better you than me.

Krenis knows the carriage has three occupants, a soldier called Lern, a wet nurse and a two month old babe. The driver sits on his high seat and gives his attention to his team and the road ahead. Next to the driver sits a bowman, his short bow unstrung in his lap and a quiver strapped to the side of his seat. The archer probably has the best eyes among them and Krenis makes a point to stay out of his line of sight.

Beyond the carriage are four more lancers also in Mar’s Black and Green. Captain Erida, leader of the group rides in front on the right. His second, Lieutenant Burk, rides beside him on the left. Even if Krenis did not know the officers, he would know they are veterans by the way they sit a saddle and keep a careful watch. Behind Erida and Burk ride the last two men. They look more experienced than the two dust eaters bringing up the rear. The six lancers could defeat the average band of highwaymen without breaking a sweat. And they still have Lern and the bowman for support. So what do they need me for?

Krenis slips down behind the crest of the hill. He feels he has done enough wilderness evasion and surveillance in the last week to hone his dulled skills. After ten years serving the king almost exclusively within the capital it felt good to be far beyond Lavembra’s walls. It was time to practice a skill he never went long without using. Sneaking about the countryside was all well and good, but Krenis wanted to do some real scouting now.

He left his horse grazing in a draw that opened out at the foot of the hill. Boy was still there. The horse is so well trained that Krenis only has to let the end of the reins fall to the ground and his mount knows to stay in the immediate area. He takes up Boy’s reins and leads him to a nearby stream to drink. Then Krenis climbs into the saddle.

He sits up straight, relaxes as best he can while on horseback, closes his eyes and begins to breathe deeply and slowly. Krenis places his attention on the troop he follows. He forms as complete a mental image of the lancers and the carriage as he can. He pictures the dust from the road and the position of each lancer. Listening, he hears the sounds of the horses’ hooves on the road and the creek and groan of the carriage suspension as it negotiates the rough unpaved ground. He imagines the sunlight and the shadows, the heat of the road and the voices of the riders conversing. Krenis looks around as though standing among the travelers on the road. Ahead is a lightly forested area through which they will soon pass. With a shift of his attention, Krenis moves down the road to the spot where the company will be fully surrounded by woodlands.

Again he looks and listens. He sees sunlight dimmed by the crowns of trees and shadowed foliage lining the roadside. There are birds singing, animal sounds of movement, the whinny of a horse, a man’s muttered curse, and the stretch of a crossbow string being drawn back to the catch. Krenis looks closer at the shadows and sees each man. This is what they need me for.

In a heartbeat he opens his eyes back atop his mount. With a yell, Krenis digs in his heals and the stallion bolts forward. The only way to reach the ambush before the party on the road does is to use the road. He tries to puzzle out how to ride right past the party and remain unseen. Protecting someone without them knowing is an impossible order, but the king does it every day which probably makes him believe Krenis can too. When he rounds the hill and makes his way toward the road he finds there is no reason to worry about riding past the party, because they are coming back down the road and will soon be riding past him instead.

Fortunately, the company on the road has not noticed him. Their attention is given fully to the ten mounted men attempting to ride them down from behind, the same men Krenis saw hiding in the woods during his vision. As the company moves into relatively open ground, Captain Erida calls out an order and the six lancers wheel about to form a line while the carriage continues on. It has been some time since Krenis saw a cavalry charge. The attackers have no lances and he doubts things will go well for them. But, he cannot stay to watch. There is only one reason the men would have emerged from the woods. Their job is to force the lancers and carriage to retreat in order to drive them toward the real ambush.

Krenis has already ranged across much of the countryside surrounding the roadway. He believes he knows where the real ambush is. The road turns through a shallow cut only a short distance back. The carriage would have difficulty maneuvering and the narrow way would be easy to block. There had been no problem on the way here, but men could have moved into place once the party passed. An enemy scout could have been watching for the carriage to pass by. Krenis is not happy with himself for missing the enemy scout, but he hopes this means the scout has not seen him either.

Taking the road would only trap him with the carriage now. Krenis turns his mount and spurs Boy back into the hills that run parallel to the road. The lancers should have no trouble killing or driving off the riders from the woods. But Krenis will have to delay the true ambush until the lancers finish and arrive to save the carriage.

The foliage varies from brush and grass to small stands of evergreen and scrub oak. The ground is uneven and broken in places. He rides slower and with more care. Once he nears an overlook, Krenis dismounts and steps to the edge of a small ridge. From this high vantage point he studies the situation below.

Things are going poorly. The driver’s right arm is wounded and he struggles to back the horses and carriage away from a barricade of logs and stones strewn across the roadbed. The bowman is using the horses and carriage to shield himself, but his slow rate of fire is no match for the archers shooting at him. As Krenis watches, both the bowman and one of the horses are hit.

From a pouch strung on his belt, he removes a lead ball about the size of his thumb. People have questioned his choice of weapons in the past. But he finds the sling works well. He loads the lead ball and flings it with blinding speed in less time than an expert archer would need to fire an arrow. The ball hits an enemy archer standing on the far hillside with enough force to penetrate his leather jerkin and put him down. Krenis releases his second and third shots which take out the other two archers. Only the attackers advancing toward the carriage remain. With the screams of the injured horse and curses of the wounded driver, the four assailants never heard the lead sling balls break the bones of their friends.

The carriage door swings open and a very large angry man wielding a broadsword leaps out. The advancing men hesitate. Perhaps they expect help from the incapacitated archers, but as Lern loudly questions their parentage, their honor and their leisure time activities with various farm animals all hesitation vanishes. Krenis smiles as he abandons the overlook and returns to his horse. The attackers have already lost and they don’t even know it. Lern is an expert at enraging his adversaries and carving them up with his broadsword while they are too angry to think. In addition, the lancers are bound to be coming now that they have undoubtedly dispatched the riders.

It takes Krenis until after dark to work his way back to a concealed position where he can check on the party again. He has traveled a twisted and confusing route to keep the men Captain Erida sent to search around the ambush site from picking up his trail. They may not have even reached the overlook, but Krenis has managed to obey orders and remain unseen. He is not going to waste that success by being careless once he has the time to be careful.

When daylight returns Krenis does not see the archer. The driver now rides sitting next to one of the junior lancers who drives the carriage. Lern looks no worse for wear and all the other members of the group appear uninjured. They have seven new horses on a lead line tied to the back of the carriage, plus an eighth that has replaced the wounded team horse. They must have been forced to put it down after yesterday’s ambush. Perhaps the group had fresh meat last night. It would be a shame to waste the wounded animal by leaving it all for the scavengers. In a hand full of days the journey will end. Krenis will present himself to Lord Yen and then, maybe, he too can get a good meal.



Chapter I


Lord Hallis Yen is dying. His broken body was carried to the manor house. The pain has been deadened with herbs, but the pain is great. Perspiration forms sheens over the Lord’s pale features. He demonstrates an implacable resistance to both his injuries and the anesthetizing effect of the herbs as he argues with his wife.

“Lady, listen to me!” demands Lord Yen in a hoarse rasp.

Lady Shara Yen stands next to her husband’s pallet. Her back is to him. She fears to turn and look at his face. Her will alone holds her together. A will made stronger by years of marriage to a strong man. The lady does not want to break down. If she looks at him now, she will be undone by despair.

Shara’s thoughts are in turmoil. The bedrock of her life is crumbling. She recoils from the idea. He can’t be dying, not Hallis Yen. It’s unthinkable. Hallis has been a bulwark that never failed to shelter her and the children. His strength, insight, determination and love built the life Shara willingly shares. What anchor will steady House Yen now when the winds of fortune blow cruel?

“Lord, I hear you,” says Shara. Her voice sounds as broken as her thoughts. Pushing away the fear, she turns to face her husband. She will face this for his sake, and for the children. “At a time like this, when the world is crashing down around your house, you wish to put upon a boy, a boy who has been in every way our son save name alone, a burden of heritage beyond his years to handle. I believe, Hallis my beloved, that your oath overcomes your reason.”

“My oath, dearest Shara, is the reason I must tell him. He was entrusted to us, you as surely as I. But, my sheltering hand will too soon be withdrawn.” Hallis does not turn his head, but his eyes search Lady Shara’s face for the effect of his words. “Will you stand in my stead? Will Darla? As our ability to protect him wanes, so must his understanding wax if he is to protect himself.”

“Husband, Love, how will he take this? If I call him to you he will see the only father he has ever known dying. And when you tell him, it will take from him far more than his father. You will strip him of all family. He is in shock. He holds himself tight against your loss. His mettle is untested. Will your words be one hammer blow too many?”

“How I wish to stay with you sweet Shara. You are right to say it is too soon. Too soon for me to leave you and too soon to reveal the truth of Jalan’s family. When I am gone, there will be those who see it as an opportunity. Someone will move against Jalan. If you cannot agree to tell him, then agree to teach him. He must be taught everything.”

Lady Shara understands. She has argued against intense training in arms for a child. Now, Jalan will have to master those skills as best and as quickly as he can. He is only eight and his childhood is over, one more thing that passes with her husband.

“I cannot send him to the Society.”

“No, that you cannot.”

“I... I will teach him what I know. But, it’s been a long time.”

“It is all we... It’s all you can do. It will be enough.”

Enough? Is there ever enough? Enough strength? Enough love? Enough time? Shara doesn’t know.

“I will tell him Hallis. I will tell him when he turns 15. Not before. Let him struggle and learn what he must before he has to know why.”

“Very well my love. Do as you deem best. That is the way it must be. I’ll not be here. You have made your decision. Let it stand as the decision of House Yen. But, a man needs a reason to work hard. What will you tell him when he asks why his training is so difficult?”

Shara looks deeply into her husband’s eyes and says, “I will tell him to put his love for his father into every task. He would never dream of disappointing you.”

The choice is made. Now Lady Shara focuses on the time they have left together. By her actions, she will assure Lord Yen that all he has worked to build will not pass away through any fault of hers. They will waste no more moments arguing.

“I will bring in the children,” says Lady Shara.

Δ

Four children enter the parlor, Lord Yen’s makeshift sickroom. His oldest daughters, Guri and Aena, are missing. They and their husbands have been summoned. Expressions are subdued and voices are muted until one by one the children are allowed to approach their father. Lord Hallis speaks a few words to each. He is unable to rise or hug them. A squeeze of his left hand is all the physical comfort he can offer.

The children cry as they speak to Lord Hallis. They tell him of their prayers for healing, their love for him and how they will miss him. Darla, the oldest of the four, thanks him for always being there when they needed him.

Only Jalan, the youngest, asks why he has to die. Lord Hallis wishes he knew that answer. But, he tells the boy everything passes away eventually, old things leave to make room for the new just as spring follows winter. He promises the children that he will always love them and keep an eye on them. The youngest three, Vee, Tomac and Jalan, he admonishes to do what their heart tells them is right and to listen well to their mother and their older sister, Lady Darla. When Hallis names her “Lady”, Darla and her mother exchange a glance full of unspoken words that must wait till later.

The brief visit is over. Lord Hallis has used all his strength in first reasoning with Lady Shara and then in reassuring his children. He falls into an uneasy sleep after the children leave. Later he wakes and sees an oil lamp burning on a small decorative table of carved wood and his love and wife, Lady Shara, sitting beside the table next to his pallet.

“My love...”, says Lord Hallis in a whispered exhalation.

Lady Shara picks up a water cup and holds her husband’s head as she tilts the cup. Once Hallis manages a tiny swallow, he tries again.

“My love, what is the hour?”

“Sometime near middle night.”

“You should be sleeping.”

“No. I cannot sleep without you beside me. Better for me to stay here in case you need anything. And...”

Lord Yen waits for his wife to continue.

“You will leave me soon enough. I choose to spend whatever time there is with you.”



Chapter II


“I don’t think I can,” says Darla. She is standing just within the door of the parlor where her late father spent his last days. The pallet has been removed and the room restored to its usual arrangement of comfortable chairs set in a semicircle before the hearth. Lady Shara sits in a chair across the room looking into the cold hearth and listening to her daughter’s words.

Shara turns toward Darla and says, “When was the last time you asked your father for help with the accounts?”

“I discussed them with him just last month.”

“Don’t you, I mean didn’t you meet with him monthly and show him the current account standings? Is that all it was, your monthly review with him?”

“Well, yes, but he sometimes asked questions,” says Darla.

“Questions you could not answer? Questions that he had to personally resolve?”

“No, I always knew the answers. And, I followed up on any issues. Although, we didn’t have many.”

Lady Shara stands and moves toward her daughter before speaking again. She looks carefully at Darla’s face and asks in a soft voice that conveys a need to understand, “Tell me again why you can’t do this?”

“That was just the accounts,” says Darla, dismissing the bookkeeping with a wave of her hand. “I’ve been doing those for years. This is so much more. I would have to meet with the overseers. Judge disputes brought forward by the Tenant’s Council. Negotiate and approve trading agreements.”

“Oh. Yes, the overseers,” says Shara in agreement. “Brighton can be such a problem, especially with the livestock difficulties on the northern holdings.”

“Brighton is the overseer for production on the southern holdings and he’s a pleasure to work with. Norn, who is the northern overseer, can be difficult, but his daughter and I hit it off last year. She has been such a help dealing with him.”

“Then the difficulty must be with the Tenant’s Council?” asks Lady Shara with a hint of concern to her words and the edge of a smile on her lips.

“They do raise some perplexing issues. It’s amazing what problems people create for themselves. But, we only meet once a month and I actually enjoy it in a way. It helps me feel more in touch with the people working and living on our lands.” As she completes her thoughts, Darla notices the smile that has blossomed on her mother’s lips. “Wait a moment, you’re toying with me.”

“Not really, darling,” replies Shara with a tender tone. “I only gave you an opportunity to think more clearly about your objections. You can be so much like your father when you feel overwhelmed.” And now Lady Shara’s smile freshens even as a mist comes to her eyes. Even that look you are giving me echoes your father.

“You... You used to do this to father too,” says Darla as the memory puts a smile on her face and a laugh in her words. “Father told me once that he saw a lot of you in me. He said you always knew how to cool his hot words and warm his cold heart.” Darla sees her mother has started to cry and she feels her own tears begin even as they both laugh and embrace each other.

Shara speaks softly while holding her daughter close. “Anyone can give you reasons why you cannot do something. It is up to you to find the reasons why you can and the help of those who can tell you how.” Slowly the two women pull away from each other until they are holding hands. “I will not say this in front of anyone else. It is for you alone to hear. You are the strongest of my children. Your father and I discussed this many times. Although he was the first to say it, we both wanted you to be named lady. And...”, Shara falters for a moment and then regains control of her tears, “I cannot do this alone. Without you, House Yen will fall. Not soon, but as fast as the crows can tear us apart. With Hallis gone, they are already plotting ways to take advantage. This house is meant to pass into your hands. It should never have been so soon.” Again, Lady Shara pauses. She looks directly into Darla’s eyes and continues, “I am here to help you. I will always support you and work with you. There must never be any public divide between us. Come to me and we can debate and decide together. But, when House Yen speaks it will be with the voice of Lady Darla.”

“But mother, I am only 15,” says Darla.

“And, I am only 35 and already a widow,” says Shara. “When life serves the meal, we are obliged to eat it. Let us add our own spice and make each course as agreeable as we can.”



Chapter III


Two boys continue a debate as they walk toward the Yen Manor House. Jalan is taller and thinner than Tomac. Tomac, nine months older than his foster brother, is built wide and solid like his late father, Lord Hallis Yen.

“Mother won’t let anyone go near it,” Tomac says.

“Why not?” asks Jalan. “If she hates it so much why doesn’t she have it torn down? We could do it for her.”

“I don’t know. Mother doesn’t like to discuss it. You know that.” says Tomac.

“Well, I say tear the windmill down or fix it. Father died supervising the building of it. How does it honor his memory to let it set until it falls down?”

“It has been two years,” concedes Tomac. “We could bring it up with Darla. She must have talked to mother about it. Maybe she knows something mother hasn’t told us,” says Tomac.

“She always knows something mother hasn’t told us. Not that Darla will tell us either.”

The pair walk past the summer kitchen and their conversation stops long enough to examine the food being prepared for dinner. Mistress Dahlia is busy with baking and cutting vegetables. She shoos the boys away after letting each of them snatch a hard roll. Tomac and Jalan laugh and bow to her from a safe distance before entering the manor through the winter kitchen. The large room is dark. The hearth and ovens are cold. Various bowls and culinary implements sit upon two worktables, the only signs that Mistress Dahlia is working here as well. The boys know from experience that the cook has granted them their only concession prior to the evening meal. Interfering with her always turns out to be more trouble than it is worth and they move on without searching for additional stray morsels.

As they climb the back stairs to the second floor, Jalan asks, “Shouldn’t we look for Darla in the office?”

“She wasn’t expecting any visitors today. I’m sure she will be in her study. Vee said Darla is working on a special project and wants to be left alone. Her study is where she goes when she wants privacy.”

“Darla might not want to see us then,” says Jalan.

“Nobody ever wants to see us unless we’re in trouble,” says Tomac with a smirk. “We might as well bother her now as later.”

The boys swallow their last bites of roll and rap on Darla’s door. Their older sister opens the door after a few moments and frowns at them.

“I thought you two were helping Gref,” says Darla.

“We finished,” volunteers Jalan.

“Did you? Then tell me how you managed to stay so clean while you mucked out the stables?”

“Well, you see, Master Gref didn’t have us muck out the stables. He told us he didn’t need us and that we could run along.”

“Master Gref was in such fine spirits that he decided to muck the stables all by himself and let two boys have leave to roam freely about the estate?” asks Darla.

“After he tripped over the rake Jalan dropped, he told us we could leave,” offers Tomac.

“Hey! I didn’t drop that rake until you pushed me,” protests Jalan.

“Well, you stepped on my foot!”

“Boys...”, says Darla.

“Well, if you hadn’t hit me with that bucket I...”

“Boys! Stop it! I’m sure I’ll hear all about it from Master Gref later.”

Tomac stops glaring at Jalan as a look of concern flashed across his face. “That’s not what we came to talk to you about anyway.”

“No, I imagine not. Why don’t you tell me why you are both here and let me get back to work?”

Jalan and Tomac look at each other. Jalan feels sheepish and Tomac seems to be at a loss for words.

“Well,” says Darla, “are either of you going to tell me what this is about?”

Tomac prods Jalan with his elbow.

Jalan swallows and says, “I, that is we, were talking about the windmill.”

Although the estate has several windmills, Darla knows exactly to which one Jalan refers. Her expression darkens. “Didn’t mother tell you two to stay away from that windmill?” says Darla.

“Yes. And, we have,” says Tomac. “It’s just that Jalan was thinking and he wanted to ask you something.”

“It was your idea to talk to Darla. Why are you trying to put it all on me,” protests Jalan.

“I’m just giving you credit for your idea,” replies Tomac.

“My idea! All I said was that if mother hates the windmill so much then why doesn’t she tear it down? It wasn’t an idea. It was just a question. And you wanted to know why too!”

Darla raises her hands in a gesture indicating the boys should stop right there. When she sees she has their attention, she tells them to come in and sit down. They are surprised to be invited into her private sanctuary and before they can recover they find themselves seated in chairs facing their sister. Darla sits on the other side of large worktable that has a large book and several sheets of paper scattered across its surface.

“Jalan, tell me why you wish to tear down the windmill,” requests Darla.

Jalan looks down at his hands folded neatly in his lap before speaking. “I don’t really want to tear it down,” he confesses.

“Then what do you want to do with it?”

“I suppose I want to repair it.”

“Mother has forbidden anyone to go near that windmill after what happened to father,” says Darla.

“I know that.”

“Then why do you wish to disobey her?”

“I don’t want to disobey mother. I just... Well, I mean...”

Jalan feels his discomfort radiating out like heat from a fire. He is uncertain about saying more.

“Yes, go on. It’s all right,” says Darla. Her words sound caring and concerned. “You aren’t in trouble and I’m not angry with you. I only want to understand. What do you really want to do?”

Jalan looks away from his sister and brother. He gazes at the wall for some time before the words begin to spill out of him. They come slowly at first and then with gathering speed.

“I know the timbers fell.” Jalan pauses. “I know that’s what killed father. And I know mother blames the windmill.” He turns his eyes back to Darla. “I watch mother. The way she looks at that windmill. She just stands there when she thinks no one is looking. She stares and stares as if looking will let her see father again. And, then she cries. When she thinks no one is watching, she cries. I don’t want mother to cry anymore. I don’t know why father had to die. I only know he did and I wanted so desperately for him to get up and hug mother and laugh or yell and chase me off because he was busy or anything, anything but die. Now mother watches that windmill and it takes something more from her every time she looks at it. That windmill has taken and taken. First it took father. Now it’s taking mother and I don’t want it to take her. I don’t want mother to die. And, if it’s that windmill that’s doing it, either the windmill needs to be destroyed or it needs to be finished. That windmill is the last thing father worked on. It needs to become something that gives instead of something that takes. That windmill has taken enough. If it was working it would be giving something. It would be the last gift father gave us.”

Darla sits in her chair and studies Jalan. He does not know what she is thinking, but he feels the weight of her gaze upon him.

“Go to Master Chander,” says Darla. “Tell him that I want a list of all the materials required to repair and finish the windmill. Be sure you understand everything on the list and how it will be used. You will oversee the work, Jalan.”

Darla’s words are a relief to Jalan and bolster his sense that repairing the windmill is the right thing to do. He worries a little about overseeing the work, but he worries more about what his mother will think. “What about mother? What will she say? We can’t do anything without telling her,” says Jalan.

“We won’t do anything without telling mother,” says Darla. “I will speak to her. Don’t worry. She will understand. You are not the only one that has seen our mother cry.”

Δ

Once she sees Tomac and Jalan out of her study, Darla considers what she will tell her mother, Lady Shara. It has been two years since her father died. Two years of deep grief for her mother. At first, Darla did not understand. Even now she only sees it from the outside. She lost her father. Her mother lost the love of a lifetime. Even wounded by loss, Lady Shara has done her best to stand behind Darla and support her as she struggles to lead House Yen. Darla knows she has grown stronger and more capable out of necessity and from the love her mother gives her. Lady Shara has the love of her children, but Darla can see it is not the same as what her mother and father shared with each other. Lady Shara drew great strength from Lord Hallis. When Lord Hallis died, Lady Shara gave over to Darla those things her mother’s strength could not handle alone.

It took time for Darla to realize that she could not be her father. That even attempting the comparison was unfair to both of them. Her father had made many good choices. But, trying to do everything exactly as Lord Hallis did it caused stagnation. Like her father, she learned to look at the present circumstances and not simply past precedent. Darla discovered that her father had often experimented with everything from what crops to plant to the methods for harvesting and the use of the harvest. It was very freeing to learn that her father did things without knowing how they would turn out. And, there were times he failed. That was the most shocking revaluation of all. You could try, and fail and simply try again.

Darla was much more comfortable and confident in her role as Lady Darla Yen after two years of hard work and the experience she gained. But even her greater confidence could be shaken by the largest of her responsibilities. It was one thing to test a new crop in one field and another to make a decision that affected every holding of House Yen. The large responsibilities could still leave Darla feeling small. And, one of the largest has just left her study. She remembers when Jalan arrived. Darla was seven. It was fall and the weather had turned cold. Her mother entered the manor with a bundle in her arms. Even then Darla new something significant was happening. She was ever curious and gathered with the rest of the children around her mother. Darla recalls the look on her oldest sister’s face. Guri knew what the bundle meant and looked surprised by it. Mother unwrapped the bundle and showed them a little baby even smaller than Tomac. Mother said his name was Jalan and he would be their new baby brother.

When Darla became Lady Darla, her mother said to encourage Jalan whenever he shows initiative. She said Jalan would be a leader one day and needs every experience that will help him become a great one. Darla knows Lady Shara was not thinking of anything like Jalan’s proposal to fix the windmill when she gave Darla those instructions. Jalan is right. Their mother broods. She watches the windmill and then hatches her grief anew. Her grieving stagnates the same way that House Yen stood still and lost vitality when Darla tried to do everything exactly as her father had. If the windmill changes into a working tool for the living, perhaps her mother will be able to let go of what the windmill was and accept the new life of what it becomes.

Jalan has shown her something. Darla has always thought of him as her little brother. Today she feels she has her first look at the man Jalan might become. He saw into the core of a problem that Darla had puzzled over. The windmill truly is a slowly decaying monument to their mother’s grief. Darla does not know if completing the structure will help, but bringing it out of stagnation, taking it beyond where her father was forced to leave it, is the right thing to do. It is what he would have done. Perhaps her father’s vision and Jalan’s love will transform the windmill into a beacon that can help guide her mother’s heart out of darkness.



Chapter IV


“Keep your guard up!” bellows Lieutenant Burk.

Jalan is hot, tired and slick with sweat. He raises his practice blade higher just as the lieutenant moves to slash at Jalan’s thigh. Jalan steps back with his right leg and sweeps the tip of his blade in a circle to intercept Lieutenant Burk’s attack.

Lieutenant Burk curves his slash upward toward Jalan’s head and Jalan is forced to twist his body and pull the hilt of his blade up in order to reposition his weapon and block the new attack.

At this point, Burk lifts his front foot and kicks Jalan, which sends the boy sprawling.

“Balance! What kind of stance was that? My grandmother could have taken you boy.”

Jalan raises his arm and reaches for the lieutenant’s offered hand. After the boy is back on his feet, Burk continues.

“If you are going to step back, step all the way back and plant that heel. Where does your power come from boy?”

“My heel,” says Jalan for what he is certain must be the thousandth time.

“And!” calls out the lieutenant.

“My hips,” responds Jalan.

“And don’t forget it. Ready to try again?”

Jalan learned early in his lessons that the lieutenant wouldn’t ask for another round if he believed Jalan was too exhausted to hold the practice blade. At first, that only took a few rounds of sparring. Now, Jalan could go 10 rounds of the sand glass. Lieutenant Burk claims the sand runs for 3 minutes, but Jalan is sure it is closer to 6. There are always the occasional breaks in the routine whenever Jalan has to pick himself up off the ground. He tried taking his time getting up, but Burk only went at it harder when he thought Jalan was slacking off. It is easier to get up and spar then to nurse all the extra bruises Burk gives him.

Sparring is not the only method Burk uses to build Jalan’s stamina. After all, there was no laying-on for the first few months as Jalan worked on stance, strikes and blocks. Jalan runs every day and everywhere he is ordered to go. He climbs ropes too. At first he was allowed to use his legs. Now it is hands only and Burk makes him wear a sack strapped to his back with rocks in it.

Captain Erida teaches him about horses. The Captain calls it horsemanship. He says Jalan rides better than a plowboy. Jalan is sure that it is not a compliment. Still, the Captain seems satisfied with Jalan’s ability to care for a horse and it is a lot easier that sparring with Lieutenant Burk.

After the first year with the sword, the lieutenant started teaching Jalan to fight with short sword and knife. Jalan was surprised how similar knife fighting is to sword fighting, at least as far as target areas and slashing were concerned.

Once Burk felt Jalan attained a reasonable grasp of blade weapons, he had another lancer named Sedic start teaching him about slings and bows. Eventually, Sedic added throwing knives as well.

Captain Erida has Jalan drill with the lancers to learn how to fight while mounted. They use lances and sabers. But, Captain Erida makes Jalan train with a staff as well. He tells Jalan that horses fall and lances break, but a man has to be prepared to fight on.

Jalan enjoys all the training. He makes certain never to tell anyone that, not even Tomac. It is frightening to consider what Burk might come up with should he suspect Jalan is having fun. Still, he likes the physical and mental challenge and he doesn’t mind showing up Tomac when they go hunting. It isn’t obvious why he needs to know so much about weapons and horsemanship, or things about tactics that Captain Erida also teaches him. Perhaps they expect him to be a lancer someday. Jalan is too busy every day to worry about it. He is having fun and does not want to spoil it by asking too many questions. And, usually, the answers become obvious by the time Jalan needs to know them. Although, when the stranger arrives it might have been better to know some things ahead of time.

The stranger’s arrival does not cause a panic, but Captain Erida’s reaction does. Captain Erida is discussing the Chalmar Wars with Jalan when he glances at something behind Jalan. Erida drops the stick he is using to diagram troop movements in the dusty ground and springs from a crouch to standing while drawing his sword in one fluid motion. Jalan thought it was graceful, impressive and frightening. Almost without thinking, Jalan launches from his crouch into a forward roll that brings him to his feet behind Erida where he spins to face whatever danger made the captain draw steel.

A man of average height with lean features and white hair is walking toward them. The stranger is not carrying any weapon that Jalan can see.

“Lieutenant!” shouts Erida over his shoulder without taking his eyes off the white haired stranger. Jalan’s heart is pounding as he watches the man continue to walk toward him and the captain as though nothing unusual is happening.

“I am Krenis Enmar,” says the stranger.

“I know who you are,” says the captain in return. “The question is what do you think you are doing here?”

Lieutenant Goss and three other men storm around the corner of the stables at a full run. They all have weapons in hand as they sprint toward Erida, Jalan and the stranger.

“Captain,” says Krenis Enmar in a soft voice that carries a strong undercurrent of disapproval despite his mild tone. The man stops walking forward and stands looking relaxed and unconcerned with the end of Erida’s sword no more than a long stride away.

Erida still does not remove his eyes from the stranger as he throws up his left hand palm out toward the reinforcements and and yells, “Hold!”

Somewhat to Jalan’s amazement, they do. All four soldiers stop immediately and wait with weapons at the ready and eyes on the new arrival.

“You haven’t answered my question, Enmar,” says Captain Erida as he returns his left hand to his sword hilt.” Jalan notices the captain had taken a strong defensive stance. That seems odd because the stranger is unarmed.

“I’m here on the kings’ business to speak to the head of House Yen,” says Krenis.

Jalan sees some of the tension slip away from Captain Erida’s shoulders and back. He does not lower his sword. Lieutenant Goss and the three men with him still stand ready as well, but they exchange glances with each other, eyes no longer locked upon the stranger.

“You have a copy of your orders?” asks Erida.

“I do,” replies the stranger who sounds completely at his ease and entirely in command of the situation even though he stands alone against five armed men with more arriving as he speaks. “May I present them to you, captain?”

“We are servants of the king,” says Erida as he lowers his weapon and eases the blade back into the scabbard strapped to his left hip.

“And the king is the servant of the people,” says the white haired stranger as he slowly reaches into an interior pocket of his dusty weather stained jacket and withdraws a small leather messenger’s tube.

The words each man speaks seem like part of some ritual. Judging by the orders Lieutenant Goss starts issuing and his cajoling of the gathering crowd to move off and be about their business, things are, if not normal, then at least no longer on the verge of bloodshed. Jalan decides to remember those words.

Captain Erida looks up from a parchment he is reading. He holds the open leather tube. Its cap, covered in the remnants of a green wax seal, dangles by a string from the open end. Given the look on Erida’s face, Jalan expects to be ordered to labor in the stables. It takes him a moment to comprehend the words when Erida says, “Take Messenger Enmar to Lady Darla immediately.”

When Jalan takes a moment too long trying to sort out this strange turn of events, Erida barks out, “Today!”

“You can hardly blame the boy for being confused,” says Enmar. “A moment ago you wanted to split me down the middle with your sword.”

“I still do,” says Erida.

Krenis Enmar laughs deeply as he turns and starts walking toward the manor house without waiting for Jalan.



Chapter V


Krenis strides toward the manor. It has been years since he set foot in the place, but he is certain the front door is right where he left it. No one can say he has not been patient. But the boy is so old now. It is time to begin real training.

The boy arrives after jogging to catch up. He appears to be lean and fit. Grime covered from whatever Erida had him doing; his sun bleached hair is matted with dirt and sweat. The perspiration has carved rivulets through the filth on his face and soaked through much of his clothing which also carries its own layer of dust.

As the boy is about to speak, Krenis raises one finger. “Jalan is it?”

“Yes,” replies the boy.

“Yes, what?” says Krenis in a firm voice.

Jalan appears to consider a moment before answering, “Yes, sir.”

Krenis nods approval and asks, “You’re not going into the house like that are you?”

The boy looks truly puzzled and says, “Like what?” And belatedly adds, “Sir.”

He’s quick. “Are you going to wash up first?”

“Well, err...” stammers Jalan.

“Go get a bucket of water. Wash your hands and douse your head. One does not enter the presence of the head of a landed house while wearing most of that land upon his person.”

“It’s just Darla. She’s seen me before.”

Krenis smiles and says, “I’m sure she has. Now go on.” When Jalan still hesitates he adds, “I’ll wait here.”

The boy shrugs and leaves with the air of a child complying with one more pointless adult demand.

A few minutes later a wetter and cleaner Jalan returns. “I’ll take you to Darla now,” he says.

Krenis raises his left eyebrow in a querulous fashion but speaks with no hint of criticism. “Lady Yen, or if you please, Lady Darla.”

Jalan sighs and says, “I’ll take you to Lady Darla now.”

“Most kind of you. Lead on, please.”

Jalan opens the front door of the manor house and steps inside. Krenis follows and closes the door behind him. A short portly man in a Tan and Blue shirt hurries toward them.

“Jalan, who is your, ah, guest?” says the man.

“This is Messenger Enar...”

“Enmar,” interjects Krenis.

“Enmar,” Jalan repeats with exaggerated precision. “He is here to see D... Lady Darla.” Jalan looks toward Krenis and says, “Messenger, this is Steward Hint.”

“Does Lady Darla expect you, sir?” says the Steward in a polite but neutral tone.

“Unlikely, unless Captain Erida sent word of my arrival. I am here on king’s business and found it expedient to present myself to him first, as he made a point of greeting me personally.”

“The Captain told me to bring him to her right away,” volunteers Jalan.

Hint looks at Jalan and back to Krenis. He says, “Please take a seat in the parlor while I announce you,” and excuses himself with a slight bow.

“The parlor is this way,” says Jalan with a halfhearted sweep of his hand.

“Is something wrong?” says Krenis

“I don’t like the parlor.”

“Why not?”

Jalan shrugs and looks down. “I just don’t.” Then he walks away.

Krenis follows him in silence.

Δ

Lady Darla rises from her seat behind her worktable and moves to a mirror hanging on the wall. She is not fussy about her appearance, but others judge her by it. Taking a moment to check her hair and face, and compose her dress, she cannot help but wonder what kind of man so discomfits Captain Erida. She wonders for a moment if she should worry for her own safety. But the man claims to be a messenger from King Tamaron and Erida confirmed it. Darla has no choice but to receive the messenger.

There is a tapping at the door and Lady Shara steps in. She smiles at Darla and says, “I wish to be present when the messenger speaks to you.”

“Of course,” Darla says, returning her mother’s smile. “I was going to ask Steward Hint to find you before bringing the man to my study. But, now you have saved me the trouble. And, as I think on it, I believe the parlor is a better place to greet this visitor.”

Almost as if speaking his name was enough to summon him, Steward Hint appears at the door behind Lady Shara. “My lady, I have requested the cook bring refreshments as you directed,” says Hint.

“Thank you, Hint. I am afraid I will have to ask you to redirect Mistress Dahlia and have the refreshments brought to the parlor instead of here. It just seems the more suitable place to greet a messenger from the king.”

“Very well, my lady. Will there be anything else you require my ladies?”

“If you would ask Mistress Dahlia to put some of Jalan’s favorite cheese on the tray, I would be most grateful,” says Lady Shara. “I know he is with the messenger and I am certain he has not eaten since breakfast.”

“As you wish, my lady,” says the steward. He bows slightly at the waist and departs.

Shara closes the door and hesitantly turns toward her daughter. She begins to speak, pauses, and turns slightly away from Darla. “There are things I should have told you,” she confesses.

Moving closer to her mother, Darla asks gently, “What things?”

Still looking away Shara says, “Things about Jalan, about our fostering him. About whose son...” Lady Shara draws herself up and faces her daughter, “About whose son he really is. Now, when you need to know, we are out of time.”

“Mother,” says Darla softly. “There are many things I did not know when Jalan came to us. For instance, I did not know Black and Green are the colors of House Mar. Now I do. I know that Jalan is my brother and your son, no matter what other claims the world makes of him. Even the words of a king cannot change what is in our hearts. Jalan loves you. It is all right.”

The women embrace, each gaining strength from the presence of the other. Then hand in hand they leave Lady Darla’s study.

Δ

Jalan is tired of waiting. Darla always takes a long time. She can be fast if she is talking to you. But, you have to wait and wait if she is seeing someone else first, or reading some report, or working on a ledger. She makes a list of things to do each day. Jalan is sure he and the messenger are not on it.

He remembers his father was like that to. Except father would just let me walk in and then stop whatever he was doing to talk to me. It makes him feel good and bad to remember.

Jalan sits in one of the four chairs arranged around the fireplace. There is no fire. It is too hot for that. A window is open and little gusts of wind push the curtains aside. He doesn’t look at the corner of the room. He looks at the curtains. And sneaks glances at the messenger.

The messenger looks relaxed. Maybe he is used to waiting. Maybe being a messenger means that you are always interrupting people that have lists which you are not on. And, you just have to wait until they make time for you. He wonders if the messenger likes waiting. Jalan does not like waiting.

Maybe the messenger is pretending to like waiting. People are always telling Jalan to be patient. Is that what patience is? Pretending to like waiting? I could ask him.

Jalan glances at the messenger again. The man’s eyes are closed. The boy wonders if he is sleeping. He does not look like he is sleeping. His head is not hanging forward and he is sitting up straight. Because the man’s eyes are shut, Jalan feels free to take a longer look at him.

His hair is white and shaggy, but he looks younger than Jalan’s mother, Lady Shara. His neck and arms look solid. Not as big as Lieutenant Burk, but thicker than most men Jalan knows. He is tall, but not as tall as Captain Erida. His face is square and his nose is long.

The study of the messenger is cut short when the white haired man breathes deeply and then opens his eyes. Jalan keeps watching him to see what he does next.

The messenger smiles and says, “You can stop fidgeting now. The lady is here.” The man stands and the hallway door begins to open. He looks at Jalan and waves his fingers to signal that Jalan should stand as well.

As Lady Shara and Lady Darla enter, Jalan slips out of his chair and turns toward them. Lady Darla looks at the messenger and then at Jalan. He takes her look as an indication that he should introduce the white haired man.

“Darla. I mean Lady Darla,” says Jalan with a sideways look at the messenger and a slight emphasis on the word lady. “This is Messenger Enmar. Captain Erida ordered me to bring him to you.”

Darla nods and says, “Thank you, Jalan.” She turns her attention back to the messenger and says, “Welcome Messenger Enmar. What is the nature of your business with House Yen?”

While Darla addresses Messenger Enmar, Jalan watches his mother, Lady Shara. She stands a step behind and to the left of Darla and acts like she is listening, but Jalan can tell she is worried about something. He moves around Darla and Enmar and reaches out to hold hands with his mother.

Lady Shara takes his offered hand and flashes him a brief smile before looking as if she might cry. Jalan is confused by her reaction. This is the room father died in and he does not want anything to happen to her here. If he is next to her, if he is holding her hand, then it will be all right.

Darla said something to him about wanting to listen to the messenger. He was focused on his mother and is unsure what she wants. He nods, hoping that response will do.

“Very well,” says Darla.

The parlor door opens. Mistress Dahlia and Juna, the girl that sometimes helps her, enter. They carry a pitcher of wine and a tray of cheese with bread and dried fruit. Steward Hint follows them with a small serving table that he places in an open space near the center of the room. Jalan pays particular attention to the tray of food. His stomach growls and he realizes it has been a long time since breakfast. It is difficult, but he decides to pretend he likes waiting and tries not to fidget.

Lady Shara releases his hand after the tray is set on the table and wine has been offered and poured for each adult. “Go ahead, dear,” she says. “You must be hungry after your practice this morning.”

That is all the encouragement Jalan needs. He fills a small plate with little cheese wedges, some dried figs and a large slice of crusty warm bread. He picks up the cup of water he knows is his because he is not allowed to drink wine. Given the way it tasted when he was allowed a sip, he does not think he likes wine anyway. Jalan carries his plate and cup to a small end table and carefully places them on it. He looks quickly around to be sure no one is about to tell him to wait and then starts eating.

The servants have been dismissed and the parlor door is closed. The Ladies politely nibble at offerings carefully selected from the food tray. Messenger Enmar seems to have taken a number of items and is conversing with Lady Darla and Lady Shara about the weather, the condition of the roads in the district, the expected crop yields and other boring things.

Jalan has time to get some dried apple, another fig and one more cheese wedge before the three grownups finish their plates.

“Now that we have had a chance to refresh ourselves, let us all be seated and allow Messenger Enmar to deliver his missive,” says Lady Darla.

The messenger moves to a chair on one end of the semi-circle. He waits until both Lady Darla and Lady Shara are seated and then sits down. The last empty chair is between the two women. Jalan sits there.

He is still thinking about the last of the cheese when Messenger Enmar says, “Here, Lady Darla, are my credentials and the orders I was issued by King Tamaron.” Enmar hands Darla two pieces of parchment he extracts from his messenger’s tube.

Darla examines both papers and then passes them to Lady Shara. Once Shara finishes reading she returns the papers to Lady Darla.

“How long ago did you follow the band of travelers from Lavembra?” says Lady Darla.

“10 years ago, lady,” says Messenger Enmar.

The number 10 catches Jalan’s attention. He is 10 years old.

“Your orders were to present yourself to Lord Yen. My father never mentioned you.”

“I did present myself as ordered. Your father was not pleased to see me and neither was Captain Erida. Fortunately, I was already speaking to Lord Yen before Erida saw me and I was able to keep the king’s words private.”

“Captain Erida does take issue with you; however he did not explain the cause. Perhaps you would?”

With a steady look Enmar replies, “I cannot speak for the captain. He will have to explain himself. It would be inappropriate for me to speculate on his motivations.”

Jalan can tell Darla is frustrated by the messenger’s response. She seems to consider it for a moment before saying, “Perhaps you would speculate on why my father was unhappy to see you. As you know, I cannot ask him and therefore I must seek your opinion.”

“He thought I was the king’s royal assassin,” says Enmar in a matter of fact way.

Jalan stops thinking about cheese entirely at this point. The adult conversation now fascinates him.

“Before you feel the need to find a polite way to ask, the answer is no. I am not the royal assassin. I suppose the distinction between what I was and an assassin could be lost on the less well informed. To put it plainly, the king would send me into difficult situations where diplomacy had failed. Violence was certain to ensue in one form or another. I did my best to minimize the violence so that it impacted only those most in need of the experience.”

“Who needs violence?” Jalan wonders. He feels embarrassment for speaking his thought aloud. But, no one else seems bothered by it.

“That is a keen question,” says the messenger as he turns in his chair to look at Jalan. “Those who wish to subvert the will of the king or harm his subjects often choose violence as a way to accomplish it. Those that would use violence need violence.”

Enmar returned his gaze to Lady Darla as she asks, “So you were sent with the travelers from Lavembra to bring violence to those who needed it?”

“I was ordered to protect them,” says Enmar.

Jalan’s sister looks puzzled. He turns to look at his mother. Her face is a mask, but her posture tells him she doubts the messenger’s word.

Before Darla can respond, Lady Shara says, “There were six lancers escorting that carriage. And Lern, that huge fellow with the broadsword, was the bodyguard for... for them. If the company could not protect itself, what was one man supposed to do?”

“I asked myself the same question, Lady Shara,” says Enmar. “In the end, I found a way to be useful. You can ask Captain Erida about an ambush that occurred in the Sand Hills and the fate of three archers. Although, I doubt he’ll be pleased to credit me for my anonymous assistance.”

Jalan’s mother had just said there were six lancers with the carriage. She said nothing about archers. Those three must have been attacking the people traveling from Lavembra. But, what does that have to do with Captain Erida?

Lady Darla leans forward and says, “You followed the travelers. You protected them. And, you made contact with my father. Your orders state that you were to enter his service. Why didn’t you? Did my father not accept you?”

The messenger looks from Darla to Shara and back again then says, “I did enter your father’s service. The king not only sent me as a protector, but as a teacher as well. I am charged with teaching Mer Tung to the king’s heir.” Now Enmar looks only at Lady Shara and says, “Lord Yen directed me to wait. He said Lady Shara was uncomfortable with it. That she and he both felt the intense training was not advisable until the boy was older or until his own survival required it.”

Turning to look at Shara, Lady Darla says in a slightly elevated voice, “Mother, you knew about this?”

Jalan sees his mother frown and then nod once. She says, “Yes. I knew. Your father’s last wish was that...” Lady Shara stops speaking. She looks at Jalan and seems uncertain. Then she turns back to Darla and says, “His last wish was that Jalan receive the training. And, I said I would do it. But, Mer Tung, or what I know of it, seemed too demanding. Jalan was only eight. He was a little boy. But I had promised Hallis. I had Captain Erida expand Jalan’s training. And he has worked him so very hard.” Shara looks between Darla and Enmar both as she adds, “I hoped it would be enough.”

Jalan could hardly follow what they were saying. A boy? A boy who was supposed to be trained and he was that boy? Why? Why would he need training to survive? He was certainly being trained. He practiced with knives and swords and bow. He had been working with a lance too. But, that was perfectly normal. Everybody did it. Well, maybe his brother Tomac did not do everything he did. And, outside of the lancers stationed at Yen manor nobody trained with as many weapons as Jalan did. Even most of the lancers only worked with sabers, lances and bows. Staves, he’d forgotten about staves.

With the thought of one more weapon the entire swirling mass of practice sessions and multiple weapons crashes together to form a single image, his image. Jalan. The only thing all the practice, and exercise and chores have in common is Jalan. He is the only person doing them all. And the question that he avoids asking, the one he barely acknowledges having, the concern that he fears will bring an end to all the training, forces its way out of his mouth. “Why?” he asks in a puzzled expression of his bafflement.

Lady Shara looks distressed and says to him, “Because I love you.”

Jalan never thought of that. He never knew that someone could make things difficult because they love you and also make things easier at the same time. He knew his mother was telling him why she hoped all the training was enough even though he was asking why he does more than anyone else. Love is the answer to both questions.

“I love you too, mother,” says Jalan as he looks directly at Lady Shara. “But, do I do more than anyone else has to?”

Lady Shara is visibly upset and Jalan can see that she is trying not to cry. “You know you are our foster child. Mine and father’s?” says Shara. Her voice sounds tender and reluctant to Jalan.

“Yes,” he says.

“That means that we, Lord Hallis and I, are... That we are not your real parents.”

“Yes,” he says again. Jalan has always known he is a foster child and he came to the family as a baby. He does not know why it is important now and it is making him nervous.

“Who do you think your real parents are?”

“What do you mean?” Jalan could hear the stress in his own voice.

“Jalan, look at me,” says Enmar. Jalan feels relief at being able to do something other than answer his mother’s question. He looks away from her to Enmar.

“I am a messenger. I tell people things. That is what a messenger does. Do you understand?”

That makes sense to Jalan. A messenger gives you a message. He could see that. “Yes,” he says.

“I would like to tell you something. Would that be all right?”

The messenger seems very considerate. He really seems to care what Jalan wants. “I guess so.”

“I wish to tell you who your parents are, your real parents. Would you like to know who they are?” asks the messenger.

The man seems honest. He is not upset. It might be all right. His mother is right here sitting next to him. His father died in this room. Jalan is not sure what having real-parents means. But, it seems very important to the messenger. Jalan says, “I don’t know.”

Enmar gives Jalan an understanding smile and says, “I know what you mean. Often, when I have a message for someone they are not certain they want to hear it. New things worry people sometimes. They worry that learning something new will change something they already know. For example, you know Lady Shara loves you. And, she has always been a mother to you. I can see she loves you just as much as she loves her other children. Nothing I say will ever change that. I can also see that you love her. What I tell you will never change that either. But, what I want to tell you is important to you. Even without knowing who your real parents are, the fact of who they are governs your life.

You are here in House Yen because your parents wanted you to grow up in safety. They knew that at your birth home it would be much more dangerous for you. They sent you here because they love you and they wanted you to be safe, just as Lady Shara has allowed Captain Erida to train you so that you will learn skills to help keep you safe when you are older. Your real parents love you and Lady Shara loves you. Would you like to know who they are? Would you like to know who loves you as much as Lady Shara does?”

Jalan loves his mother. He does not believe anyone could love him more than Lady Shara does. But, maybe someone might love him almost that much. And if they do, then maybe he should know who they are because maybe they worry about him and he could tell them he is fine and not to worry. And he could just stay here and grow up with his brother and sisters and everything would be fine.

“Yes, I would like to know,” says Jalan even though the words scare him a little as he says them.

Enmar looks very serious as he says, “Your parents are King Tamaron and Queen Urala.”

The names mean almost nothing to Jalan. It is as if the messenger just told him his parents are the sun and the moon. He knows who they are. They are the rulers of Ojmara. But, Jalan has never seen them. They live far away in Lavembra. The man is right. What he said changes nothing. Jalan notices that everyone is looking at him. He is not sure what to do.

“Oh,” he says. “Um, thank you for telling me.” He looks at Lady Shara and says, “May I have some more cheese?”



Chapter VI


Walking down the hallway with a freshly loaded plate of cheese wedges and dried fruit, Jalan sees his brother Tomac and sister Vee hurrying toward him.

“What did the messenger say?” asks Tomac in a voice rich with curiosity. And with barely a breath in between he adds, “Hey? Can I have a fig?”

“Me too, please,” says Vee.

Jalan holds out his plate and Tomac takes two figs and a cheese wedge. Vee takes the last pieces of dried apple.

“Thanks,” says Tomac as he pops a dried fig in his mouth.

Vee just smiles and eats a piece of apple. Jalan decides to finish what is left while he still has something to call his own. In short order the plate is empty. He and Tomac have finished their share. Vee is just eating her last apple piece. With the food gone, Jalan walks toward the back of the house to return the empty plate to the kitchen.

“Well?” says Vee as she steps up to walk beside Jalan. Her eyes shine with interest.

“The messenger wanted to tell me who my parents are,” says Jalan without slowing.

“What do you mean?” says Tomac from behind.

Vee rolls her eyes and says, “He means his birth parents.”

“His what?”

Vee stops walking to look directly at Tomac. Jalan is tempted to keep going but he stops also and watches them.

“His birth parents are the people he was born to. Our birth parents are mother and father. Jalan was born to someone else. He is our foster brother,” Vee explains with exaggerated patience as though she thinks her words might really be too complex for Tomac to understand.

“But, Jalan’s our little brother,” says Tomac with a hint of uncertainty.

“Yes, our foster brother. He is also mother and father’s foster son, which means he has real parents and father agreed to foster him, to raise him as one of our own family.”

“His real parents sent him here to grow up with us?”

“Darla said a carriage brought Jalan,” says Vee.

Mother said something about a carriage to the messenger recalls Jalan. “What carriage?” says Jalan, hoping the answer will help him recall Lady Shara’s words.

“I just said,” replies Vee, exasperation with Jalan filling her words. “Not that you would remember as you were a tiny infant. You came in a carriage. I heard Darla and Guri talking about it once. Guri said Captain Erida led the escort. Lieutenant Burk was with him and some other lancers too.”

That was it thought Jalan. Messenger Enmar said he was protecting travelers and Lady Shara said there were six lancers and a carriage. Then the messenger said Lady Shara could ask Captain Erida about an ambush. What they said had not made sense. Now Vee tells him Captain Erida escorted the carriage that brought Jalan to House Yen. Captain Erida knows where Jalan came from. He might even know Jalan’s real parents. It had not occurred to him that anyone he knew might know his parents.

If the captain came with the carriage, then he must have been at the capital and Lieutenant Burk has been there too. What about the messenger? The messenger works for the king. The king is far away in Lavembra. But Jalan is beginning to understand that the king’s influence is much closer.

“Who are his real parents?” asks Tomac.

“I don’t know that,” replies Vee with a look that says Tomac was foolish to ask her. “Didn’t you hear Jalan say the messenger told him?”

Appearing unfazed by their sister’s dismissive tone, Tomac turns to Jalan and asks, “Who are your real parents?”

“The messenger said my parents are the king and queen,” Jalan says. He shrugs and adds, “But, I don’t know. That’s just what he said.”

“You are making that up!” says Vee. “If you are not going to tell us what he really said then say so, but don’t make up stories.”

Vee’s disbelief annoys Jalan. It adds to his discomfort with everyone knowing things about him that he does not know. He did his best to endure the parlor and comfort his mother and keep her safe. He listened politely while Darla, mother and Messenger Enmar talked about things that made no sense. It is not fair. How could he help it if his parents where King Tamaron and Queen Urala? The only parents he wants are mother and father and he would trade the king and queen to get Lord Hallis back if he could.

There is an undercurrent of emotion welling up in Jalan. He does not feel in control and he does not know what to do about it. His agitation pushes at him and he pushes back harder. It crystalizes within him and he puts this new thing completely into the words he speaks to Vee. “I am not a liar.”

The color drains from Vee’s face and she steps back while reaching out to the hallway wall to steady her. Tomac drops to one knee and does a quick shake of his head.

“Jalan!” shouts someone.

Feeling very tired, it takes Jalan a moment to focus on the person who called him. Lady Shara with her skirt caught up in her hands is running toward him. How odd. Mother never runs. Jalan decides to sit down. He half lowers himself and half collapses to a seated position on the floor.

Even though she shouted his name, his mother moves past Jalan and wraps her arms around Vee who is still having trouble standing. Shara assists Vee as the girl lowers herself down to sit on the floor. Lady Shara puts her hands on both sides of Vee’s head and examines her. Jalan sees an expression of relief form on his mother’s face.

Lady Shara leaves Vee sitting on the floor with her back and head propped against the wainscoting and goes to Tomac. Tomac appears to be trying to stand, but Lady Shara instructs him to sit down for a moment until his head clears.

Finally, his mother comes to Jalan. She looks concerned, but perhaps a little less anxious then when she examined Vee. She takes one of his hands in both of hers and looks at Jalan closely as if watching for something. Again she looks relieved.

“Stand up,” she says, and helps Jalan rise to his feet.

He feels less tired, more like right after sparring instead of the exhaustion that forced him to the floor.

“Go to your bed and sleep for a bit. I’m sure you’ll feel better afterward,” says his mother as if coaxing a sleepy child to take a nap.

Jalan looks down and says, “The plate.”

Lady Shara follows his gaze and smiles. “I’ll take care of it.”

Δ

Jalan wakes with sunlight streaming through his window and his mother sitting on a chair next to his bed. Her smile brightens his morning even more.

“Good morning, Jalan,” she says. “How did you sleep?”

Too long. “Too well,” he says.

“Don’t worry. I sent word to Captain Erida not to expect you first thing this morning.”

Jalan was relieved and curious, “Why?”

“I knew you would need rest,” says Lady Shara. “All of you,” she continues. “It was to be expected after you, Vee and Tomac ate that bad cheese yesterday.”

“Bad cheese?”

“Yes, you had taken some cheese with you from the parlor and shared it with them. Apparently, the cheese had gone bad. It made all of you ill very quickly.”

“But, Vee didn’t eat any cheese,” Jalan says.

“Jalan, my son, please listen to me. If it was not the cheese then it was the fruit. There is no other explanation for it.” The last sentence sounds as if his mother means there is no other explanation allowed.

“Yes, mother,” says Jalan.

His mother looks very pleased by his answer. She reaches out and pats him on the arm. Then, rather than pull away, she rests her hand on his forearm and leans forward. When she speaks, he has to listen closely to hear her.

“Now, just between us, let’s play a game.”

“All right,” says Jalan quietly in return.

“It is an imagination game. We will pretend that there might be some other reasons for what happened in the hallway. But, this is just our game, our secret. Yes?” Her voice sounds light and happy, but her eyes look serious.

Jalan is uncertain about what is happening but he knows it is not a game. “Yes, mother,” he says.

Shara smiles again and her grip on his arm eases. “Has Master Hern taught you about the Society?”

Master Hern, his tutor, has told him about many things. The Society does sound familiar. “I think so,” says Jalan.

“What did he tell you?” asks Shara.

“That everyone with the Ability belongs to the Society. That it is like a guild.”

“That’s right,” she responds encouragingly. “But, it is a very strict guild with rules against anyone using the Ability that is not part of the Society.”

Jalan gently pulls his arm free of his mother’s hold and pushes himself to a sitting position in his bed. “What is the Ability?”

As part of our game I will pretend to know something about the Ability and I will tell you what I know. All right?”

“Yes, mother.”

“Many people have some Ability. The Ability is really many things. The name makes it sound like one thing because that idea is more comforting to those without it. Long ago, before the Society existed, people with the Ability had no one to guide them or watch over their actions. Like everyone does in life, some of the people used the Ability for good purposes and others used it for bad. Eventually, the bad actions of a few damaged the reputation of everyone that used the Ability. Ordinary people no longer distinguished between good and bad users. They considered anyone with the Ability to be bad and tried to kill them. This caused many more problems including wars between those with the Ability and those without it. Finally, a compromise was found. Everyone was tired of fighting. Those with the Ability agreed to limit themselves. They would wear only the color red so that everyone would know them on sight. They would isolate themselves from the community and live in their own society, the Society. And, the Society would take responsibility for everyone with the Ability. If anyone misused it, the Society would deal with them. If anyone with the Ability refused to join the Society, the Society would kill them. The ordinary people agreed that the Society has total control over its members. They agreed not to kill those with the Ability, to bring any new users to the Society where they could be controlled and to assist the Society when it hunts rogue users.”

Jalan tries to take in everything his mother said. It is much more than Master Hern ever mentioned. Jalan has an idea and decides to ask, “Are we pretending that what happened yesterday was because of the Ability?”

“Yes, you and I, in our secret game, can pretend that.”

Almost in a whisper, Jalan asks, “Am I going to go live in the Society?”

His mother shifts from the chair to sitting next to him on his bed. She gives him a hug and says, “Of course not, dear. You have never done anything to indicate you might have the Ability. And, because you do not have the Ability, you will never use the Ability in a way that allows anyone to discover you have it.”

Jalan is certain he understands and says, “Yes, mother,” but he is not certain how to do what she wants. He does not even know what he did the day before. How will he stop himself from doing it again?

He almost asks, but Lady Shara stands abruptly and says, “There is much of the day left and you have much to do. We can play our game more another time. Go to Mistress Dahlia and tell her I wish her to give you a light breakfast now that you are feeling better. I’m sure Captain Erida will have something for you to do after that.”



Chapter VII


Jalan eats breakfast and goes searching for Captain Erida.

The messenger, Krenis Enmar, approaches him and says, “You’re with me.”

“What do you mean, ah, sir,” says Jalan

“I spoke with Lady Darla and Captain Erida yesterday. It was agreed that I am training you from now on.”

Jalan is not sure how he feels about that. He has trained with several people because each one was best at teaching specific things. “Are you going to teach me to be a messenger?”

Enmar roars with laughter. When he finally stops he wipes an eye and says, “I just might. I just might.” Then the man sighs deeply. “But we’ll leave that for another day. Right now I want to see you run.”

“Run? You want me to run? All right.” Jalan takes a step. Before his next footfall, Enmar snatches Jalan’s shirt collar and plucks him off the ground with one hand.

“I meant with me, boy,” says Enmar. “You run with me and we’ll see how you do.”

His new trainer sets him back on the ground. Jalan waits for Enmar to start running and then he matches the man’s pace.

Enmar follows the paved way from the estate out to the road that passes the gates. The two iron gates sit open. An armsman stands watch and ignores the runners as they pass by. Enmar turns right onto the road and Jalan stays with him.

“I can run faster than this,” says Jalan.

“It’s not about speed. It’s about distance,” says Enmar.

Δ

When they finally cross back through the gates and jog to the manor, Jalan wishes he could have sparred with Lieutenant Burk instead. He thought Enmar slowed down about half way. Not that he had any idea where half way really was. He had long since stopped thinking about how far he was running and only concentrated on keeping pace with Enmar. Lost in his exhausted haze, Jalan does not even notice where they are when Enmar stops running. He is too relieved to care. Even when Enmar pours a full bucket of well water over Jalan’s head, the boy just stands there dripping into the puddle at his feet.

Enmar strips off his shirt and sets it aside before pouring water from a fresh bucket over his own head and briefly scrubbing his face and arms with his hands. He then rinses with the remaining water and sets the empty bucket back on the edge of the low stone wall that surrounds the well.

Grabbing his shirt, Enmar starts walking. Jalan follows almost out of habit now. They walk toward the workshops. His trainer moves with an easy stroll and Jalan hobbles and squelches in his wet boots. When they reach the leather shop, Enmar discusses something to do with shoes. Jalan concentrates on standing and lets the conversation drift past him.

Ritka, the leather crafter, has Jalan sit on a stool and take off his boots. Then Ritka has Jalan put his feet on a couple of pieces of leather and inscribes marks in the leather that seem to roughly correspond to the size of Jalan’s feet. He is too tired to care why Ritka is making him new boots when the ones he has are still in good shape.

“Come along. Let’s get something to eat,” says Enmar. He looks at Jalan. “Ritka is going to want that stool back.”

Jalan accepts the hand Enmar offers and lets the man pull him to his feet.

Carrying his wet boots, Jalan trudges toward the manor’s kitchen entrance. His bare feet feel sore and swollen and he winces when he steps on a sharp stone.

“Don’t worry. Your feet will get a rest tomorrow,” says Enmar.

Δ

The next evening Jalan sits at the family dining table wondering if he can eat the soup in front of him without using his arms.

“He made you walk on your hands?” says Tomac as if it is the most outlandish thing he has ever heard.

Jalan has to admit that it might be.

Lady Shara says, “That is what your brother said, dear. Now please stop badgering Jalan about his training, unconventional as it may be.”

“Yes, mother,” says Tomac.

Across the table Vee smirks and tries to hide it by eating another spoonful of soup.

Darla breaks the silence that follows by sharing details of the new book she is reading. Vee tells everyone what she has heard about a traveling singer rumored to be performing in the district. Lady Shara asks questions about the children’s various lessons with Master Hern.

With what he considers to be a heroic effort, Jalan manages to feed himself. He asks to be excused at the meal’s end and goes to his room.

Δ

Later, after Jalan settles himself for the night, there is a tap at his door and his mother speaks from outside, “May I come in?”

Lying on his bed, his mind has been wandering on the edge of sleep. He sits up to help rouse himself and says, “Yes, mother.”

Lady Shara enters the room holding a short wooden dowel with a small candle lantern hanging from its notched end. Outside the window, dusk’s muted glow has not yet given over to full night. Inside, Jalan’s room is dark and the candle sends wavering suffused light dancing across the walls and his mother’s form.

She softly closes the door behind her and smiles as she walks to his bed where she sits on the edge of it. “How are you feeling?” Lady Shara asks.

“Tired,” replies Jalan.

“If you like I can speak to Master Enmar about...”

“Mother, no!” blurts Jalan. He feels his face color with embarrassment which he hopes is not visible in the candlelight. “I mean, please don’t. Everything is fine, really.” Jalan can hear the edge of pleading in his voice.

“If you are certain,” she says. The words sound like the grudging acceptance of a battle she knows she cannot win.

“Master Enmar says the beginning is the most difficult time. It will get better. But, I have to do this. Father wanted me to do this.” Again, he hears himself pleading with her.

Lady Shara reaches out and sets the little candle lamp on the night stand near the bed. She moves closer to Jalan. He snuggles into her arms. Jalan knows his mother only objects to his training because she loves him and wishes to spare him. And, he knows she only allows him to continue for the same reason. He falls asleep while thinking again of the two sides of love and how he and his mother try to make each other’s suffering easier.



Chapter VIII


The next day Jalan finds Krenis Enmar running flax string between stakes in the ground. It looks like a big rectangle. As Enmar finishes his last knot, two of the estate’s craftsmen arrive.

“Good day, Krenis. This where you want it?” asks Master Anton the stone mason.

“I’ve staked it out for you,” says Enmar. “Now I’ll be off and let you good men get to work. I know Master Doon has the plans well in hand.”

“Literally,” says Carpenter Doon as he waves a set of rolled parchments he is carrying.

“What are they doing?” says Jalan as he follows Master Enmar hoping that today’s training is less torturous than yesterdays.

“Building a Training Hall!” says Enmar with exuberance.

Jalan has done a lot of training, but he never suspected there were buildings dedicated to it. “Why,” he says, feeling puzzled.

Master Enmar stops and faces him. “Because, you are not being trained for a month or a season; you are being trained for a lifetime. That takes more than running around a dusty practice yard can do.”

Enmar moves off again and leads Jalan to what looks like a plank leaning against a tree at a shallow angle. When he looks closer, Jalan sees a stout dowel mounted horizontally on a wooden block. The block connects the center of the dowel to the surface of the plank. With the dowel attached in that fashion it looks like a crossbar handle to Jalan. The purpose for mounting a handle three quarters of the way up on the top side of the plank is not obvious to Jalan.

Jalan is told to lie on the plank with his head at the low end and to hook his ankles under the handle like dowel at the high end. After a couple of attempts to comply, he decides to straddle the plank and hook one ankle by raising his right leg and sliding his right ankle in from the side and under the end of the suspended dowel. Then he grasps the edges of the plank at the point where he seats himself upon it. While using his hands and his right ankle to stay in place, he hooks his other ankle under the opposite end of the dowel post and lies down on his back.

Master Enmar instructs Jalan to sit up and touch his toes. The boy finds the stretching and lying back almost pleasant at first. He does not keep track of how many times he repeats the motion. Instead he tries for a steady rhythm he hopes will not exhaust him too soon. Jalan keeps sitting up, touching his toes and lying back until he can no longer sit up at all. He is covered in sweat and uncertain how to get off the plank. He manages to place his hands on the ground and push up enough to let him free his ankles, but all he can do after that is a combination of sliding down the plank head first and rolling off it sideways which ends with him in a fatigued heap on the ground. When he tries to stand, his legs will not support him.

“You did well enough. Sit and rest and I’ll get you some water,” says Master Enmar.

After a brief respite and a cool drink, Jalan does pushups. He does the first set while pushing with his fingertips on the ground, the second with fists on the ground and a third set with his palms. Next he practices standing and walking on his hands followed by another short rest and another drink of water. Jalan wonders if the water he drinks even comes close to the amount he perspires.

Master Enmar directs Jalan to stand on one leg with his other leg held out in front of him and then to squat down and stand back up. He repeats this in a series of ten repetitions for each leg until he can no longer push himself back up from his squat.

Jalan is then directed to run until he does not feel tired any more, which means Jalan jogs around the estate grounds until Master Enmar tells him to stop and wash up for lunch.

Δ

The afternoon consists of weapons practice. He and Master Enmar primarily work with long swords and sabers. They spend a little time reviewing finer points of fighting from horseback. Much of it depends on the horse’s condition and training. At the end of the afternoon, Enmar shows Jalan a long hollow tube he calls a blowpipe. Jalan learns that an object which looks like a large pointed needle with down or a bit of feather affixed to one end is called a dart. The dart is placed in one open end of the blowpipe and when one blows into that end the dart is supposed to fly out the other end and strike a target.

The idea of it seems so humorous Jalan can hardly suppress his laughter when Master Enmar explains the weapon. After his teacher demonstrates the blowpipe and Jalan sees how well the needle penetrates into a tree trunk, he admits it could be painful.

“But,” says Jalan, “it could never stop an attacker like a bow or a sling could.”

“That is true. The use of a blowpipe is more subtle. It can be a good weapon for hunting small birds and animals. In a tight spot you might be able to spook an enemy’s mount with it.” Holding up the dart he retrieves from the tree trunk Enmar says, “Imagine how that would feel in a horse’s thigh.”

Jalan is unconvinced. “What if the horse is armored?” he says.

His teacher waves his hand in a sweeping gesture to indicate the estate grounds. “How many armored horses do you see? For that matter, how many armored men?”

“None,” is Jalan’s grudging reply.

“Why is that?”

“Because no one wears armor unless they think they need it.”

Enmar nods. “And if all you have is a blowpipe, how will you use it?”

“Attack when the enemy is not ready and retreat when they are,” says Jalan.

“Very good. When there is no advantage in victory, it is better to deny your enemy the battle. Even if you win, the cost of victory is likely to destroy you anyway.”

Jalan is a little annoyed at not realizing the blowpipe discussion would become a lecture on tactics. Master Enmar has been hammering him with four ideas for the last two weeks. Denying the battle is the first of them. The second is that if battle cannot be avoided then be the one to choose the battleground. Third, if you cannot choose the battleground then control the conditions of the battle. And, forth, if you cannot control the conditions of the battle, change the conditions.

He is not sure if Master Enmar means these ideas to apply to more than fighting, but Jalan finds that they also work well for some other things. He is able to get more food out of Mistress Dahlia if he asks when she is busy. When she is organized and things are running smoothly in the kitchen, she allows him a small morsel. But, if several things are happening at once and her attention is scattered, Jalan often gets a larger portion.

He notices a pattern in his own training as well. Captain Erida, Master Hern and Master Enmar all teach him things in stages. It is not obvious at the start, only as the training progresses it becomes possible to look back over the progression. Jalan is certain that once the new training hall Master Enmar is building is complete, all the physical strength, stamina and coordination training will become the beginning of something greater.

It is as if his training is like a battle. In the beginning he had no chance. But, the training, like the battle, has to be done. It could not be avoided. Retreat is not possible. His trainers changed the condition of the battle by making the steps to the goal small enough for Jalan to take. A plan was made to take him forward in stages. And when conditions change, as in Master Enmar taking over, the plan is modified, but the goal never changes. Jalan knows he is being made ready. But, ready for what?



Chapter IX


Darla steps through the opening in the stone wall that surrounds Lady Shara’s private garden and closes the weathered wooden door behind her. Her mother is fond of spending early mornings tending her plants. The odors of earth and foliage hang in the still air and birds call to each other from perches in the crowns of small delicately trimmed trees. The feeling of a slower pace and more peaceful atmosphere impresses itself upon Darla. She wishes that she had time to enjoy it.

“Mother?” she calls out into the general green before her.

“Darla?” says Lady Shara from off to Darla’s right.

“I need to speak to you privately, otherwise I would not intrude on your early morning,” says Darla as she follows the graveled path toward her mother.

“Intrude on my morning?” says her mother somewhere just ahead.

“Well, this is your sanctuary it seems. So peaceful, so...”

“Alone?” says Lady Shara as she rounds a bend and comes face to face with Darla.

“Private.”

“Like your study?” says Lady Shara with a smile.

“I think I will tell you why I am here before I am forced to admit to all my secrets,” says Darla.

“Indeed, what else are you keeping from me?” teases Shara.

“It is well timed that you would ask as only this morning a messenger delivered a proposal. A proposal of marriage.” The word marriage is difficult for Darla to say.

“Ah, I had been expecting that,” says Lady Shara with all amusement gone from her words.

“You expected it? Really?” asks Darla with her voice rising higher on each syllable.

“No one wants to offer an alliance if they are certain they will be denied. Ahead of any proposal come hints and open ended questions asked in the most polite and gentle ways. Tell me now, have you read it?”

“I only just did before coming to find you,” says Darla.

“You seem very calm. I was expecting more excitement at the very least. Of course you are quite level headed and it makes sense to weigh the matter carefully. But, you are so serene.”

“What about you, mother?” says Darla “You are taking this very well. No jitters. No protests.”

“I have been through this before, dear.”

“All the more reason I would expect a stronger reaction.”

Lady Shara makes a small dismissive wave of her hand and says, “You are my third daughter. After Guri and especially after Aena, I feel well prepared.”

“Oh. Oh no,” says Darla in a small voice. “You think this is a proposal for my hand.”

“Well of course. Who else...” Shara’s confidence fades with her words. “No,” she says echoing Darla’s shocked whisper. And then louder, “No.” And finally quite loud, “No! It can’t be!” Shara looks quickly about as if checking that she and Darla are truly alone. Then she puts her hands tightly together in front of her and raises them in a beseeching manner before saying the anxious words, “Tell me. Tell me who?”

Darla understands the question and replies, “Lord Brace.” She is curious to see how Shara reacts. Her mother looks thoughtful.

“Kenth?” asks Shara after a pause.

“Yes, Lord Kenth Brace,” assures Darla.

“I am so off my footing that I worried it might be Regnus.”

“Oh my,” says Darla with a giggle. “That would be a surprise.”

As an aside Lady Shara says “Thank Providence for small favors at least.” And then speaking directly to Darla again, “It is a surprise just the same. Everyone knows I’m married.”

Darla considers her words carefully, “It has been almost five years. And, you and Lord Brace do enjoy each other’s company.”

Shara crosses her arms and looks down with a sigh. “I know it’s been years,” she says. “At first I could think of nothing but the loss of your father. It was the first thing I thought of each mourning and the last each night. It came unbidden to my mind and heart every moment. Now, the pain is less and I find entire days go by before I think about my dear Hallis. It made me feel guilty at first. As if I could forget him. As if he never were.” Shara looks up at Darla’s face. “I think your father would never want me to spend my life morning him. I still love him, but I don’t grieve for him.”

“We all loved father. There will never be anyone else like him. But, we,” Darla waits to make certain that she is looking into her mother’s eyes before continuing. “I love you too. All of us love you. We grieved at the loss of father and we grieved for the pain we saw you suffering. It has been so wonderful this last year to have you fully back among us.”

Lady Shara reaches out and takes Darla’s hand to hold enfolded in both of hers. “I never meant to pull away. I wanted to be strong for you, all of you. I missed him so. And, when I looked at each of my children I would see his looks, his mannerisms, his smile and my heart ached to breaking. How could I explain if I cried at the sight of my own children? Even Jalan, my foster child with no blood tie to Hallis, shows the same inner strength and the ability to accept burdens that would crush others. Perhaps that ability is something the king hoped Jalan would gain from being fostered with us. We, father and I, felt Jalan was always another one of our own children. Once he arrived he was family. He is family.”

Darla thinks of Jalan as her brother. Perhaps the way her parents treated all the children as equals made that possible. And although Jalan is a brother to her, Darla senses something different in him than in her other siblings. It is like a deep reservoir of strength or power. She does not have the right word for it. He is only 12 and yet he faces challenges every day that Darla is certain she could not overcome. She thinks back to the windmill when Jalan and Tomac came to her. Darla expected Jalan to need considerable help from Master Chander, Carpenter Doon and others before he could make any progress. Given Jalan’s training he was going to have to learn some command skills sooner or later. Finishing the windmill seemed like a good way for him to gain experience. She had never expected to see him supervising a team of grown men the very next day while Tomac ran errands for them. Doon was there working, but after Darla watched for a bit she could not deny that Jalan had the final say in how the work was done. Jalan is young and cannot always express himself in words. But, in action, he surpasses almost everyone.

It creates a mixture of pride and astonishment in Darla every time she thinks about it. Perhaps this is what father felt when he discovered I could be his new bookkeeper? That and relief. It was obvious her father never cared for the task and had mother help him as often as possible. Father relied on mother and so do I. Even now Darla does not begin large projects without making it clear to everyone involved that Lady Shara is in agreement with her. Her mother’s backing buttresses Darla’s authority.

Jalan appears to act with the assumption of authority. Does that simply come naturally to a prince? Darla doubts it. But, she plans to try that tactic more often herself and see what happens.

“I know that look,” says her mother. “What are you thinking, sweetheart?”

“That there is much more to Jalan than we know.” For a brief instant, Darla thinks her mother looks startled. “I didn’t mean in an ominous way. It is merely that he surprises me with his ability to conquer difficult tasks.” Again something Darla says causes a flash of concern in Lady Shara’s eyes. “Are you not proud of him? I know I am.”

“I am proud of all my children. And, I understand what you mean. By all reports Jalan is extraordinary. He masters new skills quickly and when he is pushed in his training he always rises to the challenge. Captain Erida reported that Jalan would be the best fighter in all of House Yen if he were a man full grown and not a wisp of a boy. That is such a cruel comfort.”

“Must they drive him so hard?” Darla thinks she knows the answer, but her worry comes out almost of its own volition.

“I thought they should not. Then Krenis Enmar returned. I was angry with him. If he was sent to protect Jalan, why had he disappeared for 10 years? When he told us that Hallis sent him out to stop the king’s enemies and that he had spent those years misleading and killing men searching for Jalan, I knew I was wrong about Jalan’s training. Jalan was not safely secreted away with us. He merely had not been found by those who wish him dead. We were not keeping him safe. Krenis Enmar was.”

“Then I had better go and see to any further needs for the completion of Master Enmar’s training hall. As much as his cryptic answers to questions may infuriate me, I will endure them and do whatever I can for Jalan’s sake.”

“Leave the proposal with me and I’ll study it. We can talk more later,” says Lady Shara. She releases Darla’s hand and the two hug briefly before Darla walks the path back to the garden door.

Δ

Darla studies the accounts. Something about the road tariffs seems to have changed. She compares the totals collected over the last several years and sees a definite decrease. Amounts collected dropped slowly starting with Southway Outpost and then Midland and Pass as well. All three of the lancer patrol posts sit at the main intersections of the River Road. River Road runs north and south a mile or two west of the Greenhills River depending on the river’s course. The road would be damaged by flooding each spring if it sat any closer. Midland Outpost is located where the Greenhills Crossing bisects River Road. Greenhills Crossing is named for the bridge that spans the river and allows travel between the eastern portion of the House Yen lands and the Principality of Polnue. Travelers taking goods east toward Yen Manor and the surrounding villages pay a tariff at Midland Outpost. If the goods are going south, the tariff is paid when the travelers leave River Road at Southway Outpost. When goods go north a tariff is collected at Pass Outpost.

As goods flow through Yen land, tariffs are collected. Those duties help maintain the roads and outposts. Without sufficient collections, funds from house reserves or income from other sources must be used. Darla is also concerned that items needed by everyone living on Yen holdings might become more expensive if the trade has fallen off. She will need to determine what necessities have become scarce and where new suppliers may be found. She goes to her shelves of records to retrieve the quartermaster’s accounts when someone knocks on her study door.

With a suppressed groan, Darla turns toward the door and says, “Enter.”

Steward Hint slowly opens the door wide enough to be clearly visible to Darla. “Lady, I apologize for the interruption. A messenger from your sister, Lady Shrift, has brought a letter. He begs the indulgence of delivering it to you personally. I explained the irregularity of it, but he would not be dissuaded.”

Hint is a bit red around the face. Darla takes that as a sign of how difficult it is to dissuade her sister’s messenger. She could have Hint bring the man to her here, but her study has too many documents lying about. She does not wish to have them accidentally disturbed. And, it is her policy to not meet privately with anyone. It causes rumors to run through the staff like fire in dry grass. She doubts their tongues burned so hot whenever her father met privately with a visitor. Normally, she requests that her mother attend any meeting with her. This unexpected messenger is taking too much of her time already. Darla does not want to wait for Lady Shara as well. The quickest way to resolve the issue is to let Steward Hint lead her to the man and to accept the letter in front of the Steward. At least that way all the speculation will be limited to the contents of the letter.

Δ

When Darla follows Hint into the parlor, a middle aged man in a short Green and Yellow jacket with silver piping stands immediately and says, “Lady Yen, I do apologize, but I was instructed to give this letter directly to you and could not have completed my duty to my Lady Shrift otherwise.”

Darla recognized the man. “Steward Vimler? Guri sent you?” She had only seen him at her sister’s manor home. He looked so out of place in Yen Manor’s parlor.

The man made a slight bow to acknowledge the personal recognition. “Yes, lady. She wished this letter to pass directly from her to you, but it is impractical for my lady to deliver it. It was entrusted to me to carry it directly to you. The letter has been in no other hand save your sister’s, lady.”

What could possibly be so urgent? Turning to her own steward, Darla says, “Steward Hint, although you just met Steward Vimler I think the introduction was neither as formal nor as pleasant as you both deserve. Please, for my sake, forget any recent disagreement over the manner of this letter’s delivery and welcome my sister’s house master. See to any needs he may have while he awaits my reply to this letter.”

Now turning to the messenger, Darla says, “Steward Vimler, please accept this opportunity to become better acquainted with Steward Hint, a trusted retainer and head of my household. I suspect that as you both serve your respective ladies in a similar capacity, you may have interesting observations of a strictly professional nature to share by way of making pleasant conversation.”

And finally to both men, “I will return with a response once I have learned what my sister wishes to tell me.”

Darla returns to her study and has just broken the seal on the letter when she hears a tapping at the door. Feeling a bit put upon she says, “Yes!”

“Um, ah, it is just your meal, lady. I... I can bring it later if you like,” says a nervous girl’s voice from the other side of the closed study door.

“No, please, Juna, bring it in,” replies Darla trying to take some of the irritation out of her words.

Mistress Dahlia’s helper opens the door and picks up a covered tray from a table in the hallway. She carries the tray inside and then looks about the room for a place to set it.

“A moment, just a moment,” says Darla as she clears away some papers from the little side table usually reserved for her meal trays. Perhaps mother is right. I really could use an assistant. Even Mistress Dahlia has one. I’ll have to give it some thought when there is time.

Juna places the tray on the cleared tabletop and scurries from the room. One more source of Darla’s irritation and delay vanishes into the hall as the girl leaves.

After a sip of watered wine and nibbling some bread and cheese, Darla settles down to read Guri’s letter. She has just flattened out the pages when yet another knock comes at the door. She takes a moment to set down the little pot of jam she was about to hurl at the closed door and breathes once, slowly and deeply, before saying in as calm a voice as she can command, “Yes?”

The door opens and Lady Shara enters with a pleasant smile on her face. “I was wondering if now might be a good time to discuss Lord Brace’s proposal? I saw the cook’s girl returning to the kitchens and I thought you might have time for me while you eat your meal.”

Grateful that she had not actually thrown the jam at the door, Darla is equally grateful that Lady Shara, someone she actually wants to see, has unexpectedly arrived. Standing, Darla walks over and ushers her mother into the room before closing the door. “I always have time for you, mother. I am reading a letter that just arrived from Guri. She had her man, Steward Vimler, deliver it directly to me. The truth is that I would have sent for you if I’d only had the time to wait. May I continue to read and pass the pages to you as I finish them? I am certain we will want to discuss whatever Guri feels is so important.”

Lady Shara readily agrees and Darla goes back to reading the letter. At first her sister goes to some length to assure Darla that everything is well with her and her family and that writing Darla is prompted by a happy circumstance and nothing of grave concern.

Nothing about the letter indicates the need for a personal messenger until Darla reads the word “however”. It is Darla’s least favorite word because “however” indicates that one may now ignore all information given ahead of that word. Good news, gone. Happy tidings, forgotten. And as she reads further, Darla starts to get a headache. The headache intensifies as each word of Guri’s letter makes clear the real message. Darla lays down the page she is reading, unable to continue. She places her face in her hands and waits for her mother to finish reading.

“What is it, dear?” asks Lady Shara.

“You’ll see,” mumbles Darla as she massages her forehead.

“Oh,” says Lady Shara a moment later. And then, “Oh no. It can’t be.”

“It is,” says Darla as the pounding in her head grows even stronger.

Lady Shara starts laughing. Darla fails to find any humor in it. “Oh yes, mock me in my time of misery,” she says as she lifts her aching head to look at her mother. Lady Shara tries to stop, but only laughs harder. Darla puts her face back in her hands.

Still laughing, Lady Shara leans over and starts to rub Darla’s back and then stands behind her to massage her shoulders.

Darla, who is on the verge of either depression, anger or both, notices that her mother’s work on the knotted muscles in Darla’s neck seems to relieve some of the pain in her head.

“Dear,” says Lady Shara, “I don’t mean to laugh at you. It is the absurdity of our situation that leaves my head spinning too. You’re tired. You have been working so hard. Go lie down and rest for a bit.”

“But...”

“Hush. I won’t let you tell me no. You will feel much better after a little rest.”

“I’m already so far behind,” says Darla.

“I’ll help you. And, we’ll start looking for your new assistant. Your exhaustion makes it plain that you need one,” says Lady Shara.

“More than I need a husband,” says Darla. “What am I supposed to do, mother?”

“You have time to think about that later. The formal proposal has not arrived yet. Guri is just trying to help prepare you for it. She knows her little sister well. I imagine this is not far from what she thought might happen.”

“But, the messenger, he is waiting for a response,” says Darla.

“I’ll write one and send him off with it. Right after I walk you to your room.”

Darla let her mother guide her down the hall and see her to bed. It is like being a little girl again. If only she could recapture that feeling of knowing all is well because her parents love her. She drifts off to sleep. When she wakes, her head feels much better even though her thoughts are still in turmoil.

Lord Merk Shrift, Guri’s husband’s cousin, is going to propose marriage to her. They have been introduced of course. It was at one of Guri’s parties last year or perhaps the year before. The year before it seems to Darla because she recalls speaking to him on at least three occasions. Darla is always careful to suppress any whims of fancy. She does not indulged in speculation about whom she might marry. The children of landed houses rarely marry for love. It is all about alliances and the mutual benefit of both families. She has no desire to enter an arranged marriage with a broken heart or unrealistic expectations. Although, as the third daughter of a middling house, she never thought she might marry a lord. Even four years after her father’s death she has difficulty accepting that she is the head of House Yen. That is why a lord would marry her. Not because she is Darla, but because she is Lady Darla Yen.



Chapter X


The Training Hall is a large open rectangular structure. A series of wooden trusses with interlocking posts supports the roof. Jalan finds the symmetry of each truss marching in line down the length of the building fascinating. The walls are only framed. There is no siding or interior paneling in place. It is possible to look at the entire skeleton of the building. The floor planks are all laid. Master Enmar says Lady Darla must have spent a good deal of silver to get all the glass paper he and Jalan use to smooth the floor. The interior is huge. Six men could easily stand in a row with their arms outstretched between them and not touch each other or the walls. And, that is only the width of the building. The length would be ten men at least. From the floor to the bottom of a roof truss is nearly the height of two men. Jalan could not understand why the room needs to be so tall, but when he mentions it to Master Enmar his teacher simply gives him a knowing smile and leaps up to touch a roof truss. Jalan thought he imagined it. Surely no one can jump that high. Master Enmar simply turns to him and says, “That’s why.”

When Jalan is not training, he watches the workmen build the Hall. It is a much larger effort than repairing the windmill. The list of materials and plans are far more complex. Men start by leveling the site. Then wagon after wagon of large stone blocks arrive from the quarry. They are laid as the foundation for the building’s walls and floor. Framing is done in sections and once one end of the structure’s wall frames are standing the work begins on raising cross beams, and each triangular roof truss is constructed using a cross beam for its base. The skill needed to cut post joints and assemble, wedge and pin the trusses together is amazing to see. In less than a month the building is proclaimed structurally sound and the toil of smoothing the floor begins.

The first day of rubbing the glass paper carefully back and forth is not bad. Jalan has some soreness over the next few days, but his shoulders and arms become use to the work. Then only Jalan’s knees ache. Although today even his knees seem to have toughened enough to take another day of crawling across the plank floor.

Smoothing is tedious. Jalan can see that some of the floor planks were planed better than others. They require less work on his part. He would like to thank the craftsman that took more care with the lumber, but he has no idea who it was. The glass paper is very coarse. It is a parchment like sheet with ground sand glass glued to one side to act as an abrasive. Jalan has to be careful not to spend too much time in a small area because he can rub away too much material and add to any unevenness in the surface of the floor plank.

After another day of rubbing the floor, Jalan, Master Enmar and Cress, one of the Carpenter Doon’s apprentices, finish. Masons are infilling the lower third of the exterior walls with stone and mortar. The upper sections of the walls that are not left open for windows and doors are filled with panels of woven sticks that are covered with a material made from all kinds of things. Jalan watches as men mix clay, limestone dust, dirt, sand, straw, flax fiber and even some horse dung together. They tell Jalan that this mixture will be spread over the lattice of woven sticks to finish each wall panel. It is hard to imagine the men’s churned up glop could ever be part of a wall, but as he sees the men fit the lattices and apply the daub, the real name for their glop, Jalan realizes that many of the buildings he sees everyday have walls made this way.

Jalan has to be satisfied with learning about these various building techniques bit by bit. He is back to a regular training routine now that his work on the floor of the Training Hall is done. Master Enmar adds a new exercise. It involves squatting down and then jumping up. It reminds Jalan of how a frog hops. The frog hops are difficult. It does not take long before his legs give out and he has to rest. Master Enmar assures him this is the secret to jumping high. It does not seem likely that Jalan will be touching the roof truss in the training hall any time soon. He will not even enter the training hall for some time yet. The walls need to be completed. And, after the walls, a legion of furniture finishers will apply wax and burnish the flooring until it shines. Or so says Master Enmar. All Jalan cares is that he will not be one of them. Finishing wood is a skill he does not have time to learn.

Tomac’s voice pulls Jalan from his thoughts of the new Training Hall. “What are you doing?” says Tomac.

“Training,” says Jalan.

“But you’re just standing there,” observes Tomac.

“How long have I been here?”

“About an hour.”

“Must be time to switch legs,” says Jalan.

“What? Are you going to just stand here on your other leg for another hour? I could do that!” says Tomac.

“Try it then. But, stand over there.” Jalan points to a patch of ground well away from him.

“Why over there? Why not right here?”

Jalan tries to think of a nice way to say Tomac will fall over and Jalan doesn’t want Tomac to bump into him. “We need room. If one of us starts to fall, we might bump into each other and then we’d both have to start over,” says Jalan.

“Oh. All right,” says Tomac and moves to the spot. “Which leg should I stand on?”

“You’re right handed. Start with your right leg.”

“What difference does being right handed make?”

“Maybe none. But, maybe, your right leg is stronger just like your right arm.”

Tomac frowns in concentration and raises his left foot off the ground. He attempts to emulate Jalan’s stance. Jalan is barefoot and has his right foot resting in the crook of his slightly bent left knee. After three tries, Tomac is able to rest his booted foot in the crook of his right leg.

“Why are we doing this?” asks Tomac.

“Endurance and balance,” says Jalan.

“This doesn’t seem like much exercise,” says Tomac.

“You’ve only just started. It gets harder.”

The two boys stand in silence for a short time while looking like poor imitations of resting cranes.

“Is your leg starting to burn?” says Tomac.

“No,” says Jalan.

A moment later Tomac asks, “Are you sure?”

“It’s just your leg getting tired. You can try to bend or straighten your knee a little so the muscles can move around.”

Jalan watches Tomac gently bob up and down in very small increments.

“That feels a little better,” says Tomac.

Jalan closes his eyes and listens to the sounds of the workman performing their tasks at the Training Hall. He feels the light breeze across his exposed skin. He hears Tomac breathing hard and the rustling of cloth. He opens his eyes in time to see Tomac windmilling his arms for balance as his booted left foot touches the ground. Even with both feet back on the ground, Tomac stumbles sideways for a few steps. “You can switch legs if you want,” says Jalan.

“I think you’re cheating,” says Tomac.

“How?”

“Well, you don’t have boots on. That makes it easier.”

“Take your boots off then,” says Jalan.

Tomac sits on the ground and pulls off his boots. He gives Jalan a defiant look and stands. With only one attempt, Tomac mimics Jalan’s stance. Tomac is now standing on his left leg with his right foot tucked into his left knee.

Jalan closes his eyes again.

“Why do you close your eyes?” says Tomac.

“I’m relaxing.”

“Resting?” asks Tomac.

“In a way. I am relaxing all the muscles I don’t use for standing. You probably have your shoulders and neck tense, and your stomach is tight. All your muscles are working harder than they need to. It makes you tired faster.”

Tomac is silent. Perhaps he is thinking about what Jalan just told him.

“Whaw!” says Tomac.

Jalan hears him fall to the ground.

“I know. I know. Don’t relax so much.”

“That and your leg started to shake,” says Jalan.

“How do you know? Your eyes are closed!”

Jalan does his best to smile like Master Enmar. Is that how the master does it? He makes a good guess?

“Humph. Fine, don’t tell me.” Tomac sounds angry.

“If you’d like I will ask Master Enmar if you could train with me sometimes.”

Jalan only hears Tomac breathing for a moment and then Tomac says, “Well, um, that might be all right.”

Tomac does not sound enthusiastic, but at least he didn’t still sound angry. “I’ll ask him. I’ll see what he says.”

“He says keep your eyes open.”

Master Enmar’s voice is right next to Jalan’s left ear. At the same time he hears his master’s words he feels a push on his left shoulder that tips him off balance along with pressure against his right foot and the back of his left knee. His left knee bends forward. He cannot get his right foot to the ground and ends by landing hard in the grass on his right side.

“Or,” adds Master Enmar, “sharpen your hearing. I suggest you try both. Turning to Tomac he says, “That is your first lesson. Did you like it?”

“Very much, Master Enmar,” says Tomac with a huge grin on his face.

“If you are serious about training, you will have to get your mother’s permission. When you have it we will set up a training schedule.”

“Yes, sir,” says Tomac.

“Get up, Jalan. You already have your mother’s permission,” says Enmar. “Apparently, standing on one leg is not enough of a challenge for you. Let’s see how well this frog hops!”

Δ

Lord Merk Shrift turns away from the window and returns to his final reading of the marriage proposal that will be delivered to Lady Darla Yen. He tries to think of anything else that might strengthen his offer of marriage. The document spells out several advantages to a union, the increased holdings, the family contacts, the business relationships, the generations of fine men and women that have borne the Shrift name with distinction and the final temptation, Shrift armsmen ready to fight alongside House Yen in the escalating border conflict. Shrift has even written his own personal note to Lady Darla. It will be delivered separately and outlines his personnel intent to be an exemplary husband. He made certain to let the lady know that he is attracted to her because of her fine mind evidenced by the skill with which she has led House Yen after Lord Hallis Yen’s untimely death, his memory of her beauty accented by the emerald of her eyes enhanced by the lovely gown she wore the first time they met, and her charming tone of voice and turn of phrase.

Merk assumes that Lady Darla will realize on her own that his holdings and the Yen holdings have become competitors. The merging of the two houses would make a strong financial union. She will see the sense of it, how the sum of the parts creates a greater whole. Rather than competing they would control the majority of grain and flax in western Ojmara. The financial advantages aside, his offer of military aid is not something House Yen can afford to ignore.

After setting the proposal on his desk, Lord Shrift rings a tiny high-pitched hand bell. Yartin, his personal secretary, enters the room almost immediately by way of the double doors that face Merk’s desk and the large window behind it.

“My lord?” inquires Yartin as he waits for instructions.

“This final draft is good. Please prepare the copies and send one to my cousin.”

“Yes, my lord. And, by some coincidence, a letter from Lord Juin has just arrived. Would you like me to bring the correspondence now or at the customary time?”

Merk considers a moment. With so much going on he prefers to keep to his daily schedule to manage it all. “Just the letter. I will take the remainder at its proper time.”

Yartin accepts the draft proposal from Lord Shrift and leaves only to return an instant later with a sealed envelope which he offers to the lord.

“Thank you, Yartin,” says Lord Shrift as he takes the envelope. “Has the special report arrived yet?”

“No, lord,” says Yartin with a hint of apology.

Merk sighs. “Things have gone well enough. I suppose no news is not bad news,” he says quietly. “See to those copies and bring me today’s reports. I’ll look them over after reading Lord Juin’s letter.

“My lord,” says the secretary before he makes a slight bow and leaves.

Lord Shrift examines the envelope he holds. Anticipation is often the best part of any experience, the moment before the first sip of wine, the pause just prior to the musicians beginning to play, or the instant before opening a letter. At these moments, Merk can still imagine that the best is yet to come. Before it begins an event is still a mystery that holds a great and terrible potential. It could be sublime or second-rate. He hopes for the sublime. But as a realist, he has learned to deal with the inferior.

Taking up a letter opener from his desk, Merk cuts open the envelope without disturbing the wax seal. He removes the letter and plunges into reading it. Passing quickly over the customary familial platitudes, he searches for the meat of the missive. “... anticipated arrival..., ... accompanied by...,” mutters Merk as he scans the letter.

The lord looks up from reading as Yartin enters with a loosely bundled sheath of papers. “Yartin, I have one more thing for you before the reports. Please, tell Cartlyle to prepare the guest suite for the arrival of my lord cousin and his wife. They anticipate their arrival in two days, but you know how my brother likes to surprise people and arrive early so let’s have everything, including those copies, ready by tomorrow.”

“Yes, my lord,” says Yartin.

The secretary begins his slight bow when Merk thinks of one more detail. “Oh yes, please be sure that any of Kressel’s men are tucked away somewhere out of sight during my cousin’s visit.”

“Of course, lord.”

Lord Shrift stands and turns back toward the window. He hears Yartin close the door upon leaving the room. The lord finds the view of the out of doors soothing as he contemplates various issues. Kressel’s report should arrive any day. The mercenary had been reliable but he keeps his own schedule which vexes Shrift. He thinks of the large bold man like a blunt instrument, a club or large hammer. Kressel can smash things, but the time for more delicate work is coming. It seems to Merk that he may soon need to rein in his hired henchman.

Δ

Lancer Zahn watches the caravan move sedately toward him along River Road. Southway Outpost sits at the foot of a rise where River Road turns east to climb until it changes course southward and plunges into the Sand Hills. From his marginally higher vantage point, Lancer Zahn has counted two large wagons and four mounted riders. Each wagon is drawn by a team of four horses. The wagon beds are covered with canvas tarps. Zahn suspects the wagons contain cloth, seeds and perhaps lamp oil. Oil has some value. If the goods were rare or the merchant had made a nice profit in Nakra there would be more guards. Besides, they look like oil wagons to Lancer Zahn. He has an eye for that sort of thing.

Zahn turns toward the gatehouse. He figures he has just enough time to write down the description of the caravan before it finally arrives at his gate. It is not really a gate. There is a bar across the road. Once the tariff is paid he swings the bar aside and the travelers pass. First, he has to inspect the loads and tally the tariff. Most likely lamp oil.

A short distance up the road he sees another gatehouse where Lancer Mikel stands waiting for a second caravan that is slowly making its way down the hill toward him. The wagons are similar to those in Zahn’s caravan except there are three of them and more riders accompanying the wagons. Probably loaded with goods from Lavembra, or even the Turngow Islands. Mikel will be bragging later about all that exotic cargo. Zahn can already hear Mikel asking him what he saw today. Zahn will have to return the favor and ask Mikel what Mikel saw. Then Mikel will go on and on about spices, and artwork and such. Zahn turns his head and spits to clear the bitter taste of the imagined conversation from his mouth.

Something hits Lancer Zahn hard in the back and sends him stumbling forward. “What the...,” is all he can say before it happens again and he falls to his knees. It feels like something is on his back. He tries to reach around and touch whatever it is but his arm is not moving right. Pain begins to slice through his awareness. He tries to call out to Mikel, but he cannot make the words come out. He looks toward Mikel’s gatehouse. Things are darker than he remembers and people are running past him. He is trying to see. He is trying. Somehow he has fallen on the ground. He wonders how he got there.



Chapter XI


Captain Erida stands before Darla’s new desk in her private study. She rose early hoping to make up for lost time. Yesterday could not have been more chaotic. Two proposals in one day. The future of House Yen flapping like a flag in the changing winds of matrimony. Darla wants to talk with Lady Shara, but she barely settles into her chair when Captain Erida arrives looking uncharacteristically dour.

“My lady, I have news of great concern to House Yen. Our outposts have been attacked,” says Captain Erida. “We only have initial reports, but it appears the damage and loss of men may be extensive.”

“Attacked?” says Darla trying to make mental room for this new crisis. “By whom?”

“The survivors arrived early this morning. They report that the attackers did not wear uniforms or carry banners. They came disguised as merchant caravans and attacked each road gate. Although others have said that foreign lancers and archers entered the fight once the initial attacks began.”

“You said, 'Attacks’. How many outposts were attacked?”

“All three of them, my lady. That has added to the confusion of determining exactly what occurred. We believe it may have been a coordinated assault on Southway, Midland and Pass all at the same time. Southway may be the most severely damaged, but it is the attack we know the least about. Midland’s commander, Lieutenant Caser, reports that the fires set by the attackers have been put out. The only large structure not damaged is the mess hall. Most of their horses were driven off or killed, and 15 lancers died with another 10 wounded. He has secured what is left of the outpost. The report from Lieutenant Niksus at Pass Outpost is the most detailed. It is from his report that we have the best description of the supposed merchants. Pass is the least damaged. Something about the merchant trains made them suspicious and they immediately formed up their available lancers and met the attackers head on. They still took heavy casualties, but Pass Outpost appears to be the least damaged of the three.”

“How many men were stationed at each outpost?” Darla remembers something about this, but it was years ago when her father discussed it with her.

Captain Erida’s frown appears to deepen as he says, “There are approximately 30 lancers at each outpost if you include farriers, smiths, supply personnel and the like. There would be about 15 civilians working at each post as well.

Darla is surprised that the number of civilians is so high. She tries to imagine what they would all be doing there. “Why so many civilians?” she asks.

“My lady, there is a cook and maid for each officer. A cook and his helpers to prepare food for the lancers. Laundresses. Stablemen. Assistants to any of the tradesmen as needed. It is no small task to keep an outpost running, even such as these.”

“Such as these?” Darla is puzzled as to what Captain Erida means by his comment.

“I only meant that even when undermanned it is still necessary for each outpost to have a sufficient number of support staff.”

“The outposts are undermanned?”

Captain Erida blinks several times before he answers. “Yes, my lady. The outposts were constructed for upwards of 300 lancers each. We barely had a tenth that number at each one.”

Now Darla feels even more confused, “In that case, why weren’t there more lancers at each outpost.”

Darla watches as Erida seems to be at a loss for words. He starts to speak but then says nothing. The Captain looks about as if he might find the words hanging in the air around him and at last settles on a response. “I had assumed you would know that answer, my lady. The cost of the lancers is paid by House Yen, and you, not meaning to be too direct, are House Yen.”

“Oh,” was all Darla could think to say. The outposts were paid for by the road tariffs. The amount collected was relatively steady over the years. Therefore, it maintains the same size force at each outpost year after year. Darla has not considered that the tariffs were perhaps only meant to supplement outpost expenditures and that she should be developing ways to pay for more lancers. Possibilities for funding begin to come to mind and Darla starts to mentally evaluate them before she realizes that Captain Erida is still standing there and they have not finished the briefing. No time like the present. “How long does it take to recruit and train new lancers?”

“A call can be put out for young men of standing. Most would have some equipment and at least their own horse. These men could be ready with a week of daily training after their mounts and equipment pass inspection and they have proper weapons. Given time for the call to go out and a response, plus equipping and training it could be as soon as a month when we could have new lancers in the field. If my lady is considering this, might I also make additional suggestions?”

“Of course, captain. I welcome anything you can offer.”

“We do not know our adversary or his mind. I have dispatched scouts to learn what they can. But, we must assume the worst and prepare as if a new Chalmar war is upon us.”

Even though Darla half expects the captain to say it, she still finds it difficult to believe. “But, my father put that to rest. He led our forces to victory and ended the war.”

“My lady, that was almost 30 years ago. Ankena has had decades to nurse its wounds and rebuild its army. They still claim grievances against us. It is conceivable that they would start another war with Ojmara. They would be ready for it, but we are not. In order to survive until the king can marshal his army, there are things we must do immediately.”

“What things?” asks Darla

“We need to recruit not only men-at-arms as lancers, but archers, mounted archers and foot soldiers. Yen Estate needs to be fortified. At a minimum, an earthen fortification needs to be constructed around this estate. Various strong points need to be established on the grounds and in the surrounding territory to form a network of defensive positions and sally points. Supplies need to be acquired and stored. The estate’s workshops need to be expanded and more skilled craftsmen put to work. The three outposts need to be rebuilt and manned with double the usual number of lancers, plus mounted archers and foot soldiers.”

“What you are asking for is a fortress, an army and renewed and revitalized outposts? Is that it?”

“That is correct, my lady.”

“And what will happen to House Yen if we are beggared by it?”

“Less, I believe, than what will happen if we are overrun by an enemy that hates the name Yen and all for which it stands,” says Captain Erida.

Darla sits back in her chair as thoughts race through her head. She thought she understood the demands of House Yen. Her goal is always to maintain and improve upon the prosperity her father created. For the first time she sees there is more to the legacy of House Yen. Her father was a brilliant military commander. He would have known what to do. Over the years since Lord Yen’s passing Darla came to terms with what the loss of her father meant to her. Now, she is faced with what the loss of him means to everyone else. No matter how well she fulfills the role of Lady Yen, Darla can never be General Yen. Even the advice of her mother can not fill this void. She has no choice but to accept the advice of Captain Erida. It is the best counsel available to her.

She returns from her thoughts and looks at Captain Erida. “Be seated Captain. Let us work together on a list of all that must be done and order it by greatest need. And then a second time by what may be accomplished most quickly. It may be that some needful things are quickly done and that several goals might be achieved together if we carefully consider who leads the effort and what resources are required.”

Δ

Today is Jalan’s Name Day. He wonders if it will have any special significance. He is 13 now. That is different but not different. He is only one day older than yesterday when he was 12. What difference is one day? It does not seem likely that today will be special or exceptional when compared to any other day. Life on the Yen estate will move as it always has. He will spend his day training, being made ready. Today will be like yesterday and tomorrow. It is a special day for Jalan, but an ordinary day for everyone else. That is the way Jalan thinks about it when he wakes up.

Jalan barely finishes dressing when he is summoned to Darla’s study. He would knock, but the door is wide open and several people are already in the room. Darla and a woman Jalan does not know are sorting papers and placing them in boxes. Maid Ranie is dusting a set of empty shelves and the cook’s helper, Juna, is sweeping the floor. It is almost shocking to see so much activity in this normally sedate quiet space. “Lady Darla,” Jalan calls into the room.

His sister turns to him. “Jalan? Oh, yes, yes. You need to go see Captain, er, Major Erida. He’s been promoted and you’ll need to remember to call him major now. He was just here, but left to see to several things. You will most likely find him at the lancer barracks.” Darla begins looking through the papers she is holding.

Assuming he is dismissed, Jalan proceeds down the hall. As he reaches the stairway down to the first floor he hears Darla call to him.

“Good fortune on your Name Day!”

Jalan cannot help but smile as he bounds down the stair two at a time in search of Major Erida. He has no idea what is going on, but Darla remembered his Name Day.

Jalan hurries out of the manor. The grounds look uncharacteristically empty and the half dozen lancers he does see are jogging or running instead of walking. None of them look in his direction. They all seem intent on going somewhere in a hurry. He decides to emulate them and runs toward the barracks. The barracks are actually three large, two story wood frame structures on the far side of the corral and stables. The corral is all but empty with only one horse in it, a fine heavy warhorse. The strong shoulders and quarters are obvious even from a distance. The stablemen seem to be working on the barn they have talked about ever since learning of Master Enmar’s Training Hall.

Outside Lancer Barracks One, or just One as it is usually called, men are busy polishing pieces of plate armor, oiling leather and repairing their Tan and Blue uniforms. These chores are easier to perform outside where the light is better. Jalan wonders if there is an important ceremony coming up that he has forgotten about. “Major Erida?” asks Jalan of the lancer nearest the main barracks doorway.

The man cocks his thumb at the open door and says, “Inside.”

Jalan knows all the lancers on sight after his years of training. He says, “Thanks Yustel,” and sprints inside.

The barracks is a long building and the main doors open into a wide hallway which runs straight through the building to a similar set of double doors at the back. Immediately to the left and right of the main doors are stairways that run up to the second floor. In the center of the hallway, on each wall, are wide single doors that open into barracks rooms. Those rooms contain two rows of pallets stuffed with straw and laid atop wooden frames. The pallets are positioned end out from each wall. On the left side of each pallet is a deep closet used to store armor, weapons, uniforms and personal belonging. On the right side of the pallet is enough open space between the pallet and the storage closet of the next pallet over for a man to stand in. Unmarried lancers are the primary residents. A portion of their pay is set aside as rent for their pallet and to cover meals at the mess hall.

With 20 pallets along each wall, a barracks room can house 40 men. There are two rooms per floor and three barracks buildings. 360 lancers can stay in the barracks. Jalan knows House Yen only has about 200 men housed in them. Approximately 100 more lancers live either on small parcels of nearby land or in one of the villages near Yen Manor.

After entering the ground floor of the barracks, Jalan turns left and slows his pace to walk along the divide between the two rows of pallets. A door at the far end of the room leads to the Command Room. Within the Command Room are two tables and several chairs. Shelves and chests for storage line the walls to Jalan’s left and right. A large fireplace is centered in the Command Room wall across from the entry way. This is the only source of heat in the barracks. As the weather is warm, there is no fire and the fireplace has been swept clean. Two either side of the fireplace are two small windows that allow the only natural light to enter the room.

Standing in the Command Room are the newly made Major Erida, Lieutenant Burk and three other men, Lieutenants Martus, Rinlan and Sert. They suround one of the two large wooden tables and are studying a map that has been spread out upon it. Major Erida looks up as Jalan enters.

“Good,” says Major Erida, “Now that we are all here we can discuss assignments.” Jalan and the four others focus their attention on Erida and listen carefully as he continues. The Major addresses each of them in turn. “Captain Burk, you will lead a company of lancers to secure the area around Southway Outpost. The reports state that there is very little left of the outpost. You will need to take the appropriate supplies and support for one month in the field. Report daily on your status. Reestablish what you can of the outpost. You will be the provisional commander there.”

Major Erida turns to the next man. “Captain Martus, you will lead a similar company provisioned and supported for a month to Midland Outpost. Work directly with the outpost commander, Lieutenant Caser. Secure the area around the outpost and assist in rebuilding and repair. Report daily on your status and have Lieutenant Caser do so as well.”

Now Erida addresses Lieutenant Sert, but Jalan discovers quickly that Sert is now a captain as well. “Captain Sert, you will lead a third company of lancers to Pass Outpost. You will secure the general area and reinforce the outpost. Congratulate Lieutenant Niksus on his promotion to captain and relieve him. Captain Niksus is to return here for further orders. You will report daily on your status.”

Next the Major speaks to Jalan. “Captain Yen, you will lead a company of mounted archers. Find your old archery instructor, Sedic. Inform him of his promotion to sergeant. After Captains Burk, Martus and Sert have formed their companies and moved out, you and Sergeant Sedic will choose the best mounted archers you can from the remaining lancers. You will need to select at least 10 men as the core of your company. As new recruits are trained or skilled riders join us, you will need to add men until you have at least 20 under your command.”

Finally, Erida directs his attention to Lieutenant Rinlan who also must have been promoted. “Captain Rinlan, you will begin a sweep through all settlements within the Yen holdings and recruit as many able men as possible. Take a fist of lancers with you. Before you leave, stop at Yen Manor. A sheath of public notices is being prepared for posting wherever you think appropriate. Lady Yen is also being quite generous. Any man that joins will be given a horse if he does not own one, or if he does, the new man will receive the equivalent value of his horse as a bonus. The value will be determined by the Yen stable master. Hopefully, that will induce men to bring a good mount with them.”

Jalan does his best to keep a neutral expression on his face as his curiosity climbs almost beyond enduring. The lieutenants are all captains. Captain Erida is now Major Erida. He is now Captain Yen. Not Mar, his true last name. His identity is still a secret it seems. But, captain? What is going on? I’m 13. Is this a joke?

“Captain Yen, do you have a question?” asks Major Erida.

Apparently his confusion is obvious. “Yes, major. What has happened?”

All the men in the room stare at him. Major Erida says, “The attacks on the outposts? Didn’t Lady Darla tell you? Didn’t anyone tell you?”

“No, sir. They didn’t.”

“Welcome to the military,” says Erida with a wry smile. The other men chuckle politely. “Our outposts were attacked yesterday. Southway may have been destroyed. The others are damaged. Pass faired the best. You just heard the orders I gave each officer here. There will be another briefing with Lady Darla this evening at an hour before last bell. You may attend and report your progress on formation of your company.” Erida sweeps his glance across everyone else in the room as he asks, “Are there any further questions?” The response is silence and after a brief moment the Major says, “Captain Yen, I’d like you to stay for a minute. Everyone else dismissed.”

The other four captains file out of the room. Burk is the last to leave and he closes the door behind him.

Major Erida’s manner relaxes a little and he says, “Your sister really said nothing to you about any of this?”

“No, sir. She only told me to see you.”

“Let’s sit down and talk for a minute.” Major Erida pulls two wooden chairs close together and sits in one. Jalan sits down in the other.

“I could tell by the look on your face that something was wrong. You did well not to balk when I gave you your orders. You’ve been made a captain because of who you are and because you have demonstrated the ability to do the job. You’ve had extensive training in weapons and lancer tactics. If you were a little older, no one would question your appointment. We, your sister and I, discussed it and Lady Darla agreed that because of the attacks and the lancers that have been killed we need everyone who can serve. Do you understand?”

“I think so, sir.”

“I’ll be honest. We’re doing our best to give you a command with the least chance of getting you injured or killed. You are a prince and serving in the lancers is a normal part of learning to command men. But, you are also a boy. No matter how extraordinary your skills are, I am not putting you in the van. You are part of our reserve, once we actually have enough men to create a reserve force. If things go as I am afraid they will, you will see battle and have your trial. There will be no need for you to seek out the fight. It will come to you. Is that understood?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Good. And, there is one last thing. I’m not going to be able to take you aside like this in the future. When I give you orders you have to carry them out just like all the other captains. No matter what your misgivings, you have to appear confident in front of your men and the other captains. If anyone questions your authority, you have to find a way to deal with it without running to me. That’s the only way the men will respect you.”

“Yes, sir.”

“I’m not telling you what to do. But, if I were you, I’d run along now and find Sedic. Then I would let him know he’s a sergeant and that he reports to me. I imagine he has an opinion on which lancers you might want in your new company as well.”

Δ

Jalan knows that once the captains gather their companies he will be left with the least desirable lancers. He needs a way to hang on to a handful of good archers and he thinks he knows how to do it. Before doing anything else, Jalan follows Major Erida’s advice and seeks out Sedic. In short order they compile a list of good archers and Jalan goes to see Lady Darla.

Next Jalan visits Mistress Treana, the Yen family seamstress. He does not recall any time in his life that he actually sought the woman out. Past visits have all been made under silent protest and lasted only as long as it took the seamstress to measure him. His sister Vee, on the other hand, had to be told to stop requesting new garments. She is now limited to one new dress every season and cannot approach Mistress Treana without mother in tow.

The seamstress is the only practitioner of a trade that works exclusively for the family. Jalan does not know how it came to be, but Mistress Treana has her own quarters, shop and salon tucked away in one wing of Yen Manor. He suspects that between mother and his four sisters, there has always been enough work in progress that close proximity made the greatest sense. Even after marriage and moving away, both Guri and Aena have visited Yen Manor in order to have Treana create gowns for them.

At the door to Mistress Treana’s salon, Jalan knocks and waits. Before he can take two breaths the door is opened by Mistress Treana’s personal maid, Brianne.

“Young mister Jalan! What a nice surprise. Please, come in. I will let my mistress know you are here,” says Brianne in a lilting singsong.

Jalan has never understood how the woman can put so much energy into everything she says. He withholds speculation on a cause and simply says, “Thank you.”

The salon is not large. There are several chairs and a small love seat arranged against the walls. The center of the room is clear and easily seen from any seat in the room. Jalan recalls being forced to stand there and be inspected by his mother and Mistress Treana as they fussed over some detail of an article of clothing. He sets aside his reminiscing when Mistress Treana enters through a doorway at the back of the room.

“Jalan!” she says with an exuberance similar to her maid’s. “Let me guess.” Mistress Treana studies him as she taps her lower lip with the index finger of her left hand. “You are looking for something in Tan and Blue? Perhaps with the insignia piping of a captain?”

Mistress Treana is a notorious gossip who is well informed about anything deemed to be public knowledge. She has a spotless reputation for never being the first to reveal anything or having ever tarnished the reputation of the Yen family. But once someone else reveals anything, the seamstress learns of it very quickly. Jalan would not be surprised if Treana knows what he was thinking even before Jalan himself does.

“You are very perceptive,” says Jalan. He has learned that this is the answer his mother always gives when Mistress Treana is correct about something.

“Very good. Let me take your measurements. I am sure you have grown since I saw you last.”

After a few moments of working with a knotted string that she runs along or wraps around various parts of Jalan’s body, Mistress Treana writes figures on a slate tablet using a bit of chalk. Jalan knows she has several slates and uses one for every project she has going. With the measuring and writing complete, Mistress Treana asks Jalan to return in two days for a fitting. He thanks her and is escorted out of the salon by Brianne.

“Good day, young mister Jalan!” reverberates through the hallway as Brianne closes the door behind him.

With his current needs as lancer captain out of the way, all Jalan must do is find Master Enmar and explain the sudden requirement to fit training around Jalan’s new duties as a lancer captain.



Chapter XII


Master Enmar is outside the training hall. Jalan can hear him and see him standing toe to toe with Master Chander. Both men look angry and Enmar is shouting, “... in my training hall. I don’t care where you put your supplies. This is not a warehouse!”

“We’ll see about that!” shouts Master Chander who spins around and storms away.

Jalan has never seen Master Enmar or Master Chander angry before. It is frightening to think that those too could even become angry. Master Chander is either much braver than Jalan ever expected or he does not understand how dangerous Master Enmar really is. And, nothing good can come from upsetting the Yen quartermaster. Master Enmar will be lucky to requisition a beating after that exchange.

“A madness has taken this place,” grumbles Enmar as Jalan approaches. “I suppose it has afflicted you as well, since I have not seen you all morning.”

“Yes, sir. It has,” agrees Jalan. “I was summoned by my sister who immediately sent me off to Major Erida...”

“Major Erida?” interrupts Enmar.

“Yes, sir. He’s been promoted. At least Lady Darla told me that much. And, when I find the major, he promotes several lieutenants to captains and makes me a captain too. I am to command a company of archers. And if Major Erida hadn’t explained about the attacks I still wouldn’t know why I am a captain.”

“You refer to the attacks on the outposts, I presume?”

“Yes, sir. Major Erida was kind enough to explain that much.”

“But, he didn’t explain why you are a captain or why you will command archers?”

“Mounted archers actually, and he did explain. He said many lancers died in the attacks and they need everyone now.” Jalan looks around to make sure no one is listening. “He said I’m a prince and this is something princes do to learn to command men. And he told me I’ll be in the reserve because they don’t want me to get hurt. Although Major Erida was sure I will see battle eventually.”

“How do you feel about being a captain?” asks Master Enmar.

“I’ve done what I thought I should. No one else asked any questions. They all seemed to know what to do,” says Jalan. Only now does Jalan start to feel a little sorry for himself. It is his Name Day after all.

Master Enmar gives him an appraising look. “I’ll wager you’ve done fine, but tell me what you have done and I’ll see if I can think of any suggestions for you.”

Jalan feels a sense of relief begin to fill him. He knows that Major Erida does not trust Master Enmar. But, Jalan trusts both men with his own life. They each try to teach and guide him and he is certain both men have his best interest at heart. He details his morning for Master Enmar.

“I’d say you’ve done well for your first morning as a new lancer captain,” says the master. “It is true that mounted archers do not charge the enemy line and gain the glory of facing down an imminent death, but they can change the course of battle and be the key to victory. They are mobile and able to follow the flow of the fight. There is honor in being the captain of such men. If you are wise enough to use what you have been taught, it will be well with you and your men.”

It is reassuring to Jalan that Master Enmar seems to approve of his commission. He is not sure what he should say. Jalan thinks he might like to hug Master Enmar, but he has never done such a thing before and he does not believe it is what a captain would do. He settles on saying “Thank you, sir.”

“I’ll go to Lady Darla and volunteer to train your archers. I’m sure I will be needed for that and more as they cobble together this new army. I need to speak with her about the proper use of the training hall as well. You might consider assisting Major Erida’s second officer. As I recall, that used to be Captain Burk. Without him to pick up after the Major there may be some things that need doing. If I were you I’d be sure the list of promotions and appointments with your name on it makes it to the paymaster. It’s my experience that they will remember to order you into battle long before they will remember to pay you.”

Jalan smiles. He has not even thought about pay. “How much is a lancer captain paid?”

“I don’t know,” says Master Enmar “But, whatever it is you’ll find that for every coin you earn there are 10 ways to spend it. You might want to ask Lady Darla to hold at least half your pay in trust until you get used to having coin in your purse.”

“Why?”

“Because something will come along and you will have the coin for it.”

“Like what?”

“I don’t know, but if you don’t set some aside I do know you will wish you had. Why not talk to Lady Darla and see what she says?”

That makes sense to Jalan. He can talk to Darla. “All right,” he says.

“And don’t forget about helping with support duties for Major Erida. You’ll need good relations with your commanding officer.”

“All right. I will try to help. I have to wait until Burk, Martus and Sert pick their men before I can pick mine. I guess if I can help them leave sooner then I’ll get started sooner too.”

“Good luck, captain,” says Master Enmar.

“Good luck, master,” says Captain Jalan with a laugh.

“And, good fortune on your Name Day.”

Jalan and Enmar both laugh as they part company. While Jalan jogs toward the barracks, he decides the world really has been turned on its head. It scares him and excites him. He knows how to work hard. In training, when he learns something new, he starts slow. Jalan decides that he will start slow as a captain too. He’ll take time and do each thing carefully so that he understands it and can do it better the next time. He’s been training for almost as long as he can remember. Training is what he does well. He will train himself to be a good captain.

Δ

Jalan spends the remainder of his first day as a captain helping Lieutenant Goss gather information on the condition of various workshops, the craftsmen, apprentices and assistants. He and Goss work together to rate each crafter according to their ability to support both the ongoing civilian and military needs of House Yen. Assisting Goss exposes Jalan to things he did not know about Masters Ritka, Doon and Anton. He thought of the men that work with them as helpers. Many of them turn out to be apprentices that work for each master in order to learn that master’s specific craft. They are students in the same way Jalan is a student of Master Enmar. And, they are often young men not much older than Jalan. He starts to wonder how many other things about the estate and House Yen he has ignored while focusing on his training and immediate family.

Goss and Jalan finish the report by lamplight after sundown that night. They move quietly through Barracks One as they take the report to the Command Room where they find Major Erida still reading. Two hanging lamps have been lit. A third sits on the table where the Major is working. Erida accepts their report and places it on the bottom of a stack of other papers. Jalan notices it is the same stack that Major Erida was reading from earlier. The stack has grown much shorter and a tall stack of papers sits next to it.

Major Erida rubs his eyes for a moment and then says, “Lieutenant Goss, please take this pile of paper and organize it by outpost. These are copies of the monthly reports from each outpost commander. I’m afraid the originals were likely destroyed when Southway burned. The copies have all been stored together with no thought for organization. Lady Yen reviewed them, but I think she assumed we had been keeping up with them as well. I can tell you that we have not. We relied far too heavily on Major Jeckler to organize things for Southway and the other outposts. Since he is missing and presumed dead, I have taken on the task.”

“Yes, sir,” says Lieutenant Goss.

“Unfortunately, there is no standard report format. Some information is included one month and missing the next. You may even have to search the document for the name of the related outpost. Apparently each commander reported things his own way. That’s something we are going to change. But, not until I’ve gotten some sleep. Once you get those reports sorted, get some rest. I’ll need you early tomorrow.”

“Yes, sir.”

“Captain Yen, I’d like you to continue to assist Lieutenant Goss tomorrow. The other captains should be leaving and you can return to organizing your company after that.”

“Yes, sir,” says Jalan.

Major Erida stands. “The walk to my quarters will do me some good. I’ve been sitting in this chair too long. I’ll see both of you tomorrow at first light.”

“Yes, sir,” says Goss and Jalan in unison.

Erida leaves. Jalan stays and helps sort the reports. Every report is signed by the post commander that submitted it. This is the only thing consistent across all the reports. Goss and Jalan find it easiest to locate the last page of a report and use the commander’s signature to determine from which outpost the report came. It takes much longer to determine the order of the reports by date. Some of the reports have a title page with the name of the outpost and the date. There could once have been a title page on each report. At least that might explain why so many of the reports did not start off by stating those two bits of critical information. If there had been title pages on all the reports, most of them are missing now. Jalan has no idea why. The pages of each report are not bound in any way either which makes it possible for pages from one report to end up mixed with another. Jalan cannot understand why that would be the case. It does not seem consistent with his understanding of lancer discipline. Why would the officers in charge of the outposts behave in such a haphazard way?

Jalan is not sure what Major Erida got out of reading all the reports except a headache. His eyes are itching and he is ready to go to bed by the time he and Lieutenant Goss finish sorting. Goss and Jalan add a title page to each report that does not have one and call it a night. Lieutenant Goss locks the door of the Command Room when they leave.

Δ

Jalan knows he needs to rise early. Before he goes to bed he drinks a lot of water because that will wake him. It turns out that waking early is not a problem. In addition to needing to relieve himself and the worries of being a new captain, someone starts tolling the estate’s bell. He pushes himself up and out of bed to look out his bedroom window. The sun has not risen but Jalan can see well enough that sunrise cannot be far off.

After a quick scrub of his face at the wash basin, he dresses in a fresh set of cloths and combs his hair. Then he goes downstairs to the kitchens to see what he might find. There is some day old bread, butter and cheese along with some apples in a bowl, all sitting on a table in the kitchen. Mistress Dahlia is there, but she doesn’t even bat an eye when Jalan helps himself to some bread with butter and an apple.

“If you’ll be rising this early, young captain, I can have a little something ready for you each day,” says Dahlia.

He stops to consider her offer. It seems likely that being a captain would continue to mean rising early. “Yes, please,” says Jalan.

“Likely they intend to keep at that bell each morning. You come down right after and I’ll have a breakfast ready for you.”

“I will,” says Jalan. “Thank you, Mistress”

Having done what he can for breakfast, Jalan leaves the house through the kitchen’s exit. The morning air is cool, especially compared to the heat from the kitchen’s oven where Dahlia is baking today’s bread. Jalan runs to Barracks One, not because it is necessary to run, but because he wants to run. There was no time for exercise yesterday. His body seems to miss it. He has got to find a way to make exercise and practice part of his schedule now that he is a captain. It feels good to move.

As he nears the stables he sees a double column of riders forming up. The corral has a dozen horses in it. There are more men, both mounted and others standing next to their mounts, which have formed two loose groups. Captain Burk rides along the double column. As Jalan nears, he can hear Burk checking that each man is ready. At the end of the column are two large wagons covered with canvas sheets. It is probably some of the locally woven sailcloth. House Yen grows flax that is used to make the cloth. And, under the cloth will be supplies needed for Burk’s men.

Teams of four large draft horses are being hitched to four more wagons. No doubt the two groups of milling lancers are Captain Martus and Sert’s men awaiting their turns to form up and ride out. Jalan believes all three columns could have formed up at the same time if the captains had thought about using different mustering points on the estate grounds. They appear to have all picked the one spot everyone has always used. Maybe he could ask Goss about it.

When Jalan arrives at the Command Room, Major Erida is the only one there. The major calls him into the room and asks him to close the door.

“There was an order given by Lady Darla the same day you were made captain,” says Major Erida. “She decided to send specific lancers to the five closest houses in order to convey her personal request for aid. It seems that all five lancers happened to be some of our better mounted archers. I was tempted to countermand the order. Would you be interested in knowing why?”

Jalan gets the feeling Major Erida is trying to tell him something. His mother, Lady Shara, has done the same thing several times. She speaks to him as if they are talking about someone else. Although he hesitates, Jalan says, “Yes, sir.”

“First, I had ordered that Captains Burk, Martus and Sert select their companies from the available lancers. Had I wanted to remove any men from the choices available, I would have done so myself. Second, it is unwise for an officer to allow anyone to bypass the chain of command. It undermines the officer’s authority if people believe they can bypass him and go to someone above him to get what they want. That is not something I will tolerate.”

“Yes, sir,” says Jalan

“Consider what I have said. And, consider this conversation a warning. I will not allow you to play Lady Yen and me against each other in order to get what you want.”

Jalan had not thought of it that way. He had gone to Darla knowing she would have to contact the neighboring lords. There was a need to send someone to each house. Those messengers would have to leave immediately. Jalan thought he could solve his problem while Darla solved hers by asking her to send lancers from the list of men he and Sedic had compiled. If those lancers where away from Yen Manor serving as messengers for Lady Darla then the other Captains would not be able to take them first. Jalan would have at least a few good men to build his company around. “I am sorry, major. I should have talked to you.”

“Yes, you should have. But, I don’t expect you to be perfect and to always know the best way to handle a situation. That is why I allowed your maneuver to go forward. There were reasons for me to oppose this decision by Lady Darla, but it was not worth having a disagreement over it. I will discuss the situation with her so that she also understands we cannot operate this way in the future.”

“Yes, sir.”

“I am glad we understand each other, captain. It was also wise of you to not try to hold back the best archers and riders. I would have had to act in that case. We need those men in the field, not here training recruits how to string a bow without falling from a saddle. The men you chose are skilled. They are also patient enough to train others. You and Sedic did a good job picking them. I am willing to admit that your idea was sound even if your execution was flawed. And, the fact that you only attempted to hold onto five men also made it more palatable. They will all be ordered to report to you and Sedic upon their return to Yen Manor.”

“Thank you, sir.”

“If you want to thank me, use your men to train a company of mounted archers that the enemy will fear. Make them effective in battle. And, do it quickly. That’s all the thanks I require,” says Major Erida.

“Yes, sir. I will.”

“For the rest of the day, work with Lieutenant Goss on registering all the new recruits and volunteers. Find someone who can read and write well enough to replace you, because tomorrow you start training your own men. Dismissed.”

“Yes, sir,” says Jalan following it with a nod of the head before standing and leaving the Command Room to look for Lieutenant Goss.



Chapter XIII


Sedic and Jalan are together at the practice field when the first of Jalan’s mounted archers returns from his journey to one of the other landed houses. Lancer Serks is no taller than Jalan, but he is 3 years older. Serks volunteered for the lancers a year earlier. Before that he was one of the stable boys on the estate. Sedic probably knows more about Serks, but for Jalan it is enough to know that Serks rides well and shoots well.

Sedic makes the initial introduction by saying, “Serks, you remember Captain Yen don’t you?”

Serks arches an eyebrow and says to Jalan, “They told me at the gate to report to Captain Yen, but I never thought it was you. Ah, no disrespect, but I thought maybe some distant relative of your father.”

“It surprised me too,” says Jalan with a smile.

“Captain Yen’s young, but he’s solid,” interjects Sedic. “You and me, we’re part of his new company of mounted archers.”

After a short pause, Serks nods to Jalan and asks, “Where are the others, captain?”

“Coming,” says Jalan. “Dost, Harna, Miltrip and Reest should all return today too. They are visiting other houses.”

“And, we’ll be adding recruits as they come in,” says Sedic. “We billet in Barracks Three, Ground South. See to your mount, drop your gear and get back here.”

“All right,” says Serks. “Captain,” he says to Jalan with a nod.

“And sergeant,” cuts in Sedic. Serks raises his eyebrows questioningly. “I know. I haven’t had time to sew on the fool braid,” says Sedic.

Serks leaves. Sedic’s comment about sewing reminds Jalan that he needs to see Mistress Treana for his uniform fitting. It would probably make meeting the rest of his men easier if he were dressed properly. Jalan excuses himself and goes directly to Mistress Treana’s salon.

Brianne greats him and ushers him into the room where Jalan waits for a short time. When Mistress Treana enters she is followed by two young women Jalan does not know, although they look familiar.

“These are my twin nieces, Crisa and Sesen,” says the Mistress. “They are new apprentices. With all this commotion there is even more to do. My most experienced apprentice has left to open her own shop. It has thrown everything into chaos, but I wish her well. If we are fortunate, these two will be half the seamstress Jillnie was.”

The two girls lay out shirts, jackets, pants and two caps across a table and two chairs before giving a slight curtsy and exiting.

“They are so cute,” confides Mistress Treana. “Don’t you think so, captain?”

Jalan thinks about how his mother would answer. The girls have a strong family resemblance to Mistress Treana. He’s not sure if women like to be called cute. But, he knows his sister, Vee, likes it. “Yes,” he says while hoping he is not asked any more questions about girls. It is bad enough to have to try on clothes, but if he has to talk about girls too then he will be wearing rags before anyone can drag him back here.

Mistress Treana gives Jalan a bright smile and indicates one of the sets of clothes as she simultaneously unties the stay of a curtain that falls across one corner of the room and says, “You may change into the first uniform behind the curtain and then we’ll have a look at you.”

By the time the fitting ends, Jalan is sure he would rather go on one of Master Enmar’s runs. Mistress Treana assures him his uniforms will be ready tomorrow afternoon. There are two field uniforms for everyday use and one formal dress uniform Jalan hopes he never has a reason to wear. In addition, there are two capes. One for cold weather in the field and the second to go with the dress uniform.

Jalan decides to stop at the new cobbler’s shop. Not because of Mistress Treana’s observation about his shoes being unsuitable for a formal occasion, but because he needs new riding boots. And, the shoes Master Enmar had made for him are a bit worn. It would be a good idea to have a replacement pair made. He sighs as he also adds dress shoes to his mental list. If he does not do it now, someone will make him do it later anyway.

His discussion with the cobbler reminds him that he will have to pay for his uniforms and foot wear and likely several other things. The morning is gone. If Jalan wants to get anything done with his men he needs to see Darla right way and ask for help managing his lancer pay.

Lady Darla is set up in the Business Room right off the manor house parlor. Jalan goes to the parlor hoping to drop in on his sister and quickly speak with her. When he walks into the parlor he finds that it has been transformed from a comfortable meeting and entertaining room into a waiting room to see Lady Darla. There are comfortable chairs, but they are no long arranged around the fireplace. Instead they face more toward the doorway to the Business Room. Next to the doorway is a desk with a chair. A young woman, maybe Darla’s age, sits in the chair. Her brown hair is tied back with tan and blue ribbons. She looks up from the bound set of papers she is reading.

“May I be of service, young gentleman?” Her voice sounds very pleasant and she finishes her words with a little smile. Jalan notices that her eyes are dark like her long hair.

“I am here to see my sister. Er, I mean, Lady Darla,” says Jalan.

“Oh, you must be Captain Jalan. I am Jacey, Lady Darla’s assistant. Might I ask about the nature of your visit? Perhaps there is something I can help you with?”

Although Jacey seems nice, Jalan is uncertain about talking to her. “I think I would rather speak with Lady Darla, please.”

Jacey frowns slightly and says, “Very well. The lady is meeting with someone now, but if you wait she will be able to see you next.”

“Well, I suppose, that is, I imagine it would be all right to talk with you,” says Jalan. He does not really want to, but would not mind seeing Jacey smile again.

She rewards him with another little smile and says, “Please, tell me your concern.”

“I’m a captain. Well, you know that. I mean because I’m a captain the lancers pay me.” He stops, uncertain what to say next.

“Yes?” says Jacey with a clear sense of expectation in her voice.

“I don’t know what to do with the money,” he confides.

Jacey giggles. She is laughing at me. Normally this would bother Jalan, especially if it was Vee laughing. But when Jacey laughs, it is different. He is not sure why it is different. He just knows that it is.

“That is the best problem I have heard all day. That is a wonderful problem to have,” says Jacey. “And, you were right. You do need to speak with my lady. You have a family issue and I cannot help with those.”

“Why not?” says Jalan.

“Because, I am Lady Darla’s assistant. I’m not family. There are some matters that should be private.”

“Oh.” Jalan recalls things about The Ability that he and his mother have kept private even from the rest of the family. It makes sense to him that Jacey might learn of things that are kept within the family while working closely with Darla.

“But if you are working with Lady Darla, what difference does it make?”

Jacey seems to consider her answer before saying, “Perhaps it is a matter of degree. Have you ever kept a diary?”

Jalan shakes his head and says, “No.”

“Well, I have. A diary is a journal of one’s personal thoughts. If I think something, it is private. No one else knows about it. And, if I write it in my diary because I want to remember it or think about it more, then it is still private. The diary can be told things, but it will not do anything with what it is told. It is just a book. But, people are not diaries. The more private things you tell them, the more chance that they will do something with one of those things and it will not be private any longer.”

“You tell others things told to you in confidence?” asks Jalan. He is a little shocked to think Jacey might do such a thing.

Jacey giggles again. “No. Never!” she says with mock seriousness. And then with her face set in an earnest expression and looking Jalan right in the eye she adds, “It is not always what people say that matters. If someone knows something they can act on that knowledge even if they never tell anyone else what they know. Someone else watching them might guess at the secret because of the way the one keeping the secret acts.” Her face relaxes and her eyes sparkle as she adds, “It is easier not to know. Then there is nothing to hide and nothing to accidentally reveal.”

“If only more people felt that way, I would not be plagued with questions,” says Major Erida as he steps out of the Business Room with Lieutenant Goss behind him.

Jalan automatically straightens his posture and focuses on his commanding officer.

“Captain Jalan is there anything we might need to discuss before you see Lady Darla?” says Erida.

“No, sir. Just a family matter,” says Jalan.

“Very good. As you were.” Major Erida walks across the parlor and exits the room with Goss trailing behind him.

Some of Jalan’s tension slips away when the Major departs. He turns back to Jacey.

She rises from her seat behind the desk and holding up one finger to Jalan she says, “A moment. I will announce you.” Then she steps into the Business Room.

At the instant Jalan thinks he should take a seat and wait, Jacey returns and escorts him into the Business room where Lady Darla sits in her own chair behind a large worktable covered with documents. Darla looks so busy that Jalan is almost sorry to interrupt until he recalls everything else he needs to do today. It seems they are both very busy. He decides to be as brief as possible.

“I hope you’re not going to ask me to assign tasks to any more lancers,” says Lady Darla as she looks up from the papers laid out before her to speak to Jalan. Her smile tells him she is teasing.

He smiles back and shakes his head. “I need to speak with you about my lancer pay.”

“Jacey indicated you have a concern about how to handle the money?”

“Yes, my lady.”

She pauses and says, “Please call me Darla. I’m not ready for my little brother to be so grown up. This war, if that is what it is, is making us older much too fast.”

“Yes, Darla.”

Darla laughs. It has been so long since he heard her do it that Jalan laughs too.

“All right,” she says once her mirth subsides. “If you are going to make my name sound like that, you might as well call me lady. Now explain your concerns so that I can understand how I might help.”

Jalan tells Darla of the conversation he had with Master Enmar concerning saving a portion of his pay. And, he explains the items he is purchasing from Mistress Treana and the cobbler.

Darla brings up even more items Jalan will need including a field chest to carry his personal effects on campaign, provisions that he will be required to purchase for himself and any extra he might wish to share with his men. If he wants something more than the common issue tent, as most captains do, he’ll have to buy it. Jalan’s head begins to swim with all the details, but Darla simply makes a list containing each item they discuss and does not appear alarmed in the least by its ever increasing length. When she caps it off with 50 golds for a fine war horse, Jalan begins to have trouble breathing.

“But, my pay is only 2 silvers a day,” protests Jalan. “It would take...”

“500 days,” says Darla

“What?”

“It would take 500 days for you to earn 50 gold,” says Darla. She looks up from the list she is writing. Her eyes widen and in a voice of concern she says, “Jalan? What’s wrong?”

“500 days,” says Jalan. “That’s, that’s, well, almost two years!”

“Close to one and one half. But, why does that trouble you so?”

“How will I ever have enough money for all this?”

Darla sits back in her chair and blinks a couple of times. “I see. Mother never discussed money with you did she?”

“No,” says Jalan.

“So you don’t know anything about the house finances?”

“Ah, no. I though you and mother took care of it.”

Lady Darla closes her eyes and begins to massage her forehead with the fingertips of her left hand. It is a familiar gesture that Jalan remembers from several childhood lectures on behavior. The feeling that he is in trouble again settles over him, only he cannot think of anything he has done wrong this time.

Darla sets her hands in her lap, takes a deep breath and slowly exhales, and then opens her eyes. “I don’t have time to explain it now, but you have the money. Anything you earn as a captain you can spend or set aside as you wish. I’ll arrange to have your captain’s pay held back in the family accounts. You need to take this list and speak to the quartermaster. Anything he cannot supply you will have to find. I suggest you trade with one of the crafters or any of the merchants that now frequent the estate. Have them apply to Jacey for payment. You may meet with her to verify the purchases. If you want to buy anything more expensive than the war horse, see me first.”

That is definitely Darla’s behavior lecture voice, but Jalan feels relief rather than chastisement. He is curious as to how he could possibly have money. However, the meeting has taken so long he has no time to ask questions and Darla has no time to answer them. He thanks her, takes the list, and leaves wondering how he will ever find time to acquire everything on it.

As he crosses the parlor on his way toward the hallway door he hears a man say, “Finally!” from somewhere behind him. “I can’t believe I was kept waiting because of some boy.”

Jalan begins to turn around. He is not certain if he is upset or feeling guilty. At the very least he wants to see the man speaking.

“That is Captain Jalan Yen, sir,” says Jacey in a matter of fact tone that gives up nothing to Darla’s lecture voice. She stands and walks around the desk to place herself directly between the man and the door to the Business Room. “He is a lancer officer and a member of the Yen family. You will take this opportunity to apologize to him or we can reschedule your appointment with his sister for a time when you are more contrite.”

Somebody’s in trouble. Jalan is greatly relieved that it is not him. He watches the man step back from Jacey. The man turns toward Jalan, straightens his short gray dress jacket and runs his hand through his equally gray hair.

“I sincerely apologize for my outburst. I have allowed my impatience to get the better of me. I hope that a young gentleman of your obvious quality will grace a foolish merchant, for such I am, with, if not your forgiveness, then your forbearance. I am truly deeply sorry for any insult I have given you.”

“You’re a merchant?” says Jalan.

“Yes,” says the gray man.

“What do you sell?”

“All number of things. I am here to offer my services as a supplier to the lancers, captain.”

Holding out his list, Jalan asks, “Can you supply these things?”

The gray man takes the paper and scans the list. “Why, yes. Our caravan has all this and more.”

“I need to buy those things.”

“I am sure we can settle on a fair price, captain.”

“Then I forgive you,” says Jalan.

Δ

All five lancers have reported to Sergeant Sedic by the time Jalan returns. Jalan passed through the manor’s kitchens on his return trip. He is just finishing an apple he was eating during his walk back. He also ate a thick slice of bread and a small cheese wedge. He drank water from the well when he passed it on his way. Feeling refreshed, Jalan is now ready to inspect his men.

Jalan tells Sedic to have the men form a line. The first in line is Serks. The lancers do not take anyone in until they are 15. Serks is 16 and a former stable boy that knows how to care for his horse and tack. He is a good shot, but even without Darla’s special assignment Sedic thought Jalan would get Serks because the other captains would pick older, more experienced lancers. Even though Serks was no taller than Jalan he was clearly more heavily built and more muscular.

The next man in line is Miltrip who stands head and shoulders taller than Serks and is four years his senior. Sedic claims Miltrip is an all-around good lancer, equally skilled with the bow, sword and lance. Jalan hopes that Miltrip is a good leader and able to handle his own fist. He holds that same hope for all five of his lancers. If he can assign four recruits to each of them it will give him more tactical and training options.

Harna stands next to Miltrip and is nearly as tall. He is 19, a year younger than Miltrip. Lancer training has made them both strong. They could easily be mistaken for brothers except that Harna’s hooked nose and prominent brow ruin the imagined resemblance. Before joining the lancers, Harna did whatever work he could get in Falloak. Sedic praised Harna’s ability with a knife. Jalan knows that makes Harna a dangerous opponent in close quarters. Sedic and Harna should be able to assist anyone in Jalan’s company that needs to improve their knife work.

Forth in line is Reest. Not as tall as Miltrip and Harna, he is still at least a head taller than Serks. Sedic told Jalan that Reest is the son of a lancer captain with House Olin. Reest does not talk about his father or family and has never explained why he is not a lancer with House Olin. It does not matter to Jalan. Whatever secrets Reest has, he is welcome to keep. Jalan has enough of his own. Like Miltrip, Reest is a balanced fighter with good skills. Sedic called him disciplined and said he gets along well with the other men.

Dost is the last man in line. He is nearly as old as Sedic and has the look of a veteran lancer. He stands straight and relaxed as though there is nothing else in the world that needs doing except following the next order. Confidence seems to surround him like a cloak. Jalan is glad to have him because he knows Dost and Sedic have the experience he lacks. He hopes to rely on their judgment to keep him out of trouble.

“Lancers!” says Jalan, “I learned today that there are many items a soldier requires. Rather than drill during the daylight remaining, you will all spend the next hour sorting your belongings for inspection at Barracks Three. I do not know when we will be sent into the field, but it could be at any time. We are going to be ready. Any equipment that needs attention gets it. Anything we have to acquire will be found. You five lancers are the experienced core of the company. When the recruits want to know how things are done, I expect you five to be their best example. Let’s get squared away. Dismissed.”

Sergeant Sedic and Captain Jalan go to the Officers’ Workroom in Barracks Three. Jacey made a copy of Jalan’s equipment list before he left the parlor. She kept the original in order to negotiate prices with Trader Grom, the gray haired merchant. Jalan and Sedic study the copy and create a second list of standard items each lancer in Jalan’s copy must have. Some things never included in Jalan’s original list, such as weapons, are added to the standard lancer equipment list and others are left off or modified as appropriate. They number each item on the list. At the end of the hour, they start the inspection.

Jalan starts with the condition of uniforms, boots and small clothes. Weapons are next. Each man has a good curved saber for fighting from horseback. Dost also has a short sword, a longsword, two daggers and two stout recurved short bows. All the others are similar but each tends to have an item less or more. Each man’s armor is checked to verify the condition of the metal, leather and bindings. After the larger items are inspected, Sedic and Jalan look at mess kits, water skins, tinder boxes, bedding. Anything lacking is noted by writing the item’s number from the list next to the lancer’s name on a new sheet of paper.

The inspection continues until Sedic declares, “We’re done. That’s everything from boots to bowstrings.” The captain and sergeant return to the Officer’s Workroom and compile a written list of items Jalan will take to Quartermaster Chander tomorrow morning. Sedic will have the men prepare their horses and all related items for inspection. Once the equine inspection is over, the lancers will take their various items that require repair to the appropriate craftsmen. In the afternoon, Jalan plans to have the men drill at the practice fields where he anticipates new recruits will begin to report for duty. With the schedule for tomorrow complete, Sedic heads for his pallet in the barracks and Jalan returns to his room in Yen Manor.

Once he lies down, Jalan starts to worry about all the things that need to be done the next day. He tries to stop thinking about it, but that only makes him think about a list of things that he does not want to think about. His mind seems to gallop from one thing to the next despite Jalan’s desire for it to stop. His mental wild ride even takes him to thoughts of things he has forgotten, such as the need to return to Mistress Treana’s and pick up his new clothes. Jalan’s frustration rises. He wants to sleep but cannot stop his worries.

How, he asks himself, is it possible to be thinking when he does not want to do it? If he walks, or jumps or runs, he has to decide to do those actions. But, thinking seems to happen without regard to Jalan’s choices. Maybe it is more like falling? When he falls, Jalan knows that he wants to tense his muscles because he is probably going to fall into something. But, he has learned that tensing up is part of panicking. The better action is to relax and stay aware of what is happening. Falling is something he watches happen as he considers what he will do when the fall ends. He might still collide with something, but he might be able to prepare and reduce his chance of injury. But falling is still something that happens whether Jalan wants it or not. There is still something happening to him that he cannot control.

Maybe I can just watch the thinking happen, like watching a horse run. A horse can run without a rider. Jalan imagines stepping back and watching his thoughts run past. He relaxes and lets them run. He doesn’t have to tense up and he does not have to ride the horse and worry about where it is taking him. Thought after thought, like lifelike paintings, move through Jalan’s inner vision. As soon as one leaves another arrives. Jalan falls asleep while watching them flow past.

Δ

The next two days are a mix of sorting out issues with new recruits, chasing down supplies, working with Sedic, meeting with Lieutenant Goss and approving the prices of everything on Jalan’s personal supply list. Jacey negotiates with Trader Grom. Jalan’s approval is limited to Jacey telling him the prices. He is fine with whatever she agrees to pay. Jacey has taken care of one of his biggest concerns. And, it is pleasant to see her too.

On the morning of the third day he meets with Darla who explains that Jalan has a personal account with House Yen. Although Jalan rarely gives it a thought, he is the heir apparent to the throne of Ojmara. His birth parents, whom he has never met, send him an annual royal stipend.

“I still find it difficult to believe mother never told you. When I asked her why she said the time was never right.” Darla shrugs and says, “Apparently, the time is now right, though I would say it is long past. I was 9 when mother and father starting teaching me about the accounts. It seems so ordinary a thing. I never considered that any of the other children would not know.”

Jalan had not known. He wonders what else his mother has not told him. She wants to protect him, but how does withholding things from him protect him? Unsure what to say, Jalan asks the most obvious question. “How much is the annual stipend?”

“Over three times your pay as a lancer captain. 100 golds. A princely sum, in the most literal sense,” says Darla with a little crooked smile.

“I’m 13. Does that mean I have 1300 golds?”

“More actually. There is your family stipend too, 10 golds. A much smaller amount, but more than the average man could hope to earn in a year,” says Darla.

“I have 1430 golds?” says Jalan. He never expected to hear himself say such a thing. Is it possible he is dreaming or not understanding what Darla has told him?

Darla reaches toward him and says, “I am sorry you did not know about this. At least it is a pleasant surprise, I trust.”

Is it? Jalan is not sure and then it strikes him that having the money certainly helps in his present situation. He never needed to worry about his uniforms and supplies. He even has extra that he can spend on his men. A new idea occurs to him. “May I have some of the coins?”

“You certainly may. However, you did ask for my help with your finances and I would like to discuss any expenditure you wish to make?”

“Expenditer?” asks Jalan as he tries to repeat the unfamiliar word.

“Any use of the money,” says Darla. “Expenditure.”

“I need a few coins to offer as prizes for my men. I want to have a competition. I think they will try harder if they can win a prize.”

Darla looks puzzled. “What type of competition?”

“Horsemanship and archery.”

“Oh. Hmm. I might try something like that myself.”

“Really?”

“Well, not for horsemanship and archery, but for other things. It’s just a thought.” Darla waves a hand as if shooing the idea away and says, “You were asking about coins. Your account balance, which I think you should keep to yourself, is currently 1198 golds. However, it is not all kept in gold. It is not even all coins. There are several letters of credit drawn on the royal treasury. In order to convert them to coin we would have to contract with a banker. That could be done if necessary. But, I doubt we need to do that. How much do you need for the competition?”

Jalan considers what he wants to do. His company is split into five fists. Each fist will eventually have five members. Offering prizes to the first four fists seems the way to do it. “I would like 10 silvers for first place, five for second, 50 coppers for third and 10 for forth.”

“The man that wins 10 silvers should be extremely pleased,” says Darla.

“It will be a fist. They will have to split it five ways. Do you think that will still be enough?”

“A fist?”

Now it is Jalan’s turn to explain. That does not happen often when he speaks to Darla. She has never chided him for not knowing something and he decides not to tease her about it either. “A fist,” he holds up his fisted hand and then opens it, “has five fingers. A fighting fist is a team of five lancers that must work together as one.” He closes his fist again to illustrate the five coming together as one.

Darla purses her lips and nods. “I see. It makes good sense now that you have explained it to me. Thank you.”

Jalan smiles and says, “You are most welcome.”

“I do think the prizes are large enough for a competition among your lancers. If it were a tournament attracting men from across the district and beyond it would call for more, but you have made a good choice.”

Darla rises from her seat behind her worktable and withdraws a key from a pocket in her skirt. It surprises Jalan that Darla has a concealed pocket. As he watches, Darla goes to a small wooden box bound with iron that sits in a back corner of the room. She inserts the key and opens the box lid. She reaches into the box and begins to withdraw coins. After a few moments she returns to her worktable and sets down the pile of coins along with a small book she also took out of the strongbox. Then Darla goes back to the box to close and lock it. Darla moves to another wooden box on a shelf. This box looks much lighter than the first and is not bound in metal. It has no latch and Darla easily opens the lid. She takes a small piece of cloth from the second box and closes it. When she returns to the table, Jalan can see Darla has a coin pouch. She counts the various coins from the iron bound strongbox and has Jalan recount them. When they are both satisfied that all the prize coins are there, Darla has Jalan put them in the pouch and Darla writes something in the small book.

“What are you writing?” says Jalan.

“I’m making an entry in the strongbox ledger. It keeps track of all the money that I put in or take out of the box.”

“Why do you do that?”

“Are you serious?” says Darla.

“Yes. I really do want to know.”

“I’m sorry. It is another thing I’ve been doing for so long that I forget others may not understand it. If we keep track of everything House Yen earns and where it comes from plus everything spent and on what it is spent, it helps predict future income and future expenses so that we have a better idea where things are going well and where things need more attention.”

“I don’t understand.”

Darla says, “Give me a moment.” She returns the ledger book to the strongbox and then settles back into her chair. “Why do you follow a game trail when you hunt?”

“Because that is where the animals are most likely to be,” says Jalan.

“So you look for how the animals travel through an area in order to find them?”

“Sure.”

“Money is like that too. It has paths that it tends to travel. There are certain things that we typically must spend our money on, for example, the outposts. Every year there are similar expenses that must be paid for each outpost. If we track the money spent, an idea similar to tracking the type of animal that uses a game path, then we have a better idea about the nature of how the money is used. And, we can plan for that type of use or even make changes in the spending that can have a positive effect. Like hunting, if the trail you are following is not used by the quarry you wish to hunt then you are wasting time. If the trail of the money leads to spending we do not wish to make then we are wasting our money. We are not catching the quarry we want.”

Jalan understands that Darla is trying to explain it as best she knows how. He thinks he sees her point, but he is beginning to regret asking the question. Perhaps he will think about it more later. “All right,” says Jalan.

“There is more to it and it can be confusing at first. We can always discuss it more later,” says Darla as if she can read Jalan’s thoughts. “Is there anything else you need now?”

“No. Thank you for explaining about my house account and the prize money. I need to be going.”

Almost as if Jalan’s words were the trigger, the estate’s bell begins ringing. He leaps to his feet and stares at the wall in the general direction of the alarm as he tries to imagine what is wrong.

“You had better go,” says Darla.

Jalan runs from the room without another word and moves as quickly as he can through the parlor, down the hall and out the front door of the manor. He runs toward Barracks One where Major Erida expects him to report. Sedic will be rounding up the company. The lancers should all be armored and on horseback by the time Jalan reaches them after he receives orders from the Major.



Chapter XIV


Major Erida is pacing back and forth when Jalan sprints into the Command Room. Lieutenants Goss, and Jalt are standing near Erida’s favorite worktable along with a Captain Jalan does not recognize. Lieutenants Book and Larkin come through the door close behind Jalan.

Erida turns to them and says, “Close the door.” Lieutenant Larkin pulls it shut. “The Southway Company commanded by Lieutenant Burk has been attacked. Burk sent a messenger with a report. He was forced to fall back to Midland. We have to assume any work done to restore Southway has been lost. Burk’s report states that the attackers were Polnue and the force was at least twice the size of his. Half his men were lost in the fighting and the retreat to Midland. The number of enemy casualties is unknown, but it is likely to be far lower as Burk was hard pressed to simply maintain an orderly retreat. Questions?”

“Did the enemy attack Midland?” This questions comes from the Captain Jalan does not know.

“There is no report of an attack yet. However, I think it likely there will be one given that the enemy has attacked all the outposts once and then Southway a second time. The outposts seem to be their targets.”

“Have we heard anything from Pass or word of enemy activity anywhere else?” says Lieutenant Goss

“This morning’s report from Pass said all is well with them. Merchant traffic was almost at a normal level,” says Major Erida.

“What are your orders, sir?” says Lieutenant Larkin.

“Given the second attack at Southway, the enemy seems determined to destroy our ability to operate in that area. I think it gives them freedom to move along our southern border and we have to expect that the main force of the enemy is there. Midland is the next outpost to the North of Southway. It is closest to Greenhills River bridge. That is the easiest place for troops to cross from Polnue into Yen land. The fact that Midland has not been the enemy’s primary target makes me think they have found another place to ford the Greenhills that is further south and closer to Southway Outpost. With the enemy south of us, our main concerns have to be Midland Outpost and Yen Estate. I am sure that the king’s forces have been alerted. They can watch the way to Lavembra and fortify the Sand Hills. If this is another Chalmar War then there is nothing we can do to help them except locate the enemy’s new river crossing and stop more enemy soldiers from reinforcing those already on the march. If we are very fortunate, we can flank the force now on this side of the river and take them from behind while the king’s army attacks the van. However, the very first thing we must do is find the enemy. None of this matters if we cannot located their men or where they are crossing the river. Now that you know my mind, here are my orders. Captain Niksus will lead the defense of Yen Estate under my direction.” Erida indicates the captain Jalan did not recognize. “Lieutenants Jalt and Larkin,” says the Major as he makes sure to catch each man’s eye, “you two will lead two teams of scouts and find the enemy positions and the ford they are using to cross the river.”

“Yes, sir,” say Jalt and Larkin almost in unison.

“Captain Yen, you will take your mounted archers and 10 lancers to reinforce Midland. You will transfer the 10 lancers to Lieutenant Burk’s command when you arrive. You, Burk and Martus will work with Midland’s commander, Lieutenant Caser, to defend the outpost and to take control of the Greenhills River bridge. We have to prevent the enemy from using the bridge for their own purposes.”

“Yes, sir,” says Jalan.

“Questions?” Major Erida waits a moment as he scans the face of each lancer. When no one speaks up he says, “Dismissed.”

Lieutenant Goss catches up with Jalan just outside Barracks One. “You’ll be escorting a supply train to Midland,” says the lieutenant. “If you can tell me how much space your company will require I can have one or two additional wagons added.”

“Thank you,” says Jalan. Then he considers for a moment. He would like to talk with Sedic, but he knows it is more important to make a fast decision and not keep Goss waiting. “Two wagons will do.” He believes that will be enough to move all his and his men’s belongings from Yen Estate to Midland. There should be room in the Midland barracks, but the company will be out in the field too and there is no way to know if anything can be brought from the estate later.

“Two it is,” says Goss as he makes a notation on one page in a bound set of papers. “Stop by here after morning bell and I will have a copy of your orders and a manifest for the supplies ready for you.”

“Yes, lieutenant.”

“I’m sorry there aren’t more lancers to send with you. You’ll have 20 wagons to watch over.”

“Why so many?” says Jalan. He expected four or five, something similar to what had gone with the other captains.

“Major Erida is worried about opportunities to safely transport supplies. We’re sending double the usual shipment. There are merchants and craftsmen making the trip as well. They have their own wagons. Along with the two for your company that makes 20. The merchants have five of their own guards. I suppose that’s something if you run into trouble.”

Jalan could tell that Lieutenant Goss is not convinced the guards will be any real help. Despite men like Sedic, who is the son of a merchant and trained as a guard before joining the lancers at 17, the reputation of most merchant guards is not much better than the brigands they are supposed to protect against. “We are servants of the king,” says Jalan. The words felt like the right response to him though he could not say why.

Lieutenant Goss’s eyes grew wide. “Who taught you that?” he asks.

“Major Erida said it to Master Enmar the day he arrived.”

Goss looks thoughtful and says, “Ah, yes. I remember now.” His voice and demeanor take on a serious note of warning as he then says, “A lancer says that when accepting a duty that could mean his death.”

“Then why did the Major say it to Master Enmar?”

The lieutenant shrugs but his eyes dart around as if checking their surroundings. Then he leans in and speaks in a low voice, “You’d have to ask Erida, but I don’t think that would be wise. He’s not comfortable with Enmar. Doesn’t seem to trust him. There’s a story there. It’s just none of our business.”

Jalan nods. If either man ever wants him to know, they will tell him. “I’ll see you in the morning,” he says. Jalan leaves to find Sedic and share the company’s assignment with him.

Δ

Sedic does not seem surprised when Jalan shares the company’s orders with him. It turns out the rumor of another attack on Southway has reached every corner of Yen Estate. The company is already mustered. Jalan and Sedic order the lancers to begin packing. Jalan walks out of the barracks room used by his company on his way to the manor house where he will pack his gear. His brother Tomac is just entering the building through the main door.

“Master Enmar said you might need some help packing,” says Tomac. “He also mentioned that you had probably not seen to your horses.”

“Horses!” says Jalan with a rising sense of panic and an almost sick feeling in the pit of his stomach. “I’ve been so busy I completely forgot. This is terrible.”

“Some lancer captain you are,” says Tomac as he begins to laugh so hard he almost can’t finish speaking.

“It is not funny!” shouts Jalan.

Tomac doubles over and starts to wave his hand, palm out, toward Jalan in a gesture that would usually mean stop or wait.

Jalan feels tired, as if he has spent the last few hours in hard training. A new sense of panic rises in him. It has nothing to do with horses or a mistake any ordinary person could make. His mind brings forth the image of a hallway where Vee, her face ashen, leans against a wall and Tomac is down on one knee. No, not that. “Tomac? Are you all right?” Jalan reaches out to offer Tomac a hand and help steady him.

Tomac knocks away Jalan’s hand. “You didn’t have to hit me,” he says, hurt and anger intertwine with his words.

“I didn’t mean to,” says Jalan before Tomac’s words fully register.

Tomac begins to stand up straight. “I didn’t even see you swing. Did you kick me or something?”

“No. No I didn’t kick you.” Jalan tries to push his panic away and think. The fog of his sudden fatigue is not helping. “I just got upset when you laughed.”

Some of the anger fades from Tomac’s eyes. “I don’t even know why I laughed. You had that look on your face. It seemed kind of funny at first, but not anymore. Especially not after you hit me.”

“I’m sorry. I don’t even know what happened. I just did it.”

Tomac looks almost back to normal. He says, “Master Enmar can deliver your horses next time. I’d like to see what happens if you try to hit him.”

The notion of anything close to this happening with Master Enmar is almost enough to start Jalan panicking again until he realizes Tomac said something about delivering horses. “What horses?”

“The horses I just brought you. Master Enmar knew you would be too busy so he found horses for you, a palfrey and a couple of fine chargers.”

“Three horses? I worked so hard trying to make certain each of my men have two. I forgot to even find one for myself.”

“And you took it out on me,” says Tomac.

“I really am sorry,” says Jalan. More sorry that I can say.

“Not as sorry as you will be next time we spar.”

Tomac’s tone is serious but his smile shows that he has nearly forgiven Jalan. If all it takes is letting Tomac get past his guard once or twice the next time they spar then it is a small price to pay for accidentally using the Ability on his brother a second time. Jalan knows he is lucky. Lucky that no one else saw what happened and lucky that Tomac thinks Jalan punched him. And even luckiest of all that his brother brought horses. Jalan can feel the big smile on his face. I have the best brother. “Let’s go see the horses,” says Jalan.

The boys walk to the rope corral erected to one side of Barracks Three. There are plans to build corrals near each of the barracks, but the lancers are making due with the simpler temporary structures. Tomac points out Jalan’s three horses among the couple of dozen in the corral.

“That grey one is Stone. The black with the white flecks over there is Axe and the smaller fellow here,” says Tomac as he points at a brown and white horse standing near them, “is Bottle.”

Both Stone and Axe are beautiful horses. Stone is barrel chested and has the look of a powerful runner. Axe has a wide chest, long neck and high tail. He looks as though he might be the fastest. Bottle has a good back and steep rump. He will make a good pack horse and general riding horse. His gate is not as long as Stone’s or Axe’s. Jalan does not see any obvious flaws. All three are fine animals and Jalan is excited to have them for his own.

“I have to go. Master Enmar expects me back right away,” says Tomac.

Jalan remembers what daily training is like. It has only been a week since he became a captain but it seems forever since a time when all he had to concentrate on was doing whatever Master Enmar told him to do. “Thank you for bringing the horses. And, thank Master Enmar too!” says Jalan as Tomac turns and begins his jog back to the Training Hall.

“I will!” calls Tomac over his shoulder.

A feeling of being alone with too many concerns has lifted a little. He tries not to feel overwhelmed and relies on Sedic as much as he can, but being the captain means he is responsible for his men. He was feeling cut off. Now he has three wonderful reminders that he is not alone. His family loves him and Master Enmar still looks out for him. Jalan does not know how, but right now he is willing to believe that things will work out.

“Captain,” says Sedic. He is standing at the corner of the barracks waiving Jalan over. “The men have some questions and you and I need to talk, sir.”

Jalan takes one more look at his horses mixed in among the others in the corral. He is part of something bigger and he had better get on with it. He still has to go to the manor house and pack his own gear. But, he feels ready to face whatever the next challenge might be. “Coming,” he says and walks toward Sedic.

Δ

By midmorning the caravan of 20 wagons, 30 lancers, various merchants, crafters, teamsters, five merchant guards and 50 additional horses is loosely moving west in a line strung out over half a mile of road. Jalan has lancers in the lead and at the tail of the column. Eight of the wagons are driven by men from his company. It was cool when they left Yen Estate. The day is warmer, almost hot, as the sun reaches toward its zenith. The road runs mostly through farmland with an occasional stand of trees providing brief periods of shade.

Jalan rides Axe. The horse quickly responds to cues. It took time to realize that Axe was not being headstrong but that Jalan was being too forceful when directing Axe. Jalan groomed and saddled the horse that morning in order to spend what time he could bonding. But the ride provides the real opportunity for horse and rider to learn about each other. All the lancers are in full armor at Jalan’s direction. He has not worn his armor regularly and is certain it will take some getting used to. It seems likely that all the lancers will need time to adjust and Sedic agrees it is a good idea. Even though there has been no sign of the enemy near Yen Estate, the lancers could come upon them at any time.

Jalan’s armor has many parts. A plate mail cuirass covers his chest and stomach. A backplate connects to the cuirass to provide protection for his back. Hanging from the waist of the cuirass are skirt like banded metal strips called faulds. The faulds protect Jalan’s waist and hips. Strapped onto his upper legs are cuisses, curved plates of metal that protect his thighs. Poleyns connect to the bottom of the cuisses and cover Jalan’s knees. His greaves, formed metal plates that cover his lower legs, connect to the poleyns. Together the cuisses, poleyns and greaves cover the front and part of the outer side of Jalan’s legs. The unarmored area of his legs is less exposed when he is riding.

His shoulders are protected by spaulders made from metal strips riveted in a way that allows them to flex with his movement. The upper end of the spaulders attaches to the shoulders of his cuirass. The lower end has a strap that buckles around Jalan’s biceps. On his hands, Jalan wears leather archer’s gauntlets that he puts on like gloves, and then buckles tightly around his forearms. The leather over his forearms is thicker, while the attached gloves are thinner and more subtle to allow him to easily nock and release arrows. He wears a light open faced helm like the other lancers in his company which allows them all a wide field of vision, something archers need.

Moving up and down the line of wagons, Jalan wishes he could see everything at once. The terrain moves slowly past and the wind blows out of the northeast. It cuts across the road and carries the dust away from the caravan making the journey both cooler and more pleasant. As Jalan watches the dust fly he notices a mounted lancer on a hilltop to the south. The lancer rides down the back side of the hill. Jalan wonders if the scout has seen anything. Judging from the position of the sun it is about time for the morning scouts to return and report.

“Captain,” calls out Sergeant Sedic as he rides down the side of the road toward Jalan. “The scouts are back and ready to report.”

“Coming,” calls Jalan as he turns Axe toward the front of the procession and with little more than a thought has him trotting forward.

Sedic wheels his mount and leads the way past several wagons to where the four scouts ride slowly keeping pace just ahead of the first wagon in line and behind the lead lancers.

“Scouts, report!” says the sergeant just as Jalan moves up beside them.

Miltrip responds, “Sergeant, we ranged out at least a half league on either side of the road. The farm lanes and activity along them looked normal. No sign of outsiders or hostile forces. No gathering of men of any sort.”

“Did you see any other lancers? I noticed a rider to our south a few minutes ago.” says Jalan.

Another scout speaks up, a new recruit Jalan thinks is named Hamel, “I saw a lancer I thought was Glen south of the road, but by the time I made my way to where I caught a glimpse of him he had moved on.”

“Where abouts?” says another scout.

“Near that copse of trees a bit north of Kenta. The one with the creek that feeds into Sweetwater.”

“I wasn’t over that way,” replies the scout that must be Glen. “Didn’t leave the road until I’d fallen back a good quarter league and then I swept close on our back trail. Never went far enough south or west to see those woods.”

Major Erida has spent considerable time teaching Jalan tactics based on battles from the two Chalmar Wars. Master Enmar has continued instructing him, but with a more general set of principles. Ideas from both drift through his thoughts. War is about deception. What does the enemy want him to believe? The lone lancer roaming through the hills south of the road bothers Jalan. Where is he based? It is possible one of his own lancers has wandered off, but no one has reported that and only the scouts have duty out of sight of the wagons.

“I want to find that lancer. Something does not add up. We should be the only lancers in this area. If he is one of our men, then why has he not announced himself?”

“The afternoon scouts are ready for their orders. We could have them search,” says Sedic.

“Let’s send two additional men south to look for this mystery lancer,” says Jalan.

“Miltrip, tell Reest to pick two more men from the 10 new lancers assigned to us. He’s to pair them with two of his other men and have the pairs scout as two teams along the south side of the road. Their priority is to find the lancer both Ninus and Captain Jalan saw and bring the man back to the caravan to answer a few questions.”

“Aye, sergeant,” says Miltrip before riding over to Reest’s group that has formed up a short distance away.

“Sergeant, this ground is fairly open and we have good visibility, but I can’t help feeling exposed. The wagons are strung out along the road further than I like. Is there a way to have them move in a tighter procession?”

“I know of a way, captain,” volunteers Glen.

“Let’s hear it,” says Jalan.

“It’s an old way to have a group move as fast as possible. It also helps keep down gaps in a line. You put the slowest up front. No one is slower than the slowest wagon so no one falls behind. And everyone can maintain the slowest pace so nobody falls farther behind the wagon ahead of them.”

Jalan purses his lips in thought. “What do you think, sergeant?”

Sergeant Sedic shrugs as he shifts in his saddle. “Never going to move faster than the slowest wagon anyway. Not sure what we get by having it in front, but it can’t slow us down any. We could give it a try.”

“I think we’ve had to wait on one of the merchants more than once today. Let’s put them at the front,” says Jalan.

“Yes, captain,” says Sedic.

After some trial and error, the merchant with the slowest wagon leads the caravan followed by two more wagons that appear to move nearly as slowly. It is well into the afternoon before the result of rearranging the wagons become apparent. But, Glen’s suggestion seems to make a difference. The wagons all move along at a fairly regular pace and the distance between wagons is even. The entire caravan now takes up perhaps a quarter mile. Jalan considers that distance much easier to watch over and defend.



Chapter XV


There are times when the road is empty and other times when a farmer’s cart or wagon must pull over to the side of the road in order to let the caravan pass. The people waiting watch the procession of lancers and merchants pass by them and often smile or wave when they see Jalan. But as the day wears away toward evening, the occasional fellow traveler tends to be on foot rather than in a wagon or on horseback. They keep their eyes lowered and do not meet Jalan’s gaze. Several of them are carrying bundles and walking with children and old folks. Jalan is starting to get a bad feeling about the condition of the people the caravan passes.

Sergeant Sedic rides up beside him and says, “Sir, we’re starting to encounter a number of refugees along the road. Perhaps you would like to have us stop for the night while enough daylight remains to select a good spot? It would also give us time to erect some temporary defenses.”

Now it makes sense to Jalan. The people carrying bundles, pushing handcarts, walking along with children or elderly are fleeing something. They are refugees. “What has happened to these people?” he says.

“I can’t say exactly, but fighting has pushed them out of their homes and off their lands. The scouts will return soon and may know more. Some of the men are from this area and have had a little luck getting answers from the people along the roadside. But, mostly they are scared and do not wish to talk to us.”

“What story do they tell?”

“They say hamlets and farms to the south have been burned. People have been killed. They are fleeing the fighting, hoping to save their lives and whatever they can carry.”

“Where are they going?” says Jalan.

“Anywhere they can, sir.” Sedic has a look on his face Jalan knows well. It is the same look Sedic gave him the first time he showed Jalan how to throw a knife. How to hold the blade, how to stand, how to whip his arm forward and follow through. That looks says, “This is how it’s done. Until you understand this, there is nothing more I can teach you.”

Jalan looks about for a moment. Seeing a rise that plateaus in a patch of higher ground, he points toward it and says, “Let’s camp on that rise. It’s on the north side of the road and should give us a good view of it.”

Sergeant Sedic calls out, “Wagons halt!” The command is echoed along the line of vehicles. They come to a stop more or less at the same time along with those walking and riding beside, in front and behind. The extra mounts are on stringers tied to wagons. The horses pull at their leads. A few dig at the dirt of the road with their hooves.

Sedic and Jalan ride to the front of the caravan and direct two of the lancers in the lead to scout the ground between the road and the plateau to determine the best route for the heavy wagons. As those two move off on their task, the first rider of the afternoon scouts returns.

“Report!” orders Sedic as Palst, one of the new recruits, rides up the road toward Sedic and Jalan.

“Sergeant, captain,” says Palst as he draws near, “I travelled west along the road and ranged north of it as ordered. I saw signs of people and horses heading north. Not large groups, maybe six to a dozen together at most. There were also ruts left by the passage of wagons.”

“How many wagons, lancer?” says Sedic.

“Can’t say for certain. They traveled in a line. Definitely more than one, but not likely to be more than half a dozen.”

“How long ago would you say they passed by?”

“The tracks were made in damp ground. There hasn’t been any rain as we’ve traveled along this last day and I’ve seen none ahead of us. I would have to guess at least two days if not more,” says Palst.

“How far ahead are these wagon tracks?” says Jalan.

“Maybe an hour’s easy ride, captain.”

“What are you thinking, captain?” says Sedic.

“Not sure yet. Let’s get the reports from the other scouts and set up camp. Then we’ll call a meeting of the Fist Leaders.”

“Yes, sir,” says Sedic.

The only other scouts to see anything are Lancers Reest and Brax. In their sweep south of the road they spotted a lancer in the distance and pursued him. He got away, but Reest and Brax found a campsite where at least five men had stayed. The fire pit had banked coals in it and there were a few things left scattered around that gave the appearance of the site being abandoned recently and quickly. There had been so much activity that it was not possible for the two lancers to determine which trail was made when the site was abandoned. When further questioned, the scouts report that there could have been more men based there within the last week. There were signs of a picket line for horses and depressions that could have been made by wagon wheels. Although it is clear that other tracks crisscrossed the wheel marks, Reest feels strongly that the wagons only left in the last couple of days.

The sun is level with the horizon by the time the caravan sets up camp on the raised plateau. Everyone shapes spikes from large sticks, small branches and saplings. The spikes are then planted in the ground and set at an angle with their points outward to form a barrier. Although a man could slip between the spikes, a horse would find it very difficult and an armored rider would be unwilling to attempt a treacherous jump over the bristling barrier. Jalan and Sedic inspect the spike barrier and find it to be adequate. There is little more they can do beyond lighting watch fires and posting sentries.

Jalan stifles a yawn and says to Sedic, “Send the Fist Leaders to my tent. We need to discuss our plans for tomorrow.”

“Sir,” says Sedic as an acknowledgement and he moves off toward the double row of the lancers’ canvas tents.

“Tell them they can finish eating first,” calls Jalan as an afterthought. Now that the camp seems settled he feels his own fatigue and hunger push past his other worries. He goes to the cook fires and gets a hot bowl of stew and a mug of watered ale that he carries back to his command tent.

Δ

It is not a large tent, but compared to a standard lancer’s tent it is spacious. Jalan has one large room with a small folding table and chair. The ceiling is tall enough that he can stand up. His camp box sits against one canvas wall. There is a canvas barrier that separates his small sleeping area from the rest of the tent.

Captain Jalan sits at his table and blows on large spoonfuls of stew until they are cool enough to wolf down. In between mouthfuls he takes small swallows of the bitter ale. He just finishes the last of his mug when Sergeant Sedic steps through the opening created by the tied back tent flap.

“I hope you’re not making that face because of me,” says Sedic.

“No, nothing like that. It’s the ale. Tastes bitter,” says Jalan.

“Like the life of a lancer they say,” comments Sedic.

“If the ale’s the worst of it then I am much relieved.”

“Merely the sauce we are cooked in, captain.”

“We won’t know the worst of it until the cook lights the fire, captain,” says Dost as he enters the tent.

Sedic grins while Serks, Harna, Miltrip and Reest file in behind Dost.

Jalan stands, folds up his camp chair and sets it on top his camp box. He does the same with his empty bowl and mug before turning to his men and saying, “Gather around the table as best you can.” Jalan picks up the map case that lies on the edge of the table, removes the only map he has and spreads it out across the tabletop. He uses four stones he found to weigh down the corners and keep the map flat. Looking up he asks, “Does anyone know where we are?” The men chuckle and Jalan smiles before he points to a spot on the map and says, “All right, as you all know, we are here. Reest, can you show us where the camp is that you and Brax found?”

Reest studies the map for a moment and then touches a spot saying, “About here, captain.”

Jalan nods and then indicates a new spot on the map before saying, “Palst said the wagon tracks he found are about here.” Jalan examines the map for a moment longer and then says, “Anyone have some string or cord?”

Sedic reaches two fingers into a small pouch hung from his belt and fishes out a bowstring. He hands it to Jalan.

“Thanks, Sedic. This should do.” Jalan stretches out a section of the bowstring and then lays it across the location of the discovered campsite and the wagon tracks. The bowstring forms a line that runs generally from the southeast edge of the map to the northwest edge. And along the line’s northern run it almost touches Pass Outpost. Jalan gets an uneasy feeling in the pit of his stomach and he does not think the ale has anything to do with it. The string line does not run near anything else noteworthy. But the path makes even less sense than driving heavy wagons across farm fields and rough country instead of using the road. According to the map, the men and wagons that appear to be headed toward Pass Outpost are not coming from anywhere within the Yen Holdings. Midland and Southway are both a little west and much more directly south of Pass. And from the last report, Southway no longer exits. Everyone left is at Midland. They would not be traveling across country to Pass.

“I think we’ve found the enemy,” says Miltrip.

Jalan feels excited, satisfied and worried. He is excited that they might know something the enemy has tried to hide and satisfied that he and his men have figured it out. He is worried about what to do with the information. There are still things they do not know. Jalan lets the bowstring go slack and leaves it lying across the map. His first instinct is to mount up and give chase. There is so much more to take care of than just a hunt for those wagons, but the wagons might be the most important thing, more important than the caravan. The lancers standing around him in the close quarters of his tent remind Jalan that he has help. “Does anyone have a suggestion?”

“I want to go after them,” says Serks. “Look at the refugees along the road. They’re out there causing trouble and we need stop them.” A couple of the other men make sounds of agreement.

“What about our orders?” says Sedic. “We’re to go to Midland. We can’t abandon the caravan, especially if the enemy is active in this area.”

“We could send scouts to locate the wagons,” suggests Miltrip.

“What will the scouts do when they find them?” says Sedic.

“Hmm. I see what you mean. By the time they get word back to us or Midland Outpost it could be too late,” says Miltrip.

“Then we should send enough men to engage the enemy when we find them,” says Serks.

“What do you think, captain?” says Sedic

“Serks is right. We need to send enough lancers to make a fight of it if we find those wagons or to aid Pass Outpost if it is threatened. But, Sedic is right too. We can’t abandon the caravan. The resupply wagons and merchants need to make it safely to Midland. Here are my thoughts. With luck we will take the enemy from behind. If we can capture those wagons we’ll gain useful vehicles and whatever they contain. If we cannot capture them then we can destroy them. Either way, the wagons are traveling across country and even with a couple of days head start we have a chance to catch them with a day’s hard riding.”

There is anticipation in the room. Jalan knows he is not the only one that wishes to be tested in battle. The lancers are older than he is, but they have never faced more than bandits. These could be Polnue troops from Ankena, the old enemy of Ojmara. These men are House Yen lancers. They know they represent the legacy of Lord Hallis Yen, the last great general of the kingdom, the man credited with having led Ojmara to victory over Ankena in the last Chalmar War.

“Let me lead the chase, sir. I’ll find those wagons,” says Reest.

All the men except Sedic immediately make the same request, each trying to speak over the other. Jalan holds up a hand for silence and shouts, “Hold!” He tries to make his voice sound like Major Erida because everybody listens to him. Silence falls. Before anyone else interrupts Jalan says, in the calmest most self-assured voice he can manage, “Thank you for your ideas. I will consider your requests. Dismissed.” He meets the eye of each man one by one, almost challenging them to say anything more.

Harna and Reest both look angry, but neither says a word. Miltrip and Dost act a little embarrassed. Serks’s face gives nothing away. Dost looks down and shrugs. Sedic simply nods and turns to leave along with everyone else.

“Sergeant,” says Jalan

“Yes, sir?” says Sedic as he pauses and half turns back to look at Jalan.

“Stay for a moment.”

“Yes, sir.” Sedic turns fully back around and waits.

Jalan grasps his hands behind his back and tries to let some of the tension flow out of him. “Who do you think should lead the hunt for the wagons?”

“You, captain.”

“Why?”

“You’re the captain.”
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Ultimately, Jalan calls all the Fist Leaders back to his tent. He has them draw straws because he has no reason to prefer one over another. Serks, Harna and Reest pull long straws. They and their three fists have won a place in the hunt. Jalan will lead all 15 men. Miltrip and one lancer from his fist are given the task to deliver a report from Jalan to Lieutenant Caser, the commander of Midland Outpost. Miltrip leaves immediately to travel through the night and reach Midland as soon as he can. The hunters will leave at dawn. They need light to be sure they do not miss anything important as they track the wagons.

Jalan wakes up when the first night watch is called. “End of watch. All secure,” is repeated in loose unison by four voices before the response, “Start of watch. All secure,” is given by the relief watchers. He wakes again at second watch and forces himself to remain on his cot. Drawing long slow breaths, Jalan practices letting his body relax. Sleep settles over him. Jalan rises when third watch, the last watch of the night, begins. The fire ring closest to his tent still holds hot coals from last night’s banked fire. He kneels at the uneven circle of stone and earth which surrounds the shallow pit, and blows on the coals until they are hot enough to light a taper. The candle burns brightly. Jalan uses it to light a small lantern that hangs from the central roof poll of his tent, then he blows out the taper. By the light of the lantern, Jalan dons his armor. Sergeant Sedic arrives to help Jalan check over his armor and be sure everything is in place and fastened properly. Jalan does the same for the sergeant.

In the predawn gloom, the white flecks on Axe’s black coat stand out when Jalan walks to the picket line. Axe performed well yesterday. Each lancer will take two horses on the hunt. Stone looks like a magnificent horse and Jalan is delighted to have a chance to ride him. He grooms and saddles Stone while trying to be careful not to irritate the warhorse. There are enough things to worry about without getting bitten or kicked by his mount. He pats Axe and says, “You’ll get your turn today too,” as he fastens a long lead to Axe’s halter and ties the other end to a ring attached to the back of Stone’s saddle. The other lancers are forming up on the road. Each of them has their spare horse on a lead as well.

The lancers chosen to hunt the wagons chase their long shadows down the road as they ride away from the newly risen sun. Palst leads them west toward the wagon tracks he found the day before. The hunters slow their horses to a walk and continue to follow Palst when he turns north off the road and crosses open ground. When Palst halts, Jalan calls the riders to a halt as well and dismounts to examine the tracks. Signs of wagon ruts, horses’ hooves and booted feet are clear.

“Serks!” calls Jalan as he rises from examining the tracks.

“Sir!” says Serks from horseback a few yards away.

“You and Palst scout ahead along the most likely course the wagons took. Once we verify their direction of travel, we’ll ride fast to gain on them. When it is time to switch mounts, we’ll scout again to make sure we’re still on the trail.”

Jalan knows that his men can easily cover in one morning the same distance the wagons could travel in a day. He has to be careful and certain the hunters stay on the trail. Riding hard in the wrong direction would be a foolish waste of effort. He still does not know what to expect when they find the wagons. Hopefully, an opportunity will present itself.

“Sir, what will we do when we find the wagons?” says Reest.

“If they are friends we’ll help them. If they are enemies, hurt them,” says Jalan with a shrug. “We’ll figure out how when we find them.” He addresses all the lancers in a louder voice adding, “We need information. If we run afoul of anyone, capture them if you can or kill them if you must. We can’t have anyone escape and spread the alarm.”

It bothers Jalan that he and his men have to sneak through Yen territory like criminals avoiding capture. The wagons they follow are using the least populated route they can find. They are hiding and Jalan wants to know why. In order to find out, he is forced to hide too.

The lancers nod in acknowledgment of the orders. Harna and Reest both say, “Yes, sir.”

Jalan leads the lancers forward in the same direction taken by his two scouts. The hunters move at a walk when they must and a trot when the terrain allows. Once Serks and Palst return near midmorning, the direction of the chase is set and the mounted men begin to move faster by taking their horses to a gallop over open ground. Two lancers switch off acting as outriders and scout to the left and right of the main body of hunters to minimize the chance of riding right past signs of their quarry or being surprised by an enemy.

Near midday, the lancers halt again by a stream that runs past a stand of brush and trees. They have crossed many trails used by game, livestock and the locals that inhabit the rural lands they traverse but have rarely been within sight of a hamlet or cottage. The men eat trail rations of dried meat, dried fruit and hard bread before they water the horses from the stream and allow the animals to graze. As the afternoon comes on the men switch mounts. Jalan is ready to ride Axe. Stone requires a firmer hand and likes to take advantage of any lapses in his rider’s attention to see if he might find a convenient tree to rub against or low branch that would scrap Jalan off his back.

Jalan concentrates on his riding, the reports from the scouts and the needs of his men in order to keep his mind off wondering how far ahead the wagons truly are. With three days of travel they could have reached Pass Outpost. Should he have taken the road and ridden hard to arrive their first? What if that isn’t where the wagons are going and he didn’t follow them? The opportunity to solve the puzzle of who the lancers are hunting would be lost. But, if Pass is under attack, could Jalan have warned them? He feels his jaw clenching tight again. If this is what command is like, Jalan is not certain he is ready to command.



Chapter XVI


Lady Darla and her sister, Lady Guri, sit in the parlor of Yen Manor laughing and reminiscing with their mother, Lady Shara.

“I am so glad that Tomac offered to give Juin a tour of the grounds. He would never say it, but I know he is feeling out of place in a house run by women,” says Lady Guri.

“It is too bad Jalan is not here. I know he would love to see you. Together he and Tomac would keep Lord Juin occupied,” says Lady Darla.

“It’s only one more day and then we will be heading back home.”

“So soon,” says Lady Shara. “Can you not stay another day and help me with plans for the wedding?”

“Surely Darla has been some help,” says Guri.

“As she can. But, you have no idea how busy your sister is. I’m afraid the current troubles have left her little time for her dear mother’s wedding,” says Shara.

“Mother,” chides Darla, “you make it sound as if I’ve done nothing.”

Lady Shara looks carefully at Darla and says, “On no, dear one, you have done a great deal. It is only that Guri, as our guest, has an abundance of time to assist me. Something that would also lighten the burden I’m placing on you.”

“Oh yes, that and you two could happily spend hours in the company of Mistress Treana,” observes Darla.

“You wound me,” responds Lady Shara in an overly dramatic tone.

Guri and Darla laugh and Shara joins them.

“Very well, I will speak with Juin and see if he can bear another day or two. He does enjoy it here. He simply feels at a loss as to how he can make himself useful.”

“Don’t worry. If Major Erida sees him, he is likely to have your husband leading a company of men on patrol before Juin can form two words of protest,” says Darla.

Lady Guri hesitates and then says, “You don’t think there is a real chance of that do you?”

“Of course not dear sister, your husband is perfectly safe. It was a jest. The Major would never dream of forcing such an imposition on Lord Juin,” says Darla. At least I don’t think he would.

As her sister settles back into place and looks less like a bird about to take flight, Darla’s thoughts turn to her newest concern. Despite the pleasant distraction and real enjoyment of Guri’s visit, the trip is not about mother and Lord Brace. As Guri had warned in her letter, Guri and her husband have brought a formal proposal for Darla to marry Juin’s cousin, Lord Merk Shrift.

Perhaps her mother picks up on the turn of thought or it is simple coincidence when Lady Shara says, “Guri, dear, your help with my preparations would be marvelous. And, good practice should your sister accept Lord Merk’s offer.”

“Oh yes, there is indeed a lot to consider,” says Lady Guri brightening considerably. “It will be such a wonderful wedding.”

“You have me matroned already, but I do not find it so easily done,” says Darla. “There are so many concerns before me each day. It is difficult to imagine having time for a wedding, much less a husband and new family.”

“It was certainly unsettling for me at first,” says Guri. “Leaving father and mother, you and my other siblings and moving into a new home and new life. I had looked forward to marriage, but it was very difficult those first few months. Juin was so patient with me. Now I would find it even harder to leave Shrift Manor. My family is there. My husband. My children. As much as I love the old, I never guessed how deep my ties to the new would be. I want you to have that, to not be afraid of losing the past and to discover the same joy I have in your own future.”

Guri’s words and enthusiasm are a flame beginning to light the fire of Darla’s own hopes. If only it were so simple. “Guri, I am so happy for you and just a bit jealous as well,” says Darla with a smile. “But, I am the head of House Yen just as Lord Merk is the head of his house. I am not willing to leave that behind or simply pass it over to a husband.”

“Merk has made it clear he wishes to combine both houses. How could there be less to do then or less need of your talents? Surely, there will be a place for you in the administration of the joined houses if you wish it.”

Darla does not know what to say. She feels selfish and foolish. How can she tell Guri that she does not want a husband to take over the leadership of House Yen? She wants to lead House Yen as she already does, not take a lesser role even if that role were part of a greater house. Her father’s legacy and her own ability would be buried, hidden beneath the Shrift name and legacy. But, would that really be so bad? Am I too proud to take help?

Darla speaks, uncertain of what she will say or even what she wants. “I am not just Darla. I am House Yen. If I wed, then I wed the fate of my house to another as well. If I take a diminished role then House Yen is also diminished. And if I reject Lord Shrift’s proposal and his offer of funds and armsmen, House Yen might not only be diminished but very possibly destroyed. Taking the offer does not save House Yen either. The lands will still exist and the people will be saved, but our father’s legacy will become only a part of another house. I don’t know if I can do that to our people, or to the memory of our father.”

“But Merk doesn’t want House Yen. He has said as much by suggesting you turn over the estate to Tomac,” says Guri.

“The estate is only a small part of our holdings. What Merk asks for is the greater share of Yen arable land in exchange for saving a small portion for Tomac.”

Guri wears an apologetic frown as she says, “But Juin read the entire proposal to me. I don’t recall anything like that in it.”

“Contracts, agreements, merchants’ deals are all rarely what they appear to be on the surface. You are correct. The document does not state the resulting division as clearly as I did. I would not have seen it even a week ago.”

Lady Shara, perhaps sensing a rising tension between her daughters or because of her own curiosity, asks, “Seen what, dear?”

“The long term impact of the terms of the marriage proposal,” says Darla. “I started a new project to find ways to increase the house income. Over the last several days I have analyzed crop yield patterns, growth of habitations and changes in travel and trade patterns.”

Now Guri looks truly perplexed. “What does that have to do with Lord Shrifts offer?”

“I have to admit that I am equally in the dark,” says Shara.

“My research and projections are not complete, but given the patterns I am seeing the land Lord Shrift proposes to leave under Tomac’s control is in every case land that has a lesser future potential to produce an income. For example, Tomac stands to maintain control of some prime farmland. However, most of it will lie fallow for two years whereas land ready for renewed planting will be given over to Merk’s control. He will gain two seasons of production while Tomac gains nothing.”

“I do remember that provision,” says Guri. “It seems fair that for taking the poorer land Lord Shrift might have the benefit of planting sooner.”

“That alone does appear fair. It might truly be fair except when combined with the other provisions. Lord Shrift also comes out ahead when examining the villages and hamlets he gains. Tomac is left with some of the largest populations, but Lord Shrift gains developing areas that already show signs of being favored by crafters, factors and traders. After two years of crops that are an addition to what Merk Shrift already has and two years of increasing trade and taxes, the good Lord gains much advantage over the state in which Tomac has been left. Tomac becomes Lord Yen through a loss of land and income which he will never have the opportunity to overcome. If someone else deals with Tomac as sharply as Lord Shrift appears to be dealing with me, then there will be no House Yen in a very few years more.”

“Crows,” says Lady Shara in a whisper just loud enough for the other two women to hear it.

“Yes, mother. That is precisely what I fear it is,” says Darla.

“What do you mean?” says Guri. “What do birds have to do with any of this?”

Darla turns to her sister. “It’s something mother said to me when I became lady. Father had just passed. I was scared and full of doubt. Mother tried to reassure me. But, she also warned me that if I was not strong enough the crows would tear House Yen apart.”

“What crows? I still do not understand.” Guri looks less confused but more anxious with her hands clasped tightly together as if pleading for insight and a look of concerned concentration on her face.

“The crows are the enemies of House Yen, the people who exploit our weakness for their own gain,” says Shara.

“Merk is a crow?” asks Guri. Her voice is tentative in a way that makes Darla think her sister is asking for confirmation rather than for an answer.

“Yes, Guri,” says Darla. “Given the terms of his proposal and the timing, he is whether he intends it or not.” Darla tries to sound calm and reasonable. She thinks her sister is on the edge of a realization which she might share if Darla listens patiently and gives Guri time to think. She desperately hopes their mother remains quiet, but she dares not even glance away from Guri for fear of breaking the tenuous connection she feels forming.

“He’s not a crow,” says Guri. Her words are firm as if stating a fact. “He is a vulture. That is what I heard Juin call him once and now I know why.” Guri looks straight at Darla and reaches out taking both Darla’s hands in her own. “Please forgive me. I have been trying to make you a bad match. I am so sorry. So very sorry.” As she speaks the last words, silent tears begin to fall down her cheeks.

Δ

On the afternoon of the second day, Jalan’s scouts return. The wagons have proven easy to follow because they left clear signs of passage at several points where the terrain made the going difficult for them. The trail has led to an encampment. The hunters have reigned up within a large grove of trees and dismounted to hear a full report from the scouts.

Palst is using a stick to scratch out a rough outline of the enemy camp on a small patch of open ground. Jalan and the three Fist Leaders, Harna, Reest and Serks are crouched down examining Palst’s sketch. According to both Palst and a second scout, their opponents have felled trees and used them along with earthen mounds to build low walls. There is only one opening through the walls. It is large enough to allow one of their big wagons to pass. The camp proper is populated by tents. One slightly larger tent is pitched near the center. There are five large wagons. Three inside the walls and two more next to a rope corral set up outside the walls near the entrance.

“How many men?” says Jalan.

“Could be 50. Maybe more. I counted tents and the rope corral has at least 30 horses in it.”

“And they’re close?”

“A short ride, captain. They’re on a hill. Far side of the next ridge over.” Palst points in a northerly direction to indicate the way.

“It’s lucky we didn’t ride right into them,” says Jalan.

“Not luck, sir. Good scouting,” says Serks.

Jalan nods in agreement and says, “Thank you, Palst. You and Oatin have done well.” Then he says in general to the Fist Leaders, “Any questions?”

“What colors are the snakes wearing?” says Harna.

Palst glances at the men gathering around and says, “Two sets, ours and Nakra’s.”

“What?” says Harna, sounding angry.

Others within the rough circle of listeners that has formed around Jalan, the Fist Leaders and the scouts begin to mutter and exclaim.

Jalan stands and holds up a closed fist. Most of his men fall silent. The remaining few are quickly elbowed or prodded until they pay attention to Jalan’s signal. Once everyone is quiet, Jalan orders Harna to set his men watching their perimeter. “Come back after you set the watch,” says Jalan.

“Yes, captain,” says Harna as he signals his men to follow him.

“Lancers! See to your mounts!” calls out Jalan in loud clear voice. Then less loudly, “Scouts and Fist Leaders with me.” He leads the other four lancers a short distance further into the trees to give them a little separation from the main body of men and horses. When Jalan stops he turns to the men following him and says, “We’ve chased these wagons and now we’ve found them in a camp that appears to be both Yen lancers and Nakra soldiers. Is that an accurate overview?”

“There were other men as well, but they wore no colors,” says Oatin.

“Then how many were Yen, how many Nakra and how many of them unknown?”

“Perhaps 10 to 20 of each, captain,” says Palst.

“Did either of you recognize any of them? Anyone in that camp that you might have seen somewhere before?” says Jalan to the two scouts.

“I don’t think so, sir,” says Palst.

“We were too far from them to see faces clearly, sir,” says Oatin.

Neither scout had anything new to add to their report. Jalan dismissed them to see to their horses. As the scouts leave, Harna arrives and Jalan briefly restates what Harna missed since he left to set the watch.

“Does anyone have an opinion about who these men might be?” asks Jalan.

“Deserters perhaps,” says Serks.

“Traitors more like,” says Reest.

“Is it really possible there would be 10 or 20 deserters from House Yen?” asks Jalan.

“There are always some, but 20? Most of the lancers are looking for a chance to make someone pay for what’s been done to us, not trying to run away from the fight,” says Serks.

“I can’t see it being deserters at all. Where would they have run off from? I don’t recall talk of deserters,” says Harna. “It means they had to run when the fighting started. How would they have time to find this encampment and join with the enemy that set them running in the first place? I can’t see it.”

“They’re traitors then. Lancers that allied with the Nakra before the fighting started.” The words taste bad as Jalan speaks them, but he does not know what else to think.

Reest turns his head and spits. “That and worse for those dirty traitors,” he says.

They caught their quarry, but what will keep the quarry from turning on the hunters? The traitors’ camp has Jalan’s lancers outnumbered three or four to one. Some of his men are inexperienced recruits barely adequate with their bows. His lancers are light cavalry at best. They can’t charge the enemy. They can’t even afford to stand and fight. Jalan tries to imagine fighting the men he grew up knowing, not for training or fun, but for blood and to the death. The idea is disturbing and leaves him feeling a little sick. No matter whom the traitors were, Jalan would know some of them, perhaps all of them. They are lancers that Jalan and his men would have willing fought beside and trusted. He feels his anger and disgust rising to join with his sense of violation. No wonder the punishment for treason is death.

“They outnumber us,” he tells the Fist Leaders. We cannot make a direct assault. We need to study the enemy, discover when and where they send out scouts or patrols. If we could capture one or two of their men we might be able to learn something useful. But, whatever we do, we need to be certain we only fight when we have superior numbers.”

No sooner did Jalan finish speaking then a panicked voice shouts, “To arms! To arms! The enemy! To arms!”

Jalan spins toward the shout but can only see his men straining to look past each other and their horses for a glimpse of the trouble. “Fist Leaders, rally your men on me!” he cries and sprints toward Axe. Jalan leaps up and vaults over the rear of his horse to land in the saddle. He snatches up the reins and begins to calm his mount. Axe must be well trained because the gelding barely protests Jalan’s sudden weight falling into place on his back. Letting the reins again hang loose across the back of Axe’s long neck, Jalan pulls his bow from its scabbard and strings it almost without thinking as it is a task he has long been trained to do on horseback.

With his bow held firmly in his gloved left hand and the reins grasped in his right, Jalan spurs Axe forward and swings him sharply toward the area from whence the warning shout came. He notices that Harna, Reest and Serks are all mounted. Several others are on horseback or mounting now that the Fist Leaders are back among them and chivying them to action. Jalan holds his bow horizontally above his head and the Fist Leaders look at him. He points the tip of the bow at Serks and swings it to his right. Then he points the tip at Reest and swings it to his left. Finally, he points the bow tip at Harna and swings the tip up to hold the bow vertically. Serks already has his Fist moving among the trees toward a position on Jalan’s right. Reest’s Fist is moving toward Jalan’s left. Harna rides toward Jalan to take up his position next to the captain.

Harna’s Fist had the watch and should already be engaged with the enemy. It should be possible to see what is happening from within the edge of the grove and Jalan plans to halt his line of lancers there. It should only take an instant to determine what to do. But, before the trotting horses are fully formed up and at the grove’s edge, two lancers gallop into the grove followed closely by a third that is turned in his saddle as he shoots an arrow at an unseen target behind him.

Jalan halts Axe, pulls an arrow from quiver strapped to his back and calls out, “Hold! Ready bows!” The Fist Leaders repeat the orders while Jalan nocks the arrow and raises his bow waiting for whatever is pursuing the three fleeing lancers.

The three riders slow as they are forced to weave between trees. Several arrows aimed at the fleeing riders strike tree trunks or are deflected by branches. An instant behind the arrows at least a half dozen mounted men charge into the grove in pursuit. A heartbeat later Jalan shouts, “Loose at will!” He hears Serks and Reest repeat the order as he trues up his aim again. A flash flies through Jalan’s peripheral vision just as he hears the sound of Harna’s bow. Jalan has studied his aim and releases his bowstring. He forces himself to hold position for an instant more to give his arrow time to leave the bow and then he pulls another from his quiver, nocks it and draws the bow for his second shot.

With his mounted archers picking their own targets and the interference of the trees limiting the choices, three of the enemy were hit with multiple shafts and unseated quickly while the remaining riders appear unharmed and try to turn their mounts to escape. Jalan calls out his next order and the Yen lancers began to ride forward while continuing to loose arrows. Unfortunately, Jalan’s men were still mostly new recruits with limited training and experience. When forced to steer their mounts with their knees and advance around obstacles while attempting to maintain their line and feather the enemy with arrows, his men’s aim suffered more than did the enemy. If not for Harna, Reest, Serks and Jalan several of the enemy riders would have gotten away.

The skirmish ends as quickly as it began. Four enemies are dead. Two are badly wounded. One is wounded but likely to recover and the last is uninjured expect for the bruises he suffered when his horse tripped and threw him. One of Harna’s Fist, Cail, was killed when the enemy riders spotted him and attacked. Cail had called the warning but the other watchers were overwhelmed by the number of enemy riders and could not save him before being forced to flee into the grove.

Jalan listens to the reports of his Fist Leaders. He inspects the enemy dead and captured. He tries to make himself hard so that the bodies and blood do not affect him. He did his duty. His men did their duty. They fought as they must and killed the enemy as they must. But when he came to Cail’s body and looked upon the dead face of one of his own men, he did not feel hard. He did not feel like a lancer captain. He felt like a boy. He felt like he had the first time he had seen a farm animal slaughtered. He remembered the knife and the killing stroke, the smell of blood and the struggle of the goat as it weakened and died.

He turns from Cail’s body and walks a few steps as his own guts twist and his stomach roils. Jalan steadies himself by placing his hand on a nearby tree and forces himself to take slow deep breaths hoping the queasy sick feeling in his belly passes soon.

“Don’t worry, captain. The others will be done soon,” says Reest. “It’s hard to hold your stomach when half the men around you lose theirs.”

The comment confuses Jalan at first. Then he realizes many of his men are scattered among the trees retching. That sound alone is almost enough to push his stomach over the edge, so many others with the same problem. It is so absurd. The horror of the dead and wounded mingled with the sickening sound and smell of vomit is so unexpected that Jalan almost starts to laugh. And then he does bend over and lose the contents of his stomach.

“Ah, well there it is,” says Reest in an aside to no one in particular. He follows his quite comment with a question. “Captain, may I ask you something?”

“Ungh,” says Jalan. Then he spits to try to clean some remnants from his mouth and eases himself upright, feeling a little dizzy and a little better at the same time.

Reest seems to assume Jalan’s grunt means yes when he continues by asking “Is this the first time you’ve killed a man?” The question is pitched quiet, hardly louder than Reest’s earlier side comment.

Images flash in swift succession through his mind. Taking aim. The arrow loosed. The first target is struck in the neck. The second target in the underarm as he appeared to be raising his arm and shouting to his companions. The third was well armored with the only clearly exposed area being the man’s face. Fourth and final was the last fleeing enemy. Jalan can see his arrow strike. The rider is hit with three shafts at almost the same time. A fourth arrow strikes the enemy’s mount. It could be that none of the three arrows pierced the rider’s armor, but when the horse was hit in the front leg the limb buckled and the animal tumbled and threw the rider beneath the weight of the rolling horse. Four arrows. Four targets. Four dead men.

Jalan shakes with little tremors that move through his muscles. His throat burns and the taste in his mouth is sour and foul. He pushes away the memories and takes a trembling step toward his horse. The next step is easier. After a few more he is almost walking normally. When he reaches Axe he takes a short pull from his water skin to rinse out his mouth and then a longer drink.

Reest is not where Jalan left him. The older man is checking on the members of his Fist now. Both Harna and Serks have their men mounted and formed up. Harna eases his dark gelding toward Jalan and says, “Captain, the men tell me those were not the only enemy riders. Two more turned back when those eight attacked. It’s likely they’ve gone to warn the others.”

Looking up at Harna, Jalan considers protesting that the Fist Leader should have told him sooner. But with his water skin still in his hand and his insides barely feeling regular again, he understands why it might have been pointless to report it sooner. “Remind your men of the importance of reporting what they observe promptly no matter what else is occurring.”

“Yes, captain. I’ll make certain there is no delay in the future.”

The delay was possibly Harna’s own choice. All Jalan’s men are older than their captain. Reest tried to help Jalan through the shock and fatigue following Jalan’s first battle. Now Harna may have given his captain time to recover before delivering bad news. If his lancers keep playing father to him they might protect him right into an early grave. It is too late to catch or even follow the two enemy riders that fled at the start of the battle. The only safe assumption is that the encampment will soon know Jalan is near.

Jalan calls Reest and Serks over. “Let’s talk with our one good captive and see what we can learn before the traitors come for us.”



Chapter XVII


Jalan tries to steel his expression and move toward the prisoner with a controlled confident walk. Don’t trip. Don’t do anything foolish that might appear weak. Beyond that advice to himself he has no idea what to do or say. But, Reest does.

The Fist Leader walks up to the prone captive. The man has been bound hand and foot and is lying on his side on the root entwined ground. The captive’s face is purpled on one side. The opposite eye is surrounded by a darkening bruise and his lower lip is bleeding. There is nothing about the man’s oval face that is familiar to Jalan despite the fact the stranger wears the House Yen Blue and Tan. Reest kicks the bound man in the stomach. Before the fellow can hope to recover from the kick, Reest grabs him and roughly sets the prisoner up against a nearby tree trunk.

Glancing up from the captive Reest calls to a nearby lancer, “Shrim!” and jerks his head toward the captive while drawing his own belt knife. Shrim draws his saber and quickly places the sharp tip of the weapon against the captive’s throat. Using his knife, Reest cuts the rope tied around the enemy’s wrists. He moves behind the captive and pulls the man’s arms back around the tree trunk, retying them with a set of leather laces. The captive starts gasping short shallow breaths, probably in an effort to recover from Reest’s kick. He holds his head back against the tree trunk. The captive’s eyes dart about but settle back onto Shrim’s sword. Once Reest finishes, he nods to Shrim. Shrim removes the sword tip from the prisoner’s neck and puts his saber back in its scabbard.

Reest moves around in front of the prisoner and crouches down, putting him somewhat eye to eye with the bound man. Without looking away from the prisoner Reest says, “Shrim, I’m thirsty. Would you get my water skin?”

Shrim retrieves the water skin from Reest’s horse and Reest takes a long drink. Then he offers some to the prisoner. The captive stares at him without responding. Reest shrugs and hands the water skin back to Shrim.

“I’m Reest. What’s your name?”

Again, the man does not respond.

“I’ve been a lancer with House Yen for a few years now. I know a lot of people. But, oddly, I don’t know you.”

Jalan sees the man’s mouth twitch as if he might have started to smile or speak.

“Harna, does this fellow look familiar to you?” says Reest to his fellow Fist Leader.

Harna rubs the stubble on his chin as he looks at the unknown lancer. “No. I don’t recall ever seeing him before.”

“Don’t ask,” says Serks before Reest can query him. “I don’t know him.”

“That’s unfortunate,” says Reest. He stands up from his crouch. “Very unfortunate. As I’m sure you know, wearing the colors of a house means you are in service to that house. But, we don’t seem to know you. It’s very difficult to imagine that you are truly a Yen lancer. That leaves us only a few possibilities.” Reest begins to count using the fingers on his left hand. “One, you are not a Yen lancer but you are wearing Yen colors. The punishment for impersonating a lancer is severe, but you’d probably live. However, you are wearing a captain’s braids and the punishment for impersonating an officer is death.” Reest raises a second finger and says, “Two, you really are a Yen lancer and somehow we have never met you, in which case you are welcome among us. Except, you were fighting against us and that would mean you are a traitor. Again, the punishment is death.” Reest pauses for a moment and then drops his left hand to his sword scabbard and reaches across his body to grasp the hilt with his right. “Which leaves only one option,” says Reest as he draws his saber in a measured and deliberate manner. “We have to kill you.”

The prisoner remains silent during the entire time Reest is speaking. Now that the sharp edge of the saber is completely free of Reest’s scabbard the man protests with a mixture of anger and alarm, “But, I’m a captive. The Covenants prohibit the execution of prisoners!”

Reest sighs as he examines the bared blade he holds. “That is true. But you are not a captive. You are a traitor or a spy and The Covenants do not protect one who abandons his honor.”

Jalan is still trying to stand back and watch Reest. The Covenants do allow for execution but generally those are not done on the battlefield. The prisoner is normally presented to a tribunal for judgment. Rough handling of a man that tried to kill you is expected and a reasonable precaution when securing a prisoner. Summary execution is rash and likely to lead to greater problems by showing disrespect for the accepted way of doing things and The Covenants, a military protocol used by all the houses in the kingdom. Jalan is hoping that trusting Reest is the right thing to do. Everyone in the company is watching. Those further back are straining to see and hear what passes between Reest and the bound man. Publicly interfering with Reest might cause division among the lancers. Some will inevitably argue that Reest should be allowed to execute a traitor. Jalan concentrates on his breathing, keeping a relaxed stance and holding a calm determined look on his face. He does not want the rising anxiety he feels to be noticeable to his men or the prisoner.

Reest takes a two handed grip on his saber and moves into a stance that will allow him to swing the weapon in a smooth arc which will most likely pass through the captive’s neck. Reest stops with his blade partially raised and says, “Oh yes, I forgot, number three. There is that one way we can avoid execution. But, really, I just don’t see how that could be possible.” Then he raises his blade to strike.

“Wait! What way?” says the prisoner as he pushes himself harder against the tree trunk in a vain attempt to put distance between himself and Reest.

Making a slow practice swing, Reest allows the blade to gentry touch the bound man’s neck. It leaves a thin red line behind. “The only way we would not execute you is if you were our spy. That would explain why you were with the enemy. You would be wearing our colors in an effort to convince the enemy you are a deserter and can be trusted. It’s a bold move. You could have been killed out of hand.” Reest draws his saber back and sets to swing in earnest.

“Wait!” shouts the man a second time. “I’m a spy. I’m your spy”.

Still coiled to strike, Reest’s eyebrows raise in a suggestion of socked surprise. “Truly? Our spy?”

“Yes! Yes, your spy. I am a spy for House Yen.”

Reest lowers his sword and steps back. “Why did you not declare yourself sooner?”

“Um, well, when I was captured I did not see my contact among you. I could not be sure it was safe to tell you who I am.”

“Who is your contact?”

“I, uh, I cannot tell you that.” Seeing the expression on Reest’s face, the man says, “But, ask me something else. I... I can tell you other things.”

“Very well. Who are the men in the encampment a short ride from here? Why do they wear both our colors and Nakra’s colors, and no colors at all? What are in those wagons inside the compound? How many men are there in total? What are their plans? Answer those questions and others and I am sure I can convince our captain that you are the man you claim to be.”

At this point Jalan feels like a top spun too fast. He was on the very edge of shouting an order for Reest to stop when the prisoner spoke first. He still believes Reest is pretending but the Fist Leader is so convincing that Jalan is not certain. And even though the captive is speaking, it seems clear he is holding back. If the man does not speak the truth, Reest may raise the sword again and Jalan will have no choice but to stop him in front of the entire company of mounted archers. Lancers will question Jalan’s decision and the captive will know he is safe and tell them nothing useful. If the man would only tell the truth it would all be over.

The captive sits bound to the tree with Reest standing over him holding a saber. All Jalan can think as he looks at the prisoner is that the captive must tell the truth. He must. And in a mere twinkling he feels something slip between himself and the prisoner. The bound man jerks and then shakes his head almost as if he has been slapped.

“They are mercenaries,” drawls the bound man. He looks a bit woozy.

The lancers looking on begin to murmur amongst themselves. Jalan cannot tell if it is the captive’s answer or his sudden change in behavior that sparks the men’s comments.

“What?” says Reest, who for the first time sounds genuinely surprised by what the prisoner says.

The bound man starts speaking slow and soft but finishes loud and angry, “I said we’re mercenaries. Now tell me what in the Four Corners of Damnation you’ve done to me!”

Jalan watches Reest’s face darken as the lancer points his saber at the captive’s nose and growls angrily, “What have we done to you? We’ve fought you when you attacked us. We bested you and now we’re questioning you.” He drops the sword point away from the other man’s face and leans down. “We bloodied and bound you. A captive would expect no less. You have admitted to the false display of our colors, and now you tell us you are sell-sword honorless dog who has taken up arms against House Yen. No house would let you live after a transgression like that and you have the nerve to ask what we have done to you?” Reest straightens and spits on the ground at the captive’s feet. “I’ll tell you what I’m going to do to you. I’m going to ask the captain for permission to separate your head from your shoulders.” Reest looks toward Jalan and says, “Captain?”

All the lancers have fallen silent. Jalan feels their eyes upon him. Battlefield justice is often hard and swift. The prisoner has told them very little and now that he believes they will likely kill him, he will not tell them more. If only they were back at Yen Estate or one of the outposts, there would be time to question the man further or even call for a tribunal. There would be time to think and the final decision would come from someone more experienced. Here, with everyone watching and the threat of a superior enemy force arriving at any time, Jalan feels he has no choice. If he delays it will call into question his ability to lead and only give more time for the prisoner’s companions to return with enough men to wipe out the company.

The prisoner’s eyes move back and forth between Reest and Jalan. Jalan sighs under the weight of the moment and starts to announce his decision. The bound man interrupts him with a shout, “I demand a trial!”

Δ

A man with gray hair and wearing a gray jacket enters the Business Room and waits quietly for Lady Darla to acknowledge him.

Darla marks her place in a ledger she is examining and greets the man, “Trader Grom, how are you today?” Darla does her best to sound pleasant. Jacey seems to be a little suspicious of the man, but Grom has been a miracle worker when it comes to finding supplies and equipment.

“I am fine, my lady. And I trust that all is well with you,” says Grom.

“As well as may be,” says Darla. “Please, be seated.”

“Thank you, my lady,” says the trader as he lowers himself onto a chair in front of Darla’s worktable.

“Master Chander tells me that your assistance with supplies has been invaluable. He claims you have even done the impossible and persuaded Master Enmar to let you use part of his precious Training Hall as a warehouse.”

“Master Enmar and I have an understanding built on mutual benefit that Master Chander was unable to establish. I do not mean to sound immodest, but I may possess some skills as a trader that other men lack. I am certain they exceed me in their areas of expertise.”

“However you accomplish it, House Yen is grateful for your assistance. Now tell me why you requested to see me,” says Lady Darla.

Trader Grom takes a moment to look around the room before returning his gaze to Lady Darla. “The time has come for me to present a special letter of introduction.”

Grom reaches into an interior pocket of his gray jacket and extracts a sealed envelope. He passes the envelope to Lady Darla.

“This is the king’s seal,” says Darla.

“You are correct, lady. Please, read the letter and after I will answer any questions you wish to pose.”

Darla breaks the seal and removes the letter from the envelope. The letter is brief and Darla quickly reads it. She reads it a second time and then to be absolutely certain she reads it a third time as well. The message is clear, surprising and yet oddly reasonable. Lady Darla looks up from the letter and asks, “Have you read this?”

“No, my lady,” says Grom.

“The king says that you are the answer to House Yen’s request for men and supplies,” says Darla.

Trader Grom smiles and says, “That I am. I apologize for not being exactly what you expected, lady.”

“There is no difficulty there,” laughs Darla. “I have grown accustomed to answers I do not expect. The king further states that you can provide knowledge and council on a variety of subjects.”

“I have a number of merchants that work for me throughout the kingdom and beyond. It is not uncommon for them to pass along information on matters that affect trade.”

“You’re a spy,” says Darla.

“I am your spy,” says Grom.

“Mine?”

“The king ordered me to offer my services to House Yen. King Tamaron said that your father was a great general and had proven himself a good Steward of the Land. But, the king seemed certain your father would not have woven a strong net for catching information. He was a man of specific interests whose accomplishments were enough to forestall his enemies. His presence alone gave them pause. Without him, it will take more for you, Lady Yen, to cast as long a shadow.”

Darla understood precisely what Trader Grom was saying. She had been undervalued due to her youth and inexperience by many who dealt with her. She had even undervalued herself. Without Lady Shara stepping in to encourage and support her, Darla was certain she would have accepted the lessor life she once believed was her lot. She could never be her father. But, she could be someone of whom father would be proud.

“Why did you wait until now to present the king’s letter?” says Darla.

“It pains me to admit this. I had to wait until I knew House Yen was worth saving.”

Darla had no answer for that. It hurt that anyone, especially the king, would deny help to House Yen.

“What about Jalan? How could the king not aid his own son?”

Grom sits back in his chair, clearly thrown deep into his own thoughts. “So that is it,” he says.

“You didn’t know?” says Darla as a sense of alarm sets her nerves on edge.

“Please, my lady, calm yourself. It is true. I did not know. I cannot say why the king did not tell me. There was no reason for me to know before I was sent here. Perhaps there was no time to tell me before I left. Tamaron is a very prudent ruler. I am certain he knew I would discover this eventually. Now that I think on it, I see why he could not have done otherwise.”

Darla feels confused, “Why not? Why would he not tell you?”

“It is part of the pattern, my lady. Why did the king not send lancers? Why did he not begin moving the levers of war in order to prepare for hostilities with Ankena?”

“Levers of war?” says Darla.

“I’m sorry. It is an expression for all the things a country does when making ready for war. They might increase taxes and raise additional troops. Emissaries are sent to the houses and contact is made with the potential enemy to look for a political solution. Those can be difficult tasks, much as prying large boulders up and getting them to roll where you wish is a difficult task. It requires the right lever and strength just to start each bolder moving.”

“You’re saying the king is not doing those things?”

“Not on a noticeable scale, my lady,” says Grom. “And, there may be several reasons for that. First, there is no indication of hostilities except around the border between House Yen and Ankena’s Principality of Polnue. Second, although a border skirmish can eventually lead to all-out war, there is no indication that Polnue has been planning for war. It would be unwise for the king to overreact to your situation. He would not wish to draw excess attention to it and cause Ankena to believe Ojmara is preparing for war. He sent me to assist you. But, he did not tell me that the prince is here. That allowed me to believe this is a serious situation, but that it is not vital to save House Yen. It did not cause anyone observing me to think my actions were out of the ordinary. My actions fit in with the king dealing with your situation as indirectly and quietly as possible.”

“So Tamaron gave you the option of not helping us?” says Darla.

“No, my lady. The king only gave the appearance that I could choose not to help you. He had to know I would discover the presence of the prince and realize that the heir and his safe hiding place are in danger. It leaves me with no choice.” Trader Grom spreads his hands wide as if to indicate how obvious the intricacies of his position have become.

“But you said you decided to help House Yen before you learned about Jalan,” says Darla.

“Sadly, I did not discover the prince was here as quickly as our liege may have assumed I would. I do feel badly about that. Happily, I have already determined to help you on your own merits regardless of Jalan’s presence. This speaks well of you and House Yen, my lady.”

Lady Darla is only certain about two things. Trader Grom’s explanation of the king’s machinations is giving her a headache. And, Trader Grom has already been useful to House Yen even before declaring his commitment to help.

“I take your judgment of House Yen as a compliment. Now, please, tell me how you will help more than you already have?” says Darla.

“Have you rejected Lord Shrift’s proposal yet?”

“How did you know about that?” Darla hears her indignation in the question, but she is too upset to care.

“My lady, I am sorry to upset you. I only ask because Lord Shrift’s offer is a part of the attacks on House Yen.”

“Again, I must ask how you could know that? I only began to suspect such was true recently and no one outside my family has seen the document. I demand you explain yourself!”

“My lady, please forgive me for upsetting you. I have not invaded your privacy, at least not specifically. The nature of my true work for our sovereign, and now for House Yen, is to gather information. As I mentioned, others watch my actions and learn things from what I choose to do, and I also watch the patterns of what others do. Your sister’s visits are special occasions. It does not take long for rumors of why Lady Shrift and her Lord husband are here to circulate throughout the estate. Add the likely reason for their visit to other information gathered pertaining to Lord Merk Shrift’s activities and a dark pattern begins to emerge.”

Trader Grom’s tone seems both conciliatory and frank. Darla’s displeasure is overcome by her curiosity.

“Of what activities do you speak? Surely, you refer to something more than his proposal to me?”

“Assuredly I do, lady. Lord Shrift has built a sizable force of lancers over the last two years, at least double the forces you command.”

“He has offered to send a large contingent of his lancers to aid us in our fight,” says Darla.

“As part of his marriage proposal, no doubt?” says Grom

“True. It is contingent on my agreement to marry him,” says Darla.

The trader nods thoughtfully and says, “I imagine that would make it easier for him.”

“What are you implying?” says Darla.

“I will explain, but allow me to ask a question first. How is it that Lord Shrift can afford to keep so large a force of lancers?”

“I imagine the yields from his lands are sufficient.”

“I ask you to accept my word that they are not and assure you that I can prove it so.”

Grom’s assertion puzzles Darla. How could Lord Merk have all those lancers if he cannot afford the cost? “That does not make sense. He has all those lancers. Surely, he must be paying for them. Even if he defers the men’s pay, there are still uniforms, weapons, housing and a number of other expenses that must be paid.”

“As best as I am able to determine, the Lord is covering the cost, yet his income is insufficient, he has sold no personal goods or holdings and he has not borrowed the funds,” says Trader Grom.

“Wealth is not magic. It does not flow from nothing. You ask me how Lord Shrift pays for his lancers, but you tell me at every turn he cannot be paying for his lancers. Are you saying that he does not truly have those lancers or are you accusing him of purloining the funds?”

Grom’s eyes open wide and his posture stiffens, “I would never dream of accusing a lord of a crime. I am merely a master trader without standing from which to make such a charge. What I have said is offered under my role as adviser in order that my lady may come to her own conclusions.”

The sound of Grom’s voice and the way he poses himself as he speaks reminds Darla of a troupe of play actors that once performed at Yen Estate. It is as if his protest is rehearsed and being delivered in a way that strengthens her suspicion. Although Trader Grom denies it, Darla is certain he is accusing Lord Merk Shrift of stealing the money. But, from whom would he steal it?

Darla feels the warmth flood her cheeks as understanding and embarrassment arrive hand in hand. In a rush she sees the connections, the pattern Grom has been trying to show her. Merk’s lancers and the odd regularity of the accounts for the outposts are related. When she had spoken with Captain Niksus he explained that Major Jekler, the former commander of Southway who must have been killed in the first attack, reviewed and approved all the financial reports. Jeckler received the reports from Midland and Pass and compiled the official report for all three outposts. It was Jeckler’s report that was sent on to Yen Manor. Darla had never seen the original outpost reports until Captain Niksus showed her the records he had been ordered to bring back from Pass Outpost.

The Pass Outpost records show that tariffs had been increasing steadily for the past three years while the traffic through the outpost also grew. A far greater sum was collected and sent on to Southway than what Major Jeckler reported and sent on to Yen Manor. Based on Pass Outpost’s discrepancy between tariffs collected and the amount actually sent to Yen Manor, it is easy to imagine Midland and Southway having a similar difference. Darla initially believed Major Jeckler diverted the funds for his own use. Now it seems very possible that he was in league with Lord Merk Shrift and that House Yen is paying for Lord Shrift’s extra lancers.

The final realization of Lord Shrift’s duplicity in the matter rapidly converts Darla’s embarrassment to anger. “The dirty two-faced scoundrel,” is all Darla manages to stammer out as the enormity of the betrayal hits her. She is not even certain her insult is meant for Merk Shrift, Major Jeckler or both. “Our tariffs! He’s using our tariffs for his lancers.”

“My thinking exactly, my lady,” acknowledges Grom.

Darla feels her anger so strongly that for a moment she cannot summon any rational thought. She wishes only to lash out at Lord Shrift, to harm him, to make him pay. When she can speak again she starts a list of the actions she intends to take in order to hold Merk Shrift accountable. “I will submit a complaint with the other houses. I will take this before the court and king. I will not stand for this! I will...”

“Those are reasonable but lengthy steps, lady,” interjects Trader Grom. “You may not have time for them to work.”

Her anger is subsiding to reason. Grom is right. There is no time for politics. The threat to House Yen is imminent. She could go to the other families and the king with her story and the little proof she has, but even if they decide in her favor it will take months or maybe years. In the meantime, Merk Shrift will deny her aid. Most likely he would actively begin to work against her and deploy his ill-gotten lancers to harass House Yen in ways that would not draw the direct attention of the other houses or the monarch.

A new and equally unpleasant thought springs forth in Darla’s mind. Lord Shrift may already be doing exactly that. “This is horrible. What am I to do?” Misery and doubt make her question sound like a plea and Darla can feel how close she is to being overwhelmed by hopelessness.

Trader Grom smiles. “That is easy, my lady. Do that which your enemy least expects.”

Δ

“You want a trial? I’ll be happy to oblige you,” says Reest, his knuckles white upon the hilt of his saber and his entire bearing radiating anger like heat from a forge.

“Not you,” spits the captive with anger of his own. “Him! Your captain,” says the man with a thrust of his chin toward Jalan.

Reest’s jaw clenches and then he says, “Think you’ll have an easier time of it with the captain?”

“Don’t you? He’s a boy. No doubt a noble’s son trained by some adequate and unimaginative arms master. You’re just the warhorse he’s using to ride me down. Look at you, chomping at the bit and afraid to stand aside and let your captain face his own fight.”

Jalan steps forward and places a restraining hand on Reest’s shoulder before the Fist Leader can respond to the retort. “Hold. It’s his right to face any able bodied opponent on the field. Moreover, although his colors are false, he wears a captain’s rank. He may pretend to be of our house, but I doubt he pretends to his rank.”

“And you,” says Jalan turning to the captive. “You want to fight me as your trial? So be it. What will it be? Sabers, knives, clubs?”

“Your man’s nearly killed me already. What guarantee do I have that I will be free to leave if I win?” says the captive.

“You will have to trust in the adequate sense of honor instilled in my men by their unimaginative training.”

“I think I’ll trust in my own skill instead. I’ll face you man to man with no weapons. Then when I best you, you’ll still be alive, which gives your warhorse here no call to trample me. You’ll have to live with the shame of losing. But let’s be honest, I’m a veteran and you are a boy. That should be some consolation. No one expects you to win.”

The Yen lancers begin to voice their disapproval of the mercenary’s tone. Jalan hears sharp words and curses being muttered. He waits for the men to quite before he says, “Then your loss will be even more humiliating.” Jalan holds up his hand to silence the rough laughter and jeering remarks of some of his men. “But, besides your humiliation, what do I get if I win?”

“What do you mean? You’ve already taken me prisoner and you are likely to take my life. There is nothing more,” says the bound man.

“I know you are a mercenary, but even you have a code. If I win, I will trade your life for your loyalty to me.”

The mercenary tries to respond and Jalan gestures with his hand to indicate he is not finished. “Your loyalty and the loyalty of your men. That is what I get for giving you your life.”

Jalan can see the gleam of speculation in the bound man’s eyes. “And your men will not interfere? When I win, I take a horse and go unhindered?”

He doesn’t believe he can lose. Jalan raises his voice so that everyone can hear him and says, “I will give the mercenary his trial. We will face each other hand to hand. The first one rendered unconscious loses. If the mercenary captain wins, give him a horse and let him go free. Those are my orders and anyone who disobeys them is a traitor to House Yen. Are we clear?”

Reest and a couple of nearby lancers say, “Aye, captain.”

“I said, 'Are we clear!”

“Aye, captain!” comes the unanimous reply.

“Satisfied?” says Jalan as he watches for the captive’s reaction.

The bound man gives him a small crooked smile and says, “Aye, captain,” in a mocking imitation of Jalan’s lancers.

“Get him up. Check him one more time for weapons. Cut his bonds and remove his armor.” As Jalan gives these orders he unbuckles his sword belt and lays the weapon aside. The he begins to undo the straps of his armor.

Reest puts his saber back into its scabbard and draws his belt knife. He steps around the tree and severs the laces that bind the man’s wrists together. Shrim, Reest and a third lancer form a rough triangle around the tree and the prisoner. They keep watch as the mercenary massages his wrists then slowly rises to his knees and stands up.

Reest says, “Remove your armor,” from behind the man, but the mercenary has already started to imitate Jalan by undoing the buckles of the few pieces of armor he still wears.

“I’m sure I’ll be faster as soon as the blood returns to my fingers,” quips the mercenary in response to Reest while keeping his eyes on Jalan.

Shrim and the third lancer, Imus, help the captive mercenary. In a short time the man stands unarmored and unarmed.

“Clear a space!” shouts Reest. Lancers step out of the largest patch of nearby open ground and move to stand beside their compatriots among the surrounding trees.

Jalan moves to one end of the cleared ground. The mercenary stands no more than 10 paces away at the other end. A wall of watching lancers and trees form a barrier around Captain Jalan and the captive. If the mercenary tries to run, he will never get past Jalan’s men. The mercenary ignores the surrounding men and keeps watching Jalan.

He keeps trying to anger me. Is he looking for a sign that it’s working? Jalan has been studying his opponent’s reactions; it only makes sense that the mercenary is doing the same by watching Jalan.

“Ready, boy?” says the mercenary.

Moving into a slight sideways crouch, Jalan takes up his position with his loosely open hands raised in front of him and his shoulders relaxed. He starts to say, “Ready,” as the mercenary springs forward, diving with outstretched arms.

His opponent wants to grab Jalan and take him to the ground. The mercenary’s greater size and strength gives him an advantage when grappling. But, his chosen tactic is the first thing Jalan expected.

Jalan leaps up and out of reach. The mercenary lands hard sliding across the uneven root covered ground with his empty outstretched arms before him. Both Jalan’s booted feet come down together and land even harder between the prone man’s shoulder blades. The man chokes off a cry of pain and surprise before he tries to use his right arm and leg to turn onto his left side and spill Jalan off his back. The young captain drops himself sideways in order to slip down behind his twisting adversary. He uses his right palm to deliver a blow just below the mercenary’s ribs on his exposed right side. The strike serves to distract the man and helps Jalan leverage himself into position as he snakes his left arm around the man’s neck and begins choking the mercenary.

Strong fingers dig for purchase on Jalan’s arm as his enemy tries to grasp it and break free. Ignoring his opponent’s flailing and the pain of the man’s grip, Jalan maintains a mental count. Time seems to pass slowly with his body in the full fever of combat. His count has to be accurate. The difference between unconscious and dead can be measured in heartbeats. Killing the man would destroy any chance of learning what he knows and lose any hope of gaining the support of the men he leads. It is a tragedy Jalan wishes deeply to avoid. He never killed a man before today. The faces of his victims still show clear in his memory. The count reaches 10 and Jalan immediately releases his hold.

The man’s head and shoulders weigh upon Jalan’s left arm. The fingers no longer dig painfully into his forearm and all the thrashing has ceased. Pulling away and rising to his knees, Jalan can see the mercenary’s motionless form lying on the clearing floor. Panic forms a stone in the pit of his stomach until he clearly sees the slow rise and fall of the man’s chest. Thank fortune.

Only now does Jalan hear the pandemonium surrounding him. He swivels his head about trying to look in every direction at once. The fear for his opponent’s life is replaced by the fear that his opponent’s friends have returned in force. Reest stands beside Jalan offering a hand to help him rise. As Jalan is pulled to his feet he realizes the lancers are cheering and calling out praise for his victory. It is not battle, but celebration that surrounds him and he can feel his own smile upon his face.

“They won’t be cheering when his old friends arrive,” says Reest as he prods the mercenary’s body with his foot. “What do you want to do now?”

“Master Enmar and Major Erida would never forgive me if I didn’t know that answer after all their lectures on tactics. When faced with a superior force, we retreat,” says Jalan.

“Did they happen to say where to?”

Jalan looks down and shakes his head, “I’m hoping our new friend can help with that. Have a couple of your men take charge of him. Give him water when he wakes. Then get him on a horse.” Jalan catches Reest’s eye. “And, no more rough handling unless he starts something. He might be a scoundrel and a mercenary, but he’s our scoundrel now.”

“Aye, captain,” says Reest with a quick nod of his head.

“Also, have the company prepare to move out. I’m worried we may have stayed here too long already.”

“Aye, captain,” repeats Reest as he acknowledges Jalan’s additional order and perhaps agrees with his worry. The Fist Leader calls out the names of two of his Fist and waves them over. Captain Jalan goes to collect his armor and weapons. His left arm is scratched and bruised. He is limping because of a kick to his right leg from the heel of the mercenary’s boot. While he walks along his body informs him of other more minor injuries. Donning his armor, he tries to brush off dirt and debris from his uniform and discovers at least two tears in the fabric that he will have to mend provided he lives long enough to have the opportunity.

In this one routine moment of strapping on his armor, the idea that he could die becomes real. Some men already have, both his and the enemies’. He is personally responsible for several deaths. Every one of them would have killed him if they could have. Jalan’s fingers tremble as he buckles a vambrace onto his left forearm. The trees loom above him like a dark shadow of doom and he senses the formless spectral presence of death drifting in the air around him. He closes his eyes and thinks of home. The images of family appear to him, mother, Darla, Tomac, Vee and, surprisingly, Jacey too. Then a memory of his father, Hallis Yen, returns to him. The Lord stands before him and looms over Jalan’s little boy self like the trees that loom above him now. Lord Yen says, “Death rides with a man all his days. It is not something to be feared, but a companion worthy of respect and careful consideration. Death rides with us always, until the last, when we ride with it.” The love and comforting presence of his father enfolds Jalan.

He opens his eyes and says to the shadows, “Ride beside me as you must, but I will not carry your fear in my heart, for that is where my family dwells.”



Chapter XVIII


“I don’t know what else to do,” says Lady Darla as she sits late at night in Lady Shara’s private salon. Darla feels a little odd about being in the room. In some ways it is a copy of the parlor before it became the waiting area for her office. And, along with the garden, it is her mother’s personal sanctuary where she took refuge while grieving over the death of Darla’s father.

The two women sit comfortably before the hearth. An orange red glow casts its light and diminished warmth upon them. They wear blankets over their legs to ward off the encroaching night’s chill. The conversation had been so pleasant and a very welcome respite from running the estate. Darla feels worse for bringing up a topic that she fears will only distress Lady Shara.

“And this is the advice of this trader, this spy sent by King Tamaron?” says Lady Shara.

“Grom advises doing the unexpected. I’ve already reached out to the other houses and all that got me was a few more lancers and a marriage proposal designed to weaken us. The king sent us Grom who brings supplies at a discount and fresh information about our enemies. There are no more friends to which we may turn.” Darla stares at the hearth hoping to see some new solution rise up from the ashes.

After some time Lady Shara speaks. “The king is subtle. His enemies might say shrewd. He helps us quietly and in a way no one can easily follow back to him. This devious mind is something he inherited from his father it seems. He has made a loan of it to us in the form of your trader. We are in a desperate way. What choice do we have that is not a desperate action?”

Darla barely speaks the word aloud, “None.”

“Daughter, look at me,” says Lady Shara. Darla stops staring into the coals of the fire and turns her gaze to her mother’s face. “You and I have held each other up after your father’s death. You have been very brave and strong as well. I laid such a heavy burden on you. But, you took it and grew stronger. Watching you, helping as I could, gave me strength too. It was the only thing that kept me connected to life. Without it, I fear what I might have done.”

Darla reaches out to her mother and the two join hands in the distance between their chairs. “That was a fear I had as well,” admits Darla.

“Well, fear no longer,” says Shara. “Being with you and the other children has brought me back to life. When Hallis died I thought I was alone. It took me a long time, much too long, to realize your father’s work lives on and that he lives on in all of you. I might have lost a husband, but everything he gave me is still alive. You don’t have to worry about me any longer.”

Darla rises from her chair with moist eyes, her blanket falling to the floor. She moves to kneel in front of her mother where she wraps her arms about Shara’s blanket covered legs and lays her head in her mother’s lap to cry in earnest. So much worry buried so deep is welling up and pouring out with her tears. She has never admitted to herself how much she fears losing her mother. When she tries to say it now, all she can do is cry.

Darla feels her hair gently being stroked. The sound of her mother’s voice reaches her through the sobbing. “Oh my dear, I love you so much.”

The tears continue until Darla has nothing left. Having cried out years of fear for both her mother and herself, she continues to hug Lady Shara’s legs and rest in the presence of her mother’s love and acceptance.

Out of the warmth and comfort, her mother’s voice comes again. “You go, darling. I can stand in your stead while you are away. I am ready.”

The End

Thank you for reading Hidden Ability. I truly hope you enjoyed it. If you did, please take a moment and leave me a review on Amazon.

Thanks!

Aldus Baker
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