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Duty
The Trip
A’nok had been traveling low key for the last two days. Casual, comfortable, and most of all indistinguishable from the hundred or more other travelers on the road. Today though that just wouldn’t do. Today he would arrive at Voivoed’s Rest. Today he would represent the Red Spire. Today he would join the Royal Council. He had known King Oliver since he was young, but this wouldn’t be the kindly uncle at a family gathering. Today he was Tzadi A’nok Mirron, the powerful Red Spire’s personal advisor to the King of NoVas.
At the venerated age of not quite eighteen yet, he was all too aware that he did not project the needed image. It didn’t matter, when his father Tzadi Echal Mirron Master of the Red Spire orders you to go and do, you go and do. Somehow. He took a deep breath and laid out on the bed, what had essentially become the unofficial uniform of Red Spire Tzadi over the last couple of decades. The deep red velvet of the arming doublet, well-worn but clean and smelling only faintly of leather and steel, with its matching thickly padded breeches with reinforced brick red leather knee patches. These would go on first but not until he had to. They were warm even on cold days, much less this unseasonably warm turn this winter had thrown them.
Next he unpacked and took a moment to wax each piece of stone giant hide armor. He smiled as he remembered the day he killed this giant. It had become traditional but not required, that well before testing young tzadi candidates would hunt their giant to build the armor that would wear during the test and after. A’nok was always smaller as a boy than most his age. This didn’t seem to concern his father as they set out in search of the giants. His father just grinned at him whenever he expressed concern. “You’re my son. No one will ever offer you a fair fight. They will always be more of them, or bigger, or stronger, but you will always be smarter. You will always be more prepared. You will always pit your strengths against their weaknesses, and in that way, you will always win.”
A’nok thought back on it and realized it was mostly true. Since then he had just gotten used to it, taken it as a granted, and prepared to handle it. Handle it they did, they found themselves up against a mated pair of stone giants stalking an ibex. Echal took a single shot with his bow. The arrow struck the female giant in the fat part of the leg. It did very little damage but when the Entombment spell it was carrying went off; she found herself struggling to not be pulled under. She failed leaving only the enraged male stone giant for A’nok to deal with.
Echal stepped back from his son. “Just like we talked about. This one is yours.”
A’nok felt his heart slamming into his chest, still he didn’t run. He stood his ground with only bone staff in hand. He waited until the giant had closed most of the distance and then darted in at the last minute to get inside of his reach. As he slipped between the giant’s spread feet, he triggered the spell stone on the staff. Enlarge, caused the typically two paces long staff to violently shoot up a full thirty paces in height and as big around as a man’s thigh. The huge creature screamed in agony as it lifted the creature off of its feet and over A’nok’s head. The huge spike now protruded up through his bowels and into his chest cavity, finally lodging in his collarbone and shoulder. The staff was beyond his ability to control now, and like a falling tree was going with the momentum of the giant to land behind him with a ground shaking thud. A’nok canceled the spell, causing the staff to shrink back to its normal size. With the staff no longer plugging the great gaping hole, the giant bled out before it could rise again.
A’nok flipped over the freshly waxed leather cuirass and pulled out the bright red woolen cloak. It was too warm for it, but it was more or less a part of the uniform. He affixed the cloak to the small buttons on the cuirass, up under the pauldrons. There at least it could hang dramatically, without causing him to completely melt. For the hundredth time, he swore he was going to get the whole damn thing enchanted for temperature control. He even had the spells, he just never seemed to have the time.
Everything prepared and ready, he sat down to the small breakfast tray that had been delivered earlier. The sun would be up soon, and it was going to be a big day.
Arrival
A’nok did his best to hide his amusement. He came down the stairs of the small inn and into the common room. Conversation stopped. All eyes turn toward the tzadi standing unexpectedly in their midsts. At least until eye contact was made, and then they all feel the strong urge to be looking elsewhere so as not to be the one caught starring.
Settling up the last of his bill with the now wide-eyed barmaid he had been flirting with only last night, He fought the urge to yell ‘boo’ just to see how many would jump. Not exactly the most adult of impulses, nor one he was exceptionally proud of, but one he only narrowly avoided indulging in none the less.
A’nok heard Dina’s voice in his head. ‘You wonder why I want to test.’
Dina was A’nok’s twin sister, who was still back in the Dutchy of Mirron. She and her brother had shared a special bond for as long as either of them can remember. Dina’s ability to use it was uncanny, even for the bond. He had to focus to actually talk to her with words rather than emotions and images. Dina was there for the ride along all the time. Half the time he wasn’t certain if the thoughts originated with him or her. Dina also was a highly skilled magic user, but because of a rare blood disorder that made even a small cut or bruise cause a dangerous loss of blood if not immediately treated she could not take the grueling and dangerous final test for the title of Tzadi. She had never really gotten over that fact.
Dina felt the hurt in her brother and apologized immediately. ‘I’m so sorry A’nok. I know you know. I know you can feel it. I just wish mamma and daddy could understand why it is important enough for me to take the chance even if I don’t make it out. What has all of this been for? If I’m never allowed to be tzadi, why give me these gifts?’
As usual, A’nok had no answer for her. He climbed in the saddle and made his way to the main road. Traffic was light today. Or at least it was for him. Even a lone tzadi with no more escort than a single pack horse cleared the roads as efficiently as a troop of the King’s Cavalry could have done. That was the one part of his life he didn’t like.  It was too useful come crunch time to give up the intimidation factor, but he sincerely hoped one day that the people would see them as protectors, and not just fear the power and destruction that they can bring to bear.
In the city, it was no different. Gate guards snapped to attention and saluted, the packed streets still gave him at least two paces on all sides.  He wasn’t challenged by anyone until reaching the palace itself, and then the polite guard wanted only to inform him that they expected him and word had already been sent to the chamberlain, for someone to see to his horse and his baggage.
The stable boy, not really much younger than A’nok if truth be told, was out and waiting for him by the time he arrived to the great entry hall. A’nok tossed the boy a small silver coin. “See if you can get them a little treat and some extra attention today, they’ve had a busy week.”
With a quick, “Yes, Tzadi!” the boy pocketed the coin and took the reins all with one swift and practiced motion.
A’nok wished for the thousandth time that he had learned the clean spell as he looked down at the road grime. Dina’s giggle floated through his mind. ‘See what happens when I’m not there to dress you?’
A’nok let it go. Sisters, he had come to expect nothing else. Still the road grime was a problem, and as he looked at it he decided to try something new. He focused and using Shape Earth; he collected all the mess into one little ball about the size of a robin’s egg and then rolled it out of the way. He smiled proud of himself. Dina’s amusement could be felt through their bond, ‘Clever!’.
So it was that he was reasonably presentable when the Chamberlain found him some moments later.
Reporting In
Harder Mclaughlinkor had permanently Possessed the body of King Oliver of NoVas, nearly two decades ago. Harder was an ancient Tzadi Warlord forced into becoming a Litch by the tzadi of the White Spire as a punishment, locking him outside of the wheel of rebirth. Echal had found him, and in a stoke of genius, adopted him. Formally making him the heir to the young heir to the Throne of NoVas. Bypassing another bloody civil war, they simply arranged a midnight raid. With Harder now in Oliver’s body, they were able to right many wrongs and provide stability in the fragile war ravaged Kingdom.
Harder has already decided that he would ‘die’ soon, leaving the Kingdom in the hands of Oliver’s young son, whom he has raised as his own since before the boy could talk. A’nok had been kept ignorant of this situation in the hopes that once the Millstone of Time ground away the last of the people who knew, this dark episode in NoVas past will be lost forever.
Harder was in the royal map room pouring over the scant maps still in existence of the area of wilds that humans had been pushed out of nearly eight centuries ago, when A’nok appeared in the doorway. Harder smiled to himself, his younger brother had come a long way in the last few years. He was actually looking forward to the day when he could tell the young man who he is and actually treat him like a brother. That wouldn’t be soon though. He still had his own projects to see to and his brother and his adopted son need to have space to form their own relationship.
A’nok snapped to attention formally. He inclined his head slightly in recognition of the King’s rank, while not sacrificing his own authority. “Your Majesty. I am Tzadi A’nok Mirron, ambassador of the Red Spire. My formal portfolio includes plenary power for the Red Spire.” He sat before the King a marble tablet with his portfolio glowing in illusionary script on the stone. Harder couldn’t help but grin, it was a parlor trick, but a damn impressive one if you didn’t know how it was done. “I have been assigned to you as a formal advisory council.”
Harder grinned at him. “Well done A’nok! When you actually have to do that in the court in a month or two, you should be quite the talk of the ladies.”
A’nok couldn’t help but look crestfallen. “I had hoped I had that out of the way.”
Harder laughed even more, “I know exactly how you feel. Come have a seat. How’s the family holding up after the funeral?”
A’nok was back to the days when he was ten years old talking to the exotic uncle who only came out every third or fourth year, and was always too important to stay long, but was incredibly interesting. He took the seat opposite the King and glanced down at the map; he was just happy that his feet didn’t dangle. “The family is as well as could be expected. We all wish he had chosen to stay with us magically, but if my grandmother can understand and respect his decision, I will learn to as well.”
Harder nodded grimly. “There is wisdom. I wouldn’t willingly cross your grandmother either.”
A’nok looked up a bit shocked to hear the king even joke about such a thing here in his own castle. The laughter in Harder’s eyes was all he needed to see that the king wasn’t worried about these things. It seemed an odd situation, as the crown is never completely secure. To cover his unease, A’nok just smiled. “No, Your Majesty, few would.”
Harder sat back and contemplated for a long moment, then leaned forward again. “I know you haven’t really had much exposure to the crown prince, but I have tasked him to set up this whole council. He’ll be the one who has to live with it after I’m gone after all. Perhaps your advising should start there? Yes, I think it truly must. The White Spire representative will not be here for another six weeks. You might as well teach her that there are consequences for keeping us waiting.” He grinned viciously. “Go, get settled in. Grab a decent meal. I’ll have young Oliver send for you when he’s ready to start work on it this evening.”




Purposeless
Red Spire
Dina was finally back home. The same room she was in when she was a girl dreaming of what life would be like when she passed her Tzadi test. Now she knew they would never let her test, and she still seemed in her own eyes to be that same frustrated little girl that she hated. Still holding on to a false dream.
She considered taking an apartment in town, but what was the point? It didn’t get her closer to her ultimate goal. Instead, she settled in and started teaching Saeti classes like Daddy wanted. She would be the good little girl while she read the books that they had brought back and used access to all of those saeti candidates looking for extra credit and practice to begin some large enchantment projects.
She knew she shouldn’t take joy in the misfortune of others, but sensing A’nok’s frustration during this time at least kept her from feeling completely left out.  She wanted nothing but the best for him. It was just that she was so miserable herself that she couldn’t have dealt with everything going right for A’nok. She felt bad that she felt that way, but she just didn’t know what was the point anymore.
It was even more lonely since Rachelle was now studying with Kia at Feylynn’s college. Ara-Li is still there, but she seemed to be working a very unusual line of study. She was always a bit different but since they came back;She was very focused on her studies and Dina didn’t really want to pull her away from them, just to make herself feel better.
At least she had her enchanting projects to keep her busy. The classes were easy, especially once she started cheating by using magic to focus her student’s attention and motivate them.  She supposed it wasn’t completely ethical, but made the job easier, and was easier for the students as well.
I mean using Control Emotion to evoke curiosity wasn’t the same as robbing them of their will. Using Wisdom to increase the intelligence of those she was tutoring while they were trying to grasp difficult concepts, only seemed the smart thing to do as long as you test them once the spell fades and make sure that the principle still stuck. Her results spoke for themselves and allowed her to command the highest tutoring rates of any tutors.  Of course, they often spent a lot less time with her, so it more or less balanced out.
A Test of Her Own
Days had all been blending into each other when the King’s Birthday broke up the monotony. Dina realized that she had three days with no classes and she had finished her latest enchantment so there was absolutely nothing on her schedule. Daddy was off to work on a project with grandmother back in the duchy, so no one would be watching too closely either. She checked out two large Power stones from the Spire armory and gathered her equipment.
A’nok tapped her mind. ‘Sis what are you up to?’
Dina smiled, ‘Shh. You were supposed to be too busy to notice.’
She could feel his frown, ‘Sis, I’m serious. I can tell you’re up to something.’
‘Of course I am. You just worry about your situation. I’ll call you if I need help. Everything ok on your end?’
‘If I start complaining, I won’t stop. It’s not bad, but it wasn’t what I wanted to be doing...’
‘Tell me about it! Now no more distractions, I need to concentrate. I love you, you big lug.’ She could feel A’nok’s resigned acceptance of the situation. She was glad he couldn’t tell what she was planning.  Once she got in the mix, he couldn’t help but know, but by then she could probably use any advice he could give her.
Casting Hawk Flight, Dina gathered her equipment and took to the air. Hunting giants wasn’t as easy has it had been when the city was founded. The giants had learned that even in large numbers; They were no match for tzadi backed up by the Brotherhood and Royal Army. So instead of patiently waiting for the giants to come to her, she would need to find one of them.
At the speed of Hawk Flight, she was past the Brotherhood’s outpost in less than half an hour. She continued on for another two hours just to be sure she was out past the normal hunting area. She had wanted a stone giant because that was custom, but the more she thought about it, she couldn’t make the traditional tzadi uniform. Until she passed a test, they would never let her take, she couldn’t wear it. So she would make her own. She would make them take notice!
Dina dropped out of the air and decided to take a long rest to recover the energy she spent partially powering her Hawk Flight ring. As she found her strength returning, she cast Create Mount to make a giant snow shoe hare. She started back toward the Spire, there had to be something between her and the Brotherhoods out post at least four days away on foot.
However, by the end of the first day, as the light faded, and she was forced to find a snow bank and burrow in she was feeling pretty disgruntled with the whole process. A’nok chimed in that it was the wrong time of the year for hunting and she shouldn’t be out there alone. She just cast Warmth and pulled the hood of her cloak up to weather the night.
The next morning she was cold and hungry and had to admit it was a miserable experience. She just tuned A’nok out when he tried to get her to fly home. It wasn’t until that evening that she came across a promising trail as she topped the next rolling hill. Down in the little valley area there was a medium-sized river. Completely frozen over but with two sets of tracks in the fresh snow. Scanning the area to be certain she wasn’t exposing her own location, she dismounted and looked at the tracks. She wasn’t a tracker, but these were obviously something big. She cast History and watched an incredibly large ice giant walk along with an adult frost drake tagging alongside like a puppy.
She hesitated as she rested from the casting. This might be a little larger target than she expected. A’nok warned her off, ‘Sis, I don’t know what you’re contemplating but if you’re uncertain you can do it, don’t risk it. You are way beyond back up if it goes wrong.’
She put aside A’nok’s very sane warning. She had come this far; she wasn’t about to give up now. She remounted her hare and bounded off down the trail. She knew from the spell that they were only a couple of hours past, she would try to come upon them when they decided to camp.
Sure enough, through careful maneuvering she was able to arrive at a comfortable spot overlooking them setting up camp. Now it was just a matter of not freezing until they went to sleep. She dug herself into the snow to get out of the wind and she watched. The frost drake would stop every few minutes and sniff the wind. She cursed herself for picking a spot upwind of them. She had a solution though, casting the spell No Smell she completely disguised her scent. She was lucky to have thought of that before it came looking for her, and before she tried her attack on it. Still it was an energy expenditure that she hadn’t counted on.
She waited and rested and sure enough an hour after sundown the loud snores of the ice giant were audible to her Far Hearing spell. This was what she had been waiting for. Using the Hawk Flight ring, she zipped up river a little way still upwind of the camp. She cast Create Food to make a large side of bacon. Inside the meat she placed a stone about the size of her fist and using the maintain spell cast Heat upon it. Then she flew a short distance away to rest and waited for the smell to reach the frost drake.
Drakes are large wingless dragons. This one was a beautiful dark blue, with cunning golden eyes, easily twenty paces long from nose to tail. The best part about the drakes is that they have the smell of a bloodhound. She was right, not over twenty minutes later the stone in the bacon was sizzling hot and just starting to burn through it when the beast appeared. It looked around warily but to her great excitement it took the bait and chomped down the bacon slab whole. Then turned and walked back to the camp.
She reactivated her ring and flew back to her perch to watch. Barely had the beast made it back than it began wailing in agony as the heat from the stone kept increasing slowly cooking it from the inside. The ice giant woke and tried to care for the beast. The giant cracked open the frozen river and tried to pour water down the throat of the great beast which by now was smoking noticeably. The water hit the now molten rock and the explosion of steam did considerably more damage.  The enraged roars of the giant matched the anguished cries of the drake. Dina felt a pang of guilt but resisted knowing that had they caught her out on the ice, they would have made a meal of her with no such remorse.
By dawn, the deed was done. The giant began to carefully skin his companion; it seemed that in the frozen wastes even loyal companions were food when they no longer needed their flesh. She waited carefully, watching for the giant to break camp. With food at hand, a long night of no sleep and a busy day preparing the drake she was pleased to see that he intended one more night at the same camp. Dina thought to herself, one down and one to go.
She knew it wouldn’t be that easy but again she waited for him to be sound asleep. This time she had to creep out of her hole and move closer. Much closer than she actually wanted to get to this enormous killing machine. Carefully she cast Shape Earth to move a blanket of loose earth from all around him to pile up over him. The giant snored and rolled on his side but did not wake. She felt her heart skip a beat, but he didn’t wake. Once the piles on the hands and feet had reached a hand's span in thickness she let the spell lapse and cast Accelerate Time to give herself more time to act. She then drew on the Power stone to cast Earth to Stone turning the earth covering the giant and the earth to the depth of a man’s height deep into the earth into one big stone. Even a giant’s incredible strength would not be able to break free.
As the earth solidified into a large blob of granite, the giant tried to roll in his sleep and found himself bound fast. He woke angrily. The roaring curses were little defense against Dina’s dagger surgical precision in opening his femoral artery. A’nok was screaming his excitement and approval in her mind.  Dina was also proud that she had defeated them both.
It’s A Long Way Home
As the euphoria faded, Dina found herself faced with a real challenge. The valuable portion of her hunt that she would like to take home weighed nearly a thousand pounds. She was also a week’s travel from home by land. A’nok was laughing at her. She knew his day was going lousy enough; she was kind of happy that she could lift his day.
She cast Telepathy and linked up with her father, “Daddy, I need some help. Where are you?”
Echal blinked, Dina didn’t do this. She rarely, if ever, used Telepathy with anyone but A’nok. “Honey, I’m flying home now. I should be there in a couple of hours. Can it wait until then?”
“Well, I’m not at home. Don’t get mad. I decided to go out and hunt for my stone giant.” she waited for the explosion and wasn’t disappointed.
“Are you ok?” she could feel his panic through the link.
“Daddy, I’m fine. Not a scratch on me. I just have a lot more bone, leather, and scale than I want to abandon, and more than I can carry. I’ll admit I didn’t expect it to be this heavy.”
“Are you crazy! You know even a small scratch and you can bleed out. Much less if a giant were to hit you!  You have to be more careful! Don’t you know that your mother and I would lose our minds if we lost you!”
“Sorry, this was a mistake. I’ll figure out how to get home on my own! You didn’t even ask what I killed! Without getting hurt by the way. You just need to have more confidence in me.” She broke the connection.
She cast Shape Earth again, this time spreading it out flat on the frozen river. She then cast Earth to Stone at double power, turning it into a thin sheet of brass. It took her nearly an hour to load all of the material onto her makeshift sled. She was happy that A’nok was there to advise her. She wasn’t stupid, but this was just not her usual type of problems. She cast Create Mount and hooked up the giant snow shoe hare to the new sled and started her long trek home.
The sun was just setting, when Skylord dropped out of the sky. She may be mad at her parents but one could never claim they didn’t love her. She would be back home to teach her classes in the morning.




New Realities
Fresh Start
Harder actually hated leaving Oliver’s wife, and to be fair his mistress as well. They were good women who were in what could be called difficult circumstances. Harder couldn’t blame either of them for the situation they were in. Before he became “Oliver”, Oliver was a bit of a scheming bastard. He had worked hard to make sure that young Oliver didn’t show those same tendencies.
He’ll make a good King, a little lazy but still aware of his duties. At least that is what he told himself as he gathered up his equipment. Stashing all of this at the Mirron Manor while on an official visit for the funeral of Duke Mirron had been fairly convenient. Everything was of excellent quality, yet completely unadorned. Much of it well worn as well so that it didn’t stick out as being too new.
He had with him enough coin and gems to buy a small town outright, but it was all sewn into belts and straps and boot soles. Even his Power stone, which screamed wealth was worn about his neck in a small leather pouch so as to be invisible unless and until needed.
He made it to the courtyard and found his mount and pack horse already saddled and ready to go. Ivor had already pulled up stakes and headed his small caravan down the road. He wasn’t worried, they were pulling wagons. He would be able to catch up with them before the sun had burned away the last of the frosty haze.
Before he could swing into the saddle Echal caught him. “Glad, I caught you before you get on the road. I’m heading back to the Red Spire just as we had planned.” He tapped his forehead. “Contact me if you need me. With Skylord, I’m not usually more than about two days away at the longest.”
Harder couldn’t help but grin. “I appreciate that. It has been a long time since I really had back up.”
Echal just shook his head. “I hope you find whatever it is you think you need out there. Be safe and come home soon. There is plenty still left to do on this side of the world.”
Harder laughed, “It’s all a matter of perspective. The Blue Spire, used to be well inside of the borders of the Kingdom of ColwodNoVas, so it is hardly the other side of the world. We’ll bring it back one day. We just have to turn this down turn around first. I’ll let you know what I find.”
He swung up into the saddle. Gave his ‘father’ a sharp if slightly ironic salute and kicked his mount into a canter to catch up with Ivor.
Never a Dull Moment
Echal and Catrin were flying back to the Red Spire. They knew that it wouldn’t last and they would be headed back to Voivoed’s Rest as soon as they realized Oliver was dead. Still appearances needed to be kept up. He almost thought that they had discovered the body early when Dina contacted him. He could feel her exhilaration, but all he could think of was the danger.
When she disconnected on him, her last thought that reaching out for help was a mistake hurt. It kept playing through his mind as they headed toward her location. A quick Seeker spell gave them enough directions for him to let Skylord know where to go. Now for the hard part, how to break the news to Catrin.
“Dina just contacted me. She’s ok, but she needs us to pick her up.” He said in as calm a voice as he could manage.
“Where is she that she couldn’t just fly home?” Catrin asked her suspicion already rising.
Inwardly Echal cringed, he understood Catrin’s fear; he shared it but that wouldn’t save him. On this subject any time she expressed any self sufficiency it was because he hadn’t properly kept her wrapped in cotton. “Well, seems she took it into her head to go giant hunting for her tzadi armor.”
In stereotypical redhead fashion, Catrin began to swear. Once she had run out of languages to swear in and had started to repeat herself she stopped and took a deep breath, “How badly is she hurt and do you need to fly ahead since you can fly faster than Skylord?”
Echal rubbed his eyes tiredly, “We’ll be there in about three hours. She says she was never even scratched. She only just realized that she can’t fly back with her prize, it is too heavy, and if she goes by land, it will be nearly a week to make it home.”
Catrin was still worked up. “I knew it was a mistake to let her go with A’nok. She comes back and thinks she can run into any situation and throw fireballs to get out!”
Echal let out a long sigh. “She doesn’t even know Fireball. At least I don’t think so. I’ve not pushed her toward combat spells. It’s one of the things I had planned to bring up to slow her down when she started wanting to test. Seems she managed though.”
Catrin stomped her foot, “See that’s what I’m talking about! You are encouraging her!”
Echal threw his hands in the air. “I’m proud of her! Yes, I’m terrified that she doesn’t realize how fragile she is, but that is no reason not to celebrate her accomplishments!”
Catrin had tears running down her face by this point. “And next time?”
Echal closed his eyes and rested back on the couch. “Next time maybe she won’t feel the need to sneak out alone to risk her life without backup.”
That brought him only silence for the rest of the trip. Only once she was safely back aboard Skylord and the large pile that was her trophy strapped down did Catrin begin to speak again.  Of course then, everyone wished she wouldn’t.
Dina had barely unloaded Skylord when A’nok got the news. Dina blurted out, “The King is dead!”
That’s when the chaos began.
Traveling to Voivoed’s Rest
Galan boarded the Ducal Barge. Penny had thought it an excess when he had it constructed a few years ago but at fifteen paces long and four across it gave comfortable lodging and travel for the entire family and their security detail. With the rapidly expanding canal system, it meant that they could travel to most of the important cities in the kingdom without ever needing to take a bumpy ride in a cramped carriage.
It also meant that during this period of unease, his family wouldn’t be in the palace and its likely intrigue. Ten-year-old Aelthius Mirron was sitting on the bow. He always liked that particular spot. He was fascinated by the large wooden golem that walked the horse trail alongside the barge towing it behind. Galan walked to the front and put his hand on his son’s shoulder. “So, everyone loaded captain?”
The boy grinned up at his dad. “Mom and Iris are below decks. They said it was too cold, but they're just girls.”
Galan chuckled. “I wouldn’t let your mom hear you say it like that, but yeah they would rather be warm than out here where all the action is.”
The boy wrinkled up his face, “Yeah girls are boring!”
Galan shook his head, “I’ll remind you of that in a couple of years.” The guard captain gave him the all ready signal. “I think we’re all loaded. Why don’t you give the order to get underway?”
Aelthius jumped to his feet with a grin. Then his face became very serious and his high child's voice rang out in the crisp air, “Golem, forward to Voivoed’s Rest, best possible speed.”
The golem shouldered the large leather tow strap and leaned forward. The whole barge shuddered for a moment and then moved forward. The aft tiller cranked over to push the small vessel toward the center of the channel. Galan raised a hand thanking the steersman and was answered with an informal salute.
“You can stay up here if you want and keep a lookout, as long as you don’t distract the guards while they are working. I’m going below to check on your mother and sister.” Galan said as he headed back toward the hatch.  Aelthius didn’t answer he just settled back down to watch the other barges on the canal.
As he made it below, Penny was sitting with Iris by the stove’s warming fire just reading quietly. She looked up. “Is he warm enough?”
No need to ask who she meant, Galan just smiled. “He says it is only the girls who are cold.”
Penny smiled and shook her head. “You know you’re a bad influence.”
Galan warmed his hands by the stove. “Ah at his age he is supposed to say a lot of things we’ll make him regret once he discovers girls.”
Iris looked up at him. “Discover girls, Daddy? He’s known Mommy his whole life.”
Penny had to laugh. “Daddy means when he starts wanting to get married.”
“I’m going to get married when I grow up.” She held up her book, “Just like Princess Seraphina.”
“I’m sure you will. Boys don’t see things the same way until they get older. When they are Aelthius’s age, other adventures seem more important.” Galan said as he reached for the teakettle warming on the little stove.
“Boys are silly.”
Penny hugged her, “Yes they are. That’s why smart girls have to help them see what is important in life.”
Galan snorted, “Bad influence, eh?”
Penny just winked at him.
The rest of the trip to Voivoed’s Rest was fairly uneventful. Until they were tying up to the pier, and a large hawk landed on the deck and blurred into a furious looking Kia. “Sorry to interrupt. Bad news from home.”
Bearer of Bad News
Kia had been a bit irritated to be called out of her class. She had a double course load this semester and had little tolerance for interruption. She stormed into Sophia’s office ready to yell at her mother for the unfairness of demanding she take more classes and then pulling her out, but all the anger fell out of her with one look at Soph’s face.
“Soph, what’s happened?” she asked rushing in to her side.
Sophia shook her head and wiped furiously at her eyes. “Sorry I thought I would have more time to pull myself together before you got here.” Another deep breath and let it out slowly before she continued, “This morning a rider came in from the Brotherhood of the Well guarding the pass just outside of the Dutchy. It seems they have the largest mass of goblins they’ve ever seen threatening to overwhelm even the improved defenses that your parents designed twenty years ago.”
Kia broke in. “Thanks for letting me know. I’ll leave as soon as I can gather some gear.”
Sophia held up a hand. “No, she will handle that. She said your studies were important. That’s not the end of it. She hadn’t been gone more than a few hours when Angvar rode in to tell us about an invasion. Seems that the small hamlet of Finnian was plundered and burned by troops flying the colors of Duke Anton. He is already riding out with what troops he can muster, and I am sending saeti students who volunteered as medical, and troop support, they will be leaving to catch up with him in two days.” She wiped her eyes again her voice going hard and angry, “We’ve got this. I need you to let the Duke know! The new King must be told! This will not go unanswered!”
Kia felt like she had been gut punched. Mom off on one front,  Angvar at the other end of the Dutchy, and she had to fly away to Voivoed’s Rest where she couldn’t directly help either of them.  She knew this was the best course and she was already heading toward the door; she was just furious about it all. “Explain this to Aelah. She can’t fly, she’ll only slow me down.”  The last words were spoken as she began to blur from her normal half Elven form, into that of a great hawk.




The King is Dead Long Live the King
Shared Frustration
A’nok showed up and was surprised that Oliver wasn’t there. He was supposed to be working with the Prince on this new council, but there wasn’t much to do. He spent the time outlining the basic form that everyone had already envisioned. When it became obvious that the Prince was not planning to show, he moved on to other projects.
The next day, he checked with the Prince’s secretary that they were in fact scheduled and verified the location. Again found himself in the study alone and waiting. Again he contacted the Prince’s very apologetic secretary, who assured him that it was on the schedule and that he was in the right location.
Day three arrived and again no sign of Prince Oliver was to be seen. A’nok’s patience was at its end. He had a duty to perform and he would do it. Since the Prince has neglected his, he will have to make that situation understandable. His first instinct was to send a horde of zombies to pull him physically from where ever he was to where he was supposed to be. The vision of his father’s exasperated face upon hearing the report tempered his anger.  Instead, he came up with a new plan. He cast Perfect Illusion and threw a lightening bolt directly into the bookshelves lining the wall. The papers exploded from the books and the crack of thunder rattled the door. Then he threw another one. He continued this for nearly ten minutes as people opened the door and then ran scrambling. King Oliver arrived and shouted over the last rumble of thunder, “What in the name of Lucinda’s twisted titties do you think you’re doing?”
A’nok turned, politely inclined his head toward the King. “Your Majesty. This is my third day in a row in this room waiting to meet the crown prince to fulfill my duties here. I became bored, and a bored tzadi is a curious thing. We try all sorts of experiments to alleviate that boredom.”
Recognition dawned on the King’s face. Inside, Harder was howling with laughter. He could see through the illusion, but knew the others couldn’t. “I see.” He raised his voice. “Someone bring my son here. Now, and by any means necessary. His current condition will not be a factor in slowing down your arrival.” He raised an eyebrow to A’nok as to ask if that was enough.
A’nok again politely inclined his head toward the King. “I apologize if my ‘experiments’ have disturbed anyone.”
Harder couldn’t help it, the most unkingly snort burst from Oliver’s mouth. He regained control quickly but only by using an extreme act of self control. A’nok was playing this one to the hilt.
Moments later he could hear the Prince approaching and ranting about who dared to break into his mistress’s chambers and man handle him in such a manner. However, two very large guards held him up before the king dressed in only a hastily wrapped bed sheet.
“Father, what is the meaning of this?” he asked truly in shock. This was obviously not King Oliver’s typical method of discipline.
“The Tzadi here had been waiting for you to arrive to work on the project I assigned you both. He became bored, and for the sake of the Palace,” he pointed to the wall of destroyed and burning book shelves, “I sent for you. Do you think you could do as I have asked you?”
Prince Oliver’s head dropped, and he looked at his father. “Yes, of course Father. My apologies.”
King Oliver just shook his head in dismay, “Good Tzadi, could you please restore my books?”
“Of course, Your Majesty.” A’nok dropped the maintenance of the illusion with a theatrical wave of his hand and a sigh of relief. Power was running very low, and he certainly didn’t want to tap into Power stones for something like this.
The door closed and Oliver gave A’nok frustrated look. “You know you wasted this for both of us. Now we have to start this make work project. The White Spire Tzadi isn’t even due for weeks!”
A’nok raised an eyebrow. “Make work?”
The Prince sighed and poured himself a goblet of wine from the sideboard decanter. “Of course it’s make work, otherwise why assign me? Or for that matter you? Look, I’m sure you are great at what you do, but unless I miss my guess you’re not much older than I am. Besides a Royal Council, when have you ever known my father to listen to anyone’s council? Especially one that will have the White Spire on it? He agreed to this, but he dumped it on us. Sorry to let you know, we’re the B team.”
A’nok felt a punch in his stomach, much of what Oliver said made too much sense. Still it didn’t fit with what he knew of his father. “I can’t see my father doing that. He’s a lot of things but accepting a ceremonial position for appearances, just isn’t his style.”
Oliver’s eyebrow raised, “Who’s your father?”
A’nok got a twisted grin, “Echal Mirron.”
Oliver whistled, “That puts it in a slightly different light. Even if my father is trying to pacify him, from what I understand he’s not one to just accept being tossed some table scraps.”
A’nok shook his head, “Look we’ve gotten off on the wrong foot and neither of us know what the hell they’re planning with this. If you’ll pour me one of those,” he said pointing to the goblet, “we can put our heads together and figure out first what the plan is and then try to figure out what to do about it.”
Oliver laughed, shook his head, and reached for the wine. “Suppose we might as well. I’m not making it back to Selena’s arms tonight. I promise my father has the way guarded.”
A’nok winced. “I am sorry about that one.”
Kings Are Kings
Weeks had gone by and they were progressing. More slowly than A’nok would have liked, but he had managed to gain a few important concessions. Though if he heard Oliver use the “Kings are Kings” objection one more time, he might lose his mind. A’nok and Oliver actually got along very well considering how poorly the circumstances of their meeting, but Oliver was determined to maintain the absolute authority of the monarchy, where A’nok had see what was possible in America, and the Constitutional Monarchies of Great Britain.
He was by no means wanting to allow for the near mob rule of the Americans nor even hogtied monarchial system of Great Britain, but the new technologies that were coming in faster and faster as they spent more time through the portal would shape the world in ways that Oliver and for that matter even A’nok couldn’t fully understand. If those “captains of industry” as they used the term in the other world, saw their interests as separate from those of the crown, they could tear the fragile Kingdom apart every bit as effectively as squabbling nobles.
He thought the basic concept of allowing guilds to select leaders from among the guild heads to send one representative to Kingdom wide conclave, and from there to select not more than three men to represent the interests of manufacturing on the crown’s council was only prudent. He completely drew a red line at peasantry to send one representative for the farm sector.  The elite of skilled tradesmen could be tolerated, the ‘riff raff’ would not.
The council had no real teeth either, neither power of the purse nor any type of veto. “Kings are Kings, and Kings rule not just reign.” A’nok could see Oliver’s point but it went back to the Millstone of Time. He couldn’t help thinking to himself, every time we find among ourselves, only the monsters win. He wasn’t really comfortable discussing this with Oliver just yet.
Luckily, they were going hunting this week instead of hashing it out over a desk. Maybe the change of scene will help them find a better solution.
The Hunt
It didn’t. It was a very frustrating week for A’nok.  It was nice to be on horseback again. The Royal Hunting Lodge was as comfortable as any nobleman’s home and eating fresh game was always a plus. They had work to do, and no work was getting done.
Oliver would rather play. Having met Selina, A’nok couldn’t completely blame him. Nor was A’nok unwilling to spend a little extra time in the evenings with one of the Royal Yeager’s daughters, but he would have felt better about life if they could have enjoyed themselves, once the work was done.
The week of the hunt felt like a complete waste of time. A’nok knew if he didn’t do well on this assignment, his next one would be no better. He needed a win here, so he could get back to the work of a real tzadi.
He spent the ride back to Voivoed’s Rest trying to argue Dina out of whatever foolish plan she had in mind. No such luck, now he just hoped she knew what she was doing. He wanted to figure out how to get home now, just in case something went wrong, but her reaction to even the thought made him reconsider. It wasn’t fair what Fate had done to Dina, but Fate rarely was concerned with fair.
The party for the Kings birthday was an impressive bash. He had wished Dina were there, not just because it was safer that where she was at that moment but because as much as she seemed to hate big events like this, she had an eye for them. She could always figure out who was who and what they were really up to.
He was in the middle of the main ball when felt her adrenaline spike. He tried to help, but she needed him out of her head space at that particular moment. The distractions were plentiful, and he tried to focus on anything other than her moments of stark terror punctuated pure exhileration. He couldn’t help but have a stupid grin on his face most of the night. Everyone else was drunk and probably assuming he was as well, he was just enjoying his squeamish sister making her first giant kill. Then the realization that she had bitten off more than she could chew when it came to getting it all back home and being too determined to spit it out. It was just the perfect conundrum for prissy little Dina.
She had succeeded, and he was proud of her. Their parents would lose their collective minds, but he was proud that she figured out a way to do it. Her determined plan to make the travel overland by sled was even funnier. He knew there was no way his father wouldn’t be there to pick her up but let her get her mad out making the long slog through the snow.
Morning had the whole kingdom in an uproar. The King had retired early last night and been found by his mistress dead in his bed. The entire world seemed to be on fire. He was happy that Oliver had demanded that he be one of the witnesses to his hasty coronation as King Oliver II. There would be official ceremonies soon enough but after the dark times following the death of the last king, no one was willing to have a throne sit empty for even one full day.
Only Easy Day Was Yesterday
His first official summons from King Oliver II came that evening. The new king sitting vigil over his father lying in state in the throne room. A’nok thought he had looked rough before at times, but nothing like this. His eyes were hollow and his abundant energy seemed to have evaporated. The grief was real and complete and he approached him as a friend and confident rather that trying to make this political.
Oliver was all business though. “Ah, Tzadi Mirron! Good, that you’re here. Our last rough draft, as is, is approved. I’ll affix my seal to it as soon as you can get a clean copy in front of me.”
A’nok handed him the scroll he had had made up for them to work from after the party was over. Oliver’s eyes went wide in surprise but he reached for it just the same. “My father always said that the Mirrons were to be trusted implicitly. He said that our family had wronged yours, but that your loyalty was still unshakable. I didn’t think I would be in this position so soon but I will need good friends and wise council now. It is important that we avoid the chaos that follows royal successions as surely as day follows night.”
A’nok bowed his head. “Are you sure this is the time you want to be making these decisions?”
Oliver snorted. “A time when A’nok doesn’t want to work. I wouldn’t have believed it.” His sad smile took the sting out of his words. “Now more than ever, I need to get these kinds of things resolved. These next few weeks will be very important to the future of our Kingdom. I will grieve my father once the succession is secure, but I will never forget that you valued my well-being over what you could convince me to do for you.”
That night, as he readied himself for bed, he could feel Dina in the back of his mind, collapsing from exhaustion. She was still frustrated with their parents, but he could feel her satisfaction with her success over shadowing it all. He was glad that someone wasn’t caught up in the uncertainty that had gripped the capital.




Seeking Advantage in Chaos
Goblin Infestation
Feylynn was mounted on a giant eagle. A Create Mount spell with enough power behind it could help anyone make an impressive entrance. Yes, a giant eagle for herself and one for the two saeti candidates to share was an expensive power expenditure, but she had every plan to make those two pay it out before they were done. Besides the roar that went up as they topped over the wall and battlements to the thick black carpet of goblins slavering to get in, made the investment worth it in moral for her side. Also, for the other as they passed high above creating flame and acid to rain down on the tightly packed goblin hordes. It wasn’t an efficient way of beating them, but it evoked primal fears of being burned or eaten alive.
Landing back on her own side of the wall she could hear her troops roaring with good cheer, watching the enemy burn. She almost broke down when she heard one of the men manning the catapult say, “Ol’ General may not be able to make it this time, but his Dutchess will make ‘em pay.” Must have been a recruit for the Brotherhood from the Dutchy. The pain mixed with pride in his voice twisted in her heart like a knife.
As she approached the command post, she shoved that pain down deep and let it simmer. Soon she would have plenty of goblins to share that pain with. She would pour it out white hot and scalding upon them so that the few survivors grand children’s children would remember and quake in fear. “Captain General Marl, What in the name of Orlov’s Udders is happening out there?”
The short bluff man with a gray bristle his only head covering and look surprise followed by a vicious grin as he recognized the fire flashing in her eyes, “Ah Your Grace, it is good to have you hear at the party.”
“I brought my dancing shoes, but that’s a lot of dance partners. What do you say we give them a crash course in manners first?”
The older man chuckled, “How can I help?”
“Same as last time more or less, spot at the top of the wall to rain down hate and discontent, and a safe space to recover to to it again.” She was tired. Losing Evan had taken so much out of her, and she hadn’t really realized just how much until this little crisis.
The Captain General explained to his secretary what they would need and sent him out to arrange things. Soon enough she was standing there looking down into the narrow valley below. Once in place she had her assistant join their power pools and the Power stone each was using and before she began to cast she turned to the Brotherhood’s commander, “Have your men fall back, that valley is about to become a very bad place to be.”
The horns sounded the order to retire just as the wind began to  pick up. By the end of the first minute there was a tornado well formed in the middle of the valley throwing anything not bolted down through the air like a catapult stone. With enough power pumped into the Maintain spell it was time to swap out Power stones and add in the Create Fire spells. As the created fire lit the flying brush and tree limbs, the fire spread more and further. Soon the mountains contained the heat, and the valley became a forge with the storm acting as bellows.
Hundreds of thousands of goblins were trying to overrun this small pass, but tens of thousands of them were no longer an issue. It took the commanders at the back of their armies a long time to realize what was happening at the front of the army and wave after wave of goblin forced those before him deeper and deeper into the furnace.
Feylynn would stay for another few days to make sure that they really had blunted this offensive, but without more time to recover the energy she had spent on this first day, she wasn’t sure how much good she could actually do them.
Out Manned
Angvar made it to the border with fifty mounted cavalry and no foot or archers. Fortunately, he knew the terrain and was able to slip up on the first force of raiders unseen. Two hundred men on foot and thirty heavy horse cavalry, was the count that came back from the scouts. The smoke from the town blackened the sky. Any attempt at direct confrontation was very likely just a suicide mission.
He sent scouts out and around looking for their camp. Sure enough, only five miles west and just inside of the border of the Dutchy of Anton was a fortified encampment. Hastily erected it could house the raiding party with enough supplies to keep them in the field for a week. Angvar knew that had to go. Yes, it meant that the army would take to foraging which was always hell on the population, but it also meant that they had to slow down and forage, not just burn everything they came across.
He called for volunteers, men skilled in bushcraft. He fervently wished he had a dozen of the Duke’s Yeagers with him but it would have taken too long for them to arrive. He pointed out the guards by the gate who absolutely must drop. “Put an arrow in their face. I know it is a small target and I understand that to get close enough quietly enough you’re going to have to drop much of your armor. One man each for the guards, and one man to fire a signal arrow so we can ride in and do our part.” He looked at the three young men before him. Barely more than boys if he was honest about it but no younger than he and Duke Galan had been on many similar adventures. Each man met his eye and nodded. They understood this was dangerous, but it was the only way. Once those guards were down, with any luck quietly, then the rest could go to work and maybe start evening up the odds just a bit.
No time to lose, the mass of troops would return soon.  Sunset came early this time of year. Angvar held his small unit ready and waited for the signal. It came so suddenly that Angvar was suspicious, but there was no time for that, in they charged.
The main body rushed the gates, drawing all defenders to reinforce them. While a second smaller unit slipped around to the other side of the compound and threw large grappling hooks over the walls and pulled the timbers down with their horses. Once the walls were down, the fight was over quick.  What supplies could be carried were loaded and everything else torched.
One of the three volunteers had taken an arrow to the gut. Without magic it was usually a fatal wound. A long slow and painful death at that. Fortunately it was slow, so while he was likely to be in a tremendous amount of pain soon, if the healing saeti Soph was sending caught up to them even reasonably on schedule, he would probably live to enjoy his well-earned glory.
Angvar rode up to the three volunteers, two of them strapping their buddy to a saddle. Their armor loaded on their horses. “You three get a new duty. Take these pack horses and brave young Reuven there back to the Duke’s old copper mine. Cover your tracks as best you can. When we find the saeti that have been sent out to aid us, we’ll get them your direction. Reuven, you just suck it up a bit more boy and you’ll be able to show off that scar to every tavern wench between here and Hamarrhiem.”
The young man was already sweating with the effort of putting on a brave face but still managed a sickly grin, “I may have to go the scenic way then.”
Angvar couldn’t help a laugh. “You do that. I’ll let your captain know why you’re late and that you earned it. Now get moving and keep your head down. Wouldn’t do to lose it before all those ladies can be impressed with your bravery.” He looked around at the others. “This smoke is going to draw attention. We should get moving too. In the other direction, I think. Let’s let them worry that we’re planning a raid of our own. Spread out, try to look like more than we are.”
The cavalry captain gave a whistle, “You heard the man, get moving!”
It’s a Trap!
Aelah led her little party of saeti volunteers toward the front. Where ever that may be, the little voice of self recrimination taunted her. With her Wizard Eye floating above the trees she could at least get some idea of what is ahead on the road. She was happy when she saw friendly forces ahead and coming this way. Unfortunately, she realized that they were coming this way too fast. They were not the pursuers, but the pursued.
An hundred and thirty men on foot were chasing the thirty mounted men. Normally this wouldn’t be a problem, except that the horses were obviously flagging. This fight wasn’t more than twenty minutes from the middle of her lap. She called an immediate halt to her troops. Calling them troops was an insult to anyone who had ever carried the colors. This was a gaggle of healers and farmers. There were a couple of magical items like her Wizard Eye which beefed them up a bit, but the truth was there weren’t more than three of the seventy who could cast offensive spells like Fireball or Lightning Bolt. Still she would hope that was enough. Two men immediately ran ahead on the road and began to cast seed upon it. Others faded into the trees and started bringing down small trees for use in making travois for their horses.
Aelah was watching the whole thing as if the most rustic woodsman had started to sing High Elven Opera. These saeti weren’t setting up a traditional ambush by any stretch of the imagination, but they had obviously been thinking along these lines while they marched. Long before she caught up with the leading edge of her own forces, they were off the road and even her trained eye had difficulty making out anyone from the road.
Angvar saw Aelah standing in the street as if she was just taking in the crisp winter sunset. He urged his mount forward wincing as he joggled the three arrows sprouting from the left shoulder of his armor. “The saeti?” he gasped at her.
“Set and waiting. Forward three hundred paces, then turn and charge.” She slipped off at an angle into the trees herself.
The ragged cavalry was badly wounded, even the horses were puffing clouds of blood into the snow with each breath. She watched the foot troops who were being driven to chase them. They weren’t much better. Only a third of the men still had a working pair of boots. No one had had any food in a while, and sleep was on very short supply. She didn’t want to be over confident but perhaps her saeti may have a chance after all. How had it gotten this bad this quick? Later for answers, for now she simply faded into the tree line.
As the last of the enemy troops came alongside, she could hear the front line engaging with the enemy. She activated the Accelerate Time charm and put the first of many arrows down range. From the back side of formation, a vicious barrage of six aimed shots per second crashing in and driving them on..
At her relative speed this whole fight seemed to run in very slow motion, but even in slow motion the growth of a small hemp forest in the middle of the path was impressive. The Plant Growth spell and the right plants could be fairly explosive. From the perspective of the approximately forty men trapped in it, it was an instantaneous change from seeds under foot to wrist thick stalks of hemp. Hacking their way through that was not a realistic or quick option. It became even less so as the next saeti set the whole patch ablaze.
She just kept focus on shooting the one’s not on fire. The one’s burning, were out of the fight. She even half hoped that they lived.
By the time her Accelerate Time spell had run out of power, everything seemed to be wrapped up. Angvar even had the use of his shoulder again. This would not be over for a couple of weeks yet. At least now, the balance of power was tipping back in their own favor.




Civil War?
Waiting in Unsettled Times
A’nok was frustrated. His council counterpart Tzadi Olivia Renkin of the White Spire arrived and immediately demanded changes to the council charter. Worse his research turned up, she was also Dowager Dutchess of Avil a few generations back. Her guardian had been the Duke’s younger son, but his brother’s unexpected death catapulted him back into the heir’s position. She also it seems was a native of the Dutch of Anton, though several centuries before the current Duke’s reign.
The only thing really going right, is that Oliver refused to alter the council’s charter in the least. He also refused her requests for an audience or any formal contact until the council was scheduled to meet next week.  Of course he wasn’t talking to the king either. Ever since Uncle Galan stormed into the throne room, screaming bloody murder about incursions on his borders. Dina wanted to head straight down there and add to Mirron lands, and while he was tempted, Dad had said no to that. Seems the Red Spire needed to be seen as neutral in the Dutchy’s fate.
A’nok would have been angry about that if Dina hadn’t been giggling at his reaction. ‘Silly, Dad said SEEN to be neutral, not leave his own brother to the wolves. Aunt Kia left Voivoed’s Rest this morning and will be down there by the end of the day. Grandma is going to Voivoed’s Rest soon as well. I suspect but don’t know that some of the bounty hunters that always seem to winter in Beit HaTzadi just got hired to run raids on one Dutchy of Anton.’ He had to admit that sounded more like Dad’s style. He tended to think more like grandpa Evan, he wanted to gather an army and crush them, where dad always seemed to slip around the side and hit you from an angle you didn’t see coming. Dina was more like him.
He hated this horrible waiting. The formal funeral was next week as well as the official coronation ceremony and the taking of the oaths. King Oliver was likely waiting for having all of his Dukes in one place to assert his authority. A’nok just hated the damage that was being done while the nobles squabbled. At least Dad would be here by then and he wouldn’t need to worry about it anymore he thought.
Dina’s voice came into his mind clear and light, ‘Don’t worry my brother. Mamma and daddy think they have me locked down here, but I’m just buying some time while I work on a couple of new items. I should be there with you by the Funeral. They’ll be mad, but I think it will all be ok in the end. They are mostly just worried that I’ll fly off and fight more giants. I mean, why would I do that, I’ve already proven I can. Now it is time to find other challenges.’
She could feel his stomach sink. He didn’t want to deal with any of this. He wanted to do his year there and move on about his life. She couldn’t blame him, but she was more or less permanently semi stunted until she could make them see her as an adult. For her, this would be her coming out party. The whole Kingdom would be watching and she would leave no doubt that she was her own woman.
The Nobels Gather
Oliver watched the gathering nobles from the observation post in the escape hatch behind the throne. They kept coming in. He was keeping track as each duke made his pass past the casket. Five of the seven so far. Missing were the dukes of Avil and Anton. If Anton were making open war inside the kingdom who knew what else he might dare, especially if Avil were backing them.  Of course old Seraph of Avil might just not be healthy enough to make it, but where was his heir?
Selena put her arms around him from behind. “Relax. This worry is not good for you. The guards know their duty and your people love you.”
Oliver snorted. “My people don’t know me. They feared, and then eventually loved my father. He established peace after the long war, and prosperity came with it. The Dutchy of Mirron funded some amazing quests and brought back forgotten knowledge that made life better for all. One duchy now produces more food, fiber, lumber, and steel than three did before.” He shook his head, “With that comes a problem, Avil and Anton were not willing or able to invest in the new machines and didn’t send their people to learn the new ways of doing things. They are still poor like before. At least Anton and maybe Avil as well have decided to try to take enough to make up for it.”
Selena began to massage his shoulders, “What is that to you? I’ve seen young Duke Galan, he doesn’t appear frail. Is he not the son of the great General Duke Evan Mirron?”
Oliver wiped at his forehead. Selena was wonderful at what she did, and in his own way he genuinely loved her but she was purposely kept ignorant of politics to cut down on any temptation to rule from the bedchamber. Now that he needed a trusted sounding board, he regretted that decision. “It’s not that easy!” He snapped and then took a deep breath to calm himself. “If I can’t keep peace in my own kingdom, then why am I king? It won’t take those who covet the crown long to pose that question. Oh quietly at first to be certain, but then louder and louder, until eventually it is said over sword point. Besides even if I were to just let things play out as I am so tempted to do, because once the Dutchy of Mirron has rallied its far-flung resources they would leave Anton a charred waste, but then what? Is that not the condition of too much of the world as it is?”
One piece of good news, Tzadi Echal Mirron, just landed in that great beast of his. He will at least be countervailing weight against the White Spire. He liked A’nok just fine, and had no doubt he deserved his title, but his father had found that which had been hidden for generations. His father had a reputation that the White Spire wouldn’t just ignore or dismiss as arrogance.
She kissed his neck, and just held him. “So what are you going to do?”
“Whatever I have to do.” he answered grimly.
On My Own
Dina said good bye to Bess and Mo as much as she could without alerting them. She even peeked in on little Mo and Jan to say goodbye. At ten and twelve, they could really identify with her struggle to be seen as an adult, she would really miss them.  She didn’t think her parents were the type to cut her off from the family but just like with A’nok moved to Voivoed’s Rest the place here just wasn’t the same; it was changing again. She took one last sad look around before she walked out for the last time.
She had arranged for regular freight to deliver her heavy things to Voivoed’s Rest. She was only carrying what she must have. It wasn’t much but then flying with anything was not easy. Bundling her magical items, along with her jewelry. She wrapped these in the two giant skin gowns. One formal and one for more casual. It was light packing for her. She smiled as she felt A’nok roll his eyes. ‘I’ll be there soon. Then we can sort it all out. I just can’t live this way anymore.’
Even using the Hawk Flight ring, and that being partially self powered, she still was a long way from Voivoed’s Rest. She estimated she could cover twenty mile jumps between fifteen minute rest breaks. Fortunately A’nok had already spoken with Aunt Penny and she could stay with them on the Ducal Barge until actual rooms could be arranged, either at the palace with A’nok or she found a town house she wanted.
Aunt Penny was happy to see her as she landed on the barge just before sunset and completely disrupted the day of the guards on duty. Once recognition set in, they all seemed a bit shamefaced. She spent a little time with each one bragging up his diligence. A’nok was laughing in the back of her head but she understood men far better than he understood women. A little praise and these men would be willing to die for her. She always wondered why society would order itself that way, but these men knew that as long as they did their duty, their families would be well cared for. The former dukes had always provided well for their soldiers, and with the new wealth and capabilities, Galan seemed to be even more inclined to help his veterans and their families.
She found that she was to share her room with a very excited and starry-eyed Iris.  OK, it was a lot like having to hang out with her little sister Jan but at least starting tomorrow after the funeral she would attend the coronation banquet in her own name. Not Dutchy of Mirron, or Red Spire, ok she was A’nok’s guest but his guest no one had a claim on her, or was pulling her strings. She was just a young woman with a future to find.
Visiting the Children
Feylynn landed in Voivoed’s Rest with a thunderstorm in her wake. Thunderstorms out of season like this were considered a bad omen. Feylynn felt that was probably appropriate as she set her giant hawk down in the middle of the palace courtyard sending guards and stable boys scurrying in all directions.
The light shone out from her staff as she slid from the creature's back and it simply faded from view. “I demand to see King Oliver!”
The poor chamberlain looked distraught. One rarely refuses tzadi much of anything that they reasonably ask for, dowager duchesses also fall into that realm of who just is not ignored. Here he had both on his hands, and she was still streaked with ash and soot from the battlefield. “Your Grace, His Majesty isn’t seeing anyone until after the coronation ceremony tomorrow. Please let me take you to your sons and grandson, they have chambers here where you can refresh yourself.”
Feylynn looked at the man, ok she looked through him first, then as his words made their way through to the conscious level she thought perhaps she did want to talk to Echal and Galan to figure out where things stood. “Yes, of course. You are right Everett, I will be more presentable and more coherent after a meal and some time to wash off the smoke of battle.” The little man nearly collapsed with relief. He’d always been terrified of the Feylynn. Not just because of the mountain of history that surrounded her, but she always gave him the impression that she would just as happily step over his corpse as not if he got between her and what she thought was needed at the time.
She found them all three in one room. By the number of dirty plates piled off to the side, they had been at it for quite some time. She swept into the room waving off protesting servants as she went. “Ah, you’re all here! That makes it so much easier. I want the entire Anton family’s heads on pikes, and I want it now!”
Echal wasn’t used to seeing this side of his mother, “Is that before or after we quell the full-blown civil war that is brewing?”
Feylynn waved her hand like fanning away a bad smell, “Either. That was a coordinated attack. They were working with the goblin kin to catch us in between them. Regular politics is one thing, but when you’re not united against the goblins, that is when you no longer have a place among the civilized.”
A’nok sighed, “Hello grandmother. Let me get you up to speed. Dad and Uncle Galan have been saying for the last hour and a half how they should get back to Mom and Aunt Penny. Let’s let them do that and once I have you up to speed, we can meet again in the morning before the coronation so we have a plan in place.”
Feylynn hugged A’nok close to her. She smiled because she remembered a time that hadn’t come naturally for her. “OK, ok. I’ll wait. Which way to your water closet so I may clean up?”
A’nok pointed and then said good night to his father and uncle. Calling for the servants to bring in some food for his grandmother he sat down and re-sorted through what they knew so far, so she could be ready tomorrow.
He had never realized what a political animal his grandmother was. Oh he should have, the title duchess usually should have been his first clue, as Dina was quick to remind him. So once it was all done, and she knew all that he could tell her, he had only one last mission left. “Grandma, Dina is here in town as well. She’s moved out of the Red Spire.  No, Mom and Dad aren’t aware yet. That little surprise will happen tomorrow when she is my guest at the coronation. I just thought maybe you could help?”
To his complete surprise and that of Dina, she just smiled broadly, “Nope. Good for her! She will have to make it on her own now. After the shock wears off, I’ll talk to Echal and Catrin, but it will do no good until Dina proves she can stand on her own if need be.” She put a hand on either side of his head and looked deep in his eyes. “I’m pretty sure she’s getting this message, so here it goes. You aren’t a tzadi because you pass the test, you’re a tzadi because of what you do. You don’t get a test to be an adult, it is based upon what you do. It isn’t an award some one gives you, it is something you do, that others eventually simply must recognize. I’m not getting in between you and your parents. You don’t need me to do that! I recognize what I see in you.”
She headed for his door. “I know you need sleep, and I think I want to visit the map room.”




The New Crown
Friends in Low Places
Tearing the place apart wouldn’t help her cause. It might make her feel better, but to be honest, she was tired after tearing goblins apart for the last few days. The problem was she kept getting tired before she could get all the anger out.
She found her way down to the map room. Just as she had hoped, Sophia’s youngest brother had drawn the short straw, and ended up on duty. He was a smart kid, always kept his eyes open, and he liked Feylynn. Feylynn liked the boy too, he was always willing to share what he had seen, in exchange for a couple of goodies from the kitchens. Marcus saw her come in and jumped up from the table he had been working at with a smile and made his way over to greet her. “Your Grace! Good to see you again!” His voice louder in the quiet map room than he would normally allow for. “My sister still making your life interesting?”
Feylynn smiled at him. “Better mine than yours?” she asked knowingly.
He grinned at her, “You know I love Soph, but yeah sisters do that mother smother thing. They take a perverse delight in it, too.”
Feylynn pulled an apple from her skirt pocket and polished it on her sleeve, “I’ve been fighting goblins all day, don’t suppose we could sit down and just talk for a bit?”
“Oh, of course! Sorry my mother would kill me, I’ve forgotten my manners.” He ran back to his table with the small light stone sitting on it. He pulled out a chair for her.
She sat down and looked at the maps he was going over. “What have you got here, Marcus?”
He shrugged. “That’s kind of what I’m trying to find out. These were the maps that the old King Oliver was looking at, before he well you know...”
Feylynn shook her head, “Might not mean anything. So what have you heard?” She asked as she set the apple on the table and with a quick Create Food spell turned it into a giant frosted cream puff.
Marcus’s eyes glittered greedily in his boyish face, “Well...”
Corrination
The funeral had been hard on everyone. This whole process was grueling. Adding to it the complete absence of the Dukes of Anton and Avil, led many to whisper about legitimacy concerns.  There were quiet whispers, but such things were always how dark times began.
A’nok and Olivia faced off on opposite sides of King Oliver, the rest of the council members had yet to be selected. While traditionally the White Spire actually crowned the Kings of NoVas, that was not to be done this time. This time it would be one of the Dukes, chosen from among his peers. Extra time was even allotted, as it was expected to require more than one ballot.
He watched the Dukes assemble at the foot of the dais. Tzadi Olivia stepped forward handing the King a sealed parchment and then moved down to join the circle of Dukes. With no visible change to voice or demeanor, Oliver announced “By Emil Duke of Avil’s own seal, Dowager Dutchess Olivia Renkin of Avil shall stand for the Dutchy, due to infirmity of the Duke, and temporary incapacitation of his heir.” He motioned to the dukes below, “Proceed.”
This was not the plan, this was not the kind of thing you sprung on a monarch at the last moment while everyone was watching. The lots were cast, and tallied. It seems Dutchess Olivia would have the honor of crowning the new king and swearing fealty first. The White Spire lived and died on its little ceremonies. They found a loophole to win this one. He looked across the faces as the results were read. Everyone gasped. Even the dukes looked at each other as if in shock. A’nok bit back his incredulity, he wondered what the White Spire had to promise to buy off this result.
He noticed his grandmother was already casting. He even recognized the spell, Far Seeing. The tallies wouldn’t be made public, no one would ever know who voted how, but you can’t keep a tzadi from knowing. If he could only get his hands on them, he thought as they took away the box, destined for the fire. He caught her eyes, subtly she gestured ‘two’ so two of the five remaining dukes could at least be bought off enough for this farce. The voice in his head was clear. ‘I’m in town now. Do you want me to get them so we can know who?’ It was tempting. If she could get to them before the fire.
In his distraction he almost answered her out loud. That would have proved awkward. Instead, he just glared at Olivia, who smiled sweetly and appeared not to gloat at all. In his final frustration he just sent the last message, ‘If you can do it! Just don’t get caught.’
‘all you had to do was ask.’
After that, his attention was focused on getting through this ambush.
Licking Wounds
Echal was pacing. Galan was carving at a rather shredded looking chair. Feylynn was looking out of the window. A’nok wanted to blow things up. “I had Dina get the ballots.” He said as if he were talking about picking up something at the local bakery.
Feylynn sighed, “was she seen? Remember, they have tzadi too.”
Galan snorted, “Did you hear anything blow up? Is anyone reported missing? I’d say if she’d been seen it wouldn’t have been a quiet affair.”
Echal chuckled, “You’re probably right. One reason we didn’t teach her exploding spells. No, we probably got by with it this time. So what did we find?..”
The door flew open. King Oliver stormed in. “What the hell was that?!”
A’nok groaned, “That was us getting out smarted.”
Oliver rounded on him. “That is what we can’t let happen. Not if I want to stay breathing.”
Echal sighed. “Coups are always hardest.”
“Is this funny to you? My father trusted you people!”
“Stop sniveling boy!” Feylynn snapped at him. Oliver glared at her. “You got sucker punched. We all did. You can cry about it or you can counter punch. A’nok what did Dina find out?”
Oliver was pouting but listening.
“Three tallies. Volhollar, Feldspring, and Avil voted for the Dutchess. Each of the others voted for themselves. Volhollar and Feldspring were both promised tzadi to improve their plantings next spring for their votes. I don’t know that we can count them as enemies for that but it means the White Spire is playing games again.” A’nok shrugged.
Echal was grim, “She shouldn’t be interfering like that, but I’ll not wrinkle my nose at the information. The White Spire is my problem, I will send a message on that front. The real question is what does Your Majesty want done now?”
Oliver sighed, “Anton will be summoned and if he doesn’t appear will be arrested. Galan, how do your troops stand?”
Galan scratched the back of his head for a moment. “Since my mother made certain we’re not knee deep in goblins, my troops should be assembled.” He looked to his mother who nodded. “We’ll be just fine.”
Oliver nodded. “I’ll delay the Royal Cavalry then, take as much as you can. You’ll have an extra three days, then I have to reassert control or I’ll look weak.”
Galan grinned. “We’ll make the most of it.” He looked over to Feylynn.
“I’m already on my way.” She stood.
Echal stood up as well, “I just figured out how I’m sending my message to the White Spire. I’ll join you, Mom.”
A’nok stood up to go, but Echal stopped him, “No not this one. You’re needed to be my representative here. We still have obligations to this Kingdom, but if the Dutchess can set aside her Tzadi duties when it suits her to remember ancient family ties, then so can I.”
Oliver shivered. This was why his father always wanted them on the side of the Mirron’s. Had to be. “With Duke Galan and Tzadi A’nok, no one can say that either Dutchy or Spire were not represented.” He nodded with a hungry grin. “Go with my blessings Tzadi Echal. When my troops arrive please, respect the enforced truce. We may need them before this is all over with.”
“Your Majesty. Hopefully, my message will be received and we’ll not need them at all. Mother?” he gestured toward the door. She grinned and followed him.
Getting Ready for the Feast
Dina was frustrated with the way things had been going, but she planned to turn that around. They don’t want to let her test for tzadi, fine, she’ll show them that their titles mean nothing. Aunt Shadrea had proven that. When she finally forced them into testing her, she smashed it and then threw it back into their faces. She may not have her own Pavel yet but could be resolved as well.
She pulled out the snow white frost giant skin under dress. She had it bleached to an almost glowing white and enchanted with Soilproof to keep it that way. She had also enchanted it with Adjustable Clothing so that it would always fit as perfectly as a glove. She inspected each of her nine loaded flint lock pistols before placing them into the small custom holsters she had sewn into the top of her full skirt. She spun around to get the skirts to flare out, and with a thought triggered the Quick Draw enchantment and the first of the pistols leapt into her hand smoothly and easily. She holstered it and triggered another, again no snags on the draw, it simply leapt to hand ready to use. She smiled, she might be a lot of things, but helpless would not be one of them.
She pulled on her over dress of heavy ice drake hide, the thumb nail sized blue scales glistening iridescently in the light of her room. Between the natural toughness of the hide, and the enchantments she had placed on this dress it would be as protective as plate armor, while being a beautiful gown that should turn heads tonight. Especially as word spreads, it was her own kill. Six bone throwing knives neatly in their sheaths, hidden neatly from view yet easy to hand, should the pistols not be enough.
“Aunt Penny! Can I get an extra pair of hands?” She sang out and then pulled herself up to gauge her aunt's reaction when she entered the room. She wasn’t disappointed.
Penny entered the room and sighed. “You’re so beautiful. Your mother would be so proud! You look just like she did when she and Sha helped me land Galan.”
“You think so?” she spun around. “I need help with my hair.” The waist length mass of wild red curls swung wildly about as if to emphasize her words.
Penny smiled, “I think we can manage something.”
Dina laid out on the table her elaborate bone necklace and the two long ivory wands with jeweled ends that glowed faintly with power, and lastly she pulled a small bone circlet inlaid with the iridescent blue scales in an ice drake pattern.
Penny sighed when she saw it, “I take it, it’s all enchanted?”
Dina grinned, “Mom only wishes she went this heavily armed.”
Penny grinned, “Good, with the potential for a civil war out there you just never can be sure about anything.” She just got to work piling the great mass of hair up and pinning it in place with the wands and locking them down with the circlet and letting the excess fall over it. The necklace clasped in place and a handful of beads with a Continual Light spell on them completed the look. “The glow will help the other gems and scales to sparkle. You’ll be the talk of the palace before the night is out.”
Dina got up and, not for the first time, wished she had a full-length mirror to be able to see for herself.  Instead, she just drew herself up to her full height and did her best imitation of regal bearing. Then looked to Penny and broke out in giggles. “I don’t know if I can pull this off.”
Penny’s face became very serious for a moment. “If you want them to take you seriously you had better. You have all the raw talent and training anyone could ever want. Now it is on you to seize your future or squander it. In a lot of ways this will be harder than any tzadi test could be, because it never really ends.” Then she turned to go get herself ready, after all they would gather in the receiving area of the great hall in just over an hour.




Long Live the King
Making An Impression
Oliver was not having a good day. The last thing he wanted to do was go to this stupid coronation banquet. His nobles may have feared his father, but his father was dead, and they all seemed determined to make him fight for his throne.  Of course they couldn’t focus all of that angst against the real enemies like the goblins, trolls, ogres, and orcs, no they have to squabble over scraps of land held by their brothers.
He crammed all of those feelings down into a tight ball and stuck it down beside the lump that was grief for his father, both of them he swore he would have time to deal with one day. Today was not that day.
The trumpets blared out the announcement that he had arrived. The lights were a bit overpowering. A combination of not enough sleep and the persistent headache that had been his constant companion ever since receiving the news that his father had passed, made little things like lights seem like an enormous burden. Now for the hours of making nice before they could be seated for the feast.
The majordomo is announcing arrivals, and honestly Oliver couldn’t care less but when one arrival sends what is almost an audible gasp around the room, it draws his attention. The young woman confidently, actually defiantly standing there, left him stunned. All eyes were on her, she was defiantly scanning the room as if challenging anyone to object to her presence. As he finally found his voice, “A’nok, who is that?” he breathed at just above a whisper.
A’nok looked to see who he meant and smiled. “Ah good she made it. That is my twin sister, Dina. I could feel her indecision earlier, she hates crowds but needs this to prove... I don’t know maybe to our parents that she can handle herself....” A’nok stopped talking as he realized that the young king wasn’t listening any longer. He tapped Oliver’s shoulder. “She’s my guest, you know, she’ll be seated at the head table with us.”
Oliver reddened and grinned. “Sorry, she just really knows how to make an entrance.”
A’nok grinned back, “I should warn you that we have a connection. Anything you say to me, she will know. She is blushing furiously right now and yelling at me to shut up.”
Oliver’s eyebrow went up. “Oh. I see. I guess I had better keep my own council for the moment then.”
A’nok chuckled, “It won’t matter much. When Dina wants to know something, she usually finds a way to figure it out.”
Oliver laughed. “I’ll keep that in mind.”
Just at that moment the crowd started to scream and try to run out of the great hall as a large black wyvern appeared in the air, its wing tips almost brushing the support columns on either side of the central isle. A’nok heard Dina’s orders, ‘Get them! I’ll protect him.’ as a great explosive roar echoed off of the walls, the wyvern cried out in pain and spiraled into the pillars coming to a stop mere steps from where Oliver was gaping at the scene. The room was filling with an acrid smelling white smoke.
A’nok turned to Oliver, “Dina will be with you!” as he sprinted off toward the great beast.
Now or Never
Dina had been a bit taken aback by the looks she received as she made her way to the palace. She had to but mention her name and guards jumped out of her way, and porters and servants became most helpful. It seems her family had made an impression on the Kings staff if nothing else.
She chickened out twice as she approached the entry hall. On the third try she steeled her nerves, it’s now or never she thought as she entered the hall. The majordomo announced her, and she heard a buzz ripple around the room. She almost ran away as all eyes fixed on her. She saw the room through A’nok’s eyes though and she blushed. She really did have the full attention of the Kingdom, and in her own right. She almost panicked again, but she realized that Oliver was asking A’nok about her. It was the confidence boost she needed to move further into the room and smile at those who were milling about. Uncle Galan and Aunt Penny were both working the room, each assessing allies and potential rivals in what looked like it may be a new civil war.
As part of her enchantments on her necklace, she had laid in a Sense Foe spell. Just as an early warning if she met someone who intended her harm. She had barely become comfortable being in the room, when it went off just as a large black wyvern appeared in the air, and began its attack glide toward A’nok and Oliver. She was just able to send a warning thought to A’nok before activating her Time Acceleration pendant. As time slowed down to a crawl, Dina just went into target practice mode. Calling up pistol after pistol. One would leap to her hand, she would give careful aim, then fire. Dropping the pistol and activating the Quick Draw spell on the next. Round after round hammered into the head of the large beast, each pistol blast sounding loud in her ears. The smoke was so thick by the ninth shot that she was having some trouble seeing. She simply willed the Quick Draw for each pistol and returned it now useless to its holster in her skirts. She could see her shots had had an effect, the great monster had clipped a pillar with one wing and was spiraling out of control. She wanted to drop the spell that sped up her time, but she needed to know that the wyvern was down for good first. She scanned the room looking for threats, and that is when she saw them.
Three Ogre Shaman had managed to breach the palace. They were running forward trying to succeed where their conjured wyvern had failed.
Dina dropped the time acceleration spell and activated the Hawk Flight ring, over the heads of the scurrying nobles she flew. She sent a quick mental image to A’nok of the ogre shaman, and landed directly in front of Oliver, not more than two seconds since A’nok had charged into the fray. “Hold on tight!” she said as she lifted Oliver and again took flight. Much slower this time as she was carrying both of them, but it was only for a moment. She dumped him rather unceremoniously into his throne. “Sit there and try to look calm.” she said as A’nok’s first lightening bolt crackled through the air connecting with one of the ogres. She managed to get her Force Dome spell up just in time for an answering lightening bolt from the ogres side to dance impressively but harmlessly on its surface.
Dina choked back a laugh as she watched Uncle Galan and old Duke Feldspring, mustering a small army of kitchen boys with knives and cleavers as they sprang into action for an assault on the enemy's unguarded rear.
Turns out that was all the distraction A’nok needed as his sword whipped out and opened femoral arteries with two practiced strokes. Galan and Feldspring finishing off the other only moments later.
The greatest danger was past, as the elite guard burst into the room, from their ready room just next door. In their defense, the fifteen seconds that this fight lasted were not enough for them to get word, grab their arms and be at their king's side. They rush the throne and bang into the Force Dome that still hadn’t been lowered. Instead of asking her to drop the spell, King Oliver issued orders to help those luckless few, who ended up under the collapsed wyvern.
Dina watched the dark bruising spread across her hands. She cast Stop Bleeding, but she also sent A’nok a simple message, ‘need your help. I’ve stopped the bleeding, just need some basic healing when you can.’
Aftermath
A’nok was healing Dina’s bruised hands, as Galan approached. “Three Ogre Shaman don’t just wander into the palace in the middle of Voivoed’s Rest!” A’nok could see the anger in his eyes. “Damn it, they had help! Someone is desperate enough to take the crown they are willing to get into bed with the goblin kin!”
A’nok shook his head. “Probably, but not certainly. Don’t underestimate their magic.”
Oliver looked around at the milling crowd, much less confident than they were just moments ago. “Who would be fool enough to venture an agreement with the goblin kin?  They are known for treachery.”
A’nok shook his head, “Don’t want to talk about it too much here, but someone who thought that they had tzadi protection. Look at what my father did out at Beit HaTzadi.” He shrugged, “Maybe someone thought they could push them back afterward.”
Oliver snorted, “Then they are fools. From what my father said it was a close call several times.”
Dina purred from behind them. “Maybe that is your answer.”
All heads whipped around to look at her, she had remained quiet and all but A’nok had forgotten she was there. Oliver recovered first. “What is?”
She smiled. “New Dukes of course.” She stretched her arms and got back to her feet now that she had rested from her exertions of a few minutes ago. “New Dukes, made by you, loyal to you. The territory taken back around Beit HaTzadi is large enough for Duke...”
A’nok thought to her, ‘Dina, what are you up to? Dad won’t be kowtowing to a new Duke in the area.’
Never even letting on at her internal conversation, ‘Watch and learn brother, watch and learn.’ She picked up the thread of her thoughts, “Maybe someone like Grandpa Jayen, or Grandpa Savon... “She raised an eyebrow to Oliver, “maybe even young Rachel Rah’ma, so you have ties to the gnomes as well.” She shrugged. “The Red Spire would of course need to be independent but maybe grant lands further out into the wilds... For the man who could hold it, anyway. It gives young ambitious men a way to move ahead, and moves troops out to attack the goblin kin and push back the edges of the frontier.”
Oliver looked thoughtful. “It won’t be cheap. They will need some logistical support if nothing else.”
A’nok coughed. “We may have some new ideas about how to make that work better.  If Uncle Galan can be persuaded to give the crown a good deal on some tech that is coming his way...”
Galan winced, “Always at your service, You’re Majesty.”
Oliver chuckled. “It won’t go unrecognized.”
Galan sighed. “It’s not that. I just am going to have a lot of rebuilding to do after this border skirmish.”
A’nok grinned, “I know some stuff we brought back from our last trip to the other side, you’ll be fine Uncle Galan. We’ll make sure of it.”
Dina broke back in, “So you raise the liege people of your political enemies. If they can hold it, they owe that to you. If they don’t, they no longer strengthen your enemies.” She tried to look casual, only A’nok could feel her level of anxiety rising as Oliver was obviously mulling over her comment.
“If they were the Duke’s men before, how can I be sure they will be loyal to me after I raise them to a higher station?” He asked still thoughtfully considering it.
Dina sent a thought to her brother, ‘Tell him that he will still control their tax rate and how many Royal troops he is willing to send them to hold their newly claimed lands.’
A’nok grinned, “Well Your Majesty, you still control the purse strings. How much are they to be taxed on these new holdings? How fast do Royal Troops arrive to push back against goblin kin raids? What did their old Duke do for them? What can he do now? He’s finding holding on to his own lands challenging with the new enemies he has made, after all.”
Oliver chuckled. “Now I see why my father wanted your family on our side. Give me time to work through it. This sounds like sound council. Nothing personal but I’d like to run it by your father as well. I wouldn’t want to unintentionally offend him or encroach on long-term plans he might have.”
Dina rested her hand lightly on his shoulder, “Nothing need be decided now. Well, except to have the palace staff call for dinner to be served. Can’t appear to let little things like assassination attempts put a wrinkle in your plans.”




Dark is the Night
End of a Long Night
Dina had enjoyed the extra attention at dinner. Seemed that she was the talk of the evening. Not tzadi, nor saeti, yet she was seen killing a wyvern and flying over the heads of nobles to secure the King in his throne. While no one would say anything to her directly other than the general ‘thank you’s and ‘well done’s, she found it absolutely a riot to hear what they would discuss in A’nok’s hearing.
She had also taken the opportunity to use Far Hearing spells to see what was being said out of A’nok’s hearing. She was a bit disappointed. If anyone there had been involved they weren’t discussing it. Even in what they presumed to be private. It was frustrating but not completely fruitless. She had learned of three minor conspiracies. Mostly petty embezzlement, but still enough to have people to squeeze for information if the need arose.
King Oliver was especially nice to her. She figured it was because of her protecting him during the attack, but that was the duty of any subject of the crown. While technically her status as such was unclear, having been born in the Red Spire and outside of the official borders of the kingdom, she considered the Oliver line almost family. King Oliver the First had always brought her a special treat whenever he visited. Not protecting his son wouldn’t have ever even occurred to her.
When the evening was over, she rode back to the Duchal Barge with Aunt Penny. Uncle Galan would need to stay for more meetings with A’nok and Oliver. She could see how nervous he was, and while she wanted to stick around, she knew he wanted his family better protected. Besides with A’nok there she could listen in as she needed.
On the ride Aunt Penny was feeling chatty. “You know you’re probably the most famous woman in the Kingdom now other than maybe your grandmother?”
She felt her face blush, “It all happened so fast. What else could I do?”
“Stand there gaping like just about everyone else. No one ever expected something like that in the Palace itself. We all thought we were safe.” she shuddered.
“Well, usually you would be. That was an expensive attack. Imagine losing three tzadi, in one attack. Especially one that failed, luckily. I think they only risked it because they saw my father and grandmother had left to fight Duke Anton. You notice they also waited until the White Spire tzadi was out of the room. I don’t know if that is collusion or just that they were waiting for that to increase their chances of success. They knew they would have to deal with A’nok, but he’s a new tzadi, against three ogre shaman attacking from ambush...” she shrugged.
Penny grinned like a young girl, “They weren’t counting on you though were they?”
Dina felt her face flush. “I’m just glad A’nok was there. I have little in the way of combat magic, and my pistols were all emptied on the wyvern.”
Penny’s voice changed to a more teasing tone. “King Oliver sure seemed to be impressed with you.”
“He seems nice. I know he’s a King and so has bigger things on his plate, so I thought it was very nice of him to take the extra time with me.” She could feel her face on fire all the way up to her ears. She was just glad it was dark in the carriage, so Aunt Penny couldn’t see her.
Penny broke down into giggles, “Girl he may be a King, but he’s also a man, and when a beautiful woman saved his life and took charge of the situation to help him, he was ready to step on his tongue.”
Dina sighed. “Aunt Penny, you’re such a romantic. He can pick any woman in the Kingdom. Even if he was ‘impressed’ as you say, tomorrow will be a whole new day.”
No Time To Go It Alone
Dina settled in to her little room she shared with Iris. She felt so tired, but she knew she needed to let her grandmother know what had happened. Casting Telepathy she reached out knowing at least she didn’t have to worry about waking her Elven Grandmother.
“Grandma, there was an attack on the coronation banquet.” she thought.
‘Dina? Is everyone ok? I need details!" the thought came back almost instantly. 
“We’re all ok! There were a couple of very unfortunate bystanders, but we expect two of them to pull through as well. It was Ogre Shaman. Three of them conjured a wyvern, INSIDE the great hall! Uncle Galan and Oliver think that they had help, but A’nok isn’t willing to concede it. He thinks they could have just been spending magic like water and trying to take advantage of the transition. I don’t know what to think. Oliver seems to be more knowledgeable about it, but you know how tangled A’nok’s thinking is with mine. I see his point.” She shrugged. It had been a long night and maintaining this connection was tiring.
“Oliver is it?” Dina could sense her grandmother’s amusement in her thoughts. She knew her grandmother could feel her embarrassment. This was one of the reasons Dina hated using Telepathy with anyone but A’nok. “We can talk about that later. Listen to me now, you’re going to need to pass this along in the morning. We’ve taken six villages, badly hammered the bulk of Duke Anton’s forces and have one Barron offering to turn coat rather than have us roll over his lands.  That should be resolved by dawn tomorrow.  Royal cavalry has been spotted about a day out just as King Oliver promised. Let him know that we will abide by their orders, but we’re not giving up what we’ve taken, as agreed earlier.”
“Of course, Grandma. Be careful and keep daddy safe too. I’m loosing our connection.”
“See you soon, Dina, we love you!” and with that the connection dropped.
Dina sighed. ‘A’nok did you get that?’
‘The general idea of what was said. I’ll let Uncle Galan know, he’ll be heading back soon. Sis you’re almost falling asleep on me, get some rest. Tomorrow, we start the hard stuff.’ A’nok faded from her thoughts and the dreams took her.
Who Can Sleep at a Time Like This
Oliver considered going to Selena’s chambers, but the sun would be up in a couple of hours. He knew he should sleep but who could sleep when plots to depose and murder you were hiding like rats in the shadows. How did his father live like this?
He didn’t. He wasn’t sure how his father had managed to appear so strong. Some of it had to be the civil war, but he shouldn’t have to tear his kingdom apart every generation for a decade or more just to prove he was too strong to beat. The Red Spire helped but the White Spire counter balanced them. Feylynn’s little university down in the Dutchy of Mirron wasn’t yet strong enough to tip the scales.
Reports from the Alorn spoke of waves of monsters and goblin kin pouring out into their plains. Young dragons and giants and new creatures they call tengu, vile little bird people with red or blue skin. Seems they vanish from sight at will. The last band that slipped past the mountains were only finally defeated by driving them into the bend of a river and intentionally starting a grass fire. These exotic creatures being added to the normal dangers of living on the plains have caused the Alorn untold problems over the last season.
Oliver slipped into the warm water of his bath. If he couldn’t sleep, he could at least soak away the stress and the stench of fear. He closed his eyes as the warm water closed over him.  It surprised him when he heard Dina’s voice calling to him. Her giggle sounded like music. What was she doing in his rooms? Not that he would normally complain... If she wanted him dead he reasoned, she could have left him to the wyvern. The air was full of steam and he couldn’t see her clearly, only a wisp of silken white gown here, and a flare of red hair there. He rolled over to try to follow her and then coughed...
Splashing violently in the tub he came abruptly awake. He was coughing and hacking trying to get the water out of his lungs. He’d fallen asleep damn it and nearly drown himself. He pulled himself out of the water and sat on the edge of the tub trying to catch his breath. He felt foolish. He knew he wasn’t in any real danger, but at the same time he was so busy chasing that illusive giggle that he forgot everything else. A King can’t do that he scolded himself, and then grinned foolishly, then what’s the point in being King?
He grabbed a robe and headed through the royal passageways to Selena’s room. She may not have given him his appetite, but he knew he could safely eat there at least. A little pre-dawn romp and all too soon his staff would find him. The guard in the passageway came to attention and just grinned knowingly at him as he padded off into the dark a few yards to Selena’s chamber.
Restless Nights
A’nok fell asleep without ever undressing. The darkness just took him and held him. He struggled against it but it was solid; it was unyielding. There wasn’t any defined enemy just the oppressive darkness everywhere. It clung to his skin like tar, and it was vast beyond understanding. Even the oceans of the Ohio world seemed mere pools in comparison.
Eventually he stopped struggling and found himself afloat in the vast tangible darkness, and then just as suddenly he was back in the great hall with the wyvern taking shape in front him. The angles were all wrong, but he watched it appear out of the nothingness.  He was held motionless as it spread its wings and began the attack glide. The great beast flew over the scattering nobles right for its target. There at the other end of the room was King Oliver and himself, he knew then it wasn’t his nightmare but Dina’s.
‘Wake up, Dina, this isn’t real! You saved us. We’re all fine because of you.’ he sent his thoughts to her and jerked himself awake as she did as well. He looked around his apartments. The sun was up. He wished again that he had learned the clean spell as he shucked out of his gear and headed toward the water closet.
The water crashed over his face as he heard her in in his head. ‘Thanks, sorry for pulling you into my nightmare.’
He chuckled blackly, ‘It was less scary than the one I was having. No big deal."
She filled him in on the details their grandmother had given her last night. ‘So you can see it isn’t all bad news. We just got to figure out how to put out these immediate fires, and then we can work on the big picture. I wonder if that is how it always is, too much happening too close to home, and the big picture gets missed until it’s too late?’
A’nok didn’t have any answers for her. He was already out of the water and trying to figure out how best to shove himself back into his tzadi armor without looking like he slept in it. Finally, out of pure desperation he just threw it into the water closet and blasted it with Water Jet until all grime had been blasted away. Then carried it back dripping into his bedroom and hit it with Destroy Water, drying it fully. It wasn’t a perfect solution, and the howls of laughter in his head from Dina didn’t do much to improve his opinion of his solution but as many young bachelors before him, he put the now dry arming doublet on and made the best of it.
‘A’nok, I’ve never seen anything quite like that. Honestly, I hope I never do again. We’ve got to either get you married or find you a keeper.’
A’nok was dashing down the stairs, certain the meetings would have already started without him. ‘You’re right. I do need to hire someone to handle these things. Late nights and laundry don’t work so well together. You looking for a job sis?’
She could feel the sarcasm in the last jab but let it go. She could tell he was nearing the council chamber and didn’t want to distract him. Oliver would need him as scary as that was.




Report and Give an Accounting of Your Actions
A New Day
Selena was great. His worries went away for a little while. It made it that much harder when the knock at the door pulled him back to reality. He heard Selena call out, “He’ll meet you in his rooms.” and he groaned.
Selena giggled. “I know lover. I know you don’t want to have to deal with all of this, but we need you. The future needs you. So be the great king we all know you are. Maybe you can get a few minutes free this evening and we can hide in here for a little while.”
He looked in her eyes, large and trusting. Selena wasn’t selected for her intelligence. Selena had no one except him, by his father’s design. He didn’t want to think what would happen to her if an assassin got lucky or a coup was successful. By the very structure of her life, she was an innocent. Vulnerable to the whims of fate, his fate. It might not have been fair, hell from what his father had told him of her origins, fate wasn’t especially kind to her from the very start. By very cynical machinations, he was the only thing in her life that mattered. He hated that it was that way for her, but he couldn’t deny that it made her the perfect comfort in these moments.
One day soon he would pick a queen. Someone with intelligence and potential ulterior motives. Someone who brought with them their own power whether political or economic. For just a brief moment he saw defiant blue eyes, partially obscured by a wild mane of flame red hair, and his breath caught. He knew his father hadn’t given up his mistress when he married his mother, but he also knew that the marriage was one of necessity.  In the end he thought his father developed a real affection and maybe even love for his mother, but he had heard stories that that had not always been the case. He was not his father, nor did he have to be. His choices were his own.
He pushed away such thoughts and with one last lingering kiss shared with Selena forced himself to his feet. Duty called and he would rise to it, whatever it required. There were tens of thousands of other innocents in his Kingdom that depended on him to do that duty. Men who just wanted nothing more to live in a just world, conduct their business, love their wives, and raise their children, and with a little luck and a lot of hard work, be able to bounce a grandchild on their knee in their twilight years.
By the time he was entering his own quarters, the indignation at petty men who for their own power would rob such common men of the simple pleasures of life, had stoked in him a fire. His chamberlain stammered his apologies as Oliver threw his robe to the floor and strode naked as the day he was born into the water closet to prepare for the day. Oliver didn’t have time for it. “Come now! Read me the morning reports. The sun is up. Surely those who would rob me of my legacy have already been busy!”
Court is in Session
A’nok stumbled into the throne room just moments before they announced the King. He made his way quickly to his position behind the throne. Glancing over he saw his counter part Tzadi Olivia Renkin in her white gown standing opposite him. She looked calm and composed. A’nok wanted grab her and shake the answers out of her. The White Spire was playing games and he could smell it, but he lacked any proof. If they were in any way responsible for the attempted goblin invasion or the ogre shaman’s assassination attempt, he would see their spire in rubble. The stakes were too high to act or even accuse without proof, so he stuffed his anger back down and focused on the first item before the King.
Duke Galan approached the throne and bowed low. “Your Majesty, as you are aware, the Dutchy of Mirron was the subject of an unprovoked attack by the forces of Duke Anton. I wish to thank Your Majesty for the quick response. I wish to report to you that the forces of Duke Anton have been broken and scattered, as of my last report from the front. I anticipate that my return orders should arrive at about the same time as Your Majesties forces arrive on the scene. I have ordered no further pursuit, and for them to merely hold in place, awaiting your judgement. I am however concerned as I have not seen Duke Anton present, either for your father’s funeral, nor your coronation, nor to give an account for his unprovoked attack on the Dutchy of Mirron.” Galan bowed once again and waited the young kings reply.
Oliver was visibly twitched with anger tightly restrained. “We too are concerned with the absence of Duke Anton. HIs ability to perform his duties to Us has been noted, and commented on by more than just Duke Galan. I hear by order that a messenger be sent. Duke Anton is to report with all due haste, and present himself before this court not more than two weeks hence or We shall order our Royal Calvary now sent quell this border skirmish, to find him and escort him before Us. In chains, if necessary.”
Tzadi Olivia made a slight noise, which drew the king’s attention. “Your Majesty, if I may?” At a nod from Oliver she continued, “I can have tzadi from the White Spire dispatched this very afternoon. We would be pleased to offer our services, to escort Duke Anton, lest any misfortune, “she emphasised the word and gave a brief glance toward Duke Galen, “befall him, and delay his arrival.”
King Oliver raised an eyebrow. “We see. Very well. Our earlier order stand, he presents himself before this court in two weeks, or our Cavalry unit will receive their new orders.” He turned to where Galan was still standing patiently at the foot of the dais. “Our most loyal vassal the Duke of Mirron, is welcome to remain while we await Duke Anton’s arrival, or if pressing matters at home demand your attention, return two weeks hence.”
Duke Galan bowed low again, “Your Majesty is most generous.” and as he rose, executed a precise right face, and left the throne room.
A’nok passed the results to Dina. ‘Please let grandmother know. Dad may want to alter plans based upon what the White Spire is doing.’
Dina sighed, and A’nok could feel her frustration at being stuck in the position of  messenger girl. ‘I’ll do it. You’re right this may change things for them. Take care of yourself A’nok.’
The rest of the King’s court went by with mostly innocuous and even trivial cases. It seemed odd to him to have rulings on trade with the dwarves of the north, right after a ruling that could lead to another round of civil war. Yet in the long run both were important to the kingdom, so he tried to focus his attention and give council where it was needed.
Visitor from the Palace
Dina hoped these nightmares weren’t a new fixture in her world. She felt like death warmed up from the night before and served on a dirty plate. She knew she should get dressed but Iris and Penny were both spending the day in reading. Even Aelthius was playing quietly in the corner.
Dina was sitting by the little wood stove wrapped in a blanket and trying to focus enough to read, but her mind was zipping a dozen different directions at once. She didn’t even respond as the Captain called out her name. It wasn’t until Aelthius jogged her arm that she realized she was being spoken too. She called up, “Yes Captain, what is it?”
“Messenger from the Palace for you, M’lady.”
Dina panicked. She wasn’t dressed, she hadn’t bathed; she was not ready for visitors! She cast the Clean spell on herself and tried to find her clothing but eventually gave up and just cast Illusionary Disguise and made her way to the deck to greet the messenger.
The man was standing there with a small silver tray and a pristine white vellum envelope. As she took the envelope, she noticed it was sealed with the royal seal. She looked at it and blinked. The messenger stood there for a moment. Then cleared his throat. “M’Lady, His Majesty was hoping I would have an answer for him when I returned...” He sounded almost apologetic.
Dina jumped. She hated herself for showing such an obvious tell but she was so shockes at the message that she was trying to figure out what it meant rather than just reading it. “Oh of course!” she opened the envelope. In a cramped scrawl was the simple two line message ‘Late lunch? About the third bell?" She started to ask who sent it but then realized that was stupid, no one would use the royal seal except King Oliver. Dina read it again just to be certain she wasn’t missunderstanding. The chuckle in the back of her mind brought her back to reality. “Of course. I’ll be there.”
The messenger bowed and headed off toward the dock. A’nok chuckled again. ‘So that’s why he didn’t want a working lunch today. I didn’t get an invitation.’
Dina flushed and could feel A’nok’s smug amusement. ‘A’nok it’s just lunch and besides there is no reason I shouldn’t enjoy myself a little while I’m here.’
Amusement faded from A’nok’s reply, ‘Be careful sis. I like Oliver, but he’s a powerful man who is used to getting what he wants... I wouldn’t want to see you get hurt... Our father should give him pause...’
Dina grew angry, she knew her brother was just trying to protect her, but she was tired of everyone protecting her, they only ended up protecting her from life, ‘Don’y worry brother, I can handle myself just fine. If he won’t take no for an answer, maybe we’ll have a toad for a king!’
A’nok knew he had stepped in it with the flood of emotion that came his way, he tried to laugh it off, ‘I didn’t think you couldn’t handle a clumsy advance, I was just concerned about a charm offensive that might not mean what you think it means.’
Dina shook her head, trying to clear it. Her brother could set her on edge almost as much as her parents could. She knew his over protectiveness was love, but that didn’t make it any easier to shake. ‘Stay out of my head for this one and let me make my own decisions. I didn’t give you grief when you were playing with Aelah.’ She felt his, but that is different reaction and her temper flared. ‘It most certainly is not different! You will let me have this or I’ll have Kia turn you into a dung beetle!’
A’nok couldn’t help it he laughed out and drew a couple of odd looks from the bureaucrat at the meeting. As his embarrassment flooded through the link he heard Dina, ‘Serves you right! Now focus on your work. I have to get ready for lunch.’
The Meeting That Never Ends
Oliver had been in this meeting with his ministers for three hours by now. His Minster of Agriculture was droning on and on about manure at the moment and Oliver was fighting to maintain enough attention not to snore. He understood that without this there would be no food, but if only there were some way to make it less boring, that would be ever so helpful.
A’nok barked a laugh out of the blue, he drew everyone’s attention for a moment. Oliver didn’t know what the tzadi was doing, but it was obviously more fun than sitting through this meeting. He realized that he had just been asked a question, and he had absolutely no idea what it was. Oliver gave him a frown, “How certain are you of this?”
“Of what your Majesty? The question was if we should reward the leaving of some land fallow as the latest books from the Red Spire recommend?” the Agricultural Minister replied.
“Exactly, how sure are we that this is the best choice?” King Oliver covered quickly.
A’nok answered him, “Well Your Majesty, that has yielded superior results without tzadi or saeti inputs. With them...” he shrugged.
“Half.” Oliver said decisively. “We shall leave half of what was planned, and test it. If we’re wrong, the Crown will cover the costs of saeti to make up the lack. We must know if this is truly beneficial for our lands, before we commit to leaving so much unplanted.”
The Agricultural Minister bowed, “A wise decision Your Majesty.”
As he returned to his seat, the Minister of Transportation stood to take his place, and Oliver stifled a groan.




The Calm, or The Storm?
Memories
Penny and Iris were ‘helping’ Dina get ready for her lunch date. Penny was trying to stifle a bad case of the giggles as Dina went through four illusions in the last five minutes, trying to decide how she wanted to do her hair, and what she was planning to wear.
Penny had given up on getting her to admit that this is important to her. Dina kept shrugging it off as if it were a mere business meeting, but she changed her hairstyle twice and the color of the illusionary glow high lights four times. Iris just rolled her eyes, but Penny was transported back in time to the first time Sha and Esta had helped her capture Galan’s imagination. She hugged Iris close. “Shh, you’re time is coming.”
Iris shook her head, “If boys make you that crazy mommy, I don’t want them. My husband will be a sensible boy who doesn’t care how I want to wear my hair.”
“Iris, this isn’t about boys. I am meeting the King of our Kingdom, and I just want to look my best.” Dina said sharply.
“Of course dear, perfectly sensible.” Penny said as she rolled her eyes to Iris, who immediately broke down into giggles. “That he is also the most eligible bachelor in the Kingdom, has nothing to do with it.”
Dina sighed, as she finally settled on her formal ‘uniform’ of frost giant hide underdress and ice drake scale over dress. “You two are so hilarious, but I can’t sit here and play all day. I’m running late!”
Penny set Iris down and stood to hug Dina. “You look beautiful. Any man will be able to see that. You’re only running late if you take the carriage.  Make a real entrance. Just fly there. It will only take a moment and you can still cast Haircut, to style your hair again if the wind is too much. Just relax and take a deep breath. You’ve got this!”
A’nok popped up in the back of her mind. ‘If that doesn’t work, you can always resort to alchemy. Few drops of a love potion in his wine...’
‘Very funny. How long will he be tied up with this meeting?’ she asked her brother.
‘Oh, it’s breaking up now. So you probably should get moving.’
“Aunt Penny, thank you for everything. A’nok says that the meeting is finally breaking up, so I’ve got to go.” She kissed her aunt on the cheek and headed up through the small hatch.
Penny called out after her, “I want details!”
Dina couldn’t keep a smile off her face as she triggered the Hawk Flight ring and lept into the air.
Cease Fire
Kia was helping to patch up the last of their wounded. Embedding saeti with the troops meant that they had actually lost very few troops. Plenty were wounded and some pretty bad, especially in those early hours. After her mother and older brother had arrived from Voivoed’s Rest, the hardest part was holding the land as the enemy ran away.
It wasn’t even that Duke Anton’s men were cowards, but without tzadi and saeti of their own, they were just completely over matched. It had been generations since tzadi openly took the field in civilized lands, and the training and techniques just weren’t up for it. Especially Echal. Kia loved her big brother, but there was just something twisted about his mind. She never wanted to be on any side by his, ever.
By now Echal was having trouble having enough troops to just police the lands they had already taken. He didn’t dare just pack up and leave and he wasn’t willing to burn them to the ground. She understood his reluctance. She had seen those other worlds with her own eyes, and they would never get there if they couldn’t stop tearing each other apart every generation or two. They would be lucky not to find themselves swamped by the goblin kin and living like the Alorn at best.
As the Alorn came to mind, she wondered how Esta was doing. If the goblins were as aggressive as her mother was talking about, could the Alorn still hold on? When this was all said and done, someone needed to check on Esta and her family. She didn’t know if Mom would let her slip away from her studies long enough, but she was certainly the most vulnerable of the family.
She dragged herself back to her feet. See the last patients and then she wanted to fly back north. Maybe a little chat with Dina or A’nok before they drag her back to school.
Lunch
Oliver II, King of the entire Kingdom of NoVas, felt like a damn school boy as he got ready for lunch. He wanted to kick himself. There was no reason to be acting like this. It was just lunch with an important member of his kingdom that was his own age.
Yes, she was beautiful, but so was Selena, and with Selena he knew what he was getting. That brought a small smile to his face for a moment. Still, they would do well to get along. He understood from A’nok that Dina was powerful in the use of magic, but that because of a health condition she wasn’t allowed to take the Tzadi Test. That put her in an odd position. She wasn’t Red Spire technically, nor White Spire, nor even Feylynn’s College, yet her ability couldn’t be questioned. She could act and act effectively before his own elite guard could even be summoned.
Maybe that was what left him so confused, he mused. She was so fragile, yet so powerful. Beautiful and dangerous, yet delicate. The contradictions were intoxicating. She understood the world he moved in. Growing up in the Red Spire, she had to have dealt with her share of political maneuvering. Sure, Tzadi Echal wasn’t one to let it get out of hand, but in every power structure there were those who tried to gain advantage.
Of course, her preternatural link to her brother brings both potential promise and peril. How could he ever tell her anything in true confidence? Still if the Red Spire were ever to become a threat, tying her future to his would protect them both and his kingdom. Their children would be protected by the most powerful family this world had seen in generations. He wasn’t completely certain how the Red Spire was continually generating new and exciting products but they were, and Dutchy Mirron had began to produce goods that provoked the Dwarves to jealousy.
Made him shake his head, A’nok wanted to give them even more of a say. Whoever heard of this ‘Captains of Industry" that he keeps going on about. He seemes to think that merchants will be a threat to the crown if not coddled. It makes no sense. Sure they deserve justice and fair treatment just as any of his subjects, but do they know about running a kingdom? 
He was still trying to make sense of it when a servant let him know that Dina had arrived and was currently being seated. Forcing everything else out of his mind he went out to join her in the small sitting room that he had set up for this cozy little lunch. Waving off the Steward, he wanted this informal, he just slipped in through the hidden panel unannounced.
He was surprised when Dina calmly rose and turned toward him, as if he had been announced, though he thought he was fairly silent. She curtsied, “Your Majesty.”
Oliver waved his hand, “You’ve saved my life twice in two days, I think we can dispense with the formalities.”
Dina’s brow wrinkled, “The wyvern is quite memorable, but you said twice?”
Oliver gave her his best rakish grin, “If I hadn’t had this appointment on the schedule, the Finance Minister would have insisted we go over last months numbers, and that could have been as lethally boring, dangerous as any assassin’s blade.”
Dina gave him a genuine smile. He was quite charming when he wanted to be. A little young looking but time would fix that. She caught her line of thought and squashed it. A’nok laughed in the background. ‘I’m trying to stay out, but when you scream your thoughts that loud, what am I supposed to do?’ She shook her head to clear the thoughts and to make the coppery ringlets dance the way she had practiced so many times when she picked this hair style. “Glad, I could help.” she said only a little delayed by her irritation with A’nok. “Though I think maybe the Finance Minister is one who might be important.”
Oliver grinned and moved to pull her chair out for her again. While certainly not protocol, Dina certainly recognized the purpose of the gesture. “Well true, but coming right after the Agricultural Minister, and the Transportation Minister...” He rolled his eyes dramatically as he took his own seat opposite her at the small table. “Well A’nok was there so I assume you know what it was like.”
She blushed thinking about their argument during the middle of the meeting. “We’ve learned how to give each other some space. Oh strong emotions, and certainly danger always bleeds over, but sometimes we can go for a couple of hours without interference from the other. I know that is hard for many to understand, but for us, we’ve just had it all of our lives. The oddest time was while he was in his tzadi test and we were separated from each other. It was freeing, then disorienting. I didn’t like it much.” She made a face. “Will A’nok be joining us?”
Oliver actually blushed. “Eh, I can have him sent for?”
Dina grinned. “He just told me that he received no invitation and that he thought it was not an oversight.”
Oliver laughed. “No, it wasn’t.” He hung his head with the look of a young boy who had just been caught trying to get the cookie jar. “I intend nothing dishonourable. I have observers they’ve been simply secreted away to give us more privacy than I usually enjoy. Also, I’ve seen what you can do, and I wouldn’t dream of risking your displeasure.” His grin widened, she could tell he was trying to make it seem a joke, but both of them knew there was a core of truth to it. “I suppose your brother also will always be a chaperone of sorts.”
Dina blushed. “Of sorts. We’ve learned mostly how to deal with it though. Eventually we each have learned more than we probably would have wanted to know, had the bond not been there, but overall it is manageable.”
Oliver looked both frustrated, and a bit relieved. Dina had a hard time gaging his reaction, so she couldn’t help herself she cast Sense Emotion. She had to struggle not to have her face show the surprise.  He was fascinated with her but also judging her, or more accurately evaluating her. To cover for her surprise, she changed the subject. “So, what can I do to help?”
Oliver’s face quirked, “Do?”
“Yeah, I mean I can’t say that I don’t enjoy a private lunch with Your Majesty, but you didn’t take this time out of your day for me, unless you need something.” She smiled at him.
Oliver’s eyebrows raised, as he realized he should have had a better cover story. “Uh, I... Actually I just wanted to have a little time to talk to you. Last night was official, and this morning was the chaos of assassination by bureaucratic boredom barrage...” He shrugged, “I just thought this might be nice.”
Dina was stunned. She really didn’t know what to say. “Oh... Ohhhh.” “Uh I see, I think?” Her head was suddenly spinning. A’nok took this moment to pipe in. ‘I told you he was asking about you from the moment he saw you.’ Dina blinked. She hadn’t really let herself think of this as a possibility. ‘Stay out of this!’ she warned A’nok.
Oliver smiled. “I can’t be the first man who was happy for your company.”
Dina blinked, “Sort of. Men tend to be a bit intimidated by me. Or at least my family.”
Oliver chuckled. “Well, there is that, but A’nok hasn’t appeared to demand your honor be avenged, so perhaps it will be ok?”
Dina smiled. “I would turn him into a frog for that.” She thought for just a moment. “What about Selena? Won’t she be hurt?”
Oliver stiffened, “Selena is special to me, and always will be, but she has no bearing on whatever may develop between us.”
Dina shook her head. “I’m no expert but I am sure it doesn’t work that way.”
Oliver shrugged. “It does when you’re a royal.”
Dina grinned, “I’m not royal.”
It was Oliver’s turn to laugh. “Don’t try that with me, my Tzadi Princess. Daughter of the Master of the Red Spire, you fit the very definition of a Royal.”
Dina blinked. She had never thought of herself or her situation along those lines. Then realization hit her. She was here for a job interview; he was seeing if she was queen material.  This was way too much to sort out here in front of him. “Well, I still don’t know about all of that, but maybe I should fly out to visit my Aunt Esta. She lives with the Alorn. She and Uncle Ivor and Rina and Septima seemed to be making it work for them....” She trailed off. She really didn’t want to think about this at the moment.
Oliver blinked, “Oh that’s right! I had forgotten about that...” It was his turn to fade into an awkward silence. Actually, it was just as well as this gave the servers the opportunity to slip in with the food unobtrusively.
Oliver steered the conversation into the slightly safer waters of the current political situation, and eventually more personal matters like home life and stories of growing up. Oliver ended up missing the next three appointments on his schedule, but had one of the most engaging afternoons he could remember. It was only the meeting with the Dwarven ambassador that made the chamberlain bold enough to interrupt.
As Dina flew to Galan’s Barge late that evening, she kept trying to block out A’nok. Not that she didn’t value his opinion, but she really wanted to talk to Penny, and even more so Esta. Maybe grandma would be back soon, though she didn’t know how she would approach that subject with her.




Tempest Tossed
Royal Cavalry
Colonel Daniels was a traditional officer. He liked things to run according to plan. He had long since given up that notion when dealing with the Dutchy of Mirron. His first brush with them left his ego and his right hip shattered.  It wasn’t their fault, as a matter of fact it was only the Dutchess’s skill and magic that allowed him to ever walk again, much less continue on his long career in the Royal Army.
As he topped the ridge, there was no doubt who was in charge. The ‘temporary’ camp built outside of the city walls was every bit as impressive as the town itself. With walls and streets and even sewers for running water. It was pretty damn obvious that tzadi or at a minimum an army of saeti had been busy. Reporting in, he noticed stables for the horses, barracks for the men, and all the comforts of home. As a ready-made camp, it would house all of his men with the same level of comfort they would have at Voivoed’s Rest.
As he entered their commander's office, he recognized Angvar immediately. They had been on several joint missions since those early days, and of course the Duchess looked as if she hadn’t aged a day. It was the third person in the room that was unfamiliar. Tzadi Echal Mirron, the great generals eldest son, and Master of the Red Spire, he hadn’t quite built the reputation of his father but with much of his life left to live, there was little doubt he would be a great man like his father.
Colonial Daniels saluted. Angvar who was nominally in charge returned his salute and smiled. “I take it we’re to stop kicking them in the head now?”
Daniels grinned. “It would be appreciated.”
Echal gave a low chuckle. “Here, take a look at the map.” He moved over to it and spread it out between his calloused hands. “My brother’s forces are here, here and here, with fall-back positions here and here, and medical dug into the old copper mines, here.” He said as his fingers brushed the unmarked map. To verify he had the right spots memorized Colonel Daniels stepped up to the map and traced the layout back to him. As Echal nodded with a satisfied smile Daniels couldn’t help but ask, “Any intel on the enemy?”
Echal couldn’t hold the laughter in at that point. “Completely dispersed. This town is ours. The Barron of the entire area has come over to our side. The other barons and knights have each pulled back to their own lands to defend them as best as they can.” He shrugged. “We’ve carved up their supply lines and smashed every effort they’ve put into fielding an army. They still have asymmetric attack options, of course, and no one can protect everything but fortunately they don’t seem to have gone scorched earth yet. I haven’t pushed them and we’ve taken it as easy on the populace as possible, as I don’t want them to go to those extremes. His Majesty expects that this area of the Kingdom will be back up and production.”
The Colonel smiled. “Sounds like I get basic baby sitting duties. That’s ok. I like that much better than a shooting war.”
Echal only grunted and nodded.  He too was sick of the waste of war.
Time for Girl Talk
Dina was frustrated. Aunt Penny seemed to just be mildly amused. Saying completely unhelpful things like, “Well Galan would certainly find his life much more complicated, if he tried to use that argument with me. Still, it wasn’t a situation I came into already existing, so it isn’t the same thing.”
What was she supposed to make of that? That wasn’t a definite answer on anything. How could she expect him to totally up end his world? I mean his father is gone, and his mother was emotionally scarred herself and not dealing with her husband’s death well. Should she strip Selena from him as well? How could she not? I mean, shouldn’t that kind of thing be a given?
A’nok tried to help but Dina wasn’t hearing it. She tried to ask him if he would accept being a second husband. He said ‘that is different’. She didn’t know which was more frustrating, that he said it, or that because of their special bond she could feel that it actually was different. They had totally different concerns about it, many of them way too practical on A’nok’s side to just discount as excuses. She would love to do that, but she knew they could both feel the qualitative difference.  Definitely better not to hear from him at all on this one just yet.
Dina was just sitting out on the deck of the Ducal Barge. The cold mist had run most people who could go below into the warm into the warm. The few guardsmen who were out in the mess on duty gave her wide berth. One look at the scowl on her face made the nearly frozen mist seem inviting by comparison.
A large gray hawk dropped to the deck in front of Dina. One screech and soon Kia was standing before her. “You look worse than I do, and I’ve spent three days in a war zone without access to a bath.”
Dina couldn’t help it, it was funny. She laughed. “Battle field of sorts here too. Lets go get cleaned up and I’ll get you the good gossip.”
Kia was soaking and listening to Dina. She swore she would never understand men. How hard is it to find someone, fall in love, and live happily ever after? Especially when you start out as a king? Still a plan was forming in her fatigue fogged mind. She and Dina could drop in to check on Esta. It would give some needed support for the Alorn if things are getting as crazy as it seemed.  Besides, if anyone could help her make sense of this, Esta was the one to talk too.
After a late lunch with Penny and Iris, Kia and Dina both took to flight. With luck, they could make it to Esta’s camp before dusk of the next day.
Challenges
Oliver was kicking himself a bit for how things went. He wasn’t wanting to tip his hand to Dina that much. The problem was that the girl was too smart. She put the clues together and ran ahead to their logical conclusions, understanding what he was up to even faster than he fully realized it himself. To make it worse, she gave him all positive signs and then gone silent. She’s not even in town as far as he can tell. He didn’t want to tip his hand even more by asking A’nok, so he tried Duke Galan, who just smiled and said she was off with her Aunt Kia visiting family.
To make it worse, Selena had started asking him why he was so agitated. He couldn’t really talk to her about this without worrying her that he may give her up. He never really planned that but who knew what whoever it was he eventually settled on would try to demand of him?
Kings are Kings! He thought with determination, but he knew the reality, that kings are only king so long as they can convince everyone that it is best they remain so. A king was only as strong as the support of his vassals. His seemed to be at least in part in almost open revolt.
He was still trying to think of a way to give himself more choices when his Chamberlain knocked at the chamber to his study. “Enter...”
The balding man bowed, “Sire, Tzadi Olivia Renkin has returned. It seems Duke Harl of Anton was killed in the fighting. She is accompanied by his heir, Duke Raka Anton, and the eldest daughter Farella Anton. They have been assigned quarters adjoining Tzadi Renkin’s by her request and formal Court Appearance has been scheduled for early next week, pending your approval.” He took a deep breath, “Will Your Majesty wish to interview them in private before the formal hearing?”
Oliver closed his eyes. “Dead, he says... Sounds convenient for escaping blame. Let them cool their heals for a time, then yes, eventually I will want to find out what story they intend to present.”
The Chamberlain bowed and swept out of the room. Oliver was really irritated now. No way to drop the hammer on the dead. Dispossessing the heir would likely be viewed as overkill by the other Dukes. A message needed to be sent, but sending one that seemed unfair would be the wrong message and might incite more thoughts of revolt.
Giving up for the day, Oliver slipped through the secret passages and headed toward Selena’s rooms. At least there no one would be dropping new problems on him.
Been Away Too Long
Pavel took a long last look around at their mountain home. He told himself it wasn’t good by forever. Shadrea and he had found the ruins of this city high in the mountains nearly twenty years ago. Exploring the ruins and starting their own little family had made this a little golden age in his life. He really was sorry to see it end, but losing Evan this winter had rattled Shadrea, and while Jayen was younger than the duke, he wasn’t getting any younger.
So with Skylord filled to the maximum weight limit. All the children were loaded, even Janice’s little pseudo dragon that she befriended. Sha pushed past him to double check that the twins were fastened in properly. It would be a long trip for them. Almost twenty hours straight through, there were two saeti on this trip to make certain they could take shifts. Pavel looked at them worriedly. They were awfully young, but he knew his brother wouldn’t send out anyone he didn’t have complete confidence in. The little slip of a girl not much older than his eldest Seth gave him a smile and an encouraging nod.
Pavel looked down the row, at fourteen Seth was almost a man. He had a mix of his father’s size and his mother’s Elven blood, so he looked like a giant kid. Nearly ready for his own Saeti test, he was just at that dangerous stage where his view of his abilities was stronger than his fear of his inexperience. Still Pavel had to admit, he had matured nicely over this last year. “OK, it is going to be a long flight. Obey the saeti, they are here to make sure you make it to your grandmother in one piece and she doesn’t come looking for me.” He made a face, and the twins giggled, Janice even smiled, but Seth just rolled his eyes. “Seth is in charge. He’s the oldest and I want you three to do what he says. Be good for your grandparents and we’ll get there as soon as we can. Koloss doesn’t fly, but it still shouldn’t take too long. We love you. Stay safe!” He practically growled the last to cover the roughness in his voice. He hadn’t been away from them for this long before. Sha came over squeezed his hand she was crying.
“Be good for mamma. Make us proud.” she pulled Pavel out of Skylord behind her. Her last sight of them was Seth breathing a sigh of relief.
As they watched the giant golem take to wing and fade off into the distance, Shadrea sighed. “I know they are as safe as we can make them. I know momma and da will have the spoiled rotten by the time we arrive. I even know that a little independence like this is good for them, especially at Seth and Janice’s age. Why then do I feel like such a rotten mother?”
Pavel gave a deep and rumbling laugh, “Because you are such a very good mother. I know what you mean. I almost chased it down twice before it finally took flight.”
He stretched and looked back toward their little comfortable house carved into the mountain. “You know, since they are already gone and we can’t bring them back, we could spend one more evening here at the house. You know with no kids?” He smiled leeringly at her.
Sha just giggled and wiped her eyes, “That’s how we ended up with the twins if you remember right. Besides, we’ll be camping together for the next month with no kids, and Koloss to keep watch.”




Enough Already
Danger on the Plains
Kia had used her Shape-shifting spell to turn herself into a ferret to ride in Dina’s cloak as they flew up over the plains. At Hawk flight speeds, they were outside of the Alorn encampment before the sun had set. The problem was they had crossed over two large orc bands to get there.
Dina settles outside of camp to allow them to walk in and cause the least disruption. Kia resumes her natural form and gives a shiver. “My cloak is nice, but I miss fur.”
Dina couldn’t help but smile. Only Kia could say that with a straight face and no one looked at her funny. “Well, we’ll be in a nice warm yair soon. I just want to flag down one of their pickets so we don’t cause a security alarm.”
A rider was coming in hard and fast toward them. “Ah, I think we’ve found our escort.”
Kia shrugged, “Maybe but be ready on that Force Dome, just in case.”
They need not have worried. The young man who reigned in just a few feet from them looked more confused than angry, “Um, where did you ladies come from?”
Kia smiled up at him. “We’ve just come to visit my sister, is Ivor son of Bjorn’s wife Esta in this encampment?” She asked. It was completely unnecessary, even if they hadn’t used the Seeker spell to find her, Ivor’s exotic encampment of yair were nearly unique among the Alorn. Mostly because even those who would imitate, couldn’t afford to.
The figure on the horse leaned forward and blinked, “Aunt Kia? Is that you?” It was Dina and Kia’s turn to squint and look up at him. He laughed. “You might not recognize me. After all, it’s been almost ten years. I’m Ari son of Ivor, Rina’s oldest son.”
Kia laughed, “Well, you have grown up!  Quite nicely too...” She almost purred.
He blushed and Dina looked at her like she had lost her mind. She looked back at Dina, “What? Ivor and Rina’s son is no blood kin of mine, certainly doesn’t take him off the table!”
He stammered, “Esta will be thrilled to see you both.”
Dina sighed. “Well, maybe you can show us the way before Kia slips her leash and starts nibbling on you right here.” she rolled her eyes at Kia’s giggle.
A few moments later they found themselves not in Esta’s comfortable yair but rather out with the wounded in the hospital wagons. Esta looked up and nearly cried when she saw Kia and Dina. “Praise all the spirits that you picked today to visit! We’ve been on the wrong in of a series of attacks. Bjorn fell in battle two weeks ago. Ivor’s been wounded beyond my ability to heal him, and so have a half dozen others.” She looked thin and exhausted with dark circles under her eyes. “Please help us!”
Kia rushed in to hug her, while Dina went straight into medical mode checking each of the men on the two wagons. Ivor looked to be the worst.  His leg was shredded. Strips of cauterized flesh hanging loosely from the bone. If this wasn’t worked on soon, he would certainly lose the leg and may already. If the wound sickness had set in, it might already be too late without more power than she had brought with her.
“Kia take a look. I think we have to take the leg. Maybe Dad could save it, for that matter grandma can grow it back, but unless you know a trick or two that I don’t, we need to remove it and save his life.” She backed away and went over to hold Esta’s hand while Kia looked.
Kia shook her head. “We don’t have to remove it, but it will be lame even after the healing. You are right though, if we can call for help from mom...” Kia began to carefully piece the charred meat of Ivor’s leg back together, ever so carefully wrapping the surrounding bandages tightly to hold it in place. Ivor started to wake up and call out, but Kia was ready for that. She cast Strike Numb and watched as he breathed more easily and finally relaxed. With the wounds bound up tight, it was Dina’s turn.
She stepped up, looked at the frown lines in Ivor’s weathered face. “It’s ok Uncle Ivor, we’ll have you back in no time.” She drew in her power and concentration and focused the magic in a general field over his body and cast Great Healing. She felt the exhaustion overwhelm her, and her legs nearly gave out, but fortunately Kia and Esta were ready and moved with great speed to lower her safely to the ground. Two large men showed up and gently put her on a stretcher and moved her over by the warmth of the fire.
Ivor’s eyes flickered. “I don’t hurt anymore, did I die?” he asked in a hoarse croak.
Esta was laughing maniacally through the tears. “No. We’ve just had family stop over at the most convenient time.”
Ivor drifted back off to sleep while Kia looked at the next young man. The liquid oozing from his fractured skull had her very concerned. It looked like jagged pieces of the skull would also cause more damage even if she healed the actual wound. “Esta, I know you’re not really up for this but this man needs surgery, and the sooner the better. Is there anyone here who knows enough to help?”
As she heard that said, an old woman stepped forward. “I can do anything if you can help my son.”
Kia looked at her dubiously, “This could get pretty rough, are you certain you can handle it?”
The old woman looked her dead in the eye, “I’ve borne nine children into this world, buried three, and two husbands, if it means I don’t bury Eremas, I can handle anything.”
Kia grinned fiercely at her. “Now I believe you! Esta grab her your Reshape gloves.” She looked at the old woman. “What we’re going to do is cut away the flesh from his skull. As I pull it back, you’re going to smooth out those bone fragments. Stick your finger on the underside as well, yes touching his brain is bad for him, but leaving sharp bone to cut it is worse.  Smooth it out, then slowly smooth it together. I’ll put the repaired skin back in to place and we’ll use the healing magic to make it all reconnect.” She shrugged. “Then we’ll see. A lot depends on what has already been damaged, and how much damage we have to do fixing what we can. Are you ready?”
The old woman just nodded as she pulled the magic gloves on. It took nearly a half an hour, but no sooner had the healing spell been cast, than his eyes fluttered open. He smiled at his mother and asked if he could have a drink of wine. The old woman leaned forward with tears in her eyes to kiss his brow. “Broth for you, wine later.” She looked at Kia and Kia could see her fading as the adrenaline was flushed from her body.
Kia smiled. “We’ll take care of him,” as she helped her remove the gloves, for now you and I need rest. There are more sick men here tonight.
Dina woke up with Septima pouring hot tea beside her. “How long was I out?”
Septima smiled. “Only about ten minutes. Relax, I’m making tea now. Kia is working with the wounded, and Esta has been put to bed with orders to stay. First sleep she’s had in nearly two days.” She shrugged, “Really none of us have been sleeping much lately. Your arrival couldn’t have been better timed.”
Dina sighed. “If I had known what I was walking into, I would have brought more power stones. Still, we should be an improvement on what you would have without us. Glad to help.” She sat up as Septima handed her the warm mug of tea. She only got the opportunity to enjoy a couple of sips before there was more commotion in the medical area. An Orc raid had been turned back but Ari son of Ivor had taken an arrow to the neck and was losing blood fast.
I Have Had Enough
Kia watched young Ari recover from his wounds and armor back up to continue his watch. It made her angry. These young men hadn’t even really come into their full growth yet, but they were out prowling the dark at the camp's edge protecting their families. What ever had these orcs all stirred up, the Alorn were out numbered.
“Dina! Have you got this?” she yelled as she finished up with the last minor healing on man her father’s age who had no business out in the dark chasing down orcs at his age.  Still how could you blame him for doing his part when the other option is men not much more than boys? Even actual boys of ten and twelve were armed and watching the flocks.
Dina looked up, “I’ll manage. What aer you up to?”
“I’m done with playing clean up! Time to show these bastards what an angry tzadi can do.” She grabbed up a power stone, then looked at the wagons, and put it back.
“I don’t know if that is a smart move. Orcs are vicious beasts in the dark. What exactly are you planning?”
Kia gave her a wicked grin. “A little trick your Da taught me last week. I’ll be careful.”
Dina shook her head but knew when Kia got like this, being reasonable wasn’t in the cards. “You’d better. Orcs don’t take prisoners like Duke Anton’s men would.”
Kia just shrugged and started to cast. A moment later a small bat was winging its way out of the camp and toward the enemy camp just to the south.
Not even a full hour later she was resuming her natural form, hidden by a cluster of tents. Silently she began to draw in her will and focus her mind. This would only take a minute, but for that minute she was vulnerable if anyone happened to notice her. Crouching low, she summoned the fire elemental. The ground began to glow faintly when she finished. They always take a few minutes to appear, but she had no plan to be there when it did. Back into bat form she was winging her way out of the camp and into a position at the far end of the camp.
The trick to summoning a fire elemental that you couldn’t control was to stay out of its reach. Once it arrived, it would try to chase her down and kill her to get its release. It could always sense where she was, even in bat form. So as long as she hopped from one end of the camp to the other, it would cross back and forth through the enemy camp.  Orcs could always be counted on to try to kill anything that had invaded their camp. She would let them fight it out until one had destroyed the other and then, she would fly away. Hopefully, with neither side ever having seen her much less tried to fight her.
She heard the commotion before she saw the elemental take form.  This was a big one. She didn’t dare wait too long for it to get too close it might be able to move faster than the last two she had raised. Sure enough though, tents were blazing, and the orcs were in a pitched battle.
She waited until it was almost to the edge of camp, when she flew out and around, drawing it through an as yet undamaged section of their camp. The fight was fierce and flying over the camp was a no go; The smoke rising was thick and nearly choked her out the last time she tried. She rested as much as she could. Flying was tiring. Fortunately, maintaining the spell wasn’t too bad. She had really hooked into a monster this time; she thought. Usually fire elementals would only stick around for about an hour before the spell’s hold wore off, and they went back to where ever they came from. It was nearly dawn before this one gave up looking for her blood. The orc camp was shattered and smoldering. Many of the orcs lay dead or dying, the rest had run off scattered into the night.
When she returned, she looked for Ari’s guard post. She resumed her natural form and nearly fell over. She smiled up at him on his horse. “Give a girl a lift home?”
Not Quite Back to Normal
It took two days and another fire elemental but the Alorn had some breathing room, and their injured were all on the mend. Esta had slept for nearly the full two days, as had Septima. Rina had played hostess as much as such a thing was needed, considering that so much time was spent among the medical wagons. Still Dina did have a long talk with her, and Esta as well the night before it was time to leave. Ivor was up on his horse already and while not up to his full strength by anyone’s estimation, even his own, he would last long enough to lead his people to the trading camp.
Once there, Esta knew her mother would stop by and make everything all right again. She had pushed herself almost too far this time. Worn beyond usefulness, she had tried to stay in the fight. If Dina and Kia hadn’t shown up when they did, she didn’t want to think what would have happened. Her Power stones were all empty or nearly so. Fortunately, young Evan had the spark as well and could join with her to share energy. At fourteen he was actually a fairly accomplished Saeti himself. He would have been more help had he not also been injured the week before and had still been recovering. Looking back on it she determined she would not make that mistake again. Even if it wore down her reserves, she would have him whole, his energy reserves were just too valuable to squander waiting on natural healing.
She felt a small twinge of panic as Dina and Kia flew away. She hoped that the girl could find it in her heart to make room for his concubine. To make a rival a sister as she had. She never would have gotten through these last couple of weeks without Septima and Rina. Dina still wasn’t sure what she was going to do, but she knew what her next step would be.
They were packing up. It was time to move again. The days ahead are going to not be any easier. When the immediate survival pressures subside, Ivor will be faced with grieving his father. She felt an ache in her own heart that even the joy of seeing Ivor riding again couldn’t quite salve. This had been a long winter, and while not particularly harsh, the plains seemed determined to swallow them whole.




Choice of Allies
Oily Dirty Politics
A’nok had been dodging him the last couple of days, at least Oliver was fairly certain of it. Maybe it was just that his father was back in town and he was letting Echal and Feylynn handle things but Oliver suspected it was more than that. A’nok knew something about the fallout after his now infamous, in his mind anyway, lunch date with Dina. Maybe he just didn’t want to be in the middle of it all, well too damn bad, he was stuck in the middle as much as Oliver didn’t want him there either.
He was trying to mentally shove all of that aside and focus on the task at hand. Tzadi Olivia was escorting the would be Duke of Anton into his study. He was a bit surprised that there were three people. Tzadi Olivia he expected would be staying, as would Raka Anton, the third member of the little trio was a slight dark-haired girl with snow white skin. Much more than a child, but certainly not yet a woman, the girl looked at him with big trusting eyes. He shivered as he looked into them, but then regained possession of himself. Farella Anton was an arresting young woman. Unsettling, but not unpleasant, he couldn’t help but see the stunning woman that would one day soon bloom from the girl's features.
Tzadi Olivia bowed, “Your Majesty, thank you for granting us this informal meeting. This is Duke Raka of Anton and his sister Farella. “
Oliver made a face and then nodded. “Raka is the late Duke Anton’s preferred heir?”
Olivia caught the nuance of the question, and the subtle correction of her introduction. “Yes, Sire.” She looked at him quizzically.
Oliver raised an eyebrow. “I see. Before we get ahead of ourselves, let’s just hear Raka’s account of his actions.”
Raka completely missed the subtle context of the correction. “Your Majesty, my sister and I were not consulted in the attack on the Dutchy of Mirron. When my father fell in battle, the title fell to me, and my first order was to pull back and only defend. I am not Your Majesty’s enemy. Our people are not Your Majesties enemies. Our father made a mistake, for which he paid the ultimate price. I will be your loyal vassal. My sister would even like to become your queen, that we may tie our families together, so that you never need to question our loyalty. To work against you would be to work against ourselves.” He ran down as he noticed the unimpressed look on the King’s face. He looked nervously to Tzadi Olivia and fell silent.
Oliver was seething, but with a great effort, he manages to not make it obvious. “I see. I will give your suggestion all due consideration.  This interview is concluded. Farella, it was very nice to meet you.”
She gushed and curtsies, “Thank you Your Majesty”
The three turned to leave but Oliver called out at the last moment, “Tzadi Olivia, a moment...”
Olivia nodded to the two and sent them on their way. “Your Majesty?”
“Your analysis?”
Olivia schools her face to a very careful neutral. “I believe that they were not consulted by their father.”
Oliver gave a wolfish grin. “Probably true, but if the fight had gone the other way, they wouldn’t hesitate to benefit from it.” He rubbed his chin theatrically. “And Farella?”
Olivia shrugged just as carefully casual. “You should marry and produce an heir as soon as possible.  The succession should never be left in doubt.”
“I see. Thank you for your council.”
The door hadn’t been closed for more than a few moments before he whipped his dagger at it. The solid thunk resounded in the empty room. This was the White Spire, he was almost certain of it but he couldn’t prove any of it. Unfortunately, tzadi do not fear a common knife, he would have to select his weaponry much more carefully.
Stuck in the Middle with You
A’nok was trying to avoid Oliver. He knew Dina had been struggling with a decision about their lunch date. He didn’t want to betray confidences of either of them.  More importantly he didn’t want to be in the middle.
He had been meeting with his father and grandmother. They were both back from the war front and surprised to hear that the old Duke of Anton was supposedly killed in the fighting. There was no mention of that from any of the prisoners, or even the baron who switched sides. They greeted the concept with more than a bit of skepticism.
He was just leaving the meeting and heading off to get lost in the city for a while when he nearly ran over King Oliver.
“Ah, A’nok! I’ve been looking for you.”
“How can I help, Your Majesty?”
“Well, actually I’ve been looking for Dina, but since you’ve been hiding from me, I assume you know where she is.”
“I don’t want to be a go between. Part of giving each other privacy is staying out of things we’ve been asked to stay out of.”
“You know where she is though, and now I am making an official request. Where is Dina?”
Damn, He didn’t want to deal with this! “I am not dealing with this. You want Dina, go talk to Selena.”
Oliver had a very confused look for a moment and then his face got red. “Thank you!” and off he ran.
A’nok gave Dina a warning, and then threw his hands in the air, and then left the palace. There had to be a place in town where a man can relax for a couple of hours and not have to worry about his sister’s love life.
Ground Rules
Dina thought that she should feel bad about the ease with which she circumvented the palace security. If she did become queen, this will be something she will take care of immediately. For now, it was just too convenient.  A couple of Lure spells to pull guards away from key areas and an invisibility spell, and she let herself into Selena’s private courtyard. The Knock spell to unlock the door, and a Silence spell to prevent an initial scream bringing unwanted guards.
Soon enough though, Selena found herself comfortably sharing a cup of tea with Dina chatting away as if they had known each other from childhood. Ok Dina cheated a little by using Emotion Control to create a calming environment, but not to taint her free will, just enough to break the ice. According to Esta, it only works if it is genuine on all sides and no one feels pressured.
They talked about Esta, Septima, and Rina. They spoke about her being barren. Dina also floated the possibility of healing that. Brothers fighting over the throne have been the biggest fear of NoVasian monarchs for generations, but it doesn’t have to be that way. The world is huge and we just have to take it back from the goblin kin. What Dina could not tell her, but it was jumping around in her mind, there are whole other worlds available if they ever run out of room here.
A’nok broke in, ‘too late to run, you’re going to have company. Sorry he cornered me.’
Dina couldn’t help but swear at her brother. She was really more mad at herself. She was so busy trying to learn if she could make a sister out of Selena, that she didn’t even realize that Oliver had cornered A’nok. She could feel A’nok’s unease at being put in the middle like this but she couldn’t fault him for answering a direct question.
“Selena, we’re about to have company.” She barely got the words out than the door burst open and Oliver was standing there red faced and obviously angry.
“What are you doing here?” he demanded looking directly at Dina. Without giving her a chance to answer he continued his rant, “I told you that Selena has nothing to do with anything that happens between us! Which will not happen when I find you going behind my back to try to put pressure on her like this! What the hell were you thinking!” His anger was still building and unfortunately for him, it was contagious.
Normally, fairly even-tempered, Dina felt her blood pounding in her ears. She drew herself up to her full, not horribly impressive height. “Obviously it is a good thing I got to see this side of you before we did build anything between us!” She fixed him with her most dangerous glare and then cast Invisibility and vanished.
Oliver was startled. He rounded on Selena. “Why didn’t you call for the guards?”
Selena shrank back from his anger. “I tried, I couldn’t make a sound. She was nice to me...” she tried as a defense but trailed off.
Oliver took a deep breath and went to take her gently into his arms, “Damn it. I didn’t mean for her to come in here and cause problems for you.”
Selena shook her head. “It wasn’t like that at all! She just wanted to talk. She told me about your lunch and what she suspected you were thinking of.  That wasn’t what I wanted to hear, but you’re right, now that you’re king, you need an heir. I’ve always known this day was coming. She surprised me. Said she went to talk with her Aunt who lives among the Alorn. Did you know their men have more than one wife?” she shook her head to clear it, “Anyway she was talking about how they lived, and said that when it is done right, her aunt says she gained sisters instead of rivals. It sounded nice to me. I like her.”
Oliver was stunned. He felt like he had been gut punched. “Oh. Ah shit, I’ve just made a real ass out of myself.”
Selena hugged him, “It’s ok. She’s just mad because you were yelling. You scared me, I haven’t seen you like that... Well ever.”
Oliver hugged her back. “I just thought she was going behind my back to pressure you. That she was trying to control me, though you. I’m going to be in the doghouse for a bit, I think.”
Selena giggled. “You could always try apologizing. If she knew what you thought, she seemed pretty reasonable to me, especially considering what we were talking about.”
Oliver shook his head and grinned. “If only it weren’t an apology. Kings can’t really do that, even in private it sets a bad precedent.”
Dina let her Invisibility spell drop. “You don’t have to apologize.” They both jumped. “I went invisible, but realized all the doors were closed. I had nowhere to go to without giving myself away.”
Oliver laughed. He couldn’t help it. She was just so damn cute with that guilty, frustrated look on her face. After all the stress she had put him under with this stunt, it was just good to know she wasn’t infallible on top of it.
She glared at him, but the laughter just hit him again. “Oh, damn!” he said wiping his eyes. “I could see me doing that same thing. Please, can we just start over on this?”
Dina was pouting. “Depends. ”
He reached a hand out to her. “Depends on what?”
She reached for his hand and gave him a grudging smile, “Depends on if you stop laughing at me!”
He laughed again, and she pretended to pull away. He just gently pulled her in to him, “I promise, I will only laugh for you and never at you. When you do things this funny, I have to laugh.  Of course after the way today has gone, I needed that laugh.”
She yielded to his gentle pull; she lay her head on his shoulder. “I do like you. I do want to see if this will work, but don’t act like it doesn’t matter. Every thing in our lives matter, if we’re going to join them. You think of this like it is a dream come true, and unfortunately it isn’t. I had plans for my life and it didn’t include this.  Still, I can’t deny that I can do a lot of good here, for you, for my kingdom, for my family, and yes even for me. It just isn’t how I saw things. Can we go slow and test this?”
Oliver gave her a gentle kiss on the top of her hair. “Shh... We have time if we need it. Besides, if it doesn’t work, there’s always Farella Anton.”
She pulled away and gave him a glare and realized she had just been goaded into a reaction. “Or you could end up being a frog!”
Oliver laughed long and hard, with a very tentative giggle Selena joined them.




Rough Roads
Koloss Chaos
Pavel and Shadrea had thought that they would cross the plains leisurely, spending their time together almost as a second honeymoon.  It seemed that the Storm Giants were migrating from the northern wastes and driving scores of lesser monsters ahead of them. The elves seemed to be holding their borders sufficiently, but that only funneled them all right into the path Koloss was taking along the northern edge of the Alorn plains. Not to mention as all of this got pushed down on top of the Alorn, that would put pressure on everything.
Koloss had ran throughout the night at a steady stride. Pavel was asleep below and Sha was riding atop to monitor their progress. She was glad that the children were safely with mamma and da, but with all of these creatures on the move, she was a bit concerned for themselves. She was working through how long it was likely to take them when Koloss lurched wildly to the right, very nearly fell over. She looked back, his left leg was a charred ruin. Still limping along, he struggled to stay ahead of the Polar Worm, that had been hiding in the snow bank they just skirted. Easily fifteen paces long, this was bigger than Koloss and might be a fight he can’t win on his own.
Nearly out of pure instinct, she cast Instant Restoration. The Power stone was now drained and useless but Koloss was back to his full running speed, as the Polar Worm adjusted its angle of attack it showed no signs of giving up its pursuit. Swearing loudly a newly awakened Pavel peeks his head up through the hatch. “What the bloody hell going on up here?”
Sha could see his face contort as he saw the Polar Worm trying to close the distance. “I’m going to slow Koloss down to let it close. Once it’s close enough, use Create Animal to put an olliphant right in front of it. By the time one wins the fight, or the spell ends, Koloss will have an insurmountable lead.”
Sha grinned back up at him, “Great idea!”
She gathered up her will and the last of her own energy; she got the spell ready. She waited and watched as the creature began to close the gap. She could see it pouring on speed trying to close the gap between the Polar Worm and Koloss. Pavel was skillful, slowing Koloss and then picking it back up into a sprint, then slowing again. Making it appear to tire and just as it was going to pounce, Sha cast her spell, and the chaos began. When ten tons of hungry Polar Worm strikes into six tons of confused and now furious olliphant, the results are quite impressive. The oliphant trumpeted his surprise and anger and pain. One tusk catching the side of the Polar Worm, cutting deep and goring a long way down its side, spilling the molten insides upon the fresh snow. Both beasts lost their footing and sent up great waves of loose snow fall.
Koloss was back into its distance chewing stride, and the sun was just starting to turn the horizon a pre-dawn grey. Shadrea settled in to relax. She had been sitting on the sidelines too long. She would need her wits about her as they returned to the civilized lands. In their own way, they carried dangers greater than any Polar Worm.
Order in the Court
King Oliver II called his court into session. He looked around the crowd, several of his Dukes had made it a point to be here, as had the new members of the Advisory Council. The merchants looked quite out of place in this gathering, though there was no doubt in his mind that they were paying attention and intent on growing into their new position. He was very surprised to see Dina sitting in the very back of the chamber with Selena. Dina’s face was an unreadable mask, but the excitement on Selena’s face was clear. Normally he would have a problem with having her out where others could try to pressure her to get to him, but with Dina at her side, no one was going to be able to become a problem.
Pushing aside his personal issues, he called forth Duke Mirron to give testimony.
Galan took twenty minutes to lay out the exact timeline of the nearly simultaneous attack between the goblin army and the forces of Duke Anton. He spoke eloquently of burned villages and contrasted that against the relatively gentle treatment of Duke Anton’s subjects in conquered areas.
Selena hated to interrupt Dina while she was watching, but she needed to know. In a voice barely above a whisper, “Is Duke Mirron saying that they were working with the goblins?”
Dina smiled and squeezed her hand as she whispered back. “We can’t prove it, but it was one unlikely coincidence.”
Selena’s eyes were as large as dinner plates as she realized how insane that was. A’nok chimed in to Dina, ‘You shouldn’t be exposing her to all of this.  She’s been sheltered her whole life. This is too much.’
Dina’s brow wrinkled, ‘Maybe it is long pastime for her to understand her world. This is one you should stay out of dear brother. She helps him more when she understands the pressures he is under.’
Her internal communication over, she smiled at Selena. “Now, shh. We need to know what is going on if we want to be able to help him.” The look on Selena’s face was still rattled but determined. Dina was proud of her. Selena was naïve and ignorant, but not stupid. The thought that she could help Oliver was all it took for her to jump in with both feet.
Next Raka of Anton was called to bear witness. Dina saw Raka bristle when the title of Duke was not applied to him as he felt was his due. She cast Sense Emotion and swept it over the other Dukes. There was much unease there. Raka gave his statement, and when he got to the portion of his father's death, she swept the Dukes again and found them surprisingly calm.
Dina was trying to make sense of the change, as Raka slid into his personal protestations of loyalty. Dina swept him with Sense Emotion as well and could see the anger radiating away like waves. Only when he offered his sister up as a peace offering did his anger subside. A muffled indignant snort escaped from Selena sitting at her side. Dina couldn’t hold in a tiny smile. She didn’t like how his anger mollified when he was pimping out his sister. Seems like that was part of their plan.
King Oliver let out a long sigh. “Our first ruling concerns borders. The borders shall remain where they are, as of the ceasefire.” Surprise swept the room. Dina kept tabs on the Dukes and didn’t see much surprise or anger from that. Oliver continued as the room settled. “On the issue of succession,” at this point the whole room erupted in confused surprise. Dina noticed the Dukes were on full alert and she could feel the anger building just below the surface.
Using Telepathy, she contacted Oliver. ‘Only you can hear me. I’ve been monitoring your Dukes and you’re walking on thin ice here.’ She dropped the connection and just made eye contact with a startled Oliver. With a slight nod to let her know message received, he pointed to his Seargent at Arms.
The large Seargent at Arms banged his halberd haft on the stone floor. As it rang out through the hall, silence returned. Into the silence, Oliver continued. “On the issue of succession, there is no current resolution of this. Raka of Anton is to remain as my guest until a resolution is determined.”
Tzadi Olivia of the White Spire rose to her feet. “Your Majesty! Certainly you can’t mean to not accept his offer of vassalage? This hasn’t been done by any monarch in living memory?”
Oliver turned on her and favored her with an animalistic grin. “No, we normally just kill the traitors. I am not convinced he is deserving of that, but I do think that he and his father were up to no good. Until I determine his fate, he will remain my guest. I will not army him and trust him at my back. I could, of course fall back on tradition and send him straight to the block. Would that be preferable?”
As Olivia set new record for back pedaling. Oliver dismissed the court. Dina felt the Dukes indignant She knew they would be a real problem if not handled well.
Dina and Selena, ducked out and headed back to her room. A’nok would likely see Oliver before she would but either way what she had learned will be passed along. Time for her to help Selena process what she had just seen. To her that the court would be that unruly was unthinkable. She didn’t realize how fragile Oliver’s position really could be.
Fallout
Oliver entered the conference room and was happy to see A’nok and Echal already there. They told him that Feylynn had needed to fly off to help Esta. They gave him a brief rundown of what Kia and Dina had experienced out on the plains. Echal relaxed back in his chair. “Oliver, I know this is an important step for you, but are you certain you want to strip him of his inheritance? It sets a dangerous precedent.”
Oliver grinned. “I think he conspired with goblin kin. I want him dead. I’m fairly certain that his old man isn’t dead either.  It’s just a hunch, but there were no reports of it until I called for his arrest.” He shook his head. “No, he will not be getting away with this. That sets an even more dangerous precedent.”
Echal sighed, but A’nok spoke up. “Dina just told me that she was monitoring emotional states of the crowd, especially of your direct vassals, during court. She says that she and Selena have a couple of ideas to help with this but that since she actually wants to see you tonight, she won’t be telling me. If you want to know, you can’t spend all evening with us.”
Echal’s brows rose in surprise, “This is new?”
Oliver blushed ferociously. “Fairly new.” He looked over to A’nok, “Can we talk about it another time?”
Echal laughed, and A’nok shook his head. “Fine by me. I don’t want in the middle of this, but I can’t find a way out.”
Oliver tried to regain a regal bearing, but it was hard to do when you could feel your ears burning. “About the situation at hand?”
A’nok shrugged. “If you’re determined to do it, then you don’t need my council you know what you’re going to do.”
Echal sighed, “Wrong attitude son. It isn’t about what he’s going to do but how, and how to make sure we’re not embroiled in another civil war, when the Alorn arrive in the spring with hordes of orc and goblins nipping at their heels. Go on, get out of here. Oliver and I need to talk, and if I know Dina, she does have a trick or two in mind. I’ll let him talk to her and then catch back up to go over it all in the morning.”
A’nok didn’t need to be told twice. He was halfway down the hall before Oliver and Echal settled in over goblets of potent wine. Echal said nothing. He just looked at Oliver expectantly. Oliver understood the game, his father had taught it to him before his tenth birthday. The problem was that Oliver wasn’t in the mood for games. It had been a long day, and he felt like he had been force marched through twenty miles of bad road. He slammed his hand on the table and growled, “Enough, let’s just get this out of the way so we can focus on the bigger picture. Yes, I invited your daughter to lunch last week. I had told myself it was to thank her for her quick actions during the assassination attempt, and then that it would be good to know someone my own age, and then grudgingly that eventually I would need a queen and she was eligible, by all standards.”
He took a deep breath and let out a sigh, “She was smarter than I gave her credit for, and figured out where it was leading. I think it spooked her a bit.”
Echal chuckled at the miserable look on Oliver’s face. “I think I looked about that sad and sorry after meeting her mother. So what’s the deal with her teaming up with Selena? That wouldn’t have been the first reaction I would have expected from her... Or maybe Catrin refused the contract?”
Oliver’s eyes bulged for a moment as he remembered who his future mother-in-law would be. “No, she just flew off to visit her Aunt Esta. It is how we have more news about the conditions on the plains. By the time I learned what was happening, they were already thick as thieves.”
Echal rubbed his eyes. “I feel for you, son. I do. Your future is going to be interesting.”
Oliver took a deep drink of the wine, “I thought I would know how my future would go, but now when I talk to Dina, it’s like half business deal, half political argument, and half private relationship, all glued together with a lifetime spent learning about the most interesting woman I’ve ever met. It’s like overdoing it on bread pudding, no matter how hard you squish it into the bowl you still manage to have it spurt out the other side. It’s just too much to fit into one life.”
Echal nodded. “Your father told me he trusted the man you had become. I trust him. Just know, if you hurt her...” He shrugged, “Even if I were willing to let you live for the sake of governmental consistency, I could never restrain Catrin.” He smiled just a bit unnervingly at Oliver. “You really should go find out what she was able to find about your nobles. I have Galan meeting with them tonight to hear what he can hear.”




Restructuring
A Pleasant Evening
Oliver made his way to Selena’s quarters. It had been a long day and that last conversation with Echal wasn’t one had had in his plans. Now he was walking blind to what ever Dina had planned. Selena wouldn’t let her get too crazy, he thought and then thought better of it. Selena was an innocent. She had no idea the kind of schemes that Dina could plan if she wanted to cause trouble. As he reached the door, he realized that he was overreacting. If Dina had been up to no good, with her own power and her family connections, she wouldn’t need Selena to get the better of him.
He walked in and he could smell pastries. He rounded the corner and there were Selena and Dina both wearing one of the little sheer Elven silk robes that Selena loved so much. Dina smiled, “Glad you could make it.”
Oliver ran his hands over his face. “I was having the talk with your father.”
Dina winced. “I am sorry about that. I had wanted to soften him up a bit first.”
“Went better than I feared.” Oliver said while Selena slipped over to him and began to undress him. “Um... Not that I’m complaining but are we really at this stage yet?”
Dina smiled. “Well, don’t get too excited, we’re not married yet. I just think we need to all be comfortable and Selena and I have already had time to um... destress.” Selena giggled. “Now it is your turn, and after you’ve had a bath and a snack and maybe another glass of wine... We can help you solve a couple of the problems your vassals have been up too.”
Selena giggled again. “I think you’re going to like that. Dina has a twisty mind.”
Oliver shrugged. He could think of a lot worse things than a hot bath and some food and lounging comfortably with beautiful women. The evening went ever better than he expected. The bath turned into a game of splash and once everyone was wet anyway a long soak together. He tried to be a gentleman about it, but Dina was absolutely breath-taking. Snacks were good too. He spent time kissing and caressing both Selena and Dina. He was really thinking that he could get used to this, but he was starting to want to take this further. Dina just smiled at him and then touched his forehead. The spell Ecstasy took effect and rolled his eyes back into his head. For the next full minute, she knew he would be unable to do anything but ride the wave after wave of pleasure.
Selena giggled as she watched his body convulse. “I still want it the old way too, but I could never do that to him!”
Dina laughed. “Well, I’m sure in good time, I’ll want ‘the old way’ too. For tonight though I want him relaxed and not chasing more pleasure. Tonight we want to really talk to him so everything that distracts him needs to already be taken care of.”
Oliver was coming out of it by now and breathing heavily. “Wow. What was that?”
Dina grinned at him. “A little trick I picked up in my studies. Can’t do it too often or you can get addicted, but for special occasions, it is fun.”
“Damnation woman! It was like I was both blind and blinded by a full rainbow.” Oliver gasped in wonder and smiled as the lingering pleasures faded. “It was beyond my ability to describe.”
Selena and Dina were both chuckling. “I know. It is completely debilitating.  More than one monster has been hit with that spell only to have its throat slit while in helpless bliss. I prefer this use of it better. Besides now that you will need time to recover, we can talk business.”
Oliver took a moment to stretch out, his body feeling as if it were made of bricks. “So you said you think you have a solution?”
Dina nodded, “Well Selena helped me put the finishing touches on it, but it goes something like this...” She lay down next to him and Selena snuggled in on the other side. “Strip Anton of any titles. Your nobles will scream bloody murder, for fear of their own privileges. So be fair in doing so. Promote a young man to fill his spot, and the marry him to Farella so that the deeds of his ancestors are not forgotten and their blood shall still be on the throne. Only Raka pays for his part, but again you will be fair! Because you cannot prove he was directly involved as any competent heir should be, you will give him the chance to earn a Dutchy in his own name. Name grandpa Savon as Duke of the area surrounding Beit HaTzadi, and just to the north of it claim a chunk of ground, and tell Raka it is his, if he can hold it. Then offer each of your vassals the chance to get rid of their problem children as vassals to Raka. They can promote from within, and any who have been a problem, simply get assigned to Raka. He only gets a seat with the Dukes when he can pay the minimum tax the other dukes pay. Until that time, he has a courtesy title and a nonstop flow of convicts, turned conscripts. See what he can do with it.”
“Oh, you are good. We strengthen the core of the kingdom and expand its borders at the same time. I suppose you have an idea for poor Farella’s husband?”
Dina giggled. “Aunt Kia may hate me for this but yes. My cousin Ari Ivorson. He has experience fighting, he’s sort of family but with enough distance it wouldn’t look too much like a favor to the Mirron’s. I think daddy and Uncle Galan could work with him as well. It’s only a suggestion. I’m sure you have other thoughts as well.”
Oliver sighed and yawned. “Since you’ve got it all neatly wrapped up, is there anything more for me to do?”
Dina winked at Selena. “Nothing that is too pressing, but you really should send someone to get a look at Ivor’s throne. Wouldn’t do to be upstaged by a petty noble in a client state.” Selena giggled. Oliver began to softly snore.
Problem Children
Oliver smirked as he left the throne room. Court had gone better than he had expected.
The White Spire screamed about tradition as expected, but Dina and Selena’s solution of being magnanimous and ‘fair’, took the White Spire by surprise. Olivia had no plan as to how to argue against that.
The Dukes were completely behind him once they realized that not only would it not pass out of the family, but that it provided a place to dump their problem children as well. Centuries old blood feuds brought to a halt, all by simple expedient of putting hundreds of miles between them. New loyal men could be rewarded and promoted and tied more closely to their Duke.
All up and down the line, there seemed to be general approval of his first major decision as king. Sure, some lesser vassals who had been dumped from well-settled lands into untamed wilderness were understandably angry. Oliver didn’t care. This would be a golden opportunity to judge Raka. Would he side with the belly aching of his vassals, or would he show loyalty, leadership, and gratitude? Would he put aside his anger and find being alive preferable to the date with the block he would have had under his father?
Dina and Selena were waiting for him as he headed towards his meeting with his ministers. Their rather smug smiles would normally worry him, but in this case he was just happy to see them involved.  Selena had been kept intentionally ignorant for very valid reasons. He still regretted it seeing how being able to actually help him in this way was bringing her to life. “You two look way too excited about sitting in on what is likely to be a torturously boring meeting.”
Dina chuckled. “Maybe we can liven it up a bit.”
Selena said very seriously, “It isn’t boring if it can help you have more time with us.”
Oliver realized what was actually happening here. Dina was bringing Selena out into the wider world. She was ending the de facto prison sentence his father had placed her under when they were children. Once able to move about during the day, there was no reason that she or Dina couldn’t be there to help or just spend time with him anywhere. Besides who knew, maybe they could make things work better. Dina especially had no problem blowing up tradition if there were a smoother way of working. He just needed to convince her to ask him before she did it. Somehow he realized that would be the hardest part.
Whirlwind
A’nok could sense the difference when Dina accompanied Oliver into the meeting. Tucked under her arm was a book that A’nok could just make out the title of, in English it said: Principles of Scientific Management, by Frederick Winslow Taylor. A’nok remembered picking it up before they saw the Frankenstein “moving picture, ”, but he hadn’t had time to read it yet.
Dina’s voice rang clear and true in the back of his mind. ‘This will help us focus all of these bureaucracies. Eventually I will have them down to written reports, so we don’t have to listen to them drone on and on, seeking to impress each other with how diligent they are.’
A’nok could hear the humor in her thoughts. He wondered how much of this was just to stroke the egos of the various ministers? Could she be right? Would forcing them to write it down really save much time?
Dina’s thoughts thrummed with humor, ‘Not just write them, otherwise we would just get large tomes that someone would have to read, as everyone tried to prove that only they could do the job, because of how smart they are. No, we will get it to a report level, where they are forced to be precise as well. Concise little blanks where they can only enter the numbers. Small sections where they can give half page summaries of the findings, and then they can write a book that will just collect dust if they want.’
‘You know that might work!’ A’nok thought as he went over the plan in his mind.  It seemed that it gave them a place to go on in as much detail as need be, but also a way to get the usable information at a glance.
‘Of course it will work, now be quiet. I’m trying to follow the conversation so I learn what numbers are really needed.’
A’nok grinned, he had seen her on a mission like this before when she was tutoring saeti candidates. She could strip a problem down to its essence and make it easier to remember. Selena seemed to be doing her part as well, as one who doesn’t know what information is important and what isn’t, she can ask for any number she wants and the ministers all want to be seen as tolerant of the new king’s bizarre whim of having his mistress in the meeting. They really don’t have a clue how much their world is about to change. A’nok decided he wanted to have a snack when the new rules were explained to them in a week or so. Surely it wouldn’t take Dina much more than that to complete her project.




Spring
Family Ties
Feylynn arrived with a dozen saeti and impacted his tribe like a whirlwind. Ivor was still grinning as everyone tried to recover from the effect of that many magic users sorting out the months of damage and bone deep exhaustion.  They couldn’t fix everything, he would never have his father’s council again. He and his brothers would have to find a way to fill that void on their own, but to have yair repaired, food stores filling instead of dwindling, and the injured and lame made whole, was more than many in his tribe had ever hoped for.
Alorn didn’t have the innate ability to harness the power in a way that allow them to become saeti or tzadi. His eldest son Evan was the sole exception, but Ivor just assumed it came from his mother Esta. Here even relatively weak saeti were remarkable. Typically, they got by on just muscle and brain power, with an occasional alchemical potion to heal the very sick. Now they were experiencing a boom in productivity that nearly erased all the winter’s predations by the time they reached trading camp.
Unfortunately, it all wasn’t without cost.  Not money or trade goods, those he had in abundance. Thanks to Esta and Septima’s hard work, and Rina’s nearly uncanny ability to know how to sell it in the best market, their family had seen more wealth and power in his generation than the last ten. Even his elder brother was feeling a bit uncomfortable about it. Ivor didn’t want to supplant him but it was obvious to all that it was Ivor’s advice that was sought when the people needed help. Feylynn wanted what he didn’t really want to give. His children.
Not forever and she was blood grandmother to one of the ones she wanted to take with her, and to be fair had never made a distinction between him and the other four that she wanted to take. He also enjoyed the life he had now in large part because he studied in the wider world himself. He just wasn’t ready to be parted from them. They were each ready to take their first wives soon, and he wasn’t ready to be parted from them for so long. They were finally becoming young men who would build their own reputations in the tribe and he was just beginning to see the first glimmer of their future greatness. To miss out on that for the next two years while they traveled with Feylynn or studied in the civilized world pained him.
He pushed such selfish considerations from his mind. He went in to find their mothers. This decision may be his, but it shouldn’t exclude them. The thought of turning them loose on the civilized world made him smile slightly, but remembering how dangerous even that could be, he wondered again if they were prepared enough for that. Feylynn could always drop them off the palace wall as she did him, but he grinned, she would actually be on their side this time. So maybe not.
Mother Knows Best
Esta looked around the table at the completely wonderful chaos that her love for Ivor had brought into this world. Mother was talking about the plans she had for the boys, the boys were all wide eyed and eager. Rina and Septima were misty eyed just as she was but they also instinctively knew the benefits of the experience Feylynn was offering. Ivor was stone faced. She knew his heart was aching for his father’s absence and now to lose his eldest sons for two years was hard on him. She had spoken to her mother about it but Feylynn didn’t seem deterred. She seemed to think that Ivor was a man who would gladly put the advancement of his children over his own needs, and of course Esta knew she was right. Esta just worried what that meant for Ivor over the next two years.
“So I spoke with your brother Echal,” she said looking at Esta, “He says that Savon should have an assistant since he is to be made Duke over Beit HaTzadi and the Red Spire region.” She turned to Septima, “He thinks Sam’yahel would be best. We understand that he has some alchemical understanding and with the Dwarven Alchemical Acadamy right there in Beit HaTzadi, it would be a good opportunity for him to be familiar with them as well.” She looked back to Esta, “I am planning a trip to Aelfheim soon, so Evan should accompany me for that. He will make valuable contacts, but he doesn’t have Shadrea’s special talents to make them want to hold him.” She shifted in her seat to catch Rina’s eye. “Ari has come to the attention of King Oliver himself. He has requested him by name. I suspect Dina may have had something to do with it, as she and Oliver have become quite close since her last trip here to visit the Alorn.” she let that statement hang for just a moment and then continued, “Meshay is a bit younger and I understand why you would hesitate to let him go, but he will be with family the whole time, Galan needs a young man he can trust, and his own son Aelthius isn’t quite old enough yet. It will be a good experience for both of them, and while it is a large burden for only one tribe to give up so many young men at one time, I think you know that I love them all as my very own, and only seek their advancement in life.” She said the last looking at Ivor.
He winced, he knew it was true. Rian spoke up, “Mother Feylynn, we know you seek only opportunity for our sons.  Of course they may go with you.”
Ivor suppressed a sigh, “Please extend your stay among us for but another few days. I wish to go on a hunt with my sons one last time before they leave the plains. With my father gone, there is much I would say to them before we are parted.”
Feylynn’s face darkened and her eyes grew sad, “Since the loss of my Evan there isn’t a day that goes by that I don’t wish for another day, another hour, just one last embrace. I could never bring myself to withhold that from you. We but borrow them, two years is not forever. Even should one or more of them chose to stay behind as you once contemplated, it isn’t forever.”
Hunting Trip
Ivor had been out for two days with his sons. They had managed to have the bonding time he had hoped for, but Ivor could tell the boys were restless to start their new adventure. He had tried to impart the understanding that going out in to the world meant that they would be exposed to a lot of different ideas. While it was important to learn all that the so called civilized world could teach them they could not forget that they were Alorn. Their traditions, and yes while secret, their religion was what made Alorn special in the whole of creation.
He spoke with them about cultural differences. Even about a very special morning with a young woman named Anise. He told stories of Bjorn and of his grandfather. They hunted deer and turkey, they even managed to ambush an orc messenger on way back. The hunt had been what Ivor needed. His boys understood that they would cross the line into manhood before he was likely to see them again. They had each been told of his love for them, and his hopes for their future. Each boy had also had someone on one time, where his strengths were praised, and his weaknesses cautioned against. With the wisdom of life times passed down, one could never be certain that each boy was properly armed before they left the comfort of the camp but Ivor certainly tried.
The morning of the third day dawned brisk and cold. They were each turning to make their way back toward camp when in the distance they saw a large column of smoke rising in the pre-dawn light. Fearing a grass fire this close to the encampment Ivor detoured them to check it out. Grass fires were more dangerous to the Alorn than tribes of orcs even if they were slightly more predictable.
After a half an hour they realized that the smoke was fading but that a large billowing cloud of blowing snow was headed their way. Whatever was kicking up a trail like that had to be big. Making certain not to silhouette themselves against the sky, the small party worked their way around the tallest rise they could find and set up an observation camp. Bare moments after taking cover they saw Koloss bounding out across the packed snow, chased by a small pack of yeti, led by a frost giant.
Ivor grinned at his boys. “Well, looks like yeti pelts are on the list as well. Careful now, select one and fill it up with arrows and then work your way down. If they make it more than halfway to us, mount up and run.”
Just as ordered, the boys would pick a yeti and that yeti would go down under a hail of arrows. Then the next...
The frost giant finally realized where the fire was coming from and with a bellow of rage charged their position. Ivor began the charge the ground shook beneath the combined assault of his horse's hooves the giant’s iron-shod boots and the now slowing form of Koloss.
The giant took a swing at Ivor, missing him by much less than he was comfortable with, but it left the path open and the lance impacted the giant’s knee just below the kneecap and angled upward thrusting out of the back of the leg. The lance ripped out of Ivor’s hand and the charged past as the knee gave out and the giant planted face first in the snow. As one of the yeti swept Ivor from his saddle.
Not missing a single second the now mounted young men concentrate their fire on the yeti who was attempting to remove the yellow dragon scales of Ivor’s armor to reach the man below. It didn’t live long enough. The yeti’s hot blood streaking the yellow armor. Lightening struck the giant once and then before it could rise again. Ivor was heading toward it with his sword drawn but it was too late, thundering in to steal the prize was young Evan, howling with laughter he skewered the giant’s head with his lance, but the shock from doing so lifted him clear of his horse and dropped him violently into the snow.  The loud crack from his shoulder dislocating could be heard over the roaring winds.
Fortunately, the fight was over. Shaking his head with amusement and yes also concern, Ivor finds his son laying in the snow with tears in his eye and an arm at an odd angle. Evan looked up at him, and with teeth clenched in pain, yelled “I claim the skull!”
In the distance Pavel’s belly laugh could be heard as Koloss approached them.
Back to Voivoed’s Rest
Feylynn was enjoying spending time with the boys. She was glad to have Pavel traveling with them though. He just seemed such a natural with them. When they wanted to explore civilization, she knew she could send them with him and it would be ok. It also gave her and Shadrea time to catch up. Sha had been home from time to time but with her living on the far side of the plains for the last two decades they hadn’t gotten as much time as they wanted.
Sha was missing her own children who had been sent ahead and were with Pavel’s parents, but two days with her mother were still nice. They talked about the kids, and about the new finds at the city ruins in the mountains. They spoke of the increase in monsters and the dangers that brought. Over all both were just happy to have time together. In all of our lives, it is the time we get to spend with those who mean the most to us that is the most valuable.
It was nearing midnight by the time Pavel made it back to camp with four slightly inebriated and very wide-eyed boys. She and Sha listened to the young men telling tales of their adventures. Of boxing matches and tavern wenches, of embarrassing mishaps as Evan tried a spell to impress a young woman, only to have it fail spectacularly. After the boys went to bed, Feylynn sat around the campfire with Sha just sipping tea and talking about the boys. They both knew it would be way past dawn before any of them would wake. Let them enjoy their first taste of freedom, there was plenty to teach them once they were finally delivered to their final destinations.




Pressure Building
Vassal Villany
Oliver received reports on vassal after vassal cut from one duchy or the other to be sent to populate the new one. Scoundrels and villains each and every one. These men have dark reputations and sending them off with a criminal army was not filling him with comfort. Each and everyone of these men had a grudge against the crown.
Every man among them had a reason to hate Oliver. That is why Oliver made it a point, to walk among them unarmed. Sure Dina and A’nok with all the magical firepower such a pair can bring about were only feet away, yet that really didn’t matter for the psychological impact was obvious to all. You may hate him, but he was King and if you want your families to enjoy the privileges in life that come from being a king’s vassal, then you will damn well be a loyal king’s vassal.
They marched off with an army that was armed well enough to take and hold the wilderness from the ravages of the goblin kin. That also meant if they wanted to turn about and try the civil war, they could press it.  Of course they would all have to agree to take orders from Raka and after his most recent beating Raka took at the hands of Echal and Galan no one was eager to try.
Just as well thought Oliver, with what is coming he really couldn’t even spare the criminals. Feylynn had made it back from the Alorn, and the reports she brought with her were disturbing to say the least. The monsters of the plains to the west had become more violent. They pushed out of the deserts and mountains and roved openly on the plains.  The Alorn would likely need support from the Brotherhood of the Well and maybe even his own royal troops just to hold on.
Oliver respected the Alorn, they were dangerous adversaries, and honorable allies. Yet they were vulnerable. Without walls to hide behind and without the industry of NoVas to back them, they could all too easily find themselves overwhelmed by the goblin kin and other nasty beasts now flooding the plains.
He went back to his study. This was a gamble. He knew it. The men sent off to the eastern steps knew it as well. Now it was time to start thinking about the future. Time to raise new vassals, expand where he can, and convince Dina that an heir was needed.
Away Too Long
Pavel was tired. He had pushed hard after dropping off Feylynn and the boys. As Koloss made the last bounding strides toward his father’s home, he looked up to see the whole family by the gates. Even late as it is the children were excited and running around like kobolds on a raid. His mother Jan just looked amused as usual with their antics. He knew he would have been scolded for days for such behavior when he was that age. His father Jayen just looked worn and comfortable. The once big smith had shrunk some with age. His rock hard calloused hands had returned to those of the gentleman he was born as.  By all accounts he was in the shops and factories most of the day, but it all was managerial. His days hammering out horseshoes and plows for the mountain villagers a distant memory.
Barely had Pavel’s feet hit the ground when he found himself swarmed with excited children. The joys of which only lasted long enough for mamma to come down off Koloss. Pavel laughed to find himself abandoned as the four little screaming banshees swamped Sha instead.
He hugged his mother, and then his father. The years were beginning to really show on them both. He thought to himself that perhaps they had been away too long. As Saeti and Tzadi, not to mention Shadrea’s Elven blood, they were likely to live very long lives. The same would not be true for his parents, and he was glad they had decided to come home when they did.
The children were now trying to show off for their mother and get the attention they had missed. Pavel shouted, “Enough! All of you little monsters, give your mother room to breathe.”
Jan clicked at him, “Let them have a moment, they’ve missed her.”
Pavel turned to look at her like she had grown a second head, “Who are you people?”
Sha grinned, “And what have you done with our parents?”
Jan made a face and Jayen laughed a deep belly laugh, “Oh come on now, we weren’t that strict.”
Pavel shook his head, “I remember a certain birch rod that used to hang in the kitchen by the door...”
Jan just shook her head, “Obviously we didn’t use it enough.” she teased. “The children are just excited to see you again and they’ve been up a bit late to wait for you. When you get older, you pick your battles and this was one the children should win.” she shrugged.
Jayen just chuckled. “Let the ladies take them in and get them settled for bed, while you and I take care of Koloss. We can come in for tuck ins after.”
Pavel had missed the calm, patient way his father always handled life. It was good to be home.
A Call For Help
Oliver was holding court later in the evening than was custom. The Brotherhood of the Well had its Commander General, Roary Rothbard III arrive at dusk and demand to be heard at court. Normally these things were not done, from the condition of his men, and the Commander General’s own armor, one could tell this was not a normal situation.
Roary Rothbard III was a grim man by nature, or maybe simply by years of holding back the monstrous tide that was always waiting to swamp the civilized world.  His presence was lent extra menace this evening by the blood-soaked and dirty bandage obscuring most of his left eye. As he addressed the court, you could hear the former Weapon’s Master tone in his voice as his words echoed off of the stone walls of the throne room. The effect of his message on the gathered nobles was only as one would expect. He began with, “Your Majesty, members of the court, fellow gentleman, I bring you dire news. The southern pass to the plains has been closed for now. At the cost of three hundred and seventeen souls of my brothers, fifty volunteers, Barron Rolf’s youngest son, and one brave Saeti, whose ultimate sacrifice brought down the sides of the mountain burying the goblinoid forces and sealing off the pass.” He hesitated as a hushed gasp and murmur ran around the hall. “The enemy army has not decamped. As I left them to report this, there was still several thousand strong goblinoid army attempting to clear the rubble. Our numbers are in the few hundreds. Most of them local men, volunteering to help protect their homes and families. Brave souls, but not trained as warriors. Your Majesty, my brothers are sending reinforcements, but we need your help.”
Oliver felt the blood drain from his face. He couldn’t show the panic that was gripping his soul. Looking off to the side he caught a glimpse of Dina, she looked like she would be sick, but the anger burning her eyes helped him to focus. “Commander General,” The King began in a voice that wavered more than he would have wished for, “our numbers available for immediate dispatch are few. However, you shall have them. A general call will be sent out for volunteers as well. As more troops have time to muster and assemble, they too will be sent to your aid. You have my support and my word. Court will adjourn that we may convene a council of war.” With that he stood, ceremony forgotten and he got out from in front of his people as fast as he could. He needed a moment to collect himself. The bulk of his fast moving cavalry had been dispactched to resettle Raka and his men. He didn’t want to pull them back from that, but at the moment he saw no better option. The enemies were just in too many places.
Orders Can’t Be Disobeyed If They Aren’t Given
Selena and Dina were both waiting for him when he came in late that night. Oliver had first went to his own room, but in the early pre-dawn light, he needed comfort. He came in to find them both awake, quietly talking. He came in and sighed. I’m sorry to come in so late. I’ve been in the war council.... He trailed off.
Selena just hugged him. Dina didn’t move. She waited for him to notice. When he looked at her, she smiled. “Meeting was over a couple of hours ago. You forget A’nok was there, so” she shrugged, “I was kinda there too.” She stood and walked around behind him. She wrapped him in her arms. “I’m not scolding you, I’m saying we were here waiting for you. Days like this you can’t be alone and let the pressures build.” She kissed him on the neck. “We’ve had a bit of time to work through a couple of options for you. You were right not to let A’nok go. He needs to be here for political reasons. We can make sure Daddy knows and can send some help.” She led him over to the table where she and Selena had been sitting. She waved her hand and with a Create Food spell lay before him a veritable feast. “I know you can’t sleep. I know you wanted a little comfort. Well, it might not be the kind you expected but I think we can help.”
Oliver was a little disappointed not to be getting to the expected diversion but Dina was very smart, and who knows maybe they could come up with something. He sat and picked at the piles of food on the table. Selena laughed at him. “Don’t look so glum. We’ll have you taken care of right before they come hunting for you.”
Oliver grinned, “Was I that obvious?”
Dina just snorted, “Just a bit. The solution is, I’m flying down tomorrow. Yes A’nok is already screaming about it but when he tells Daddy, we’ll get plenty of help. The biggest thing is you need Uncle Galan. Next to Daddy he is probably the best tactician you have in the whole Kingdom. We both know Daddy can’t be general and Red Spire Tzadi, for practical as well as political reasons, so Uncle Galan is your man. I don’t know enough about it to know what they should do, but the general idea now of just rushing troops from one side of the kingdom to the other isn’t smart. It will leave you short handed where you need to have forces. I can buy time. I can also get there and get away before they can get me.”
Oliver shook his head, “Absolutely not! I forbid you to go!”
Dina laughed lightly, “How do you propose to stop me? First rule grandpa taught me about leadership, is to never issue an order you know won’t be obeyed. I’m the logical one. You need A’nok here for practical and political reasons, and with me there you get real time intelligence from the front for the war effort. I’ll stop in and see if Kia or a couple of other Saeti would join me. We should be able to slow things down without ever actually getting into a fight. Grandma is going back to the elves for a time, and you will need her voice there among them. I’m the only logical choice. It won’t be for long.” She leaned over and kissed him. “You’re not getting rid of me that easily my Oliver.”
He shook his head, “Send someone else. Your duties here are too important!”
Again she just laughed at him. “What duties? I’m not the queen.” she put her finger to his lips to quell the protests. “It’s not yet time for that, though not long I should think. If nothing else, I’m tired of Selena getting all the fun.” She winked at Selena who only smirked back. “I can be spared, and I have the best chance of delivering help. When I return, if you choose to announce me as your choice for queen, the public will know more of what they are getting. You don’t have to like this, just don’t do something over protective and foolish that will make it look bad.”
Oliver couldn’t argue, it would do no good. He also knew that he couldn’t stop her. Even arresting her would only force her to make the disobedience obvious. If A’nok couldn’t stop her, what chance had he? She was right about one thing;He needed Galan here, and he needed him now. He stood to send runners, but felt the ladies holding him back. Selena giggled throatily in his ear. “Later, Dina’s messengers are faster. Now you need some special care before we are all apart for too long a time.”
The Avoidance spell Dina cast on the door bought the king an extra two hours of sleep that morning, but the crisis was too dire for more than that.




Gathering Storm
So Much For Studying
Dina arrived like a wildfire. She arrived, and the school emptied out.  Kia didn’t begrudge her niece the needed support but her mother was demanding she be ready for her tzadi test, and much of the time she needed for study, was spent putting out fires all over the Kingdom. She learned more in practical experience; she knew that, but it was still disruptive.
The calls for volunteers was made and by halfway through the day, Saeti were making their way to the southern pass in small groups, and one and twos. Many of them would be working to keep actual combatants fed and healthy, with equipment that will see them through the fight.
Truthfully once she and Dina arrived with the firepower they can bring to bear, many of those walking to the battle would only make it for clean up. As she turned to hawk form, she didn’t intend to leave them much to clean up.
War Plans
The war council had been going on and on. Grandmother had left for Aelfheim with young Evan just this morning. She promised to keep us apprised of any help they were willing to send. Tzadi Olivia also promised that her sisters in the White Spire were sending support as well. It was probably only a dozen tzadi, but a dozen tzadi properly motivated could do a lot of damage to the goblin kin. The issue is that Dina had reported in that the bulk of the enemy remaining were orcs backed up by ogres and even a hand full of fire giants.
Galan should also arrive late this evening. That would give us a better idea of where to amass the gathering troops. Plugging the gap in the mountains would only by time, eventually this army would need to be fought. If it turned north, it might overrun the Alorn at their trade city and follow that path directly into the heart of the Kingdom.
A’nok was roused out of his musings as he heard Oliver go on his now hourly rant. “I should be leading the army!” he said again. “My father would have gone with the first troops sent. I’m not just going to sit here while my Kingdom is under threat!”
Tzadi Olivia turned to him again, “Please, Your Majesty. You are too important to risk at the front.” She was going to continue but A’nok had heard all of this before and was tired of it. He was especially tired of the vapid arguments that Olivia used that were more likely to spur Oliver to a rash course of action. He even wondered if that were perhaps the intent, all while appearing to support the exact opposite.
A’nok interrupted her, “What our esteemed tzadi is trying to say,” he let the sarcasm in his voice give his opinion of the argument, “is that they fear you would just get yourself killed and leave us without a clear king.” He rolled his eyes where Oliver could see them. “While you don’t have the strategic experience of your father, if that were the only fear, I would be happy to be down there with you right now. You are important, but not so important that it overrides your duty to lead your armies. The reason you and I aren’t there is your father didn’t have as many tzadi to help him. He didn’t have as short of communication lines as you have.” He caught Oliver’s eye. They didn’t speak of his unique connection to his sister in front of the public at large, much less the tzadi of the White Spire. “You have access to better maps for planning here. You have your generals and tacticians on their way here now. Once the troops are mustered and ready to depart, if it makes sense for you to go, I’ll go with you. Until then your duty is right here.” He shook his head and relaxed his tone. “Your Majesty, you know that I want to go as much as you do. We just give our people the best chance for ultimate victory, by staying here and doing our duty rather than running off after what we would prefer.” He hung his head tiredly. He knew he had won the argument when he heard Oliver give out a deep sigh.
“Ok! OK! We break for food. If Duke Mirron arrives before we reconvene, have him sent directly to me.” Oliver stood and paced back and forth a couple of paces while he gave the order and then strode angrily out of the room. A’nok felt bad. He knew exactly how frustrated Oliver was and he could feel Dina’s frustration as well. She really hated being away from him, and knew he needed to not only be in charge but seen to be in charge, but this wasn’t the time for it.
Olivia also left the room but A’nok sat there looking over the map again, willing it to give him answers that it just wasn’t willing to give. Then it hit him. He wanted Uncle Galan to double check it but that would sure put their fuzzy testicles in a vice. Dina chimed in, ‘Why do you always have to be so colorful in your descriptions...’ frustrated with his amusement she moved on, ‘Never mind, I’ll contact grandma to find out what the elves can contribute.’
Impressive
Galan was tired. It was Meshay’s boundless energy that got them there as soon as he did. Galan still thought of himself as young but the Alorn could ride all day, sleep rough and ride again at first light for days on end. For settled, civilized men that is draining. Still his pride and unwillingness to look weak before his ward, kept him moving when he would rather have been resting.
Galan sent him off to find his brother Ari as soon as they hit the palace. It would be good for them, and the boy didn’t need to see how bad it was about to get. He found himself ushered into rooms adjoining A’nok’s. A moment or two to knock off the road grime was all they gave him before there were men at the door to escort him to the war room.
Still adjusting his sword belt, he walked into the war room to find A’nok crawled halfway across the huge table with the map lain out on it. He was shoving in multi-colored pins and laying out place markers. Galan snorted to let him know he was there, “Not sure why you need me, looks like you have this all wrapped up for us.”
A’nok looked up and the excitement in his eyes reminded Galan of when he was just a boy coming for a visit. “Uncle Galan, it’s good to have you here. We do have the solid outline of a plan but you know better than that. Appreciate it if you could at least give it a good once over. The devil is always in the details, and what is likely to hit us that I may not have seen coming.”
Galan chuckled, “Always comes down to that in the end.” He then switched to evaluating the plans. Oliver walked in at that moment. Galan started to address him but Oliver just waved him back to work. Galan didn’t say much for a long time, he remade some measurements and moved around a couple of the supply depots. He stood up and scratched his beard, “Couldn’t do better myself.” he grinned at them. “As to what we haven’t planned for, if they come running in with a new army we haven’t seen and cut us off from trade city. They would essentially do to us what we plan for them and cut off our retreat. Everything will have to be fast hits. No time to let them figure out what has hit them before we’re gone and setting up for the next run.”
A’nok nodded. “Good Dina is getting a message to your mother for a little extra assist. We should know by the time we gather the forces exactly what we have to hit them with.”
Galan grinned, “You’ve done well here A’nok. As soon as we gather forces, we can hit them like a hammer against the anvil of Dina’s forces.”
Oliver interrupted at last, “Which army should A’nok and I be part of?”
Galan winced, “Your Majesty, I understand you want to lead from the front, but that puts you out of position to respond to the next crisis. This isn’t about your bravery. This is about being positioned to put out the fire that springs up while the rest of us have our hands full. You can make decisions, and move troops about, rally resources.”
Oliver didn’t argue but one could tell that this argument was far from over.
Hold Tight
Kia has been out playing with elementals, getting them to chase her through the enemy army but it’s making much less of an impact against an army on alert than it did a camp who wasn’t expecting it. After a close call, nearly being caught by two ogre shaman, she is staying on this side of the gap until they came up with a better option.
Dina had first tried to push the giants that were clearing the debris out of the pass, but it wasn’t going as well as she had hoped. They were immune to fire, and lighting or acid were too localized to do her much good. The Windstorm drove out some smaller creatures as gravel flew through the air like small sling bullets.
Then unexpectedly Shadrea and Pavel arrived. The valley filled with dense vegetation. Sure it exhausted half of the saeti who had come with them but simple earth to air spells no longer would open the pass. They were even working on a small tunnel themselves along the floor of the pass. There were hidden pit traps now under the vegetation. There was thick snow covering the dying vegetation after last night’s mountain snows.
Dina finally got everyone into fighting positions, all properly fortified and with well-rehearsed escape routes.  Finally, with everyone rested she casts Lure. Many of them came without even their weapons to investigate. They didn’t immediately realize what had been done so pit traps claimed a dozen giants before realization of what had happened dawned on them.  All the White Spire tzadi had been strung along one side of the pass. As the surge forward slowed and more and more could realize what was happening and break the spell’s hold, they began to Create Earth.  The dirt wasn’t especially dangerous in and of itself but as it built up more and more and began to avalanche down the mountainside, many more of the vile goblin army were buried alive.
Hammering through the mess, the last four fire giants led a small group back out the other side.  The howling in the enemy camp could be heard on the other side of the pass. They had been tricked, and they weren’t likely to make that mistake again.
That’s ok Dina had been in contact with A’nok and knew that four hundred mounted royal cavalry as well as ten tzadi and twenty-five saeti were to rendezvous with a thousand Alorn and two hundred Elven cavalry mounted on giant elk.
Dina had already tested her ability to touch Uncle Ivor’s mind and found that the Telepathy worked just fine. Once they were close enough, she had but to convince them to make one more run at her. Once all of their attention was facing toward the gap, Ivor and his armies will hit them in the flank hard enough to scatter the survivors to the winds.
Shadrea had already been plotting when Dina approached her with an idea. Lure was successful, though is likely to be less so the second time. Unless motivation to follow is there. Sha looked over at her and gave her a crooked grin, “See what we do, is use the time out spell to set up a truly amazing archery barrage, then we run. Cast the lure spell behind us so that as they rush to the front trying to prevent what they think is an attack they get hooked by the Lure spell. By the time they realize what has happened they’ve come halfway up the pass leaving much of the camp behind them undefended. That is ripe for the small artillery section. Once terrain and bombardment has done, it’s part we set the brush on fire and Windstorm it down the valley. Chasing the last few of the survivors right into Ivor.”
Dina grinned, “Where they can be made to pay for what they’ve done and I can go back to the important things like picking out my wedding dress”
Sha looked at her. “Oh, this is new. Who’s the lucky guy?”
Dina leaned forward and whispered conspiratorially in her ear, “It hasn’t been announced yet, but Oliver.”
Sha looked at her with both eyebrows raised, “Oh do tell.”
Dina smiled. “Not much to tell just yet. He needs a queen. I fill all the right boxes. I can’t be tzadi at the moment, so queen isn’t a bad consolation prize. Best of all, we genuinely like each other. I could see it growing into real love over the next few years.”
Sha made a face. “How romantic.” in a tone that sounded anything but.
Dina giggled, “Romance is for story books. Love is in the choices you make. True love, is just the result of good choices.”
“It wasn’t that way with Pavel and I.” Sha said with a sigh.
“Aunt Sha, I would never call you a liar, but are you sure? I mean Uncle Pavel was the only one within three days' travel of you who knew you weren’t actually six and treated you like the young woman you were instead of the child you seemed. It was a choice he made because he loved you. His choice made you love him. There was probably a lot of hot sweaty fun mixed in, and I am certain for me there will be plenty of that as well, but at the end of the day...” she shrugged. “Choosing to love someone and put their needs first in your life is far more important than the warm fuzzy feelings.”
Sha’s face quirked and then smoothed out as she started to say something else then quirked again. “I never thought of it that way... “she shook her head. “We can talk all of this after we’ve kept these assholes from crashing our party.”




So It Begins
A Different Approach
He no sooner got word that Dina was in place, much against his wishes, than a troop of giants come forward to demand tribute. Echal was furious. His cavalry were two days hard march away to give aid to the other side of the Kingdom. The Yadzee messenger also reports in that this mass of two hundred giants, was not the whole of the army. Held in reserve five miles out past the city walls was the giant’s camp, it wasn’t an expressly military camp. These giants were on the move. They thought Beit HaTzadi would be a supply depot on their move.
Newly minted Duke Savon Franxman stormed into the room. “Damn it Echal, they take my troops and now we’ve got a whole tribe of giants on our doorstep.”
Echal grinned grimly. “Easy dad. They’re just asking for supplies at the moment. What pisses me off is how it was timed to coincide with the attacks at the other side of the kingdom. Yadzee scouts report that they have a camp a short ride from here, they say it is mostly women and children. I...” He hesitated and fell into deep concentration while he tried to work out the exact meaning of his latest revelation.
Savon coughed politely. “I don’t want to interrupt your train of thought. I’ve seen this look before, but can you unpack it enough for the rest of the class?”
Echal scratched his beard. “Would you bring your family on a raid?”
Savon chuckled, “No one I’d rather have. But most families aren’t like ours. Most have a significant portion of noncombatants in them. Also, the largest part of the tribute was food supplies, not exactly prime plunder.... Hey you don’t suppose...”
Echal raised an eyebrow, “I’m starting wonder. Tonight we send out the Hedge Wiches. Time to make them an offer, see if they can live up to. I don’t know that they are refugees from something more scary or if they have just seen our troops leave and want to take advantage of it.” He wiped his hands over his face, “Or if they have some way of actually communicating with the armies on the west side of the kingdom. That was my first fear. If they are in some way communicating, then we are going to be hit from both sides and never able to concentrate our armies in one place to win.”
Savon whistled, “That’s a spooky thought.”
Echal shrugged, “I’m off to see Anise.  If they can be reasoned with as the Hedge Witches have been, then we can turn a potential drain on our resources into a boost to them. A hand full of saeti forcing plant growth can produce enough food pretty easily to keep them fed, and you have to admit a contingent of giants settled a bit further to the east, make a good buffer state.”
Blindsided
With the assembled army at his back Ivor was sweeping down on the enemy army. Dina talking in his head was an unnerving experience, but it allowed for timing unlike anything he had experienced before. If Duke Mirron had had this back in the day, he would have been an even bigger legend.
As soon as they crested the last rise and saw the goblinoid army trying to wedge itself into the gap. Their focus completely on that front and almost no one even noticing his men in a full charge toward their unprotected flank. His mind cleared as the charge neared impact, the elves had set up behind them and were raining arrows into the lines just ahead of them. Then it was too late for thinking of anything but fighting through to the other side.
Ivor was deep in the middle of the army, his lance had broken and his yellow dragon scale armor had turned dozens of spears intended to end his life, but he was still in the saddle. The man in front of him suddenly disappeared. A fire giant’s great bearded axe connected with his horse and swept the man and horse a dozen paces away. Seeing his opening, while the axe was out of a defensive position, Ivor rose high in his stirrups, while urging his horse between the giant’s legs. His saber bit deep into the thigh. Blood spurted in a thick stream covering Ivor, blinding him as the horse charged on. Carrying him smack into an ogre shaman, knocking both to the ground.
Duck and Cover
Dina was crammed back into a small cave she had made. She was so tired. The enemy had moved faster than she would ever have believed. They had set up a small area inside the Time Out spell, which allowed her archers to calmly shoot arrow after arrow blindly at the enemy army. When she ended the spell all the arrows continued their flight all at once. Seven archers, and two hundred arrows each, gave an impressive barrage.
The Lure spell was then cast drawing the archers and the enemy army deep into the gap. Dina’s will was too strong for the spell, especially with her knowledge it was going to be done, so she remained behind to keep a force wall protecting the retreat of her archers. She had not expected the giants to throw orcs over the wall. Fortunately, A’nok was there and just giving her directions. She didn’t need to think she could just act. Earth to Air spell dug her a hole deep into the mountainside, she crawled in and cast Avoid on the opening.
Now she just had to not fall asleep and wait for dark to fly out. The worst part is it took her out of the equation. Now there was no one communicating back to A’nok and Oliver. ‘Sis, don’t beat yourself up, nothing you can do but sit tight and wait.’ the voice in her head tried to reassure her.
‘I can’t reach Uncle Ivor either. The last I had heard they had started their charge, but now I just get a fuzzy feeling. I don’t even know if he’s okay.’
‘It’s war. It’s why we wanted you to stay here. Once the enemy starts acting, anything can happen, it’s why they call him the enemy.’
She could feel the sick humor behind these thoughts and for the first time really understood. She had ridden in his mind into danger time after time, and it was never easy, but it was also never this bad. The dark humor seemed to help, though for the life of her she couldn’t say why.
She closed her eyes for just a moment, soon her energy reserves would be back up and maybe she could get back into the fight....
It Was a Trap
She had watched Ivor lead away the large Alorn contingent to the south. She couldn’t help but think that this might all be to strip them of their protection and while the army is away to strike at home. She couldn’t have told you why, but it just wouldn’t let her go. She had been prepping as many potions and even prepared a dug out room under her yair to hid the children in.
Rina had been great during all of this, she talked with Ivor’s supporters and had a small reaction force ready assembled of boys too young to go to war, and men too old for the long ride.  The Alorn usually had these kinds of precautions as just a matter of course, but Rina convinced them to have the group training together so they were armed and ready if this really was a setup.
Days passed, and the others started to relax but Esta couldn’t shake the feeling. So while her heart sank as she saw the great black dragon gliding out of the western sky, she was not paralyzed with fear as many others were. She drew up her will and focused her energy and then threw the Fireball.
It didn’t do the damage one would hope for, but it was a signal that got everyone in full action. The dragon went right over her head and landed several paces away in the middle of the market. Esta could feel the tears rolling down her face as she cast earth to water turning the ground below the dragon’s feet into a mudhole. Esta hid and kept making the footing worse. The dragon struggles up to the edge again looking for a target as the edge gives away again, forcing it to wallow in the mud like a common pig. The dragon took the next moments to climb back to solid ground and roared as the small band of the quick response force charged down the midway.  They slammed the dragon, forcing it back, haunches deep in the muck. Esta switched out to her next Power stone and cast Earth to Stone. The mud instantly solidified into heavy granite.
Esta could hear the cheer go up as the dragon found itself held knee deep in the solid stone. The great dragon roared. Then acid sprayed from its mouth raining down on the stone causing it to weaken and crack. Esta’s shoulders slumped. Without more Power stones, she was powerless once it broke free.




Recovery
Enemy of My Enemy
Anise made her way into the new Ducal Palace to meet with Savon and Echal. She looked around and smiled at Savon with a little wink, “looks like Mah-Li did ok for herself.”
Savon snorted, “Depends, what did you find out talking to the giants?”
Anise pouted a bit, “Monster to monster, you mean?”
Echal snorted, “Look you said it not me, but yeah that is exactly my point. If they are in fact decent neighbors trying to survive, we can work out trade and monster or not live in peace. Or if not let me know and I will make sure they are no more. Same basic deal we’ve run with the Hedge Witches for the last two decades more or less happily on both sides.” he growled out the last.
Again Anise pouted at him. “Why so gruff, when we live together so nicely?”
Savon laughed, “Because you little tease, he’s only human and you intentionally try to make it hard for men to think straight.”
Anise shook her head, “I am not a tease!”
Savon laughed even harder. “For him you might as well be, you don’t go to be with a jealous assassin each night.”
Anise’s eyes sparkled. “I think we can make a deal with them. It won’t be like the one with the Hedge Witches. They couldn’t live in town among us, but their own small town, say between the Brotherhood’s Outpost, and Beit HaTzadi...”
Echal laughed. “Got it. Make a treaty with them but put them in a place where they can see both the hammer and the anvil.” He nodded. “Well, at least we don’t have to kill them all. There are women and children in that camp of theirs by all accounts.”
Anise face got very serious for a moment. “All kidding aside. We might need their strength before it is all over. They speak of something powerful that is forcing the monsters out of long-held territory. It was a green dragon that pushed them out. It was obviously pushed out by something larger.” she shrugged, “Don’t know what pushes dragons out of their homes but I’m afraid in due time we are going to find out.”
Can I Just Go Back To Sleep
His head hurt. Ivor opened one swollen eye and could only see one tiny light beam working its way to where he was. He hurt all over, but everything seemed to still be intact. He could smell the blood and shite of the slaughter all around him. It was hard to breathe, and he was afraid to make any large movements. He realized he was under a pile of rather large bodies. Probably ogres, because giants would have crushed him, armor or no armor. He held very still just listening.
He could hear movements around the area, even hear voices but couldn’t make out the language. The fighting was over, at least in this area. Who had won? What was he going to crawl up to find? Friendly faces bringing the water his scorched throat craved or murderous orcs out for revenge for their attack?
He was fairly certain it had been a successful attack, most sucker punches are. Was it enough though? Did he dare find out the hard way? He lay perfectly still and rested. No matter what awaited him, he could face it better after pulling himself together more.
HIs thoughts drifted to Esta, Septima, and Rina... They deserved a husband who could take care of them not a corpse to bury. His thoughts went again to his father. Bjorn’s sacrifice for his family and his people would long be remembered, but Ivor just wanted to talk to him again. His own children were counting on him to live, this couldn’t be, wouldn’t be his end.
He heard more motion above.  His sword was trapped, it was useless until he moved some of these bodies. His dagger was there safe in its sheath. Slowly he worked his hand around to it and pulled it free. The body directly above him was being pulled on now. There was no more time to delay. Summoning the remnants of his strength he shoved the body off and made it to a kneeling position his blade held in a high guard...
People! It was people! The breath he was holding escaped in a giant sigh and he collapsed back to a prone position. He heard laughter. Then felt his body shaking and realized the laughter was his own. The people were talking to him but he couldn’t yet understand them. They rolled him over and helped him off with his helm. Dried blood had matted one eye closed, and the other was swollen nearly closed from its impact with the inside of his helm but the young saeti healers were offering him water and he recognized one calling for a stretcher. He didn’t need that, he could walk. He tried to stand and his legs gave out.  Well, maybe a short stretcher ride, at least until he could find a horse... then the darkness claimed him.
Shh Just Let Me Rest
Dina’s head felt like it was full of fuzz. A’nok was screaming something, but she didn’t want to hear him she wanted to sleep. He just wouldn’t go away either. Damn it all the nights of her having to put up with him and Aelah, and all the time he was bruised up in training and she had to be awakened every time he hit a sore spot and woke himself up, couldn’t he just let her rest?
It was still dark, really really dark. He just won’t shut up! When I get my hands on him! Her eyes opened, and she realized she was in the dark, as in total darkness. She tried to remember how she got here but couldn’t. She felt the wet earth all around her and she cast Earth to Air straight up and a shaft of bright light broke through the darkness. She was blinded, but the revitalized air put her mind to working again. A’nok was laughing. He was talking to someone else, her mind clicked Oliver! They had known she looked down the shaft she had crawled in, something had blocked the hole. She had been suffocating!
She activated the Hawk Flight ring and lept high into the air. She could see the battle wrapping up below. There were no longer any left in the gap, and out on the plains they were in full rout. Most of the giants would live to fight again, and a few of the ogre as well, but the ground was simply carpeted with orcs and goblins. They had held. They did it. For this time at least.
She flew back to the command post long enough to be certain they knew she had made it. Kia was beside herself with worry. All was fine, Dina assured her. “I am going back home though. I will spend tonight with my family in Voivoed’s Rest.” Kia just grinned and winked.
With Hawk Flight it was only four hours back to the Palace. Oliver was uncharacteristically expressive in his joy to see her. A quiet dinner in Selena’s rooms and a long soak in the tub were in her future, and that sounded a bit like heaven.
The Trap is Sprung
Feylynn had been waiting with the Elven reserve unit. If these things were coordinated as she feared it would only make logical sense to make a run on Trade City while its defenders were away. The first day passed, and the elves maintained their cover. This wasn’t just an easy camping trip, this was Elven warriors practicing their art. Young Evan was eating it up.  He had had Alorn training and was getting saeti training now, but this was different. Here he learned how to combine the two and use skill and magic to remain unseen.
Ranger Major Elyon Ryden was commanding this force. Such a mission was usually beneath one of his rank but when he say Feylynn attached to the orders, he volunteered bumping three junior officers. Shadrea may not be here but he owed it to her to protect her family whenever he could. Teaching her nephew Evan was a bit more than was required but the boy was quick, and intelligent.  More than one Elven candidate had come to him with less natural talent, so it made it easy to offer as a peace offering.
After days of what seemed like fruitless waiting, the dragon appeared and attacked. They deployed at a full run, but they had been expecting an army. Time to see them coming and get into place. The appearance of the dragon changed all of that. This fight could well be over before they reached them.
Feylynn wasn’t waiting, conjuring up a giant eagle mount once more, she took to the air leaving Evan still on the ground screaming to be taken as well. Major Ryden growled at him, “She didn’t take me either boy! Now get on your horse and prove to me the Alorn know how to ride!”
Pounding out a full run all they could do is watch as Feylynn made it over Trade City and then went into a full dive.
Summoning what was left of her power, Esta began to move more earth up and over the dragon. Maybe the weight would keep it from breaking free. The longer it was held here, the more people who could get away. She had stopped using her will power and started pulling the strength from her own life force instead, when she noticed a shadow pass over head.
She looked up to see a familiar face on giant eagle, grabbing the dragon’s long neck in its talons the same as a regular eagle would grab a snake. The Dragon writhed beneath the assault. The beak came down and opened the dragon’s skull plate. Feylynn struck downward with her staff, spearing the brain and casting lightening bolt from the staff. The smell of frying dragon brains wafts up over the acid as Esta calls out to her, “Mamma!  Oh, thank you Mamma!”
Tears running down her face Esta just collapsed in the snow-packed road. Too much power used, and too much emotional strain, she just lay there in the snow breathing slowly and enjoying the feeling of the cold air in her lungs.
Evan arrived just in time to help Feylynn carry her back into the warmth of the yair.
Gallery
Shadrea and Pavel arrived in Archive shortly after the White Spire tzadi returned from assisting in the battle. Sha knew that the whole town would be abuzz as soon as they arrived. Koloss had that effect. Still the small building just two blocks off of the main street in the scholars district would be the perfect place to set up her little museum. Right here in the very shadow of the White Spire she would begin piecing together the long and shattered history of this world.
Her children were still young, and they needed her home and available, not rumbling around some dirty ruin in the wilderness. It was also now safe to live here, unlike before. The White Spire was still powerful, but a Mirron would soon be on the throne if family gossip was to be believed. Her brother Echal wassolidly in control of the Red Spire. Kia was soon to take control of the school in Hammerheim, and with Galan and Savon as dukes, and Ari in the running for a third, the family was strong enough to protect her. Not to mention that her Arch Tzadi status with the Elves would bring them in to any dispute as to who could arrest her. Right here where they sought to hide so much of our history, I will begin teaching it again. Here I will be able to fund expeditions for a new class of explorer. Part monster hunter, part saeti, and all detective, these brave souls will do as much to expand our knowledge as those my brother has been sending through the gate to other worlds.
Mankind must learn and grow, if he is to survive. With the attacks from the wilds increasing, we’ll need all the information we can get.




Royal Decrees
Reunion
Feylynn stuck around a few extra days. She wanted to be certain that Ivor was back before she left. Evan got to spend a little time with mom, and could show off his new skills to his father when Ivor made it back. Feylynn noticed that Ivor seemed different. Gone was the brash young man, in his place was an older, wiser, and possibly more timid man. No timid wasn’t the right term, thoughtful and deliberate, that was closer. She wondered what had happened to him during the battle, but as is always the case with such things, you had to let him talk with whosoever’s council he valued. Any attempt to pry into wounds too soon would only cause more harm than good.
Esta was also quieter. Alone as she was against the dragon there at the end, it had drawn down her energy reserves and had left her empty, perpetually tired. Spring was coming and that would help everyone to heal the less tangible scars, but until then Feylynn and Evan spent their energy like water. Warmth and light and joy of a family reunited. It was a teary-eyed family that wished Evan and Feylynn good journey among the elves, but there was plenty as needed doing. Work and routine helped to sooth raw nerves and bring back the normal rhythm of life.
Esta had one last project that she had recruited Septima and Rina to help with. Evan had passed along the rumor of a royal wedding later in the spring. It seems her niece Dina had decided to learn from the Alorn, and welcome King Oliver’s mistress into the family rather than try to fight it.  She was sure that would cause all sorts of alarm and scandal among their nobility but Esta thought it was good that assimilation not be all one direction. Septima was just excited to be included on the project, and Rina saw it as a chance to make a statement.  And what a statement it would be!
All three ladies were looking over the pieces of the black dragon. Each one debating with the others over the best design. If a Kingdom were to have three royals, then it needed a throne to match. Rina looked at Esta, “I kind of want this to be a gift from the Alorn, but your family could put spells on this that would make it ever so much more useful. Is there a way we can pay them to do that, or would they want it to be a joint gift?”
Esta sighed. “Well, if we’re going to be adding magics like that, we must send messengers to Sha and Echal. I just think that maybe we build the throne and say we ran out of time for the enchantments. That way the Mirron Family can gift those?”
Rina smiled, “I like that... We shall have to see. Now how far around the front should the wings wrap?” she mused out loud as she moved them about to judge the effect.
A Queen is a Queen
Dina and Selena had spent the first evening back with Oliver. They didn’t worry about anything except each other. Her close call in the fight had focused Dina’s view of the world and her plans for her life. In the morning, Oliver canceled his meetings. He devoted the entire morning to Dina and Selena and their future.
“Dina, m’love, I know you want Selena in our lives. I love you for it. A kingdom only has one Queen.” Oliver said with a sigh. “You have the qualifications to be accepted by my Dukes and other nobles. Selena as much as we love her, has just the opposite. We can’t make her a queen. It just isn’t done. It doesn’t mean I value her any less.” He reached over to take Selena’s hand.
Selena was just happy she wasn’t being pushed away. “Dina, I love you. No other woman I know would ever be so loving toward me. I don’t care about a title. I care about you and Oliver and being in your lives.”
Dina’s eyes narrowed and she could feel her temper rising. “Oliver, I’ve heard you say it over and over again, a King is a King. You don’t want to spend your political capital on this, and I’m telling you that you need to do it anyway. At the risk of A’nok never letting me hear the end of this, A Queen must be a Queen as well. If your people see her as somehow less, they will treat her as such. That means she becomes the weakest link. Our family is only as strong as its weakest link! In our case our family’s strength, is the entire Kingdom’s strength, and thus humanity’s strength. Her son’s and daughters may not be heirs to the Kingdom, but they can and should be prominent subjects of the crown with honors of their own. I’m arguing for your children to all be loved and valued.”
Oliver shakes his head, “Selena has been rendered infertile. I’ll have no children with her.”
Dina gives him a small smile. “That’s not necessarily the case. I’ll need grandmother’s help, but I think I can heal her. She needs to be seen as legitimate by the law. Surely this is what you want.”
Oliver blinked and shook his head to clear the fog, and looked at her again, “You can do such a thing?”
Dina giggles and her eyes mist up a bit, “I think so. My Uncle Ivor has twelve children. With my health issues I may not be able to do that for you by myself, but I think the world is greater with more of you in it. So Selena and I will work together to make the world a little better place. It is what you want isn’t it?”
“Of course it is!” Oliver gasped, still trying to process it all.
Selena had tears flowing down her cheeks and then practically tackled Dina hugging her and kissing her deeply. Dina was giggling under the unexpected assault.
Oliver grinned, it was good to see them happy like this, “Hey! You two forget about someone there?”
The rest of the morning went much easier. However, when the knock came at the door to call him away for his afternoon meetings, Dina grabbed him and locked him with her gaze. “If I can make it all work within the current legal framework, will you back me?”
“Always and forever my love.” He kissed each of them and began to quickly dress. The knock came again and Dina just giggled, watching him try to hurry along. Reminded her of A’nok when he was late for a class.
The voice came to her mind, ‘Well this meeting has been waiting for twenty minutes. I didn’t want to disrupt you but eventually I had to let them know where to find him.’
Dina snorted at A’nok ‘When the Chamberlain delivers Oliver, let him know I am requesting his assistance. It should give us a chance to clean up.’
A’nok shook his head, ‘Always happy to be your messenger boy.’
Dina smiled, complain as he might A’nok was always a man of his word and should be able to send her the help she needed. She looked over to Selena, “Ok you, we need to get cleaned up. Our afternoon is going to be full of lawyers.”
Legal Brief
Selena was wide eyed. All these years living in the Palace, but she had never been around so many important people. Much less calling them to task for not bowing to her whim. Dina had no such qualms. She had demanded they be given a meeting room. Then started calling for various court functionaries to appear before her.
Selena saw the future queen shine through the image of the fiery young woman. She calls first on one high level cabinet member, then another. Demanding of each that they find her the precedent she requires. The first gentleman was the minister of protocol’s under secretary, emphasis on ‘was’.
Dina laid out concisely what she intended and what she needed from the protocol ministry. The older gentleman looked scandalized. “Surely M’lady is joking. Such a farce could never occur!” This was precisely what Dina did not want to hear. It was less what the poor undersecretary would have wanted to say given the benefit of hindsight. Dina cast Levitate and plastered the poor man on the ceiling.
Selena’s eyes were wide as saucers, Dina calmly asked her to find another minister in the protocol office. As she left the office a bit wild-eyed she could hear the Under Secretary pleading and negotiating. The startled young officer of the royal guard was just uncertain of what duty demanded of him.
Before long, a small flood of protocol and legal ministers stumbled into the room behind Selena. Dina peeled the Under Secretary off of the ceiling and held him suspended in the air just inches off of the floor. “Begin packing, you are going to be promoted.  Someone with your obvious tact and discretion are bound to be a success as the new ambassador to the orcs.” She released the spell, and the man fell, collapsing to the floor. Not even bothering to rise fully to his feet he scurried out of the office. The ministers still streaming in through the door jump to get out of his path.
On the other side of the palace, A’nok broke into a coughing fit. Oliver looked at him, but A’nok only shook his head trying to recover. As it was a break in their meeting Oliver whispered, “I assume that is about the other meetings scheduled for today?”
A’nok looked up eyes watering and smile threatening to break out. “Your Majesty will hear all about it later I’m certain, but you just got a new ambassador to the orcs.”
Oliver couldn’t hold it in. This was the funniest thing he had heard in a long time. The others in the room turned their eyes toward the king. He grinned over at those gathered, “Oh smile my people. I just heard some news about your future Queen.” He held up his hand, “No, no details yet, but I’m quite certain you’ll be hearing rumors soon. She has been in negotiations our Protocol Ministry.” Again he started to laugh, “I think they are now learning a whole new level of protocol.”
Back in the office Dina casts Telepathy, and in Selena’s mind said, ‘Be nice to them. You get to be the one everyone likes, and I’ll play the bad guy. We do this right and we’ll both get what we want. Ask them who had him for a boss.’
Selena sighed, “Well with him promoted, we still need help. Who had the Under Secretary for a boss?”
A middle age man with a fat round face and thinning hair stepped nervously forward.
She smiled in her sweetest way. “Oh good. Look Dina, we now have Acting Under Secretary...” She looked at him for his name.
The man stammered out, “Franklin, M’lady. Marcus Franklin.”
Selena gave him her most sappy bubble headed voice, “Oh how nice, Acting Under Secretary Franklin, we still need some help. You can be helpful can’t you?”
Dina arched one eyebrow and looked at one Marcus Franklin as if he had been scraped off her boot after a trip to the stables. “The rest of you are dismissed, but don’t go far, today may just be the day for promotions.”
The robed ministers nearly fell over each other fleeing the small office. Selena just giggled and waved at them as they left.
They both became very serious as they turned toward poor Marcus. “Marcus, you don’t mind if I call you Marcus do you? I would like it if we can become friends and find a way through this together.”
Oliver had already started his meeting, but he spent the rest of the afternoon, amused by the contortions of his soon to be brother-in-law’s face.
The Decree
Dina wasn’t completely happy with it but she was the only one disappointed. A Morganic marriage for Selena conducted one month after she was married to him. This would give all of his heirs legitimacy but only leave one viable heir to the throne.
The proclamation went out, and the planning began. Dina knew it couldn’t be a low-key affair, but she was not prepared for the chaos that descended.  First, her mother showed up, with Mah-Li in tow. As did Grandma Jan. Grandma Feylynn said she would be there and in the meantime sent dozens of Elven advisors and councilors. Rian also slipped in while no one was looking. Dina was happy to see she seemed to have taken Selena under her wing and was helping her remain a float in the mix.
Oliver tried to stay clear of the whole mess. With that many women that obsessed with the outcome, he just wanted to show up and give his vows and run away. Somehow he doubted it would be that easy.




The Future Begins Again
Even Celebrations Have Their Costs
Oliver was right, it wasn’t that easy. A’nok had a splitting headache. The security and hospitality requirements of two royal weddings one month apart with a month of related festivities in between had very nearly overwhelmed the King’s staff. The constant fencing with Tzadi Olivia over protocol, and the precedent the whole arrangement set, had aged A’nok. He could feel the life draining out of him. The only thing that made the whole mess bearable was his grandmother had the foresight to have Aelah assigned to the capital for the duration.
He rolled over and found her starring at him with an amused look. He started to ask her what but decided in his hungover state, that he really didn’t want to know. Selena had wed the King as well last night, and in relief that it was finally over A’nok had celebrated a bit more than usual. Ok quite a bit more than usual, including his own personal fireworks display. He groaned and rolled over to curl up closer to Aelah, which only made her chuckle. “Why don’t you just make yourself feel better? You know the spells don’t you?”
He grunted. Truth was he didn’t. “Have to get dressed, face Grandma Feylynn. Her dry sense of humor might hurt more than my head at the moment.”
Aelah giggled. “Oh, she’s not that bad. I think considering everything that everyone has been through since the last orc raid and both weddings, she might not be so disapproving as you might think. Even your dad seemed to loosen up a little last night. Come on, get up. I’ll pull us a nice warm bath. Soak first, then we’ll see about talking to Feylynn about a little pick me up.”
He rolled out of the bed, but when he hit the floor, he just decided to stay there for a bit. He could hear Aelah giggling in the water closet but it was just too far away for the energy he had available...
A few moments later Aelah came back in looking for him. She was just beginning to feel a bit of pity for him when there was a knock at the door. Grabbing her robe she went to see to it.
The young guard outside smiled at her, and only ogled a little and discretely at that, “M’lady, Her Majesty sent this for her brother,” He handed her a small stoppered glass bottle with a greenish concoction in it. “Her orders were to make him take it immediately. His misery is disturbing to her, and she needs her wits about her. Today she will be holding court on her own for the first time. She would also like very much for him to be in attendance.”
Aelah smiled back at the young man. “Her Majesty’s wish is our command. I’ll have him ready.” The first statement held only a trace of sarcasm. It really was nice of Dina to take pity on her brother. She came back into the room and badgered him to roll over on his back and practically poured the potion down his throat.
A’nok made a face and gagged a bit, then his skin turned a bright red all over almost as if he had been badly sunburnt. He started breathing fast and ended up gasping for air, but his color soon returned to normal but he stunk. She wrinkled her nose. “I hope you’re feeling better because you smell vile!”
He laughed. “Yeah, I do. When all the poisons come out at once, it’s not pretty.” He sniffed and made a face. “I do stink. Glad you got that bath ready.” He said as he rose to his feet and headed toward the water closet.
Aelah called out after him, “You’re going to foul my clean bath water!”
A’nok laughed, “We don’t have time to soak if I’m going to be at court this morning. We’ll share a bath tonight, maybe even break out some of that lavender oil you like so much...”
“Promises promises...” She called after him as she began to mentally rearrange her plans for the day.
Quick Response Force
Galan was aboard the Ducal Barge once more, this time with his brother Echal. They were touring the six sites distributed throughout the Kingdom where elite troops of the Brotherhood of the Well had been stationed with a half a dozen Saeti each to act as a quick response force for any large attacks at the borders. Thirty arms men and six saeti weren’t really enough of a reinforcement, but it was the maximum they could spare to be held in ready reserves.  The arms men were given top notch equipment and training and they gave the saeti each a few key magical items to act as force multipliers.
What they really were was a down payment on troops from farther away. Hopefully, they could stiffen any of the choke points and allow enough time for proper reinforcements to arrive. It certainly wasn’t enough if the goblin kin were actually acting in concert but it should be a real shock to the first army that came up against it.
Echal rubbed his hands over his face, “I’m needing to send more scouts through the portal. Those other worlds have tools we could really use to tip the balance here. I just am having a hard time justifying sending them when we could be attacked here at any moment.” He shrugged, “Also who do we trust with that knowledge enough to send? I mean sending A’nok and the family was one thing, but he and Dina, have responsibilities here now. Kia as well for that matter. That doesn’t leave me with many who can operate the gates and can be trusted to keep the secrets.”
Galan shook his head, “I’ve kinda got my hands full here too. I’d say in a few years some of Ivor’s son’s might be up to the challenge.   Meshav is sharp as anything but he’s not yet old enough or trained enough, and he doesn’t have the ability to operate the Portals. It’s not really fair to send young men out, when they can’t get themselves home.”
“No, no, it isn’t. I can’t get away to do it either.  I could slip off for a week or two without everything burning to the ground but you need months at a time to be able to explore those other worlds properly. I can’t help but wonder if we started building too soon. If we should have spent more time on the foundations?”
Galan shook his head. “Can’t second guess yourself like that. Who knows what problems we would have had if we hadn’t stabilized things when we did. Maybe it is time to consolidate now, though? Over expansion, could be a problem, after all look at what we’re resorting to just maintain our borders.”
Echal groaned, “Oh I know it. I just... The more space we give the monsters, the more of them we face. There is a tipping point where we’re no longer strong enough to push back. I don’t think we’ve hit that yet, especially if we can get some surprises from those other worlds to use, but if they managed to get past the mountains...Well, it’s not like I need to explain to you what a mess that would be. Holding mountain passes is one thing, dealing with them in the open, is something else completely.”
Galan sighed, “We do what we can, as fast as we can. It’s all that we can do. We’ll have a Royal Heir soon.” He grinned at his brother, “Make you a grandpa and all.”
Echal chuckled, “I so wanted to give them a better world.”
Galan nodded, “Don’t we all.”
Shattered Shards
Harder had actually been enjoying some time away from everyone. Burdens of the Kingdom were on someone else’s shoulder. He laughed as he thought it. Feylynn and Echal had taken one set of responsibilities but had added another. They were right the millstone of time was relentless, and unless humanity was going to just go peacefully into the abyss of history, they had one hell of a fight ahead of them.
Finding his way to the broken ruins of the Blue Spire drove that point home like no other. Gone was the majestic Blue Spire of his youth. Second in wealth only to the Gold Spire, and in power only to the Red or the Green Spires. Measuring rough power equivalents between Spires had always been tricky, and the Green and Red in their own ways were powerhouses recognized by everyone in society. The Blue Spire, however, had been second to none in prestige. A symbol of unity for the kingdoms of the world, the Blue Spire was always called upon to mediate conflicts. Its broken and ruined condition now spoke to its complete failure in that mission. Maybe the mission itself was futile.
He personally had been on both sides of that question in his long life. World renown diplomat, tuned history’s most brutally successful warlord.   He knew that in comparison to some of those whose atrocities were lost to antiquity he hadn’t been exceptional, but the name Harder Mclaughlinkor was the name any alive today would associate with the barbarity possible in humanity. All of that accomplished in the name of vengeance for a love destroyed by those seeking control over others. He saw the Blue Spire as a tool for that as well. At its worst it was. Unity sounds good until you find out what it takes to achieve it.
He didn’t return immediately after finding the Spire. He needed to find out some meaning in it all first. He liked the man he had become as Echal Mirron’s Heir, but was that enough. With all that he had seen and all he had done, and been, who was he now? What was his destiny? Did such a thing even exist?
He had resolved that until he had some better answers to such things he would spend a little more time in the wilderness. He had resolved that until he stumbled quite by accident on at least one of the causes pushing the goblin kin out of the wastes. The Titans were rising. Only a rumor by the time of his birth, they were all but forgotten today. If even a portion of the stories were true, mankind would need him. Whole or broke, sure of his destiny or not, hiding in the wilderness was no longer an option.
Sneaking quietly away from his observation point, Harder shouldered his pack and began to make his way back toward civilization. Echal and Oliver weren’t ready to handle this alone.
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