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Author’s Note
 
Each of the four Warstone books has a distinct storyline and flavor. InBloodstone | Power of Youth, we return to the continent of Besseth and look towards the Red Kingdom.
 
The Red Kingdom is a bit more backward that the more progressive Valetan. The king has only one daughter and we begin the story as Duke Histron invades the capital of Foxhome. 
 
This story depicts another man’s development into a war leader by a much different route. The interleaving of stories occurs a bit earlier in Bloodstone, as all of the Besseth storylines begin to converge. This story has a different version of romance and more battles over Lord Daryaku’s attempt to control the three Warstones on Besseth.
 
Enjoy this story about the Bloodstone,
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CHAPTER ONE
~
THE FLICKERING LIGHT OF TORCHES, TOGETHER with the sounds of hoarse shouting, broke through the blissful slumber of Unca, Wizard to the Court of the Red Kingdom.  How dare revelers disturb his sleep!  Unca began to shake off the lovely dream that flittered away from his memory, as he realized there was no revel in Foxhome castle tonight. It quickly dawned on him that some cataclysm had visited his home and he might be physically at risk. He threw on his robes and buckled a rusty sword to his bony hips and began to hustle out of his rooms until the cold floor reminded him that he should put on his boots.
 The singing and clashing of swordplay seemed to be growing closer as Unca reached the royal chambers. Ten royal guards, weapons drawn, stood guard and parted for the wizard. 
 “Unca!” the king said, motioning him to quickly join him as the queen helped her husband into the crimson armor of the Red Kingdom monarch. “You must find Sallia and take her to safety.” He thrust a black suede pouch into his arms. “The Bloodstone must go with the princess. I’m afraid it won’t be long until Duke Histron’s forces reach us. He won’t let us live and I’ll be damned by all of the gods if I won’t defend my castle to the death.”
 “Duke Histron is behind the fighting?” Unca said, beginning to feel a little sick. He leaned against the wall, suddenly weak. “Come with me. You three can flee.”
The king and queen shook their heads. “They have taken Foxhome and somehow he knew of a whole section of the castle’s secret passages and used them to invade us. We are undone, old friend.”
‘Undone,’ the King had said. Unca heard the defeat in the king’s voice and looked at the tear-stained face of the queen. Worst of all, his heart beat in his throat since he had unwittingly caused this debacle. Duke Histron convinced Unca to give him the plans to the passages. He told Unca that, as a birthday present, he would clean out the cobwebs and filth that had built up for centuries in one section of the secret ways and present a feast such as King Billeas had never known. Evidently the Duke’s method of cleaning included usurping the throne. He clutched the pouch and felt the teardrop shape of the Bloodstone, the ancient amulet that defined the line of Red Kingdom kings.
“Don’t just stand there, man, find Sallia and hide her!”
Unca could barely stand to look at the King’s face. “I know of a way out of the castle that the Duke couldn’t possibly know. We can retrieve the princess and all find safety.”
The King narrowed his eyes. “I will not run! Neither will the Queen.” They both looked at him defiantly.
Unca glanced at the Queen, who nodded, and then lifted her chin, with tears running down her face. “Save my daughter for the good of the kingdom!” These two would not let Duke Histron define who they were. He didn’t have the time to convince them otherwise.
“Go and do as I command.” The King laid his gauntleted hand on Unca’s arm. “One last commission, my most trusted servant, tell Sallia that her mother and father have always loved her.”
“We love her,” the Queen echoed.
Guilt turned Unca’s face to flame as he ran out the doors and through the back corridors to Sallia’s quarters. The usurpers hadn’t yet attacked the wing of the castle that housed the quarters of the princess. He wiped away the tears from his own eyes and wished he now stood with the King in his chambers. Magical powers still were at his command, although they had weakened over his sixty-odd years. 
He met the Princess at the open door to her suite of rooms. Her white-blond hair looked as disheveled as Unca imagined his to be. She stamped her bare foot on the cold stone.
“I demand to know what is happening!” How did such a sweet face hide such a self-absorbed temperament? The twenty-year-old Princess Sallia put her hands on her slim hips and tapped her toes on floor.
Unca swallowed. The implication of his massive mistake clogged his throat, but he forced through the words he needed to say. “Duke Histron has overrun the palace. Your father has ordered me to take you to safety. Come.” 
She withdrew her hand and refused to touch him. “Don’t you dare touch me! What will he do to my parents?” Her violet eyes seemed as bright as an exotic flame.
Unca shuddered at the implications behind those words as she spoke. “They will certainly be killed tonight and soon.” He tried to find some kind of reaction in the Princess’s face, but his words hadn’t yet registered. “I have the Bloodstone.” He waggled the pouch at her and grabbed the sleeve of her robe and pulled… hard.
The young woman gasped behind him as the sounds of battle intruded on their conversation. Unca sighed with relief as he dragged her through the door to the Princess’s rooms and slammed it behind them, locking it, and then pulling as much furniture as he could to block the entrance. No one had ventured into this section into the palace, but it was only a matter of minutes before the intruders arrived at her door. He breathed the scent of roses and took in the white and pink decorations of Princess Sallia’s rooms. Unca imagined her blood splattered on the walls if he hadn’t arrived in time.
“Now we’re trapped,” she said, with hands on hips, but Unca could see fear on her face. 
“Do you have a sword, Princess?” Unca said as gently as he could. He spotted the beginnings of understanding. “My parents…” The tears had come and the shock of the attack began to overtake her emotions, her eyes unfocused, her lips quivering. She weakly slapped at herself as her control began to break down. That was the reaction he sought before he had to act.
Unca turned around and lightly slapped her face, heedless of the consequences. He looked her closely in the eye. “We must leave the castle from here and never return. Quickly, find some serviceable clothes to take with you, but not much, for you’ll be carrying them for a long distance. Put on some sensible shoes. Boots would even be better.”
He twirled around the room looking for the panel that would lead them to freedom. What kind of freedom would he have, bound to this useless young girl for who knows how long? Perhaps she would torment him for the rest of his life. Unca knew he deserved any punishment the gods meted out and at this point he didn’t care. It wasn’t just the Princess’s life he wanted to save. He had promised the king and the token of that promise lay in the pouch that he carried in his pocket. 
There!  He found the flower and the flute device he sought and twisted the flute. The door bumped ajar. Shouting and iron-shod boots began to clatter on the stone floor outside. 
“No time to gather anything. Grab a cloak, we must go now!”
Common sense finally punctured Sallia’s fear and she grabbed a cloak, and a purse of coins and a pair of velvet slippers. She padded on her still-bare feet through the open door. Unca slipped through the opening. Unca didn’t know he held his breath until the door clicked shut. He slid the iron bar across the door’s hidden latch, cutting them off from the princess’s chambers as fists pounded on the bedroom door. He exhaled and spelled a ball of light in the pitch blackness of the passage, and then he pushed Sallia along the dark passage and down a half-flight of stairs.
The shouting and commotion that barely leaked through the stone passage door dwindled as they continued to race down steps taking them down through the castle wall.
“Put your slippers on,” whispered Unca. He heard only a grunt in response, but she sat down on the dusty stone floor and put them on. She rose, lifted her chin and threw her cloak around her.
“My parents are dead,” she said, faintly as if informing herself of the awful tragedy. “My parents are dead.”
Unca nodded and continued to urge Sallia on. This passage took them to a junction. Unca didn’t know where the other passage that led back up into the castle came from, but the desperation of the situation stifled his curiosity. He took another deep breath, it seemed to be a night of deep breaths, and forced Sallia deeper down the stairs.
He thought the steps would never end until they came to a level section. This must take them underneath the moat. 
“Take your slippers off. Step carefully, Princess Sallia. There is mud on the floor.” He breathed in damp air and as he took the last step, mud covered his boots to the ankle.
“You expect me to walk through that?” Sallia said, her face screwed up in an expression of distaste. It was as if she had come up for air.
“Suit yourself,” Unca said as he began to trudge through the passage. “I said watch your step, my dear Princess,” Unca said as his boots sucked and squished through the muck. He pulled his light with him and pictured Sallia standing on the last step rapidly being swallowed up in blackness.
Another grunt and four feet now made sucking sounds in the dripping passage.
“We are lucky, Princess Sallia. We could just as easily have found this tunnel filled with moat water. It shouldn’t take us long before we ascend to drier passages, then it’s a long time tramping until we reach the end.”
~
They ended their flight at a door that wouldn’t open. Unca observed the roots that grew from the edges of the stone and uttered a spell that shriveled the threads that blocked their escape.
“You’ll have to help me move this door. I’m an old man and it’s likely you match me in strength.”
“If I have to,” the Princess said, sighing.
“I have forgotten the spell for opening a recalcitrant door, my dear Princess.” If he ever knew it. He grunted while he put his shoulder to the door.
“You’re pushing on the wrong side. See the hinges?” Sallia said. “We need to pull the door open.
Unca felt his face burn in embarrassment. How could he help the Princess when his brain was nearly addled from the stress of their escape? He took yet another deep breath. At least within the realms of her grief, she could reason… perhaps better than he.
“I’ll just have to,” he said.
“What?”
Unca had just said what he thought and his face heated up again. “I’ll just have to move over. Excuse me while I touch you,”
The door creaked open a few feet and would go no further, but the exit enlarged enough for them both to tumble out in a clump inside a room overgrown with vegetation. The Princess jumped up and brushed the debris from her cloak while Unca struggled to close the door.
“Where are we?” she said, gazing up at a moon surrounded by stars. Unca followed her gaze. It might have been beautiful under other circumstances, but Unca only thought of the moon to light their escape.
“Along the Great West Road, perhaps a league from the city walls. We can’t stay here. I have a cottage far to the northwest, close to the border of Gensler.”
“There are no keeps there, only foresters and farmers. Who will save us?”
Unca sighed. “No one will save us, Princess Sallia. All we can do is hide and live our lives in obscurity for as long as possible. If we don’t, Duke Histron will send assassins to kill you. We will know when you can make yourself known. Without the Bloodstone, Histron won’t dare crown himself king.”
“He is usurping the throne, nevertheless.” She paused and Unca noticed her eyes filling with tears. The end of the tunnel escape allowed them both to look back towards Foxhome and the castle they both had called home. “My parents. They are dead,” she said and began to sob.
Unca opened up his arms and she sought the solace she needed in them. He just let her cry. No reproof for touching this time.
“What’s to become of me?” Sallia said. The darkness hid her eyes, but Unca could see the moonlight reflected off of the streaks of tears down her face. Tonight was a cruel lesson for the both of them. As he put his hand on her hair and felt her sobs, his unwitting betrayal brought tears to his own eyes. 
“Let fate decide. In the meantime, my cottage will be more than comfortable for the two of us.”
She frowned. “I didn’t know you had a cottage,” she said between sobs.
Unca laughed and it felt invigorating. “That’s the point. None know me there as the Court Wizard, except for a few, including my housekeeper. We must hurry. The Duke will have men on the road, soon enough.” The princess’s tears made Unca soften up a bit towards the girl. Perhaps a more quiet environment would help her grow up a bit. She had always been a handful for the court. Stubborn, willful and self-centered. One could only hope, but it mattered no longer. Unca would have to take care of her. He looked forward to it as penance.
~
Sallia followed in Unca’s footsteps. When she thought again that her parents were likely killed, her mind seemed to have seized up. Moments of lucidity seemed to come and go as she pushed herself to follow the wizard. When those came, the thoughts of her parents, dead, with their blood on the floors of the only home she had ever known, brought fresh tears. 
After continually running from the road at the sound of horses, Unca led her onto a footpath. What was she to do? An old man as her servant? Unca was hardly suited as a lady-in-waiting. She had to smile at the unprompted vision of Unca in a gown, his tall, lanky frame sticking out of an undersized dress.
Her father recently had started saying that it might be a kindness that the old man retire, but he still needed Unca’s advice and couldn’t yet let him go. Here he walked in front of her, the dim magical ball of light barely keeping them on the footpath. How could he serve her in any way remotely deserving of her station? Perhaps they would hide for a few weeks and then the populace would rise up and displace Histron the Usurper.
They still half-crept in the darkness. Sallia, surprised by unbidden fits of sobbing, tried to keep her tears to herself. She felt like someone had ripped her chest open and removed everything except the ache of her parents’ loss. She stopped and again couldn’t resist the outstretched arms of the old man. Her crying seemed to be the only sounds in the forest. Unca just let her go on for a while. The crying seemed to be the only way she could cope with the enormity of situation.
She stood up straighter and smoothed her cloak once she regained control of her feelings. She felt the dampness of her tears as she ran her hands along the collar. When Unca told her he had a cottage, she didn’t like her father’s advisors keeping secrets from the court. But then, her father might have known. She’d never find out that or anything from her father or mother again. The thought brought more sobs and the wizard let her cry for another few moments. A mournful moon parted from a cloud and turned the pathway into speckles of dark and darker when Unca told her that they must continue on. 
Sallia complied and fought to keep up with the wizard, who proved to be more nimble on his feet than she. He stayed silent for long periods of time, only pausing to warn her about an overhanging branch or an exposed tree root. All she could see was the back of the man’s cloak and the long whitish hair turning wild as they rushed through the forest.
What could she do while she waited for the people to rise up? Perhaps Unca had a large cottage with servants who could care of her. He must have or he wouldn’t have thought of taking her into the northern wilds of the Red Kingdom. Perhaps he had a castle hidden in the forest with soldiers ready to take back her kingdom. Sallia shook her head to rid herself of the fantasies that plagued her as they continued their flight.
Their journey eventually became an unending process of putting one foot in front of the other. Sallia refused to complain. A princess must not show weakness. The thought made her chin lift in the night. On and on she vowed to continue without a call to rest. She even began to regain control of her emotions.
She sensed that she was losing control of her legs and her arms. She began to shake as the forest turned from moonlit darkness to the murky blue of the approaching dawn. She stumbled into the back of Unca.
“I can’t go on.” Even princesses had to rest, she admitted to herself, as she clutched the old man’s shoulders. He stopped and held Sallia up as her legs buckled.
“You should have said something earlier.” The look in his eyes seemed so sincere. She realized she’d never really known the old wizard even though they had talked to each other often enough. She noticed an unexpected softness in his eyes that generally pierced her along with his boring witticisms. Perhaps escaping with him would prove to be a successful exit from the horrors of the castle.
“I’m a princess and we don’t complain.” She tried to lift her chin again and assume that diffident look that had been drilled into her since she could talk.
Unca shook his head. “That doesn’t mean we don’t stop to rest before we collapse, Princess. There’s a clearing just ahead. Hopefully there is a brook close by to whet our parched throats. We can stop at an out of the way inn to eat breakfast in an hour or two. The innkeeper is an old friend from days long ago. We’ll get dressed in some less conspicuous clothes and maybe get a couple of horses. Wouldn’t that be better?”
Sallia barely had the energy to nod her head. “Better,” she said.
As they reached the clearing, Unca led her underneath a pine tree. He spread out his cloak. “Roll up in this and sleep for a bit. I’ll find some water.”
The ground looked so inviting as Unca helped her down onto his cloak. He threw the long end over her and the last thing she remembered was his face looking down.
~
“It’s time to go,” Unca said trying to gently shake the sleep from the Princess. The sun was midway to its zenith and the wizard let the girl sleep as long as she could. His stomach protested the fact that he had waited too long before proceeding, but Unca knew the rest would do her a world of good.
She stirred. Her normally sallow cheeks glowed red in the warm sun. “It’s nearly noon!  I didn’t tell you to let me sleep in!”
Unca winced at the complaint. “You needed the sleep to rejuvenate your muscles, Princess. We’re still weeks away from the cottage and you can’t make it there if you waste all of your energy the first day. I do have some bad news.”
“Histron is on to us?”
Unca lifted an eyebrow. “The man won’t stop trying to find you and will continue to search until you’re captured.” He just caught himself from saying ‘dead’. “No. You will need to act the part of my daughter.”
Sallia snorted, “Granddaughter, you mean.”
The wizard sighed with the knowledge of the truth. The Princess turned twenty-one in two months. Much to the dead king’s chagrin, Sallia had spurned every suitor since she was sixteen. As the only child, she wanted to wed a prince her age plus have him meet her own personal specifications. Such a person couldn’t be found, for her specification changed with her moods. 
“Perhaps my niece… Wait. You will be my grandniece. I will call you Sally and you may call me,” he cleared his throat, “Uncle.”
“Grand Uncle.” She nearly smiled.
Unca merely bowed. “The names are close enough to our own so if we make a mistake addressing one another it can be dismissed.”
“You’re a smart one,” Sallia said. She baited him as she had before at Foxhome. This time, there weren’t a gaggle of courtiers to snicker at his words and provide her with an audience. Unca generally had the presence of mind to counter her barbs better than anyone else. That, unfortunately, made her perpetually angry with him. 
“Here.” Unca reached into a pocket of his trousers and pulled out some globes the size of large grapes. “Water that I have spelled in such a way so that we can take a drink as we walk. Alas, my skills are not sufficient to catch game as we run.” He merely shrugged. That would be the extent of his apology.
Sallia grabbed three or four of the globes and plopped them in her mouth. “These are rather fun. Why didn’t you do this in court?”
“I’m not a jester, Your Highness,” Unca said, retaining his dignity. “At any rate, I don’t accumulate power like I did when younger. Some days I think I am magically impotent.”
“Does—“ Sallia halted and swallowed with her eyes welling up, “Did Father know about this?”
“The King was not a man to hide secrets from, although, Duke Histron did a rather dishonorable, but effective, job doing so. I can still knock down trees and the like when needed, but only a few at a time. Then I need to recharge my magical power from the nexus.”
“Ah, the nexus.” Sallia knowingly nodded. “The source of all magical power in the world. I sometimes have a hard time believing that it exists.”
“You would. The talent to use the nexus has been bred out of the royal line of the Red Kingdom for centuries. Your light, nearly violet, eyes are a result of careful pairings through the generations. The lack of magical use has made the Bloodstone merely a symbol.”
“But it is just a symbol,” Sallia said.
“It is a symbol and more. I can feel its power, even through the leather pouch that protects it. Clutching it in my bare hand, I could recharge my powers in moments rather than days.”
Sallia just scoffed. “I don’t believe you.”
Unca shrugged. Her father had the same impression about the stone, but he never discounted the power of symbolism and the Bloodstone and the Red Kingdom were inseparable. ‘The right to rule,’ the king had said often enough, ‘is tied up with the ancient amulet.’
“Enough of this boring talk.” Unca helped her stand. 
She picked up his cloak that had kept her warm and held it out for him. “Portable royal chambers. You may burden yourself with them, again.” Sallia had actually said something witty that didn’t require a reply. He smirked behind her back and followed her along the path.
A bit more than an hour later when the sun shone overhead, they exited the forest and took a track bordering the woods and tilled land stopping short of a ramshackle country inn. Four fancy horses stood at the hitching posts. Unca could see weapons and supplies tied to the steeds. Duke Histron had a faster reach than he thought.
~~~
 



 
 


 
CHAPTER TWO
~
SALLIA COULDN’T HELP PUTTING HER HAND TO HER MOUTH when she saw the horses tied up to the inn’s hitching posts. Fear was a new emotion for her and she didn’t like it. She tried to follow Unca back into the copse that they had emerged from, but couldn’t move her body. Her head began to lighten and she felt herself swaying, about to topple.
“I, I,” Sallia said. Her dry mouth could form no words. Her scalp tightened as she lost strength and Unca picked her up. He carried her back into the woods and laid her on the grass of a tiny clearing. 
“Forgive me, Sally,” Unca said, as he put her on the ground.
Out of the sight of the Duke’s horses, she regained her composure. “Address me as Princess Sallia or Your Highness.”
Unca’s face took on a sorrowful expression. “I’m afraid we just left Princess Sallia behind when you woke up. As soon as those horses leave, you are Sally and I am Uncle. These people know me by a different name, Bodkin. You are my niece.”
“Grandniece,” Sallia said.
 Unca shook his head in resignation, “Grandniece, then. What happened back there? You froze up, but seem fine now.”
“Frozen with fear. My mouth turned to cotton and my head turned to air. I’ve never felt that way.” Even when her nurses and tutors had tried to intimidate her as a girl, she had always prevailed. Her father and mother never challenged her and now— Sallia felt like she had lost part of herself along with her parents. She began to choke up again with grief, but struggled to stifle sobs so close to the surface.
“I always felt it useful to think of something else. I generally think of a dog I had as a child. He’d always protect me from a stranger.”
“You, a powerful wizard?”
Unca broke into a grin — at least he still had all of his teeth. “I travel more than you might realize and have been in situations where it wouldn’t be wise to use my powers. I’ve learned to think my way through all of that once I had broken my own personal spell of fear. You have to keep thinking to remove yourself from your predicament. Once you stop thinking, you freeze up.”
“But you’re a ranking wizard.” 
“Oh, there’s no magic to learning how to quench your fears, Sally,” Unca said.
Sallia had to restrain from correcting Unca as she continued to listen to advice like she’d never had before.
Unca continued to speak. “If you can think of the obstacle, unfrozen, it becomes a puzzle to solve. How can I get through this situation? How can I break it down into parts I can handle? The easiest solution is generally always to retreat, like we just did. You don’t run away, just pause for a bit. We still have to move forward. So we travel as someone else. Go somewhere unexpected. Those are some of the solutions of the puzzle to keep you alive.”
“My father said, ‘Never retreat,’ and I don’t remember him leaving a problem unsolved,” Sallia said.
“I’ve seen him do so plenty of times when the good of the Red Kingdom was at stake. But you wouldn’t have seen it. He wasn’t a coward. Retreating doesn’t necessarily indicate cowardice.” Unca shook his head as tears began to well up. “My last view of him was of your mother helping your father adjust his armor.” The wizard began to choke up. Her father must have been more than just a friend.
Sallia didn’t know what to say to that. Her father had died fighting Duke Histron rather than retreat. The thought made her begin to cry. 
“I’m so unworthy,” she said as tears of her own began to trickle down her face. How could she break down in front of this man at every turn of the conversation?  
Yet something had snapped within her. Sallia could no longer just retreat into a shell, like she had done all her life. That was cowardice, not the retreat Unca had talked about. She would have to re-learn how to act and Unca, as old and addled as she had once thought, would have to be the person to teach her. She knew she’d never be the same again.
Unca cleared his throat. “We made a tactical retreat, like your father so often did. Not in fear, but to preserve his line. You are his only heir. He didn’t ask for you to take up a sword and die along with him. Your parents’ only thought was for you to flee to safety, Princess Sallia.”
“Sally,” she corrected and wiped away her tears.
Unca smiled. It surprised her how gentle the smile was. “Sally, then. You need to stay safe until the time comes for you to reclaim the throne. You will feel tinges of fear every day, for the Duke will not stop searching for you. Let the fear provide you with caution, but you must learn to keep your mind sharp. Remember that to reduce the fear, you can think of future moves to solve the puzzle of survival. It’s a good practice and one that we will be following until we reach my cottage.”
The Princess understood. She nodded, wordlessly and looked away. The sun still shone overhead and her stomach rumbled. Fear had momentarily driven away her appetite and now, with a change in attitude, it had returned. She smiled at the thought and took comfort that with Unca’s help she had overcome her fear; a non-magical spell and a non-magical solution from the Court Wizard. She had never expected that kind of depth from the old man.
She noticed a breeze began to shake the leaves and with it, a hint of smoke, not the aroma of cooking, but of something else. 
Unca stood and looked in the direction of the inn, with an alarmed look on his face. “I’m afraid for my friends.” He left her sitting on the grass. “Stay.”
Sallia couldn’t sit. She leaned against a tree, feeling the rough bark through her thin clothes and worried. She had worried about herself before, but not for others. Now she felt the glimmers of emotional pain, hoping that the innkeeper wouldn’t be harmed for her sake and that Unca would return unscathed. Just then, he rushed into the clearing.
“Come, we have to put out the fire!” Unca took her hand and yanked her back on the path. In a few minutes, Sallia gagged as the wind blew smoke into their direction. A few turns of the path and she viewed the inn. The horses had gone and flames were beginning to lick up the side of the inn by the large chimney. 
The wizard took off on a run. She’d never thought the old man could run so fast. She hadn’t exactly run since girlhood. By the time she reached the inn, Unca had gone to the well and began drawing up buckets of water.
“You do this and I’ll go in and douse the place. First let me change the color of your eyes. The charm won’t last more than a few weeks, but your distinctive violet eyes will now look hazel to any strangers who we meet.”  Sallia nearly commanded him to stop, but he grabbed two buckets and fled towards the fire before she had a chance to open her mouth.
Unca ran through the smoking door. Sallia heard the sound of water splashing and Unca returned, dragging a dripping-wet woman. Sallia had two more buckets ready and this time Unca brought out a sodden man. The innkeeper and his wife? He dashed out of the building with four buckets and helped Sallia draw water.
They kept at it for what seemed like hours. The two victims began to stir and the woman revived enough to help Sallia.
“Save our inn!” the woman said. “I’ll help you out as I can. Ness is still breathing, but they hit him harder in the head than me.”
Unca continued his rescue attempts and stopped for a moment trying to regain his breath. “I think we’ve got everything eight or ten feet up the wall, but I can only throw the water so high and I can’t reach the ceiling.”
Sallia squinted. She feared for Unca and for the inn. She would think for a minute. A thought popped into her head. “Make those little water grapes. Maybe apple-sized and we can throw them up higher.”
Unca’s eyes grew large. “That will work.” He looked at the woman. “Pol, I know a few magical spells and Sally here has seen me make some water balls. We’ll put those to work. Come on, Sally.”
They took the four buckets into the blackened inn. Sallia could see the fire beginning to reignite up high where Unca’s water hadn’t thoroughly quenched the flame. He made a little sign with his fingers and spoke a few words and the buckets were filled with apple-sized balls of water. 
“Take good aim,” Unca said as he threw a globule of water that smashed against the embers that had begun to glow.
Sallia hadn’t done much precision throwing in her time — just crockery and such at servants. She took aim and found her talents lay elsewhere. Pol, on the other hand, nearly matched Unca with her accuracy and Unca took a few steps back and let Pol do the throwing. Sallia took the two empty buckets and went to fill them with more water. A strategic retreat. She smiled at the thought, now that she knew the worst was over.
“Where’s Pol?” Ness had come to and sat up in the dirt.
“She’s helping Un… Uncle fight the fire.”
Ness began to stand but sat back down, holding his head. 
“You stay there and let them do the work,” Sallia said helping Ness lay back down putting his arm over his face, obviously still in pain.
She continued to fill up buckets and realized that her hands had blistered and were raw from the unaccustomed work. Pol came out and looked at Sallia’s hands. 
“Sit on the porch. I’ll draw the last of the water. Bodkin needs to throw some of his amazing water balls up on the roof and the outside walls. We’ll be done in no time.” She looked at her husband, who now lay, propped up on his elbows. “And don’t you move, innkeeper!” Pol threw him a kiss as she took her buckets around the corner of the inn.
~
Unca couldn’t see any flames or embers on the outside. The flames, luckily, had never made it to the roof. If they had, the inn would be lost. He walked back in. Holes on either side of the main fireplace still smoked. The inn was filled with the acrid stench of a quenched campfire. He sat next to Ness, who had a rag around his head while Pol applied salve to Sallia’s raw hands. 
He had never seen the princess in physical pain before and admired the way she had taken it. As for him, the eye change and all of the water globules thoroughly expended what power he had within.
“Good work, Sally,” he said. “I’ve never saved an inn before. I hope we’ll get a discount if we stay the night.”
Ness smiled and nodded. “Ask and it’s yours, Bodkin. Pol and I’d be charred up like the inn if you hadn’t come along. Those damned soldiers thought the princess would be driving up in a carriage to our little inn. How ridiculous is that?” He squinted and looked at Sally’s clothes. “Those are finely wrought things your niece is wearing.”
“Rags picked up in Foxhome, where the king and his court cast off clothing all of the time. I assume that’s correct, Sally?”
She nodded as Pol began to wrap up her hands. “My father, Uncle’s sister’s son, died a few weeks ago. He sold kitchen implements and weapons. I never had to work with him, so I could take my pick at the market.” With all of the day’s work, her garments now looked well-worn.
“Bodkin never told us of any kin.”
Unca smiled at Sallia’s inventiveness and piped up. “I’m sort of the black sheep of the family. They don’t deal with me and I don’t deal with them. Sally, here, is a special case. Her mother died giving her life and I’ve always had my eye on her. She sold the shop, but thieves took her money and I had to rescue her from their grasp. I’m taking her to my little cave in the hills out west to rest up before she decides what to do.”
Pol glanced at Ness and then put her hand on Sallia’s shoulder,  “You can work here. We’re fair employers and you’d never have to worry about a roof over your head or a warm meal.”
Sallia colored. “I’m, uh. I mean…” She looked at Unca with pleading eyes.
“Nothing to worry about, Pol. I promised Sally I’d show her the Red Kingdom like she’d never seen before and we’ll get that in while we travel.”
“You’ll never need to pay for a room here again, you two. No matter what happens,” Ness nodded his head and continued, “I’ll not turn you out. Now I do believe the kitchen was untouched and I’m hungry. What about you two?”
“I faint from hunger,” Unca said, smiling. His stomach now growled and he needed the nourishment. The sun was about to set and they only had water to drink all day. He didn’t want the innkeeper to know how truly hungry he was.
Pol went to the other unburned side of the inn and brought out a tray of bread and cheese while Ness pulled some ale and brought out four frothy mugs. Unca took some cheese and washed it down with ale. It tasted better than the fare at any royal banquet. He thought that the way Sallia attacked her food, she probably had the same impression.
“Ness?” A couple of farmers poked their heads through the open front doors. “Had a fire?”
“If it wasn’t for Bodkin and his niece, you’d be talking to a pile of cinders. Duke Histron’s men were searching for the princess and didn’t like our answers. Knocked us both out and set the place on fire,” Pol said as she put another set of mugs on the table.
“Still open for business?”
Ness laughed. “If you don’t mind the fresh air.” All eyes went to the charred holes on the far wall.
One of the farmers said, “Sometimes the place gets a bit close of a night. The new ventilation might do us all a bit of good.” The two sat down and by the time Unca and Sallia had finished not-quite-warm stew, the place began to fill up.
“Time for bed, Pol,” Unca said. “Do you have some clothes for the both of us. I’m afraid we’ve burnt holes through the ones on our backs. I had intended on getting some more in Handleford, where we thought we’d be spending the night.”
“Oh. I’ve got a closet full of stuff left behind. All of it is clean, maybe with the scent of smoke now, and you’re welcome to whatever you find. It’s the closet between Room 3 and 4 upstairs. Your rooms are 3 and 6. Our maids have just arrived for serving and will have hot water up in each room in a few minutes. You both deserve a nice long soak on us.”
“Thank you for your hospitality.”
“We appreciate you two saving our lives. I was afraid for Ness, but he’ll do.” She smiled and pulled a couple of keys from her apron.
~
Sallia woke up to Unca’s hand on her mouth. 
“One of the farmers came by with milk and eggs and told Ness that the Duke’s men are on their way back. We are leaving now since they might arrive at any minute. I picked out some clothes, which you did not do last night even though I told you to.”
The golden light of dawn began pushing through the window. Sallia yawned and sat up once she realized what Unca had said. He actually made her feel guilty for not touching second-hand clothes.
“Leave me while I put these on.”
“I’ll turn my back. Pol has already brought up some food. She probably knows you might be the princess and wants us out of here. The only room with a roof beneath the window is this one.’
Sallia couldn’t believe what Unca had just said. “You expect me to go out a window?”
“Sally would, if men were after her. You are Sally and I am, for the moment, Bodkin. We’ve got to leave now. I’ll not take any chances on detection.” Unca turned around. 
The clothes hung on Sallia’s body like potato sacks. Unca had done a good job with the shoes, though. Her royal boots were nearly worn through. They were never meant for two days of hiking along forest paths. Unca gathered up her other clothes and put them in another lumpy sack that probably held his own. 
He helped Sallia out the window. “Don’t twist your ankle. We have to hurry to the woods, a few hundred paces east, through a still-fallow field.” 
Sallia hadn’t escaped through a window before and the thought paralyzed her for a minute. She tried to breathe deeply and thought of how she could fall and not break her ankles. What would be the solution? Bend her knees. She heard that somewhere, but couldn’t recall where in her present state. She poked her head out of the window and put her sturdy, used shoes on the thatch roof and sat down in the straw and slid down. When the roof ended, she concentrated on bending her knees. The distance from the end of the roof to the ground might have been five or six feet and her strategy worked!  She smiled in triumph.
Unca came bouncing silently down, nearly missing her, as he hit the dirt with knees not quite bent enough. He fell forward, yet he remained silent, even though he gasped for breath.
“I’m too old for that,” he said.
“You’re too old for a lot of things I’ve seen you do in the last few days, wizard.” Sallia whispered. “Now which way is north?”
~~~
 



 
 
 


 
CHAPTER THREE
~
NO ONE WOULD HAVE MISTAKEN UNCA AND SALLIA for the former king’s wizard and Princess Sallia as they zigzagged their way through the Red Kingdom. Unca insisted that they spend two nights on the road for every time at an inn. If someone investigated their travels, they would have a difficult time tracing their route.
Sallia kept to herself as they traveled. The more she thought of her life in the castle, the more unreal their trip felt. However, Unca urged her to put one foot in front of another. Her feet grew calluses. Calluses!  Unca had bought her a walking stick and now her hands had lost some of their softness. Nothing a princess should have to endure. Her hair had gone unwashed for days at a time and lay limp and listless around her face until Unca bought her a simple scarf to tie up her hair. The reality of her situation made her angry with Unca, yet what else could she do? Sallia just didn’t have the experience to fend for herself and every time she let her thoughts stray towards her parents’ demise, her energy seemed to disappear.
At Unca’s request, she reluctantly had cut her hair shorter to little more than shoulder length as a disguise. The wizard died his white hair black. He looked awful, but even she wouldn’t recognize him. 
They changed names every few days, but Unca had always remained her great uncle. She wondered if it wouldn’t have been better to let the Duke’s men capture her. No princess should have to travel this way and in her condition, but then she reminded herself that she no longer held the title now that Duke Histron had usurped the kingdom.
She tended a campfire, waiting for Unca to return with supplies from a nearby village. He went in alone, again, to confuse their trackers. She heard the crack of a branch and slipped away from the fire, but then Unca appeared with a sack on his shoulders and two horses in tow.
“I splurged,” he said, patting one of the horse’s flanks. “We’ll be riding from here on out. The paths we follow lead us into the foothillls.” 
Sallia had some experience on a horse. “I’ve ridden before and know what it is to be saddlesore.” Unca bowed and it felt good to let him know she had experienced some levels of discomfort in her pampered life.
They rode on small, lonely tracks and spent more nights out in the open. Unca showed her how he made simple traps for rabbits. 
“Why must I know how to find forest vermin?” Sallia said as her trap disintegrated in front of her eyes right as she set it. She shook her hands in frustration at her fourth failure in a row.
“We eat a lot of rabbit at my cottage. I don’t know how to hunt, but rabbits are easy to capture and they can cooked in a number of ways.”
Sallia glared at Unca as he threw some more bark strips at her feet. He could do the trapping.
“I won’t always be at the cottage. We won’t be particularly close to well-traveled roads and there will be times when you’ll have to fend for yourself. I have a woman who helps me keep house. There is a cow and chickens, so we’ll have milk, butter and eggs. She can even cook passable bread.”
“Bread, chicken, rabbit!” Did her palate have to become so restricted, so soon? She thought she could bear the trail food for a time, but living like peasants!  Sallia shook her head. “I’m better than that.” She knew her frustration spoke that time. She had been a pampered princess and the reality of fending for herself, long term, nearly frightened her as much as that last night at Foxhome. She picked up the bark and finally succeeded at setting the trap. Sallia didn’t want to show Unca, so she set the trap down and sat on a rock.
Unca laughed. “I’m sure you are, Princess Sallia, but I’d rather you tried to swallow simple fare down an unrestricted throat rather than royal comestibles with a rope tied tightly round it.”
Sallia shivered. “Why me?” She knew the answer, but couldn’t let Unca know of the terror she really felt.
“Would you have rather been one of your father’s guards, who will never eat another crumb of bread or sip an ale? Who will care for their widows and children? You will have to learn patience, Sally.”
~
Unca didn’t like the wince, Sallia made when he called her Sally, but he had to keep at it so she’d be used to it. He didn’t like dying his hair black. He could have used his magic, but Unca needed to preserve his power, as it trickled back into his body, for an unforeseen emergency.
They hadn’t been caught out again by the Duke’s men and they were just a few days from the final trail to his holding. 
“We will be going through the closest village to my cottage soon. I’ll need to buy some supplies. No scowling or wincing or complaining. You are my grand niece. Some of the people know who I actually am, so please don’t draw any undue attention. You can do that?”
Sallia nodded. “Can I buy another dress?”
Unca tried not to sigh. Clothes at a time like this? He clamped his thin lips together and nodded his head and forced a smile. “A reward for a long and harrowing trip.” He pulled out his purse and gave a silver and a handful of copper coins to Sallia. “Don’t whine about the money. Keep to this as a limit and you won’t draw unwanted notice.” 
Sallia quickly grabbed the money and put it in a pocket in her dress.
“One more thing,” Unca said. “I will use a bit of magic to change your eye color again. Instead of the hazel, a nice dark brown might contrast well with your golden hair.” He concentrated and spoke a spell within his mind. He stood back from Sallia. “There that’s presentable. This is a more permanent fix and will last until I change it back. Guards will definitely be looking for a violet-eyed woman.”
“My eyes have changed permanently?” Sallia’s eyes flashed with anger. “I didn’t give you permission!” 
Unca gave Sallia the hint of a smile. “Would you have let me? Just be thankful I didn’t turn you into a man.”
Sallia tightly clutched her dress with both hand’s making fists. “You turn my eyes back!”
Unca just turned his horse back along the path and rode on. He didn’t want to argue with the princess. He knew her well enough now that her ill-humor came from being scared to death of what might happen next. She needed a refuge more than he. 
The eye-color change nearly took all of his power again. The physical energy that he had used thus far on this trip had not recharged very quickly. He took deep, slow breaths, so she wouldn’t see how weak he’d become. His spine seemed to turn to jelly, but he concentrated on keeping his head erect as his horse ambled on while Sallia continued her harangue. Let her yell and talk. Perhaps her anger was therapeutic. She would follow him because she didn’t have a choice.
He took a deep breath as she finally rode up alongside. “I’ll forgive you,” Sallia said. She now breathed more heavily than Unca. “Please…  ”
She actually said please? Unca suppressed a smile. 
”Please don’t do something like that again unless you have my permission. You must now that I am anxious about what the future holds.”
Anxious?  If she felt like him, she’d be totally and utterly terrified. Very angry people were after them and they both had to rely on Unca’s wits. He’d need some time to recover from the spell he just used. His hand went to the Bloodstone and could feel its power. Not yet. The power in the stone hadn’t been used in a long, long time and no one that Unca had ever known in his long life knew just what the stone could do. He had a few old tomes in his cottage, that he hadn’t had the opportunity to read, that might provide some insight.
“I promise, Sally. We both must remember to behave. Just a few more days. We spend our last night at Sally’s Corners, and then we shouldn’t have any trouble. Not much longer.”  
He’d recover faster at his holding. Access to the nexus was stronger there than any place in the surrounding area. That was one reason he had chosen it. Unca couldn’t wait to reach his sanctuary.
~
Sallia walked the long cobbled street of Sally’s Corners. She had expected another disheveled rural village, but Sally’s Corners had pavement and whoever had laid the village out had managed to create an orderly grid of lanes. Did Unca change her name to match the village? She shook her head as she passed a store with dresses in the window and walked in.
“Can I help you?” said a woman with wings of gray in her pulled back dark hair.
“I need a dress. I’ve been traveling with my great uncle for days and this is all I have,” Sallia said plucking the shoulder of her travel worn outfit.
“Another travel dress?”
The question made Sallia perspire. She couldn’t tell the woman they were nearly at the end of their journey. She took a deep breath and thought carefully how she would respond.
“We are making our way into Gensler.” She put her hand to her chin. “Do you have something serviceable, yet with more style? My uncle gave me this much to spend.” Sallia pulled out all of her coins. She had no idea what kind of dress the money would buy.
“You poor dear,” the shopkeeper said, clucking her tongue. “You’ve probably never bought a dress in your life.”
“Indeed I haven’t.” Sallia felt relieved that she didn’t have to lie. The kingdom paid for all of her clothes in the past. Price was never an object.
“Hmmm.” The woman took the money and laid it on a well-worn, but polished counter. Her eyes brightened. She gazed at Sallia’s eyes and smiled. “I know just the thing.” She walked into the back of the shop through a deep blue velvet drape that had seen better days and returned with a light gray dress with brown trim. “It’s a little warm for summer, but will travel well. The wool threads are very fine, so it’s not so warm as a winter dress, but it should last a long time.”
The shopkeeper led Sallia back to a changing booth. She put the dress on and smoothed the front. It fit so much better than the oversized dress she had been wearing. Sallia felt the cloth. The fine wool did not scratch very much and she could deal with the weight.
“It’s a bit out of season. I had this made for a young woman last fall, but she didn’t last through the winter.” The shopkeeper let out a shuddering breath. “We all miss her. I’m sure she would like you to have it.”
“How much?”
“The owner had intended on selling the dress for more, but I can let you have it for what’s on the counter.”
Nodding her head, Sallia forced a smile. What other indignities would she have to bear? Now she owned another’s dress. She had to admit that the workmanship was more than serviceable for a serving woman at the castle and she had seen much worse in her travels, and that included her current garment.
She put on her old dress and wandered around the shop while the woman wrapped up her purchase, dismayed at the lower quality of goods offered. She would miss her clothes and wouldn’t be building an appropriate wardrobe from the shops in this village. The workmanship was fine enough, but the cloth. Where did they buy the cloth? Thanking the woman, she quickly headed back to the inn where they would be spending the night. It had just begun to rain.
The Traveler’s Rest filled up with villagers seeking refuge from the afternoon downpour. It seemed that a number of men took advantage of the suddenly inclement weather to fill their gullets with ale. Sallia couldn’t help but wrinkle her nose at the heavy odors of wet clothes and unwashed bodies. She stopped and sniffed in shock. She found she contributed to the overall stench. 
They shared a two-bed room. Unca napped on one of the beds and her entry roused him from slumber.
“Were you successful?” Unca said between yawns. His eyes went to the package underneath her arms. “Looks like you were.”
“I’d like a bath. Can I get one?”
The wizard sat up and stretched his spindly arms. “Certainly. You wait up here and I’ll arrange things downstairs.” He sniffed the air. “Must be raining. I’ll bet the common room stinks.”
Sallia just glared at Unca as he left their room. The glare vanished. He could have said worse, much worse.
~
Unca had to smile, while he rubbed the sleep from his eyes, as he sat up from the table. He took in the heavy aroma of the common room and his grin widened. The sound of the downpour outside had brought even more into the inn. He knew a few of the patrons and waved as he made his way to the innkeeper’s desk at the side of the bar. 
“My grandniece would like a bath, if you would.”
The lady innkeeper squinted, as she looked closer at the wizard. “Is that you Bodkin? You look awful with that dyed hair. You’ve been here enough to know what’s going on here. I’ve got my maids serving everyone in the room. Your niece will have to wait an hour or so.” They knew him at the inn as Bodkin in Sally’s Corners, but the innkeeper knew Unca’s real identity.
Unca patted the man on his shoulder and walked back to the kitchens. “Regetta!” he called out in the cacophony of the kitchens trying to get more food ready with the rush of orders.
“Over here, Bodkin,” a woman with iron-gray hair said. Regetta stood nearly as tall as Unca. She folded her arms as she guided the frantic activities of the kitchen.
“My grandniece would like a bath. Is there anything you can do?”
Regetta bent back and laughed. “You are the luckiest man alive. I had a couple of maids ready to wash clothes when the rain hit. I’ve got a tub in the back. If your niece will come down to the kitchen, she can have her bath immediately. If you want a tub and hot water lugged upstairs, it will be an hour or two. Take your pick.”
“She’ll be down presently. What do you hear?”
The innkeeper’s wife laughed again. She looked so imposing, but Unca didn’t know a woman with a more jovial disposition. “Nothing. Some of Histron’s devils have been around sniffing for the missing princess, but we sent them on their way.”
“Why would a member of the royal family ever pass through Sally’s Corners?” Unca said.
Regetta shook her head. “You’re the one to know. We’re not that far from the border, so why would a princess stop here and not continue on to safety at Crackledown? They’re all idiots. I’ve got to get back to my staff. Send your niece down.” She turned her head and began belting out more instructions.
Unca trudged up the stairs. His energy had nearly returned, but he would take the opportunity to return to his nap upstairs on a bed.
“The innkeeper won’t have maids available to help you with your bath until after the customers leave. There is a tub of hot water in the clothes washing room ready immediately, if you head down right now.”
He could see a battle in Sallia’s head. She could wait and bath in the privacy of their room or bathe in front of strangers.
“You could wear your new dress after you bathe,” Unca said.
Sallia ground her teeth and grabbed her package and left the room in a huff.
The wizard lay back down, but now he felt restless and sleep eluded him. Unca drifted back down to the common room and ordered an ale. He never drank much, but perhaps the ale would settle him down.
He tried to ignore the smell in the room and moved away from the roaring fire and the steaming wool. The ale came and he took a swig as four uniformed men entered the common room.
“Everyone stand where you are!” a man with a slightly different uniform announced, with his hands on his hips. Four more men entered the inn. “We are passing back through your village and will search the inn. Everyone line up. You,” the soldier looked to the innkeeper, “get your staff out here.” The soldier sent men up the stairs into the rooms.
Unca could hear the heavy steps and a few doors being forced open as he lined up with the other men. He splashed some ale on his shirt and joined the lineup. He began to bob and weave a little. The man next to him sneered at Unca as the wizard giggled just a bit, playing a part.
The soldier walked down the line with a sour look. He slapped the hilt of a dagger against his palm as he walked. “The Duke is looking for an old white-haired man and a blonde woman with violet eyes.” He instructed the patrons to leave the inn and Unca followed the other men, who huddled on the inn’s porch looking out at the rain. 
What could he do? Eight men? He could run away and save his own skin since the soldiers hadn’t looked at him again. He waited for the soldiers to drag a dripping Sallia out to their horses. Moments passed and most of the men began to grumble. The cooks and maids, along with Regetta, gradually exited the inn. The soldiers’ faces didn’t look any happier as they stood, getting soaked, in the cobbled street by their horses. 
Their leader instructed the men to search the rest of the town. “That was our last chance to find her in this gods-forsaken end of the Duke’s kingdom.” Unca just giggled and swayed a bit more, earning a glare from the leader as he told the village men to go back into the inn. “Stay there until I tell you can return to your homes.”
That was fine with Unca, who couldn’t help but giggle for real. Sallia had somehow eluded the Duke’s men. He returned into the common room with the rest of the men and maids. He sat back down and took another swig of his ale before he ascended the stairs to the large room he shared with Sallia.
He lay back down again and worried about the princess until he heard the door latch.
“I thought I had been scared before!” Sallia said wearing her new dress and holding out her old dress, still dripping a bit from washing.
Unca sat up as relief flooded through him. How did you escape?”
Sallia put her old dress over a large wooden chair.
“The innkeeper’s wife poked her head in the washing room. I nearly ordered her out, but the terror in her eyes stayed my tongue. She tossed my old dress to me and told me to get it wet and use it to cover all of me while soldiers searched. She threw more clothes into the tub and I stayed underneath the pile of old clothes while they searched the kitchen. She said there’s no telling what soldiers would do, confronted with a naked woman.”
“Did they come into the room?” Unca said, trying not to picture Sallia without clothes on.
She nodded. I held my breath and stayed as still as I could. I thought I shook the whole tub, but after a moment, the door closed and I came up for air. I finished my bath and washed my own dress after I heard them leave the kitchen.”
Unca laughed. “Be thankful for the rain and the stink in the common room. If not, you might have been captured.”
“What about you? Aren’t they looking for a wizard?”
He laughed again. “Do you think I look and smell like the Court Wizard? Black hair…  ”
“With gray roots,” she said.
“Indeed and smelling of ale.”
Sallia sniffed. “Youdoreek of drink.”
“Indeed. The soldiers looked right past me. But you…  ”
“Are they really gone?” Sallia said.
Unca nodded. “That dress looks well on you.” He meant the compliment, but Sallia didn’t seem to notice.
“When will they return?” she said.
“They are finished with the inn. They will do some searching in the village and you will stay in the room until I am sure they are gone. They could return for an evening meal.”
“And until then?”
“Do something with your wet hair and I promise I’ll bring up dinner.”
Sallia stamped her foot on the ground, but then turned and put both hands on the chair. “I really was scared.”
Sympathy overpowered Unca and he came over and put his hands on her shoulders. She turned around and buried her face into his shirt and quickly backed away, scrunching up her nose. “You get a bath while I’m up in this little prison.”
Unca departed with a change of clothes in his hands. He’d talk Regetta into letting him into the wash room for a bath. He laughed at the sight of a soldier breaking in while he scrubbed his back. The thought of that brief moment with Sallia clutching him filled his thoughts until he brought up dinner. She had startled him with an embrace and the emotions that the unbidden act generated confused him. He shouldn’t have feelings like that, he was too old.
He had his bath and returned with dinner to share, wondering what she would do with a clean Unca? It didn’t matter. He found her fast asleep.
~~~
 



 
 
 


 
CHAPTER FOUR
~
SALLIA WONDERED IF THEY WOULD EVER ARRIVE at Unca’s cottage. Yet within half of a day, Unca led her up through the foothills that defined the northern border with the Dukedom of Gensler. After an hour or so of riding along a narrow dirt road that bordered a large stream that wound between a dense copse of woods, they stopped at the beginning of a large meadow. The grass grew a foot or so high with the stream running from a rather large pond.
“My little estate, Sally,” Unca said.
She hadn’t really said much since the village where the Duke’s soldiers came close to finding her. “This is beautiful. The cottage is across the meadow?” She squinted in the afternoon sun and thought she saw cultivation and smoke curling up from the trees.
“I see smoke.” Her words caught in her throat. Perhaps the soldiers had found them despite Unca’s assurances.
“My housekeeper, Willow. She lives on the other side of the forest in a little hamlet that I’d just a soon avoid. Nasty experiences there. She has a son who works a bit of the land and my tiny mill.”
“A mill?” 
“It powers my cottage. You’ll see.” Unca sped up without another word and proceeded along the little track that led in the direction of the smoke.
She nearly smiled at the invigorating smell on the wind. The setting seemed fresh. The building wasn’t the little hovel that she had in her mind. They passed a little wooden pier leading out into the pond and then she saw the ‘cottage’ or rather what looked more like a large lodge that seemed to grow from the front of a steep hillside. She could hear a mill wheel creak and finally saw it as the stream pushed the wheel round after it fell from the top of a rocky ledge to the floor of the meadow and on into the pond.
“This is more like a small holding,” she said as they rode up to the two-story dwelling. 
Unca nodded. “I come here from time to time to escape from the demands of your father’s court.”
Sallia took a deep breath as she thought that his statement should now be uttered in the past tense. Her father no longer possessed a court and she no longer possessed a father.
“Anything wrong?”
She sighed. “My father is dead and his court no longer exists.” She couldn’t help looking down.
“I’m sorry. I lost my library and many of my possessions, but that pales in comparison to your loss, Princess.”
Her heart brightened when he called her that. Unca still perplexed her. He seemed so heartless and cruel as he pushed her on during their flight and at other times he actually seemed tenderhearted and funny in his always peculiar way. His behavior confused her, but then she always thought of Unca as an enigma. What did her father see in the man? She shook her head. Unca continually surprised her at his knowledge and resourcefulness. If her father had seen this side of Unca, and he undoubtedly had, he had brought a uniquely qualified person into his inner circle. Perhaps he didn’t want to replace him, after all and talk of retirement might have become a private joke between them.
Here she would spend part of her exile. Which part or how large of a part? Unca didn’t have an answer when she pressed him during their journey. The six weeks of zigzag travel that it took them to arrive at his holding finally convinced her that she wouldn’t have a speedy return to Foxhome where Duke Histron now ruled the Red Kingdom. 
Sallia’s thoughts were interrupted when Unca called from his horse.
“Willow!  I have arrived with a house guest.”
A matronly woman with brown hair shot with a few streaks of gray opened one side of double doors that opened onto a porch that seemed to go around three sides of the house. Sallia liked the looks of the place. Rock made up the foundations and went halfway up the two-story walls where large multi-paned windows let light into the structure. The roof was made out of roughly-hewn slate. It looked roughly hewn, but as she got closer, she could see the pattern was intentional to make it blend into the hillside more easily. The house was deceptively impressive.
“Unca!  How good it is to see you. It’s been a full year and you didn’t even send word.” Sallia detected a gentle chiding in her voice, but no serious complaint.
“All the more time alone for you and your son. How is Hal?”
“The boy has married and only comes here twice a week. I think it’s to make sure I’m still alive.” The woman chuckled. “The Baron has given him a plot in Chapel Vale and the fool would rather work for him than move up here like you offered.”
Unca shook his head. “He would be free and make more money by working my small fields than working for Lord Beckhall. Hal still comes up here, though?”
The housekeeper nodded her head. “Enough so we will have sufficient grain to mill and a bit extra to sell in Sally’s Corners.”
Sallia furrowed her brow. She detected an untold story here, but then the entire situation confused her somewhat. She dismounted when Unca did and walked up to meet Willow as Unca disappeared behind the house with the horses.
“Come in, my dear,” Willow said. “Unca rarely entertains guests, but anyone he brings to his house is welcome. You will get your pick of the guest rooms. Although I’m often here alone for months at a time, they are all kept ready. You must be tired from your journey.”
Exhausted might be a better term for the weariness she felt all the way to her bones. Willow showed her to a large parlor. The furnishings were made out of a light wood upholstered in a green leather. Shelves, filled with books and scroll boxes, lined the long side of the room, away from the windows. Unca had complained about losing his library, but these shelves must have held much more than what he left behind.
She settled into a large chair, surprised at how soft the leather felt. She leaned her head back and seemed to sink into the cushions. 
“What would you like as a refreshment? I have iced wine, lager, although that’s more for a man, like Unca or my son. Perhaps some fruit juice? I pressed some yesterday.”
“Iced wine would be nice.” Sallia thought of the cool light wine she would share with her mother on a hot summer’s day in their gardens. She’d never be able to recapture that time. Tears blurred her vision a bit as her eyes welled. She ran her fingers under her eyes.
“Here you go. I hope you don’t mind if I join you. I’m not much of a servant and often join Unca.”
Sallia shrugged. The house was nothing like she expected. Neither was the wine. The goblet looked frosted as if it came from a snow bank in the middle of winter. Her fingers felt the cold as she sipped the chilled wine. “How did you do this? Unca’s magic?”
Willow’s laughter echoed around the room like a happy song. “The house is built in front of a cavern that Unca created decades ago when he was much stronger. In the winter, my son takes ice blocks from the pond and stacks them far into the cave and covers them with straw. I have a chest that Unca built that cools food using that ice. Everything lasts much longer in the summer when properly cooled, you know” 
Sallia didn’t know, but the explanation didn’t bore her, like she thought it would. 
“The juice that I pressed will last more than a week!” She laughed again. “You’ll like it here,” she said, smiling like a cat, as she sipped from her own goblet.
Sallia heard steps coming from the back of the house. Unca turned the corner rubbing his hands. His hair now looked like a dirty gray.
“You washed your hair?” Willow said. “I can’t say I liked the black locks, Unca. I liked the old days when your hair was blond, before you turned into an old humbug. The color might not come out and you’ll have to wait for your hair to grow.
“Mmmm,” said Unca. He lifted a finger and left the room.
“Is he always that strange around here?” Sallia hadn’t seen this side of Unca. He seemed so relaxed.
Moments later he returned, his long hair no more than an inch or so long. “Better?” Sallia thought the shorter hair made him look years younger.
Willow laughed. “It certainly is. I like that length and the white won’t take so long to return.”
Unca lifted his chin. “Do I get any iced wine?” He smiled and sat down as Willow rose.
“I will serve you, master,” she said, joyfully as she left the room.
“I like her,” Sallia said, surprised that she would feel that way.
“Her charms, Sally. She hasn’t led a wonderful life, but she has a wonderful outlook. It sort of evens out with the dourness of Hal, her son. Her husband—” Unca stopped when Willow entered the room and smiled when his housekeeper presented him with a goblet of his own.
“Even in the palace, chilled wine isn’t as good as this. The grapes come from our own vineyard planted on slopes of a hill we didn’t see when we rode up. I’ve planted some grapes for a dark red wine, but this variety is the best.”
Sallia couldn’t help but laugh, “Unca, Court Wizard and Gentleman Farmer.”
After a sip of his wine, he waved away the compliment. “Willow is the Lady Farmer with the help of Hal. I just give them permission to plant where and what they want.”
Willow nodded her head. “He’s right, but he does get consulted. Terracing the hill for the vineyard was his idea. That was what, twenty years ago?”
“Just after I finished the house and you’d only been helping me out for a few years.”
“Not long after Bestan died.” Willow sighed. She turned to Sallia. “My husband, Bestan, was killed in a brawl at The Traveler’s Rest in Sally’s Corners. The fight was his fault and they tell me he drew his knife first. Hal and I have been by ourselves ever since. But,” she took a deep breath and beamed at Unca, “with Unca’s help, we made it through and have been making it through ever since.”
“To our mutual benefit. My house is maintained and always ready for me, even if I just drop in like I did today with our latest guest.” Unca gazed at Sallia. His attention made Sallia fidget for a moment. She felt comfortable enough in the house. It wasn’t as ornate as the castle, but the house had such a comfortable feeling. Welcoming. She felt welcome in Unca’s cottage. 
“How are your sewing skills, Willow? Sally is going to stay with us for some—at least through the winter. She’ll need clothes. I’ll pay for whatever she needs.”
Willow looked a little worried. “My fingers are stiffening up a bit for precise work, Unca. Comes with age.”
He nodded and said, “I do know how that happens. Is there anyone in Chapel Vale? It’s only a few hours away.”
The housekeeper brightened and slapped her hands on her thighs. “I know just the person in Sally’s Corners. Let me take some measurements and we’ll get a few day dresses made for the rest of summer and perhaps a riding outfit?”
Unca nodded. “Horses do like to be exercised.”
“Wonderful.” She rose. “I’ll take you to your room.” Willow looked at Unca.
“Red.” Unca said. “I’ve put what little she owns there. She bought what she’s wearing in Sally’s Corners and her other clothes are shredded from travel.”
“I thought I recognized that dress.” Willow clucked her tongue and looked sympathetic, and then turned to Sallia. “Finish your wine dear and let’s go up to your room. I’ll take some parchment and a quill and ink and get you measured.” She rummaged around in a sideboard in the room and put some items in her pocket.
Sallia followed her upstairs to her room. “I expected the room to be all red,” she said, looking around at the white-painted plaster. Heavy wool drapes framed the two windows and a red quilt covered the ample bed. The rest of the furniture looked to be crafted from oak, stained a golden color.
“Red and gold, colors of the kingdom,” Willow said as she rummaged around in the worn sack that held her possessions. 
“This is a nice cloak, although it’s a bit worn from your journey, a nice cleaning will restore much of it’s former glory. Well made, too.” Willow squinted at Sallia. “You’re noble born, aren’t you?”
Sallia didn’t know what to say. She merely nodded her head and kept her mouth closed. Unca hadn’t revealed her identity to Willow.
“Last I’ll say anything about your lineage, dear. I don’t know why Unca has brought you here, be it a love affair gone wrong or whatever. I’ll respect your privacy. In fact as soon as I clean your old clothes…” She picked up the silk nightgown she wore on her escape. “No hope for this or these.” The slippers that Sallia used to trudge across the Red Kingdom were worn out. “Seeing that you aren’t used to common clothes, we’ll make some that are a little more in keeping with your station, Sally, but not enough to raise eyebrows from the other ladies in Sally’s Corners.”
“What about Chapel Vale?”
Willow’s eyes darkened. “You won’t be going to Chapel Vale. The Baron is not a nice man and he has a penchant for young ladies. The Vale is just a hamlet. Forty souls live there and till the Lord’s land. Unca’s property line begins at a ridgeline just inside the forest and the wizard paid the Baron a large amount of gold for his independence. As far as the Lord knows, Unca is a nearly-retired merchant. I pay a tax to the Lord for everything I sell in Chapel Vale. If I choose to make the trip to Sally’s Corners I keep everything.” She gave Sallia a brilliant smile.
Sallia gazed out the window. “Why don’t you just stay here?”
Willow began to pull out her things to begin measuring. “Hal. He and Unca don’t really get along. Unca’s not his father and he’s tried to give my Hal good fatherly advice a little too many times.” She shook her head and then forced a smile. “Let’s get started.”
~~~
 



 
 
 


 
CHAPTER FIVE
~
GLITTERING POINTS OF SCARLET LIGHT DANCED around Unca’s study. He swung the teardrop-shaped Bloodstone on its platinum chain in the late afternoon sunlight that flooded through the window. He pursed his lips and rubbed his newly shorn head. What had the King gotten him into? Certainly, permission to flee the palace with Sallia had saved his own life. He had successfully brought her to his retreat, even if they did take more than twice the normal time to get here.
He turned around in his chair and lifted up a corner of the rug. He whispered a spell and a crack appeared in the wooden floor. Unca lifted the section of flooring and pulled out an iron box. Putting the Bloodstone back into its pouch, he placed it into the box that now sat along with his important papers and money. It would be better to shut the amulet away for now. 
Unca didn’t want the gem close. The temptation to do something with it might be too much. As it was, he couldn’t get over the fact that he possessed, in Sallia’s trust, one of the four great Warstones of the ancient world. Fessano, the Court Wizard in Beckondale, had told him that the Moonstone was recently found and in the possession of the youngest of King Goleto’s daughters, of all people. The Sunstone had been lost eons ago and the Emperor of Dakkor on the continent of Zarron claimed to have a ‘darkstone’ that was the ancient Purestone. He’d never bothered to learn much about their histories. 
Histron would desperately seek the stone to justify his usurpation. Unca smiled with satisfaction. Now that he had reached his sanctuary, the Duke could choke from rage if he wished. The Bloodstone could stay hidden in the iron box until Sallia could regain her throne.
His study contained all of his remaining magical tomes. Most of the works in his study at Foxhome were copied from the ones that lined the shelves of this study. Perhaps he’d brush up on the Warstone histories after all. Winter was not a kind season up here in the northern hills of the Red Kingdom, so there would be plenty of time for lots of things. His first order was to cease to perform any magic for a few weeks. All of the events on the road had dangerously lowered his power. He still hadn’t fully recovered from all of the water globes he had made for Pol and Ness’s fire along with Sallia’s eye-color spell. Some spells just took more power than others and that seeming innocuous one had really taken much more out of him than it should. 
Unca knew just what book to read.Legends of the War Stones, along with others he didn’t think he would have time to read, had been sent from Foxhome to Regetta at The Traveler’s Rest last fall. Willow had brought them up here from Sally’s Corners. The handwritten book was more of a history than anything, but it had been written centuries ago by a wizardess who provided her insight to the four stones. He had never made it past the introduction before, hence its banishment to his holding, but then he never thought the Bloodstone would fall into his grasp.
He forced himself to stay awake, reading about stones. The book had been written hundreds of years ago on good parchment and ink. The ruler of Zarron, Emperor Wallyr made four stones while he conquered the world with three huge armies conquering the three other continents. Wallyr, reputedly a wizard of legendary strength, held the Purestone and used the others to communicate with his generals. 
The general assigned to Besseth, communicated with the Bloodstone. With advanced age, the ruler had imbued the Bloodstone with the power to allow the general to stay young. 
In Roppon, the people were less than forthcoming. Unca chuckled as he read. Things hadn’t changed in hundreds of years. Bessethian rulers shunned the Ropponis for their rigid culture. The Sunstone allowed the general to know if those addressing him spoke the truth.
Wallyr had delegated the rule of Zarron to two Serytaran generals, a man and a woman, siblings. The general never trusted his sister, so the Moonstone was created to bond the two so that they knew each other’s thoughts and give them more physical and mental strength.
All four of the stones didn’t even require a wizard to operate them and the instant communications allowed Wallyr to manage the takeover all of Goriath. He moved his capital to Ayrtan, but through the treachery of his generals, Wallyr’s family had been killed including his wizard sister, who, the writings said, might have been the one to craft the stones. Somehow a curse capped off all of the nexus sites in Ayrtan at the same time of his death. The civilization crumbled with the Ayrtan loss of magical power and the demise of Wallyr. The empire quickly crumbled.
Unca mused that Ayrtan had never recovered. Every expedition to the continent verified that a vast wasteland stretched from coast to coast. He skipped the details of the fall of each country on Ayrtan, but came to a chapter that he’d never noticed before. The Moonstone and Bloodstone still openly in possession of their respective holders at the time of the wizardess-author. 
Fessano told him that the Moonstone was recently discovered by the son of the Duke and Duchess of Bomia in northern Valetan. The pair had been killed nearly a generation ago, fleeing from Emperor Daryaku. 
In all Unca had read, no one with power had tried to use the Bloodstone since before the history had been written. Should he? The temptation gnawed at him and he retrieved the stone from his secret box. He touched the stone and felt the facets through the tips of his fingers. It glowed and Unca could feel its power flow into his old bones. At least he knew the king had given him the actual amulet. 
Reluctantly he replaced the stone and continued to read a section on each stone’s rumored magical powers. He came across a passage that caused his spine to shiver.
 
The Bloodstone can imbue its holder with youth. The transformation comes at a cost, however. If the power of the stone is summoned to make the change permanent, all magical ability to use the restorative powers of the stone will be eradicated from the spell caster. Wallyr purportedly constructed the amulet in such a way so that a magic holder of the Bloodstone could never achieve eternal life.
 
Eternal life? Unca continued to shiver. Unca had realized that he was wearing out. His magic declined along with his body’s physical strength. His eyes went to the spot on the rug where the iron box sat below the floor. No. He needed to keep Sallia safe and would not let some wild rumor entice him.
He rose and left the room to find Sallia. He ascended the stairs and heard voices coming from the Red bedroom. He could think of no more appropriate place in his house for the princess. He would let Willow and Sallia talk. The Princess needed a relationship with another woman, not an old man. Turning around, he walked out on the porch. He could feel a draft of cool air from the pond cut through the warmth of the summer evening. He smiled and looked towards the setting sun. Sighing, he gazed at his little domain, the meadow, the pond, the little mill that did so much and his hillside vineyard. 
Why would he ever want to leave all of this beautiful serenity? Boredom. As much as he loved his hideout from the world, it still wasn’t part of the world and even though he was past sixty years in age, he had no desire to hide from all that went on in Besseth. The unsettled life that propelled him as a youth still propelled him in his dotage. A few months at his holding and he’d be yearning to get back out on the road.
Sallia had saved him from a different kind of death than the one he had saved her from. He had to admit it. King Billeas had finally brought up retirement. Sallia’s father had known about his holding and tried to talk Unca into retreating here at some unspecified future date. He would then only be called up in a state emergency. 
Unca’s restive nature didn’t allow him to give the king an answer. He knew he couldn’t stay here for very long before the house would drive him crazy with boredom. Coming here once a year or so to recharge was one thing, but living here full time? Unca shook his head and leaned against the railing of his porch gazing out at his land. He wondered what the world had yet in store for him. With Histron’s usurpation, the hideaway wouldn’t go undiscovered forever and they might still have to flee. 
He might not leave until after winter. He would enjoy living out the year, knowing that eventually they would have to move north to Gensler or even to Beckondale, capital of Valetan. Perhaps he could present her to Princess Restella, who now possessed the Moonstone and, he understood, had taken a commission in her father’s army. A warrior princess might not be an appropriate companion for Sallia. But in the long term, she did need a more stimulating environment than his hold. 
And once he deposited Sallia with a Duke or King, what would become of him? His powers were far diminished from his youth as his ability to tap into the nexus had become as sluggish as any old man’s heart, yet Unca knew he could not stay anywhere for long. Always there was a military or political dispute that the king would send him along to help solve. He had slowed up as he grew older, but he refused to come to a complete stop.
Unca sighed. He’d have to cease doing that. Sighing was not a positive expression and he had to remain positive as long as Sallia stayed at his home. He realized that he had begun to sink into melancholy, a more-regular refuge for him as his power dissipated in the last decade. He made a fist and gave the railing a pounding. No sighing, no deep breaths, no melancholia. He would find a way out of this. He always had in the past, but could his age finally have slowed him up? He had never escaped with the Princess of the Red Kingdom before and a usurper never had sat on the throne of the Red Kingdom. 
Everything was new. He would summon the strength, somehow, to return Sally to the throne. Unca smiled as he thought of her name. He quite enjoyed using it with the princess.
He shook his head and returned into the house, now bathed in twilight. Willow called out to him that a simple dinner would be ready in half of an hour. He shook his head again. No sighing, melancholia and no head shaking!  The thought brought a smile to his lips and he decided that he would read a story tonight. Perhaps aloud to Sallia, should she desire. He’d like doing that for the girl.
~~~
 



 
 
 


 
CHAPTER SIX
~
BIRDSONG WOKE SALLIA UP. She gathered a robe, that Willow had found, around her and went to the window. She smiled as another flock of geese landed on Unca’s pond. The morning mist clung to the reeds and the fowl swam in and out of her sight. The sun, rose angry and red over the trees to the east, unhappy that winter was about to cool what it so valiantly warmed when they had first arrived, just after mid-summer. 
Could she have already slept one hundred nights in Unca’s house? Yet it was so. She washed up for the morning and put on the gray dress she had bought her first day at Sally’s Corners. She had returned to the village a number of times with Unca, Willow, and with Willow’s son, Hal, selling the overly abundant harvest. 
She sat down at the kitchen table where the three of them usually broke their morning fast.
“I have some news for you, Sallia. You won’t like it, but I’m going to leave for a few months. Strange things are happening in the world and I need to know more than what I can pick up at Sally’s Corners. I’ll be heading to Crackledown. I know the Duke and he’ll receive me discreetly. I’ve loaded up our wagon with barrels of our white wine and will sell a few along the way disguising myself as a merchant. Between the Duke and any number of innkeepers, I’ll learn what we need to know.”
“But to leave me alone—” Sallia could feel her heart beat faster. She didn’t want her protector to leave. 
Unca poured some tea in a mug and said, “Willow has agreed to winter here. Hal’s new wife would just as soon winter with her husband without her mother-in-law in the same dwelling. From what Willow says, that makes two of them. You’ve probably both talked about that relationship often enough.”
“What did you say about me?” Willow said as she brought in a pitcher of cold milk. She sat down between Unca and Sallia and began to eat after pouring each of them a cup.
“Wintering in the house with me,” Sallia said. ‘You really won’t mind?”
The housekeeper made a shooing motion with her hand. “I will gladly spend the season here in this house. It isn’t as cozy as my cottage, but that’s a good thing the way things are with my daughter-in-law, now.”
“How are the pair doing?” Unca put a little sugar in his cup and concentrated on stirring it in.
“Be prepared to hire someone else to help work your holding. I think Hal wants to work on the Lord’s land full time. Too many trips to Sally’s Corners and too much work here. He won’t be so happy at the end of the harvest when the baron settles with his tenants.” Willow shook her head. “I can’t make his decisions for him and…” She left it at that.
“What will we do?” Sallia said. How could so many people abandon her all at once?
Willow had just taken a mouthful of shredded potatoes and began to laugh which delayed her response even more. “We’ll take a trip into Sally’s Corners and get skeins of wool, cloth, thread, needles. All kind of womanly craft to teach you this winter. It’s not that we’ll be snowed in. There is snow, but we can generally make it through to Sally’s Corners when we want. It’s just that it is a cold, wet trip. Have you ever embroidered?”
“I never liked it.” Sallia hated just sitting around and ‘chatting’ with women much older than herself.  She had to admit, Willow made a much more interesting partner. The woman hadn’t run out of stories and they’d been together for months.
“It’s a social event in the winter. I’ll teach you to knit and embroider and how to take care of yourself. My fingers will hurt, but when we can have fun anyway. I know some people in Sally’s Corners who will make for interesting company. Who knows how long Unca will keep you captive?” Willow smiled mischievously at the wizard.
Unca sputtered into his mug of tea. “I didn’t capture Sally. She’s gone to the village with Hal and could leave at any time. Right Sally?”
She didn’t know what to say and only nodded. “I’m not happy about you leaving, but I am pleased that Willow can keep me company.”
Sallia didn’t want to admit that she’d miss Unca terribly. She enjoyed his reading them both stories at night and his futile attempts to teach her magic. He seemed to take such an interest in her and that personal touch had removed the chronic irritation that she had always felt at Foxhome. Everyone seemed to endure her presence and that made her mad. Here, she had become one of a relaxed family, not bound by honor and duty, ever under the pressure of ruling.
“Learn some new things. You’ve only touched my library. There are more than books and scrolls on magic. I also have more books downstairs in the cellar, if you can stand a bit of dust.”
~
Sallia waved to Unca as he rode away on the hold’s only wagon. She walked back into the house and sat in front of the fireplace in the kitchen. Willow had left to tend to the rabbit traps on the south side of the meadow and left with instructions for Sallia to feed the chickens. The birds had been moved to the cave for winter. Unca had rigged a hidden window over the hen house so the birds had plenty of light. Unca raised no other livestock, since he had given his cow to Hal as a wedding present just before he left. Other than tending traps and feeding the chickens there wasn’t much to do.
She grabbed one of Willow’s shawls and headed to the back of the house and used the attached entrance to Unca’s cave. The chickens never complained about her feeding. Sallia smiled as she watched the mindless birds pecking in the dirt. Any person could make chickens happy as long as they learned to cast the seed.
She didn’t miss her former life. Unca’s house had become more than comfortable and Sallia had learned more about life and tending to herself in the past few months she had lived under Unca’s watch, than at any other time in her life. Sallia still wondered everyday about what went on in the rest of the world and could understand Unca’s restive curiosity.
Had the citizens of the Red Kingdom accepted the usurper as their king? They hadn’t a month ago when she made her last visit to Sally’s Corners. But if Histron ruled long enough, would her people forget her? Forget King Billeas, her father? She wiped away a tear. The only princess of the Red Kingdom now tended chickens, yet Sallia had never been happier. Her old self had died along with the wheat and the vegetables in Unca’s garden. If she gained the throne she’d be a different kind of queen than she once expected to be. 
Her ideas of what queens should do had changed. Her duties weren’t to charm the nobility with her intelligence and by the force of her position, like she once thought. Sallia fought against being forced into such a role once her tutors had begun to attempt to groom her for rule. She now understood what it was like to live to serve, like Willow. If only she could adopt her good cheer. She knew Willow didn’t live an ideal life with her son, but she had the right attitude. Sallia marveled that she would be looking up to a servant, but she did. 
She rubbed the seed from her hands and hung the bucket on its nail. Sallia could feel the roughness that came from the little work that Unca had let her do around the house. Willow didn’t let her work all of the time in the garden, but Sallia helped her around the house. Sweeping, dusting, polishing. Sallia didn’t like the washing, but she did learn some basics in the kitchen and wouldn’t starve for not knowing how to brew tea or basics of cooking stew and even baking bread.
By the time she returned to the house, Willow stood at the kitchen sink, skinning two rabbits.
“Rabbit stew again?” Sallia said.
“Not quite. Rabbit and dumplings. I’ll show you how to make dumplings tonight and don’t worry about having to eat it two or three nights in a row. The extra I’ll take to Hal. I still have a few things to collect, anyway.”
Sallia sat back and forced herself to watch Willow prepare the rabbit. A princess didn’t skin forest creatures, but Sallia didn’t consider herself a princess at the moment and she’d be a better traveler when Unca spirited her away again. Their flight from Foxhome had shown her how incapable she was. Accepting Unca’s help had been difficult the entire way until the incident at the Traveler’s Rest. But she would only trade her recent education for her parents to be alive and back on the throne.
~
Snow covered the meadow and blanketed Sallia’s mind with a kind of peace and contentment. She spotted Willow trudging through the snow, returning from the Vale.
Sallia waited until Willow removed her cloak and came into the sitting room. “What is Unca doing?”
The housekeeper laughed and shrugged. “I don’t worry about the man. In the past, he’s been gone for years at a time. It’s only been a few months and here I am on pins and needles waiting for word. Worrying about the Duke’s men finding out about us.”
“Doesn’t the Baron know that Unca lives here?”
“When Unca bought this land, he did it through intermediaries. Lord Beckhall has no idea who the man I work for truly is. In Sally’s Corners, they most people know him as Jemmy Bodkin who has a large cabin somewhere in the hills. It’s no secret that I do housework for him.”
“I see.” Sallia thought the disguises might have once seemed silly, but now she saw the wisdom of Unca’s false identities. The house, the disguises, his invention all showed aspects of the old man that she’d never seen in the castle. Her first impression of him was as a bumbling advisor to her father. Perhaps that, too, had been meant as a disguise.
“Remove those thoughts, Sallia. What are we going to do today? I won’t inspect the traps. The rabbits are probably snoring in their holes.” The housekeeper laughed as she always did and Sallia found herself laughing along more and more. It somehow made the day seem brighter, within.
Sallia smiled despite her worry for Unca. She’d feel better when he returned, but until then, she would continue to learn how to be a real person. Part of her still yearned to take back her father’s throne, but a continuously evolving new person was supplanting the shallow spoiled princess. Sallia liked the new person much better.
~~~
 



 
 


 
CHAPTER SEVEN
~
THE LICKING FLAMES WARMED THE FRONT of Unca’s disheveled clothes as he thrust out his hands and pulled his hood closer over his face. In the poorer sections of Happly Keep, the capital city and only real city of any size in the Dukedom of Happly, the open fires in the street were the only source of heat. This year’s winter seemed to reluctantly hang on. It was nearly spring and Unca still shivered in the chill air. He looked up into the sky and saw the gray smudges of snowflakes descend from the white sky. 
How did Sallia fare at his house? Willow would take care of her. The princess had become more of a person and less of a willful princess in their months of seclusion. He had regretted leaving her along with his housekeeper, but he had actually begun to regard Sallia as a woman. His feeling for her had become something other than fatherly. That wasn’t a good thing for an old man. The prospect of writing a letter of his progress at Crackledown, and now at Happly, made him shiver as much as the cold. What would he say?
He had left the two women, in part, to cool off his feelings for Sallia. Once he had wondered if Willow had attracted him, but she never did in all of their years together. Then he fled with the Princess. He had no business thinking of the Princess with such ‘tenderness’. Not at his age and not with his role in the king and queen’s deaths. 
He tried to eradicate these thoughts that had plagued him for months. He waited for an hour, stamping in the cold, windy air until a figure dressed much like himself bumped into him and whispered ‘Follow’ in his ear.
His guide led him through twisting lanes. Ramshackle two and three story houses and tenements leaned this way and that over the roughly cobbled streets. The person opened a door to a candlemaker’s shop and disappeared within. Unca followed, relieved by the warmth of the shop. The shopkeeper stayed silent and nodded his head back towards a dingy velvet curtain that acted as a door to the rear. The smell of wax mingled with a cacophony of other scents that assaulted his nose.
Unca pulled back his hood and took as shallow of a breath as possible. His guide showed him to a chair at a table covered with multi-colored blobs of wax. His guide pulled her hood back showing the face of an older woman. 
“You are from the Red Kingdom?”
Unca nodded. “I am seeking information about what has gone on in Happly, since the duke announced his alliance with Duke Histron.”
“You are a rebel?”
Unca tried to restrain a smile. He’d never thought of himself as a rebel at any time in his life. “No, but I don’t support Duke Histron. That and rebellion are two different things.”
“Perhaps to you.” The woman’s voice grated as she spoke. Unca thought she might be in her fifties with her hair just going gray. “What information I have is free of charge, but it is dangerous.”
“Dangerous? I am merely trying for discretion here.”
She chuckled. The voice changed from common to cultured. “I know who you are. I’ve seen you at Foxhome, Unca the wizard.” 
He peered into the woman’s eyes searching his brain to see if he recognized her.
“You wouldn’t know me. I attended to Mariam, the Duchess of Happly until the duke took care of her.” The woman sniffed. “Milady was killed by Duke Histron’s Dakkoran wizard. Happly wanted it done as payment for his loyalty.” The woman spat on the floor. “She was the nicest thing, ever.”
“Why do you tell me these things?” Unca thought that the duchess had died from an illness. Did the woman lie?
She grunted. “You sent out feelers for information. I responded. I want to rebel against Happly, but I am powerless.”
Unca sighed. “I am about as powerless as you, my dear lady. I am but a shell of what I once was. Some wizards lose their Affinity to the nexus as they age. Some don’t, but I’m not one of those. I am merely trying to make sense of what’s going on in the world before I die. I have no authority over King Billeas’s former forces. I’m afraid I am an agent only of myself.” His position sounded so pathetic. He wondered how this Mariam perceived him.
“Look to the continent of Zarron. Their emperor fancies himself as the Dark Lord and is represented by a wizard named Peleor. It was that wizard that killed my Duchess Mariam with some kind of a killing touch. The duke has had a procession of women in his bed ever since. It is said that he pines for the Restella, the princess of Valetan.”
“The warrior?”
The woman shrugged. “If she’s the youngest, yes. I’m not in a position to know much more. I still serve in the keep itself and knew of the Dakkoran wizard. As for the princess, the duke boasts he will bed the woman before midsummer next. He has also been seeking mercenaries to join his army. It’s said he also seeks battle mages. Happly’s peasants are not adept in fighting.”
“Or rebelling?” Unca said.
She looked away, scowling. “You have the gist of it, wizard. Perhaps you can do something.”
He shifted in his seat. “How much do you wish for this information?”
“Nothing. Maintain a spot for Happly in your mind, sir. If you can spread the word, my task is accomplished.”
Unca sat thinking with his chin in his hand. “Can you tell me anything about this Peleor?” She wouldn’t know anything about ‘the killing touch,’ but Unca had heard about it before. He had never thought such a thing to be of much useful value since a sword had longer reach and any arrow could bring down a wizard as easily as any other man.
“I can’t. He comes and goes, but he’s never here for long. Perhaps he spends most of his time in the Red Kingdom.”
“You’re probably right. I’ll make sure you information gets in the hands of the right people.” Unca left a handful of Red Kingdom silver coins on the table. “If you can’t use this, perhaps the candlemaker can.” He rose and departed.
Unca wandered around the city of Happly Keep and ducked into a bookstore. He never knew when he might find something interesting, since this was his first visit and, hopefully, his last to Happly Keep. He took a deep breath and liked the smell of this shop much better than the candlemaker’s. Old parchment, old books with leather bindings. He even chanced a smile.
“I don’t want you in here to keep warm. Out!” the bookseller said. He had a pair of spectacles hanging on his nose. The man might be Unca’s age, but short and plump and bald with a white fringe.
“I have the coins to buy a book should I chance to see one I fancy,” Unca said. He tossed a gold coin on the counter. “Just so you know I’m not just in here to keep warm.” 
The bookseller relaxed once he examined the coin. “Are you looking for anything special?”
“Ah. I have the barest Affinity and collect interesting books. I wonder if you have any scrolls or tomes on magic.”
“Not much call for such in Happly Keep. The Duke’s grandfather purged the land of wizards and the like, but I have an old inventory if you don’t mind rummaging around in the attic. Most of it came from the Duke’s library when he routed out those with power and folks who could wield it. You’ll have to be careful with the lantern.”
“I have a library of my own in my house far away. Forgive my outfit. I wanted to blend in with the citizenry.”
The bookseller growled. “You have more citizenry to blend in with these days. Duke Happly is raising an army and that means higher taxes and more people are thrown out into the streets.”
“More conscripts, I imagine.”
“Indeed, that goes along with the taxes. I don’t wish to climb the ladder to the attic. Going up is fine, but going down… Well, you know how it is when you get old.”
“I do. But I can still move about just fine. Where are the books located?”
“Just above me. Good luck. I’ll give you a good price to take any off of my hands.” He gave Unca a small lantern.
“I’ll find my way from here,” Unca said as he ascended the stairs.
The attic might have been little warmer than outside, but Unca didn’t mind if he found an addition to his library. As much as he was forced into returning, it was time to head back to Sallia. He missed the princess more than he did Willow. The fact still surprised him. He peered through the gloom. The tiny window provided a little light, but he could see that snow still fell outside. Makeshift shelves filled the attic and most of those shelves held books. He rummaged around until he found a box filled with scrolls. The labels were in an archaic script from hundreds of years ago and were on various topics of magic theory. 
Unca skimmed the first words of a few of the scrolls and had books that dealt with the same topics back home. He found a smaller box of scrolls shoved behind a stack of magic primers. These scrolls seemed to be even older than the other collection. His heart beat faster when he found one that talked about the magical qualities of the Bloodstone. He clutched at the leather pouch holding the Bloodstone around his neck. Unca had taken it with him, since he couldn’t bear to leave it unguarded at his holding.
He sat on a stool underneath the window and unrolled the scroll that revealed three long parchments. If they were on the Bloodstone, then he had more information in his hands that he had in his entire library.
Unca knew or surmised most of what he read. He found that former wizards to the Dukes of Happly wrote the scrolls when the various dukedoms and kingdoms were under the rule of an ancient overking of Besseth. A thousand years old, at least. He’d pay any price for this set of scrolls.
After taking his time descending the stairs, Unca laid the scrolls on the counter. The look on the bookseller’s face told him that he’d have to haggle some. “I’ll give you three silvers for these. There are three parchments. A silver apiece.” 
“Those are too old to go for such a small price. A gold each and they are yours.”
Unca sighed and continued to work down the price until he departed with a gold’s worth of scrolls. He’d bargained for priceless scrolls and couldn’t help breaking out into a smile as he walked down the street. He ducked into the seedy inn where he stayed and felt he’d gotten more than a good enough feel for Happly to leave.
He stayed up late after forcing down his nearly-rancid dinner while reading the scrolls. The pouch lay in front of him. The constant feel of the power of the stone only intensified as he read. The writer talked about the Bloodstone extending life as he understood it from his library, but it also provided the actual words to the spell that would give the holder youth. There was a caveat. Once invoked, the spell caster could no longer tap into Affinity. No mention had been made of how long the state lasted or if it was a glamour or the actual transformation that the book back at his holding described. Gain youth and lose power. The passage also stopped before discussing what happened when another possessed the stone.
Unca spent the rest of the night tossing and turning, fantasizing in his own mind of becoming young again. Could he do so without his magical power? He didn’t know. He had told Sallia that he had little power, but that was relative. Unca used his power in tiny dribs and drabs all the time.
Morning came and Unca still worried about what he should do. He’d kept from touching the stone, but the temptation finally gnawed at him.
He descended the stairs for breakfast and heard soldiers asking the innkeeper about a tall old man. They described him no worse than he could himself. 
“Has he been flashing around any Red Kingdom money like this?” a soldier said.  
Unca caught the glint of gold. The bookseller!  He quietly hurried up the stairs and stood in his room.  He looked down to the street below and saw eight more soldiers stamping on the cobbles, their breaths occluding their faces.
His felt his heart beat in his chest.  He couldn’t be caught and leave Sallia defenseless!  The Bloodstone hung around his neck.  The scrolls stuck out of his open saddlebag.  He couldn’t!  Yet, when he heard the clomping of feet on the stairs a few flights below, Unca had no choice.  
The Bloodstone seemed to burn in his hand as he held it tightly and spoke the spell. There was no guarantee it would work, but Unca didn’t see a way out.  There was a flash of brilliant red light behind his eyes and he collapsed to the floor. 
A moment later, Unca sensed the door opening.  His mind was reeling as if he had drunk himself senseless. He didn’t have the use of his limbs and could barely sense what happened around him.
“Not here, just some drunk sod.” 
Unca felt a few nudges of a boot and could only provide a feeble sound.  They left him alone to sink into an unnatural slumber.
~
The cool disc of the sun poking through thin wintery clouds told Unca that he’d been unconscious for a few hours. He rose and immediately noticed the absence of stiffness. The room held no mirror, but Unca could spell one. He waved his hand across the dirty glass of the room’s small window and nothing happened. He went to the bowl of dirty water that he had used for washing up and tried to summon a few water balls. Nothing. 
He looked at the Bloodstone on the table and clutched it in his hand. The power he had felt a number of times had mostly vanished, but he could make the stone glow and cease to glow. But that was it. He rubbed his hand through his hair. It wasn’t thin and stringy. He looked at his hands. The age spots had vanished and then he undressed to the waist. His body looked younger. He couldn’t resist yelling out and jumped up and down. No pains and he could jump higher. Youth had infected his body and he felt terrific. 
With his new body, he reread portions of the scroll, each time with more frenzy. There was no mention of any way to return to his previous self.  He re-read the scrolls three times and he found no way to reverse the spell, even for another wizard. Suddenly his youthful body seemed more like an unwanted prison.
What had he done? Unca certainly didn’t mind the energy of his new body, but he had just lost all of his magical power and without it, he would be unable to even make an attempt to remove the spell of youth. He had to leave for his house and show Willow and Sallia what had happened. Would they even believe who he was?
The innkeeper gave Unca a questioning look as he saw him descend the stairs to the common room that stank of all kinds of things… stale smells and very unpleasant all the same. 
“Who are you? What were you doing in the old man’s room?”
Unca disguised his more cultured accent. “The old man let me inta his room last night. He left and I stayed. Eh? He tol’ me he’d laid down good coin for another few nights and it would be all right if I took his place. You gotta problem with that?”
The innkeeper grumbled. “Shoulda checked with me first. What’s your name? The duke’s guard wants all guests recorded in the ledger.”
Oh. I’m a nephew. Anchor. My name is Anchor, just like his.” Unca had used a name that sounded like his own in Happly.
“All right. You do look like you could be his son.”
“Grandnephew, if you must know,” Unca said. He had to suppress a smile. What would Sallia think of him now?
“Suit yourself. You’ve missed breakfast.”
Unca thought for a minute. “I’ve decided to give up the room, after all. He won’t be back and I got places to be.”
“Suit yourself, but I want you out of here before the noon meal, then. You’ll get no refund!”
Unca laughed. “No problem, sir,” as he ran up the stairs to get the rest of his things. He didn’t even breathe hard when he got up to the top. He finished collecting his clothes. They were a bit tight in some places, but other than that, Unca could wear these all the way to his holding.
He collected his mount from the stable where the horse had been for a week and walked it through the town proper. He passed an armorer’s shop and walked in. He had arrived with magic and a longish knife for protection. Without his magic, he’d need more, if mercenaries were coming into Happly from the opposite direction. He had always been less than an indifferent swordsman, but any sword was better than none.
“I’m heading towards Gensler and will need an outfit of some kind. I only have this knife.”
The armorer shivered. “I don’t recommend leaving Happly with all of those cutthroats coming in from the west, but if you’ve a mind to leave, I can set you up. It’ll be dear. A gold and fistful of silvers.”
“It may wipe out my funds, sir, but I’m better off armed.”
The armorer nodded and then looked him up and down. “What do you fight best with?”
Unca had trained with the King’s Guard when much younger, but he hadn’t held a sword in twenty years, but he had fancied himself as a decent shot with a bow.
“Sword, bow and arrows and some leather armor, I suppose. I’ll be traveling on my own.”
“Fine. I’ll give you the best of what I’ve got laying around.” The man left Unca alone in the shop. He looked at the swords on display and found them to be inferior. He refused to pay good money for cheap weapons regardless of how rusty he might be with them. He might not be proficient with a sword, but Unca knew good steel when he saw it.
“Here you go. Take your pick.” The shopkeeper dumped an armful of weapons and leather armor on a long table. 
Unca examined the gear. “Used.” One of the swords stood out. No weapons out in the shop were made like this one. It looked like an officer’s sword, but it had an unfamiliar shape. The blue cord-wrapped hilt showed quite a bit of wear, but it might still be serviceable. He examined the other items. “Acceptable. Used, but better than anything out here.”
“I’ve sold plenty of the junk to the mercenaries and would-be soldiers. You’ve got a more noble look about you. I figured I’d give you a chance with some of the better stuff. You’ve gotten the best I have. That sword is from Zarron; an officer’s sword, if my guess is correct.  It’s made from good steel.”
Unca laid a gold and six silvers on the counter. “Will this do? I’ve got to buy some more supplies.” Which wasn’t true, but Unca always enjoyed a bit of a haggle, even with the bookseller. 
“Enough. You take it and take care.”
Unca put on the leather breastplate and cuffs. They fit well enough. He put the studded leather helmet on his head and it didn’t fit. He probably looked like the rest of the mercenaries. Armies no longer fought with plate armor, but Unca wanted something that might turn a knife from a thief and he wasn’t in the army anyway.
The shopkeeper left and returned with a rusted steel helm. “There’s a leather liner that’s in better shape. Try it.”
He strapped the helm to his head and nodded, then unstrapped it. “I’ve got a waxed cloth sack I’ll use to tie it to my horse. I hope my hair doesn’t rust like this pot will in this wet weather.” Unca smiled and left the armorer. 
He passed a closed shop that had recently cleaned windows and looked at his face. Unca had to stop himself from taking a step back. He recognized the face that looked back at him, but the last time he had seen that face was forty years ago, but without the beard. Still, when he tried a spell, nothing happened. The loss of magic dampened the exhilaration that his sudden youth brought. In a few hours, he had taken the fork that would lead him to southern Gensler. Unca sensed the loosening grip of winter as he went and wondered yet again how Sallia would accept his new appearance. 
~~~
 



 
 
 


 
CHAPTER EIGHT
~
WILLOW RUSHED INTO THE HOUSE. Sallia didn’t like the alarm on her face. 
“Now that winter is losing its grip, Duke Histron has hunting parties out again looking for you, Princess.”
The housekeeper hadn’t mentioned her title before and that alarmed Sallia as much as anything else.
“Can’t we stay here?”
Pacing the floor of the sitting room, Willow chewed on a fingernail before answering. “We can, but we’ll have to be prepared to leave at a moment’s notice. I’ll show you a passage in the cave that will take you to out into the forest. It’s a little longer to Sally’s Corners, but the trail doesn’t follow the cart path.”
“I can take care of myself. You’ve taught me so well. You should stay with Hal until the duke’s men search Unca’s house.”
“Hal won’t take me. After he heard about the duke’s men, he threw me out of his house. I can’t go back and I’m afraid he will reveal that you live here with us.”
“Then we will leave now and flee into Gensler.” Sallia didn’t present her plan as an option. She knew how to command and she hated to command Willow, but their lives depended on it. She thought of Unca’s puzzle pieces. The solution was simple. If she didn’t want to be caught in his house, she would leave his holding.
Willow could only nod. 
They decided to lock up the house and take the back way even though no one pursued them. The melting snow made the cart path muddy and anyone would have been able to follow their footprints.
“We will burn all of my extra clothes. No one should know that I have stayed here.” Sallia didn’t like leaving the house and she regretted burning the clothes she had worn the night she fled from Foxhome. 
Willow made her burn her first needlework attempts as well. “Any fool man will see that I didn’t do these, but you can leave your later ones.”
“I will leave a note for Unca,” Sallia said taking a pocket square of Unca’s and embroidered a green ‘G’ in the corner. She laid it on Unca’s reading table in the sitting room. She couldn’t risk any other note saying that she had fled to Gensler.
Both women made a last tour of the house the night before they left. Sallia’s eyes watered the entire time and she had to hold her emotions to keep from sniffling time to time. She heard Willow crying herself to sleep. Sallia wanted to but lifted up her chin as she heard the sobbing finally stop, replaced by Willow’s gentle snore. Where was Unca when she so desperately needed him?
The day dawned bright. The clutches of winter would soon leave the meadow and Sallia would miss seeing spring unfold. She sighed as they moved the hinged rock that took them out into the chill morning air. 
“I’ll lead the way. I helped Unca make the trail years ago.” She took the lead and Sallia followed. Neither woman spoke for long time.
~
Rumors of Histron’s searchers had reached Sally’s Corners by the time Sallia and Willow took rooms at the Traveler’s Rest. They had been to the village enough times that all knew them. They stayed at the inn and kept their things prepared to flee at any time. 
“I’m so nervous,” Willow said. “Soldiers could be on us in moments.” 
Sallia had noticed that the woman had left her good humor somewhere on the trail into the village. 
“I’m nervous, too, but perhaps we should head into Gensler.”
“I just can’t go there,” Willow said and took Sallia’s hand. “I’ve lived in the Red Kingdom all my life and I can’t leave Hal. He may be a rogue and his wife a shrew, but they are all I’ve got. I’m so sorry. I really wanted to help you.” 
Willow nearly crushed Sallia’s hand in her grip. How could she take the woman away with her? The sentiment shocked Sallia. She had often entertained thoughts of running away from the castle, but her selfishness had always squashed such intentions. Should she stay in Sally’s Corners with Willow or find some way to live off the trails? She now knew the duke wouldn’t rest until he knew she died or until he killed her himself. The simplest solution presented itself again.
“I have to go. You can stay here.”
“Here. Take this money,” Willow said.
Sallia sat down with the woman while they split their funds up. 
“We both have to live through this.” Sallia tried to keep her eyes dry. “I don’t know what happened to Unca, but we won’t be able to depend on him.”
~
After a fitful night’s sleep, Sallia left early the next morning with more food in her pack than anything else. On her way out of town, she overheard that the searchers had made their way to Chapel Vale and would soon arrive in Sally’s Corners. She hurried out of town and headed north. With a cobbled surface, she slipped a bit on the wet rocks but the muddy verges would have slowed her up even more.
She spent each night away from the road on bunched needles underneath the pine trees that became more common as the road twisted its way through the hills rising into Gensler. She even spent a night in an abandoned Gensleran border fort and chanced a little fire to keep her warm in the cold confines of the empty common room. 
Days later she came to a dreary village called Five Mills. Sallia couldn’t go any further without a rest and she had just about run out of food. She passed a cottage with a sign out in front advertising room and board. She didn’t know what to do now that she had reached Gensler and thought that a week or two of rest would help her decide.
“Do you have a room available?” Sallia asked the older woman.
“Silver a week if you want the best room, seven coppers if you don’t.”
Sallia rummaged around in her purse and pulled out a silver. “I’ll take the best room if I can have a bath.”
The woman snatched the silver from her palm. “Bath’s once a week. You can have yours today. Consider using the waste water to wash them clothes,” she said looking at the disheveled state of Sallia’s apparel.
“May I come in? My name is Sally Holding.” She took her last name from the Unca’s house.
“Bertel Mills” the woman said and softened enough to nearly smile. “It will be nice to have another woman about for a change. How long will you be staying?” 
“I don’t know. Perhaps a week or more. I’ve run away from home and need to decide what to do.”
Bertel looked at the silver. “Red Kingdom?” She reached for Sallia’s hair. “They might think you’re the escaped Princess, eh?”
“The search for that girl has upset my life,” Sallia said. “Now they have search teams looking for her. I didn’t want any part of it and now the master’s eye has begun to rove. I left while he was on a hunting trip.”
The landlady nodded. “Good timing. Spring is wrapping her arms about winter and men have the same kind of itch as the rest of the beasts.” She laughed. Sallia tried to join in.
“Come this way, little lamb,” the woman laughed some more as she led Sallia to the back of her cottage. 
The cottage ended up being much larger than she thought. 
“My husband, bless his soul, sired eight children on me. They’ve all gone and left me with this big cottage and a little set aside. I keep my little nest egg topped up with my boarders. There are three others here at present, all apprentices working at the mills. We’ve got a set of falls on the other side of the village that turns five mill wheels. It’s something to see, but the mist keeps the town damp except for a week or two when winter has frozen them all up. The next large village north is called Everwet, but Five Mills takes the prize for the most dreary village in Gensler. Even if we are the closer one to the border, most folks stay in Everwet. Those boys are gone from just after dawn to dusk. I don’t suppose they’ll bother you any. Mostly I leave food for them and don’t see ‘em myself. All I’m good for is a place for them to lay their heads at night.”
“I can help around the house, if that might help.”
“Maybe.” Bertel opened the door to a whitewashed room a little smaller than her bedroom at Unca’s house. “Here it is. Narn and I shared this room for most of our time together.” Bertel sighed. “Once he left, I took one of my girl’s rooms. I like it smaller. More comforting for me. I don’t suppose you understand.”
Sallia felt sorry for the woman. “I don’t suppose I entirely do. This will be lovely.”
“Put your things down and you can help me with your bath water.”
~
The next few days passed quietly. Sallia helped Bertel around the boarding house and as a result could take as many baths as she liked. She even helped with the cooking and felt proud of herself for doing so.
She returned from her walks into the village as damp as if she walked in a rainstorm. At the north side of town near the waterfalls, a perpetual drizzle washed out everything. The place smelled of mildew and she didn’t like it at all. Spring had forced some trees to leaf out and Sallia regretted not getting to watch the meadow come to life after winter.
After eleven days, Sallia had decided to move on to Crackledown. She felt her money would take her that far. She would reveal her identity to the duke and ask him for sanctuary. Even as close as Everwet was to the border, the people had no regard for Duke Histron and worried about an invasion if the Duke Jellas of Gensler didn’t fortify the border forts. She could tell him of her stay in the abandoned keep.
She had returned from buying a few food items that she could take north and had put them in her pack when men threw open the door to her room. They wore the colors of Duke Histron. As they took her out of the village, Bertel smiled at her and showed off a shiny gold piece. She looked back as she struggled with the men, but Bertel had disappeared from her life.
The men bound her and tossed her in a wagon with three other young women. All had blonde hair of various shades.
“Let me go!” Sallia yelled at the men as they mounted their horses and made their way into town.
“They’ll just beat you if you go on and on like that,” one of the girls said, her face streaked with tears. 
“What are they doing?” 
“They are sweeping the border for Princess Sallia. A man in Chapel Vale claimed she lived in the vicinity and the local guards decided to round everyone up from miles around. They’ll travel deeper into Gensler until a wizard from Foxhome catches up to do something to us to see if we are the princess,” another girl said.
“Then what?”
They all shrugged. “Go home, we hope. They haven’t tried to have their way with us. The Duke seems to have been very insistent about that, although we’ve been searched with a little too much enthusiasm.”
“I’ll say,” one of the girls said. 
“Just hope it doesn’t rain.”
“In Five Mills, it never stops!” Sallia said.
She looked up into the sky. At least that didn’t seem to be a possibility in the very near future. The blue sky only clutched a few clouds. The weather was the least of her worries. At least Unca had taken the Bloodstone. Where could he have gone? Could the wizard have died or been killed in his travels? Perhaps he contracted a fever and his frail body had succumbed to the sickness. She sat in the back of the wagon, silent as they stopped and started on their way north in Five Mills. The guards threw another girl in the wagon on the other side of town.
The new girl looked mean and indignant. “The nerve of my father. The guards wave a gold piece under his nose and he sells his only daughter to them.” Her eyes narrowed as she slammed a fist into her hand. “I’ll get him when we’re released.” She looked around and lost a bit of her anger. “We are going to be released, aren’t we?”
Sallia found herself shrugging along with the other girls. 
The guards stopped at dusk at another abandoned border fort. The guards gave them a chance to use the stinky privy and offered them a bit of bread and some cheap watered wine along with a blanket to lie down on and another blanket to keep them warm.
“I hope the magician shows up soon so we can get back to the Red Kingdom. We’re just lucky that the guy who really runs the Gensler is allied with the Duke.” The guard looked around at the common room. “Still, I’m looking forward to getting back home.” 
The other men grunted and started bragging about their exploits. Sallia had heard enough of that kind of thing in her father’s court. The only difference was that the men in Foxhome were better dressed. Their comments alarmed her. Duke Jellas must not rule Gensler with a very tight hand. Someone was subverting his rule. She’d have something to tell him, if she could only escape.
Four days on the road brought them to the village of Everwet. The village was much drier than Five Mills and the only ‘wet’ came from mists generated from the river rapids that ran along one side of the village. It must have been the same river that Five Mills used to power their waterwheels. They had picked up another girl at a tiny hamlet along the way and found another in Everwet.
A guard in Histron’s colors rode up. “Wizard is half a day behind. He wants you to find an inn and he’ll take care of his part of the business there, tomorrow morning.”
The guards told the women to sleep in the wagon at a little clearing just outside of the village. Sallia didn’t want to spend another night sleeping with five other women, so she climbed down and slept underneath the wagon. Most of them would sob at some time during the night and that made Sallia try even harder to be brave. If the wizard discovered her, she would fight to the death. Sallia vowed not to give Histron the satisfaction of killing her.
She slept poorly on the ground and morning came all too soon. The guards yelled at them to get up and took them to an inn. It looked well-run, but the guards visibly intimidated the villagers. It appeared that Duke Jellas did, indeed, have no interest in protecting his southern border. They sat at a table and were given oatmeal for breakfast. Sallia ate as much as she could. She’d need the strength for her fight to the end. They waited until a bit before noon when they were given bread and water.
The wizard sauntered in accompanied by more guards. His very walk displayed arrogance and conceit. Unca had never behaved in such a manner, but Sallia had seen it often enough in her father’s court. She never liked such poseurs then and didn’t think ending the wizard’s life would be a problem. “Now we will see if one of you is the Princess,” the wizard said as he sat down and removed his gloves.
“I don’t care if you are the Overking of Besseth,” a man said, rising from his seat. We don’t treat women this way in Gensler. More men rose and fought with the guards. Men were slashed and cut, although it didn’t look like any would die.
A tall man jumped up from a table and pulled out a sword. He looked at Sallia as if she would know him. Although the man looked familiar, she couldn’t recall his face. He pulled his glance away from her and joined the villagers. His skill didn’t match the guards, but, together with the villagers, they fought bravely on, but more soldiers entered the inn and the Genslerans were ultimately outmatched.
She thought her cause was lost when another young man entered the fray. A lighter blond than her first savior and more heavily built, he took a strange iron battle staff to Histron’s men. The wizard went down with a blow to the head and just when she thought the villagers would prevail. One of the soldiers, Sallia couldn’t tell whom, recovered enough to grab a sword and pierced the first blond man’s shoulder. The tide of battle began to turn a bit, and then turned into rout once the revived magician sneaked behind the man wielding the staff and bludgeoned him over the head.
The rest of the villagers ran out. The staff-wielding man seemed to have disappeared and the innkeeper took the wounded one up the stairs with the help of two of his serving maids.
The wizard sat down, touching his tender skull, and growled at the guards. “Can’t you men fight better than that? Common rabble aided by two men with weapons just about overpowered you. I need to rest, now. We will finish up here tomorrow morning, instead. I can only hope for your sake that one of these wretches is the princess.” He angrily glanced at the women and walked up the stairs, clutching his head and the railing as he went.
“You all get back into the wagon. There’ll be no dinner tonight.”
Sallia could see that some of the guards wouldn’t be making the journey back to the Red Kingdom. She could only hope that she wouldn’t either. One way or another.
~~~
 



 
 
 


 
CHAPTER NINE
~
AN EARLY THAW HAD COME TO SALLY’S CORNERS and the way down from Gensler gave Unca’s horse fits in the slippery mud of a forest road. He decided to let the mare rest for a day before heading to his holding, despite his anxiety about seeing Sallia safe and sound.
No one knew him by his young appearance, as he walked up to the bar for an ale. 
“I’ll be staying the night if you have an open room. My horse is tied up outside. If you could see to her, I’d appreciate it. I’d also thank you if you presented me with an ale.”
“Plenty of rooms now that the Duke’s men have gone.”
“Another search?”
The innkeeper nodded his head as he poured an ale from a barrel behind the bar. “About a week or so ago they came through here heading to Gensler. He must be wanting the Princess something bad to violate the border.”
“Did they catch anyone?” Anchor felt a tightening in his throat.
“No, but the young lady that stayed with Willow up at Bodkin’s place took off before they arrived.”
Unca’s heart leaped. He’d be sitting down in his older body gasping for breath. “What about Willow?”
“She’s in town somewhere. I’d check with the healer. How do you know Willow?”
“I know her son Hal.”
“The men came from Chapel Vale. Willow’s afraid to go back and see what damage they did to Bodkin’s place. She thinks he’s dead.”
“I saw him a few weeks ago at Happly Keep. He seemed in good health to me. I’ll be heading back up to Gensler in the morning, if I can catch Willow tonight.” Unca took his ale and sat down to slake his thirst. He wouldn’t rest until he talked to his housekeeper. Would she even believe him in his new shape? It didn’t matter. Sallia was in trouble and he’d do what he could to rescue her.
He left the inn and trudged quickly over the slick cobbles to the healer.
“I’m looking for Willow of Chapel Vale. I heard you might know where she is. I hope she hasn’t left for Bodkin’s place.”
The healer shook his head. “She’s helping the dressmaker. You can find her there.”
Unca peeked in the dressmaker’s shop and saw Willow walking to the back with a dress on her arm. He walked in.
“Willow, can I have a word?” He smiled at the dressmaker. He never could remember the woman’s name.
He escorted Willow outside. “Willow, you might not believe this, but I’m—”
“Unca!  What have you done to yourself? We both thought you were dead.”
“I seem to have charmed myself into a young body and now lack the power to turn myself back. I am bereft of magic.”
“You looked pretty darn good when you were younger. I had forgotten. I’ll bet you broke a lot of young women’s hearts.” Willow grinned.
“I was the studious sort and kept my youthful nose in books learning my craft.” He didn’t tell Willow that he did indeed have a few distractions, but his housekeeper didn’t need to know that. “I heard that Sallia fled.”
Willow’s grin disappeared. “She had to. Histron’s men turned the village upside down looking for her and I shudder to think what your holding looks like. Are you going after her?”
“I must. I just came from Happly, and my horse needs a night’s rest and I wouldn’t decline myself a bed at Traveler’s Rest after days and days on the road. Would you consider sharing an evening meal with a young vagabond?”
Willow smiled again. “Certainly. We can talk about Sally and what you’ve been doing for the last three months.”
“You two must have had a wonderful time. I’ve been gone for nearly four.”
Willow blinked her eyes. “We did.”
The dressmaker knocked her knuckle on the window.
“Time to get back. An hour after sundown?”
“Suits me. I’ll go back and take a nap. I don’t need them like I once did.”
~
“So she’s changed, has she?”
“Grown up, I’d say. She even helped me with my rabbit traps and skinned a few of them herself.”
Unca couldn’t help but laugh. “Who would have thought? She’s an impressive young woman.”
“Sally is, but I worry about her every night. She could be dead on the road or in the clutches of Duke Histron’s men.”
Unca pushed his empty plate away from him. His appetite had definitely picked up in his new form. “I’m eating too much,” he said.
“Not for a person your age. What do I call you?”
“Anchor. The name’s Anchor.”
“Not too much different and I think it suits you. You’re a much more steady person than you’d like to think.” Willow smiled at him.
“I’ve done some awful things and made mistakes that got the wrong people killed, Willow. I have more guilt than any man my new age should have to bear. I have to make it up by finding Sally and it bothers me that I might have passed her on the road to Sally’s Corners.”
“I think she headed straight north and you came in on the West Road?”
“I did. Oh. No possibility of her passing me.”
Willow shook her head and put her hand on his. “You’re ridden with guilt over her, aren’t you? If you are to do Sally any good, set that aside and go find the girl.”
He nodded and changed the subject to his holding. Seeing Willow had settled him down a bit. Now he’d have to figure out how to rescue Sally from Histron’s trained soldiers.
The mare seemed to have taken to the night’s rest and seemed ready to head north. Unca took a deep breath once they were in the middle of forest land. He felt as if his life depended on saving the princess and wondered how he would be able to find her. She had nearly two weeks head start, but he would catch up. If the soldiers brought her back to the Red Kingdom, they’ would have to pass him on the road. Willow didn’t think she had much money—maybe not enough to take her all the way to Crackledown.
He rode through Five Mills, the first village of any size. She would have stopped here and that thought promoted him to check in at the village’s only inn.
“I’m looking for a golden-haired girl. Brownish eyes. About twenty years old. She’s on foot.”
He shook his head. Unca didn’t like his expression. “If she’s blonde, she’s gone. The Red Kingdom invaded us a few days ago and took all of the women of the description you gave us. They didn’t care what color her eyes, just her age and hair color. They paid a gold for each one. Three girls were plucked from our village. One was an outsider. She stayed at the boarding house on the south end of town.”
Unca plopped a silver coin on the counter and rode to the boarding house and asked who had stopped by.
“Oh, yes. Nice girl. Sally was her name. They just grabbed her off the street and away they went.”
“Which way did they go? I didn’t pass anyone on my way here from Sally’s Corners.”
“She your girlfriend? Wife?” She looked up at Unca, battered her eyelashes and smiled. “You can call me Bertel.”
Unca shuddered at the introduction. “Neither, but she was under my protection. I left for a few months and she fled to the north.”
“She told me she ran away from her master. Were you the master who went hunting? Is she really the princess?”
Unca snorted. He hoped he didn’t blush. “Did she act like a princess?”
Bertel shook her head. “No princess would ever volunteer to help the likes of me.”
“What happened to her things?”
She shrugged. “She might have had them with her. I don’t know.”
“I asked if you knew where they went.”
“North. They’d be getting close to Everwet.”
Unca returned to the inn for a quick meal and took off to the north. A wagon filled with girls wouldn’t be traveling very fast. Along the way, he passed a group of men wearing the Red Kingdom colors. He recognized the wizard who accompanied them—one of the Duke Histron’s men. The man had more power at his disposal than Unca, but lacked training and sophistication in the use of magic. It didn’t matter now, since Unca had lost all of his wizardly abilities.
He rode up. The men were cooking an evening meal. They all looked like scoundrels. None were King Billeas’s men.
“Hello,” Unca said as he dismounted. 
“You can be on your way,” the wizard said. 
Unca had figured that they wouldn’t act with the slightest grace. “I will then. Fare well.” He got back up on his horse and headed north. No wagon. No girls. They were only cooking enough for themselves. Perhaps he could reach Sallia before these men joined the others who must be searching for the princess.
He rode through the night and finally arrived at Everwet as the dawn broke. He walked into the larger of the two inns in town and asked them to take care of his horse. The mare would need a few days to recover from the night’s ride. He regretted pushing his mount so hard, but he had gotten ahead of the wizard.
“Has there been a wagon of women through here?” he asked the serving maid.
“Yesterday. They went past, but they ended up staying on the green, near a half-mile north. The men said they’d be back in the morning.” The maid yawned. “I don’t suppose they’ll be as early as you.” She squinted and smiled at Unca. “You be staying long?” Her eyebrows went up. He would have to put up with such women as long as he wore Anchor’s body. That’s how he had begun to think of himself—Anchor.
Sallia would be here, perhaps within the hour. 
He expected them to come at breakfast, but they were late. Perhaps they let the girls sleep in. His anxiety grew as time went on. The hour approached noon as a man in Histron’s colors entered the common room. 
“You in that corner, find other tables.” He drew his sword. “We’ll need that place to work.” 
Anchor loosened the sword in its scabbard and waited a bit longer. The wagon drove up and his heart raced when he noticed Sallia. She looked around the inn and didn’t recognize him at all. He had the Bloodstone and that would verify his identity. 
His heart sank as the wizard and only some of his men sauntered into the inn. There would have been at least ten of them. His anxiety grew as the women sat down to eat. Sallia ate more than the rest. Good girl. She’d keep her strength up and fight to the very end.
The wizard walked up to the girls. “Now, we will see if one of you is the Princess Sallia.”
Unca nearly stood, but a villager beat him to his feet and yelled at the wizard with a cudgel in his hand. The guards began pushing him. This would be his last chance before they discovered Sallia. He jumped up and joined the fight. He tried to make the sword work, but his youthful strength didn’t improve his less-than-mediocre sword skills.
More villagers joined in. Unca didn’t know if they would prevail until another young man barged through the inn door carrying an ironshod battle staff. Unca hadn’t seen one in action before and the guards began to fall in his wake. 
Sallia would be saved!  But then a searing pain erupted in his shoulder causing him to go down to his knees. Someone must have stabbed him from behind. He tried to stand, but the pain overcame his mind and all he could do was see the fight’s progress in a haze, until someone lifted him and carried him away.
~~~
 



 
 
 


 
CHAPTER TEN
~
ALL OF THE GIRLS CRIED and Sallia couldn’t help but join in. These brave villagers risked their lives for them. The stabbed man was hopefully being treated in a room upstairs. The fighter with the staff had been dragged out of harm’s way by the stable boys. Villagers had cleared the inn of their injured as the fight proved to be over and Histron’s guards had won. The guards bundled them all in the wagon and were taken back to the camp of the night before. The wizard, at least, had been beaten senseless and had to rest. That gave her one more day.
She lay in the wagon, wrapped up in her blanket listening to more sobbing. She’d get her chance on the morrow. Perhaps this would be the last night of her life. It would be, if they discovered her secret, but at least Unca had the Bloodstone. Histron wouldn’t get that from her. She drifted off to sleep amid complaints of no evening meal. At least she had the foresight to fill her stomach when the others didn’t.
The morning dawned too early. Sallia had already been awake for some time. The guards took their time fixing themselves breakfast, bragging about their exploits in the village fight. The boasts didn’t reflect the true nature of the conflict. The villagers fought bravely, but cudgels and staffs were no match for soldiers with edged weapons. They were finally told to wake up and rub the sleep out of their eyes on their way back to the inn.
Sallia worried about the two young men who came to her aid. The one with the sword in the shoulder had fought valiantly, but he didn’t have the skill needed to press the soldiers. He had fought bravely against overwhelming odds and had fought hard enough to keep the guards at bay until one of them came up from behind. The man with the battle staff might have fought off all of the men if someone hadn’t have hit him in the head. 
Neither would probably come to their rescue today, so Sallia would be ready. A fork, knife, perhaps she’d even use the poker hung by the fireplace. She’d fight and make them kill her.
The wizard had recovered only too well and looked them over as they filed into the inn. “Sit on the floor. I’ll be casting a spell to remove any glamour that has been placed on you.” The man wouldn’t even give them a shred of dignity. He would be her first target. They sat next to the fireplace and the sharp-ended poker was within reach.
She grabbed the poker and sat on it, waiting for her turn. At least someone had sharpened the point. She noticed the man with the battle staff, stood in the shadows, now armed with a pitchfork. Perhaps she could at least distract attention from him.
“You!” the wizard said.
Sallia realized that her turn had come. She rose and hid the poker within the folds of her dress. He invoked the spell. His eyes grew when Unca’s magic had been released and her eyes must have changed color. She grabbed the poker as tightly as she could and jammed it into the magician’s stomach.
“That’s the princess!” one of the guards said. She backed up as the guards advanced on her. The man with the pitchfork began to fight the guards. Weapons began to clatter on the floor as villagers, looking from the door came to help. This time they had brought better weapons. 
The magician rose and pulled the poker from his stomach. It hadn’t gone in as far as she had wanted. The fighting had moved from them and Sallia was exposed to his wrath. He growled and raised the bloody weapon, but closed his eyes and yelled. The poker had turned yellow hot and she could hear the sizzle of flesh. Sallia spied a sword on the floor, left by a disabled guard and ran the magician through.
“Traitor.” The words came unbidden to her lips. The wizard and these men were all traitors to the Red Kingdom. She wished she could have executed all of them, but her strength left her and she collapsed into a chair, the bloody sword still in her hand.
Where the previous day, the villagers had suffered a defeat, today, they were victorious. Sallia breathed easier. Today might not be her last after all. She couldn’t help but smile with relief amidst all of the carnage. She had made it through.
“Bind those that still live,” The man with the battle staff said. Somehow he had retrieved his weapon. He turned to her and said, “Princess Sallia?”
She couldn’t admit her identity amidst all of these people. “No. I’m an imposter, but you can call me Sally. Duke Histron’s magician,” she paused to look at the body, now covered with a sheet, “has been moving from place to place along the border villages of the Red Kingdom and Gensler examining young women. I was a decoy.” She lifted her chin in defiance.
The man obviously didn’t believe her. “Where is the man who fought for you yesterday. He was stabbed in the shoulder,” the young man said.
The innkeeper joined them, letting them know that the injured man lay upstairs.
She had to thank him for his effort. “Can I thank him, too?”
“If he’s awake. The man’s badly injured.”
~
Unca opened his eyes as he heard the door open to the room. The man, who had done most of the fighting until Unca’s injury, asked for his name. He forgot his pain when he noticed Sallia standing behind him.
“My name is Anchor. Are you all right…” he nearly said ‘princess’ but changed it to “miss?” He couldn’t bring himself to tell her whom he was while on lying on his stomach, bleeding into the sheets of the bed. For the first time he felt embarrassed around her.
“I give thanks to our mutual savior, Lotto, a ranger in the service of the king of Valetan and a battle-wizard as well,” Sallia said and then looked into Lotto’s eyes. Unca knew that look. He’d been getting them since he transformed himself. A tendril of jealously crept into his mind and it took effort to dispel it. Lotto saved Sallia and she had every right to look that way at the man who saved both of their lives.
They talked for a bit and the man promised to take Sallia to Crackledown. That was where she belonged at present, so Unca had no grounds to protest.
There were about to leave, but perhaps this Lotto could serve Sallia in a different way. “Just take her away as far as you can. If Duke Histron has spies about, they will tell him that the woman has been taken deep into Gensler and that might protect her. Don’t take her to Happly. They are allied with the Red Kingdom and are preparing for war. I think with Valetan.”
“I will. Are you a soldier? I noticed you carry an old Zarronan officer’s blade. It’s similar to the one I have.” Lotto drew his sword. “This is Serytaran, but it’s a bit less conventional than yours.”
Unca nearly laughed. The Court Wizard, a soldier? How ridiculous!  “I found it in a weapons shop on my recent visit to Happly. I’m a soldier of sorts. But as you could see, my weapons skills are but mediocre. I am more of a strategist, but my talents are not for the usurper. I am true to the Red Kingdom.” He looked to Sallia and she smiled at him and quickly squeezed his hand for a second and turned to go. He wished he could go with them.
 “Stay here for awhile. I will talk to the Duke, uh, or his people, and see if I can get a post for you. I agree that Happly is at war or soon will be,” Lotto said. 
Unca coughed and pain tore through his shoulder. He grit his teeth with the disappointment that had to stay behind. “Please get the message to Valetan. Happly is hiring mercenaries and wizards. I’m not going anywhere soon.” Unca could tell that the man would be good to his word. Perhaps having him escort Sallia to Crackledown would be better and safer than doing it himself.
How he had wanted to rescue Sallia. He had lost that opportunity to impress her. Why did he think that way? Why did he want to impress Sallia? He hadn’t really thought of that before, but now?  
He coughed again and felt the pain overtake his emotions. He could feel his eyes fill with tears. He really hurt and to top it all off, the look Sallia gave their savior made him sad when he should have been wryly observing two young people noticing each other. How he wanted to be that other man. 
The pain must be overcoming his good sense. That was it. He didn’t feel feverish, but he must be. The door opened and he hoped it would be Sallia.
“Anchor?” the innkeeper said. “The healer is here.”
~~~
 



 
 
 


 
CHAPTER ELEVEN
~
LOTTO MADE A WONDERFUL COMPANION, unlike any commoner the princess had ever met. Sallia couldn’t help smile and banter with the unassuming man. He bought her a horse and fresh clothes to wear. She had never had the opportunity to talk to such an open and charming young man while princess. Willow and Unca were nice, but they were so old, like an uncle and an aunt. She felt comfortable around them, especially Unca, but with Lotto, she felt excited. She hadn’t even minded when Lotto made her admit that she really was the lost princess. She didn’t think her story would hold up on any level of inquiry, anyway.
Crackledown would come too soon and he would have to depart for Valetan. He took Anchor’s words to heart since his purpose in Gensler was to gather information for the Valetan Court at Beckondale.  They rode through the town and Sallia couldn’t help but look up at the fortress on the hill. The forbidding structure look liked it clung to the edge of a mountain. The Duke’s castle. She vaguely remembered seeing the keep on a visit when she was little. It still looked impregnable. Even its security had been discussed in Foxhome.
They ascended an endless road up to the castle. A rakish looking man stopped them midway. 
“Lotto, I see you’ve brought a bright light to my father’s court.” She held back laughter. A popinjay and a friend of Lotto. She knew the type. These men were dashing and never to be trusted. Sallia had fought off their kind since she was twelve, when her father first demanded that she come to social events. Her demeanor had been so haughty that she might have even spurned him some time in the past.
Lotto had already decided to reveal her identity to Morio, the gallant son, and his father, the Duke. She would go along and agreed that it would be fun to see the look on their faces. They had laughed about it on their last day on the road and now the prospect of being Princess Sallia once again made her sad. She regarded her time with Unca and Willow as the best time of her life and now it was time to wear the royal mantle once again. It brought back memories of her father and mother and the pain of their loss.
The fortress lived up to her memory as they rode through the gates and passed through the massive doors to the black castle. The inside wasn’t nearly intimidating and looked much like any other noble’s home.
She didn’t remember meeting Duke Alon Jellas before, or Morio, of course. The time had come. She held back a smile as Morio led them to his father’s private quarters.
Lotto winked at her and said, “May I present Princess Sallia, the rightful heir to the throne of the Red Kingdom.”
Sallia raised her chin and tried to keep from laughing as she assumed a more regal pose. “Lotto Mistad saved me from being captured by Histron’s men and I ask for sanctuary. It is no longer safe to hide in the Red Kingdom. My protector, Unca, is missing and I fear he is dead. I’m now left to my own devices and it appears they were ineffective in saving me.”  She went on to give them more detail.
The rest of the story, from Lotto’s standpoint was then told. Lotto referred to her as Sally and he blushed. He looked cute when embarrassed. 
“The man who first tried to save her is still healing at the inn. He claimed to be a strategist, more than a fighter, in the Red Kingdom army. I believe him. He has an intelligence about him. If you have a post that can use an advisor, I’d recommend him as a reward for helping to save the princess. Who knows what would have happened to the princess if he hadn’t started the fighting,” Lotto said at the end.
“His name?” the duke said, holding up a quill.
“Anchor.”
“A prosaic name, to be sure, but I like it. I have a captain who commands the fort that guards the road to Learsea.” The duke looked at Morio. “You know Captain Travelwell?”
“Eberlo’s man.”
“Indeed. I’d like a more independent sort out there. Perhaps he can be useful. I’ll commission him and see if he’s good.”
Sallia knew enough about the court that these men Eberlo and Travelwell were not in the Dukes good graces. Even here, men worked to their own ends and those ends were not necessarily in concert with those they had pledged to serve.
“One of the women I stayed with laughed with derision at the empty border forts and remarked how easy it was that Duke Histron’s men could invade your kingdom. I stayed in one of those empty keeps and passed at least one other. I thought it important enough to mention,” Sallia said. “The soldiers also spoke of someone in Crackledown who kept the keeps unmanned.”
Morio and Lotto looked at each other and then at Duke Jellas.
“It appears you two boys were right about the border forts. We’ll just keep this to ourselves for a bit, Princess?”
Sallia gave a curtsy to the Duke. How long had it been since she had done that? In a time and place far, far away.
The Duke turned the conversation to lighter subjects and Sallia learned that Lotto was noble born. It didn’t show. The son of a duke from Dakkor, but she later learned that he had been orphaned as a baby and spent his childhood in a village in Valetan’s north.
Later, Lotto found Sallia’s new quarters.
“I hope you are comfortable.”
“I don’t care as much about comfort as I do safety and I feel safe. You don’t know how much of a relief that is. The days spent under the eye of Histron’s guard were—” she shivered. “I would have refused to go south with them.” She wouldn’t let Lotto know any more. He knew too much as it was. 
He laughed. “Well, things have a way of turning out for the best.”
Sallia thought of her parents. “Not always.” 
“Perhaps. I have some unfortunate news.”
“You’re on your way to Beckondale.”
“Am I that transparent?”
Sallia giggled. “There’s no Beckondale that I see on the other side of you. No, you’re on a mission to find facts and I think you’ve found the facts you sought and need to take them to your ruler immediately.”
Lotto shrugged. “Mander Hart doesn’t rule Valetan, but he works for the king. I’ve already sent a bird, but Mander will want to squeeze every thought from my brain, such as it is.”
“Of course. If you come this way again, please spend some time with me.” She actually asked a man to see her. Sallia really had changed from the time Unca pulled her away from the cocoon that Foxhome had become. She shook her head at the thought.
He took her hand in his and kissed it. “Until we meet again.” He gave her a bow and left the room.
Just when Sallia had reached a safe place and found an intriguing man, Lotto left her. She wiped away a tear and clamped her lips shut to keep more from falling. Safety all by itself didn’t mean as much at the moment. Life had become a place where she felt thoroughly out of control and she realized that she must have to live with that prospect to the end of her days. At least she would sleep in a bed tonight.
~
Unca lifted the mug of ale to his lips with his wounded shoulder after two week’s of treatment. The healer seemed to be doing his job and was able to use what little Affinity he had to help Anchor’s shoulder along. Two uniformed men walked into the inn, officers by the look of their dress. Were they looking for him? They wore the green colors of Gensler. 
He had just received a message from Lotto that the princess had safely arrived at Beckondale. The man didn’t have to do that and he appreciated the thought. Could he have sent these men as well?
They conferred with the innkeeper, who pointed in his direction. Unca wouldn’t have to wonder what they were about for much longer.
“Anchor? Is that your only name?”
“It is at the present, sir,” Unca, now Anchor, said.
“I have a commission for you, if you accept it. A large keep guards our southeastern boundary with Happly and the Red Kingdom. The keep commander has need of a strategist, an advisor, if you will. The Duke would have you fill that position.”
With Sallia safe, at last, Anchor didn’t have anything else to do. Willow would take care of his holding, as she always had. He would send her written word to the Traveler’s Rest where he had ended up. That should be enough to allow Willow to return to his holding. He would leave Sallia, in as secure a place as he could have hoped for, to gain intelligence and the keep would be well-situated to continue doing that, monitoring the status of the Red Kingdom.  
He’d do it. Perhaps he could learn how to wield a sword in a more expert fashion at a military fort. He didn’t enjoy embarrassing himself in the fight for Sallia’s freedom.
Anchor said up a little straighter, trying not to wince. “I still recover from my injury, but I would be happy recover there than facing an ever-rising bill at this fine inn.” He winked at the innkeeper, with whom he had become friends.
“Right!” The innkeeper still stood at the table. “Anchor has been eating me out of my inn. Please take him away!” He laughed as he said it.
The two officials looked at each other and smiled. “We are prepared to escort you and have hired a wagon for supplies and for you as long as you need. We’re on an inspection tour of the southern border keeps along the Learsea road and will end our inspection at South Keep on the border with Happly. Be assured, we are amiable company.”
Anchor warmed to the two men. “When do we leave?”
~~~
 



 
 


 
CHAPTER TWELVE
~
THE DUKE HAD COBBLED PARTS OF THE ROAD to South Keep, as it was called by the two men, Colonels Hesting and Pillar. The buildup of mud and debris from winter hadn’t been cleared off yet and that actually made the ride somewhat smoother, or so they told Anchor. He didn’t know if he believed them or not. 
He visited a healer with power at Pillar’s insistence in every village so that by the end of their first week on the road, he felt well enough to ride. Along with their supplies, Anchor had shared the back of the cart with a smelly crate of birds.
“I thank you for purchasing this fine horse,” Anchor said as they moved out of the village of Rallio’s Lake. “Another ten days, you say? As much as I love to see birds on the wing, this constant clucking, cooing and chirping nearly rivals the smell of these foul little things.”
Hesting laughed. “I know you love your little companions.” 
The two men looked at Anchor and laughed at the same time.
“We’re close enough that it’s time to tell you. Run off, if you are of a mind,” Pillar said. “Duke Jellas told us not to stop you, if you did.”
“Not that we’d blame you, but there are some undercurrents in the dukedom.” Hesting rubbed the back of his neck. “The situation is complicated at the keep.”
“The commander isn’t Duke Jellas’s man, is he?” Anchor said. He suspected that Chancellor Eberlo to be ‘complicating’ things.  He had never warmed to the man the times he had met him.
“Eberlo’s,” Pillars said. “The Duke’s Chancellor has his own circle of confidants. The duke doesn’t want Gensler to end up like the Red Kingdom. The birds are for you. We will house them in River Red, the village that serves South Keep. If you or one of our other key men run into anything suspicious, send a bird from the village. We can’t vouch for where the birds at the keep might end up. That assumes that you are a Duke’s man.”
“Whom else would I be for?” Anchor said and nodded at the pair. “Consider me squarely on the Duke’s side.” If nothing else than as a supporter of the man who provided Sallia with sanctuary. He wouldn’t mind the mental exercise. Life at King Billeas’s court wasn’t altogether smooth and Unca liked it that way. In fact, the king sought his counsel in war and peace, until the end. Anchor’s stomach soured as it always did when remembering his fatal mistake, allowing Histron to take over the castle. He wouldn’t let that happen to the Duke of Gensler.
~
The trio rounded a bend and on the other side of a vale stood the South Keep on a knob that stood higher than the surrounding land. Anchor noticed a number of guard towers with flat, crenelated tops rising above walls that might have been fifteen paces high. 
“Even a moat?”
Hesting laughed. “That’s the Red River winding in a channel around most of the hill. The water is red from the red soil that lines its banks further north in Happly.”
Of course. The Red River ran right through the Red Kingdom. If one wanted to invade the heartland, a force could follow the river right the way through to Grianne Port, far to the south. At Foxhome, the Red River turned wide and lazy and only ran with a tinge of red in the late spring. 
“And how do we cross such a formidable barrier…” Anchor said, “and keep our feet dry?
“A bridge spans both the river and the diverted channel that makes up the moat. How else do you think the villagers get to their jobs?” Pillar said with a chuckle. “Take away the bridges and the keep—” 
“The keep would be even more defensible.” Anchor finished Pillar’s thought.
Hesting nodded. “Never been taken, Anchor, in the three hundred years it has sat there. We have business in the village before heading to the keep.”
Anchor had never heard of South Keep before, but then it didn’t exactly sit on the border with the Red Kingdom, but three or four leagues to the north, close to the Happly road, yet far enough from the actual boundary line not to generate any issues between Gensler and The Red Kingdom. “Did you know the Duke of Happly is stirring?”
“We heard,” Pillar said. “That’s why it’s a good idea for posting an independent party.”
Anchor smiled and nodded. “I must admit that I’m better thought of as independent. If anything, I’m on the side of the late King Billeas, being a true Red Kingdom man.”
“Precisely what Duke Jellas wants. We’ll spend the next week to ensure you are adequately welcomed and then we will be gone. The Duke wants the border forts manned again and that begins as soon as you are in place.”
“I’m glad he feels the need, now that Duke Histron has so casually violated your southern border at Five Mills and Everwet.”
Anchor’s comment put an end to their discussion as they made their way to River Red to drop off the birds before proceeding to the keep.
~
Gensler maintained the keep as a cornerstone in its southeastern defenses. In an earlier time, perhaps a baron or another duke might have held court in such a large keep, but as Anchor walked through the gray-stoned courtyard, the stark architecture and decorations spoke to him of armies and not of nobles. Uniformed stable boys helped them off of their horses and took the horses and wagon to a two-story stable. Anchor could see straw bales through large open doors. Yardarms above the doors brought straw stored on the upper story down to the horse stalls. 
Hesting and Pillar took him through thick ironbound oak doors into the primary structure. After passing through a large foyer and past the open double doors twice the size of a man that opened to a large common room, his escorts led him up a flight of stars. No marble faced pillars. No marble stairs. Black iron railing lined the wide stairway to a second floor. Torches supplemented what little light broke into the keep itself through arrow slits and narrow windows.
They stopped at a door flanked by two guards, who stood up straighter when they approached.
“Colonel’s Hesting and Pillar to see Captain Travelwell,” Pillar said.
A guard knocked and entered Travelwell’s office. The guard emerged. “Go right in,” he said holding the door open for them.
Travelwell stood. Anchor admired the captain’s fitness. He had the look of command, but Anchor also noted a wariness in his eyes as he looked at the two Colonels.
“Colonel Hesting and Colonel Pillar. Pillar, congratulations on your promotion. I hadn’t heard.”
But what had Travelwell heard? As the three exchanged introductory pleasantries, Travelwell’s wariness increased. Anchor knew he couldn’t trust the man.
“This is Anchor. He has performed a service to the Duke and to the surviving heir of the Red Kingdom. Duke Jellas has offered him the post of Strategic Adjutant reporting directly to you.”
“Directly to the Duke, you mean,” Travelwell said rather bluntly. “I won’t have him in my command.” The captain narrowed his eyes and peered at Anchor. “Too young to have any kind of experience I could use.”
“I’m sorry, Travelwell, but you don’t have a choice,” Hesting said. “Here are his orders, signed by Duke Jellas himself.” Hesting tossed a large envelope on the captain’s desk and handed another to Anchor. “And your orders, Sub-Captain Anchor.”
A commission? Anchor pursed his lips. He didn’t want to formally be in another country’s service, but after seeing Travelwell’s reaction, an official standing in the keep might be his only way to survive. This ‘favor’ by the duke might be more dangerous than fighting Histron’s guards. He had already accepted and he vowed that he would make the most of it, including weapons training as soon as he was physically able.
He only hoped that enough of the soldiers in the keep were loyal to the duke or he was well and truly lost. A question seemed to have been asked while Anchor thought. Travelwell said something that Anchor didn’t catch. “I beg your pardon, sir Captain?” Anchor said.
Travelwell furrowed his brow. “You need to listen better, sub-captain, if you are to survive at South Keep.”
Listen and stay alert, thought Anchor.
“What have you done?” the captain said.
“I used to work for King Billeas at Foxhome, under the Court Wizard, Unca. He was the king’s chief advisor. I have formulated battle plans, set strategies to put down revolts in various cities and towns, reviewed fortifications and provided my own personal insight as I toured the kingdom.”
“In other words, a toady and a spy,” Travelwell said. “Are you Histron’s man?” It seemed the captain probed to see if Anchor might be an ally.
‘Hardly. I wouldn’t be in Gensler if I were. I recently helped rescue a fine lady about to be kidnapped and returned to my former land.”
“A turncoat, then.”
“If you mean, do I oppose the usurpation of the kingdom? Then yes, I’m a turncoat. I was at Foxhome castle that night and barely escaped with my life. The king and queen did not.”
“You knew the princess then?”
“What call would the princess have to notice a young man such as I?”
“She’s a young woman.”
“You don’t know Princess Sallia, then. She was willful, headstrong, and arrogant. She had only one real interest, herself.”
“Any you risked your life to save her in Everwet, if I heard correctly?”
“I pledged to serve the royal family and she is all that remains of the royal family. As to the identity of the lady that I tried to save, she claimed to be a decoy. What reason is there to doubt her?”
Hesting turned to Anchor. “You didn’t tell us of your background on the way here.”
“See? A charlatan.” Travelwell said.
“I don’t remember you asking, Colonel Hesting. I did tell you of my trip to Happly Keep and the information that I gleaned while there. I did much the same for King Billeas. I also made plain to you both that I am a Red Kingdom man, first and foremost, with my allegiance to the royal family, not to Duke Histron.”
“Anchor is absolutely correct. He’s yours, Travelwell,” Hesting said. “We’ve traveled together for some days and he’s no charlatan, of that I am certain. I have a feel for military men, and Anchor is genuine.”
Anchor nearly winced at the statement. He’d never would think of himself as a military person. He knew strategy and history, but he had no knowledge of how to conduct himself at a military base. 
Pillar rose from his chair. “We’ll get him settled. You can introduce him to your officers tonight. We’ll be staying for a few days and inspect the keep as long as we’re here.”
Travelwell scowled and scribbled instructions on a scrap of paper. “Take this to the orderly in the foyer. Your quarters and sub-captain Anchor’s. Now if you will excuse me.”
Hesting stared at Travelwell, who kept his eyes on the paperwork on his desk. “Of course, Captain.” Hesting nodded at Pillar and Anchor followed him out the door.
Once out of earshot of the guards, Hesting stopped. “Anchor, your orders give you permission to take over the keep on the Duke’s authority any time you feel it necessary. I would have run Travelwell through with my sword just now if I had any sense. Such insubordination.”
Pillar nodded.
“You trust me more than him? We’ve—”
“We’ve just spent two weeks on the road with you. I can judge the character of a man in that period of time. You’ll find it a challenge, but consider it an order to prepare to run the keep while you serve Travelwell. Come, let’s see what kind of quarters Travelwell has assigned you.”
~
Anchor’s shoulder began to ache as he continued to spar with one of the keep’s soldiers. The healers did a wonder on his injury and now he just grit his teeth and practiced through the pain at certain movements. Travelwell rarely called him in for assistance and that gave Anchor more time to investigate the state of the men. 
His daily sparring allowed him to more discretely assess the loyalties of the soldiers. The keep held three hundred rankers and about twenty officers. He estimated that twenty percent of the soldiers were personally loyal to Travelwell, but from what he could tell, the officer corps split fifty-fifty. Those were easier to gauge. Travelwell’s men kept to themselves. At most meals in the officers’ mess, he could almost draw a line between the two. Anchor had tried to sit with the Travelwell group, but had been frozen out. 
With no specified duties, Anchor stood at the top of the ramparts looking south towards the Red Kingdom. A loyal lieutenant stood with him.
“The weather is turning warm and you are getting better with that foreign sword,” Lieutenant Rallen said. 
“I agree,” Anchor said. In the distance he noticed a bird flying towards the keep from the south. “I have to leave you to your warmth, Lieutenant. I think I have something to do” He ran down the steps and towards the bird coop adjacent to the stables. Anchor wanted to see what message a bird from the Red Kingdom might carry. 
He hustled his way to the coop and retrieved the message before anyone had an opportunity to check the bird. He carefully removed the message addressed to Travelwell.
“Duke’s demise soon. Prepare to open gates to friends.” 
The bird keeper could be along at any time and count birds. He couldn’t afford for the message to reach Travelwell. Anchor twisted the bird’s neck and put the body under his coat. He walked to the jakes and tossed the bird down into the fetid depths. 
He hadn’t expected an assassination attempt against Duke Jellas and sought out Sergeant Lunkin. The man sat in the kitchen talking to one of the scullery maids.
“Lunkin, I need a word,” Anchor said and pulled the man out of the kitchen.
“A bird from the south flew in with this message. You need to send this along to the Duke immediately.”
Lunkin’s eyebrows rose as he read the message and saw Travelwell’s name on the other side. “The time has nearly come,” the sergeant said.
Anchor nodded his head. “The ‘time’ will occur when Travelwell’s ‘friends’ arrive.” He would soon be testing out his hard-won skill with a sword as soon as that message had been sent from birds that Hesting had left in the village. Lunkin and he had already established a plan with Lt. Rallen. Rallen and Anchor would neutralize the officers and Lunkin would establish a loyal chain of command among the rankers.
He watched Lunkin run over the bridge and into River Red before he returned to the sparring ground for his afternoon workout. He fought off the temptation to ride to Crackledown. Anchor would have to rely on the Duke to avert his assassination and the recapture of Sallia.
~~~
 



 
 
 


 
CHAPTER THIRTEEN
~
“YOU ARE MUCH TOO FORWARD, MORIO,” Sallia said. She pushed his hands off of her arms.
“But I love you.”
Sallia laughed. “You love yourself much, much more.” Crackledown presented so many facets, but Morio’s attentions were well-intentioned on his part, but not welcome.
Duke Jellas entered the family sitting room. Sunlight streamed in, but didn’t reach the duke. He spoke from shadows and Sallia felt exposed as he talked. She classified her relationship with the duke as cordial, but the man seemed to be constantly pre-occupied.
“Morio. I have received a bird from Valetan. Lotto is returning to Gensler and will meet you in ten days at Harveston with your pack of rogues. You will need to leave presently with your band of misfit rangers.”
“But the princess and I…  ”
The Duke walked into the light. His stern expression would have put fear into Sallia had it been directed at her. “There is no ‘princess and I’. There is the princess, here and there is you, on the way to Harveston. Go now.”
Morio left the room and nearly slammed the door.
Duke Jellas laughed. “Naughty boy. He always was my first wife’s favorite. I’m sure you can see why. Women are often enamored of rogues.”   The duke colored. “Oh. I didn’t mean you, your highness.”
Sallia had to smile, if only to communicate that she did understand what he meant. “You don’t have to worry about me enamored about that one. He’s a nice man, but not for me.”
The duke relaxed and sat down behind a desk. “Sit, my dear. How do you fare at Crackledown? We haven’t really talked for weeks.”
“I miss the Red Kingdom. I miss Unca, my father’s wizard.” Even though it was well into summer, Sallia worried about Unca. “The Red Kingdom lies dormant in this winter of usurpation. I don’t know when the political spring will arrive, but I yearn for it. Until then, I am happy here as much as I could be except for one place.”
“How poetically put, and where is that?”
“Unca had a holding close to Sally’s Corners. The northern boundary extended into the hills and might have even bordered Gensler. I…” Sallia stopped for a moment to sort through a flood of thoughts and emotions tied up to her experiences with Willow and Unca. “I learned much while I stayed there. Lessons that most princesses never learn.” She had to look out of the window to avert Duke Jellas’s gaze.
“And I’d take you to wherever that is myself, if I could dear princess, but you fled from there and its no longer safe. Perhaps once you’ve taken back your throne.”
“Perhaps.” Sallia said, thinking of much more that a single word reply. How could she go back? If the duke restored her to the throne, how could a queen live in Unca’s house? No. She’d probably never return, no matter what happened, and the prospect saddened her. She took a deep breath and held back a sob or two. “And in the meantime, I’m under your charming protection, Duke.”
“As long as you wish. Now, I’ve also just received a dispatch from South Keep. Your friend, Anchor serves me there.”
“Anchor?” Sallia said. “Oh, the man who helped Lotto.”
“Yes. He has just sent me a warning about unrest in the keep and that disturbance is related to imminent issues I face at Crackledown.”
“Dangers?”
“Indeed. I had a specific reason for this chat. All may seem idyllic in the castle, but we are as burdened with politics as I’m sure you were at Foxhome. I’m afraid that your safety might be compromised, after all.”
“Duke Histron—” Sallia said.
“And I have my own challenges, although I won’t let them progress too much further. I have taken the precaution of installing another bell pull in your chambers on the opposite side of the fireplace. It is the red one, for the Red Kingdom, I suppose.” The duke gave her the ghost of a smile. “It rings my personal guard. If anything untoward happens in your rooms, please use it to summon help. I’d also carry a knife or other weapon on your person at all times in the keep.”
“Are you under siege?” Sallia said, glancing out the window. Her feelings of security had just vanished, replaced by a hollow fear.
“In a sense, but I won’t allow it to continue for more than a week or two. I am serious in this request, Princess Sallia. There are those who are not loyal to me in the castle and I work so that matters will be presently resolved. In the meantime, humor me and do as I suggest. Of course, a suggestion only.”
“I will do as you say, Duke. With Morio goes my escort into town and perhaps it’s a good time to catch up with my reading. I can do that in my rooms.” If the crisis were only a few weeks, Sallia would be happy to comply with the duke’s wishes. She wondered if the disloyal subject meant Eberlo, the chamberlain. Sallia didn’t like the man. She remembered those words in Everwet about Duke Histron’s man running Gensler. It wasn’t true, but Eberlo had much responsibility within the duchy. She recalled that the commanding officer at the keep where Anchor had gone was ‘his man’. Could Anchor be in the same danger? She hoped not. She hardly knew Anchor, but wished him well.
The duke rose from his seat and bowed to Sallia. “Is there a book from this room that you’d like to read? Pick what you’d like and I’ll personally escort you to your rooms.”
~
Despite the thick walls of Crackledown, Sallia slept fitfully in the warmth of the room. The fire had been made too large. She threw off her covers and tried to snuggle her pillows for more comfort. The moon let in a shard of light and the room made sounds that now shattered all attempts at sleep.
She frowned and tried to lie as still as possible unsuccessfully commanding her mind to wander into dreams. A creaking sent a shiver down her spine. Could someone be entering her sitting room? She reached under a pillow and pulled out a long dagger, left unsheathed beneath the silken cloth. Sallia clutched the knife in her hand, startled when it reflected the moon’s light. She quickly put it to her side. The intruder might see the shining as well. She lay back with her eyes wide open trying to will her body still. 
She heard a whisper of something sliding along the carpet in her room. The assassin had closed within feet of her. She nearly cried out as moonlight painted the shape of a figure, darkly dressed, slowly moving towards her bed. Sallia held the knife steady at her side. She refused to be captured and yearned for this trial to end quickly. She squinted her eyes so that it might appear she slept. 
Suddenly a waft of ale and garlic assaulted her nose. Her eyes flew open and she thrust her knife deep into the intruder’s stomach. A strong odor assaulted her sense of smell as a pad of cloth struck a glancing blow to her forehead as it dropped to the bed. She grabbed the handle of her knife with her other hand and ripped up until the ribcage stopped her own assault.
“Bitch princess,” were the last words of the assassin as she sensed the man fall on top of her. A different stench filled the air and she felt the warmth of the man’s internal fluids empty onto her body. Now she could scream and scream she did as she cast off the assassin and ran to pull the red cord.
Within moments, torches and a lantern illuminated the grisly scene. Sallia scrabbled against the wall, as the impact of her deed slammed into her mind ripping unbidden emotions from their hiding places. She began to cry as women hurried into the room and began to wipe away the blood and worse.
More torches entered the room with Duke Jellas. His own robes were stained with the same red color as her nightgown.
“Assassins in the night. They visited my rooms as well. My men and I killed all six. Only one?” the duke said, dryly. His bloodshot eyes spoke of anger in the middle of the night. Duke Jellas nearly swayed on his feet. Sallia thankfully sat.
“This man was no assassin, Lord. He carried a potion to knock her out. The princess thwarted an abduction.
“Thank the gods, I killed him.” Sallia said, shivering. Anger began to dry up the tears. “I’m glad I did. Others have fought for me. The time had come for me to fight for myself.”
“You performed admirably. Quite as well as my tiny horde,” the duke said. He looked down at Sallia’s assailant. “I know this man.” He nodded to three of the soldiers. “This is man is part of Eberlo’s guard. Take twenty men and bring Eberlo along with any loyal to him to me into the assembly room. I will issue quick judgment against those who would take up arms against me.”
“May I come?” Sallia said. She rose and a lady in waiting threw a robe around her. “I will not sleep again this night.”
“As you wish. Might I suggest a change of clothes?” The duke left the room. Guards removed the body only to be replaced by servants who began to wash the carpet and strip the bed linens.
“May I help you?” Duke Jellas’s wife said, opening Sallia’s wardrobe.
Sallia merely nodded and took the offered clothing and left her bedroom to change her bloody clothes in the adjoining bath room.
~
The castle seemed cold now, after the rush of activity that woke it up. Sallia walked to the assembly room attended by four guards. As she entered, thirty or more turned their heads and bowed as she passed. Duke Jellas waved her to a seat next to his. He sat in the center of a long table. A pitcher with two goblets was all that sat on the table’s surface.
“Eberlo will arrive shortly. They caught him in the tunnels.”
Sallia’s heart skipped. She abhorred secret passages that were no longer secret.
“Unlike your father’s, mine were closely watched,” the duke said. “Thanks to Anchor’s message, they might not have been.”
Anchor had worked to save them both. Good for him, thought Sallia. She would have to thank the enigmatic man, once again. Perhaps she could write him a letter. Her mother had told her that men liked letters. Her lips nearly curled into a wistful smile at the memory, but her thoughts were interrupted when the Court filled up with angry men. Some were trussed up.
“Eberlo. Your scheming will end tonight.”
The traitor’s silver hair and elegant appearance reminded her of Unca, but the scowl in a face twisted with hate would never adorn the wizard’s countenance. “Who of my men turned?” Eberlo demanded.
“As fate would have it, an alert agent of mine intercepted a bird from the Red Kingdom at South Keep. I had my own coop in the village and the message came directly into my possession and not yours.” Jellas threw the missive on the table. “That little paper sealed your doom. All I needed was a shred of proof. Your hired thugs were no match for my men and me. I believe that Princess Sallia’s abductor’s name was Wister? She personally took care of him.” The duke nodded his head to Sallia. She could only shudder as he did so.
“Wister is your man and here are your more of your men tied up around you. I suppose you were all ready to ride off with Princess Sallia? Wait. You were only to see her off.” The duke nodded at Eberlo’s expression. “Then with me assassinated, you would have taken over until one of my sons had returned. Perhaps accidents planned? Did Histron offer his support? Or Peleor, the Dark Lord’s wizard on Besseth?
“It matters not. Eberlo, you, and those with you, are hereby sentenced to hang within the hour. I care not what happens to your families. I will not tolerate your relations to remain in Gensler. They will be escorted to the southern border, but you will not see them again. Take them out.” Duke Jellas nodded to his Captain of the Guard and the Court emptied out.
“Wine, my dear princess?” the duke poured wine in both goblets. He drained his and filled it up again and took a deep breath. His judgment had affected him more than he showed. Sallia drank deeply, but did not finish hers.
“Wister entered through a door in the wall. I forgot about a secret entrance into your sitting room. It has since been secured. You might wish to carry a weapon for a few days longer. My men will purge Eberlo’s sympathizers from the castle and that might still take some time.”
“What about South Keep?” she said.
“We will see what Anchor is made of. I am of the opinion that Duke Happly thinks to take over the keep to preserve his domain’s southern flank. We won’t have long to wait. A day or two for events to transpire and few days for a bird to reach Crackledown.”
~~~
 



 
 
 
 


 
CHAPTER FOURTEEN
~

A HORN BELLOWED THROUGH SOUTH KEEP. Anchor held up his hand and stopped his sparring. He splashed water on his sweating torso and wiped down before running to his quarters to don armor and the rest of his weapons. He hated the thought of fighting his fellow soldiers, but Travelwell’s men would assist the invaders in taking over Gensler.
He met Lunkin on the parapet. An enemy force of four or five hundred soldiers marched toward the keep. They looked like a rabble of mercenaries. Anchor figured that they were at least a mile away and wouldn’t arrive at the keep for another hour.
“It’s time, Lunkin,” Anchor said. “Get our men on the gate if they aren’t there already. Be prepared to destroy the bridge.”
Lunkin smiled. “We’ve been waiting for Travelwell’s hand to be forced for some time. I have already sent loyal men into River Red to take care of the bridge as well.” His intense gaze made Anchor uncomfortable. The time for ultimate trust had come.
“Very well. The men are ready to defend themselves?”
“From within and,” he nodded his head towards the advancing force, “without. Time to stand up for Duke Jellas and Gensler.”
“For Gensler and Besseth!” Anchor said knowing that the foes they fought were intent on attacking the entire continent. He drew his sword.
“You are much improved, sir. I remember when you arrived; any man could take you down. Now you fight like a proper warrior.”
Anchor grunted more than laughed. “I used to be in a position where my talents came from my mind not my muscles. Today, the mind is important, but my strength will ultimately save me.”
“Here’s to strength,” Lunkin slid his sword out of his scabbard. “We are ready and are behind you.”
Anchor nodded. He felt naked standing between his enemies in the keep and outside. He’d never been tested in actual battle and his continual work to improve his weapons skills had only taken place on the practice field. As Unca, he’d never physically fought another soldier with steel weapons. His palms started to sweat. No spells could save the day here in the keep. He walked down the stairs after taking one last glance at the approaching army. Not much of an army, but enough to even the odds inside the keep with the loyalists.
He swung the sword to loosen up his muscles, but stopped. He had just come from sparring and now just exhibited his nerves or lack of. Nevertheless, he still walked with the naked steel blade before him into the darker confines of the keep’s main building.
Travelwell and two of his lieutenants still adjusted their armor. The Captain looked tense as he made eye contact with his men. “How long before our visitors arrive?”
“I’d say an hour or a bit less. I have already dispatched men to remove the bridge to the keep and to River Red.”
The captain furrowed his brow. “What if these men are friendly? No. We will let them in and see what they are about.”
“As the strategist, I must say that would be a grave mistake. They come from the Red Kingdom or Happly—neither of which is friendly to Gensler. We must assume that they are belligerents.”
“Fancy word, Anchor. No. I overrule you. We will let them in.”
The time had come to expose Travelwell’s plan.
“I suggest that you look at them from the wall.”
“As you wish.” Travelwell made a final tug to his armor and led the way out of the building into the sunshine.
Anchor stopped the captain mid-way to the wall. “There is no messenger announcing the arrival of these men. That is standard protocol throughout Besseth, isn’t it?”
Travelwell laughed. “Of course it is. This unit just has an inattentive commander.”
Anchor spotted Lunkin and nodded. “Troops coming to occupy the keep. If traitors led them, they wouldn’t bother announcing themselves either, wouldn’t you say?”
The captain sputtered and turned red. “Why do you think that?”
“A little bird told me, Captain Travelwell. It said, ‘Duke’s demise soon. Prepare to open gates to friends.’  The message was addressed to you.” Anchor lifted his sword. “I destroyed the bird and forwarded the message on to Duke Jellas.”
One of Travelwell’s lieutenant’s hands went to his sword and began to pull it out. “You!” the subordinate said.
“That’s all I needed to know.” Anchor’s sword descended on the lieutenant’s wrist. The sword slid back into the scabbard as Anchor made a backhanded slash at the man’s throat. Anchor’s universe shrunk to an area within a few paces, just like he had been taught on the practice field. He growled and quickly stepped back as he faced the Captain and the other lieutenant. 
They drew their swords. Anchor snarled as his emotions rose up. “Traitor!” he said to Travelwell and nodded at the lieutenant. “You can lay down your arms or fight. Lunkin and I have the ranks and the rest of the officers prepared.”
“What do you know?” the captain said. He sneered and that made Anchor smile. 
“Sneer and snarl. I’ve yet to spar with you, Captain. Perhaps this might be an appropriate time.”
Travelwell thrust at Anchor. An easy parry, but Travelwell’s fighting partner slashed as well. His sword slid along Anchor’s armor and caught on the wrist guard of his left arm. The steel bit into his flesh, but not too deeply, Anchor hoped. He jumped away from the two and vaguely noticed the sounds of fighting began to swell as he continued to parry and slash. He had to move around to keep them both from confronting him. 
He thrust at the lieutenant’s face and slipped through the man’s parry. The tip of his sword bit flesh as it drew across the man’s face while Anchor pulled his blade back. He barely had time to notice the blood rushing through the man’s fingers as he backed away from the fight.
“It looks like I get you all to myself,” the captain said. 
Anchor’s wrist began to ache as the adrenaline that had powered the beginning of his fight began to ebb. He thrust at Travelwell and the captain laughed at the easy parry. That’s all Anchor needed him know as he turned to the side and slashed at the captain while he hid pulling out his knife with his eyes locked onto his opponents’.
The captain didn’t seem to notice as Anchor squared up again and repeated the thrust. As the captain’s face began to smile again, Anchor quickly closed and slipped the knife in underneath Travelwell’s cuirass. His opponent gasped and dropped his sword. Anchor twisted and drove the knife all the way into his body. Travelwell fell, clutching his stomach. Anchor kicked the Captain to the courtyard below.
The captain’s fall didn’t immediately stop the fighting. Anchor held onto the knife. His hand and arm were bloody from his own wound as well as Travelwell’s blood. Three loyal officers fought to his side and the four of them faced the remainder of Travelwell’s leadership. Anchor’s wrist ached, but he soon lost himself in the struggle to defend himself. It seemed that all of Travelwell’s men fought to kill him.
“It’s over!” Lunkin said as he grabbed Anchor’s good wrist. His last opponent threw down his sword. 
A crossbow bolt slammed into Anchor’s shoulder. “Not again,” he said as he collapsed to the bloody ground.
He had to endure the indignity of being moved by Lunkin, and now sat on the side of the stone stairway, in the shade, as a healer wrapped his shoulder.
“A lot of good armor does,” the healer said. “The ranker shot you from across the yard. If he’d been closer, it would have punched right through your shoulder, leather and all, sir. As it is, your shoulder blade stopped the point. It’s probably fractured again.”
The ache filled Anchor’s mind. “We won?”
“We did, sir,” Lunkin said. “Do you want us to sally?”
“Sally? I miss that woman,” Anchor said through a haze of pain. He said it before he realized what Lunkin asked
“Who’s Sally?” Lunkin smiled as he furrowed his brow.
“A woman, I know.” Anchor managed to put his right hand on Lunkin’s shoulder and grinned. “Do we have enough soldiers?”
Lunkin grinned. “We do indeed sir. If we hurry, we’ll meet them in a loop of the river. We’ll pin ‘em in and make them pay.
“We will, sir,” said Gasso, the only other sub-captain who had joined in at Anchor’s side after Travelwell had been taken care of.
“Then please do. If you can capture an officer or two as well as a few enlisted men, then let the rest run. We need information more than their deaths, not to mention less of our men injured. There’s a lot more fighting to come.” Anchor tried to get up, but became dizzy.
“Loss of blood, sir. You rest a bit,” the healer said.
Anchor relaxed and slid back down.
“Drink this. It will ease the pain, now that you’re all bandaged up.”
Anchor complied and drifted off with the thought that the healer had put more than pain reliever into that draft.
~
Travelwell looked up from his bed. Anchor felt better after a few days rest, but he doubted that Travelwell did. The man had just come out of a coma. The healer had told him, the man wouldn’t last more than two or three days.
“Why the betrayal?” Anchor said as he took a seat next to the bed. He couldn’t lean back with his shoulder and had to lay his bandaged wrist on his lap.
“Eberlo. He’ll make a better duke than the effete Jellas.”
“The effete Jellas just survived the assassination attempt and your man Eberlo no longer lives.”
Travelwell coughed and winced as he clutched his stomach with one hand and the sheet with his other. “The Dakkoran wizard promised him Gensler.”
“Peleor?”
Travelwell shook his head. “I don’t know his name. King Histron promised he wouldn’t annex Gensler. I fought for Gensler!” Travelwell insisted.
“You fought for Zarron, Travelwell. I’m sure Emperor Daryaku aims to annex all of Besseth. He’s tried to the west and failed, but succeeded in the Red Kingdom and Happly. Valetan is Happly’s goal.” Anchor wondered if Peleor hadn’t suborned high ranking Valetan officials as well. He’d send a bird to the Duke. “Make peace, Travelwell. You won’t be leaving South Keep alive.”
“My wife!” Traveller reached for Anchor.
“I’ll send someone to write down a message to her. Tell the woman the truth. Your revolution did not succeed.” Anchor had learned enough and departed Travelwell’s room. Blood from his wounded wrist had soiled his shirt. He’d get the healer to change his dressings before he headed to visit the jailed Happlyans.
By the time he made it across the courtyard to the cells, Anchor sought a seat in a rude interrogation room just three paces across either way. He grimaced as he sat down. The chair was more like a stool with a low back. At least he could sit back without touching his shoulder wound. He leaned forward on the table and looked at the empty stool. Anchor took a deep breath and tried to ignore the pain as much as he could.
“Ah, you’re here, Captain. I’ll bring in the prisoners.” One of the rankers had just given him a promotion, Anchor noted.
A guard brought in some bread and an ale. “Healer sent these over. He doubted that you’ve had much today.”
 “Thank you.”
He spent the next hour talking to the two officers and the one ranker that Gasso captured. The officers didn’t add anything, but the ranker said something at the very end.
“At least I won’t be around the Ropponis anymore.”
New information!  Anchor tried to remain calm. “What Ropponis?”
“The Duke has a company of Ropponi wizards at the Keep. None of us care much for those slimy bastards,” the ranker said. “They stink something awful. Somethin’ to do with how they season the food they eat. What can they do anyway?”
“Why did the Duke bring them in?”
The ranker eyed the half-finished ale. “You give me the rest o’ that ale and I’ll sing their praises, sir.” The man’s eyes pled with Anchor and he licked his lips.
The former wizard slid the ale over and let the man drink. The healer had laced the thing with painkiller and had ruined the taste anyway.
The ranker made a face. “You brew it funny in Gensler.” He wiped his mouth. “The Duke doesn’t like ‘em anymore than the rankers, sir. Had us clear a separate camp for ‘em. They’re mercenaries like most of us. They don’t do much and that’s fine with the rest o’ the army. I don’t think they like being in Besseth any more than we like ‘em here. Rumor was he hired them so the Valetans wouldn’t. They haven’t fought one lick, no they haven’t.”
The rest of the man’s talk didn’t provide any new information   Happly had enticed Valetan to invade and the troops felt they could prevail against what forces Valetan could send. After that they’d head north and occupy Valetan. These men just followed orders that they’d take South Keep with the help of Travelwell to protect Happly’s southern flank. After helping with the occupation, they’d report to Travelwell until Gensler had been secured.
Something didn’t add up. There had to be more since the plan didn’t make sense. Valetan was much more powerful than Happly. He didn’t have enough information to come to any kind of conclusion. He wanted information on the Red Kingdom, but the soldiers knew nothing of what happened to the south.
Anchor wondered what might be going on in Learsea, the kingdom east of the Red Kingdom. He hadn’t heard anything. The ranker sat looking around the room as Anchor mused on the political situation and when Anchor had finished asking unanswerable questions, he had the guards lead the man back out.
Gasso sat in Anchor’s old office waiting for Anchor. ‘Learn anything?”
Anchor liked his office, just across the hall from the keep’s map room. He wouldn’t take over the fancy quarters that Travelwell used, either.
“More questions than answers. Happly has a whole company of Ropponi magicians. They are rumored to be powerful, but not as powerful away from Roppon. I don’t know if that’s true, by the way.” Anchor leaned back, only to be reminded that the wound still existed.
“Lucky you had that armor on,” Gasso said. The bolt might have gone clean through.”
“It penetrated deeply enough. That’s my shoulder’s second wound this year. I’d just finished healing up from that—  ”
Gasso leaned forward. “Is Happly going to invade Gensler?”
It just dawned on Anchor that he had thwarted Happly and Eberlo’s entire plot.  He smiled. “No. With Duke Jellas alive after Eberlo’s attempted coup and a loyal South Keep presence, I would imagine Gensler is safe at present. I think that Hesting and Pillar will be recommending an increase of the staffing of all of the border forts.”
“Good for you, Captain Anchor,” Gasso said.
“I’m not the Captain,” or was he? Gasso looked to him as the commander of the keep, so he guessed he would fill in until the duke sent someone else. “Now, let’s talk about organization,” he said and pulled out paper and a quill. The command structure would have to change now that Travelwell’s men were dead or imprisoned.
As soon as he finished with Gasso, Anchor had to send three of the River Red birds to explain all that went on, including information about the sketchy intelligence on the Ropponi wizards.
~~~
 



 
 


 
CHAPTER FIFTEEN
~
THE PANIC IN THE CASTLE HAD DIED DOWN in the following weeks, after the duke’s guard had captured the rest of Eberlo’s supporters. Others had fled and the duke had let Sallia tour the city below with a few guards. She enjoyed the late summer heat and strolling among the city dwellers. 
She currently sat on a chair on her balcony overlooking the city, reading from another book in the duke’s study. A rapping at her door broke her concentration and a lady in waiting answered it.
“The Duke, your highness.”
Sallia rose and greeted Duke Jellas. She couldn’t tell his mood from the look on his face.
“I have news, Princess. Would you sit?”
Sallia sat down and waved the duke to a vacant chair.
“Your Anchor saved us all.”
My Anchor? she thought. She’d have to re-acquaint herself with the man. “So there’s more news from the south?”
“Indeed, some good and some disturbing. Captain Travelwell, the commander did indeed try to allow a large contingent of Happly soldiers into the keep. Anchor, and the loyalists that he organized, fought the commander and his men, and then turned around and routed the Happlyans. Travelwell died of wounds in that fight. Happly is preparing to fight Valetan. At first blush that would seem an outlandish notion, but Anchor seems to think that inroads might have been made at the highest levels there as well. In addition, he’s worried about a contingent of Ropponi wizards in Happly’s army.”
“Wizards? That increases his strength doesn’t it?”
“It depends on how they are used. An arrow can kill a wizard as quickly as any other man. In any event, I am forwarding this message to Lotto Mistad, who is currently waiting for Morio to meet him and travel into Happly.”
“What can they do?”
“Lotto will have a contingent of wizards of his own, heading into Gensler as we speak, and that’s in addition to his own talent. Anchor admits that he doesn’t think he has the complete picture and I agree with him. I’m beefing up the border forts to the south and there are two choke points to the north on the border with Valetan that are fortified and I will send additional men there as well.”
“Events seem to be spinning out of control, even though Eberlo is gone,” Sallia said.
“It seems that way, yes, my dear. However, some of the events have spun in our direction.”
Sallia had her servant show the duke out and she returned to the balcony. She couldn’t sit, as upset as she was, and paced back and forth. She worried about Lotto entering a hornet’s nest in Happly. Even accompanied by wizards, what could he possibly hope to accomplish? Were Valetan’s forces assembling an invasion? Would Lotto go in support of such a thing? The duke didn’t tell her everything and she didn’t think it appropriate to seek him out. He’d been keeping her apprised of the major events.
Her thoughts went back to Anchor, who had become more of a mystery man. Where did he really come from? Why did he so quickly pick up Duke Jellas’s banner? The trust that Duke Jellas showed and Lotto’s intuition didn’t seem to be misplaced. Now he commanded South Keep after squashing the revolt. 
And what of the Ropponi wizards? She’d heard that Roppon bred many magicians and the nexus came close to the surface on the Roppon Isles more than anyplace else in the world. But they were a very insular people and barely traded with Besseth. She yearned for Unca’s advice. He would know how to interpret all of these actions, now that she knew her father used his mind more than his magic while she grew up. She still hadn’t heard word of his demise and thought she’d chance a letter. Perhaps the time had come for Sally to write Willow and tell her she stayed with an aunt in Everwet…or something like that.
Sallia nodded her head. The Willow letter would be her next step. She would try to mask the fact that she wrote it. Perhaps a nice letter to Anchor would be in order. Perhaps being in touch with some people outside of Crackledown would ease her nerves.
~
Anchor read the message from Sallia. He stared at her written words picturing her face in his mind. 
 
Dear Anchor,
 
Please forgive me if this is not properly addressed. I don’t think I ever learned of another name or the place where you are from. Duke Jellas kindly offered to send this missive by bird.
 
I thank you again for your gallant attempts in the behalf of the Red Kingdom. The warning sent to Duke Jellas saved my life as well as his. This time you were successful on your own. I can’t express in words my appreciation of your loyalty to me and to the Duke. Although I am incapable of bestowing a worthy award, when, and I say when, I retake Foxhome, I want you by my side to share in the celebration.
 
I would be pleased to meet you again at an appropriate time. Please think of me as a friend,  
 
Regal Regards,
 
Sallia
Princess of the Red Kingdom
 
He reread the part about sharing the stage of her return to the Foxhome throne again and again. She didn’t know him as Unca, who would have had such a position due to his long relationship with her father. No. He had earned this on his own without the aid of his now-inert magical powers. 
He sighed, and then he smiled. Like a foolish young man. Anchor shook his head. Somewhere within, Unca still lurked and laughed along with him. When had the princess turned from a too-young girl to a woman that attracted him? He didn’t know, but it happened after their shared time at his holding. Besotted. The word rolled around in his head and he had to admit to the emotion.
This would never do. Such forbidden thoughts about the young woman. Sally would never accept him, a commoner, even in his current form. Anchor felt like a fraud and took his thoughts to his quarters, as he lay awake at night on his hard bed. He was still glad he never moved into Travelwell’s rooms. Whatever noble had built South Keep created a corner built like a palace and that’s where Travelwell stayed. Anchor refused to spend a night there.
Now the bunk was a welcome penance for thinking of the princess as a woman to cherish, yet he couldn’t get her out of his mind. He rose and lit a candle and reread the message even though he had just about memorized her every word. Yet didn’t she love another? Lotto? Son of a Serytaran duke? Morio? Son of Duke Jellas? She had only met him, as Anchor, the one time as he lay half out of his mind in pain. What chance did he have? Yet he had earned her friendship and saved her life, for real, by noticing the flight of a bird coming into the South Keep coop. Intercepting the message had, perhaps, changed the course of Bessethian history, but Anchor cast that aside. He wished morning would come and embraced the distraction of commanding the keep.
~
Anchor received a message to the effect that Lotto had taken Morio’s rangers and a flock of wizards into Happly at the same time a small Valetan army of a few thousand men marched south, for the second time, to remove Duke Happly before he could invade Valetan. The brightness of summer had now dimmed with the approach of fall. The bright green leaves began to fade with brown edges.
By now, Anchor felt fit enough to resume sparring. His shoulder ached from time to time and the healer informed him that the pain might remain. The aching didn’t inhibit his movement and he found that he could ignore it. Now that he had tested his skill in battle, he worked on speed and stamina. Administering the Keep never took him more than a few hours a day with Gasso doing an extremely competent job as his aide. He had no idea what Travelwell did with his time, but Anchor took advantage of every minute to improve his physical side.
Travelwell’s quarters boasted a library of sorts and Anchor borrowed books on warfare. He’d read perhaps half of the same books that Travelwell possessed during his time at Foxhome, but now that he had actually fought in a battle, his studies had gained a new perspective. King Billeas had often chided him from time to time for a lack of practical experience and now Anchor knew why. The king looked through the eyes of a soldier and saw the practical side of warfare. Unca viewed battles as another mental exercise in politics. The insight made the books more informative.
Gasso entered his office, interrupting his reading. “Bird from Learsea.” He gave the message to Anchor. A rider at one time had to travel to Learsea’s capital, a city of the same name, to carry birds. What could Learsea want?
Anchor broke the seal and his mouth opened as he read.
 
To Anchor, Commander of South Keep, Dukedom of Gensler:
 
We have not suffered the same fate as other kingdoms, having assiduously taken a neutral stance. We are a peaceable kingdom and have not participated in an armed conflict on land in more than a century, until recently. Our own wizards have ferreted out recent attempts at subterfuge. We have successfully fought off an incursion from Oringia, but only because they fought with Valetan at the same time and even then our victory was close. Duke Histron has made demands of our kingdom, which are unacceptable. We have begun to raise troops and train them, but need a commander of our armies. We seek an alliance with Gensler and Valetan in this unavoidable conflict. Duke Jellas has recommended you for assignment to my general staff as Commander of our Armies. If this is acceptable to you, let us know as well as your liege as soon as possible.
 
For Learsea,
Willom, King 
Peeron, Prince 
 
Anchor laughed. “You’ve read this? Is this a joke?” He rose from his chair and went to his window. He looked at the forest that grew on the backside of the keep. He shook his head and tossed the scrap of paper at Gasso. “Have a laugh. Someone is playing with me.” Could the message be serious? Anchor had no doubts he could succeed in the job. He’d met Willom before and, like Learsean kings before him, Willom had adopted an anti-war philosophy. It had served Learsea well for generations, but no longer. Not with Daryaku pulling strings in virtually every kingdom and dukedom in Besseth. 
If Willom needed a war commander, that meant Learsea had no competent military leaders that the king could trust. King Billeas had often laughed at Willom’s naiveté, but grudgingly admired Learsea’s riches. The kingdom had no problem developing seaborne defenses for its trading vessels as the capital city stood on a massive bluff on the far eastern side of the country. They even traded with the insular Roppon Empire.
“We tag the birds that are sent to Learsea and this message returned on one of them. It is genuine, sir.”
A general? Leader of armies? He thought of Sallia and even though he thought he had repressed his adolescent feelings for her, this would be an opportunity to impress her even more. But that was a side benefit. He knew that even a weak untrained army from Learsea could tip the balance in a battle to regain the Red Kingdom.
“Let’s test this offer. Have messengers with more birds depart for Learsea with my conditional acceptance.” Anchor wished he had his powers back so he could charm the bird that carried the message so that it would return on the same path. He had to accept the options open to him. “I’ll also send a message to Duke Jellas. In five or six days, we’ll know if an offer was indeed sent to Crackledown.”
The next day, Anchor trained with a vengeance and went through a whole set of sparring partners.
“Captain, you need to give the men a chance,” the weapons master said. “I daresay none here can defeat you in the practice field.”
Anchor rubbed his shoulder. The practice field remained a different place than the battlefield. He’d always remembered that fact. He clapped the weapons master on the shoulder. “It’s all due to you. I came here knowing how to hold a sword and little else and now,” he shrugged his shoulders. 
“You have yourself to blame. I’ve never had a more persistent student. Travelwell left you with so little to do. You’ve taken excellent advantage of your time here, but just let up a bit. That’s all I ask.”
Anchor laughed. “I will.” He left to wash up and wondered if he’d keep his word.
Later in his study he buried his nose in a strategy book and with his prior experience, he began to pick apart the battles described with the intent of recasting the forces on both sides. He realized that he had just begun to put as much effort into the strategic side of war as he had done the physical side. So be it. If the offer had been genuine, he wouldn’t depart for Learsea with as empty a mind and body as he had entered South Keep months ago.
~
Another Learsea bird flew into the coop. Anchor had been inspecting troops at the time and dismissed them as he rushed to the see what the message had to say. He arrived and found a Crackledown bird had arrived as well.
He opened the Crackledown message. The Duke approved the assignment and informed him that Colonel Pillar would arrive to take over command of the keep. The Learsea missive confirmed his appointment and requested that he arrive in Learsea as soon as he could settle his command and personal affairs in Gensler.
Anchor’s mind just blanked out with the news. A tingle of anxiety rushed through him as the mantle of responsibility settled on his mind. He rushed to the map room of the keep and pulled out maps of the adjoining countries. Some of them weren’t very accurate, but he needed a refresher in the geographical features of Besseth and of Learsea, in particular. 
The map room had two large tables in the middle of the room. Tall windows with steel shutters let light in from the southwest. Anchor began to wonder about Oringia’s incursion into Learsea. The Oringians were chronically belligerent and probably didn’t need prodding to enter into a war with its neighbors. A little Dakkoran gold and they’d be suiting up for battle. Probing into Learsea territory meant they’d have to cross the Fargo River, which had, until then, been a formidable border. 
What kind of role did the Oringians play? The country’s armies were undisciplined and never represented much of a threat to Valetan. The conflicts on border were usually regional wars where Valetan always prevailed. The fact that Learsea managed to drive them off proved that Oringia was a nuisance, but not a threat, not like Histron’s army. But then, what would happen if they all joined together?
Anchor pointed to a low pass just south of Happly on the mountainous western Learsean border. If Happly neutralized Valetan, then Histron could muster a large force and head through that gap southeast. No natural barriers existed once the pass had been crossed, except for a few meandering rivers. Histron had a clear path right to the capital. 
If Valetan allied with Histron, they could cross the Fargo at the short border with Learsea and skirt the eastern side of the Narten Mountains, they could march quickly with men and supply trains. They would join twenty miles inside of Learsea on flat farmland and, again, nothing would stop them. Unless...
“Gasso!  I need some good minds.” Anchor said to the empty room. He assembled his small officer corps and went over his thinking. The group came up with additional scenarios and Anchor played a few war games on the map table, first taking Willom’s positions and then Histron’s. 
Satisfied that they had wrung out a workable strategy, he wrote out instructions to King Willom and swore that he’d need more birds. The messenger and a four-man escort rode away. Anchor would have to meet his army in the field. He couldn’t leave until Pillar arrived, but that didn’t have to delay beginning to implement Learsea’s defense. If he was wrong, then Willom would still have his army assembled and Anchor could begin to train them properly while on the western side of the country.
He touched the Bloodstone and realized that the Red Kingdom couldn’t afford to lose it on a Learsean battlefield. He left the map room and called for the largest, strongest bird linked to Crackledown. He didn’t have the time to send a messenger with the Bloodstone, but he would send the bird. After writing a message as Unca, he took the pouch with its priceless gem and tied it to the little frame on the bird and sent it aloft. 
Anchor’s hand went to where the Bloodstone used to be and felt naked. Without the Bloodstone, he might have to live out his life as Anchor, without any Affinity to the earth’s power. He sighed and knew he had done the right thing.
~
“No word on Lotto or my son.” Duke Jellas said as he put another sliced carrot in his mouth. “Valetan forces under Princess Restella have moved south into Happly and I don’t know a thing. I would have expected a bird by now.” 
The man looked worried and that made Sallia worried. The current front on the war seemed to be Happly although Oringia still fought the Valetans, but the duke didn’t think Valetan should waste resources like that.
Colonel Hesting interrupted their meal. “Message from South Keep, your grace.” He nodded and left.
Sallia hoped the duke would share the contents.
“Anchor might have some of this figured out. I’m not so sure I should have given him out to Willom. Who knows what shape this conflict will take on?” He continued to read. “He still thinks that there is danger in Valetan, but he emphasizes that’s only a guess on his part. He thinks that would be a possible strategy for Histron. If Happly, Oringia and possibly Valetan became allies, they could move to one specific spot and advance, unchecked, all the way to Learsea, the capital.”
“How does he know that?”
“He doesn’t, I’ll bet. Let’s go into my war room and pull out some maps. Are you about done, Princess?”
“I am now.”
The both rose from the dining table and Sallia followed Duke Jellas to a large room. Maps of Gensler adorned two walls and those of the rest of Besseth filled another. High windows let light shine in from another. The western exposure illuminated a map of the entire world on the floor.
“Don’t look down too closely. The floor map is very old and very inaccurate.” The Duke laughed as he looked at Learsea. After a few moments he barked out a laugh. “He’s a sly one, Anchor. I wouldn’t have seen it if he didn’t tell me. Look at this.” The duke pulled a stepladder over to the map and used a long pointer. See this gap in the mountains? It can fit an army, but it’s far from the capital. But look at its proximity to Oringia through here and Happly has a short, straight path through the Red Kingdom. They assemble just on the other side of these mountains.  See, the land is flat with only a few major rivers.” Jellas traced a pathway, needing to reposition his stepladder to finish up at Learsea on the coast.
“If Learsea has no army of consequence, the victory is easy,” Sallia said. The strategy was simple now that the duke showed her. “There’s no other way?”
“Not unless you cross these passes, which would be easily defended and might be, for all I know. See these two rivers? The army would have to cross them multiple times heading east, but that’s only a matter of logistics. No, this is a straight path. If Willom’s generals didn’t see this, no wonder he’s worried about his army.”
“Then you should notify King Willom,” Sallia said.
“Anchor wants me to. He’s also sent a messenger. Pillar is still a week or two away from relieving Anchor, but the boy wants Willom to begin to assemble his army at the spot where the armies join up. Oho! He’ll have Histron in a pickle if Willom’s able to assemble enough farmers with pitchforks and scythes.”
A guard entered the room. “We received a bird. The master of birds said it looked like a South Keep bird, but the message is from someone named Unca.”
“Unca!” Sallia said. “Is it for me?”
“It is for a Sally at Crackledown, but we thought it might be for you, your highness.” 
A parchment had been wrapped around a pouch. Sallia stared at the pouch, knowing what it contained and unwrapped the parchment. 
 
Dearest Sally,
 
I sincerely hope that Duke Jellas has been treating you properly. As for me, I have been forced into hiding and am unable to break away to see you in Gensler. I have been subject to danger from time to time, and will continue to be so. I hereby give up my custody of the Bloodstone to its rightful owner. Perhaps when all of this madness is over, we can meet again.
 
Take care of yourself and this most precious symbol of the Red Kingdom.
 
Your servant forever,
 
Unca, former Court Wizard to King Billeas of the Red Kingdom
 
She slipped the Bloodstone from the pouch and showed it to Duke Jellas. “If you ever had doubts about me…  ”
“That is the true stone? Not a copy?”
Sallia gazed at the stone in her palm. “I would know. Now I’m dismayed. I had gotten over Unca’s death and now he’s in sufficient danger to send me this.”
~~~
 



 
 


 
CHAPTER SIXTEEN
~
WEEKS HAD PASSED SINCE LOTTO ENTERED HAPPLY and Anchor paced in the map room, wondering what had befallen them all.
“Sir, two birds from Crackledown.”
Anchor grabbed the messages. Princess Restella had walked her army into a trap and had been captured. Lotto talked the Ropponi wizards into joining him and they captured Happly Keep. The Princess and Lotto found their way to Valetan. 
Peleor had turned Fessano. Fessano was an old friend of Unca’s and it hurt him to realize that he had become a traitor. Anchor sighed and read on. 
“Morio is headed south with the Ropponi and the foreigners intend to discuss how they can help defeat the Red Kingdom,” Anchor said to the ranker. “Get Gasso. We will soon have visitors. They are allies and led by the Duke’s son, Morio. Please inform Gasso to show them to the map room when they arrive.”
~
Anchor read an ancient battle history between Learsea and Oringia. At the time, Learsea’s borders extended north of the Fargo. He wanted to get a feel for historical Learsea thinking. Even then, Learsea had a penchant for tentative land battles. Why did they fight so much better on the ocean? Did the prospect of losing their coastal lands have more meaning to the nobility?
He went to the map case, filled with rolled up maps and identified with tags that hung down. He found the oldest map of Besseth he could find and carefully unrolled it. The ink on the parchment had faded to make it nearly unreadable, but Anchor looked closely for Learsea. He looked back at the tag to see the map was six hundred years old. The kingdom of Learsea hugged the coast. An old kingdom comprised the land all the way to the mountains. 
The Learsea nobility didn’t care as much for the plains as they did the coasts because the plains were once part of a different kingdom and that schism might still persist in their culture. Perhaps an army might have a better chance if most of the officers and men were from the plains. They would be more sensitive to losses on their own soil. He rubbed his chin as he heard a number of footsteps in the keep’s common room and looked up from the map as Morio opened the door, grinning. He ushered in a strange contingent.
“This is Shiro, leader of the Red Rose, Anchor.” Morio turned to the Ropponi. “Shiro, this is the commander of the South Keep, Captain Anchor. Hopefully, he has received a bird from my father so he isn’t totally surprised by our presence.”
Anchor took the message he received a few days ago and waved it at Morio. “Indeed. I have news of Valetan. The generals took over the castle in Beckondale and imprisoned the king in his own quarters. Lotto, Princess Restella and Mander Hart were able to rescue the king and kill the commanding general as well as Peleor, the Dakkoran wizard. This is the same Peleor that encouraged Duke Histron to usurp the throne of the Red Kingdom. This is good news and soon we will have more forces to battle the Red Kingdom.” And the threat of Valetan joining on Histron’s side had just vanished.
The Ropponis were not as tall as Morio’s men. They all had straight black hair and a substantial majority were women. Many wore their long hair in topknots. Shiro closed his eyes while looking at Anchor. The man obviously used power to look at him. Could he see Unca with that sight? Anchor couldn’t feel a thing.
“I’d like a few words with Anchor. Alone,” the Ropponi said. 
Anchor didn’t like the look on the Ropponi’s face and didn’t want to be overheard so he shepherded Shiro to his office. Could the entire Ropponi contingent have fooled Morio into invading the keep? Anchor didn’t think Lotto would have joined forces with them if the Ropponi were untrustworthy. 
“Sit,” Anchor said, showing Shiro the chair as he stood by the window.
“You are a sorcerer. I would like to know to whom you swear allegiance. I do not choose to follow a sorcerer of the Dakkoran Empire,” Shiro said. 
Anchor’s eyebrows rose at the man’s blunt words. However, they had answered the very same question that he wanted to ask. “I have no power as you likely know, my friend. You must have a great deal of power to see that I once had Affinity.”
“Affinity is common within the men and women of my band. We are called the Red Rose.”
“I am sure that has meaning to your troops?”
“It does. Your allegiance?”
Anchor stood at looked out the window, not really seeing the forest beyond. “I am pledged to the rightful leader of the Red Kingdom.”
“So you are one of Daryaku’s minions.” Shiro put his hand to his sword.
Anchor showed Shiro his bare hands. “You don’t have to do that. The rightful leader is the sole survivor of the King’s family, the Princess Sallia. She currently resides in exile at Crackledown, the capital of Gensler, as a guest of Morio’s father. I am her humble servant, although she doesn’t know how deeply I serve. Ask Morio if that’s true.
“And now I have a decision to go to her or use my strategic talents to end this war.” How he would have liked to send Shiro on his way to Learsea in his place and depart for Crackledown.
“I have a stone that will prove that we both can be trusted.” Shiro dropped a large yellow gem onto the table and showed it to Anchor.
“The Sunstone? It can’t be. It’s been lost for centuries.”
“And found in this one,” Shiro said. “The very fact that you recognize it as such proves that you are more than a mere commander.” Shiro snatched up the Sunstone. “Touch it, if you dare.” 
Anchor glared at Shiro as if his manhood was questioned, but then his gaze softened. “Of course. I have touched the Bloodstone and soon the Sunstone. I should ask Princess Restella for permission to touch her Moonstone.” He shivered. “I have no desire to touch Daryaku’s gem.”
“Nor do I,” Shiro said. “Touch it, please.”
Anchor extended his hand and Shiro closed his hand before Anchor had a chance to touch it. “Sit, Anchor. The exchange of minds might disorient you.”
He sat and touched Shiro’s stone. Instantly he felt pulled into Shiro’s mind. Somehow he knew how to pull memories from the man. He sought out the latest ones. Shiro loved Chika, one of his commanders. He observed his thoughts as he talked to Lotto and could detect the man’s hatred of Ropponi rulers transferred to the Dark Lord. He had seen enough.
The link ended as Anchor withdrew his hand. He rubbed his forehead. “I am a little disoriented.”
“I trust you, Wizard Unca,” Shiro said.
Anchor shook his head. “In this body, I am Anchor. Now I can see why the Emperors of Roppon hid the stone. The one who wields the Sunstone must be above reproach and I am sitting in front of such a man.” Anchor bowed his head. “You understand my dilemma.”
“I did not probe particularly far, but far enough. I cannot give you proper counsel since your problem is one of the heart. I would go to Learsea with you. Your princess needs her kingdom and you need your princess as a ruler to fulfill your pledge to the dead king.”
“You have seen enough?” Anchor said.
“Enough to pledge my people to your cause. I am not a Bessetian, but I will help you as I can. My first in command, a man named Tishiaki, is more seasoned at military leadership than I, but I have a greater Affinity. You can be assured that we will stand by your side.”
Anchor put his head in his hands. “You don’t know how much I had hoped for one such as you to help me. Without my power, I am a mere strategist and need additional practical minds. I’ve corresponded with the King of Learsea and they are good men, but don’t have the stamina to fight the Usurper of the Red Kingdom on their own.” He put out his hand and Shiro clutched it. 
They walked back to an anxious group in the larger room. “We have resolved to work together. Shiro and his Red Rose contingent will accompany me to Learsea. I have committed to be King Willom’s war leader. I hope that your father will give me the southern forts as part of a joint command to reclaim the Red Kingdom.”
“I figured that would be your decision,” Morio said. “I’m sure my father will agree. My companions and I will go to him as soon as possible.”
“Sooner the better,” Anchor said. “With Valetan no longer as a possible ally, Duke Histron won’t delay once what is left of Happly’s forces reach him.”
“I can help you communicate with them. Chika? Do you want to go on a trip?” Shiro said.
“You mean?”
“Yes we will teleport Morio and his men to their capital city. I am sure I can find the way through a session with the Sunstone and Morio.”
~
Sallia stood when the visitors from Happly were shown into the Duke’s private chambers.
Morio brought his father up to date. 
“It would please me to see Anchor command the Eastern forces. Valetan and Prola will invade the Red Kingdom through Gensler. Morio will stay with me,” Duke Jellas said, nodding to Sallia. 
As the prospect of invasion to retake the Red Kingdom became more of a reality, the Duke began to include Sallia in his councils. These people standing in front of her would be working to help her regain what was lost.
Morio cleared his throat. “Actually, we’re going back to the fort and ride our horses back. I need to check our troops and tell them what is to come.”
“Check our troops or the condition of all of the taverns from there to here?”
“A little civic tour at the same time wouldn’t be out of the question,”
Duke Jellas gave his son a rueful smile. 
Shiro nodded his head in a little bow. “I’d like a few minutes with Princess Sallia. I have a private message to deliver from Anchor. Chika will join us.”
The Duke rose from his seat and waved his arm to encompass the room. “Do so in here. The princess will show you to the dining hall when you are finished. It’s time for our evening meal.”
Sallia and the two Ropponi didn’t quite know how to begin their conversation. 
“Here is a note from Anchor,” Shiro finally said.
Sallia brushed her pale hair out of her face and looked sideways at Shiro. He could have given her the parchment without all of the drama. “You said you had a private message?”
“I lied. Anchor’s message is between only you two. I wanted to give you his note in private.” Shiro pulled out his Sunstone. “Anchor told me that you wear the Bloodstone. This is one of its siblings.”
“The Sunstone?” Sallia stared at it. She didn’t take her eyes off of it as she pulled the Bloodstone from around her neck and took it out of Unca’s pouch. She wished he could be here to see all of this. She held it out for Chika’s inspection and then showed it to Shiro.
“It looks like a large drop of blood,” Shiro said.  Sallia could see humor in his eyes. “Close it in your hand and think of the Sunstone. I will do the same. I want to see if they still can be used to communicate,” Shiro said.
Sallia shut her eyes and concentrated on the Bloodstone, trying to project a message to the Sunstone.
“Can you hear my thoughts?”
“I can,” Sallia said in his mind. She couldn’t repress a giggle at the response. “This is wonderful.” She said it aloud and projected it through the stone. Even though she held no power, the stone still worked through her. She couldn’t keep from smiling.
“I wanted to see if the legend is true that these are communication devices. They are.” Shiro smiled, as he spoke to them from his mind.
Chika hit his arm.
“That hurt!” 
“It’s not polite to keep me from the conversation,” Chika said. Sallia had to restrain a smile. She envied the free interplay between the two Ropponi.
“Hello?”
Sallia heard another woman’s voice through the magical link.
“I am Shiro.”
“I am Princess Sallia of the Red Kingdom,” Sallia said before the woman could identify herself.
“Shiro I’ve met. Princess Sallia, I’ve been wanting to meet you again for some time. I am Princess Restella of Valetan. The last time we met we were just girls.” Sallia heard the voice clearly.
“And I am Lotto.” The voice was indeed his. Sallia could feel her heart beat with excitement.
“Lotto, you aren’t even holding the Moonstone!” Princess Restella said.
Sallia got the impression of laughter. They pair had developed a close relationship all of a sudden. She found the development somewhat disheartening.
“We’re linked, remember?”
“Oh, that!” Sallia pursed her lips as the little spat played out to Shiro and her.
“Listen. Anchor and I are headed for Learsea and will help the King of Learsea command his land forces. We will coordinate our maneuvers through the stones,” Shiro said. “We can meet again tomorrow night at this time and talk about strategy.”
Princess Sallia nodded and wanted others to know about this exciting development. “I will include the Duke.”
“What about Armand?” Restella said. 
“Armand? You mean Lessa?” Lotto said. She heard jealousy? Perhaps their linking hadn’t settled down the rivalry Lotto had told her about. 
“I did. Armand.” Restella said, defiantly. Definitely not, Sallia thought.
“I will teleport to Happly and bring Lessa to Crackledown in time to include him,” Shiro said.
“Good,” Lotto said. “It’s time we put an end to this war. You’ll have to teach me how to teleport.”
Sallia wanted to teleport to see Anchor once again, too, but sensed it was a magical talent. Thankfully, the Bloodstone didn’t need magical talent to listen to the conversations.  Shiro and Lotto carried on a bit more, but Sallia had heard enough.
Shiro and Sallia put their stones away. The shock of their impromptu meeting took her breath away. She led them to the dining room. The meal hadn’t quite started. Lotto and Restella had bickered together like a married couple. She recalled how her parents would do much the same in private. She had an interest in Lotto after their trip to Crackledown and now she would have to adjust her thinking about him. The notion set her adrift a bit. She felt disoriented. 
Sallia couldn’t get the conversation out of her mind. Her fellow stone-holders were active in defending Besseth and she stood by and watched. She didn’t want to feel useless, but what else could she do? Unca would have been able to help her through all of these changes. She looked forward to his help when she regained the throne. 
She had spent too much time thinking of herself before she had to flee. Now she’d have to concentrate on Duke Jellas’s actions and begin to train herself to rule. The thought both excited and frightened. Anchor had risen quickly to prominence. She remembered the words of her letter to him and recalled how broken he appeared in the Everwet inn. If he could rise to the challenges of these awful times, then so could she. She needed Unca for advice and Anchor for inspiration, but most of all she needed to emerge from her exile as a queen worthy of them both.
~~~
 



 
 


 
CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
~
ANCHOR LOOKED ON WITH THE REST OF THE GENSLER RANKERS and officers at the Ropponi drilling in the main yard of South Keep. Their style of fighting reflected their foreign origins. Shiro hadn’t returned, yet Tishiaki, Shiro’s military expert didn’t seem to mind.
“He’s been gone before. I don’t worry until he returns beaten up or having just escaped from an enemy.”
“So he’s not just a wizard?”
Tishiaki shook his head. Anchor estimated that the man wasn’t nearly as old as Unca. His hair was laced with gray and lines crinkled around his eyes as he smiled.  He moved oddly. Perhaps he nursed an old battle injury. “His father taught him sophisticated sword forms from the Imperial Guard. Shiro is as competent a swordsman as there is.”
“Humble?”
“Very. Smart and resourceful. He once escaped from a prison island, the only one likely to have ever done so. We all follow him because he is better than us all.”
The loyalty of the Red Roses impressed Anchor. He would have to spar with the Ropponi leader. Perhaps he could learn something about how Ropponi fight, about Shiro and about his own progress. Anchor had long realized that you could only be as good as your sparring partners as you learn. Well, maybe a little more speed, agility and strength would help. He smiled at the thought as he continued to watch the Ropponis. They seemed to do everything in unison.
“When do your troops train?” Tishiaki said. “We can leave the field at any time.”
“I think my men would rather watch yours train.” Both men laughed. “We work in smaller groups at various times during the day. I spar with the men at random times.”
“You train with your men?”
Anchor smiled. “I arrived here months ago, wounded in an attempt to save a lady from abduction. I gave my opponents my best at the time and it, quite frankly, didn’t even reach mediocre. I vowed to eliminate my lack of ability and did so. We had to put down our own little revolt in the keep aided by an invading company of Happly soldiers. I’m afraid I haven’t found a solution to a crossbow bolt to the back. Perhaps we might practice together? I’m unfamiliar with your fighting style.”
“I’m an older man,” Tishiaki said. “I would join you, only to respect your offer. I nurse an old battle injury, however.” Tishiaki put his hand to his chin and looked Anchor over. “Shiro would teach you a lot, I would think.”
If Tishiaki only knew how old Anchor was. “Shiro wouldn’t use magic?”
The commander shook his head and rubbed his chin. “It isn’t honorable for sparring unless both parties use it. The Ropponi use spells and by the time you think of a spell, your opponent has embedded his blade in your body.” He laughed. Because of Tishiaki’s evasion, Anchor didn’t entirely believe that no magic was used in a battle.
~
The door to the map room flew open as Morio and his men filled the room. Shiro and Chika followed. Anchor put a slip of parchment between pages to hold his place after reviewing another historical battle that he followed on a detailed map.
“My father and Princess Sallia send you their greetings.” Morio tossed two sealed letters on the map table. “We will be off for Crackledown as soon as we grab some supplies and get our horses saddled.” Morio held out his hand and Anchor took it. “You’ll have effective control all of the border keeps in the south, should you need it. Colonel Hesting should be here soon to take your place at South Keep and will coordinate efforts between Learsea and Crackledown. Father actually needs me at Crackledown to liase with Valetan and Prolan forces as they travel through Gensler south. Shiro’s stone communicates with Princess Sallia’s Bloodstone and Lotto,” Morio laughed. “Lotto doesn’t even need the Moonstone to join in, Shiro says.” He shook his head in wonder. 
After all of this time, the Warstones still worked!  Three of them together after many centuries. The wizard in Anchor exulted. The soldier in Anchor only hoped that Daryaku wouldn’t have heard anything with the Darkstone. This teleportation technique of the Ropponi would serve well enough to keep the Dakkoran emperor out of their communications. He’d talk to Shiro about this later.
“So how much longer do we have the pleasure of your company?” Anchor said.
“We’ll be leaving tomorrow morning at first light. Inspecting the border keeps makes a man thirsty.”
“Man?” Chika said. 
Anchor smiled along with Shiro. She must be a handful for Shiro, his new partner. But he guessed she was right. Shiro wouldn’t suffer a foolish woman. It didn’t seem like him. 
“Very well, then. Lord Morio, you have my permission to leave,” Anchor said and gave Morio a Bessethian bow, while Shiro presented Morio with the jerkier Ropponi bow. At least that’s what Anchor surmised. He had a whole new culture to learn from his Ropponi friends.
After Morio’s men left, Shiro looked down at the letters. “You might want to read those. We will leave you.”
“Give me a few minutes to read them in my office, and then we can talk. Chika, Tishiaki and you?”
Shiro bowed and nudged Chika to do the same. 
Anchor picked up the letters, one from Sallia and a thicker missive from the duke. He tapped them on his mouth as he walked to his office. When he entered he tossed them on his desk and restrained himself from reading Sallia’s first.
 
Lord Anchor,
 
I give you the title of Lord of the Southern Border. There are no lands to accompany the title, but you will need it to satisfy Colonel Hesting’s sensitivities about reporting to a superior. Shiro, Lotto and Councilor Lessa of Prola have consulted with me and have decided to create another front for the battle against the Red Kingdom. He will send one-third of his Red Roses under the command of his female commander, Chika to join an alliance of Gensler, Valetan and Prola. Tishiaki and Shiro have pledged to help you defend Learsea with the rest of his band. 
I have sent birds to the southern dukedoms and have yet to receive a reply. That is a new development. Oringia and Histo have also rejected any communication. These have long been suspected to be under Daryaku’s sway. We have to plan for that eventuality. As you know the southern dukedoms rely more on magic. That might affect your strategy.
You are King Willom’s leader, but I trust you will, through Shiro, counsel with us all. 
I have prepared various writs of title and patents that verify your role to present to King Willom when you see him at his castle. 
We are relying on you and as a subject of the Red Kingdom, so does the Princess.
 
Do your best,
 
For Gensler
    Alon Jellas, Duke 
 
Anchor sat back and thought of Besseth. He would have to assume that Histo, Oringia and the southern dukedoms of Teryon, Venato, Deshine, Ashof and Blintz were at Histron’s disposal. If that were the case, then they might be outnumbered. He thought back to the map. A campaign of sorts would be undertaken. Valetan would have to split their forces. A contingent to Oringia and whatever they could spare for the Red Kingdom. Perhaps. Learsea could roll up the southern dukedoms and converge on Foxhome in a final battle. That might work only if he could stop Histron from invading Learsea from the northwest. 
He blinked as he realized that Sallia’s letter still lay unread. Anchor smiled. She would certainly wish him well again and that would be enough for him. He set aside the other documents for later review and picked up Sallia’s letter.
“Oh, Sally. If you only knew me, truly,” he said out loud.
His knife slid beneath the seal and broke it to see what was inside and let a red silk handkerchief fall to the floor. He picked it up and began to read.
 
Lord Anchor,
 
Duke Jellas suggested that I start this letter with your new title. Who would have thought the broken man in Everwet would now have power over southern Gensler, including that very same village. I’m am glad for it. I continue to follow your exploits and I take inspiration from them. 
Forgive me for seeming a bit personal, but I know not where my original advisor is. Perhaps you might take Unca’s place for a while. A commission from a grateful princess, no, a grateful woman. You embark on a task that I wish I could undertake for the Red Kingdom. 
I have spent my life as a willful princess. A willful girl, if you may. Unca, my mentor, unknowingly unlocked a different part of me. Perhaps a milder side, a more womanly side. I clung to that role while in hiding in my land. I still cling to it, in a way, but it is now time to re-assert the more willful part of me, if I am going to rule. 
Your work on behalf of Besseth has given me a hope that I really didn’t have before. In exile, I found that I lived day to day. Even when Horas Eberlo’s men tried to abduct me, I only thought to save myself without a thought of my land. Now to see you rise to your present position, I must use your example to rise as a queen. From a royal exile, dependent on the good graces of Duke Jellas to the rightful heir of the throne of the Red Kingdom. It is my goal to prepare for that eventuality, for I know you work for that as well.
My mentor, Unca, sent me the Bloodstone. Shiro can communicate with me and I trust that you will keep Duke Jellas and I up to date as your campaign progresses. I wish you could meet Unca, but perhaps it will require taking back whatever part of the Red Kingdom he has chosen as his hiding place.
I can’t bestow a royal title on you as you deserve, but I can declare you my Champion. Take this token with you into battle so that I might participate in your conquests in some small way.
My previous letter declared that I’d like you stand with me when I retake the throne and I still intend to have you by my side when that occurs.
 
My heart goes with you.
 
Sallia,
Princess of the Red Kingdom
 
Anchor clutched the letter and then reached down for the scarlet token. He put it to his nose. It smelled of roses. He re-read the letter and tucked it with the scarf into his uniform. Her words meant everything to him, but at some point, she would have to know that Anchor and Unca were one and the same. Would she feel betrayed? Would she withdraw the trust she so obviously had in him?  He’d save that consideration for another time.
His first priority would be re-taking Besseth from the Dark Lord. His agents had nearly succeeded in Prola, Valetan and Gensler. King Willom had not succumbed, but Learsea, by itself, could never withstand the rest of Besseth arrayed against it. A chance now existed to fight back. Those chances might have increased if the War Stones truly worked. 
Anchor left his office and found the three Ropponi eating in the common room. 
“I don’t know what you eat in Roppon, having never been there. Let me know if you have any particular needs.” Anchor said as a serving woman from the village set a mug of ale in front of him. “Some people refer to this as liquid bread.” He had to smile at his guests’ reaction.
Shiro nodded. “Oh, I see. It’s made from grain. We generally drink wine made from rice or from grapes as you do. We drink water as well.”
“You’ll get sick doing that,” Anchor said.
“There are many among us with Affinity to purify what we drink.”
Anchor nodded. He’d done the same as Unca, but not as Anchor. “Perhaps I can share some of your water. I miss it.”
Shiro glanced at him and nodded. Anchor had just slipped up, revealing his wizardly roots and Shiro had caught it.
Anchor called for a ranker to summon Gasso.
When the officer arrived, Anchor said, “I’m now Lord of the Southern Borders, whatever that means. You probably know all of this,” he looked at Shiro and Chika, “but when Colonel Hesting arrives, he will report to me.”
Gasso laughed. “Such a quick rise!”
“I like Hesting. He and Pillar became friends as we traveled from Everwet to here. He’s going to be the one to protect southern Gensler, not me. My title is to give me some kind of rank above Hesting if we have to coordinate the defense of Gensler. Anyway, I will take one hundred men and two-thirds of Shiro’s company. The other third, under Chika, will proceed back to Everwet and wait there until forces from Prola and Valetan arrive.”
“You can come with me or you can stay, Gasso.”
“I’m coming with you, if you’ll have me.”
Anchor clapped him on the back. “I thought you’d make the right choice.”
Anchor noticed Chika’s concerned face. “Chika, do you have any questions?” 
“Will a Warstone be in the army?”
“I think it a good chance that Lotto will lead Valetan forces and I would be surprised if Princess Restella will let him out of her sight,” Shiro said. “Ah. Don’t worry Chika. We can teleport between camps. You can teleport right onto my lap.”
“Whenever you are ready and able, my leader.” Chika said.
Tishiaki grinned. It took Anchor a moment to understand the banter. Gasso looked lost.
“Do they do this all the time?” Anchor said to Tishiaki.
He only nodded. “It’s a little more difficult in your language,” he said and withstood a push from Chika.
“I’ve been looking at the maps and our campaign may take us a long time. I propose assembling our forces at the entrance to Learsea from the northwest to forestall a straight run to the capital. If your magicians can help with construction, I intend on building a series of fortifications to protect Learsea when Histron’s forces invade. Once they are repelled, then we’ll swing to the south through the southern dukedoms and then up to Foxhome.  I don’t expect a great deal of resistance along the way until we penetrate the Red Kingdom again.”
“What are your plans with Histo and Oringia?” Gasso said.
“Those are out of my hands. Prola and Valetan will have their own strategies. They will know more about those countries and how they fight than I do,” Anchor said. ‘Valetan has been constantly fighting the Oringians and constantly winning. I think they know what to do. Any questions?”
“Do you have a strategy for using the Warstones?” Tishiaki said.
Anchor looked at Shiro. “Do you?”
The man shrugged. The movement differed from a Bessethian and Anchor smiled. Both Anchor and Tishiaki would be getting used to a lot of new things. Unca never interacted much with others, even if he had to act as a spy.
Anchor looked at the three Ropponi as he took a sip of a proffered mug of water. “As I have learned, war, battle, saving people, all involve developing a strategy only to see the strategy crumble as circumstances change. Sometimes we are faced with an unexpectedly strong opponent and sometimes, we expect a fight and none transpires. I counsel flexibility in our course of action, but we need overall goals. I would prefer to use teleporters as messengers rather than rely on the Warstones for communication. We don’t know if Daryaku can listen in. What do you think, Tishiaki?”
The older man nodded. “A wise course. Anchor, perhaps you might want to show us your thinking in the map room and then I’d like to see you spar with Shiro. I’ve been waiting to see the both of you fight.”
~
Tishiaki showed his strategic expertise and repositioned the fortifications that Anchor had planned, using the terrain better than Anchor. They would work well together. It seemed to Anchor that setting up battle strategy had been new to Shiro and made sure that the Ropponi commander had all of his questions answered and that he understood the concepts.
The practice field would be in the shade by now. Anchor stood up straight. His back had stiffened up a bit, leaning over the maps for the most of the afternoon.
“I suppose it’s time,” he said.
Shiro’s face already glistened with sweat in the late summer sun as Anchor walked up. “I am ready to entertain Tishiaki,” Shiro wiped his blade down with folded paper. Anchor had never seen such a thing.
Anchor hefted his old sword. It had served him well and not so well since he bought it in Happly months ago.
“An antique?” Shiro said. “In your family?”
Anchor laughed and shook his head. “Just good steel, if it is a bit on the worn side.” The sword’s balance had improved, as his strength increased. He seemed to have recovered well enough.
Shiro used a sword that looked much different from the thin sword the rest of the Ropponis used. It looked more like the one he held in his hand.
“In the family?” Anchor said, knowing it couldn’t be.
“I recovered this with the Sunstone. It is a special blade, forged with power, forever sharp and likely unbreakable. The stone used to be here.” Shiro pointed to a hole in the blade close to the hilt.
If Shiro spoke the truth, the sword might be thousands of years old. The man constantly amazed Anchor, as did the unique shape of the blade. Anchor would not be able to hold the grip in both of his hands, but Shiro’s smaller hands nearly did as he warmed up with unfamiliar practice forms.
They faced off on the field. “We stop at first blood or before,” Gasso said. Both men nodded. “The purpose is exercise, not to establish who is better.” How many times had Anchor heard those words and fought to preserve life and limb.
Shiro bowed and Anchor put his sword in front of his forehead and swiped it to the ground. Anchor shuffled in the loose dirt of the practice field, keeping his blade in front pointed slightly down, his wrist loose as he had been taught, but his muscles shifted, never fully relaxed as he began to circle around Shiro.
The Ropponi reacted to Anchor’s movements in short jerky half-steps with his blade held over his shoulder and slightly higher than parallel to the ground. Anchor had expected Shiro to move smoothly, but every movement jumped from one pose to the same pose in a slightly different place. Shiro’s sword barely held both of his hands, but he moved his sword with startling precision.
Anchor saw the slight widening of Shiro’s eyes and the beginning of a flick of his wrist and his sword twitched ninety degrees and lashed out. Shiro intended on the blades clashing together, but Anchor lifted his blade to evade the backhanded slash and then slapped his blade against Shiro’s as he tried to return it to his previous stance. Shiro lifted his blade with lightning quickness and Anchor had to raise his sword for a parry. He flattened his blade, as did Shiro and the clash rung out in the courtyard.
Anchor kept himself on the defensive as he examined Shiro’s technique. When he had the gist of the style, he pressed Shiro, who would likely be as unfamiliar with his. His opponent anticipated his moves as well as he did and after three or four minutes, Anchor dropped the point of his sword into the dirt.
“Very good,” he said. “I think we should end the match and have a thorough talk.” The match had taken more out of Anchor than a match twice as long fighting any of his men. The match had wrung out his mind defending against an excellent swordsman using the foreign style.
Shiro broke into a grin and leaned against a post. Anchor was glad to see sweat dripped off of Shiro’s brow. “I agree. You would do well fighting Ropponi swordsmen.”
“Then we agree with each other,” Anchor said. “I am sure you can take on any in the keep and win. Even though our men won’t be fighting against Ropponi, before we depart for Learsea, we should spend two weeks training your Red Roses to fight against Bessethians.”
Shiro nodded, sheathing his sword. “The Happlyans only let us practice against each other. We fought them as we took over the keep, but more practice makes for better results.”
Two days later a messenger rode into the keep. He handed Anchor a message, but announced what the parchment said. “Prince Peeron is a day away. He wishes to confer with you before you leave for Learsea.”
After seeing that the man had a meal and a place to rest, Anchor took Shiro, Tishiaki, Chika and Gasso into the map room. He ran his hand through his hair. Anchor had met Peeron before as the Court Wizard and hadn’t been particularly impressed by the man. Actually, he wondered how King Willom could sire such a person. Peeron was his only reservation about serving Learsea. He hadn’t forwarded his opinions on the prince in any of his correspondence.
“I wondered if this would happen,” Anchor said. “I fear the Prince may assert his right to command the armies and has come with his own set of terms before I set foot in Learsea.”
The Ropponi looked at Anchor with narrowed eyes. “You’ve met him before?”
Anchor nodded. “He’s different from his father. Remember that,” Anchor said, pulling out the map that he wanted. “Look here. You see this set of hills leading into the Plains of Learsea? Since Tishiaki and I plan on setting up a series of fortifications that will hamper Histron’s army from plunging into Learsea, the prince might not agree and want to wage a single battle. The prince might not want the Learsea treasury tapped to support the keeps, but the Red Roses will become experts at construction.” Anchor turned his head towards Shiro who nodded. ‘We will see what the prince thinks. If we can’t build these forts, I will refuse King Willom’s commission and our plans will require modification.”
~
The prince actually had two men blowing trumpets announcing his arrival. Anchor only shook his head and Shiro grinned at Chika as they watched the long column approach. Shiro liked this vantage point. He breathed deeply and wondered if this prince would submit himself to the Sunstone.
“He looks handsome from here,” she said. “Tall with hair the color of dark flames or maybe he looks tall because his horse is actually gigantic. I do like the green silk coat. It reminds us of the pleasant color of the sea on our way to Besseth.”
Shiro burst out laughing as he remembered how the journey made them all sick except for him. Chika’s face nearly matched the color of Prince Peeron’s outfit during their voyage. “Let us see what he is truly made of,” Shiro said.
“It is that which is inside that’s important,” Chika said smirking at Shiro from the corner of her eyes.
He tried to stop his chuckling as she spoke. “Treat him gently, Chika.”
“As always,” she said. 
The smirk hadn’t disappeared as the party rode through South Keep’s gates. The three of them walked down the stone steps from the walls.
Anchor put his hand through his hair as the breeze at the top of the wall had ruffled it. He looked a bit anxious. Shiro could tell that the man still wasn’t at ease playing the lead role in a possible political confrontation. Perhaps as a wizard he could always melt into the background. Not now.
The rankers lined up, standing at attention as the Prince led the way into the keep. His trumpeters continued to bray. Shiro’s Red Roses were in ranks with hands behind their backs and their feet spread out at shoulder width. He wanted his people to look different than the Gensler army. They looked formidable in their new red uniforms. Chika and Tishiaki designed their new uniforms while at Happly Keep and kept the River Red village women busy since they arrived at South Keep, sewing the new clothes. He didn’t know if he liked the combination of the Ropponi style with the Bessethian. 
The trumpeters stopped. “Behold, Prince Peeron of Learsea!” The announced it in unison.
Shiro could do without the pomp. It seemed that was all that the Roppon nobility held sacred. The nobility and the bureaucracy ignored the common people and he wondered if Learsea did the same.
“Don’t bow,” Shiro said quietly to Chika and Tishiaki. In Roppon, a noble demanded a bow when visiting troops. They had bowed in Happly, but the show of respect only brought derision and Shiro wouldn’t stand for it here, in Gensler. Anchor agreed with him.
An officer helped the prince dismount. “Where is Captain Anchor?” he said, looking right past Anchor and the rest of the keep’s officers. Peeron looked the part of a prince. His flaming hair actually went well with his green silks. He stood a few inches shorter than Anchor, but had the undeniable swagger of a pampered noble. Shiro had seen plenty of Ropponi wizards with that swagger. He couldn’t recall liking a single one. He imagined that a Bessethian woman would find his features attractive.
The shadow of a smile moved Anchor’s lips as he stepped forward. “Your highness,” he said, bowing.
Chika jabbed Shiro in the side and gave him and angry look as she nodded her head towards the prince. Shiro shook his head, hopefully not enough to be noticed. He didn’t know if he’d ever figure out Bessethian manners.
Anchor continued, “Welcome to South Keep. I am honored you have chosen to escort me to Learsea.”
The prince laughed as if Anchor had something hilarious. “I am merely passing through. I seek out Princess Sallia, Duke Jellas and the Valetans.”
“But—”
The prince waved Anchor’s protest away with a white-gloved hand. “I will return to Learsea to assume command of the armed forces later. My father is ready for you to serve him as soon as you arrive at Learsea. That takes weeks, my dear Captain.” 
The prince might appear to be a strutting peacock, but Shiro sensed the prince’s instant dislike for Anchor. He couldn’t deny his own quick dislike for the prince. Shiro wondered if he should withdraw his offer to fight for Learsea.
“You can at least spend a couple of nights in the keep and rest your horses and your men.”
Peeron raised his eyebrows  “You do have a point about the horses. Very well. As long as I am here you may show me what your perspective is.”
Anchor blinked at the prince’s crack about the horses and his pointedly not including his men. He looked at Shiro. Anchor’s expression told him all he needed to know about Anchor’s regard for Prince Peeron.
The afternoon briefing in the map room only elicited yawns from Peeron. At dinner, the prince pursed his lips and sniffed at the food while Anchor told him about the stones and their communicative powers. 
“So you have the Sunstone?” the prince said looking down his nose at Shiro.
“I do. If you wish, I’d let you touch it.”
The prince smiled. “Didn’t Anchor just tell us that it brought out the truth? I don’t want you rummaging around in my mind.”
“As you wish, your Highness,” Shiro said, parroting the honorific that Anchor used. He hated saying it to this man. He knew the prince wouldn’t dare touch the stone. He held too many secrets and petty thoughts within that royal cranium. “Then let me transport you to Duke Jellas’s castle. Your men can follow.”
‘Transport?” The prince looked interested for the first time since he arrived.
“I learned to transport myself in Roppon. It takes much power, but I can go anywhere on Besseth.”
The prince put his hand to his chin and thought. “My men could follow. Could I take a few men with me? Bodyguards?”
Shiro bowed his head. “At your earliest convenience.”
“Tomorrow after a good night’s sleep.” The prince rose from his seat. “I am ready to retire.” He said nothing and left the table and went straight to his rooms which were Travelwell’s old quarters.
~
The prince’s behavior hadn’t improved with age. Anchor continued to eat and refilled the goblet of Leef, the Captain over Peeron’s troops. Leef was just young enough not to be grizzled, but the weather spent in the field had seamed his face. Anchor liked the clear brown eyes. His hair was just showing signs of turning gray, but Anchor noticed his erect military posture.
“You’ll have to forgive the prince,” Leef said, embarrassment plain on his face. “He’s nothing like his father.”
Anchor nearly agreed, but that would reveal too much. “I’ve heard the prince was a arrogant and ‘difficult’, but I hadn’t imagined this.”
“Oh, he’s gotten worse. His father is rather worried and encouraged his joining with the other nobles in re-taking the Red Kingdom from Gensler.”
The Captain’s candor impressed Anchor as they continued to discuss the strategy session earlier in the day. Leef suggested a few changes in positioning the fortifications in Learsea and gave the reasons why. This was another man Anchor could work with. He quickly found out that Leef grew up in the Learsean interior. He’d fight for the farmers.
“Why don’t you escort us into Learsea?”
Leef rolled his tongue around on his teeth while he thought. “I would be pleased to join you. I think the Prince would be happy to be rid of me, if you just ask.”
Shiro interrupted. “Would you venture to touch the Sunstone? I’d like to be able to transport to the capital with Anchor. I don’t think waiting a month is acceptable to the Captain’s schedule.”
“Gladly. If you can find any secrets in my mind, you are welcome to them,” Leef said laughing. “Don’t tell the Prince or he’ll think up some mischief to keep you from going.”
Anchor liked Leef even more. “Consider it my first order, Leef.” Anchor clapped the man on the shoulder. The man’s body was hard muscle. “Now why doesn’t King Willom appoint a man like you to command his armies?”
Leef smiled in a wry kind of way. “The king, gods bless him, looks to the sea. His navy and his admirals are experts fighting pirates and uppity merchants. The inland kingdom was stripped of weapons soon after Learsea’s expansion to the mountains. The old kings set up strong duchies and baronies that served to keep the people in check. King Willom assumed it would just stay that way, but eventually the interior nobility gravitated to the capital and...” Leef shrugged.
“So a large contingent of subjects became forgotten,” Shiro said.
Leef continued to speak. “I’m not familiar with what’s happened all over, but the same thing happened in Happly, from what I understand. The people were impressed to fight without any training after being ripped from their families. They could hardly fight. Learsea isn’t under siege from the outside, but between foolish battles and the focus on the sea, King Willom has stripped the country of military leadership. 
“I don’t mean to be disrespectful, Captain Anchor, but the prince insisted that you be drafted to lead our armies. He browbeat King Willom, so that he accepted. He expects a weak leader so he can step into the role and become Learsea’s savior. But I don’t think the prince knows how well you’ve prepared to help us.” He grinned at Anchor. “You’ve got as good a mind as anyone I’ve ever had the pleasure to serve under and I won’t mind letting the king know.”
“Then you’ll tell him, once the prince has left. Shiro needs to look in your mind to locate a place to arrive. The problem with transport is that you’ve had to have been to the place you are going. A little session with the Sunstone circumvents that requirement if Shiro can fix a location from your mind.”
“Fix away,” Leef said, lifting his goblet and taking a deep draft of wine.
~
The prince wore a scarlet silk uniform. The man’s red-orange hair looked awful atop his tunic.
“Leef, I command you to lead Captain Anchor to my father. I’ll allow you most of my escort now that we are safely in Gensler lands. Anchor offered to provide a unit of guides to lead the men to Crackledown.”
“I live to serve, your highness.” Leef bowed and put his fist to his chest.
“Ropponi, whatever your name is, take us away,” the prince said as he stood with three very fit men. Each of them held large bags that held the prince’s possessions.
Chika stepped up to join the group.
“What’s this, a woman?” Prince Peeron laughed and shook his head. “Ropponi customs?”
Shiro smirked at Anchor and wiped it off of his face as he turned to the prince. “We will need to touch.” In less than a moment, the prince disappeared.
Anchor noticed a sense of relief among the Learsea contingent. Leef let out his breath. “Good riddance.” Leef’s eyebrows went up like a naughty child who’d been caught. “Don’t tell him I said that, but every man here feels that way. I don’t envy those that will lead the attack on the Red Kingdom from Gensler.”
“Perhaps Peeron just needs a bit of seasoning,” Anchor said.
Leef shrugged. “He might surprise us all, but not until he’s been in a battle or two.”
“You mean an armed struggle? I’d imagine that he’s led a number of battles already.”
Leef just pursed his lips and shook his head. “He’s ridden on ships of war and let others do the fighting until he could claim victory.  Tested? I don’t believe so.”
Anchor hoped that Shiro would be able to deliver the letter to Princess Sallia that he had written the previous evening. He continued to ask Leef about the conditions in Learsea when Chika appeared.
“Captain, your presence is requested.” She held out her hand to Anchor.
Anchor suffered an attack of hesitancy. He didn’t mind corresponding with Sallia, but her presence caused a measure of internal conflict. “A moment while I freshen up.”
Chika smiled. “I sense trepidation. Fear? You can freshen up in Crackledown.”
Anchor forced a smile. “So I can. Of course.” He tried to push his fear deep down and took Chika’s hand.
~~~
 



 
 
 
 


 
CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
~
THEY ARRIVED IN THE PALACE COURTYARD. Anchor marveled at the activity that surrounded him, even though his stomach protested the teleportation. Hundreds of men drilled and marched to and fro. Had Duke Jellas called in every soldier he could?
Chika gently pushed him towards the doors to the main building. “Calm down. You look like a lamb being led to slaughter.”
Her words broke his panic. “Of course. I’ll be crushed by all of the nobility.” He said, but felt his anxiety shedding away as Chika began to banter.
“I’d like to be crushed by a certain member of the nobility.”
Anchor smiled. “Shiro is noble?”
“Noble enough for me. His father was a commander in the Imperial Guard. They are all lords of one thing or another, just not landed. The father married and left the capital settling on a northeast island, as far away from Boriako as he could. He raised Shiro as a farmer, but the bred-in nobility couldn’t be squashed.”
“He doesn’t act like a farmer or a lord,” Anchor said.
“And that is his appeal; to me anyway.” Chika smiled. “I’d like him to appeal off my clothes at times.”
Anchor laughed. “Your command of our language has given you additional fodder for your repartee with Shiro. It’s wasted on an old man like me.”
“You’re not old.” Chika said, winking at Anchor.
“No, but sometimes I feel the weight of responsibility.” Anchor’s fears came back in a rush. He’d have to watch himself. He had never slipped talking to rankers and fellow officers, but these casual conversations… If Sallia cornered him, he’d have to be on his guard. He both dreaded and hoped with all his heart that she would do so.
“Anchor!” Morio, the duke’s son, walked up to him and grabbed both of his shoulders. “Welcome to Crackledown. We are assembled in my father’s war room.”
Chika followed behind. Anchor looked back to see her smirking. He said nothing, not wanting to provoke another colored comment. He didn’t know how Shiro could put up with her perpetual impishness, but he knew Shiro loved the woman. She just made Anchor blush or laugh and he didn’t know what comment would prompt which reaction.
“The prince started spouting off about your strategy as if it were his own. Shiro dragged me aside and said that the prince’s version didn’t match yours. I mentioned to father that you should be explaining your own plans and answering any questions.”
Anchor had no idea that the prince would presume to present his plans and from his nonchalant attitude in his own map room, he could well imagine Shiro’s concern. They finally reached their destination and all eyes followed him in. Lotto had been brought into the conference as well as Lessa. He saw the Duke and a military man in the Duke’s colors that he had met before was Jellas’s General. The prince stood by the window, playing with the edge of a drape, away from the other participants. Peeron looked petulant. 
“Duke Jellas,” Anchor went down to one knee.
The duke gently helped him rise. “Not in a war council, Lord Anchor. Save the bowing for court. Now, if you start from the beginning and let us know of your plans in Learsea.” The duke glanced over at Peeron, who now took on a disgruntled look.
Rearranging the maps on the vast table while he gathered his words, Anchor finally found his voice. “If I had known you would have pressed the prince for my Learsea strategies, I might not have been so offhand in presenting them to him yesterday.” Anchor bowed his head towards Peeron. The prince’s face softened as he nodded towards Anchor. With Peeron’s loss of face restored, Anchor cleared his throat. He took the chance to look around the room to make sure he didn’t notice Sallia. He felt disappointment, but relief as well. Even in her absence, she confused him.
He began to describe his strategy from the fortifications in northwest Learsea to his plan to move on the southern dukedoms. 
“What about timing?” Lotto said.
“We can’t determine the timing until we know how many troops Histron commits to Learsea. How is Princess Restella doing in Oringia?”
“Don’t worry about Oringia cutting you off. She’s making mincemeat of them, now that her hands aren’t tied as they were before. They’ll be under control when the fighting season ends.”
Anchor nodded. “I suggest that you eventually take Port Scarlet in the west, since it’s Oringia’s only suitable place to land an entire army from Dakkor. But the timing is critical that we coordinate our efforts. If we move together, when the time is right, it won’t matter what Histron does. We can bend on one side and penetrate on another.”
“That’s assuming Histron’s army doesn’t take Learsea,” the prince said, strolling to the table.
“I am confident that won’t happen,” Shiro said with such unshakeable confidence that all eyes were on him. “If Histron commits all of his troops—” He looked towards Anchor.
“Indeed. If he overcommits, we will seal him in Learsea and walk into Foxhome. That would be a last resort, but I believe that Histron is too shrewd to do such a thing.”
“And how do you know?” Peeron said. Anchor didn’t like the challenge in the prince’s voice. It looked like he hadn’t assuaged the prince, after all. 
Anchor cleared his throat as he fought down the urge to put the prince in his place. “I have observed his recent decisions and there are journals in South Keep that documented other skirmishes with the Duke. His lands are not so far from South Keep. All of his military activities have been documented. Histron has never been one to keep his activities particularly secret.”
“You talk as if you know the man,” Prince Peeron said, scoffing Anchor’s description of the enemy.
“Do you think I have lived my life in isolation, Prince? I am a Red Kingdom subject and have a good enough knowledge of the man as well as having read the journals.” Nearly another slip. Anchor felt his forehead warm up. He hoped that weak explanation would be enough. 
“That’s good enough for me, Prince Peeron,” Duke Jellas said. “Continue on, Lord Anchor”
Anchor laid out his entire plan and let the others in the room pick it apart. When they had finished, the group had done less picking apart and more additional planning for various contingencies were put into the plans of the rest of those present.
“I’m of the opinion that we have made sufficient progress here to proceed in a more coordinated fashion. Anchor, I’m impressed with your work,” the duke said.
“As am I,” the Gensler general said. “You have wisdom and creativity beyond your years.”
Lotto clapped Anchor on the back. “I can’t wait to save the world!” He seemed eager enough. Anchor realized that they probably looked to be much of the same age. Perhaps Anchor looked four or five years older, but he had no idea what age his body really was.
“Your plan will serve Learsea well,” Peeron said. “Perhaps next time my father will be invited.”
“Prince,” Duke Jellas said. “Anchor will brief your father next. When we hold another such session, perhaps Shiro can bring the king here.”
“Why don’t you all go there?” the prince said. Anchor wondered why King Willom had neglected to teach his son proper manners and tone of voice. Every sentence carried an undertone of resentment and condescension.
“Perhaps we will,” Anchor said. The others nodded.
“My servants will show you to quarters where you may freshen up before we dine a bit earlier than usual. All of this talk has parched my throat and deprived my stomach of a midday meal,” Jellas said, laughing. Even the prince smiled.
Anchor stood with Shiro and Chika as the others left. “How badly did the prince botch the plans?”
“He described a long withdrawal to the capital and then defeating Histron during the siege by cutting off his supply lines.”
“At least he got the supply line angle right,” Anchor said. “He didn’t mention that the Learsea army would be whittled down substantially enough to let Histron’s forces retreat at will?”
Shiro shook his head.
“Thank you for bringing me here,” Anchor said. “I think our Learsea strategy helped the others better figure out what they can do and I feel that we now fight as an alliance.”
“I do, too,” Shiro said.
“I like alliances, if they’re done properly,” Chika said.
Shiro ignored Chika except for a quick glance and ghost of a smile. Anchor was sure Shiro would come up with some kind of equally provocative retort if he was absent.
Anchor noticed someone coming to the door. He glanced over and went to a knee. “Princess Sallia.” Shiro and Chika gave short bows to the princess and left the room. Anchor’s palms began to sweat. Why did she affect him so?
“Rise, Lord Anchor,” she said. 
Anchor felt like someone glued his tongue to the top of his mouth.
She smiled and the room seemed to lighten up. Unca could have made the room lighten up with humor and magic, but she did enough merely with her presence.
“Your Highness,” he said.
She sauntered over to the map table. “Can you give me a summary of what you talked about today? The men thought that I wasn’t needed.”
“Not me, your highness. The goal of the entire plan is to restore Foxhome to you.”
She smiled, wistfully. “To me? I think not. Foxhome will be restored to the people of the Red Kingdom.” She fingered the pouch that held the Bloodstone as she said it.
“If you will allow me?” Anchor said and then launched into the briefest of summaries that would give her a good idea of what they planned.
Sallia put the stone in her palm. “So this isyourplan?” She closed her fist around the stone.
Anchor chanced a smile. “Precisely, your highness.” He longed to call her Sally once more. “Then you can ride triumphant into Foxhome.”
She smiled again. “I wish I didn’t have to. So many people will die before that can happen.”
“More will die if we don’t,”
Sallia’s face turned grim. “I know. We have no choice.” She pressed her lips tightly together and sighed. “And I know where my royal responsibilities lie.” She laid her hand on his own. Anchor’s heart beat a bit stronger. “I’m glad to have you with me, Anchor. This has all been overwhelming. I’ve had a lot of growing up to do in a very short time as have you?”
He nearly laughed, he had done just the opposite of grow up. “For me, it’s not the same.”
Sallia’s eyebrows shot up.
“How could it? I didn’t lose a kingdom.”
She looked down at the maps. “I didn’t either. I never had it. My father did. How can I rule the Red Kingdom? I don’t know if I’m up for it.”
“You just have to display the courage you have exercised from the very beginning. Remember how you saved the burning inn? You probably never had to draw water from a well before, but you performed splendidly in no time.”
Sallia’s eyes widened. “How did you know?”
Anchor panicked for a moment. “Unca told me before I first headed into Gensler.” He began to sweat a little more. “That’s why I sought you out. Remember?”
“I don’t remember you saying that Unca told you.”
Anchor forced a smile. “I wasn’t exactly in the kind of shape to provide you with much information in Everwet, your Highness.”
She relaxed. “Certainly. Of course. He mentioned that he knew of you in my only letter from him.”
His smile widened. “How may I serve you further, Princess?”
“Answer my letters as I will answer yours.” She pulled out his letter to her, still sealed. “What is in here?”
Anchor took a deep breath. “Much the same summary as I just gave you.” He dare not repeat the entire letter where he repeated his oath of loyalty.
He noticed Sallia drawing one of her hands into a fist. “I wish I were queen right now. I very much wish you to be titled in the Red Kingdom as well as Gensler, Anchor. Your counsel is important to me and I want you to continue to advise me in matters not precisely connected with the war. I miss my Unca. Since he is unavailable, perhaps you can you divert your attention to take his place advising me from time to time?”
“I live to serve, your Highness.” Anchor bowed to her.
“Please, call me Sallia. A personal advisor must have a more intimate relationship. Don’t you agree?”
Anchor could feel his heart beat increase. “I… Of course. Whatever you feel is appropriate… Sallia.”
She smiled. “Good. Now what do you think of Prince Peeron?”
Dangerous ground. Yet, what interest did she have for Learsea’s prince? “He is—I hesitate to talk about my employer’s son.”
She now had an impish look to her. “Your employer? Yet you live to serve me?”
Sallia had him there. He felt that he had to be honest with her. “Prince Peeron is a man to watch. Perhaps he’s not as seasoned as he might be. Fighting in a war can mature a man, or woman, more quickly than in peace.”
“Does that apply to you as well, Anchor?”
“Especially to me. I’ve changed quite a bit in the last year or two. More than I would have imagined. I picked up a second hand sword to protect me on the road and now I will soon go to my command as a Lord of Gensler, an advisor to the Princess of the Red Kingdom, and as commander of the forces of Learsea. The glory could easily go to my head.”
“And yet it doesn’t?” Sallia dragged her finger from Sally’s Corners to where his holdings would be on the map. She looked up to him for an answer.
“I know my place.” He didn’t know what his place was, but it seemed to be the right answer.
“I’m sure you do, but which place is that?” Sallia said, echoing his very thought.
Anchor wanted so much to take her hand in his and tell her all, but he couldn’t. “I fight against the enemies of the Red Kingdom in all three of my roles, Sallia. My ultimate goal, and has been for some time, is to restore you to your rightful place as Queen of the Red Kingdom, sitting on your throne in Foxhome.”
“A simple advisor would claim that as his goal.”
“Although it may not appear so, I am anything but a simple advisor.”
“I look forward to reading this.” Sallia held up his letter again and held out her hand.
Anchor swallowed and knelt as he took her hand in his and kissed her fingers gently.
“My advisor is also exceptionally gallant.” Sallia withdrew her hand and held it in her other. “Thank you for this conversation. You must go and refresh yourself before we dine.”
Anchor recognized her comment as a dismissal and left the map room lost in thought and emotion.              
~~~
 



 
 
 


 
CHAPTER NINETEEN
~
SALLIA WATCHED ANCHOR’S BACK AS HE LEFT THE MAP ROOM. She just about called him back. She put the fingers he kissed to her cheek. Why did she have to bait him so? The man had impressed everybody, yet she could tell that he held secrets close to him. A man of mystery? Is that what prompted her feelings? She felt like the impressionable teen-aged girl she had never been during this meeting with him.
Would he have displayed such devotion to her before Unca had ripped her from Foxhome and changed her life? He claimed to know Unca, yet she had never remembered seeing him at Foxhome. How many other notable people had she just ignored? She shuddered. She was a different person now, yet she still knew she’d have to change again before Foxhome became hers. 
Perhaps Anchor could advise her with that. She envisioned a series of letters discussing elements of ruling the kingdom. What kind of advice would Anchor provide? He’d never ruled anything. His letters made that plain. He lived to serve her. She would have to put that to the test before she regained her throne, unfortunately.
He did warn her about Prince Peeron. Sallia had wondered about making a suitable match when she became queen. A marriage of state. Marrying Prince Peeron would unite both Learsea and the Red Kingdom for the first time. Would that not be worth it? However the prince was an odious person. She didn’t know if she could make such a sacrifice. Perhaps the subject of another series of letters with Anchor?
If Unca ever showed up, he could counsel her about the Prince. Perhaps even about Anchor. Her meeting only gave the man more of an aura of mystery. There was something to him that appealed to her. Unca had accompanied her father to Learsea a few times that she knew of and she wished Unca could advise Anchor about what to do. 
She heard a bell toll and realized that she had to change into something more formal for dinner. She hurried out of the empty map room.
~
 Anchor had to select something appropriate from the clothes Morio had dumped on his bed. It had been quite a while since he wore clothing of quality. He rummaged around, finding an outfit and laid it out on the bed. He had to laugh. He had chosen Unca-style clothes. Dark grays and blacks. He’d have to change his wardrobe up a bit. 
How long had it been since he thought of himself as a young man? He winced at the realization that he had never acted ‘young’. His parents had apprenticed him to a wizard at ten years old, and Unca had to dress in black as he served his master and had never really gotten out of the habit, except to wear a light gray cloak and robes.
He wouldn’t dress like Peeron, that peacock. No. He decided on a dark red tunic and black pants. Anchor didn’t have to totally abandon his own style. His face in the mirror looked more presentable after shaving and his hair, less disheveled. He adjusted his tunic and left for dinner.
As he walked the halls, he thought of Sallia lightly stepping through these same corridors. Had she really gotten used to her captivity? He thought of it that way, but the truth told a different story. Sallia captivated Anchor. Wherever he walked, circumstances shut him off from her. How could he have fallen in love with a princess? He scoffed, because inside, Unca still existed. Old, rumpled, wizardly Unca. Anchor was an external persona, not a real person, although he had thought of himself as Anchor for quite a while.
Crackledown’s dining hall rivaled Foxhome’s in size. He walked to the front, following a servant, who led him to a seat one away from the Duke, who had already arrived, chatting with Prince Peeron on the other side. 
“We will eat like kings,” Shiro said as a servant escorted him to the seat on the other side from the Duke.
Anchor laughed. “We will eat like dukes,” he said. “But kings eat much the same.”
“I submit to your experience, Anchor.” Shiro looked down on of the two rows of tables extending down from the dais. Anchor followed his eyes to Chika, sitting by herself midway to the end.
“Your third in command doesn’t sit with the duke,” Anchor said.
“Sometimes I don’t know who commands, Chika or me? It doesn’t matter. We finally have a good understanding of such things.”
“She is a tiger,” Anchor said.
Shiro laughed. “And Chika would say ‘…  a tiger with a tail,’ and then she would give me a wink. Her mind is always twirling and letting words twist their meanings in intentionally awkward ways,” Shiro said. Smiling at Chika with his eyes.
“I’ve born the brunt of that.”
“She would say that she has a lovely brunt,” Shiro said, smiling. He looked over at the prince. “I don’t have to tell you that I don’t trust the prince. This visit to Crackledown has done nothing to change my impression.”
Anchor nodded with a smile, knowing that others might glance his way, “You don’t have to tell me. Our views are the same. I hope we can come up with a solution.”
Sallia’s hand brushed his shoulder as she stood on the other side of him, interrupting his words. His train of thought fled as he rose from his seat, along with the duke. Duke Jellas nodded and permitted Anchor to assist Sallia in sitting down. The duke turned back to Peeron after nodding to Sallia.
“I see you both found suitable clothing for dinner,” Sallia said. She smiled to show her comments were not a slight. “It must be quite a shock to blink your eye and move from a border fort to a castle.”
“I do it often enough,” Shiro said. His eyes widened and he turned red. Shiro must have realized Sallia addressed Anchor.
“I don’t know which I like more, except for such charming company,” Anchor said. “I’ve come to enjoy working physically with the rankers and teaching myself more history and strategy at South Keep. It has been stimulating… sort of an extension of my rebirth as a warrior.”
Shiro touched Anchor’s elbow under the table. Anchor smiled as he had let on a bit more that he should have. Sallia’s presence muddled his mind, as it never did before. She had changed from when he left her in the winter. The princess acted more like a princess and less like the aloof, disdainful woman that had escaped from Foxhome. She had let her poise slide at his holding, but now she had let it show, without the petulance. He could see how her capture had changed her. Others might be spoiled forever, but she seemed to have used her time at his holding as a transition period in her life and the horrid experiences in Everwet had to have strengthened her even more.
“He has learned much in South Keep, princess,” Shiro said. “We have sparred and fought to a draw. I never am beaten. I can barely say that now.” He slapped Anchor on the shoulder.
“I admit it. When I first arrived at South Keep, the commander ignored me and I turned to the practice field as a way to spend my time. I’m afraid I wasn’t an able defender in Everwet. I’d do much better now, I promise.”
Sallia shivered with a memory. “Let’s hope you don’t have to defend me like that again.”
“Not personally, but I spend all of my time defending your honor and your kingdom, your highness. In that I would hope you willing support me. I still carry the silk token.”
She beamed. “You do?” She laid her hand on his arm. “I’m very pleased. I sent you a letter with Shiro…  ”
“I didn’t get a chance to read it,” Anchor said.
“I wrote to recommit that I wish you to advise me. I need some advice on how to rule. Perhaps we can correspond on that and similar subjects. I’m sure that there will be enough teleporting from wherever you fight to Crackledown to permit messages.”
Anchor would do anything to retain contact with the princess. “I have never ruled, but I would be delighted to render any perspective that you would posit.”
“Such flowery language for a simple soldier.”
“We are not so simple,” Shiro said, nudging Anchor with his knee. “I would be pleased to carry any messages you wish, princess. When we take the field, there might be others who bring information. Chika, for example,” he nodded towards Chika who had just said something to make a Gensler office roar in laughter. “She knows how to teleport. We have others. All of us would be honored to relay any messages at any time and even bring Anchor from time to time.” Shiro gave Sallia a short bow of his head.
Anchor welcomed Shiro’s interruptions. He felt himself floating down a river, out of control, flirting with disaster at every dip in the water and curve of the river’s course. His thoughts ended when the duke stood. His men were well-trained, except for Morio’s group, who took a moment more before they, too, gave Duke Jellas their attention.
“I’ve gathered my retainers and key officers as well as our distinguished guests to eat this evening. I have a few announcements to make and then you can get back to your feasting and,” he cleared his throat, “drinking.” He smiled during the predictable roar of approval.
“A few introductions… Prince Peeron joins us from the Learsea court. Lotto Mistad is back, now representing the king of Valetan directly. You all know Princess Sallia. You might not know, but have heard of, Anchor. He will lead some of us from Gensler and the soldiers of the Red Rose into Learsea to develop their defenses. He takes with him Shiro of Roppon. We also have Chika of the Red Rose, his third in command. She will join our forces in Gensler with approximately a third of Shiro’s capable men and women, many of whom are wizards.
“Anchor has developed a general strategy that will employ multiple fronts in the war against Duke Histron. I would like to remind you that we are not at war with the people of the Red Kingdom, but with a usurper.” The duke nodded at Sallia, who smiled. Anchor thought it a different smile from when he knew the princess at Foxhome. He admired the difference.
“This is new to all of you. Prince Peeron has accepted my suggestion that he join our allied forces as we move into the Red Kingdom from Gensler. He has a few troops to add to our forces, but we will welcome his presence as a symbol of the alliance of kingdoms and duchies fighting for the rights of the citizens of the Red Kingdom. That is all. Continue.” Duke Jellas waved his hands to encourage the eating and drinking to continue.
His words had unexpectedly disturbed Anchor. What were we fighting for other than to maintain the prerogatives of the rulers? Did we fight to restore Sallia as queen, or did we fight to bring freedom to the people of the Red Kingdom? He didn’t quite know and the thought continued to bite at him. He felt more comfortable defending the boundaries of Learsea from Histron, but the prospects for battling fellow citizens of the Red Kingdom sat unexpectedly poor with him. His anger at the Dakkoran emperor burned within. That man had put them all in this regrettable position of fighting each other.
“You look dour, Anchor,” Sallia said.
He nodded, still letting his thoughts roll around in his head. “I fear for your subjects, Princess Sallia. We fight Histron, but we also fight soldiers in the Red Kingdom who will fight for any who lead them. Innocent people will be killed or left destitute as battle ruins their homes, families and lands.”
She gave Anchor a questioning look. “And yet you’ve pledged to fight for me.”
“Indeed I have. Cannot I fight for you and still worry about your subjects?”
~
Sallia couldn’t help but put her hand to her mouth. She had shared Anchor’s view, but always she reminded the leaders of the lives of her subjects. Anchor had, on his own, vocalized her feelings, the first to do so. It made the well-being of her subjects that much more precious. If they were just words before, Anchor had given them weight and strength within her. The lightness of mind that the meal and the wine had produced, suddenly took on weight.  She looked at the remnants of her meal. She had left much food on the plate and wondered how much of it a small farming family would eat. Would a wife make it into a stew or soup that might last a few days? Here it would be thrown out to the pigs the duke kept on the castle grounds.
“You have clarified my thoughts, Anchor,” she said, marveling at his wisdom. He felt so deeply for one nearly as young as herself. “My first instruction on how to rule. Consider all of my decisions to encompass their effects on my people.”
Anchor nodded, but his face reddened. She could tell she had embarrassed him. “I didn’t mean to discourage you, Your Highness.”
She wished he would use her name, but perhaps the formal setting held his tongue. “I’m not discouraged, but heartened by your attitude. You weren’t the one held by Histron’s men and suffered from their depredations. They have turned the Red Kingdom into a nasty place. Remember that as well.”
Anchor spluttered like an old man. “I haven’t forgotten. My life at the keep has been sheltered in its own way.  After Histron took over, I avoided all men as I made my way to Gensler. I hope my thoughts didn’t overly upset you. I am pledged to you, don’t doubt it. I fear for all of those who lie in the various paths of this war. Shiro told me of how Duke Happly drafted all of his people into war with Valetan. I spent a little time at Happly Keep in my travels and he made the town a miserable place to live. I think war affects everyone, innocent or not. I am upset that the Dakkorans foment all of this conflict.”
“Thank you, Anchor. I need your perspective now and in the future. Keep thinking and considering these things and whisper in my ear should I appear to ignore such considerations. We might not make the very best decisions, indeed, there might not be any good alternatives, but we must do what we can.”
“I agree, Princess,” Shiro said. “I traveled from the very south of the Ropponi Empire to the north and saw much in the way of nobles and functionaries with their eyes blinded to the plight of the common people and even fellow nobles. I was happy to leave because I realized Roppon is a nation lost to decency and kindness.”
Sallia clenched her fists. “I will not let Histron ruin my country!  I will restore order with the help of the alliance. Decency and kindness. Yes, I will dedicate my rule to such with predictable laws to keep the indecency of Histron and his men out of the Red Kingdom.” The emotions that welled up inside surprised her. She knew she had to feel that way, but had never expected it to feel it within herself with such passion. She looked at the Duke out the side of her eye and noticed that he had paused to listen.
“Princess, I am behind you. I have ruled Gensler with those same principles and I think the results have been more than adequate. I let my guard down for a bit. I must take responsibility for Eberlo’s neglect of my southern defenses, but I’ve been sufficiently chastened. My only hope is that my heirs will do the same.”
Sallia knew he had said that for Prince Peeron’s benefit. His eyes had shifted for an instant at the end towards the prince. She had initially viewed the prince as a peer, worthy to join their company. He certainly presented himself with impeccable manners and she warmed to note his willingness to join her cause. Yet, she sensed an edge. Would the duke have more to say in private?
~
“Duke,” Sallia put her hand on his arm. He turned around from a conversation with his general.
“Yes, Sallia?”
“A word, if you have time.”
Jellas spoke briefly to his general, who bowed and scuttled away.
“What has brought you into my study?” He walked around and sat behind his desk. “Please sit.”
Sallia pursed her lips, gave the duke a polite smile and sat. “I haven’t spoke with Prince Peeron, but everyone seems to be leery of him.”
“As should you. Anchor and the Prince of Learsea nearly drew swords in our meeting today. Anchor, I would trust with my family, and you, my dear princess. I would hide my family from Peeron, if I could. He has a petulant aura to him. He looks down on us all and acts as if we are privileged if he gives us a scintilla of attention. I do not trust the man.”
“Then why did you let him join our alliance?”
“I am doing Anchor a favor. With us, the Peeron gets to know what we are doing, but has no control over the troops and our strategies. With Anchor, he is Prince of Learsea and the poor boy won’t be able to ignore him.”
Sallia furrowed her brow. “But won’t the Prince realize what you have done?”
The Duke waved his hand. “We will treat him well and provide him with good food, good accommodations and a small command. You are also here to attract him.”
She colored. “Me, attract him? You overestimate my affect on men.”
Jellas would have none of that as he waved away her comment. “You are the only heir to the Red Kingdom. You possess the Bloodstone. You are highly presentable and not married. Neither is he. Even if you were old and hoary he would take notice of a possible alliance with the Red Kingdom when you are restored.”
“Duke!  Old and hoary?”
He laughed. ‘I said if you were, and you, quite definitely, are not.”
“So I must be on my guard?”
The duke’s face sobered. “Always and not just because of Peeron. Once we move south of Crackledown, you will be exposed, again, to great danger and I would not want to see my charge, you, in difficulty. You survived Foxhome only due to the resources of Unca. He is not here, but you have us to help you. Vigilance must be a constant companion. Indeed, it already has, thanks to Anchor and his timely message.”
Sallia nodded and had more to think about. Her time as the sheltered ward of Duke Jellas had ended weeks ago. However, her suppressed fear for the future had come out of hiding and she had Duke Jellas and Anchor to thank for it.
~~~
 



 
 
 


 
CHAPTER TWENTY
~
ANCHOR BACKED UP AS CHIKA BEGAN A FLURRY of attacks with her staff. He grabbed the staff as it whizzed past him and pointed his blade at her stomach. That ended the session.
Laughter came from behind him as Tishiaki and Shiro started to clap their hands. 
“Finally, I find someone else who can defeat you. I can’t do much better with a sword, although with a staff—” Shiro laughed as he stopped his sentence short.
“Enough. It’s time to get some sleep,” Anchor said, smiling, cutting off the pair’s exchange short. “Tomorrow comes quickly and we can’t dawdle our way across the Red Kingdom.”
Anchor already missed Gasso, but someone had to command South Keep with Colonel Hesting’s delayed arrival. His forces now consisted of half of the Red Roses, Shiro and Tishiaki plus Leef, the Learsean captain. Chika commanded the rest of the Red Rose along with the remaining soldiers that Leef left behind at South Keep as a guard for Prince Peeron. They had marched for five days to the southeast, across Happly and a sliver of the Red Kingdom. Tomorrow or the next, they’d be in Learsea. The heavy forests would protect them from any of Histron’s forces for the time being.
Shiro and Chika walked with Anchor to their tents. “I wish there was a quicker way to get to Learsea. We need to talk to the king now rather than in three or four weeks,” Anchor said.
“I can take you there, with Leef’s help, remember?” Shiro said. “If he will submit to the Sunstone, I can fix a place to teleport. I should have thought to do the same for Lotto, but he’s already headed to Beckondale with three of my Red Roses so he can transport to and from the Valetan capital. I’d be happy to take you.”
“All three of us?”
Shiro nodded. “You name the time. If I leave the Sunstone with one of my Red Roses, then I can focus on that and we can return to wherever the camp is.”
“We’ll go as soon as we cross over into Learsea. Now take some time off with Chika before she leaves for South Keep and on to Crackledown in the morning.” 
Anchor nodded at the pair and walked off towards Leef’s tent. He couldn’t help but be a bit jealous of the open relationship. But then what kind of relationship did he really have with Sally?
~
The weather didn’t cooperate with Anchor. He rode with Shiro and Leef. Rain drenched the entire column and the road began to thicken up with mud. Still, Anchor breathed a little easier now that they had passed the border keeps between Learsea and the Red Kingdom. The bad weather made it easy to slip by the Red Kingdom pickets. 
“No horses, if you don’t mind,” Shiro said, referring to their trip to the city of Learsea, the capital. “They take up too much energy here in Besseth.”
Anchor looked at Leef. “Are you ready? Remember, Shiro opens up to you and you to him when you connect with the Sunstone.”
“I don’t mind if he does,” Leef said. “There are worse things that can happen in war.”
“Indeed,” Shiro said. “We should dismount.”
A Red Rose woman, that Anchor had never met, rode up. “I’ll take care of the horses.”
Shiro put out his hand and let Leef put his over the stone.
Anchor had never seen anyone connect before. Leef closed his eyes and began to sway. Anchor stepped behind him.
“Enough,” Shiro said.
Leef’s eyes blinked and then he fell back against Anchor. They both fell into the mud.
“So much for being presentable to His Highness,” Anchor said as he helped a weakened Leef to his feet. “Let’s go now.”
Shiro put the Sunstone in a pouch and handed it to Tishiaki. Shiro took hold of the arms of Anchor and Leef and suddenly they were standing in sunshine.
Anchor breathed in tangy salt-laden air. The next thing he knew, Learsean guards surrounded them.
“Put those down. I’m Captain Leef!”
The soldiers all narrowed their eyes and slowly retracted their weapons.
“Why are you so muddy, Captain?” one of them said.
“I’ve just come from a rainstorm on the border between Learsea and the Red Kingdom. We seek an audience with the king.”
“What makes you so important all of a sudden?” another said, dressed better than the other soldiers.
“Watch your tongue, Weart. This is Captain Anchor. He is to command all of you louts as you fight Duke Histron!  Notify King Willom.” 
Two of the men quickly jogged towards a large set of double doors. 
Anchor took to the time to survey his surroundings. The sun told him it was midday. Seeing the sun after standing in that downpour seemed miracle enough. As Unca, he doubted that he ever had the power to transport a flea. He looked out parapets that blocked only some of his view of the Ayrtan Sea. Covered ballistae lined up along gaps in the crenellations. It dawned on him that he had been here before and could have saved Leef the trouble, but then he’d have to explain what had brought him all the way to Learsea’s capital city. He turned his face up towards the sun, closing his eyes. The warmth felt wonderful.
“Captain Leef, this way.”
“Time to meet your master,” Leef said as he clapped Anchor on the back, pulling him from the heat that bathed his face.
They walked up twelve steps to the wide portico that supported the ground floor of Willom’s castle. The decade since Anchor had walked these corridors seemed to fade away. He could detect no changes to the tapestries hanging on the walls, nor the polished lantern sconces that brought light to the inner reaches of the place. He noticed that his boots were squelching as he walked. Perhaps their condition might be to their advantage.
King Willom looked a bit on the frail side as he sat on his throne. Courtiers littered the Learsea court. Unlike his red-haired son, Willom had blond hair, now turning to white. He had always favored a full beard, but it now looked more trimmed. His body had softened somewhat and the king’s once-fat belly no longer hung over his jeweled belt.
“Leef, why have you disturbed my court? Who have you brought me and please tell me why you are here and my ne’er do well son isn’t.”
The Learsea captain went down on a knee and bowed as did Shiro and Anchor. When Anchor last appeared in this throne room as a subject of King Billeas, they both bowed from the waist. Not now.
“Prince Peeron has taken an advisory position with the alliance of Gensler, Valetan, Prola and Learsea in Crackledown. I have Captain Anchor and Commander Shiro of Roppon is my second in command.”
Willom’s face showed surprise. He rose slowly from his throne and walked the few steps to the floor of his court and shook Anchor’s hand with pleased expression. “I’m glad you’re here, but how?”
“Shiro is a wizard and has learned how to teleport. That is why Peeron is in Crackledown and I am in your court. Forgive our appearance, we left our forces in the midst of a downpour,” Anchor said.
Willom shook his head. “No matter. You are here and my son is out of the way, at last,” he said quietly. “Court is adjourned!” the King said loudly. “Come with me. My map room is behind the throne.”
Anchor’s map room in South Keep was behind the common room, but it might have been a throne room in another time. As he entered Willom’s map room, the maps on the walls were tapestries, painstakingly done. He could tell they were generally accurate. The windows were wider and very thick. He had noticed them on previous visits.
“Those are hefty glass panes, your majesty,” Anchor said.
“Have to be. Must have cost one of my predecessors a lot of coin. None of them have broken, but I would imagine they are nearly an inch thick. They’ve held back the weather and not a few arrows and ballista bolts in all of the time the windows have protected this room. Every other window that faces the sea has shutters; even my throne room has shutters, but not here. I feel like I can defy the sea itself from here.”
“Indeed.” Unca had never been invited into this room before.
“Now…  “ The king barked a laugh and sat down. “I still can’t get over your transporting here all the way from Gensler.”
Shiro shrugged. “We came from within your borders, Your Majesty. Only a few people at a time. It takes a powerful wizard to teleport.”
“Will you teach my mages? I’ve always heard Ropponi wizards are the most powerful in all Goriath.”
“I will do my best, King Willom.” Shiro gave the king a curt bow. Anchor wouldn’t let him teach them their secrets until he trusted Willom’s men.
“Now, tell me how we are going to defend ourselves?”
Anchor began from the attack on Happly. By the time he had finished with his final description of all of the alliance forces closing in on Foxhome, the windows only reflected the light from within the map room.
“Aren’t you men hungry? I could eat a whale.” He climbed down from his elevated chair that looked down at the map table. “I have a private dining room that will suit us just fine.”
~
How could King Willom have sired Prince Peeron? The king had a quick grasp of current events and of Anchor’s strategy. He lacked a certain amount of courage and Anchor could see him struggle with the dramatic moves Anchor intended to be made. 
He took another sip of his wine. He’d never had this vintage before. The king said it came all the way from Dakkor. He noticed that the king only picked at his food despite his claim of hunger. Anchor felt dismayed at the king’s ill health. If Willom died and Peeron ascended to the Learsea throne, all of Besseth would fall into chaos through Peeron’s incompetent rule.
“Do you want to know what my son wanted to do?” The king’s tongue seemed to be a bit loose from the wine that he had with dinner. “He wanted to build a wall across the Red Plain. That’s what we call the gap between the mountains. Fifteen leagues. Would have taken years and I still don’t know where you’d find all of the stone.” King Willom shook his head. “He honestly scares me. I didn’t have a competent man to lead our ground forces. Peeron is not bad at naval strategy, but on land, he’s even worse than I am. Sometimes, I’d prefer to hole up in my castle, but that’s not good enough for the rest of Learsea, is it?”
Anchor shook his head. “An admirable position in the right circumstances, but these are not the right circumstances.”
“You speak like a courtier of some kind.” Willom narrowed his eyes. The alcohol made them droop. “Are you sure you’ve never been to Learsea? It seems I might have met you before.”
Anchor laughed. “I assure you that Captain Anchor has never set foot in Learsea until today.”
Shiro smiled at Anchor’s statement.
“Nor will Captain Anchor set foot on my lands again. I can’t have a Captain commanding all of my troops. I’ll think of a suitable title to bestow upon you tomorrow with my generals in attendance.”
“As you will, your Highness. We must begin to muster troops immediately from all parts of your kingdom. I can show you or your staff how I would do it, tomorrow morning, then I need to return to my forces. As we discussed, the Red Roses under Shiro’s direction will begin constructing the fortifications.”
“Where will you get the stone?”
Shiro sat up a bit straighter. “We will use compacted earth and timber. They won’t be as strong as stone, but then they can be dismantled or reinforced for permanency after the coming conflict.”
Willom gazed into his goblet as he rolled the wine around the inside. “Are you absolutely sure Histron is coming?”
“Emperor Daryaku pulls the strings, your majesty. He has been successful in Oringia, the Red Kingdom, Happly. He’s tried to do the same in a number of places, Valetan, Gensler, Learsea.” The king nodded in agreement. “Militarily, your kingdom is the easiest he has to access. I’m not at all certain all of the south Duchies aren’t under his control as well.”
“Not Bintz or Ashof,” the king said. “They are all but part of my kingdom. Trading pacts make it so. You may have a point with the southern dukedoms of Deshine, Venato and Teryon. My factors have reported a slackening of our trading volume with those three.”
“Then we won’t have to expend resources on dukedoms of Bintz or Ashof. Could we expect assistance with men and supplies?”
The king blinked and pursed his lips. “Let’s see how successful we are to the Northeast. If that goes well, that will give me the confidence to ask Duke Hovitz and Duke Selgrid to join us.”
“Please send birds to them with a warning of possible conflict with Deshine.”
The king nodded and took a deep breath, placing both hands on the table. “I’m afraid I have overtaxed you this evening. We will talk again tomorrow morning. I will have servants show you to your quarters. Leef, you get to stay as a guest in the castle tonight, but don’t let it go to your head. Right?”  The king looked to be the one overtaxed.
Leef bowed his head. “Your majesty.” Anchor thought the Captain had outdone his monarch in the volume of alcohol consumed.
In the morning, the king had successfully shrugged off the previous evening and sat in his map room perusing a folder.
“Anchor, I will make you my War Marshal. You will have command of all of the land forces of Learsea. I’ve got your appointment papers here.” He looked down at some notes. “It seems that we might have to do something about Deshine. But don’t worry about the south or an attack from the Ayrtan Sea. We can assist Valetan in capturing Port Scarlet from the sea. There is a naval installation close by. Remember, I rule the waves without question.”
The king or one of his people had been scribbling during their dinner. King Willom’s confidence in his sea defenses only served to reinforce his impressions of the king through the years. The king ruled competently enough, but clearly loved the sea more than his subjects inland.
“What kind of defenses do you have in place now?”
“Of course, you know of the Fargo, that great, vast stinking river that starts in Histo and runs through Valetan and Oringia into the Ayrtan Sea. Still, I’ll have General Fellon brief you now that your appointment is official. You do what you deem necessary and that includes drafting men and women into the army. I would appreciate being up to date on all of your activities. You do realize that appointments to high rank come and go.”
Anchor got the message. He examined his documents and confirmed that King Willom had given him extraordinary powers. The king waved his hand in dismissal and took another folder. Before he opened it, he looked out at the sea. 
Anchor knew it was time to go and rose to leave the room.
A guard took Anchor to the military building on the castle grounds. “This is your office sir.”
Anchor looked into a hastily cleared out room. Perhaps it housed officers. He couldn’t tell since the furniture looked very new. Leef walked in. 
“I’ve now been officially assigned as your adjutant, Lord Marshal.”
“Call me Anchor when there aren’t other officers around. Can you possibly do that?” Anchor said.
“Of course, Anchor. Do you want me to get General Fellon? He’s been in his own office pacing and muttering.” Leef said. “I love to see an uncomfortable general.”
“I don’t,” Anchor said. “They make the rankers uncomfortable.” Anchor never liked seeing King Billeas pacing back and forth. It usually meant trouble for him. He was sure the same kind of discomfort trickled all the way down to every soldier.
Leef’s face fell a bit. “I’ll be right back.”
Anchor didn’t have to wait long.
“Marshal,” Fellon said. He was a fit man, a head shorter than Anchor with steel gray hair and a full mustache.
“Sit. We have a lot to go over.” Anchor looked over at Leef. “Leef, could you bring in Shiro and something to eat and drink. I’ll be spending the next few hours of the day with the General.
“Yes, Marshal,” Leef said. The man still had a smile on his face, so Anchor guessed Leef cheerfully accepted his new assignment.
The four men met until mid-day exchanging information. Anchor thought Fellon to be competent, but not very imaginative. He had little to add to his strategies and assigned him to the defense of the south and the build up of the army for the southern swing. He only spoke of his general strategy of defending the northwest. Already too many people knew of his plans, so he’d have to assume that Histron would know as well. Thank the gods, his strategy did not require surprise.
Fellon arranged for Anchor to spend a working dinner with the officers in the castle, explaining how the general muster would occur and a broad discussion of strategy. All of the details of the muster had originally come from Tishiaki. Anchor kept it very simple and didn’t provide the men with Anchor’s full strategy along the Northwest Corridor that they all began terming the conflict.
Anchor allowed the three of them another night in beds before they returned to their forces. He took along a willing well-traveled sergeant to connect with Shiro so they could transport to many places within Learsea.
He looked up at the ornate ceiling of his quarters in the castle. Tomorrow he’d be looking up at the stars or the ceiling of a dripping tent. He sighed and turned over. Everything had gone too easily. He tried to go to sleep outlining everything that could go wrong.
~~~
 



 
 
 
 
 


 
CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE
~
LOTTO PACED THE FLOOR OF DUKE JELLAS’S STUDY, waiting for Princess Sallia to arrive for a final meeting before he departed north to Valetan.
“Are you that nervous?” Councilor Lessa of Prola asked, sitting back in one of the Duke’s side chairs. The duke hadn’t arrived yet either.
“I don’t know,” Lotto said. “I had an adolescent crush on Princess Sallia and I’m still excited to see her.”
Lessa laughed. “Is the Princess Restella jealous?” He played with his dagger as he continued to lean back.
“She’s always jealous. The link just makes it worse. She can’t read my mind this far away, but we can communicate through the Moonstone, if we concentrate. Restella has the Moonstone and she thinks that gives her more power.”
“But you don’t need the Moonstone.”
“I don’t need to touch the Moonstone, but it’s my guess that any communication goes through it.”
“So if Sallia was interested in you after all, you wouldn’t want that relationship to be communicated. Am I right?”
Lotto wrung his hands. “I suppose so. That damned link has me so confused. It amplifies the emotions between Restella and me.”
Lessa laughed. “I’m glad I’m not you.” He pointed the tip of his dagger at Lotto as Duke Jellas entered with Princess Sallia.
“Please,” the duke said holding up his hand. “No fighting in my offices.”
Lessa smiled and sat forward, sheathing his weapon. Lessa stood and offered Sallia his chair.
“I kept it warm, just for you,” Lessa said, smiling at the princess. Lotto knew he said it just to tease Sallia. The man was a lovable rogue. The princess colored as Lessa had intended, but sat in Lotto’s unoccupied chair. Lessa just raised an eyebrow in mock alarm.
“I’ll just sit here,” Sallia said. “It’s closer to the duke. Are you sure you aren’t Morio’s brother?” She gave Lessa a doubtful smile as she delivered the mild chastening.
Jellas pursed his lips to hide a smile, Lotto surmised. Lotto pulled up another chair over from its place along the wall. He sat on the other side of Lessa from Sallia. Lessa gave him a knowing smirk.
The duke cleared his throat. “I’ve called you here to discuss Prince Peeron.”
“He’s a worse popinjay than I am,” Lessa said, examining his fingernails. “I’d just as soon ship him back home to his father. I dislike cringing in strategy meetings.”
Sallia moved up in her seat. “I disagree with the Councilor. Prince Peeron has little standing among us, but think of the damage he’ll do to Anchor in Learsea. I can put up with a little ‘cringing’ if it furthers our efforts to rid Histron and the Dark Emperor from Besseth.”
The three of them looked at Lotto, who had put his hand to his chin, thinking about his plight with Sallia and Restella. “Uh, I agree with the princess.” He hadn’t really noticed that the question had been aimed at him.
Lessa poked him in the side. “Your opinion of the prince?”
“Oh.” Lotto couldn’t verbally thank Lessa, but he did give him a nod. “I think your initial motive was to keep him close so he can be controlled. I still think that’s the best solution.” He patted Lessa’s knee. “Sorry, Lessa, I’ll have to disagree with you. We won’t assign him to your forces, how’s that?”
Lessa nodded. “I will submit to your collective wisdom, especially assigning him to someone else’s forces. He will stay healthier that way,” Lessa sighed, “but if called upon to be his nursemaid, I can handle him.”
Lotto knew what Lessa meant and he looked at the duke. 
“Fair enough. Any word from Oringia?”
Sallia pulled out her Bloodstone. “Let’s have an up-to-date assessment.”
Lotto heard her calling for Restella through the Moonstone. 
“Who calls?” Restella’s voice clearly rang through Lotto’s mind.
Sallia spoke, “Lotto, Councilor Lessa, Duke Jellas and I were talking about our intentions to the south and wondered about your progress.”
Lotto heard and felt a laugh. He sensed Restella’s confidence through the communication. “What a difference when the command wants to win against the enemy,” Restella said. “We are halfway to the capital…  ”
Lotto realized that Restella was about to act as Duke Histron to Oringia’s Learsea in Anchor’s Learsea strategy. “Oringia’s strategy could be identical to Anchor’s. They might let you advance unhindered to the capital on the other side of the country and then collapse unseen forces on your flank. If you continue forward, you won’t have anywhere to go if they attack from behind.” If Restella needed to listen to advice, it was now. He let his concern for her welfare seep into his thoughts.
Restella said nothing for a few moments, but Lotto could feel a procession anger, confusion and then embarrassment. “Oh, I see. Let me pull out a map.”
Lotto told the group in Crackledown that she was evaluating her position as the moments passed.
“You may have saved me from a monumental error.” Her emotion was one of relief.
“The Oringians might just be weak, Restella and your strategy sound, but I ask you to reconsider. You don’t have to unnecessarily expose yourself.”
“Like in Happly? I know full well the strategy and have had a version of it already played out on me. And I didn’t even see it.”
Sallia looked concerned. “Princess, I’m no strategist, but I urge you to be careful. We are always at your disposal. The Duke, Lessa and I, as well as Lotto, would be pleased to share our thoughts with you as I am of the opinion that your thoughts can benefit our movements as well. Anchor and Shiro would be happy to consult as well through the Sunstone.”
Lotto tried to keep his admiration for Sallia’s comments from his mind.
“I can sense you agree, Lotto.” Restella said.
Lotto felt his forehead grow hot. “I do. This method of instant communication is new to me and I think Sallia makes a great point. We have the Warstones. We should use them.”
“I’m calling my commanders together. I will get back to you after we reframe our strategy, now that you’ve shown me they need reconsideration. Thank you.” Restella’s connection had been cut off.
Sallia communicated Restella’s final thoughts to the Duke and Lessa. Lotto could only feel relieved.
Lessa fell back into his seat. “Good going, Lotto, for piercing through her strategy.” He made a thrust with his index finger.
“It just became clear to me what she intended. I can sense more through my connection with Restella than can Sallia, I imagine, and I could tell generally what her plans were. It was more of a feel, actually. She instantly made the connection with Happly. Perhaps Anchor’s plan won’t work on Histron. The usurper might see the same pattern.”
Lessa sat up again. “Anchor knows that. His plan has layers. His expectation isn’t to smash Histron’s forces, at this point, as much as it is to keep the Red Kingdom army from penetrating too far into Learsea, while keeping them occupied while we continue to prepare in the north.”
Duke Jellas looked at the three. “I agree with Lessa. Remember Anchor expects to eventually be fighting through the southern duchies and come up to Foxhome from the south.  That’s a strategy expecting expulsion of Histron’s forces in Learsea.”
“I only hope that he is successful,” Sallia said.
Lotto hoped they would all be successful.
~
The earthenwork walls looked nearly as strong as stone to Anchor. They took on the aspect of fired clay, to his mind. This wasn’t like mud and wattle structures used by peasants throughout Besseth. Even with coats and coats of limestone wash, no cottage or inn approached the stone-like quality of the walls he now inspected.
“What do you think?” Tishiaki said to Anchor. 
“Solid. What will rain do?”
“Make it wet.” Tishiaki laughed and then shrugged. “In fifty or a hundred years, the edges might soften, but as forts, for a few years, Histron’s army can’t pull them down.”
“But can you?” Anchor said. His thoughts turned to Lotto’s method of entering Happly Keep by reducing the mortar to sand.
Tishiaki furrowed his brow. “Why would you do that? Our men and women would become exposed.”
Anchor laughed. “I wasn’t thinking about my men and women. What if Histron occupies these fortifications, filling them up with his soldiers and we come back and knock the walls down.”
“Let’s get Shiro over here and find out,” Tishiaki said. “I like the way you think, Anchor.”
Anchor had been looking for more strategies ever since he met with the king and his generals. The fortifications became a wrinkle in defending Learsea and he doubted that Histron would risk sending his forces through his string of keeps, even if they were strong. He’d have think of other possibilities. An invasion from the south still bothered him. He wished that Chika’s half of the Red Rose were in Learsea, but Lotto and Duke Jellas needed the wizardry strength to keep Histron bottled up in the Red Kingdom.
Shiro walked up and slapped the wall. “This should be sturdy enough.”
“What if we wanted to take the fort down after the war? How could we do that?”
The question got Shiro to rub his chin. He pursed his lips and put his hand on the wall and then withdrew it.
“Perhaps I could do this,” he said. He extended his arm like he did when he tested the wall for hardness and narrowed his eyes. In a moment, the dirt began to soften and flow from a circle three feet in diameter. In moments the six-foot thick wall had a hole large enough to fit a man crawling through. “Something I learned from Lotto’s actions in Happly.”
Anchor nodded in agreement and slapped the wall on either side. It still seemed just as hard. “We may have the best backup strategy yet. We let Histron’s army take the keeps. He will feel secure enough to move his men towards Learsea. At the right time, we destroy the forts and the army is exposed. He won’t know what to think when we attack without siege engines. What do you think?”
Shiro tilted his head. “With a little practice, we can probably make so the walls fall on them.” He smiled. “Now I must figure out how far away that magic will work.”
“It’s now your problem, Shiro. I can worry about other things. I like having many options. It makes finding solutions so much easier.”
~
Shiro worried more about Chika than he did tearing down the walls. In a few days, he could teleport to Crackledown. Perhaps she would be there. He pulled out the Sunstone and called Sallia. She spoke to him through the stone. 
“How go the preparations at Crackledown?” Shiro asked.
“Is Anchor there?” Sallia said. Shiro could sense anticipation in her voice. 
“Should he be?” 
“No. I trust you’ll let him know that Prince Peeron has been a royal pain. Tell him that Peeron is worse than I ever was. But he’d be worse there with you. Let him know we are doing our part in ensuring your success by entertaining him here in Crackledown.”
Shiro laughed. “I will. Has Chika arrived yet?” He knew she wouldn’t have.
“Oh. Her forces have been assigned to the Border Keep in Everwet. She should be there today or tomorrow. Anchor knows the place. We had an interesting communication with Princess Restella a few days ago. She headed directly to the Oringia capital, just like you expected Histron to do to Learsea. Lotto reminded her of Happly and Anchor’s strategy and she’s still fighting Oringians, but no longer is trying to plunge inside the country.”
“As long as she can keep them from the Learsea border.” Shiro said. “Do you have any words for Anchor?”
“Just tell him to keep safe and I am thinking of him.”
“I’ll tell him,” Shiro said. “Goodbye.” He put the Sunstone back into his sword and fixed it in place with a little magic. He hadn’t displayed the stone for some time and perhaps he needed it in his sword. He’d use it with Anchor to locate the village of Everwet. He would like to hold Chika in his arms again and banter for a bit. He smiled as he walked out of his tent to assemble his best wizards. He had no desire to let Anchor down on those walls.
~
Restella sheathed her sword after dispatching the last of the enemy around her. Her officers and personal guard leaned against their swords, breathing deeply. She would show them more discipline. The Oringians fought more like she had expected, now that her forces advanced on a much broader front. She mounted an Oringian horse. Her own hadn’t made it through the battle. As she made her way through the carnage, she shook her head at the extent of her losses. Still the Oringian army couldn’t take much more of this battering. Her enemy’s casualties dwarfed hers. 
She reached her tent and went inside. Out of everyone’s view, she collapsed on her cot without taking off armor or weapons. She noticed that a crossbow bolt decorated her shoulder plate. Another few inches and she would be wounded, again. Another few minutes on the cot and she could get up…  
“Princess General,” a voice said loudly from outside her tent.
Restella blinked herself awake and rose to a sitting position. Her body ached as she began to remove her armor. Every muscle in her arms cried out for relief. She smiled. There would be none coming as she had learned to enjoy the pain after a fight well won.
She walked over to her wash stand and threw water on her face and hair. She pushed her wet locks back and called out. “I am ready. Come in.”
“We were worried, General. You were silent in your tent for three hours.”
Restella smiled and pursed her lips. “The battle consumed my strength. I slept. It isn’t the first time.”
Captain Montford nodded. “It isn’t for any of us. You fought bravely, as usual.”
She accepted the compliment and threw it back at her chief of staff. “As did you. As did us all. Any word on casualties? Any birds from the other commands?”
“We lost seventy men with one-hundred ninety two men requiring healer attention. No mages were lost, but neither side employed any magic. The Oringians sacrificed six hundred and twelve that we could count. Eleven casualties left behind. They killed most of their wounded as they withdrew.”
Restella sat back down. Nearly eight hundred Bessethians lost. Lord Daryaku continued to let Bessethian kill itself as he sat unharmed far, far away. Restella yearned to meet him on the battlefield and give him a taste of her sword’s steel, not a touch of her Moonstone.
“Birds?”
“Yes. Montford’s forces engaged maybe five hundred men. It appeared to be a flanking move. Nothing from Sumbard’s command. I assume they haven’t engaged the latest wave of Oringians. It looks like Lotto Mistad correctly identified the Oringian trap.”
Restella resented Lotto’s intervention, but she had to admit, he had saved her from disaster. Her feelings for the man waxed and waned since the link. She didn’t care if he knew it or not, but she did care that his affection for the Princess Sallia leaked out from time to time during their communications and the emotions at odd times. But then she thought kindly of her. Restella couldn’t detect any mutual affection through the link. The passions in Happly had been spent a few weeks after they had rescued her father. 
“How many Oringian dead altogether now?”
“More than seven thousand. We estimate we’ve destroyed of 25% of their army.”
The constant battles over the last two weeks had even slaked Restella’s thirst for the enemy’s blood. “We will collect our forces and wheel towards Port Scarlet on the southeastern border with Learsea and then we’ll head back west to Valetan. It looks like Duke Histron is preparing to enter Learsea and we don’t want the Oringians to join them do we?”
Montford smiled. “Indeed we don’t. I would guess your latest proposal to defend Learsea’s northern border has succeeded?”
“Captain, it’s not a matter of success. I do what needs to be done to protect Valetan and then we help our allies. Think of a way to employ pickets along Oringia’s southern border and the same along the border with Valetan. It’s mid-summer and Histron’s due to make a move.”
“Yes, ma’am. Are you hungry, General?”
Restella nodded. Now that he mentioned it, she could eat a horse. No, she chided herself. Her horse lay on the battlefield and she didn’t think she could choke down horsemeat like the rankers would be doing tonight and for days to come. 
“Fowl? Rabbit? Anything but horse.” Restella felt her task had been completed here. It was time to find something else to do.
~
Sallia eyed Lotto pacing in her small office as she entered. She’d been given it at the Border Keep at Everwet village. She had requested to join the alliance headquarters and had already walked the streets of the village, erasing any latent demons that her experience might come to life. None appeared and for that, Sallia felt relieved. 
Lotto had just communicated with Restella and he wasn’t particularly pleased. He stopped and turned to her. “They were tested and they turned back the Oringians with fewer casualties than they suffered just going toe to toe with them. Restella’s defensive formations have held in Oringia and they took Port Scarlet. The Learsean garrison on the other side of the estuary has sent sufficient men to hold the port along with a number of Learsean warships. ”
“That’s good news, right? Why do you look so glum?”
“Restella is heading to Beckondale and then south to us. She’s given her command over to Captain, or should I say Captain-General Montford.”
“Why don’t you invite Mander Hart to join her? Has Chika been successful in teaching you how to teleport?”
Lotto shook his head. “It’s not a matter of power, but there’s something else that I do that makes every attempt an adventure. I have been strongly advised to practice much more or give up trying. You don’t mind if I leave?” 
“We are still preparing for battle. Go to Beckondale and see your friend Kenyr when you bring back Mander Hart. You’ll need another person to leaven Restella’s emotions.” 
“You understand me so well, Sallia. I’ve needed someone to talk things over about her. I’m not sure I’m ready to be with her again.”
Sallia squinted her eyes and looked out the window, not focusing on anything. “Why don’t we split the Valetan forces and treat her like Prince Peeron.”
“She won’t stand for a token force like the Prince has.”
“It doesn’t matter if she commands most of the Valetan forces or all of them, does it? Won’t Mander be involved in any final decisions? We just put her in the field. From what you describe, she’d prefer that anyway.”
Lotto brightened. Trust Sallia to come up with the best solution. That’s why he sought her out. “I will do it. I need a break from all the tension.” He took Sallia’s hand and kissed it. He dared not go any further. “I will make preparations.”
Sallia smiled. “You do that, Lotto.” She poked her head out of her little office and watched him walk down the dark corridor of the small keep. 
Sallia rubbed her hand. Lotto was such a nice person. Honorable, forthright, and tortured. Restella’s ardor cooled into an even acceptance of their relationship. Lotto had described how awful she was before they linked. Sallia felt badly. He didn’t need the distraction. She had lumped him into the same category as Restella and perhaps herself. Young people thrust into creating battle strategies and political strategies before experience had tempered them.
Anchor and the somewhat older Shiro had seemed to jump out of that mold into something else. Lotto had good ideas and she could accept his advice, but Anchor painted with broad strokes. He acted as if he had experience, but added some magic to his proposals. She laughed at the thought. Anchor was as bereft of talent as she was. Shiro had told her so. 
Her thoughts turned back to suggesting the mysterious Mander Hart. He had visited Foxhome a number of times, but Sallia had never encountered him. Lotto had told her such marvelous tales about the man. Duke Jellas verified that most of them were true. 
She welcomed another experienced leader to add to the alliance’s council and reduce the irritation of Prince Peeron. At times she felt the itch to proceed, but she knew Lessa still hadn’t returned from Prola with his additional forces. He would be traveling through Histo to make sure there wouldn’t be any mischief from that direction.
She sat down on the hard chair that she drew close to the well-worn table that served as her desk. She had few papers. Perhaps she’d write down some questions for Anchor. She’d promised him that she would and never did. She smiled. If Lotto had time to go to Beckondale, she had time to write a letter to Anchor. Maybe his spirits needed lifting.
~~~
 



 
 
 
 


 
CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO
~
“MARSHAL, THE CONSCRIPTS ARE USELESS,” Leef said.
Anchor sat at a long table made of two stout doors held up with wooden boxes. They would serve. The forces of the Red Kingdom had finally decided to muster in the Northeast and it was already mid-summer. The farmers from the surrounding lands had never participated in battle. There were always negative consequences for peaceful kingdoms in time of war. 
King Billeas always had a border conflict going on one time or another among his dukes and barons that he had to mediate. Now Anchor knew why the late king always drew local men. He trained them in the basics. Now that training would be used against the very forces assembling to save them from Histron’s iron rule. 
It didn’t take many refugees from the Red Kingdom, finding their way over the mountains and into Learsea, to learn of the crippling taxes and brutal tax collectors all but extorting money and supplies from the populace without giving anything in return. How did Sally’s Corner’s fare? It seemed like ages ago and that part of the world was merely a pleasant dream.
He pulled himself out of his thoughts. “Break them down into smaller units. Don’t teach them to become experienced soldiers. Teach them how to fight to protect themselves first. If they can do that, they will stall the enemy. Then you can bring them together to learn how to defend and attack as units. Our expectations just might be too high.”
“Never thought of that before, Anchor. Where do you come up with these ideas?”
Sometimes Anchor wish he knew. “Common sense, Leef. I just let my mind relax and it gives me a solution. Common sense.”
“Uncommon sense, if you ask me.”
“No,” Anchor said. Anyone could have adjusted the training activities.
“I’ll spread the word.”
“Do that,” Anchor said. He glanced at the maps before him. They had left most of the experienced soldiers at the fortifications that now lined ten day’s march. Still, less than halfway from Learsea to the border. Another few keeps and he could begin to unfold his layered traps. He needed more trained soldiers. Perhaps he made a mistake, letting Willom’s General take half of the army to the south.
Shiro walked in. “I suppose Leef told you about the farmers? He’s too hard on them. We know about farmers,” Shiro said, shaking his head.
“How are your people doing on melting the keeps?”
The Ropponi grinned. “A mix of five sorcerers of various strengths can reduce the forts to a pile of dirt in less than two hours.”
Anchor pursed his lips. “And ten wizards?”
“Forty minutes, maybe less.” Shiro’s grin widened even further. “Ask me what twenty will do.”
Anchor had to smile at Shiro’s beaming face. “What will twenty do?”
“Ten minutes. We tested it this morning. I made them build a new one from the pile. They are still at it. That is what they get for doing such a good job.”
“At least something’s going right, my Ropponi friend. I feel I’m missing an element of our strategy. My goal is that once Histron sets foot in Learsea, he’ll regret it.”
Shiro furrowed his brow for a second. “What if he doesn’t?”
“Doesn’t what?”
“Head east? What if he assembles his forces and leads his army west towards Gensler. He’ll roll up all of Gensler’s—”
“Border keeps and walk all over South Gensler. They won’t have a strategy for that. How about a little visit to Chika after you’ve told me how you’d handle training the farmers?” Anchor said. Shiro to Anchor was like Anchor to Leef. Shiro’s mind was constantly in motion, just as his own. He didn’t know what he’d do without the Ropponi. They were a very good combination as well as good friends.
~
Anchor looked forward to seeing Sallia again. He held a reply to the letter she had sent on Shiro’s last visit to Chika. After weeks with no correspondence, she finally sent him questions about various things. He wondered why she asked him about farming and how villages were organized. He didn’t doubt that she would need to know such things. It gave him little opportunity to test her feelings for him, but he gladly answered. Presenting the answers in writing would give her the chance to use his answers for reference. Shiro knew enough about farming to round out his response with enough information to Sallia to be useful. His practical experience farming himself was restricted to giving advice to Willow’s son, Hal, at his holding outside of Sally’s Corners. 
He had to laugh. Unca and Anchor both didn’t think their advice to be earth-shattering, but he always prided himself on using common sense. He chuckled again as he thought of his conversation with Leef. Common sense. Not royal sense. He sighed. She would outgrow his advice at some point, he feared. Especially with all of the training she had rubbing shoulders with Lotto, Duke Jellas, Lessa and now Mander Hart. 
Rubbing shoulders. He smiled. Chika would have something to say about that. She and Shiro would be rubbing shoulders tonight. A bout of melancholy overtook him as he waited for Shiro.
Shiro poked his head into his tent. “Ready?”
Anchor looked around to see if there might be something else to bring, but he didn’t see anything. He patted his chest, feeling the letter.
Shiro walked through the tent door and took his hand.
Anchor blinked and he stood on the main street of Everwet, looking at the inn where had fought for Sallia. He walked through the open doors and found the innkeeper. 
“A quick ale for me and some wine for my friend.”
“Anchor? Where have you been? The alliance forces have taken over Everwet. Princess Sallia is here. Did you know she was the princess of the Red Kingdom? Is your friend from Roppon? Where are your horses? My son will take care of them.”
Anchor laughed and put up his hands to stop the innkeeper. “I’ll answer your questions one at a time. Remember the two colonels that took me away? I went to South Keep on the eastern edge of Gensler. Took command of the keep and now I’m with Shiro’s forces,” he nodded towards the Ropponi, “in Learsea. I got here by magical means and decided to whet my whistle before I go to the border keep and report.” He took a deep draft of the inn’s ale. It tasted just as good as he remembered when recuperating from his shoulder wound. At least that had healed perfectly, although, at the time, he never thought it would.
“Report, eh? We’ve had soldiers moving though Everwet ever since you left. They say there’s more to come.”
“I hope so,” Anchor said. He slapped Shiro’s shoulder with the back of his hand. “Drink up, my friend. It’s time to hobnob with the rich and noble.”
The walk to the keep took more than a few minutes. Shiro asked if Anchor wanted to transport from the inn to the keep, but Anchor wanted to walk and think of his approach to Shiro’s posited problem.
After a brief encounter with the guards keeping village riff raff from the keep, Anchor suggested that Shiro transport himself a few paces past the gate. It was enough to let him through. He let Shiro seek out Chika. Anchor strolled through grounds filled with Gensleran soldiers.
He walked into the keep. The building was a little smaller than South Keep, but the layout seemed identical. He walked along a corridor lined with office doors on one side. 
“Anchor?” Sallia’s voice. It took his breath away. Anchor shook his head. It just wasn’t right thinking of Sallia that way.
“Princess?” He took a few steps backward and saw her silhouetted against the window. Bright light made him squint as his eyes adjusted from the dark corridor. “You are here?”
She laughed. “Evidently, I am. Have you something for me?”
My heart? Anchor thought and then immediately stifled the thought. He took the letter from within his tunic. “Your answers, your highness. I hope they aren’t too simple for your needs.”
She smiled. “You don’t know how simple my needs are.” She set the letter down on the windowsill without opening it. “What brings you to Everwet? We met here.”
Anchor returned her smile. “Indeed. Shiro and I had a drink at the inn before we arrived at the keep.”
“That’s a long walk for a drink.”
Anchor shrugged. “We transported from Learsea to the inn and then walked here. Not so far one way.”
“Always a strategist.”
“I had a notion that Histron might not choose to invade Learsea and turn left towards southern Gensler instead. I wanted to let the council know.”
“You are part of the council.”
Anchor shook his head. “Not really. I’m out preparing defenses for Learsea, but I’m glad you feel I’m part of the leadership.”
“You are. Have you ever met Mander Hart?”
Unca had, but Anchor hadn’t. “He is here in Gensler?”
Sallia nodded with some excitement. “We need his mind on our council, since you are out preparing defenses for Learsea.” She mimicked Anchor’s voice. Where did this pleasant nature come from? Certainly not from the haughty princess he pulled from Foxhome. “Come, I’ll take you to him.”
Anchor hadn’t talked to Mander Hart since this whole mess had begun. He remembered a conversation he had with the man some years ago, when he arrived unannounced at Foxhome with suspicions of Daryaku’s intentions towards Besseth. Oh, how he’d been right.
She pushed a door open to a map room, much smaller than the one in South Keep. The windows faced north onto river rapids that produced the mist that gave Everwet its name. Mander Hart turned around and looked at him blankly. He didn’t recognize a very young Unca. When Unca looked as young as he did now, Mander Hart was being bounced on his father’s knee.
“May I present Marshal Anchor? This is Mander Hart of Valetan,” Sallia said.
Mander Hart took Anchor’s hand. “It’s quite an honor to meet you, introduced by such an exalted personage.” He winked at Sallia and sized up Anchor. Mander never let royalty of any kind intimidate him.
“And an honor to meet you. Lotto has talked a bit about you,” Anchor said, quite lamely.
“Am I not a legend in Foxhome?” Mander played at being shocked, placing an open hand on this chest.
Anchor smiled. Mander gave Anchor an opening. “Where I live,” at my holding near Sally’s Corners, he thought, “you are unknown. I am sorry. But that means nothing. Where I come from, they don’t even recognize me if I stroll into town.”
“But you do look familiar.” Mander put his hand to his chin. “Well, why are you here? Shouldn’t you be pacing the border wilds of Learsea?”
“Our forces guard a long swath of the pathway to Learsea’s capital and that is why I’m here.”
Duke Jellas walked into the room accompanied by Lotto and Princess Restella. Anchor didn’t miss the quick glare at Sallia by Restella.
“Anchor, or should I say Marshal Anchor?”
“Anchor works as well as any.”  Anchor had to grip the pommel of his sword. He would have to keep from rising to the repartee of the nobility. He enjoyed the bantering and missed it, but a typical Unca performance would expose him. “Do you have the council here?”
“I’ll send a guard for Prince Peeron. Lessa is on his way to us from Prola via Histo.”
“A little pacification work?” Anchor said, knowing the answer.
“Indeed.”
The prince entered the room. Anchor gave him a deeper bow than the man deserved. “Prince.”
“Ah. I hear my father has named you Marshal. How condescending of him.”
Duke Jellas cleared his throat as he usually did to get attention. “Anchor, we are assembled.”
Anchor shuffled the maps on the table and pulled one out that showed the southern border of Gensler.
“Shiro shared the thought that Histron might be using his mustering of forces at the Learsea border as a feint and head along the border keeps,” Anchor ran his finger along the border poking it at the little crenelated symbols that stood for a fort. “I wouldn’t call it a certainty by any means, but it is an option for him that we need to prepare for. He could attack here, here and here.” Anchor poked the map and paused to let his words sink in. “He likely knows you are gathered in Everwet. I would if I were he.” He noticed Mander Hart nodding. “You don’t have anything currently in the way of him coming north along the southern road and attacking Everwet from the southeast.”
The duke cleared his throat, but he didn’t do it for attention. The others looked at each other.
Lotto walked up to the table and gazed at the map. “We are exposed.”
The Prince scoffed. “You are to mind to my father’s business, Marshal.” He twisted the way he pronounced Marshal as a curse. “I’ll not have you leave Learsea under any circumstances.”
Anchor took a breath to calm his anger. “Have you heard me say such a thing?”
“Your Highness. Call me Highness.”
The room became silent. Anchor scratched his head and examined his fingernails and then he said. “Your Highness.” He gave the prince a little bow. He was so glad Peeron lived here. He seriously doubted that the prince would last long among his troops. He amended that in his mind…   to last long in his presence. “I come to warn and to counsel.” Anchor bowed his head towards the Duke and Sallia. He couldn’t calm his anger enough. “I am commissioned by your father and not you, your Highness. Your father has given me a great deal of leeway in prosecuting a Learsea defense.”
The prince grunted and turned on his heel, leaving the room. The atmosphere lightened. The others exhaled except for Restella, who followed the prince out with her eyes. Anchor noticed her looking at him with some suspicion on her face. She’d get to know him well enough.
He continued after taking a breath to collect his emotions. “I propose to station a small contingent of the Red Rose at South Keep. If Histron’s troops move west, a Ropponi will teleport here and warn you. Even a forced march will take over ten days to reach here. I suggest increasing the staffing at the border keeps in addition to a much larger force at South Keep. If they don’t stop to take a Keep, then soldiers there can harry Histron’s flank all the way into Gensler. That should be enough to discourage him.”
“What if he isn’t discouraged?” Restella said. 
Anchor looked towards the door where Peeron stalked out. “Then I will move substantially more troops out of Learsea. We can transport enough to perform a flanking maneuver if we maintain sufficient horses at the border or at South Keep. I’m not convinced that Red Kingdom forces will be feinting. Duke Histron needs Learsea if he hopes to hold Besseth. It might be wise to billet the army across the border keeps anyway. Everwet can’t hold all of your forces.”
Lotto looked at the map. “He could just as easily wheel north through Oringia and into Valetan.”
Restella finally became positively engaged. “Not a problem. We have sufficient troops in Oringia to stop Histron. It’s been done before, because we have the River Fargo as a barrier. They could build boats, but that takes time.
Mander Hart raised his hand. “Thank you, Anchor. Histron has a number of alternatives to make mischief. We have a number of ways to thwart him. Might I suggest that your Red Rose contingent journey to trigger points so we can tell where Histron’s forces might move. I was told they need to have been where they transport to. I am right in that you have to have been where you wish to go?” He looked at Shiro, who had just walked into the room with Chika.
“That is correct, unless I have seen the location with the Sunstone in the mind of one who has seen the location. I can take some of my Red Rose to various places where I have been. I’ll also have a few of them journey to the borders of Oringia and Happly south of the River Fargo. I have a few within my contingent who can do so. We have all been to Happly and the surroundings, so Oringians or Histron soldiers can’t use Happly without us finding out.”
Morio spoke up. “I can station rangers with birds in the forest and further out into the northern part of the Red Kingdom to let us know as well. Birds aren’t as fast as teleporting, but we can cover more territory than a man or woman flitting about the countryside.”
Anchor smiled as the council continued to add solutions to the strategy. After the session ended, all he had to do was protect and monitor the Learsea border. He wanted to do that anyway with Oringia as belligerent as they were. Wouldn’t the Peeron be pleased? Anchor dreaded seeking him out to let him know of the strategy, but he would have to. In a way, Anchor was a subject of King Willom and he couldn’t avoid his duty to Learsea.
Sallia put her arm through Anchor’s as he left the map room. Her gesture lightened his mood. “There’s no room to spend the night in the keep,” she said.
“There are still some hours left to the day. Shiro and I can see if there are any rooms at the inn or we can teleport back to Learsea.” Anchor saw Shiro walking with Chika. The Ropponi woman playfully pushed him away and then walked close beside him. “Maybe I will stay at the inn.”
Sallia laughed. “That would be an excellent idea. The rooms at the inn are better than what we have to put up with here.”
Anchor wanted to continue their conversation, but he had to face the prince. “Can you take me to Prince Peeron’s quarters?”
“I will if you let me send a man to secure a room at the inn.”
“You have my permission, Sally.” Anchor held his breath and felt his face burn. “I’m sorry, Princess Sallia. You once told me I could address you by your first name.”
“I thought you called me Sally.” She looked at him with her eyes playfully narrowed.
“I must have misspoke, Sallia.” He hoped that ended her challenge.
“You can call me Sally, if you want. Lotto does occasionally. That’s what I went by when I lived at Unca’s holding and when I went into Sally’s Corners. I have to laugh because when I take over the throne, it will be my land and my Corners.” Her eyes lost a bit of focus. Anchor wondered what thoughts currently ran through her head. He breathed easier.
“Here are the Prince’s quarters. He always insists on a guard.” She turned to the guard who had already snapped to attention. “Is the prince in?”
“He took his weapons and is on the practice field.” The guard looked straight ahead.
Anchor smiled. Perhaps the prince would like a partner. It wouldn’t be the first time Anchor communicated with his sword in a sparring match.
Sallia still held onto his arm when they stepped out into the misty afternoon. The sun rarely shone in this village. He could see the prince standing on the practice field. Anchor walked up.
“Your highness. I would like to discuss what the council decided after you left. You will be pleased with the outcome.”
“I doubt it,” the prince said, his lips curled in a sneer. “I don’t suppose you would want to show me your prowess with a sword?”
“I’d rather look forward to it,” Anchor said.
~
Sallia didn’t like the look on Prince Peeron’s face. From her point of view, it looked like the prince wanted to hurt Anchor in the worst way. She knew that Anchor’s sword skills had improved, but all she could remember were his clumsy attempts in the inn. She realized that it had been nearly a year and a half ago.
“Sparring swords, your Highness? I wouldn’t want to be sliced open while still on commission by your father.”
“It matters not. I’ll thrash you and blood you either way,” the prince said.
The prince had no respect for Anchor and she didn’t see any fear in Anchor’s eyes. He pulled off his tunic to reveal a rather handsome set of muscles. Sallia wouldn’t consider Anchor muscle bound, but he looked fit and trim. She noticed his shoulders bore scars. One of them would be from his defense of her in this very town. Anchor pulled a red silk scarf from a tunic pocket and wrapped it around the upper part of his sword arm. Sallia’s token. She smiled at Anchor and he gave her a very courtly bow. Where did Anchor learn to do that so well?
“Not much padding, Marshal Anchor.” The prince still wore a padded jerkin and made no move to take it off. The sun broke out from the mist and lit up the red hair of the Prince. “Even the sun shines on me. I’m a lucky noble. What are you, I wonder? A Red Kingdom mongrel?”
Anchor seemed unaffected by Peeron’s taunts. Sallia would have run him through by now. She felt her cheeks heating up as she clenched her fists fearing for Anchor’s defeat.
The prince continued to throw insults at Anchor. They began to bore Sallia as Anchor circled the prince. He stayed silent, but kept his eyes on Peeron. She could see that Anchor’s expression hadn’t changed as he looked at Peeron. She couldn’t help but smile as she could just imagine what kind of fanciful slurs he threw back at the prince with his eyes. They nearly twinkled. Where had she seen that twinkle before? At court? Perhaps Anchor was actually the son of one of her father’s advisors. Which one would it be? Sallia’s thoughts stopped immediately as Anchor raised his sword to his forehead and swept it down in a salute to the prince.
For all of Peeron’s taunts, Anchor just waited until the prince was ready to begin. What had the prince been thinking as he prowled around the sparring ring cursing at his opponent?
Anchor didn’t move and that halted Peeron’s circuit. Peeron yelled and proceeded to attack Anchor. The prince’s slashes and thrusts were furiously executed. Sallia, no stranger to duels, could see the skill behind the attack. Peeron had been schooled well. Perhaps by the best that Learsea offered. Lotto and Restella walked up beside her.
“I wondered if it would come to this. I’m sort of happy it did,” Lotto said. “Shiro said that Anchor has worked hard to become good with a blade.”
Sallia didn’t know how proficient Shiro fought with a sword, but Anchor met every attack the prince made with a casual aplomb. It almost seemed like he toyed with the man. The prince was fast, but Anchor never missed a parry. 
The match took on a different tone. 
“Ah, Anchor is ready to read Peeron’s technique. He’s had some good teachers,” Lotto said. 
Restella’s eyes brightened. “I do believe you are correct, my dear.”
The expression of endearment caught Sallia off guard. Was Restella sending her a message, here during this exciting match? She turned her attention back to Anchor.
He stepped back from Peeron and looked right at Sallia. He gave her a smile and saluted her as he had done to Peeron to start their match.
Anchor stepped aside as Peeron lunged. He gripped the prince’s wrist, immobilizing Peeron’s sword and brought Peeron’s wrist over his head and ducked under it. Peeron had no alternative but to follow his opponent’s lead as if they danced. Anchor then whipped Peeron’s arm and threw Peeron to the ground. He stood above the Prince with his sparring sword against the prince’s throat and his foot on Peeron’s sword.
“Do you yield, my Prince?” Anchor said.
Sallia stood stunned by the performance. Who was this man? He toyed with Peeron and then the match was over in a moment, an eye blink.
“I yield,” the prince said. The arrogance had fled.
Anchor looked into the assembled crowd and winked at Shiro or Chika. They stood so close, Sallia would never be able to tell. But now she knew where Anchor learned the move. The Ropponi. She had never seen a Ropponi fight, but that must have been their style.
The prince let Anchor help him to his feet, but then pushed him away. “You cheat. I’ve never seen such a thing.”
Anchor looked over at the soldiers, still wearing their sparring jerkins. “Fair?”
They all twisted their heads in agreement. One of them said, “Sparring ground is for soldiers. Any way to win except kicking one’s private parts is fair. We train for war.” Sallia thought he might be the keep’s sword master.
The prince stalked off. Anchor followed him with his uniform shirt in his hand. “Prince Peeron, we still need to talk.” They were now out of earshot. The prince stopped and grimaced and led Anchor back into the keep.
“Impressive,” Lotto said. “He wouldn’t have needed me if he fought like that when I first met you, Princess.”
“Quite the display,” Restella said. “I could use a man like him.”
Chika and Shiro had joined them. “I could use a lot of men like him,” Chika said.
Shiro laughed. Sallia couldn’t figure out the humor.
“Did Anchor employ a Ropponi fighting style?” Sallia asked Shiro.
Shiro bobbed his head. “A little. I have taught him how to fight without weapons. He has improved on what I taught him. I’ll have to remember that move.”
“As will I,” Lotto said. “You would not have recognized the improvement from when we first met in this very village. Mediocre didn’t even describe his ability. I’d say he has put in many hours of practice.”
Shiro laughed. “He has and we both have the bruises to prove it. I think his failure to save the princess bothered him greatly and he has used that loss of face to urge him on. You are his inspiration, Princess Sallia.” Shiro gave a curt bow to her.
Chika laughed and covered her mouth with her hand. “Shiro has even given me bruises, but in different places.” 
Her comment made Shiro laugh again. He turned away until he could stop. “Forgive me, Chika is… Chika.” He shrugged as Chika pushed him and they walked away arguing. Chika began to laugh as they turned a corner of the building.
“I don’t understand half of what she says,’ Sallia said.
“It’s a good thing you don’t, Sallia,” Lotto said. “It’s a game they play that’s not, uh, appropriate.”
Sallia finally understood what Chika had been saying. “Oh.” She felt her face blush. “Innuendo.”
“Heavy innuendo,” Lotto grinned. “But pay no attention princess.” His eyebrows rose. “Princesses. Come Restella, it’s time to talk about Valetan’s forces with Mander Hart.”
The two of them walked away quietly arguing. Sallia could see that their argument hadn’t turned into laughter. She felt a bit of pity for Lotto.
She felt a tap on her shoulder. “Anchor is quite the swordsman, isn’t he?” Mander Hart said.
“Lotto and Princess Restella seek you out. They went that way.”
He gave her an indulgent grin. “In a bit, I will do likewise. I’m quite impressed with Anchor and he is quite impressed with you.”
Sallia couldn’t help blushing today. She stomped her foot to let a little anger at herself drive away her embarrassment. “I noticed the token that I gave him.”
“And the gallant salute. I think that if he faced ten men with bared steel blades, he still would have made that salute,” Mander said. “He’s a man to watch, Princess. A man of many unique levels.”
“You sound like you know him.”
“He reminds me of someone I know, but I couldn’t tell you why, or even who. I’m very, very good at remembering people, you know. I can discern quality in a person. Good intentions, bad intentions. I took Lotto under my wing. Just watching him walk through a market square, I knew he had quality. Actually I had my eyes on him long before, but that’s another story. No, Anchor is an enigma I have no desire to solve at this time. He surprises me and I’m sure he surprises you.”
Sallia pursed his lips. “He does indeed. An onion with many layers?”
“Many layers. Lotto on the other hand has just a few layers. It comes with youth.”
“I can’t imagine Anchor to be much older,” Sallia said.
“I’d bet that Lotto hasn’t had all of the experiences Anchor has had. You must remember Lotto became aware of things rather late in his youth.”
“There is a story behind that, too. I’ve only gotten a few sentences from Lotto on his life before he hooked up with you,” Sallia said. Mander Hart spoke in riddles and constant misdirection, but Sallia couldn’t help but be stimulated by his conversation. He could charm the claws off of a bear, in his own way.
“There is, but it’s a bit more private.” He winked at her. “I will find my two lovebirds. If you will excuse me.” Mander left her at the sparring field. Another match had started, but Sallia had no interest and walked back to her office.
Lotto and Anchor. She had special feelings for both of her saviors. Lotto was a bit younger than she was. Anchor seemed much older, but he didn’t look much older than Lotto. Mander Hart had planted seeds of confusion within her. She knew that Lotto struggled in his relationship with Restella. Anchor seemed to struggle in his relationship with her. If her father still lived, he’d be foisting her on Prince Peeron. She shivered at the thought, but ended thinking of how much she missed the King.
Sallia reached the sanctuary of her tiny office. She sat in her uncomfortable chair and remembered how her governess punished her by making her sit on a chair no better than this when she misbehaved. She spent a lot of time on that chair. Sallia looked out the small window with her arms crossed wondering about her problem and then realized that she didn’t have a problem yet, just a jumble of feelings towards to unique men. 
She turned around and spotted Anchor’s letter. What wonder did it contain? Perhaps if she read Anchor’s letter in the right way, she might gain some inspiration.
~~~
 



 
 
 


 
CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE
~
THE COUNCIL MET ONE LAST TIME BEFORE A RED ROSE would transport Lotto and Restella to Beckondale. Restella would ride back to the southern border of Gensler with another contingent of Valetan troops that she would collect on her way south. The alliance was ready to creep into the Red Kingdom once Histron made clear what direction he would move his army at the Learsea border. Reinforcements had already been dispatched to the border keeps and Morio’s rangers would continuously ride along the border and make thrusts into Red Kingdom territory for intelligence. 
Sallia could tell that tensions had increased significantly after Anchor’s visit ten days previous. She realized that he had finally put the alliance on a serious war footing. 
Shiro visited two days ago and took her new set of questions to Anchor. His letter had only confirmed that he was a most loyal subject. Did she think he would say more? Lotto had been gone the entire time, heading south so he could transport to any point within five day’s ride from Everwet. She wished he could reach Sally’s Corners. She didn’t know that he knew how. Sallia wished she could see how Willow had fared in all of this time.
She stood in the corridor, not far from her office when she heard footsteps approach.
“Sallia,” Restella said. “I want you to stay as far away from Lotto as you can.” It didn’t take a mage to detect the anger in her voice.
“I wasn’t aware that you and he were promised.”
That made Restella’s eyes blaze. “We’re not. I don’t want the distraction when I’m in battle. Do you hear?” Her voice bulged with a silent threat.
“I hear you, Princess Restella. Bear in mind that you are speaking to the heir to the throne of the Red Kingdom. You know better than to try to browbeat me. There are courtesies that you are violating.” Sallia could hear her own voice rise in anger. “You do not command me to leave Lotto alone. He and I are members of the alliance council and I will not curtail my activities due to your misplaced jealousy. I enjoy Lotto’s company as well as others,” she thought specifically of Anchor, “and I don’t see a reason to curtail them, even if you were promised. I have no designs on your friend. Do I make myself clear?”
“Perfectly,” Restella said, gnashing her teeth and stomping off down the corridor. She bumped into Mander Hart, and then stalked off. Sallia distinctly heard the word ‘Pretender’ muttered before she turned a corner.
“I am sorry, Princess.” Mander bowed to her as he returned from his hasty conversation with Restella. “I couldn’t help but hear the entire conversation. You handled your side rather well. Regally, if I might use the term.”
He would, Sallia thought. Spying was his business. “I shouldn’t have lost my temper.”
Mander laughed. “At least that makes one who regrets her words. I will talk to Lotto or get a message to him. I won’t have Restella destroy the alliance and I can’t completely trust a person so given to anger as she.”
“Should I stay away from Lotto?”
He looked into her eyes. “You do what you think is best. Lotto is nearly as confused as Restella about how to approach their link. It draws them close, but they both try to push it away.” He looked back down the way Restella had left. “Better them than me. Of course, my wife and I would rather enjoy the link, I think.” He lifted a corner of his mouth. The man had a disconcerting way of amusing himself as he talked to you.
“The success of the alliance is more important to me than my personal feelings. I think I need to talk to Lotto and explain.”
“Excellent idea, your Highness. Talking it out is always better. The problem with Restella is that she stomps off upset before anything can be properly discussed.” He gave Sallia a little bow. “If you’ll excuse me. I really was on my way to a meeting and didn’t intend to eavesdrop.”
His easy manner made Sallia smile. “I believe you and thank you for your words. They have served their purpose to soothe me.”
Mander left her as she walked to her office door and closed it as gently as she could manage. She wanted to flee to her small bedroom and cry into her pillow, but she had to restrain herself. The old Sallia might have acted more like Restella, if Unca hadn’t pulled her out of Foxhome. She shivered at the thought of her previous peevishness. 
She gave as good as she got in the exchange, but then relented. Not out of guilt or out of intimidation, but she realized that her role in the Red Kingdom demanded that she relent, even if just a little, to preserve the alliance. Anchor’s letter still lay on her desk. She re-read it yet again to focus on the war.
~
The emerald fields, that once promised a bounteous harvest, now became the sources of dust clouds in the wind—all signs of growth trampled into the earth while Histron’s army sat on Learsea’s border. Anchor viewed the commotion as the start of a sobering dance of war. Anchor peered through the poor visibility. His vantage point was on a hill surrounded by forest. Three columns began to form from the mass of Red Kingdom soldiers. Shiro appeared not far away from where he stood and approached.
“They have just started to move. One will head north, one east and one west,” Anchor said. “Let’s make sure and head to Everwet. Valetan will have to know as well. First, we need to know how Histron has split up his forces.”
Shiro nodded. “He makes a large mistake.”
“Histron’s advisors have not served him well, unless he has hidden a major force to the north. We are ready for him in Learsea and he’ll run into unexpected resistance in Gensler.”
“What have the scouts found along Histron’s northern border?” Anchor said.
“Garrisons only. The Red Kingdom’s border forts are smaller than Gensler’s. Chika told me that Lotto went deep into the Red Kingdom and couldn’t find any gathering of troops. There are men enough to assemble into an army, but they are spread out.”
“That’s because the three kingdoms of Besseth are too large to defend their entire borders in time of war. Valetan and Learsea have relied on topography and King Billeas and his descendants preferred to keep political peace, especially to the south. The southern duchies are the key to this conflict, mark my word.”
Shiro smiled. “I’ve already marked it a number of times.”
Anchor slapped Shiro on the shoulder. “I’m sorry. All I think about are the possibilities. One less set of possibilities is being eliminated before us. Histron’s actual moves will allow us to deploy real strategies. You said Lotto was in Everwet? Why don’t you bring him here?”
“At your command, Marshal.” Shiro presented Anchor with his little bow and disappeared. A few moments later Lotto and Mander Hart appeared with Shiro and Chika.
“If they commit many more, we can attack,” Anchor said. 
“Ah…” Mander’s eyes lit up. “He’s dividing up. Foolish man.”
“Why so foolish, Mander? We have had to contort our own forces to counteract this. Even now, I don’t know where his concentration will be. Do you have anyone in his camp?” Lotto said.
Mander raised his eyebrows and shrugged. “I know more of what they intend to do just by taking a glance at what’s before me. Can I stay for a bit longer?”
“I have horses further back into the woods with enough supplies to keep our stomachs comfortable while Histron entertains us,” Anchor said. 
The men now sat, four hours later, eating Anchor’s rations. 
“So now we know. Learsea is the primary target,” Lotto said.
‘Reinforcements for Oringia and, less likely, a rolling muster towards Gensler,” Anchor took a bite of bread. “A rational choice. What do you three suggest?”
Mander stood and twisted to take the kinks out of his back. “For our part, a battle somewhat to the east of Sally’s Corners on Red Kingdom land. I suggest that our border keeps, now full of men, send out forces to soften Histron’s garrisons so he won’t have so many to fight us in a battle.”
“Chika can lend wizards toourforces that will make it easier,” Lotto said.
“Yes. And the Red Rose efforts will be unconventional to Histron’s people. I can see that working.”
“Valetan has already convinced enough farmers to leave their farms until harvest. That should be about the time Histron’s northern army would reach Oringia,” Lotto said. He closed his eyes for a few moments. “Restella will send birds east to General Montford. She now knows as much as we do.”
“Chika, would you escort these two to Everwet? Shiro and I’ll clean up here.”
Anchor had enjoyed the ad hoc council. He didn’t know if all the plans would work to perfection, but he trusted Lotto and Mander Hart to take his side in whatever the alliance decided to do. Valetan fought to preserve its borders, so even though he had his worries about Restella, he felt comfortable enough that Histron’s assistance would only concentrate enough men for General Montford to crush.
“I am glad that our waiting has ended. Histron is in motion and the fight begins.” He threw a clenched fist into his palm.
“Indeed. Now let’s hope that we can find the path to Learsea from this direction,” Anchor said.
They rode north a bit, but whoever commanded the Histron’s northern army, had advanced pickets further and faster than Anchor had thought.
Anchor looked at Shiro. “We can leave the horses here or take them with us.”
Shiro frowned and moved his horse closer to Anchor. “Be ready to catch me on the other side.”
They appeared close to the first of their fortifications. Shiro only smiled as he pushed Anchor away. 
“I won’t fall off. Now we fight.”
Anchor nodded and noticed the sheen of sweat of Shiro’s forehead. He laughed and took off towards the fortifications. 
“Muster your men, Leef. The enemy will soon be at the border fortifications. Pass the word, Red Roses,” He yelled as he sought out the armor stacked in his tent. He didn’t care if other forces didn’t wear any. Anchor was still prejudiced by the old school in regards to personal protection. He was actually part of the old school, he thought, as he began to put it on and grab battle supplies.
Anchor proceeded to ride west, leading a portion of his army. One never knew if a strategy worked until it actually did and Anchor’s stomach had tied itself into a knot of worry. 
Tishiaki followed with all of the Red Rose now mounted. Anchor didn’t really want to bring his most experienced fighters to the first battle, but their fighting had to inflict enough casualties to show Histron that the first battle was not a feint, even though Anchor intended it to be.
They reached the border forts and could see Histron’s force lining up siege weapons in the distance. Every Learsea soldier knew what to do, so Anchor just sat in his saddle and watched the preparations come to life.
The sun began to set as Histron began to toss rocks towards the fortresses. The Red Rose contingent initially were to just destroy the rocks, but now Anchor saw what Histron intended. These were to get the range down and they would pound the fortifications throughout the night. The darkness would prevent the wizards from finding the rocks in the sky.
“Tishiaki,” Anchor called the Red Rose commander to him. “We won’t wait until tomorrow, take down the siege engines while there is still light.”
The man rode back to the Ropponi messengers who scattered among Anchor’s forces. 
Another flight of rocks grew larger as they approached the fortifications. The Ropponi hadn’t yet gotten word from Anchor. But the third flight looked entirely different. Rather than the rocks turning into puffs of smoke and gravel, they immediately changed course to follow their initial trajectory back down towards the siege engines. Anchor squinted his eyes trying out to make out the detail after the dust had cleared. Few of the siege engines remained.
“Leef!” Anchor called to his Learsea adjutant. “Prepare our forces. I think our performance will encourage whoever is commanding Histron’s army to charge.”
An excellent commander would pull back and wait a bit, but Anchor would never have exposed all of his siege engines like that. The competence of the man on the other side might just be questionable. 
The sound of battle horns finally made its way towards the Learseans as the Red Kingdom army began to charge the fortifications. Anchor nodded to Tishiaki. The Red Rose, after practicing for weeks on building fortifications were prepared. The enemy, and Anchor hated thinking of his fellow countrymen that way, poured through the gates between the two border forts. Ladders were slapped up on the walls; ladders that were now too short after the walls were heightened by the Red Rose. As the army began to run in, earthen walls shot up from the ground hemming in the army.
Learseans sallied from the border forts and began to hack away at a good portion of Histron’s forces, joined by more of the Red Rose and in less than an hour, at least half of Histron’s army now milled around, totally surrounded by walls they could not scale.
Anchor wondered if the enemy commander would begin to use his battle mages. The ground began to shake between the two border forts and the new wall began to crack. It fell inwards, as designed, killing and maiming some of the soldiers. 
Anchor squinted in the twilight as the Red Rose began to seep into the deepening darkness to take care of the battle mages that had exposed themselves. The Red Rose re-sealed the wall that now had become a prison for the enemy.
Leef rode up to Anchor after the rest of Histron’s army retreated. “You’ve done it. They will be crying all the way to Foxhome, now.”
“No. I expect they will merely find a different way in. They’ve taken our measure and will be a bit more cautious.”
“They’ll be slinking around like kicked dogs.”
“Let it rest, Leef. Have food, water and bandages thrown down to our prisoners.”
“But we could eliminate half of the army,” Leef said.
“I am from the Red Kingdom. We are fighting to free them from the Duke. I’d prefer to have a Red Kingdom to return to and you’d rather not have to fight these soldiers’ angry sons in ten or fifteen years.”
Anchor barely made out Leef’s features. “You are right, Anchor. I got caught up in the moment.”
“A good commander doesn’t. Something for you to practice.” Anchor mounted his horse and rode back to his tent. He spent another few hours going over his maps again and again. Shiro interrupted him.
“Should we teleport a messenger to the king?”
“Yes. Someone should let Everwet know what happened. Here’s a note to take. It describes the events well enough.” Anchor rubbed his eyes. He hadn’t eaten since midday and hoped the king would have some morsels for him.
“You can go and be back in time for tomorrow’s battle.”
~
“Admirable, Marshal Anchor. A defeat?”
“We won the first battle, but not the campaign. I think Histron’s commander will move his men over the mountains. There are a few passes that will serve.”
“But that will ruin your fixed fortifications.” King Willom furrowed his brows. “Eat a bit first.”
They sat in candlelight in Willom’s map room. Anchor noted the reflection of the tiny points of brightness in Willom’s majestic windows. He bit into a leg of cold chicken and washed it down with a very fine wine.
“I can build walls wherever I want to funnel them towards the fortifications. They might want to use the Osser River to ferry their supplies. I would. Better than wagons and more impervious to the weather. The army can move faster that way and using the river will bring them right back to our fortifications.”
“What can they do to counteract your walls?”
Anchor grunted. “Bring in better wizards. The fight isn’t over, but we won’t be fighting as many men. Our prison will seal the border better than any stockade fence and gate.”
“Indeed,” Willom said.
Shiro stayed silent as they talked another hour. Anchor bade the king a good night, and then they returned to their tents far to the northwest.
~
Morning broke and Anchor called Leef into his tent. “Make sure the prisoners are guarded by competent men. Now, show me how I would escape from the Red Kingdom into Learsea.” Anchor pointed to the map. 
“I could bring in a thousand men along this path overnight,” Anchor continued. He pointed to where Shiro and he had previously penetrated into the Red Kingdom.
“Those are little more than hunter trails, Anchor,” Leef said.
“We are hunted, Leef. Show them all to me or get me someone who can,” Anchor said as evenly as he could.
Leef looked abashed. He had taken some criticism from Anchor and he looked on edge.
“Do you want my resignation?” Leef said. It looked like he had broken a little too soon.
“Can you carry out my order to find a man to help me find where our enemy might be leaking out into Learsea?”
“Yes.” Leef now looked a little perplexed.
“Then if you can carry out my orders, why would you want to resign?”
Leef furrowed his brow.
“Don’t be so hard on yourself. We’re all going to get angry and cranky and ill-mannered until after harvest. Just roll with it and do what you’re told. If I ask you for your observations or opinions, give them. I haven’t bit off your head, have I?”
“No, Marshal.” Leef stood straighter.
“Find my man and send Shiro or Tishiaki or both in here.”
Anchor sat down, shaking. He’d never had to deal with a man quite like that before. Command wore good men down, he had always thought. Now he felt the grind while dealing with Leef and the hostilities were less than a day old. Old Unca just wouldn’t be able to handle this. He pulled out the sword he had acquired in Happly. He still hadn’t used it in Learsea and he’d prefer it that way. But his preferences meant nothing. It would be bloodied with his countrymen’s vital fluids soon enough. Its age and condition indicated the blade had already seen a number of battles. Was he truly up to the mental aspects of battle?
Shiro and Tishiaki called from outside his tent.
“Come in. I have a task for your teleporters. Did the Red Rose make it to Everwet?”
Shiro nodded. “The message was received. They would appreciate daily reports.”
“They won’t get them.” Anchor scowled. This quick communication thing could get old quickly. “When something significant happens.”
“And why not?” Sallia walked into his tent. 
Anchor stood up. “Princess. We are in a battle area. You shouldn’t have come.”
Chika poked her head into the tent. “Have you got room enough for me?” She looked at Shiro, who stood outside. Anchor closed his eyes waiting for her next comment. “I have room enough for you, Shiro,” she said. 
Anchor opened his eyes to see her smirking at Shiro.
Sallia reddened. Tishiaki groaned.
“There is a time and a place for everything,” Shiro said.
“I know,” Chika said. She put her thumb and forefinger to her lips as if to seal her words away.
“Thank you,” Anchor said. He turned to Sallia. “What can I tell you? I think the enemy will pour through passes in the mountains. The slopes near the border forts, they might just climb over. This is an exposed area.”
“I wanted to see what happened and would like to speak to my countrymen who are imprisoned.”
Anchor worked his lips as he thought. “Could you shield the princess? Those men still have their weapons.”
“I can,” Chika said. “I can take her there.”
“Take me as well as soon as Leef returns.” What possessed Sallia to come here? He did not want her exposed to danger and yet, she comes to the most dangerous place in Learsea.
Leef brought two men with him. 
“Mark the passes and likely crossing points for twenty or thirty leagues on either side of the plain. Show Shiro, but don’t leave until I get back,” Anchor said.
In a few moments, Anchor stood next to Chika and Sallia on the wall overlooking the prisoners.
“Is this what you wanted to see?” Anchor could already smell the scent of unpleasant things wafting up from within the compound.
Sallia cleared her throat and spoke, “Men of the Red Kingdom!” Only a few of them looked up.
“Try it now,” Chika said.
“Men of the Red Kingdom!” Sallia blinked in surprise. Her voice now filled the air. “I am the rightful heir to the throne of the Red Kingdom. Look here!” She held up the Bloodstone. The morning sun filled it with light. “This Bloodstone has marked the royal line for generations. Duke Histron and his traitorous followers found a way into Foxhome castle to kill my father, King Billeas. But he didn’t kill me!  We are fighting for our homes. He is fighting for power and for the Dark Lord, Daryaku of Dakkor. Think of your lives before he ruled and think of them now. Look at you throwing them away as he seeks to control all Besseth. And where will that leave you, my fellow countrymen? You and your brothers, fathers, uncles, cousins will lie dead in foreign lands.
“If you wish to follow Marshal Anchor, who could have had you slaughtered where you stand now, then I will give you your freedom. Who wish to fight for me?”
Half of the men raised their hands and shouted. The other half began to fight them.
“Stop!  Stop!  Don’t throw your lives away!” Sallia said with horror in her voice.
Anchor looked down. “Open a gateway and settle them down. It’s time we cleaned up their messes and took away their weapons.” He looked down at the chaos and nodded to Chika. “Stop immediately if you wish to live. I am Marshal Anchor. Stop right now. I’ll personally fight any man you pick if you will cease this fighting.”
What had gotten into Sallia? There surely would have been a better way than this. He looked at Chika. ”Get us down from here and get Shiro.”
Anchor personally directed armed Red Roses to move into the prison compound. Soldiers began to attack the Red Roses, but stopped as they realize that wizardry protected them. A huge soldier, a head taller than Anchor, walked up and tapped the magical shield with a fancy Dakkoran sword. He wore a foreign uniform.
“Defeat me and we will become your slaves,” his voice growled. Soldiers loyal to Histron laughed. 
Anchor could see the factions begin to separate themselves. He pulled his sword. He hadn’t thought he’d be in battle so soon. “Let me through and then put a barrier around us both. I don’t want to be stabbed in the back. It’s an unpleasant feeling.”
A Red Rose nodded. “Don’t take too much time. We can’t hold these shields forever.”
Anchor nodded and pushed on the shield. It disappeared. “Get back!” He waved his sword at the men. He saw the dust swirling against the new barrier.
His opponent might even be noble. He had light hair and a trimmed beard. Anchor took another look at the man’s sword and noticed its shape. 
“A Serytaran blade. I carry an old Dakkoran one myself and have seen another like yours.” He thought of Lotto’s sword. This one was a handspan longer.
“I’m from Serytar, yes. I fight for my master, Lord Daryaku.”
Anchor looked out at the men. How many foreign soldiers were on Besseth soil?   This man was the first he’d known about. “Let us fight then.”
“To the death!”
“If you wish. If I incapacitate you, will that be acceptable?”
“Nothing is acceptable now that I can kill you,” the Serytar said.
As much as Anchor wanted to wait and spar, this man would not give him the chance.  He raised his sword and the man charged. The first blow shook Anchor from wrist to shoulder. He nearly dropped his blade and gripped it tighter as he used superior footwork to avoid another clanging blow like that. 
The man’s strategy wasn’t particularly brilliant. One good swing and the fight would be over. Anchor would be wounded, and then there would be a killing blow. He had been responsible for letting Histron invade the castle and perhaps Sallia should witness his death. Why did he have to think of that now? 
A massive swing parted Anchor’s hair, but not his scalp. He had seen enough and began to feint and parry, feint and thrust at irregular intervals until he maneuvered to the man’s open side. He thrust in his blade. The Serytar grabbed Anchor’s sword, but the solid blade and honed edge slid right thought the man’s skin and into his side. Anchor ducked under another swing and pushed down as hard as he could and then thrust the sword upward. 
There would be no incapacitated Serytar. His opponent’s eyes rolled up and he fell backwards onto the floor of their dueling ground with the head snapping against the barrier. Anchor had let his sword go. He put his hands on his knees and fought for more air. He played a game when sparring, but he hadn’t played a game with this man. 
He noticed blood dripping down his fingers onto his pants. The man had cleanly sliced open his shoulder to his elbow on the last swing. That sword must have been as sharp as his. He rubbed his head and felt the stubble of hair left from another swing. Shiro gently helped him up, while Chika retrieved his sword and the sword and scabbard of his enemy.
Sallia had a bandage in her hand trying to daub at the blood while Shiro transported both of them to Anchor’s tent. A Red Rose healer followed quickly.
She ran her hand down the gash and closed the wound. “I can heal the skin, but the muscle is not yet ready. It will take more sessions. Keep it still.” She made a sling and put Anchor’s arm inside. “It will continue to hurt. That is fine.” She kept her speech simple and Anchor understood her through her thick accent. She left a small bag of powder. “Drink with your wine. Use your little finger to mix.” She left.
Chika said, “You don’t stir it with your little finger. Measure no more that the equivalent amount to the volume of your little finger.” She furrowed her brow. “That is hard to describe.”
“I understand. That’s enough,” Anchor held up his free hand. “No sword work for awhile.”
Sallia came up to him and ran her hand along his bare upper arm. “A thin scar, no more.”
“There is more damage deeper. The skin is joined, but the body has to do it’s work,” Shiro said. “Your spoils.” He laid the sword of his opponent on his bed. “It is better than this.” Shiro held up his old sword. “The edge is one of a layer of strange wards on the blade. I can remove them if you like.”
“No. I’ll assume that any enchantment is better than none,” Anchor said. “But that’s an extremely sharp blade.” He rubbed the top of his head. “I’ll have to cut the rest of my hair down to size.”
“More military,” Chika said, distastefully. “I liked it before the man cut it.”
Sallia felt the top of his head. “Think of it as a battle wound. I remember Unca had dyed his hair and had to cut most of it off to get the black out.”
Anchor put his hand on Sallia’s. “I won’t let it grow longer until this war is won.” He nodded sharply that his decision was final.
“Now. What do we do?”
Shiro folded his arms. “You had called for me. Did you need rescuing?”
“Nearly,” Anchor said. “I want you to find out who these men are. Half said they would fight for Sallia, half wouldn’t. I’d like to ask you to use the Sunstone to separate them. Those that are truly loyal can be welcomed into our army.  Those that aren’t will remain prisoners.”
“You can kill them.” Chika said.
Anchor shook his head. “I have no desire to become as ruthless as Duke Histron. That’s not to say the prisoners will be treated as guests.”
“Right,” Sallia said, her face red with embarrassment. “Now that I’ve helped you sufficiently, I think I have overstayed my welcome.”
She made to leave the tent, but Anchor grabbed her wrist. “Forgive me for grabbing, but I’d like you to talk to those loyal men. You not only need an army, but you need the Red Kingdom to support you and they are your start. It’s something that you can do, that no other can, in this war.”
~
Shiro labored for three days interviewing all of the men and Sallia had sat in on them all. Fifty of the men, mostly officers of some sort or another were from Dakkor. Shiro had kept the interviewed men separated after he talked to them. Twenty of them pledged fealty to Princess Sallia to escape the horrors of Dakkor. Two thirds of the rest recognized Sallia as their true monarch. Most of the others were from Histron’s duchy or mercenaries, who had probably come from Happly.
Sallia sat back on a camp chair, much more comfortable than the one in her Everwet office. The last prisoner had been talked to. She couldn’t believe the men’s stories of Histron’s rule. She likened his rule to a criminal made king. He didn’t disappoint her. Some of the men admitted to her that Anchor’s defeat of the Serytar surprised them and helped them make up their minds. They would gladly follow such a man into battle.
Anchor’s prowess with a sword astounded her. His throttling of Prince Peeron had been a sparring match, but this was a fight to the death. He still carried her token. She had seen it wrapped around his uninjured arm when the healer removed his blood-stained shirt. Such a champion for the Red Kingdom. He sacrificed his mind and body for her Kingdom. 
Her thoughts turned to the soldiers’ stories. Each one told her a little bit about his life. What he did back home. What kind of family he had. What he didn’t like about Histron’s changes. Anchor had given her another gift. Through these interviews, she knew her subjects better than she had ever imagined. Anchor was so angry that she had talked Chika into bringing her to the camp, but Sallia didn’t regret it. He could be angry all he wanted, but even though her visit had been pure impulse, she had learned more about the war than all the time she’s spent in Everwet. Talking about this strategy or that paled to speaking to these abused men.
Her discussions with the Serytarans were likewise illuminating. Shiro would know more about them than she did, but it seemed that Histron used Daryaku’s methods as his guide. Daryaku had directed all of the evil inflicted on Besseth. Somehow they would have to take the fight to him. The big Serytar that Anchor killed had been a high ranking officer who changed clothes with another. Only he carried an enchanted sword.
Chika ducked her head underneath the awning that served to protect her interviews from the sun. “We must leave immediately, Princess. The army headed to Oringia turned around and is crossing the mountains to the north as the other part of the army that stopped at the Gensler border is doing the same in the south. The troops need to redeploy immediately. Anchor sends his regrets.” Chika’s eyes brightened. She didn’t continue to talk and Sallia was glad of it. The Ropponi woman finally learned to curb her tongue when thinking of inappropriate comments, but her eyes still glistened with an undoubtedly perverse glee when she produced them in her mind.
“Very well. I brought nothing, so I guess we can leave immediately. I’ll be happy to take a bath when I return. I must stink.” 
Chika laughed. “Me, too.”
Sallia wanted to thank Anchor more appropriately, but that would have to wait. She took Chika’s hand and closed her eyes. She could feel the dampness of Everwet’s air when she opened them.
~
 “Ha!” Lotto said as he entered the common room of Everwet’s keep. “Restella rode all the way out to the border and Histron’s army had turned back without telling the Oringians of their change in plans. The Oringians had massed, expecting reinforcements and Valetan soldiers slaughtered them. Thousands killed. General Montford gave no quarter and Restella encouraged it. I doubt Oringia will trouble anyone for some time.”
Prince Peeron pinched his face in distaste. “All of that blood.”
He didn’t fool Sallia. If confronted with an army in retreat, he’d be leading the van with his sword cutting down every peasant holding a pike or even unarmed, if they wore the enemies’ colors. 
“One less army to worry about. But Anchor now has two armies heading his way,” she said.
Harvest time was about on them and she hoped that all of the belligerents would halt their fighting to bring in the ripening grain, not to mention the straw for their animals. It had happened often enough in history, but she didn’t know what kind of strings Daryaku pulled. 
Mander Hart sauntered into the room and slowly descended into a chair at the table. He had arrived late for dinner and his meal would lack options now. Sallia wished she could do something to help the man’s back. 
“Have you ever thought to seek out a Red Rose healer?”
Mander smiled. “Whatever for?” He knew, but he liked to play games. The man always liked to play games.
“Try one. You might be surprised,” Sallia said.
“My dear Princess. I’m a married man!” He laughed as he pulled out a chunk of bread from a half-eaten loaf and dipped into plate of sauce now that the duck that swam in it had been eaten.
His repartee didn’t compare with Chika’s, but then no one else’s did. Sallia just smiled with a blushing face along with the rest. Mander winked at her and nodded.
“What do we hear from our various fronts?”
Lotto gave him his news.
“Lessa has been busy south of Prola. He has captured three of your western ports, my dear Princess,” Mander said poking around the table for more scraps. “He has turned away a number of Dakkoran ships and fought more than a few who tried to come to land anyway. We should have sent a Red Rose who could transport along with him. Now we just have birds. I wish I had one in my hands right now.” His eyes sparkled. 
Sallia grinned. “A Red Rose or a bird?”  Chika was a bad influence.
“Does it matter?” Mander Hart’s eyes sparkled with good humor. “Oh, I am married. You got me again, Princess.”
~~~
 



 
 


 
CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR
~
ANCHOR RAN HIS FINGERS THROUGH HIS SHORT-CROPPED HAIR. His haircut had been emulated through his army and now men doffed their helmets or their caps to show their shorn locks. The thought gave him a tiny bit of relief as he gazed at the maps.
He couldn’t stop the northern army from flowing over the mountains and now the entire army of Histron marched towards Learsea. At least he had staunched the flow of troops into Learsea from the southern flank. Histron evidently had saved his strongest wizards for this plunge into King Willom’s country. A rational commander wouldn’t sustain the constant losses that Anchor’s army dealt and continue to march. Why? He needed to visit King Willom for some inspiration. 
Shiro and he materialized in a gale. Anchor caught Shiro’s arm as a gust of wind nearly blew the Ropponi down. They struggled to the castle doors and let guards covered in oiled cloth slickers open the door for them.
Anchor would make another filthy entrance, this time the dust and dirt of the road would mingle with the rainwater to coat the corridor with spots of freshly-made mud. Shiro just grinned as he shook out his cloak, splattering Anchor.
“Perhaps, he’ll send us back,” Shiro said. “You are a mess.”
Anchor smiled. “As are you.”
A guard walked up with towels. “Please do your best to clean up.”
Feeling much better with at least a clean feeling face, Anchor and Shiro were shown into the king’s map room. The wind must be howling and the rain pattered on the thick glass, but Anchor barely heard the weather. Willom had yet to arrive.
“You can’t even see the sea,” Shiro said looking down where the ocean should have been.
“No one would dare sail on a day like today.”
Shiro nodded. “I wouldn’t wish such a day on my worst enemy.”
Anchor raised his eyebrows. “And who is your worst enemy?”
“Not on Roppon?”
Anchor nodded. 
“The Emperor of Dakkor, Daryaku,” Shiro said.
“Right.”
The king entered, walking gingerly, and Anchor turned towards the king and bowed.
“To what do I owe this audience?”
“It is much nicer in the middle of Learsea, your majesty,” Shiro said.
“I hope you didn’t come all the way here to give me your views on the weather.”
Anchor looked out at the greenish gray scene on the other side of Willom’s windows. The angry seas prompted something that had been bothering him for some time to fall into place in his mind. “I think I know why Histron is so bent on reaching Learsea.”
Shiro’s mouth dropped open along with the king’s.
“Something about this whole campaign has been bothering me. I originally thought that Histron wanted Learsea. He still does, but he wants your ports, especially Learsea, your capital. It’s the closest decent one to Ayrtan.”
Willom shrugged. “What’s in Ayrtan?”
“Perhaps Daryaku’s main force. It’s a much easier voyage than from Zarron to western Besseth. That will give the Dark Lord two fronts. He must know by now that Oringia was destroyed and Port Scarlet is in your hands, your Majesty. Lessa has closed off the western ports, but then I think that Daryaku had to have assumed that those might fall. Once Histron’s army takes over Learsea, the Dakkorans can land, and then spread westward retaking all that they lost. But if they attack from the east, Daryaku’s greatest wizards, himself included, will join him.”
“And he can’t do that with my ships defending the coastline,” Willom said, nodding in agreement.
“He can’t.” Anchor said looking at the rivulets of rain run down the windows.
“You just thought of this?”
“It dawned on my from a comment that Shiro made. He decided to graciously let me know as soon as we arrived.” Anchor smiled at Shiro. “A day for your worst enemy in a ship. It all came together. Thank you, Shiro. You have once again saved our great continent. I feel much better.” Anchor thrust out his arms and took a cleansing breath. He heard a few drops splat on the king’s clean stone floor. “Excuse me. We have been spreading the mud of happiness around your fair castle.”
Willom squinted at Anchor. “You still remind me of someone I know. Do you have any wizard relations?”
“I haven’t a drop of power, do I Shiro?”
“He has none, your majesty.”
The king shook his head. “It will come. It will come. Now, I have guests for dinner, but it’s been awhile since your last visit. I order you both to spend the night. I’ll set you up in guest rooms and have dinner brought to you. Once I’ve taken care of my guests, we can open up some fine wine and talk about this further.” Willom winked at them and left.
The skies seemed to part and a few feeble threads of sunlight lit up the map room. 
“What do you say to a tour of Learsea’s docks, Shiro? I don’t feel like being cooped up in a room, however nice, until King Willom’s dinner is over.”
~
The downpour had ended, but lingering rain showers still pelted Shiro and Anchor as they walked down to the docks. Shiro breathed in the odors of dead fish, salt water and rot of all kinds. He couldn’t detect any difference in the smells from what he remembered of Ropponi docks. The view brought back memories of his journeys from his farm on the North Isle to the south and back again. His eyes went to the ships, looking for a Ropponi-style vessel. He saw horizontal sail stays poking out at the end of a slip a few docks over.
“Look, a Ropponi ship,” Shiro said. “I’d like to know what is happening on my homeland.”
Anchor peered at Shiro. “I thought you said Ropponi politics never change?”
Shiro shrugged. “Overall, no, but I’m still interested in the details.”
Anchor clapped him on the shoulder. ‘I think I understand. Could that ship be your friend’s?”
Shiro brightened at the thought. “He’s one of the few that will call on Besseth ports, so I’m hoping.” Shiro did more than hope. He thought how the war thinned out the Red Rose. He wished he could recruit more sorcerers and Mistokko might know how the White Rose fared in the Northern Isle.
His hopes increased the closer they got to the ship. He felt a large drop of water land on him prompting to look at the darkening sky. “Let’s hope we can get some shelter on the ship,” he said as he picked up the pace.
He saw the unmistakable form of Captain Mistokko standing on the dock, supervising the delivery of cargo from the ship. “Mistokko!”
He caught the captain walking back up the gangway with Anchor a few paces behind. “Shiro? Is that you? What are you doing in Learsea?”
“I have much to tell you.” Shiro glanced up at the darkening sky. “Can we take shelter from what’s coming in your cabin?”
“A Bessethian friend, eh? He looks like a warrior.”
Shiro laughed. “He should. He’s King Willom’s war leader.” He looked at Anchor who could only smile as the two spoke in Ropponi.
Mistokko’s eyebrows rose. “I’d like to hear that tale.”
Shiro saw a curtain of rain heading their way. “I can’t think of a better time.”
“Sailor’s don’t melt,” Mistokko said as a booming peal of thunder echoed from the buildings at the wharf. “But a lightning hit is a different matter. He called his men to shelter. “This looks like it will blow over in a bit. Come on down below.”
Soon the three men sat at Mistokko’s table in his quarters, each of them held a cup of heated wine. Mistokko spoke in Bessethian. “I’m sorry to hear that Shinku didn’t last more than a few weeks,” Mistokko said, raising his cup. “To Shinku, may he find his ancestors and discover peace.”
“May he discover peace,” Shiro said. The sky lightened up as Shiro finished his story. 
Anchor nudged him. “We have to go back to the palace. The sun will soon set.”
“Come back tomorrow. If it’s raining, you can teleport!” Mistokko said with a laugh.
“I just might do that,” Shiro said in Ropponi.
~
A guard picked up Anchor at his room, having already done the same with Shiro. The king had delivered new clothes and it felt good to have something clean and dry to wear. Anchor pulled Shiro back a bit as they followed the guard.
“Have you thought any more about going back to Roppon?” Anchor said.
Shiro laughed. “We only talked about what’s happened, not what will be. Let’s meet with him again after we talk to the king.”
“Tonight?”
Shiro nodded. 
“Good. I want to get back to the troops. If the King is up to it, I’d rather get back.”
“As do I,” Shiro said.
The guard showed him to the king’s study.
Willom stood in front of a fire with a blanket around his shoulders. “It gets chilly after a rain, even in the summer,” he said. “Help yourself,” He pointed towards a sideboard with a number of wine decanters. “So why are you seeking my help rather than just solving my problems? Do you still think Lord Daryaku will attack from the east?”
“Not if he can’t hold your ports, your highness. This man works on multiple levels and fronts. I don’t think he is relying solely on Duke Histron to take over Besseth. Lessa and Valetan control the western ports, so if Histron falls, what would you do?”
“Why is he so intent on attacking Besseth? Why doesn’t he go after Roppon?”
Anchor raised his finger. “Affinity. Magicians need to recharge their inner fires through the nexus and it is much stronger in Roppon. People with marginal abilities on Besseth, can do wonders on Roppon.”
“I wouldn’t say wonders, Anchor,” Shiro said. “But he is right about the number of magicians. The Ropponi fight constantly among themselves and I don’t think he would find much success in Roppon. None have, that I know of.”
“Except long, long ago at the time of the Warstones,” Willom said. “Legend says that the Sunstone ruled the Ropponi Isles, but for only a generation.”
“I’ve heard of that,” Anchor said, withholding a smile. “The Sunstone would allow the holder to look into the soul of any who touched it along with him. An unprincipled ruler wouldn’t want his subjects to see into his motivations.”
Willom held up his hands as if to ward Anchor off. “I consider myself an honest man and wouldn’t want to be subjected to such a thing.”
“There is a possibility that Daryaku isn’t really after Besseth, but the Warstones,” Anchor said. “From what we know, he attacked the Serytar noble who possessed the Moonstone a generation ago. The world lost the Moonstone until a few years ago when it surfaced in the sword of Princess Restella of Valetan. We learned that the Moonstone transformed Lotto Mistad into a powerful mage and linked him to the Princess.”
“What of the Bloodstone?” King Willom said.
“Princess Sallia has it again,” Anchor said.
“Again? Did she lose it?” 
“Unca received it from King Billeas and sent it back to her.”
Willom furrowed his brow. “Where is Unca? He seems to have disappeared.”
Shiro cleared his throat. “He is in hiding. He had the Bloodstone delivered to the princess.”
The king peered at Anchor and slapped his hand on his knee. “You are Unca!  I thought I recognized you. I’d like a youth spell on me, by the way.”
Anchor felt his face heat up and his mouth dried out. He couldn’t lie to his employer and decided to tell the king the truth. “I am. I didn’t mean to deceive you, King Willom. I’m not who I presented myself to be. I will step down.” He looked at his hands as he finished. His little game had been exposed and Anchor didn’t like the embarrassment it caused. He took a deep breath.
“Why would I have you step down? I can’t imagine a more creative and effective commander to fight off Duke Histron. Your job is not finished and I won’t tell a soul who you really are, especially my son,” the king made a face, “until you tell others yourself. How did you change? It’s no illusion because you’ve learned how to fight like a warrior. You have a young man’s reflexes, but what about Shiro—”
“He knows, your majesty. Remember there is one stone left? Shiro has the Sunstone. He used it on the prisoners. That word is probably wending its way to your court. He used it on me when we first met. He didn’t quite trust me, so I submitted to its effects. It works both ways. That is not a legend.”
“I found it on a remote island,” Shiro said. “This sword,” he drew the Sunstone sword, “had the amulet mounted here.” He pointed to the hole. “Now I generally wear it around my neck.”
King Willom’s eyes grew. “It’s here?”
Shiro pulled the pouch up from his neck and showed him the stone. “I’ll let you touch it, but let me put it on the table first. If another touches the Sunstone, you will see into each others’ minds.” He laid it on the table.
“I imagine the Dark Emperor will redouble his efforts if he knew you protected the stone.” The king held the stone to the light and laid it back on the table. “I have a trace of Affinity and can feel its strength.”
“All of the stones can store power,” Shiro said.
“And the Bloodstone?”
Anchor couldn’t help clutching his hands as he related his adventure in Happly Keep and how he left the city a young man. “I tried to save Sallia and failed, since my sword skills were so poor. I had nothing else to do when I arrived at South Keep and decided that I wouldn’t let her down again.”
The king put his finger to his nose. “There is more story to that, but I will let you keep that private.”
Anchor nodded. “Thank you, your Majesty.”
“You truly have no power?”
Anchor nodded.
“Knowledge is power, King Willom,” Shiro said with a grin. “It works in our favor as we fight.”
“Shiro has Affinity and knowledge, your majesty. We make a formidable team. I have two things to ask of you.”
The king shrugged. “If it is in within my ability to grant.”
“Be vigilant in guarding all of your ports. Remember you didn’t cede me authority over your navy and I don’t ask for it. I just ask that you put them on a wartime footing. Don’t stop trade, but make inspections and make sure that if Daryaku tries to ship his forces from western Ayrtan that you stop those ships. Make them turn around or sink them.”
King Willom grinned and rubbed his hands. “My element. You can rest assured I will do my part. You said two things?”
“Once we are through with Besseth, I want to meet his armies on Ayrtan.” At last Anchor could relate what he anticipated what the Dark Lord would most likely do.
“But there is no power—”
“My Band of the Red Rose fight with weapons as well as their power. Lord Daryaku’s sorcerers will be neutralized as well,” Shiro said. 
“What makes you think he’ll cross Ayrtan to get here?”
“He will need a massive army. He can’t move them all at once by ship from Zarron, so he’ll have to cross overland and then ferry them quickly over the Ayrtan Sea and into your kingdom. I can’t see a better alternative while all three stones are on this continent,” Anchor said.
“It certainly won’t happen this year,” Willom said.
“No. But as soon as he can sense Histron’s ultimate defeat, I believe that’s what he will do. I want you prepared.”
“Yes. We must finish this or Besseth won’t ever be safe from invasion,” Willom said. “Is there anything else you need?”
“I wish we had another army. We’ll be splitting our forces to match Histron’s two. We have a number of Red Kingdom soldiers who have pledged their fealty to Princess Sallia, but we need more.” He looked at Shiro. “A change of plans for tonight and tomorrow.”
“I’ll call up General Fellon’s force.”
Anchor pursed his lips. He needed the General to stay in the south to discourage an incursion of the hostile southern duchies, but perhaps he didn’t need an entire army. “Could you provide Shiro with someone who has been where the General is quartered. We can use Red Roses to bring some of the soldiers to the northern front.”
“You can do that?” Willom looked at Shiro with astonishment on his face.
“We can, but I need to get that information with the Sunstone.”
“I’ll find a man. Plenty have been to Tassleton where the Southern Command has a castle.”
Anchor went over his plans to harry the two armies and eventually whittle them down long before they reached the coast. “We have a visit to make tomorrow morning and then we will return. May I have written orders to show General Fellon? It would be better coming directly from you.”
Willom nodded. “That’s right. You met my good General. Certainly. I can draw up the authorization while we enjoy one more goblet of wine. My body needs a bit more warmth.” The king shivered under his blanket.
~
Mistokko stood on his quarterdeck when Lotto and Shiro appeared on the ship. The two men left their court clothes behind, but wore cleaner uniforms now.
“Come up.” Mistokko said. 
Shiro put his hand on Anchor’s shoulder and lifted them both on Mistokko’s deck. “He knows about the effects the exercise of Affinity works on others?”
“With the nexus weaker, there is less of an effect, Captain,” Shiro said. “We also don’t practice magic all the time.”
“What is this?” Anchor said, not following the exchange in Ropponi.
“On Roppon, the Affinity is very strong and when the power is used, it also taps living souls if magic is used constantly. I used it daily when I farmed. My family was weakened by my magic. A fever came through Koriaki and they—”
“That’s the sadness about you. I never probed that far,” Anchor said. “We don’t use magic constantly on Besseth.”
“A different style to match the weaker Affinity,” Mistokko said nodding his head. He looked Anchor up and down. “Care to spar? I miss Shiro, but he’s a rather accomplished swordsman.”
Anchor smiled. “I will, but we’d have to do it right now. We have a few more things to talk about and then we have to leave.”
Once Anchor warmed up with Mistokko, the sparring began in earnest. It didn’t last as long as Mistokko might have liked. Anchor bowed to the captain.
“He fights as good as you, Shiro,” Mistokko said, leading them to the stern edge of the quarterdeck. “An interesting mix of styles, Anchor.”
Anchor didn’t know what Shiro wanted to go over with Mistokko and offered to leave the quarterdeck. Shiro shook his head. “Can you transport nearly three hundred Red Roses? If we go to Ayrtan, I’d like you to join me.”
“I can do that. I’ve sailed over there a few times. The natives aren’t very intelligent and there’s really nothing to trade. The continent is one big wasteland. There are just enough plants and animals to scratch out a living. Enough Bessethians have tried, but they eventually return.”
Anchor narrowed his eyes. “I’ve heard of the curse often enough, but I never made the trip. Did you sense anything?” Anchor feigned ignorance in front of the Ropponi captain.
Mistokko thought. “Now that you mention it, the place always felt odd. Out of alignment somehow. There are no active nexuses on the continent.”
“That’s enough for now on that. What has happened on Roppon?” Shiro said.
“I know little more than you. Once I dropped you off at Grianne and returned to Hoksaka, I was only allowed to resupply and was told not to return more than once or twice a year. I’m as much a refugee as you are. I sail from Learsea to Grianne and back taking whatever I can.” Mistokko shrugged. “There is enough novelty in shipping on a Ropponi ship to get sufficient business, but it’s not much of a life.”
Shiro grinned. “Maybe once this is over, we can do better. Don’t drift too far from Learsea, my friend.”
“I won’t,” Mistokko said.
~~~
 



 
 
 


 
CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE
~
ANCHOR AND SHIRO TRANSPORTED BACK TO THE TROOPS. Nothing had changed in the time that they were gone. Anchor reordered his forces so that they would provide adequate resistance to Histron’s split armies. His fortification strategy would only work on the southern side of the river now. The Red Roses couldn’t build much of anything on Histron’s northern path in time and still defend their dirt forts.
“We need more troops. Time to descend on General Fellon,” Anchor announced to Shiro.
~
Anchor let the sun beat down on him, absorbing the late-summer heat in Tassleton. The castle sat on an island in the middle of a river. It reminded him of South Keep, except the river was designed to flow around the entire fortification. 
They walked up to the front of the Tassleton castle. Anchor didn’t know if it had a name, but they surprised the guards.
“I’ve come to confer with General Fellon,” Anchor said.
“And you are…?” the guard asked.
“Marshal Anchor and Commander Shiro.” He waved his authority in front of the guard, but he quickly realized the man couldn’t read. “That’s the king’s signature.” 
The other guard sauntered over and looked over his compatriot’s shoulder. “It sure is. Go announce them to the General and get some men to escort them into the castle.”
In a few minutes, Anchor and Shiro looked out at the city roofs on the other side of the river. 
“Not much of a protection,” Shiro said.
“I imagine the river grows when it rains.” The River Peele meandered inside of its course. Anchor thought he might be able to jump across it in places. The actual path of the river looked to be two or three hundred paces wide. When the river flowed, it would be an effective obstacle.
“I see you are admiring the natural moat around Tassleton and Castle Norato,” General Fellon said as he walked up to the windows to join Shiro and Anchor. “In three months, only the bridges will get you across. Right now it doesn’t matter. You can see a few of the tracks.”
Anchor looked more closely and could see pathways between the dry riverbanks. 
“Most people use the bridges anyway. The bottom is somewhat sandy. Now what has brought you to the south end of Learsea?”
“Do you have a map room?” Anchor said.
“Certainly. Across the hall.”
Across the hall and fifty paces away, thought Anchor. Castle Norato must not have been a fortress since the war room was smaller than the one in Everwet.
Anchor shuffled the maps around. “Let’s get you up to date.” Shiro and Anchor spent a bit more time than they thought while the general asked them lots of detailed questions.
“Forgive me, Marshal. I’ll be here long after you’ve left the king’s service, if we are successful, that is.”
Anchor smiled. “Of course. Now as you can see, I need two forces to fight Histron’s.” He could see Fellon’s chest begin to swell, as Anchor knew the general was about to object.
“I need reinforcements, not your entire army. Perhaps one or two thousand men. You have seven thousand? That’s what the king told me.”
“I do, but they aren’t all here. I can give you fifteen hundred of my best. You do know how to plan a relatively bloodless strategy. I’d probably just fight them in the place of my choice.”
Anchor liked the general’s honesty. “It will come to that in the end, but hopefully not in Learsea. I intend on stopping them short just before winter. The northern alliance has gotten the rest of the Red Kingdom army to disband and Histron sent most of the soldiers back into their own fields. We didn’t pursue them since Princess Sallia does not want her people to starve.”
Fellon nodded, but pursed his lips. “You don’t defeat an enemy providing them with next spring’s supplies.”
“Have you been through the southern dukedoms?”
“I have,” Fellon said. “Why?”
“Once we take care of the northern force, we are headed south.”
“What makes you think Histron won’t come through here again?”
Anchor smiled. “Would you if Valetan had a force in the northwest corner ready to invade directly south the Foxhome? They fell upon the Oringians when Histron’s army turned around and eliminated them. Now Valetan moves through Happly to the Gensler road and west to the border at a little village called Sally’s Corners.”
Fellon gazed at the map, fingering his short, well-groomed beard. “I suppose you’ve got your fortifications on the south side of the Fargo River?”
“I do.”
“So you will come up from the south and the northern alliance will…” He pursed his lips and squinted his eyes. The general didn’t look as pleased as Anchor thought he might. “Histron will have to retreat. That would lead to a massive battle at Foxhome.”
Anchor nodded his head. “His domain might not fall without a great deal of bloodshed. They fought the hardest at the border.”
“But if Duke Histron is at Foxhome…”
“So we post a rear-guard to the west. He is hemmed in.”
Fellon tilted his head back in forth as if weighing the pros and cons.
“Princess Sallia has approved this? Quite a few innocent people will still be affected.”
“She knows that. But the time for large battles is when the pincers begin to close in. We won’t be clipping away at the enemy in the Red Kingdom. Bloody them and turn their soldiers while Princess Sallia rallies her people.”
“Ah. A political offense as well. She’ll be a busy princess.”
“Princess Sallia has already been effective at the border. We can transport her wherever she is needed.”
General Fellon looked into Anchor’s eyes. “I doubted that you would do King Willom any good and have always been prepared to march north to save you, but I’m impressed.”
“I still need your help to the north. Now, what do you want to do? Take over Learsea’s defense or command an army as we move through the dukedoms in the winter?”
Fellon rubbed his hands. “I still report to you. Why don’t you just command me?”
 Anchor gave Fellon a half-smile. “I like to delegate and you are my most senior officer in Learsea.”
“I would love to campaign through the dukedoms. Scare the pants off of ‘em and not cross a sword.” Fellon nodded. “What will you do in the north?
“Leef can do well enough. I can use a Red Rose to teleport me where I need to go.”
Fellon shivered. “This teleporting. I don’t have to that, do I?”
“Not if you don’t want to,” Shiro said. “If you would like to ride for weeks on end, that is.”
“Anchor, you are changing warfare, you and your friend here. I’m not sure I’m all for it.” The general worried with his lips and gazed at the map.
Shiro muttered something in Anchor’s ear.
“General, have you heard of the Sunstone?”
After an explanation, the general would only submit to Anchor holding the stone.
“Unca, eh?” He sneered. “What’s a washed up wizard like you think he’s doing?”
Fellon stood up, knocking his chair down. He kicked it aside while he pulled out his sword. “I don’t believe you. You found a way to put false memories in your head. Guards!” Fellon yelled as he thrust at Anchor, who hadn’t quite gotten used to drawing the longer sword that he now wore. 
Anchor twisted his body so his sword still parried Fellon’s while he finished drawing it from the scabbard.
The general threw the table over. Shiro scrambled to retrieve the Sunstone while Anchor cleared a space to fight Fellon, still repelling a series of relentless blows. 
Once Anchor had more room, he sidestepped and let the general’s slash miss him. The general lost his footing, having expected the resistance of Anchor’s parry and stumbled. Anchor made the general’s death a quick one. 
Guards pounded on the door. Shiro showed Anchor that he had the Sunstone secured and drew his own sword, letting the guards into the room.
“I am the War Marshal. General Fellon had changed his allegiance to the enemy and thought it a good idea to kill me. You can see, he failed,” Anchor said to the guards. “Assemble the officers,” Anchor said. He looked at Shiro. “We will have to test their loyalty with the stone. I’m sorry Shiro. We have to trust our officers.”
“I know.”
“What a fool,” Anchor said as they ate a quick meal before they’d interview Fellon’s staff. “I warned him about linking with me.”
“I don’t think his arrogance served him well. What did you learn?”
“Histron had already gotten to him. Fellon was only waiting until the Histron armies were nearly to Learsea and he would join them. He had confidence that he could turn his officer corps once faced with defeat. No wonder he suddenly became so accommodating. He would have turned on us as we fought and blathered all of our strategy to the Duke.”
“And now?” Shiro said.
“I guess we promote Leef to general after we make a quick trip to Learsea. I hope King Willom will understand. Tishiaki will command the north. Do you concur?”
“We think too much alike, Anchor.”
They spent the rest of the day and found that seven out of twenty officers had already followed Fellon in his treachery. The other officers were good men who would have unwittingly followed the general’s orders.
Anchor set up a quick court martial using the most senior of the loyal officers. The seven men were hung before the sun set.
~
The northern alliance began to bulge into the Red Kingdom. Chika had one of her stronger sorcerers ride across the country to Lessa on the coast and brought him to Everwet.
“I want to take Sally’s Corners,” Princess Sallia said.
“Easy enough,” Lotto said. “You can go much deeper.”
“Then why don’t we move west,” she said, using a pointer to show a pathway to the sea on the Red Kingdom’s better roads. “The mountains of Histo make the journey twice as long and twice as hard. If we take a top slice off of the Red Kingdom and do it with minimal damage to my people, that will help convince them that we are here to free them rather than conquer.”
Mander Hart leaned on the map on his fists. “There are only three minor noble domains. I think she’s right. I don’t like relying solely on Prolan forces holding the coast.”
“Here, here, my man,” Lessa said.
“Don’t you want to be in the fight? We can post Valetans or even some of the Red Kingdom soldiers that pledged fealty to Sallia. I’d rather have your creativity on our plunge to the south in the spring.”
“Could we do some penetration raids?” Lessa said.
Mander Hart thought about the request. “Only against keeps and castles where they won’t surrender and no plundering. You carry your own supplies.”
Lessa waved the comment away. “Of course. I understand the Princess’s concerns.”
Sallia nodded.
“Kill the bloody rebels,” Prince Peeron said. He had returned with Lessa. “I’ve always been a proponent of burning a few towns to show them who is in charge.”
Sallia raised her eyebrow. It had been Lessa’s turn to babysit the Learsean prince. She was sad to see him return.
“Not a bad idea. It keeps the soldiers occupied,” Restella said. She had become less restrained as she became better friends with Prince Peeron.
Princess Sallia noticed Lotto shaking his head almost imperceptibly out of Restella’s line of sight. Her heart went out to Lotto. Such a burden. If anything Restella had gotten worse in her demeanor. Did their link mean nothing? The Valetan princess turned around and gave Lotto a dirty look. She didn’t even try to hide her displeasure.
Duke Jellas tried to settle things down. “Let’s come up with a benign plan to occupy the northern tier of the Red Kingdom. I, for one, don’t want any soldiers lost this winter. If we follow Sallia’s plans, there is hope that can happen. What do we all say? We can’t billet all of the soldiers in South Gensler.”
Sallia tried to thank Duke Jellas with her eyes and let the rest of them develop a proper strategy. She put in a few comments here and there, but felt pleased by the plan. She wished she held the Sunstone once again so she could test the loyalty of Restella and Prince Peeron. She had no doubts about any of the others. She only hoped that winter would be just hard enough to keep all of the armies off the field.
~
Sally’s Corners fell to the alliance with a whimper. Lotto told Sallia that less than thirty soldiers from Histron’s forces had been in the town. The rest had withdrawn much further south. She looked for familiar faces in the village and asked after Willow. She remembered the woman in the haberdasher’s shop and found out that Willow lived in a cottage on the western side of town.
“Sally!” Willow threw her arms around her. “Where have you been?”
“I’ve spent all of my time in Gensler at Duke Jellas’s castle in Crackledown and at the keep in Everwet.”
“Well, look at you.” Willow shook her head. “You’re hair is much shorter, but that’s not the only change.”
Sallia laughed. “I hope it’s all to the good.”
“Older, wiser. I’d not thought you could have grown so different in a few seasons. Where is Unca?”
The princess shook her head. “He sent me a letter with the Bloodstone, nearly a year ago.” She shook it out and showed it to Willow. “Histron’s men captured me in the spring, but Lotto Mistad and another man, Anchor, who is currently fighting for King Willom, saved me. I’ve seen an alliance form. I’m part of them. The Red Kingdom in exile.” Sallia sighed. “We are making a few inroads.”
“Well you’ve gotten part of your kingdom back. Would you like to see Unca’s holding? If you can arrange a few troops to escort us, I’d like to take you back and visit.”
“I wish it were closer to everything or I’d make it our winter headquarters. As it is we’ll have to commandeer an inn.”
“Winter? Easy enough to do in Sally’s Corners.” Willow took Sallia’s hands. “It’s so good to see you. I hope you don’t mind me being so familiar, Princess Sallia.”
“Never. Perhaps you’d like to live in Foxhome. Be a lady-in-waiting or an aide to the Chamberlain, putting Foxhome in order.”
Willow put her hand to her chest, just below her neck. “Not me!  Well, maybe not me.” They both laughed. Sallia felt more like herself holding Willow’s hands. Someone she knew and trusted from before. She only wished Unca could join them. Perhaps he might break free from his hiding place.
The next day Sallia rode to Unca’s holding with Chika and a contingent of Red Roses. The trees were beginning to turn and the pond seemed to look more like autumn. Willow showed her around the house, her old room and the parlor where she spent hours and hours learning to be anything but a princess. 
“I’ll fix some tea. I had to bring up more supplies and change the locks to the house and the storage cave. My son, Hal, helped himself to much of Unca’s supplies since he’s been gone and I’ve moved to Sally’s Corners.” She disappeared into the kitchen.
Sallia stole into Unca’s study. She didn’t notice any kind of difference. At one point she feared the house would have been burned down. She tried to pick up a scent to the room, but it smelled of musty paper and old leather bindings. Where had Unca gone? Her embroidered handkerchief had remained where she left it. Had it only been a few seasons? She felt the loss of his advice more acutely in the house where he once lived. She hoped he’d be able to return.
After tea, Sallia walked through the surrounding woods with Chika. 
“I learned to snare rabbits in these woods.” She strolled along paths that she now remembered and recognized a spot where she had a snare. She poked through the undergrowth and came across a snare, broken down, but the skeleton of a rabbit, caught but never gathered, lay within it. The sight brought tears to Sallia’s eyes. She thought of Unca again. Had he been caught in Duke Histron’s snare? Could his bones be moldering in some forest with an arrow still through his ribcage? 
She shivered and returned to the house and then to Sally’s Corners. She vowed not to return to Unca’s house until the wizard showed up. 
~
The line dwindled as Shiro and Leef interrogated Fellon’s sergeants to assess what Fellon had done and not done. Anchor realized that this was a repeat of South Keep. Anchor couldn’t believe the deception that covered Besseth.
“Are we cursed?” he asked Shiro as the last trooper had been dismissed.
Shiro just laughed. “If you think this is bad, you should go to Roppon. We would have found multiple factions among these troops loyal to the Emperor, to various Lords and even to the Sorcerer’s Guild.”
How could Shiro be so blasé about the distrust? Perhaps Anchor was just too naíve. As Unca, he’d been accused of that often enough. Months as a young commander had driven some sense into his head, but he still had a way to go. He still kicked himself every night for unwittingly betraying King Billeas and with that thought he shuddered about the prospect of Sallia learning of his role in her father’s demise.
But Anchor refused to let those thoughts affect his decisions and actions at all other times. He still needed Fellon’s forces up north and hoped that Leef had located enough good farmers still willing to fight for their land.
~~~
 



 
 
 


 
CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX
~
COLONEL BAANTH, WHO NOW COMMANDED THE CASTLE NORATO, and General Leef stood with Anchor in the map room in Tassleton. “I have sent men to Bintz and Ashof to collect troops. Ashof will provide the most since they are quite worried about Deshine invading them.”
“I am as well,” Anchor said. He looked out the window at the streamers of rain descending from gray clouds. “Winter is close and we need to move all the way to Teryon.”
“You won’t have to worry about snow this far south, but there is the mud.”
Anchor only told the man, “Don’t worry about that. I have that part taken care of.”
Shiro entered the room. 
“Commander Shiro.” Baanth saluted the Ropponi.
Shiro always smiled and bowed in response. “I have just come from Tishiaki’s headquarters. The snows have begun and Histron has finally withdrawn his forces out of Learsea.”
“And our efforts to reduce his army?”
“He leaves the field with a third of his men, thanks to the forces from the Southern Command and a column of General Montford’s Valetans,” Shiro said and bowed to Baanth. “One third is dead and the other third has joined us.”
“Joined you?” Baanth said.
“We let the troops we captured at the first battle infiltrate into both of Histron’s columns. They peeled away the most loyal and now they fight for Learsea until the last of the Histron forces leave. The way things worked out Histron didn’t have much chance at Learsea this year. Winter’s come to the north and he has had to withdraw or we would have destroyed his forces. We left him two corridors for retreat with the Valetans making sure they didn’t curve back around from the north.”
“But those soldiers will fight you another day,” the colonel said.
“Not on Learsea soil, Colonel,” Anchor said. “We will fight them in the Red Kingdom and they have had a bad taste of our tactics. Even with their own battle mages, they were ineffective against the Band of the Red Rose.” Anchor nodded to Shiro who bowed back.
“Once we are sure they are gone, most of my people will join us in the south,” Shiro said.
“Fellon was a fool,” Baanth said. “He thought you were incapable of command. No one heard of you before and now you are taking over all of Besseth.”
“Not me. The northern alliance has insinuated themselves into the Red Kingdom and will move very slowly south. Princess Sallia wants to minimize the damage to her kingdom.”
The colonel looked down at the map. “From the north to the south, the country will be devastated.”
“A narrow path, Baanth,” Anchor said. “I just wished we could have travelled over Histron’s lands. His domain is too far to the east from Foxhome. I would revel in the irony, but it’s not to be, this year. He’ll lose his domain and his head. I just don’t know in which order. Leef can fill you in on the details. Shiro and I will be spying in Grianne for a while. Just assemble the forces and get them trained. I’m not looking forward to the campaign to unite the Five Duchies.”
Leef and the colonel left Shiro and Anchor in the map room. 
~
“Are you ready for Grianne?” Shiro said.
Both of them dressed in the mis-matched clothes and the armor bits of mercenaries.
“Let’s go,” Anchor said.
Shiro grasped Anchor’s hand and suddenly they stood in the middle of a mucky stubbled field. “We camped here for a few weeks when we first landed,” Shiro said.
Anchor squished and squelched his way to the built up road fifty paces or so from where they stood. “It will only add authenticity to our costumes,” he said.
Shiro laughed. “Authenticity.” He changed his face to that of Leef.
Anchor shook his head. “I hope he’s right about no one knowing him in the Duchy of Teryon.”
“Better a Bessethian face than Ropponi,” Shiro said.
“It gives me a shiver, but you are somewhat shorter so I’d be able to tell you apart,” Anchor said. 
He could feel the warmer temperature on the southwestern side of Besseth. He’d been to Grianne often enough as Unca. As Teryon’s major port, they would find all kinds of information in the taverns. There weren’t too many other places in the southern duchies that Unca had visited. Venato, the largest of the five duchies, was sparsely populated. The mountains that protected Learsea from the west ran right through part of Deshine and right down to the sea. 
The road had once been made entirely of stone, but now gravel mixed with bitumen covered most of the old pavement. Still, Teryon had the best roads on Besseth. They were the only domain on Besseth that had tar and they used it for roads. Ships along all of Besseth’s coasts used the material to coat the hulls and preserve their ropes.
Anchor smelled Grianne before he laid his eyes on the port. Shiro just smiled and sniffed the air. “You do like the smell of the sea,” Anchor said.
“Perhaps I have better memories.” Shiro picked up the pace. 
They walked around a bend in the road, forested on both sides and came to a barrier manned by a number of guards.
“You looking to get into the port?” a burly guard with a stubbled face said. “You look like fighters to me. The Great Duke of Teryon requests your presence in his army. My friends here will escort you. Don’t try to pull your weapons or you’re insides will be tickled by ours.” Six of the guards pulled swords from their sheaths.
It didn’t matter. Shiro would get him out of any situation that appeared too difficult. He’d rate this as close to a difficult one. But perhaps they would learn more in the camp than in the town proper.
“That wasn’t the town I smelled,” Shiro said. “It was this army camp.” They walked past the forest and found a sea of tents on both sides of the road. It went on for hundreds of paces. 
Anchor saw uniforms of Deshine, Teryon and Venato in clumps as they walked through the camp. He spotted the multi-colored uniforms of a large contingent of mercenaries dressed much like them.
The guards led them to an officer sitting behind a large paper-strewn table underneath a wall-less tent.
“These two wish to join our army. They just don’t know it yet,” one of the guards said.
The officer looked up with bored brown eyes. “Your names.”
Shiro kept his mouth shut. He looked Bessethian but his disguise didn’t cover his Ropponi accent.
“I’m Vance Dessolo and this is Banner Horeli. We’ve been moving south from the northern edge of Venato for a while.”
“Not much in the way of pickings for highwaymen of limited abilities?” the officer said. “We only keep the nasty ones. The rest we just hang.” He pointed over his shoulder at a rank of scaffolds. Anchor quit counting at eight.
Shiro looked at him with alarm, and then Anchor felt a sharp pain on the back of his head.
~
Anchor woke up on the muddy floor of a tent. It looked like dawn, as he sat up, holding on to his aching head. Sleeping men covered the rest of the floor. He looked for Shiro, but couldn’t find him. His escape had just gone from difficult to impossible. Learsea lay a few hundred miles to his northeast. He’d have to locate his companion so they could get out of Grianne.
“Up, you brainless scum!” A Teryon soldier stuck his head in the tent. 
Anchor checked again for Shiro’s face, Leef’s or his own amongst his fellow soldiers but none matched. His sword had been confiscated. He was glad that both of them had carried worn weapons. Shiro had hidden the Sunstone and he even refused to tell Anchor where it was.
He followed the men out of the tent and they walked for five or ten minutes through the huge camp to a mess area. Anchor didn’t appreciate the thin gruel and tiny biscuit for his breakfast. They were served watered down ale of such low quality that it reminded Anchor of wash water… not that he’d ever drunk any. If he had, he was certain it would taste like this.
His ‘squad’ was pulled up from their table and led to a practice field. Anchor looked up at the leaden sky and let the drizzle fall on his face. He wiped it with his hand. 
A grizzled sergeant stood on a little wooden platform as more men were led into the grounds. Anchor spotted Shiro across the way. The man swayed on his feet and Anchor winced at the dried blood on the side of his face.
“You are the worst of the worst,” the sergeant began. We’ve dragged you out of every hellhole from the duchies. Now you are in the army of the south fighting for Teryon and the Red Kingdom. Our enemy call themselves the Northern Alliance. I call them ‘Dead, but Don’t Know It’. We will train this winter and wait until we are called up to fight in the spring.”
The statement that Anchor wanted to hear was when and where, but the sergeant had ended up talking about personal tactics. 
“We will teach you how to fight like soldiers, not like cutthroats. First we will assess your skills and then assign you to units of similar abilities.” The sergeant walked off of his little box and called up Shiro’s group. Shiro finally made eye contact with Anchor and nodded. The Ropponi looked worried.
They split into pairs and were given wooden swords and told to go at it. Shiro barely beat his opponent.  He seemed to hold back showing any skills. 
Three groups later, Anchor faced his opponent. He didn’t like the murderous glare. The man held his sword in a sure grip and tested out the balance of his blade. Anchor wouldn’t have the same kind of chance to beat this man like Shiro had his opponent.
The sergeant told the men to fight. The man launched a savage attack on Anchor that had him moving back. They both slid in the mud as they fought for proper footing. Anchor recognized significant military training in this man’s life and as they settled into their fight, the man began to tire. Anchor pressed his advantage and finally poked the man hard enough in the chest to send him reeling on his backside.
“Enough,” the sergeant said.
As Anchor came to his senses to realize that they fought after the others had stopped. Both of them were escorted to the growing group around Shiro.
His opponent rubbed his chest. “You could have crowned me any number of times,” his opponent said. “I’m Antzen of Bintz.” He put out his hand. 
Anchor tried to remember the name he gave the officer. “Vance Dessolo of northern Venato.”
“No highwayman ever fought like you did. Where did you really serve?”
Anchor relented. “I fought under General Fellon’s command in the south Learsea army. I had to flee after their Marshal killed the good general. I was a lieutenant and we were going to join Duke Histron’s forces. Didn’t happen and now I’m here.”
“I heard something about that. How did you get here so quickly?”
Anchor paused. Too many questions, too good of a fighter. “My companion and I rode our horses into the ground escaping towards the south and east. We had planned on taking a ship to a Red Kingdom port, but never made it to Grianne. The mountains are already snowed in. We barely made it through Venato.”
“Hmmm. The alliance has stopped up just about every port north of Foxhome.”
“I didn’t know that.”
“You do now,” the man said. “Do as you’re told and you’ll make lieutenant again soon enough.” His opponent got up and walked away. No one stopped him. He hadn’t acted like a mercenary.
Shiro sat next to him. “I have very bad news. I received some kind of injury to my head and it has caused some loss of my power. I’m sure I don’t have enough for teleportation. Perhaps in a few days this dizziness will go away.”
Anchor nodded. “We’ll have to play our roles until you’re better. I’d still like to know what kind of strategy they will employ and who is behind all of this unity. No one’s been successful in banding the duchies together before and I’m sure that Antzen of Blintz wasn’t who he said he was.”
~
Shiro fell asleep early in the evening and woke up with a blinding headache. He struggled to the healer’s tent after he failed to keep down breakfast.
His arrival was met with sneers from the healers. ‘What’s your problem.”
“When pressed into service, someone hit me hard on the head. I can barely see.” He blinked as the healer held up a candle in front of his eye.
“Concussed. You even talk funny.” The healer ran his hand over Shiro’s scalp. “You’ve got the strangest hair. It feels different than it looks. Ah. Yep. I can feel the lump. You might even have a bit of a cracked skull. No training for a week.” He walked to a desk and took out a paper and scribbled something on it. “You show this to your group leader. It doesn’t mean you can’t work, but you’ll have to watch it. No sparring.” 
“Do you have anything for my headache?”
The healer threw a packet at Shiro. “Powdered willow bark. That’s all I got.”
Shiro left the tent. Willow bark. He had harvested the same thing on Roppon. He wished he could teleport to Chika or Tishiaki. They could get him to a proper healer, but Shiro could barely touch his power. He shivered a bit at the thought of his disguise nearly being exposed. He considered himself lucky that he hadn’t reverted to his actual form.
At least the armies had withdrawn for the winter. It didn’t snow very often in Roppon except perhaps as far south as Sekkoro and Daikkon Island, so any battling between lords happened all year around.
He found his group leader, who gnashed his teeth when Shiro showed him the pass. The leader gave him a shovel and told him to muck out the horse lines for the week. Shiro didn’t mind, he could pace his work and gauge his recovery.
“You there!” an officer grabbed Shiro by the shoulder. “New?” He examined Shiro’s hand.
Shiro nodded. He didn’t detect any animosity on the officer’s face. “Everyone gets tested for the ability to do magic. We don’t want any spies. Get in that line over there.”
He still hadn’t taken any of the willow bark powder and put his hand to his forehead but it didn’t take any of the pain away. He looked around for Anchor and couldn’t see him among the ocean of men. His swordsmanship wouldn’t be very effective in his current state. 
The officer still looked on as Shiro took his place in the back of a long line. He couldn’t run, but a boy brought a water bucket along the row of men. Shiro took advantage of that and mixed in the willow bark and drank deeply from the ladle.
“What’cha put in there?” the man next to him in line said.
“Head injury. The healer gave me willow bark. My head hurts.”
“Ah. That’s why you speak queer-like.” The man grunted and turned back, looking towards the front of the line.
Where was Anchor when he needed him? At least he didn’t gag up the medicine. The line didn’t get any shorter, but Shiro gradually made his way to the front. He still clutched the shovel and used it for support as he reached the table. Two men sat and four men held swords in their hands, but the points were in the dirt. So much for battle-readiness. 
Shiro finally made his way to the front of the line. If they confronted him on his power, he’d use the shovel as a weapon, if he needed to. 
“Name?”
“Banner Horeli, Venato.” Shiro looked from one man to the other. They were wizards, but he could barely sense their power and didn’t know if it was due to his injury or their Affinity.
One of the men wrote it down on some paper along with other names and the other searched a list.
“Here it is. Arrived two days ago.” He turned to Shiro. “Horeli, look me in the eyes.”
Shiro squinted at the man and gripped the shovel. He wouldn’t last a minute against four men, even if they did have to jerk their swords out of the ground.
“Hold this,” One of the seated men said. He muttered a spell and the little ball in Shiro’s hand barely glowed in the daylight. “He’s got a trace of power, but probably didn’t even know it,” the man said, looking down to make a mark next to his name. The other made a similar mark on his list. He looked back at Shiro. “Did you know you had a little magic in you?”
“Grandfather was a wizard,” Shiro said. He didn’t know if his grandfather had any Affinity or not, but it seemed to be the right thing to say.
“Well not much of it made it down to you. Not enough to be useful for us. Move on.”
A few paces from the tables, Shiro found himself sweating. His injury had just saved his life. He wanted to search for Anchor, but he could feel his legs weaken a bit. He made it to the horse lines and stepped a few paces into the trees that bordered the camp and sat down for a minute until his nerves quieted and his strength returned. 
For the first time, he worried that his injury might be permanent.
~
Lotto slammed his mug into Lessa’s and sipped his ale. “So what’s new on the western front?” Lessa had just been teleported back to the inn at Sally’s Corners for updates and Lotto wanted an advanced briefing from his good friend. They met in a tavern at the very southern end of Sally’s Corners.
“We’ve got the northern ports sealed off. You knew that. The weather’s a bit better right now on the west coast, but we have enough troops to discourage anything right now. Histron’s not going to want to move troops from the south on the western side of the Smoke Mountains. The territory is awful. We’ve got scouts snuggled in with birds all the way as far south as Foxhome would be.”
Lotto remembered that the Red Kingdom didn’t have much of a population in the arid west. “So what will you do this winter?”
Lessa smiled. “I’m going home and take a few of Chika’s Red Roses. They have some interesting fighting styles that I want my men to learn. One of them will be able to teleport so I can visit this sorry place,” Lessa looked around the tavern. “At least the food is good.”
“Warm fire, good food,” Lotto said, smiling. He took another sip of his ale and lifted it towards Lessa. “I can think of worse ways to spend a winter. Restella’s headed back to Oringia to winter there and keep chipping away at Valetan’s eastern enemy from Port Scarlet.”
“That girl’s a glutton for punishment.”
Lotto grimaced. “Not so much of a punishment when we are that far apart. We can barely communicate over that distance and that’s fine with her.”
Lessa furrowed his brow. “I thought you two…” He put to fingers up, close together.
“At first. The link overwhelmed both of us, I suppose. The link tells me that she doesn’t hate me, but toleration might be a better term,” Lotto shook his head. “My life isn’t quite what I intended it to be.”
Lessa pursed his lips. “Nothing you can do? You’re a great wizard. You can come up with something.” Lessa’s eyes rose seeing something behind Lotto. They both heard Prince Peeron’s voice piercing the relative calm in the tavern.
“Councilor Lessa!  How is it in the west? I’ve come to rescue you. We are about to meet at headquarters.”
Lotto rose along with Lessa.
Peeron turned his head back to look at Lotto. “I suppose you should come, too.” Lotto didn’t like Peeron’s tone of voice. But then he didn’t really like the Prince as much as he tried not to actually hate the man.
Sallia smiled at Lotto as the three of them walked into the new meeting room quickly built onto the back of The Traveler’s Rest. Lotto could still detect the fresh smell of the newly milled wood paneling and the mortar between the stones of the fireplace.
“Complications,” Duke Jellas said, sitting at the large table. “Sit, all of you.” He lit up a pipe and took a puff while the rest found chairs. 
Lotto nodded to Chika, Sallia and Morio, the duke’s son. Mander grinned at him. Mander Hart always raised his spirits. No Shiro, no Anchor.
“We’ve just received word that Anchor and Shiro have gone missing. They met with General Fellon of Learsea, who tried to assassinate the both of them.”
Chika sat up in her chair. “Shiro wouldn’t allow such a thing.” Lotto had never seen the woman so agitated.
“General Fellon is a great man,” Prince Peeron said. “If he desired a man dead, he’d be dead.”
Jellas looked at the prince for a moment as discussion broke out in pockets at the table. Lotto just waited for more of the duke’s information.
“Your great general won’t be desiring anything again. Anchor killed him,” the duke said. Lotto saw the prince turn red. Good.
“The pair decided to teleport to the port city of Grianne in Teryon to find out what is going on south of the Red Kingdom. They’ve been gone for five days.”
Chika sat back. “Shiro knows which end of his sword is sharp. I wouldn’t worry yet. I’m sure there is a good reason he hasn’t returned.”
“I appreciate your sanguinity,” the prince said, pounding his fist on the table and rising from his seat. “But my father’s kingdom is now upside down with Fellon’s death and your boyfriend and the Learsea Marshal have traipsed into enemy territory? I demand to be taken to my father.”
Lotto leaned over the table. “Feel free to start today, Prince. The only Red Rose who has been to your capital is Shiro. That means you’ll have to travel on horse from here to there. I imagine you’ll get there in the middle of winter.”
“You don’t have to leave us, Prince,” Duke Jellas said. “Wait another week or two. If you must, Chika can teleport you to the Learsea border. She’s been there before and you can be in Learsea within a month’s time.”
Lotto wished the man would head back to his home. Peeron swaggered around and spread discontent throughout the various camps. It looked like his desire wouldn’t be fulfilled as the duke had successfully mollified the prince. Lotto concentrated on not giving the prince a nasty look. Mander caught his eye and moved his hands down as if to settle down Lotto’s anger. He didn’t like losing his temper, but the prince had developed an expertise at making him angry. 
The rest of the meeting dealt with the details of securing the northern part of the Red Kingdom for winter. Lotto headed up the Valetan contingent while Restella fought in the midst of winter in Oringia.
Mander came up to him as they left The Traveler’s Rest. “Get your men settled down and come to Beckondale with me for a few weeks. Kenyr would like to see you and I’d like to reacquaint myself with my wife. What do you say? A number of the Red Roses have been to Beckondale, so no travel time. If there is a development in Grianne, a Ropponi can bring us the news in an instant. I’ll be leaving in a week or ten days.”
Lotto chewed on his lip for a moment. “You do know what’s best for me, don’t you?”
“Maybe not what’s best, but certainly what’s better, my boy. Poke around in the bookstore, spar with Kenyr. He’d like that. Get away from here for a respite. Everyone will be here for the duration of winter, even the prince.”
“Not if he can help it,” Lotto said, feeling the heat rise back into his face. It also irked him that he still hadn’t mastered the art of teleportation.
“The duke won’t allow him to leave. Mark my word. He’s a danger to Anchor in Learsea, but merely a nuisance here.”
~
Sallia cornered Lotto as he came from their meeting room. “I’m worried about Anchor,” she said. Sallia couldn’t keep her hands from fidgeting. “It’s been two weeks and nothing.”
Lotto chuckled. “This teleportation business had spoiled us for knowing what’s going on. I suggest giving it two more weeks. I’m going to Beckondale with Mander Hart for a bit of a break. Would you like to come? If something happens any of us can be back here in a flash.” 
Sallia liked his smile as it brightened her spirits and she had to admit that she could use some time away. The prospects of sitting around, accomplishing nothing all winter, began to grind on her. Now she knew why her father had been so irascible when shut into the castle at Foxhome, waiting for the campaigns to start up again. She would give nearly anything to see that irascibility once again.
“Wait here. I’ll have a word with Duke Jellas.”
She stepped into the meeting room again. It had begun to smell of smoke and ale. The duke was just about to leave by another door.
“Duke. Do you need me for the next two weeks? Lotto asked me to spend some time in Beckondale. I think I need to get away.”
“Do it. I’ll take the prince to Crackledown for the same reason as soon as Lotto and you return. Enjoy yourself.” He waved to her as he stepped out the door.
Sallia’s mood suddenly changed. She bounced to Lotto. “I’ll come. I’ve got another piece of good news. Jellas is taking the prince to Crackledown after we return. You’ll like that, won’t you?”
Lotto nodded. “I’ll meet you tomorrow on the front steps.”
Although she loved Sally’s Corners, Sallia now felt stifled and oppressed with trip to Beckondale tomorrow. The weather didn’t help, but with the others taking time off, she didn’t feel any guilt.
The next day, she stood by Mander Hart, Lotto and a Ropponi male. He made them touch each other, which became a little awkward with all of their luggage and suddenly an unexpected snow began to drift into her hair. Sallia blew out her breath and looked up at the castle of Beckondale.
“Follow me,” Mander Hart said, crooking his finger. “I’ll have servants take care of your luggage.” A flood of them came from underneath the stairs leading up to the large castle doors and grabbed their bags. “We will visit with the king before we go our different ways. Hmmm.” He looked at the Ropponi who might have been a statue because he stood so still. 
 “Why don’t you go with the servants?” Mander said. “They can find some food for you and a place to stay. It will be better than any tent in the south. If you need anything, call on me at my house.” He produced a card and gave it to the Ropponi who bowed and followed the last of the servants.
Mander stopped them as they passed though the door and out of the snow. “Princess, do you want to stay at the castle or join me at my house? We don’t have lots of servants, but at least my wife is easy to know and I consider myself able to rise to the level of an adequate host on occasion.”
“Perhaps after we visit King Goleto,” Sallia said. She didn’t know if she trusted Mander Hart enough to take up his offer. The man seemed too light-hearted, but Lotto always looked at the man as some kind of hero.
A servant led them up wide flight of stone steps and then to another set of steps. After they turned a corner, Sallia spotted four guards in front of a set of ornate doors. They must be going to the king’s private apartments. Foxhome was set up in a similar fashion. Mander Hart must be close to the throne.
“Mander!” the king embraced him and then saw Lotto. “Lotto, my man, how goes the war.” He stopped when he spotted Sallia. “And who do we have here?” The king’s voice chilled a little.
“May I present Princess Sallia, exiled from the Foxhome throne and rightful heir to the Red Kingdom,” Lotto said. She noted that he had said it quite nicely.
“My dear!” the king said, with warmth flooding into his face, and in response, the queen walked into the room. Sallia could see easily see Restella in her mother, although the queen seemed much more delicate. “This is the Princess Sallia,” King Goleto said. “She’s quite grown up since we saw her last.”
Sallia curtseyed to them both.
“None of that here in our apartments. You have your mother’s eyes.” The queen sighed. “I’m so sorry, Princess.” She blinked the bad feelings away and brightened her eyes. “What brings you to Beckondale? We’re not prepared for a state visit.”
She didn’t remember the royal couple or the castle, but the remark about her mother’s eyes made her own well up a bit.
Lotto broke in. “She needs a break as much as Mander and I do. I invited her.”
The queen tut-tutted. “Of course she does. My, you’ve been through as many trials as we have. That damned Daryaku. He nearly had us killed, as he would have done you. Stay with us.”
Sallia furrowed her brow but knew she should stay at the castle. “I will as long as I can visit Mander and Lotto as much as I’d like while we are here. They are the only people I know in your city.”
“Of course, of course,” King Goleto said. “We have suitable guest apartments in the castle. I daresay as large as these.” He looked around. Sallia caught the twinkle in his eye. Her father never seemed as jovial, but then she didn’t think for a minute that the Valetan king could bring power into his persona as soon as he desired.
“That would be fine with me,” Mander said. He winked at Sallia, which made her flush. The man disconcerted her so. “I’m off to see my Anna and Lotto probably can’t wait to get back to the bookstore and then on to his old sword master, Kenyr. If you will excuse us. By the way, there is a Ropponi sorcerer down with the servants. I’d appreciated if he was treated very well.” He took Sallia’s hand in his and kissed it. “I will call on you tomorrow, Princess Sallia, and my wife and I will take you on a tour of the city.”
Sallia smiled and tilted her chin up. “I will look forward to it, Lord Hart.”
He winked at her again and grabbed Lotto, leaving her standing in front of Valetan’s royal couple.
“Sit, sit. May I call you Sallia, if you call me Jane?” The queen led Sallia to a large sofa. The king sat in a large overstuffed easy chair next to it. They flanked Sallia.
“Now, Sallia, what has been going on to the south? We get our own information, but I’d like to know it from your perspective.”
Sallia took a deep breath. She hardly expected to be briefing the king and queen of Valetan, but if she regained the throne, they would truly be peers.
~~~
 



 
 


 
CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN
~
SHIRO STARTED. “WHAT? WHO?” he said in Ropponi.
“Quiet,” Anchor said as he let go of the toe of Shiro’s boot as soon as he succeeded in waking Shiro up. He sat down in the dirt beside his companion. “We need to get out of here.”
“I lost my power.” Shiro slowly pointed to his skull. “Bump on the head.”
“Concussion, more like,” Anchor said. “I came to warn you. They are giving wizard tests to all of the men.”
Shiro smiled. “One small bit of compensation. With my magic gone, I’ve already failed.”
“Good for you!” Anchor said and then put his hand to his chin. “Not so much, really. You’ll have to take care of yourself. Try and find out what’s going on.”
“I’m stuck here cleaning up after the horses.” He lifted up the shovel at the side of his blankets. “Light work as I heal.”
Anchor got to his feet. “That might be as good a place as any. If you get a chance to bring horses to any of the officers, you might pick something up. As for me, I’ve become the darling of the sparring set. I’ve achieved a great deal in learning how to handle a sword, but not so much skill in concealing the fact. Now I can’t sneak around.”
“At least you’ll know where to find me,” Shiro said.
“I’ll be checking back often enough to find out when we can escape. Let’s keep an eye out for each other. I’m ready to leave at a moment’s notice when your power returns.”
Anchor left Shiro nodding in agreement.
Shiro’s condition worried Anchor as he walked through the camp to his tent. Even if they stole horses, the Ropponi didn’t appear to be in any condition to ride. Anchor would give him a week to recover and then they’d leave, regardless of his health. 
Why were they casting a net for wizards? He soon found out as he stood in a very long line of men. A few hours later, he had his examination. The little marble ball couldn’t sense a lick of Affinity. That suited Anchor just fine as he used his time in line to gather more information. 
He wished he could send a bird or something. If Shiro couldn’t transport them, it would be days before the alliance and King Willom would know their fate. Anchor began to rue his decision to go off spying. His quick trip to Port Grianne and turned into an extended stay and he only took solace that this force was settling in for a winter stay. 
They had spent more than a week in the camp and Anchor hadn’t run across Shiro for three days. He trudged through the ever-present mud on his way to more training with his squad when he heard someone call his fake name. “Vance!” Anchor turned around to find his first sparring partner surrounded by officers. 
He remembered Antzen’s name, but he pretended he didn’t recognize the man, now dressed as a Teryon officer. He didn’t know the insignias of rank. “Dessolo of Venato? We fought last week?” the officer said.
“Oh,” Anchor said and then straightened into attention. “Sir. I didn’t know you were an officer.”
Antzen laughed whereas his men chuckled. Anchor didn’t see any mirth in their faces. “I’m an officer in the duke’s army. I am not from Blintz.” 
Anchor thought the man a bit too smooth, but perhaps he could learn vital information from him. 
“Walk with me,” Antzen said.
Anchor fell in beside the Antzen. He felt naked without a sword in his hand. 
“I still don’t know why you came all the way to Grianne to join the army.”
“I’m not sure I know myself,” Anchor said. He fiddled with his belt buckle as they walked. “I left Venato for a reason to join the Learsea army. After that didn’t work out, I only wanted to be in my home country long enough to pass through it. By the time I got here, I had heard about your encampment. I’m a soldier. It’s all I know.”
Antzen narrowed his eyes at Anchor. “Where did you learn your swordsmanship?”
Anchor laughed. All he had to do was change the location of South Keep. “I took a promotion at a border keep. The commander didn’t want me there, so he gave me nothing to do. I spent all my time looking at maps, reading battle histories and sparring. Probably half of my time sparring. I took the best of what I learned and incorporated it in my style.”
“You did well. I could tell you were laying back. I’d like you to fight one of my sergeants without holding back. Can you do that?”
Anchor’s heart sunk. The captain could easily make it a death match and Anchor had nowhere to run when he won and if he lost… He pursed his lips. Anchor had seen too many duels in his life and there were always distractions that could do any man in.
The tents became further apart. Anchor thought this might be an officer area. He sniffed the air. The constant stench of unwashed bodies didn’t permeate every smell. Antzen took Anchor by the elbow and steered him through a few tent alleys until they came to a clearing of sorts. A group of more men waited for him.
“I want you to fight Sergeant Dellamo. He’s a fellow countryman of yours. He might have some questions for you after your match.”
Anchor took a deep breath. Antzen would expect him to kill Dellamo to hide his origins. Dellamo would undoubtedly expose him, should Anchor allow the sergeant to live. At least that is how the dilemma presented itself to Anchor.
“Very well. I’ll need a weapon.” From behind him, someone tossed a sword into the dirt at his feet.
~
The Golden Blade looked as it did when Lotto first learned to swing a sword with his arms mentor, Kenyr. He walked into the shop part and heard the clanking of dulled steel blades in the practice hall beyond. Lotto yawned. He’d had a quick breakfast before heading to Kenyr’s.
How many times had he stepped into the hall to see Kenyr teaching other students? He’d never counted, but it was in the hundreds. Kenyr stopped working with two young men.
“Ah!  I have a sparring partner for the both of you.” Kenyr towered above his two teenaged charges. Lotto noticed his blond hair lightening up with gray and his beard now looked whiter as well.
“Two on one?” Lotto said, as he took off his heavy coat, vest and removed the knife on his belt. He walked to a weapons rack and pulled out a dulled sword made in the Seytaran style. Whipping it around to get a feel for the balance, he took a position close to Kenyr’s students.
“Be as creative as you wish, young men. He may look young, but he is a seasoned fighter in the Prola and Happly campaigns and has come to us recently from Gensler.”
Lotto smiled at the two now-frightened young men. “Actually we have winter quarters in a Red Kingdom village. Now can we begin?” The workout would do Lotto some good. The weather had turned cold in Sally’s Corners and he hadn’t sparred with anyone in a few weeks.
He let the two come to him. They stood too close together and Lotto looked pleadingly at Kenyr. 
“Ahem. Stand further apart. You don’t want to get in the way of your partner’s swings,” the instructor said as he repositioned the placement of his students.
One of them thrust at Lotto, who parried the blade towards his partner. The other boy nearly moved into the blade and Kenyr had to stop them again. The rest of the session continued in the same vane until Lotto fought with the two boys for a few minutes.
“You can go on up,” Kenyr told Lotto. “I’ll bundle these two up and send them home. No more lessons today, so you’ll have my undivided attention.
Lotto hadn’t gotten the workout he intended, but the boys, hopefully, learned about fighting as a team, something that he hadn’t seen Kenyr teach too often. He reached the top of the stairs and entered Kenyr’s world. He breathed deeply and took in the smells so different from a Valetan’s house.
Kenyr tromped up the stairs and gave Lotto a big hug. “What brings you to Beckondale?”
“A few people thought I needed a break from the front.”
“And so you do.” Kenyr went to his kitchen and brought the stoked fire to life. “Tea in a few minutes.”
“I’ll have to agree. Do you have any students that would be useful as sparring partners?”
Kenyr laughed. “None to beat you, but a few that will bring out a sweat. It might take a few days to arrange.”
“I’ve been banished for two weeks. Mander came with me.”
“It’s hardly a vacation when you have to travel much longer than your vacation.” Lotto heard Kenyr fussing about clanking mugs together.
“We were brought in by a Ropponi teleporter. Took a blink of an eye.”
“Good for you.” Lotto let Kenyr work in the kitchen without another word until he brought out two steaming cups of tea and half of a loaf of bread. “That’s fresh, early this morning,” he said. “Try this honey sauce from Serytar. Found it at the market last week.”
Lotto’s heart beat a little faster. How could Zarronan goods get into the Beckondale market? Someone had to bring it in. He took a sip of the tea. Kenyr always made it strong. “Is the merchant still here?” Lotto tried to act calmly, but the implications Kenyr’s discovery could be very important.
“I think I saw him yesterday when I opened my tent for business.” Lotto remembered Kenyr’s side business, selling repaired arms in the market. He bought his father’s old sword from Kenyr years ago and now he wished he had worn it to The Golden Blade. “As soon as we finish up here, I’d like to find your merchant. We shouldn’t be getting any merchandise from Zarron. Lessa has sealed up the ports on the western side of Besseth, nearly past Foxhome.”
“So if merchandise can leak into Besseth, what else can? Right?”
Lotto nodded. “Exactly. Can I borrow a sword?”
Kenyr smiled. “You can borrow me, too.”
The walk to the market took less than an hour and Kenyr took him across the way from the merchant’s tent. They observed the merchant for awhile before approaching. Kenyr walked around to the back.
“Nothing suspicious, but he has other merchandise from Zarron. There is a guard watching his back, but the crates have Dakkoran-style script,” Kenyr said.
Lotto wondered if he needed to notify Mander, but decided he should act immediately. So much for a vacation. “I’ll go around to the back and take care of the guard while you talk to the merchant.”
“A man of action, as always,” Kenyr said with a chuckle. “I’ll give you a few minutes.”
The guard at the back didn’t seem too vigilant and as the man leaned back to point his face at the morning sun, Lotto slipped the point of his sword under the guard’s chin.
“Don’t move if you choose not to bleed,” Lotto said. “Go into the tent, quietly.” Lotto pulled the man’s sword from his scabbard and laid it on the ground. The guard backed through the slit in the tent and bumped into the merchant.
“What do you want?” The merchant pleaded with his arms extended. “I’m just a poor merchant.”
“Sit,” Kenyr said and both men sat on the dusty rugs that covered the pavement.
Lotto nodded at Kenyr to continue. 
“I bought a jar of Serytaran honey sauce last week. Where did you get it? It seems that you carry a fair number of Zarronan goods with most of it from Dakkor, itself. Didn’t you know Valetan is all but at war with the Dark Lord?”
The merchant looked frantic and pointed to the guard. “You got me into this!  He told me about cheap imported goods. I’ve bought eight crates of Zarronan foodstuffs and for a good price.”
Lotto looked down at the guard. “How did you find out about this merchandise?”
“A friend told me this came from Histron. He sold it to me. He’s gone, though. Back to Histron for more, I imagine.”
“His name and description,” Lotto said.
“His name is Gart. Black hair, blue eyes. A head shorter than you. He’s got a scar from the side of his lip down his chin.” The guard showed the scar was on the man’s left side.
“When did he leave?”
The guard shrugged. “I saw him a few days ago at The Winding Road.”
Lotto raised his eyebrows and looked at Kenyr. 
His friend made a face. “It’s a dive close to the West Gate.”
Lotto straightened up. He wished he had Shiro’s Sunstone to know if the man spoke the truth. “We’ll let our people know first, then it’s to The Winding Road and maybe the road to Histo.”
“Don’t leave Beckondale,” Lotto said. He motioned with his hand and lifted them both off of the rug. “I’m a wizard as well and will know where you two have gone.” He winked at Kenyr and let the two men drop to the floor. “You’ll give my friend, here, a good price in the future, okay?”
The merchant’s eyes had already grown large and he nodded. Lotto doubted the merchant would be going anywhere. They left the tent by the front opening.
Lotto headed to Mander’s house with Kenyr struggling to keep up. “I’m going to have to learn to teleport,” Lotto said. “I could be at the border, heading back to Beckondale in a few moments and now we’ll have to get our bottoms burned on the saddle.”
Mander greeted both of the men as they rushed into the warmth of his house and into the sitting room. “You two look as if—”
“I have some potentially bad news.” Lotto said. “Kenyr ran into a merchant with crates of Zarronan food in the Beckondale market. I think it was lifted from the supplies of a Dakkoran regiment. The merchant’s guard told us that they bought the goods from a man who came from Histo.”
“So you want to run off and capture him?” Mander said.
“Of course, wouldn’t you?”
“Aside from my bad back? No. Aside from being transported a few times to Learsea and riding a horse around with Anchor, I won’t go seeking trouble. I suggest that you let Lessa handle it. It’s a little early for lunch, but we can manage it.”
Lotto gritted his teeth. “The seller still might be in Beckondale, anyway. I’ll try there and then…”
“Do we have visitors dear?” Lotto heard Anna, Mander’s wife call from the hallway. He heard two sets of steps. Anna came into the room, followed by Sallia.
“Princess,” Lotto said and bowed to her.
“You’ve never bowed to me before,” Sallia said.
“We are in Beckondale. It’s different.” The situation flustered Lotto. He caught some amusement in Kenyr’s eye.
“No, it’s not, Lord Mistad,” Sallia said. “Or is it?”
She played with him. Lotto didn’t like her confidence. He wondered if it had always been there.
“Lotto, Kenyr. Don’t let us disturb you, except to sit and listen in,” Anna said.
“My dear, Lotto thinks he’s uncovered evidence of a regiment of Dakkorans.”
Anna laughed. “Right under our noses?” She dipped down to look under a chair.
“Histo,” Lotto said. He’d been subjected to Mander and Anna’s humor before. Time hadn’t stopped their making him the butt of their jokes. But he didn’t mind. The two were his dearest friends along with Kenyr.
“Councilor Lessa can take care of that,” Sallia said.
Mander clapped. “I said the same thing.”
“I think the Red Rose who brought us worked with Lessa on the coast, he might have even traveled to Mountsea,” Sallia said. “I do more than just roam around, you know,” she said, looking at Lotto.
He didn’t know what to say. Did her time with King Goleto put some spine in the woman? Or Anna? Lotto shook his head.
“Is that a no?” Sallia said.
Lotto looked at Anna’s smug smile. “Let’s go, Kenyr.” He really needed to learn how to teleport. He wanted to disappear from this room. Mander’s expression didn’t appear to provide any help. “We’ll check out the tavern and then grab our Ropponi friend.” 
Mander saw them to the door and made sure the two women weren’t listening in. “I imagine Anna’s provoking the princess. I think it’s good for her. Sallia used to be quite a brat and somehow Unca tamed her. I’ll have a servant bring the Red Rose here. He should accompany you wherever you go. They are all superb fighters. Now go.”
~
The Winding Road looked more like a collapsing building. Lotto rarely came through the West Gate. The army generally left the city from the South and East gates. The buildings seemed to lean this way and that way. The roads didn’t seem to be kept up as well as the rest of Beckondale and he could see why. 
“A dangerous place,” Kenyr said.
Lotto nodded his agreement. The sooner he found the mysterious Gart, the better.
Kenyr rubbed his hand on the dirty ground and rubbed some on his face and Lotto’s and ruffled their hair before they entered.
The stench of ale, urine and unwashed bodies just about pushed Lotto back out into the street. Kenyr merely belched and sauntered up to the bar. “A couple of ales, my good man.” He rubbed his eyes as if to see better. 
Lotto leaned his back against the counter and propped his arms up behind him, looking out at the clientele while he talked to Kenyr. “I don’t see anyone that looks like who we seek.”
“Someone’s coming down the stairs.” Kenyr took a sip of the ale and winced. “This will clear you out if you’ve a mind.”
Lotto saw four legs. One set belonged to a pudgy woman and the other might have been just like any in the room. “Looks like we won’t be blistering our behinds,” Lotto said. 
Kenyr twisted to find a black haired man, shorter than the woman of rather majestic proportions that accompanied him down the stairs. There was the scar. Now if Gart knew something, they’d be on their way out of this part of town as soon as possible.
The woman took Gart to the bar. “Pay the barman, dearest. He don’t trust the likes of me. Do you Barn?”
The barman shook his head. “Not while I breathe.”
Gart plunked some silver coins in the man’s hand and his ‘woman’ turned to walk alone back up the stairs. “Next!” she called out as she clomped back up to her place of business.
“Ale.” Gart said, lifting his chin to urge the barman on.
“You Gart?” Lotto said.
The man squinted back at Lotto. “What do you want to know for?”
“My friend is from Serytar. He bought a jar of Serytaran honey sauce from a merchant in the market. His guard told us that you supplied them.”
“A man can buy and sell freely in Beckondale, so what?” The ale came and the man smacked his lips. He glugged down a good portion of his mug. Lotto heard Kenyr groan and he had to concentrate not to smile.
“I’m interested where you acquired those goods. Histron?”
“Perhaps. What’s it worth to ya?”
Lotto dug around in his purse and pulled out a gold coin. “This is all I’ve got to give.” He didn’t want to dicker with this man. Gart quickly slipped it in his pocket.
“I stole it from a Dakkoran army in the woods of Histron. They nearly caught me, but I grew up where they are camped. More than a regiment, I reckon. I’ll not be going back for more, if that’s what you think.”
Lotto smiled. “I think you’ve just been drafted into the Valetan army. We’re taking you to Mountsea in Prola and then you’ll show a friend of mine where the men are. Don’t tell him, but I’ll give you forty-nine more of those when you get back and I know those men are taken care of.”
“It’ll take weeks to get to Prola,” Gart said. “The army may be gone by then. It’s been nearly a month since I lifted the goods.”
“An army that size leaves tracks. That’s all my friend will need. Come along with us.”
Gart drained his ale. “You gonna finish that?” He looked greedily at the mug and then up at Lotto. 
“No, but you can.”
~~~
 



 
 
 


 
CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT
~
ANCHOR PICKED UP THE SWORD FROM THE GROUND. It looked like Anchor’s old blade that he picked up in Happly. The Ropponi had brought the weapon since it had a similar weight to the Sunstone sword.
“Your friend’s weapon. We don’t see too many like that,” Antzen said. “Now fight.” All amiability vanished from Antzen’s face. “I don’t want you killing Sergeant Dellamo.” He looked at Anchor’s hulking opponent. “And I don’t want you killing him. Not until we’ve found out where he’s from. Got it?”
“Yes, Captain.” Dellamo didn’t look any happier about the situation than Anchor did. 
“Go ahead, both of you.” Antzen said and sat down on a camp chair.
Anchor would fight to the level of his opponent, but he suspected Dellamo would do the same. They saluted one another and began to test each other out.
“Attack, Dessolo,” Antzen said. Anchor had to remind himself that was his last name.
“No killing, remember?” Anchor said as he parried a slash from Dellamo. “I will assess my opponent’s capability first. He may do the same with me.”
“Why are you here in this camp?” Antzen said. It appeared he intended to interrogate Anchor while he fought. The technique certainly kept Anchor’s mind whirring as he continued to spar with the sergeant.
“I told you.”
“That’s horse fodder and you know it. You are a spy. No common traveler would bear a sword like the one you have in your hand. It’s from the continent of Zarron, you know.”
Anchor held out his hand to stop Dellamo. He offered it to Antzen. “Then take it. You already have, once.”
“Proceed. I wanted to see your reaction when we threw it at your feet. You recognized it.”
“Of course I did. It’s been in Banner’s family for centuries. It has seen better days, but it’s still a fine sword and he’s a fine swordsman. Why don’t you bring him here?”
Antzen colored a bit. “He has vanished.”
Anchor had to hold back a smile. Perhaps Shiro’s magic had returned. “With the damage to his skull, he’s probably passed out somewhere.” 
“Perhaps your friend has. Fight on, but make it more convincing.” Antzen flipped his finger as a signal to proceed. Dellamo began to press Anchor a bit more. The man’s size got in the way of Anchor’s style of fighting.
“Why is the army here? If I’m a spy, perhaps you should tell me a few nuggets of information,” Anchor said as he now had found a pattern to Dellamo’s style.
“It’s all rather obvious, isn’t it? We know that the Learsea Marshal will drive through the southern duchies. He’ll pass to the north of us on his way to the Red Kingdom and we will take him from behind. Elementary, really.”
Elementary, indeed, thought Anchor. It made superb sense and it told him all he needed to know. Now it was time to get this fight ended and he would have to leave, hoping that Shiro had made it back to Learsea. He closed with Dellamo. 
“Take me with you whenever you leave. He’ll kill whoever is left standing,” Dellamo said. “Antzen is more than a captain.” 
They broke and Dellamo swiped his sword to take out Anchor’s legs. The man telegraphed his move and Antzen was sure to see it. The captain or whatever he was stood. “Enough!  I’ve found out all I need to know from you, Dellamo, and you, Vance, or whatever your real name is. Both of you will die.”
Dellamo and Anchor backed up as the men surrounding the ring began to close in.
“Anchor!” Shiro’s voice rang out behind him.
“If you want to live, follow me,” Anchor said to the giant sergeant and pushed over the men that guarded a tent alley. He saw Shiro with a string of three mounts. Perhaps the Ropponi hadn’t regained his magic, but it didn’t matter now. Anchor knew enough. Dellamo ran past him and grabbed a horse, sheathing his weapon while Anchor pushed men back and took off. Dellamo had already taken off when Anchor mounted another horse.
“Who is the big man?” Shiro said as they caught up to the big sergeant.
“I suspect he is a spy, just like us. Right, Dellamo?”
The man nodded. The escape had deprived him of his breath. “I work for the Duke of Ashof. He’s an ally of King Willom of Learsea. I have to return with important information. General Fallon is a traitor.”
“Didn’t you hear that Fallon is dead?”
“No, but I still have to return.” Dellamo said, panting.
“We will be making for Learsea,” Anchor said as they charged back up the road from where they came.
“Don’t go that way. Antzen will be looking for you to flee towards the east. We must turn south.”
Shiro pulled up his horse. “South?”
Anchor knew what the man proposed. “South, skirting Port Grianne and taking the coast east. Right?”
“Not too far. Three leagues or so, then we’ll be among friends and return to the road.”
“So be it,” Anchor said, winking at Shiro. “We might be able to push ahead even faster than you might think then.” Shiro only frowned. So his magic still failed him?
“Here is the turnoff. We must stop and cover our tracks.” Dellamo dismounted and pulled some branches down. “Take the horses along there.” He seemed to sweep the road and throw leaves from underneath the trees along their path as Shiro and Anchor led the four horses along a track barely large enough to be called a trail.
They heard a number of horses pass the track. Dellamo put a finger to his lips as they slowly made their way through the branches and the brush. He kept wiping out their track for another fifty paces and covered it with leaves. Anchor couldn’t see their tracks. He hoped the Teryons wouldn’t be able to either.
~
Lotto, Kenyr, Gart and the Ropponi appeared in front of the castle at Mountsea. The Red Rose led them to a large house facing the castle. A servant appeared.
“We are here to see General Lessa,” the Ropponi said.
“Tell him Lotto is here.”
They stood on the steps for a quarter hour or so when the door burst open. “Lotto!  What brings you to my doorstep?”
“More Dakkoran knavery,” Lotto said as Lessa led them into his house.
Led into Lessa’s sitting room, Lotto continued, “Gart, here, stole some supplies from a large Dakkoran force camped somewhere in Histron.”
Lessa left the room. “Please sit down” Lotto heard Lessa asking for wine to be brought to them. He returned with a few maps under his arms. 
“Where?” Lessa said, looking at Gart. The man flinched under Lessa’s steely gaze. Good, thought Lotto. Gart didn’t seem too intimidated by Lotto and Kenyr didn’t even try.
The man examined the map and ran his finger this way and that along river and drawn-in hillock. “Here, a day south along the Merry River. There is a track that leads west. I came out of the forest here on a road that took me straight to Beckondale.”
“And they could do the same,” Lotto said, following his finger to a major road. “We’ll have to get that border fort reinforced.”
“Do that,” Lessa said. “But look here.” Lotto followed his eyes to a road that wound through Histron and went to Crackledown. “Here and straight south to Sally’s Corners and the flank of the alliance forces. How many… Gart, is it?”
“Lots of tents. I’d say a regiment and a half. Five thousand men. Lots of supplies. I took the sweet stuff, figuring it would be easier to sell.”
Lotto smiled at Kenyr. “Sweetie,” he said. 
“Just lucky you spotted my honey sauce,” Kenyr said with a bit of a huff, but then his face blossomed into a grin. “And look what it will bring Dakkor? How did they get through your pickets on the coast?”
Lessa pressed his lips together. “Probably here.” He pointed at an indentation on the map. “There is a smuggler’s cove right here. No town for miles, so they’d have to bring in their own supplies. I’ll send a flotilla south and burn the blasted ships down. There’ll be no going back for servants of the Dark Lord. We should have the Red Rose teleport three thousand men just north and just south and squeeze them like a ripe pimple.”
“And a few thousand Valetan soldiers on Gart’s track towards Beckondale. That would force them to go one direction…”
“Right into my flotilla.”
“We can do it,” the Ropponi said. He’d been silent, but he had listened intently to every word. “I have been along the road here.” He pointed to the major road that ran from Crackledown to Mountsea. He must have been with Lessa when he pacified Histo.
Lessa looked at Lotto. “When do you prefer we start, My Lord Mistad?”
“Would you mind if we had lunch first?”
~
Anchor wrapped his hands in strips torn from his tunic. Dellamo already lost much of his own shirt. Five leagues in a large rowboat seemed doable when they started, but the current ran from east to west and they had spent too much time rowing, more slowly every day. At least they had another week’s worth of food and water. Dellamo had warned them that the coast would be hostile. Anchor gazed at the coastline, barely above the horizon. They must have been half a league out to sea. 
 “Who do you have to report to?” Shiro asked Dellamo.
“I have birds to send when we land. They go to Learsea then to Ashof and the duke. We will stay at our destination until the message is answered.” 
Shiro went silent. Anchor twisted around to see his friend gone from the boat. “I don’t think so, Dellamo. We’ll be in Learsea before night falls.”
Anchor shipped in his oars and rested, urging Dellamo to do the same. In a few moments Shiro returned, grinning. “When I woke up this morning without a headache, I wondered if my powers had returned.”
After a deep breath, Anchor smiled. “Where did you just go?”
“Tassleton Castle. Colonel Baanth is starting the muster.”
“Good,” Lotto said. “Time to shed your disguise. If you would?”
Dellamo screamed and the boat began to rock violently back and forth. “What…  what are you?”
“I didn’t want to tell you until we were on land, but we will be soon enough. I am Marshal Anchor of King Willom’s armies and this is Commander Shiro, a Ropponi wizard of great power. Spies we were, but we’re all going to be soldiers soon enough. I have some people to tell I’m still alive and you will be able to personally send a bird to your duke. Perhaps Shiro might take you there under a specific condition.”
Dellamo furrowed his brow. “What condition?”
“He needs to stir a bit around in your mind to find where to teleport. Any secrets that you hold might be discovered.”
Dellamo laughed at that. “He can feel free.”
Shiro uncovered the Sunstone. After the exchange of minds, Dellamo fell back, nearly swamping the boat. I really didn’t believe you,” he said as he sat up. “I am at your service, Marshal!”
“The only service I want you to perform is for us to hold hands,” Anchor said.
Dellamo furrowed his brow, but held Shiro’s hand and Anchor’s hand. When they arrived at their destination, Shiro and Anchor both let go. Dellamo would have taken them down with them.
Anchor bent his head back and laughed. “I am so glad to be on land!” He walked up the steps to King Willom’s castle after helping an astonished Dellamo up the steps.
“Marshal Anchor,” the guard said. “I believe the king is in his map room.”
Anchor led the other two up the steps and through the castle corridors to Willom’s map room. The guards rose from their chairs while Anchor rapped his knuckles on the door.
“Marshal Anchor to see King Willom.” 
The king opened the doors himself. “I thought you dead, man.”
“Shiro and I went on a little jaunt to Teryon and found ourselves an enemy army, quite by accident. I’m afraid it was a bit of a mistake. I thought I would make a great spy, but I got the information that I sought, just not in the way intended.” Anchor walked with the king into the room as Shiro pulled on Dellamo’s sleeve, to keep him from kneeling. “Not a happy sight in the winter,” Anchor said as he looked out Willom’s impressive windows at the gray seas dotted with whitecaps. 
“I heard about General Fallon from Captain Leef and Colonel Baanth. I should hire some Ropponi to move me around.” The king shook his head. “And who is this mountain of a man behind you?”
“May I present Sergeant Dellamo, a spy for Duke Hovitz of Ashof.”
“Ah, Duke Hovitz. Perhaps it’s time to start our own southern alliance,” the king said and squinted at the big man. “Dellamo? Is that your real name?”
Dellamo took a deep breath. “No, sir. Anter Hovitz is my name. I’m Duke Hovitz’s tenth son.”
King Willom laughed. “I thought I saw a resemblance. Well, is the duke in or out? What do you think?”
“In, your majesty. Duke Selgrid told my father that he’d be in too, if you’d only ask.”
“I’m asking, young Hovitz. By the way, are you three hungry? I am ready for my midday meal. Let’s eat right here. We can let the sea make us all as angry as she is.”
Anchor smiled. “Can you give us an hour? I’m sure Hovitz,” Anchor winked at the younger man, who would be a bit younger than Anchor appeared, “would like to freshen up a bit.”
“Of course and I’ll arrange for Shiro and you…”
Anchor shook his head. “We have a little traveling to do, but we’ll be back in time for a fresh cooked meal.”
~
Lotto spotted Anchor and Shiro walking across the practice field at the Beckondale Castle. Soldiers scurried from place to place.
“Anchor, we thought you had disappeared!” He clasped Anchor’s hand and then Shiro.
“I lost my power with a concussion,” Shiro said. “It’s my fault.”
“We didn’t intend on spending so much time in Grianne.” Anchor looked at Shiro. “Our fault.” He realized that perhaps Unca was a superior spy to Anchor. There was a benefit to looking like a benign old man rather than a strapping warrior. Anchor snorted. A strapping warrior was what he had become and he’d have to remember that in the future. He looked at all of the activity in the courtyard. “Are you assembling reinforcements for Restella?”
“No. We are heading to Histo. Dakkor has embedded a large force in the forests and will likely be heading for Crackledown, although they could invade Sally’s Corners or head into Valetan from their camp.”
“Oh. Do you have enough Ropponi to transport you?” Anchor said.
“Soon enough. We’ll have forces coming from three directions and hope to push them all the way to the sea, if they last that long. We found them by chance. I’ve even tried to teleport by myself, once. I’m not very good at it.”
“At least there are Shiro’s Red Roses for that. We found our own hidden army in the south. The three duchies under Histron’s influence were going to attack our flank as we turned north in Teryon. They knew of our strategy from the Learsea general that had turned on us. We can take care of them during the winter by transporting our armies to Grianne. Instead of a long campaign through the Five Duchies, we fight all of their armies in one spot.” 
Lotto turned to Shiro. “Won’t you have trouble teleporting that many men?”
“It will devastate the Ropponi’s power for a time, but it will be worth it,” Shiro said and nodded his head towards Anchor. “We are going to Sally’s Corners next. I’ll confer with Chika.”
“Feel free,” Lotto said. “I’m very relieved to know you are safe. You had us all worried.”
“It will be good to see Princess Sallia and Duke Jellas again,” Anchor said. He looked forward to seeing the princess more than anything. In his distress, he’d successfully banished her from his mind.
“I’ll take you to her. She’s in the Beckondale castle.”
Lotto took them both towards the king’s apartments and knocked at an ornate door. A woman answered, Anna Teriso, Mander Hart’s wife.
“Anna, I didn’t know you moved to the castle, too.” Lotto obviously knew the woman well.
Mander’s wife playfully blew in Lotto’s face. “Men. I’ve been helping the princess with various matters.”
“Did I hear Lotto’s voice?” Sallia said from within the room. He could hear excitement in her voice. “Show him in.”
Her eyes lit up when she saw Anchor and then smiled when Shiro brought up the rear.
Anchor bowed. “My Princess.”
“Rise, Lord Anchor. We had thought you lost. It warms my heart to see you alive.”
Lotto laughed. “Only delayed. He’s been spying in the south like I’ve had to do in the north.”
“Come in and tell us all,” Sallia said.
Anchor nearly lost his breath. How much would he love to sit and regale the princess with his adventures, but he had to move on. They would be keeping King Willom waiting as it was. “Perhaps another time, we must notify Chika and the Duke of our discovery.”
Sallia looked disappointed to Anchor, but not as much as he felt. “Perhaps tomorrow, Shiro and I will return. I will say that my new strategy will involve moving armies all over Besseth.
“You?” Shiro said. “The Red Rose will.” He bowed to the two ladies and jerked his head back to the corridor. Anchor hurriedly bade them farewell and followed Shiro. “Now that you have seen your lady, it’s time for me to see mine.” Shiro grabbed Anchor’s elbow and they stood in the middle of a muddy street in front of an inn. Before they had a chance to enter, Chika ran out the door of the Traveler’s Rest and threw her arms around Shiro taking them both into the mud.
“I was so worried!” She kissed Shiro on the mouth. 
Anchor cleared his throat.
“Clear away,” Chika said. After a few moments wrestling in the mud, Shiro rose, helping Chika to her feet. “I lost our link. I’ve always known where you were.”
Shiro rubbed his head. “I hope you haven’t stopped my magic again. Someone knocked me on the head and my powers shrunk. I could barely keep my disguise intact and we couldn’t teleport out of danger as was our plan.”
“I’ve never known your plan to shrivel so,” Chika said. Her composure had returned and Shiro grinned.
“Is the duke here?”
“I was to take him to Crackledown just before nightfall.”
Anchor walked up the steps. “I need to see him for a few minutes then we must go. You two can bring each other up to speed. We need to leave as soon as possible.”
Shiro shrugged. He could blame Anchor all he wanted. Shiro deserved much more than that.
Duke Jellas wrote on the large table in the meeting room. He recognized Anchor immediately and stood.
“You did survive whatever took you away from us.”
Anchor nodded. “A, uh, miscalculation, I’m afraid. I’m not infallible, Duke Jellas. Would you like to visit King Willom? Just for the midday meal.”
“I just finished my breakfast.”
“It’s midday in Learsea and I’d like to talk to you both. I’ll have you back in time for Chika to take you to Crackledown.”
“I can spare a few hours, if you’ll give me another minute or two. We have to muster enough forces to take down the Dakkorans.”
“Dakkorans?” Prince Peeron entered the room.
“I’ll tell you in a few hours. Anchor has to show me something.” Jellas tried to communicate that he didn’t want Peeron with them. Anchor caught on. 
“I’m sorry, Prince Peeron. I will return Duke Jellas soon enough.”
Shiro still talked to Chika, both of them coated with mud. He looked up at Anchor and saw Peeron walk out the door. “Now?”
Anchor responded. “Now.”
~
After Shiro had changed his sodden clothes, the five men sat down to eat. Anchor had briefed both men on his travels and the developments at Beckondale. Willom and Jellas began to talk about Prince Peeron, which devolved, into royal gossip. Anchor once had fed on the stuff, but he didn’t feel like listening to the two men catch up with each other. His eyes turned to the sea and felt turmoil in his own soul. 
Sallia’s voice when she thought Lotto had come to visit competed with his vision of her face brightening as she recognized him in her rooms. Lotto had Restella. Anchor blinked to clear his vision and his mind. Anchor didn’t own Sallia. Her token had remained back with his kit in Tassleton. Her anticipated correspondence had ended after a few missives, but then he didn’t have the time to answer. Their relationship wasn’t what he had fantasized about. He’d have to push it farther down and deal with it later. 
Perhaps after they won the war…  But then what if she found out about his role the night her parents died? He felt as if he were tossed to and fro in the ocean that now played an angry tune in front of him. Anchor shook his head and turned back to the court gossip. Maybe it still interested him, a little.
~
Dellamo… no Hovitz. Anchor smiled as the man talked about meeting Duke Jellas and the king. As it turned out, Ashof and Bintz might as well have been part of Learsea, just as the King had claimed. Anter must not have been very involved at his father’s court since he took the opportunity to spy at Grianne. Regardless of Anter’s pedigree, the king easily intimidated the young mountain of a man.
“Would you like to see your father?”
Anter smiled. “Yes. He’ll be impressed that I worked with you two in Grianne.”
The Ropponi didn’t waste any time and they landed in the grand hall of the ducal palace. Ashof had been at peace for so long, that a former duke had built his own palace and used the ancient family castle as a military fort for the ducal army.
“My boy,” Duke Hovitz embraced his son after introductions, “Tell me of your adventures. You’ve arrived with a wizard and a warlord. You have exceeded my expectations.”
That seemed to puff up Anter. “It is time to join our armies with Learsea.”
The duke took them into his study where Anter told his father of their adventures. Anchor only had to plug in certain gaps that the duke’s son had forgotten to add.
“Anter is an excellent swordsman, Duke Hovitz,” Anchor said at the end. “He put up a good fight, although we are both glad that our match was interrupted.”
“You seem about his same age,” the duke said.
“I have more experience, it seems. I feel like a much older man by now.” Anchor gave the duke an abbreviated summary of his adventures from South Keep to the present.
“I’ve heard a less complete version of that. You are famous in the duchies and if half of it is to be believed, you do deserve your position. I’ve heard rumors, likely started by General Fellon about your lack of ability, but,” he slapped his son’s knee, “that’s not true at all. Is it, Anter? My soldiers are ready as are Selgrid’s. We can field two thousand men each. That strips much of my border with Venato, but we haven’t seen many of their soldiers for weeks.”
Shiro nodded his head. “They are all in Teryon.”
“Indeed.”
~~~
 



 
 


 
CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE
~
ANCHOR STOOD AT THE TOP of the Learsea-Red Kingdom border keep where the war had started with Histron. Leef, Shiro and Tishiaki were with him. The cold wind whipped occasional flakes of snow in their faces as the setting sun painted their faces a pale orange. The border plain looked bleak in the waning light. He tried not to let the melancholy aspect of the scene affect him.
“My men and women have teleported all along the frontier including the Red Kingdom side of the passes that they traversed in the summer and fall. No one is near,” Tishiaki said.
“I want five teleporting Red Roses and five thousand men waiting here are a reserve,” Anchor said. “I doubt anything will be happening here until the spring.
“We know,” Leef said. “Now you’ve seen it with your own eyes, you can begin your campaign.”
Anchor nodded. “It’s time that both of you worked with Colonel Baanth and the generals of Bintz and Ashof to fine tune the battle of Grianne. There are wizards that Anter didn’t see, but we have to assume they are in Grianne. They wouldn’t be testing for power if they weren’t planning on using battle mages. Perhaps they were quartered in the town. The two I met weren’t very impressive.”
“I agree,” Shiro said. “Not even a word about battle mages fighting alongside the duchy armies among the common soldiers.”
“All of the forces will assemble at Tassleton. Shiro and I are heading to Histo. I want to see that Dakkoran army with my own eyes.”
“I’ll take a Ropponi with us to Histo. Then, the sorcerer can return to Tassleton, should you need to communicate with us.”
“We are all agreed? Wish us all luck,” Anchor said.
~
Anchor, Shiro and the Ropponi appeared close to Chika in a forested area.
“Histo,” Anchor said. “It’s been awhile since I’ve been here. Histo is every person’s backwater duchy. If you thought Happly was a poor country. Histo has it beaten. It has never been absorbed by Prola, Gensler, Besseth or the Red Kingdom because no one wants it. Even its ports are worthless.”
“Except for one,” Chika said. “The smuggler’s bay, a single thrust into the womb of the country.”
Shiro shook his head with a smile. He said something to her in Ropponi causing them both to laugh. Better Shiro than he. Anchor would soon turn back into an old man with Chika around him all of the time. He dismissed the Ropponi, who disappeared, leaving the three of them alone.
“Take us to the duke,” Shiro said speaking Bessethian again. Chika put her arm through his as they walked through the skiff of snow on the muddy road. 
Off in the woods, Anchor noted the tents and the small groups of men huddled around smaller fires. She led them to the duke, warming his hands on an iron brazier. The coals glowed so hot that the metal took on the same hue.
“We attack at first light,” the duke said. Prince Peeron nodded to Anchor.
A soldier handed Shiro and Anchor a white strip of cloth. 
Peeron pointed to his bicep. “Wrap it tight. Lose it and someone might think you’re the enemy.”
It was all Anchor could do to thank King Willom’s son. Dealing with the man felt no better than walking barefoot over a bed of glowing coals as hot as those in the brazier. 
Anchor looked at the setting sun, still brushing the tips of the trees above him. He shouldn’t haven’t have teleported into the middle of the camp of the army of the south in darkness, but Shiro could teleport to Chika’s side, no matter where she was.
After a mostly cold evening meal, Chika showed them to two tents. One for him and the other for them. Shiro would enjoy the night. Anchor hoped he’d get more sleep than his friend. An armful of blankets had been spread on the floor of the tent. Anchor burrowed into the middle of them. He heard various noises from Shiro’s tent drifting into his ears as he tried to calm down. 
Sallia came into his mind and the impossibilities of a relationship fought with his mind. He’d be an old man again when all of this was over. Then what did he have to offer Sallia? Perhaps he could return to his holding once Sallia reached the throne. There was always Willow. She had devoted herself to him. But then Unca always regarded Willow as a sister in their years at the holding. No, he never loved his housekeeper and Anchor had to admit, regardless of his age, he loved Sallia. He gave into his fantasies and thought of Anchor and the princess together, casting aside his real persona. Anchor finally slept with Sallia’s image in his mind.
The ground underneath Anchor’s tent shook and rolled. He rose from his blankets, whatever dream that ran through his mind had fled. He jumped out of his tent to see Chika laughing with her arm around Shiro.
“I felt an earthquake,” Anchor said. “I’ll bet it was very localized.” He didn’t think Shiro would do something like that.
“Very. The earth moved,” Chika said and laughed into her gloved hand.
“It served its purpose, I suppose,” Anchor said. “Is there any food about?” Anchor could feel the press of men about him in the dark. 
Shiro pulled a sack from behind him. Anchor could barely see them. “Water and dry rations,” the Ropponi said. “We are to finish them. It’s likely to be a long day. For us as long as we wish it to last,” Shiro’s voice took on a serious note. They would again fight together.
Chika said something to Shiro in Ropponi and gave him a furious kiss. She waved at Anchor and took off into the dark.
“She leads the Red Rose. They will take out the sentries,” Shiro said.
“Why don’t you join them?”
The forest was beginning to lighten up just a bit. Anchor could make out Shiro’s face in the gloom.
“We protect each other, you and I.”
Anchor grabbed Shiro’s shoulder. His eyes began to water. “We do. You and I, brother.” Anchor felt a bond with Shiro. He didn’t know if it was magical. He doubted it, but he never had a brother or sister. If he did, he’d barely know them since he was taken as a wizard’s apprentice at a young age.
Shiro grabbed his shoulder. “Brother. We fight together all the way to the end.” Shiro bowed his head in the Ropponi fashion and the moment ended as men began to move past them. 
They flowed into the path of the silent march. Anchor felt like a wraith joining other souls on the way to some kind of hell. Blood would be spilt today. All of the fighters would fight in a foreign land. Many would die. Anchor doubted the Red Rose would want to teleport the dead. He wouldn’t.
Anchor now looked as the darkness turned into blues and blacks. He spotted the duke dressed in white and remembered that he hadn’t tied the white band to his bicep. Shiro had. He stopped to do so. Men continued to flow around him, slowly so that their battle gear would not disturb the quiet of the dawn. Peace before the violence. He took the time to clean the edge of the large sword he had taken from the Serytaran officer in Learsea. The enchantment kept the edge pristine. Anchor didn’t know what spell could do such a thing and Shiro had mentionedwards that meant the sword might do even more. 
He caught up to Shiro who had drifted towards the duke, as Anchor had wanted to. Shiro clutched his stone. “It begins,” he said. 
Anchor heard faint cries and noises to his right. Valetan forces had made first contact as planned. Lessa would be next and finally, Gensler’s army would close the vise. They continued to move forward. The noises intensified. Up ahead a few men raised their weapons in surrender. Deserters. 
Finally, Chika appeared next to Shiro. The sentries had been taken out and the duke ordered his army to converge on the camp. Anchor, Chika and Shiro walked through the woods and underbrush. He could now see the duke some hundred paces to his right. The noises began to separate. The clash of swords and hiss of arrows mixed with the cries of battle.
“Charge!” the duke cried out as they moved forward. As planned, a cadre of Gensler soldiers surrounded the duke. Anchor couldn’t stop the sneer on his face as he saw Prince Peeron’s face within the circle of protectors. The man didn’t exactly launch himself into the fray.
He ran to catch up with Shiro as the entered the Dakkoran camp. Enemy soldiers still struggled to don armor or grab weapons. The fighting began to heat up. Anchor jumped up on a boulder to look across a large meadow. Tents covered the entire ground. He could see wooden paths elevated above the floor of the meadow and as the sky brightened, he noticed that the tents were also on platforms. This was a winter camp, beyond doubt. He went from tent to tent along with the rest of the army, rousting the more cowardly from their shelters. Lessa had taken a bit more time reaching the camp, but he could see a line of soldiers emerge from the far side.
Anchor looked inside an empty tent and then as he exited, he saw a soldier crawl from underneath the walkway, ready to strike Chika. He couldn’t engage and doubted his voice would carry in the cacophony. He threw his sword at the man. The attacker turned to Anchor, but the clattering of his blade warned Chika. She turned and rammed her staff directly into the man’s throat. Anchor leapt down onto the meadow floor to retrieve his sword and found a column of Dakkorans lying down, waiting to pounce on their invaders.
“Shiro! Can you somehow communicate this to others?”
Shiro grabbed his stone and Anchor could see his head move as if he were talking. “Lotto knows. Chika teleport to Lessa and let him know.”
Anchor began to fight with the hidden men. He jumped back on the wooden walkway and with the increasing light of burning tents. He could see the men between the spacings of the boards and began to plunge his sword through the gaps. Other soldiers saw what he did and soon soldiers began to do the same as Dakkorans began to climb out from underneath the walkways and fight the alliance soldiers.
A burning pain slid across Anchor’s calf as a soldier had crept from a tent behind him. He turned and dispatched the man. Anchor jumped into the tent and found three more men. The fight had drifted towards the center of the camp and the tents hadn’t yet been clear. He fought the men as they yelled at him in their own tongue. Unca had never studied the contemporary Dakkoran languages. He only knew the Dakkoran written word. He had to move quickly if he wasn’t to die himself. Soon the enemy all had passed on to their ancestors. Anchor felt the blood soak his boot. He rummaged around in a tent and found a medical kit. He wrapped his calf tightly. He didn’t have the time to stitch the wound up and he had no desire to. Unca could have deadened the pain, but Anchor couldn’t. He returned to the fight, but his energy had begun to flag. Shiro fought two Dakkoran’s up ahead and Anchor had enough within him to get the other man. 
“I’m wounded. Lost some blood, I’m afraid,” he said. Shiro looked down at the now-red rag around his leg.
“Let’s join the duke. There are enough men and women here to finish the job,” Shiro said. He took Anchor’s arm and the stood just outside the duke’s perimeter. Anchor looked for Peeron, but now that the fight was about over, Peeron would be finding a wounded soldier or two to dispatch and bloody up his sword.
“Where can Anchor find medical assistance?” Shiro said as Chika appeared. 
“I’ll help him. We are fighting them to the last man,” Chika said.
Anchor found a fallen tree to sit on. 
“I’m a face down girl and so are you, today,” Chika said, smiling. “On your stomach.”
Anchor knew the taste of magic used to heal. He endured the pain. Using Affinity to heal didn’t keep the process from hurting when joining tissue. It stopped and he began to breathe easier.
“You can sit on the log again so I can take care of your other wounds.”
Other wounds? Anchor now noticed his coat was tattered. His white armband had come off some time ago. He found himself glad that Peeron hadn’t come upon him. He wouldn’t put it past the man to hew him down if he didn’t wear the Gensler token.
Shiro sat on the ground next to him, chewing on a battle ration. The protective ring around the duke had relaxed and soldiers came in with reports and out with messages. Someone put a wineskin in his hands. Anchor drank. The healing had worn him out. He felt like throwing himself on the ground and sleeping, but he wanted to know how the battle fared. 
Lotto showed up dragging an officer of some kind. Shiro rose from his seat brushing the crumbs of his rations from his hand. “Time for more work.” He waved his pouch with the Sunstone at Anchor.
He threw the officer down on the ground. Anchor noticed that Lotto held the man’s sword. Lotto handed him the weapon. “Be careful, it’s enchanted like yours. Probably never loses an edge.”
It had been a while since Anchor had desired his power, but now he wished he could see the sword wards, as Shiro would call them, and compare then with the one he took off of the Dakkoran sergeant at the beginning of the Learsea conflict. He slid the sword out of its scabbard. Blood flecked the blade, but the shape was similar to his. It was shorter and better balanced for his fighting style. The edge had never failed on that one. Anchor leaned forward and closed his eyes as he put his head on folded arms over his knees. 
~
A passing soldier kicked his toe, bringing Anchor out of his sleep. He still sat on the tree trunk. He stood and picked up his new sword, giving his long Serytaran blade to a passing soldier to go back to the army’s weapon stores.
Lotto quietly spoke to the duke, nearby. Anchor yawned. Gensler soldiers were pulling down Dakkoran tents. In the middle of the meadow, a pile of Dakkoran bodies grew as soldiers began the grisly task of creating a pyre. There certainly was plenty of wood to keep the blaze alight. Wooden walkways were thrown on the pile along with the corpses. 
“How many dead for us?” Anchor asked.
Lessa turned around. Anchor hadn’t even noticed him standing there. “Less than one in twenty. A total rout.” The Prolan held out his hand. “Good work. Your discovery of their little hiding trick saved a lot of lives.”
Lotto nodded as he rose to join the conversation.
“Where is the officer?”
“Prince Peeron has taken him to Sally’s Corners,” Lotto said. “He was fourth in command of the army. No sorcerers here. They stayed on the ships with the three top officers of this army rather than live in the mud and snow with their men. Shiro is leading the Red Rose to destroy the ships as we speak. Lessa’s flotilla is still a week away.” 
Lessa shivered. “I’d hate to be in the middle of a fight between battle mages.”
Anchor had to agree since he actually had—a number of times. “Where were they headed?”
“Beckondale,” Lotto said. “They still seek the Moonstone. Might I remind you that the Bloodstone is currently in Beckondale as well? They didn’t know, however.”
“So all of this is about the Warstones?” Lessa said.
Lotto nodded. “Sallia knows. I told her through the Bloodstone, so Restella knows as well.” He grinned.
“Thanks. I guess I did get pretty beat up,” Anchor said. Lotto’s use of Sallia’s name without her title still grated.
“I don’t know if you realized it, but Shiro and you led the Gensler forces more than halfway across the camp. You two are legends,” Lessa said. “Lotto is a legend too,” he patted Lotto on the shoulder. “Aren’t you?” Lessa mumbled some made up song about the battle of Mountsea. He was a terrible singer. 
Lotto just took the good-natured abuse and blushed. “Enough. So we’ve stopped another onslaught.”
Anchor was relieved just to stand in their midst. “When the princess is restored to the throne, we have to take the fight to the Dark Lord. If we are successful, then Daryaku is certain to make his way across Ayrtan. I still think he’ll land along the Learsea coast and we’ll be fighting Dakkorans again. I’d rather not fight him on Besseth soil. Our people have been through enough.” Anchor felt like he was rambling. He was so tired. The healing must have muddled his mind.
“Histron’s not going to step down,” the duke said.
Shiro appeared. “The boats have been sunk with all of the men. The sorcerers didn’t even put up much of a fight. We were able to destroy them from the shore. My people didn’t even find anyone on watch, only a couple of men minding a temporary corral for their horses.”
“It doesn’t change our Besseth strategy. I have unfinished business to the south and then we will crush Duke Histron and finish restoring peace to Besseth. I know Histron has Dakkoran battle mages.”
“Good luck my friend. In a few seasons we may be celebrating a great victory,” Lessa said. 
“Peace for a time, then?”
Lessa laughed. “Agreed!”
The scene darkened. Anchor looked towards the sun, which still shone.
“Wizardry!” Lotto said, I can’t move.”
“Neither can I, Shiro said as the air around them thickened.
Anchor felt unaffected, as did Lessa and the duke. “Step out!” Anchor pulled Duke Jellas and Lessa from the dark mist. This mist attacks those with Affinity.”
Shapes began to form in the darkness. Lotto and Shiro couldn’t move. Lessa brought his sword up, but the vapor repelled his sword and threw him down to the ground. Anchor would have to try. He raised his sword and it easily cut through the murk. He swung at the shapes and could hear faint cries as he quickly released the trapped men.
“The Sunstone. They grab at my pouch.” Shiro struggled to get the words out.
Anchor continued to plunge his sword into the shapes until the vapor began to disappear and the muffled cries of pain subsided.
Lotto grabbed both of them and the next thing Anchor knew, Lotto rolled against a wall in Beckondale castle. Shiro helped him up. Lotto put his hand to his head and moaned. “That’s my second time trying teleportation. Find Sallia!”
Anchor heard screams coming from Sallia’s quarters. He followed the sounds to her apartment just around the corner and ran through the open door. Shiro slashed at the mists of darkness, but his sword bounced off like Lessa’s had. Anchor waded in and laid waste to the shapes. They disappeared with the same faint cries of pain as the others. He hoped whatever powered the black fog had been killed. 
Sallia stood sobbing with her hands to her face. She ran into Anchor’s arms. “Thank you for saving me. How did you know?”
Lotto leaned against the doorjamb, sword in hand. “We were attacked in Histo. Now we’ve got to go to Oringia.” He groaned. “I—” 
“We must go,” Anchor said. Taking her arms off him. He didn’t want to, but the Moonstone needed to be protected.
Shiro used his Sunstone to find Restella’s location in Lotto’s mind and they confronted another gathering of the dark shapes surrounding a struggling Restella. Anchor went back to work. Lotto had recovered enough, but the magic in Lotto’s sword had no effect. Shiro and Lotto looked on as Anchor fought 
The specter’s hands tugged on Restella’s sword, but it appeared that their own spells had frozen Restella’s arm. She screamed more loudly than Sallia. Anchor continued to hack away at the figures. They were even more corporeal in Oringia. He slashed at the hand on Restella’s sword and thrust his sword into figure after figure. The cries were stronger, but the blackness only dissipated until the last spectra had gone. The sorcerers left no evidence of their appearance.
Restella, now unfrozen, slashed at the empty air. “What in all the hells were those?” she said in anger, looking directly at Lotto. 
“You figure it out,” Lotto said. 
Restella sheathed her blade, breathing heavily. “The sun sets and I have duties. If you’ll excuse me.” The woman walked away purposefully. 
They had teleported into a cold, cold keep. Anchor kept his eye on her as she staggered for a bit, leaned against a wall, took a deep shuddering breath, and turned the corner.
“Is she always like that? She didn’t even ask about Histo.”
Lotto nodded his head. “Restella already knew of our victory. I would have thought she would be happier about how things turned out, but she has a problem with proximity.”
Shiro rubbed his chin. “I knew about your issues with the link, but her behavior today…  I didn’t think she could get worse.”
Anchor looked at his hands rather than see the embarrassment on Lotto’s face. He understood that Restella’s actions would draw him to Sallia. She represented a person with a lot softer edges. But then, what did Sallia see in him? Lotto had power and youth. Anchor had one or the other, but he didn’t know how he’d end up after all of this. He wished he could cease to think of Sallia and their relationship, but he just couldn’t.
Shiro pursed his lips. “Magic of the Dark Lord. I have no idea how he did it, but he sent three sets of sorcerers to get the three war stones. The cloud froze anyone with a Warstone, steel, or with power. The shapes must have been physical manifestations of the sorcerers.”
“They’d have to be to take possession of the war stones,” Anchor said. “I cut into more than thick smoke and heard them cry out as I cut them. I hope they are all dead.” 
Shiro rubbed his arms the cold of the keep seeped into all of them. “They’d need to be very powerful to manipulate Affinity in such a way. Perhaps a last resort by the Dark Lord?”
Lotto shivered. “I hope so. At least I got us to Beckondale.”
“Practice more, my friend,” Shiro said. 
Anchor clapped Lotto on the shoulder. “Still, quick thinking. We were lucky the sword worked when no other could.” But then, Anchor’s long Dakkoran sword might have done the trick as well. His skin crawled at the thought. 
Lotto gazed at his blade and then Anchor’s. “How could you have figured that out? You’re right. My father’s sword has power as does the Sunstone sword, but your Dakkoran blade parted the mist as if it wasn’t there.” Lotto put his hand to his head. “I need to sit down.”
“Let’s go back to Beckondale and check on Sallia. I’d rather sit and talk someplace that’s warmer.” Shiro said. “I’ll teleport.” He looked sideways at Lotto.
The powers in the swords came from different sources, Anchor thought. If the sword had killed all of the sorcerers and they were Daryaku’s most powerful, then the sword had struck a mightier foe than all of the soldiers in the night’s battle. Anchor’s musing stopped as the air suddenly became warm as they appeared in the Beckondale castle.
Princess Sallia ushered the three heroes into her apartment. “I’ll have some wine brought.” She wrapped herself in her arms and still shivered. “I couldn’t move!  They were tugging the pouch that held the Bloodstone and nearly succeeded when you three broke in and made them go away. Who were they?” She took a deep breath and wiped away a tear.
“Sorcerers,” Lotto said. “They attacked Shiro and me in Histo. All of this happened after we destroyed the Dakkoran forces in a dawn attack in Histo. I was concerned about Restella and you, so we came here first and then proceeded to Restella in Oringia. The same thing happened in all three places. Luckily, Anchor had just picked up an enchanted Dakkoran officer’s sword. Whatever they did to it allowed him to cut down the sorcerers.”
“I was terrified. They looked like demons from one of the hells coming to drag me back with them.” Sallia said. She shivered in the warm room.
“Spells,” Anchor said. “Men like Shiro or Lotto, but the minions of Lord Daryaku. We think they had to be powerful in order to complete the spell as it happened. The mist acted as a shield for common steel and was selective enough to focus in on a Warstone. Daryaku has the Darkstone and he might have just used it to find the others. The stones are all safe, for now.”
“How do you know about this wizardry?” Lotto said. “I’ve made a study of such things, but you are the one to come up with a solid analysis of the situation.”
“I’m not a dummy, Lotto. I can read and study as well as you,” Anchor said. He didn’t like Lotto’s accusatory tone, but the time hadn’t come to reveal his identity.
Shiro stood and put out his hands. “Anchor and I have talked about the Affinity. He is knowledgeable and that’s where it ends. He has no power and you should be able to see that. He wasn’t affected by the mists.”
Lotto didn’t look entirely convinced. “Let me see your sword.”
Anchor passed him the sword but his eyes turned to Sallia. “How are you, really?” 
Her eyes watered a bit more. “I wish Unca was here. He would tell me what just happened. Now I’ll have to wait until spring.”
“He wouldn’t have been able to help you. The cloud froze anyone with power,” Anchor said. “He’d be glad you’re safe, though.” He longed to tell her that she looked at Unca, but he couldn’t.
“Thank you, Anchor. It’s all rather upsetting, but I had you three to rescue me. Thank you all. If you’ll excuse me, I’m still upset and would like to rest. Finish your wine before you leave.” Sallia walked from the sitting room. 
Lotto continued to examine the sword. “I think I saw the same spells as on the other blade. Where is it?”
Anchor shook his head. “In the alliance’s armory. I gave it to a soldier. It will be hard to find.”
“Not really, for someone who recognizes enchantments,” Shiro said. 
“Remember when I told you about the anti-magic spell that Peleor cast on the lock while I was in the dungeon at Beckondale?  I think I can see a layer of it here. Perhaps the sword carries a ward that defends the holder against magic.” Lotto handed Anchor’s sword to Shiro. “What do you think? You are the man with the experience with wards.”
Shiro closed his eyes and opened them again. He touched the blade and then held his hand against the flat surface. “I see what you mean. I don’t know if I can duplicate the ward, but I could remove it. The surface reflects my power. Its effect is hidden beneath other wards. I’ve never seen anything like it. Power practiced on Dakkor, Roppon and Besseth have evolved so that each one is different. Whatever protected the mist attackers from steel edges must have been nullified by this ward. The creation of this required a very powerful sorcerer, perhaps Daryaku, himself,” Shiro said.
The three men looked at each other and drank. 
“Shiro and I get to lead the next fight. We’re going to do much the same thing to Antzen in Teryon,” Anchor said.
“Then we fight Histron in the spring,” Lotto said. 
Anchor nodded. “Then it’s on to confront Daryaku before his power destroys us all.”
That silenced all three of them. At least Anchor now held a weapon of Emperor Daryaku that was used against the Dark Lord three times. He hoped the mist warriors were very important weapons of Dakkor. He had to have destroyed at least fifteen of them. He shuddered to think if he had been by himself. Lotto’s quick thinking had saved both Princess Sallia and Princess Restella.
Anchor didn’t know how to take Sallia’s reaction to the attack. This time he really did save her and Lotto had been the one to be repelled by the dark mist. He thought he might be even up with Lotto, but then Sallia threw Unca into the picture. Why?   Anchor threw up his hand and pushed it away. He had to banish such thoughts from his mind. His thoughts were more suited to young suitors, not a war commander. His hopes about any kind of a relationship with Sallia fell closer to the certainty of rejection. 
Shiro and Lotto looked at Anchor strangely.
He shrugged his shoulders and gave them both a sheepish smile. “Just wool gathering. Thinking about how I could have acted differently.”
After a few moments of awkward silence, they stood in Sallia’s sitting room and returned to Histo.
~
Sallia opened her door to apologize to Anchor. She shouldn’t have blurted out for Unca when he had saved her from those horrid sorcerers. They had left. Sallia ran her tongue over her teeth. She grabbed a pillow and sat down on her bed and leaned over, letting a tear or two drop to the rug. 
At Crackledown, she thought she had put everything together and now? Even though she had been saved by Anchor, she had all but rejected his actions. What would Lotto and Anchor think of her now?
“Princess?” She heard the king’s voice.
She wiped the tears from her eyes and rose from the bed, smoothing out her dress. The king and queen stood at the door to her apartments.
“Come in. Please. I’ll tell you what happened.” She proceeded to tell them of the mist, the sorcerers and her rescuers.
“I would like to meet this Anchor. I seem to always miss him,” King Goleto said. “He seems to rise among the other two wizards. Lotto, the Ropponi and Anchor. Besseth’s future seems to be in their hands.”
Sallia agreed with him. “Duke Jellas helps.”
The king laughed. “He’s there to make sure the details are attended to, but it’s those men who are saving Besseth.”
“Restella has her role,” said the queen.
The king nodded, “I know, I know. She has been an excellent general, if she didn’t scare her officers so much. I’m glad to have her in the field. Here it’s been less than a week of your break and you’re still in the thick of it. I’m glad they weren’t after me.” King Goleto shivered. “Jane and I have had our share of horrors in this war with Daryaku. I wish he’d just go away.”
“I can see you’re still upset with it all.”
Sallia nodded her head. She had to push through her own personal feelings. “I’ve been invited to breakfast with Mander Hart and Anna. I’d like to let them know what’s happened. Although it’s still early and a little more sleep sounds very good.”
~~~
 



 
 


 
CHAPTER THIRTY
~
THE DINING ROOM REMINDED SALLIA OF UNCA’S HOUSE. Anna seated her as soon as she arrived. 
“We have already heard many things today. Success in Histo and a sorcerous attack on the holders of the Warstones?”
Sallia nodded as a servant served a savory porridge. “I can’t give you any news about your friend, Kenyr, but Lotto would have said something. There was a night attack and Lotto said that the Dakkoran forces were obliterated. Some time after our victory, sorcerers, using some kind of magic I don’t understand, tried to grab Shiro’s Sunstone, my Bloodstone, and Restella’s Moonstone. They were simultaneous. Anchor had picked up a Dakkoran officer’s sword that had been enchanted. The mist would not let steel pass, but the magic in his sword allowed him to cut the sorcerers down. They just disappeared.” Sallia clutched at the pouch, now in a pocket of her dress. 
Anna reached over and patted her shoulder. “You’ve had too many traumatic experiences, Sallia.”
The princess fought off tears. She wanted to be here with friends who didn’t demand anything of her. Crying into her pillow for the rest of the day didn’t appeal. She took a deep breath and lifted her chin. “I have to rise above it. It takes practice.”
“A life of practice,” Mander Hart said. “It never stops. I took a different path.”
“We did. Mander could be a courtier, trying to avoid all emotions, but he didn’t want to ‘practice’ as you call it. I’m afraid that you don’t have a choice.”
Sallia smiled. She could tell both of them understood. She couldn’t step down from her role as heir and walk away.
“Let’s talk of other things,” Anna said. With breakfast finished, they went into the sitting room. As they talked about life in Beckondale, someone knocked on the door. Their servant answered.
“A messenger,” the servant presented an envelope to Mander.
“Lotto and Kenyr have returned and are debriefing the king. My presence is requested. Why don’t you spend the rest of the day here, Sallia? I can let King Goleto know.”
“Please do,” Anna said.
Mander collected his hat, cloak and gloves and left after kissing his wife.
“So. There is more than the brush with wizardry that is upsetting you, isn’t there?” She beckoned Sallia to join her on the sofa.
Sallia appreciated the proximity. She took a deep breath and told her about her encounter with Anchor.
“He intrigues you?”
She nodded. “He’s still a mystery man, coming out of nowhere. He rose from an inept swordsman to the Marshal of the southern alliance. He saved Lotto, Shiro, Restella and me today. He had needed an enchanted sword, but you should have seen him.”
“Oh,” Anna pursed her lips. “Do you like him?”
Sallia looked across the room at the fire. “I do and I like Lotto as well. They are both special men.” Sallia felt uncomfortable talking about Anchor and Lotto, but she couldn’t go on bottling up her feelings.
“But Anchor?”
“He might be a little more special. I think about Unca helping me rule the Red Kingdom.” Every time she visualized addressing an audience, she held the hands of both men. That had to tell her something. Sallia appreciated Anna just letting her talk more. 
“You can’t let Anchor just hang like that. Write him a letter. Letters are good.” Anna smiled.
“I stopped writing when the fighting started in Learsea. I didn’t want to distract him.” Sallia didn’t want to tell her that, at the time, she drew more to Lotto as he interacted with Duke Jellas. Anchor had always been at a distance and she had never really had an extended conversation with him.
Anna put her hand on Sallia’s. “He might just need the distraction. It doesn’t help that he isn’t close. A romance is never practical during wartime. I know.” Anna talked a bit about her relationship with Mander and his unpredictable disappearances.
“What about Lotto?” Sallia said.
“You’ll see him often enough. It helps not to mention yearning for other men’s advice to either of them.”
Sallia sat back. “I think I understand.” Suddenly Sallia missed her mother. She had never confided in her mother, always putting her at arm’s length or farther. She spurned her parent’s out of spite. Sallia no longer felt the anger that drove her as a teenager and as a very young woman. Her parents had given her everything and it only drove her away from them. She never doubted their affection. Unca had said their last words were that they loved her. 
She would have doubted that, even if they had spoken to her directly that she would have rejected the sentiment before her escape from Foxhome. Where had she changed?  The burning inn was the start. People’s lives depended on her and she had to put aside her selfishness to save them. 
Unca hadn’t treated her as a princess, but as a person. That seemed to have affected her more than she realized. He repelled her like everyone else to that point. She had to rely on him to survive, just as she had to accept the fact that Anchor and Lotto had done the same thing. 
The old wizard had been like the father, she’d never let the king be; Anna the mother she rejected as well. Anchor and Lotto? She didn’t think of either as brothers and that was her dilemma. She needed to understand herself more before she could make sense of everything.
Anna had just let her think. She had become such a good friend. 
“We can talk again later. Let’s sneak into the market and buy something fun!” Anna said, interrupting her thoughts. Sallia welcomed the distraction.
~
The pyre had just started when Shiro, Lotto and Anchor had reached Histo. Lotto went to find Kenyr and see how the return of the Valetan troops proceeded. Anchor wished him well, but he didn’t appreciate Lotto’s words in front of Sallia. He said as much to Shiro.
“Don’t worry about it. We are all under a great deal of pressure. Him more than most. Lotto’s relationship with Restella is difficult to say the least. I think he thought they would draw closer once the Moonstone linked them, but…”
Anchor rubbed the back of his neck. He understood stress as well as any other and perhaps that had increased his sensitivity. He had been up since long before dawn and now his body began to ache, even after his unintended nap. He had driven the pain away and it came crashing back. His calf began to ache even more.
“Let’s go back to Tassleton and fight our own army,” Anchor said.
“I may return for the night,” Shiro said grinning.
“Feel free, my friend. You deserve it.”
~
The night’s sleep and the hot breakfast that followed took care of most of Anchor’s pain. His calf still hurt, but Chika’s healing left a light pink scar to go along with all of the others he was collecting. He dressed in clean clothes and called for Anter.
“We need maps of Grianne. Shiro hasn’t yet returned, so let’s get started.” Anchor pulled out a large sheet of translucent vellum and spread it over a map of southern Teryon. The two of them worked out the size of the Antzen’s camp and the surrounding area. Anter had an excellent memory and with Anchor’s recollections, they had the fields of battle defined. 
When Shiro showed up, they found that he didn’t remember much about the camp due to his injury.
“I want men in the woods ready to deal with those who flee.”
Anter gulped. “No quarter?”
“Do you think they will give you any?” Shiro said.
“I don’t know,” Anter said. “We like to think of the Five Duchies as united.”
“United they will be, after this battle. I do see your point. More men in the trees to disarm the deserters, then” Anchor looked at Anter, who nodded. The boy had heart and a little compassion might go far in restoring peace to the entire south.
Anchor assigned Leef to help Tishiaki in the north, so he brought in Baanth who approved of the plans and concurred with Anter’s concern about the rankers.  “Just remember, there will be battle mages and everyone is exposed as magic is thrown about.” They both nodded. “Let’s talk to our allied commanders.”
Shiro took four Ropponis with him to the two ducal palaces and returned with more officers. The plan went through another vetting. It seemed they were all comfortable with the overall strategy. They would execute it at dawn in two days time. Anchor had to assume that Fellon wasn’t the last traitor in the Learsea army or in the duchy forces, but even a bird wouldn’t make it to Grianne by the time they arrived.
None of the troops were told of the details until the night before when Anchor briefed all of the officers down to the rank of sergeant. Some seemed a little uncertain after being teleported from their bases.
Anchor could feel the nerves of the men. He’d now been through enough real battles to recognize the signs. 
“Make sure that just before you are teleported with your troops that you remain silent. If there are any people about, take them as prisoners to be released after the fighting starts, unless they are the enemy.” He smiled and got some grins back. “No looting of the dead, this time.” Anchor thought of his sword. “But you can appropriate weapons. For this battle, it’s better to take prisoners than lives, but don’t let sentiment kill you or your men.”
Anchor answered a few questions and told all of them to sleep as well as they could. Tomorrow would be a long, taxing day. He met Shiro in the map room before they turned in for the night.
“Good speech,” Shiro said as they walked back to their quarters. “Now we see how the southern alliance fights.”
“I’m not worried about the rankers. I’m worried about a soft officer corps and battle mages. Trees are a blessing for attackers, but if there are battle mages blowing them up, they become a killing ground.” 
“Do you doubt Colonel Baanth’s abilities? I think the man is up to the job,” Shiro said as he shuffled the maps around on the table.
“We have two principal assets, the Learsea troops and the Red Rose. Learsea has no real battle mages in their infantry. They all go into the navy and Anter told us that the Hovitz’s mages are lazy and fight from the rear.”
“Put them under me, Anchor. Right now you’ve got them with their armies. Assign them to my Red Roses and I can make them effective,” Shiro said. “I’ll have them take out the camp. If we come in from the south, where there are fewer trees, we can push them your way.”
Anchor followed Shiro’s eyes. A new order of battle came to him. “Poor Unca never had the opportunity to totally change a battle plan,” Anchor grinned. “We have until dawn. I won’t really miss a night of tossing and turning in bed.”
~
The smell of the sea was the first thing Anchor noticed as he appeared with Anter, Baanth and Shiro. The Ropponi bowed to Anchor and disappeared to join the Red Rose, forming to the south. He had spent the last hour transferring Learsea troops and Red Rose troops who couldn’t teleport. 
He gave a few reminders to Baanth and let him join the clusters of troops still popping up on the former training field of Shiro’s band. The lightening of the dawn crept up the sky to the east, pushing up the canopy of stars. Vague black shapes turned into clumps of men and then Anchor could see their features. 
“Reporting for duty,” Lotto said. “I brought Chika along.”
Anchor didn’t ask them to fight his fight, but two powerful wizards might tip the course of this battle. “I imagine that Shiro knows.” 
Chika disappeared and a few moments later reappeared. “He does now. We are to stay with you.”
Shiro knew that Anchor wished he had a wizard at his side and now he had two. Both experienced in battle. “I’d like you to stay by me and deploy where we need you. I wouldn’t be surprised if Dakkoran wizards will be working with the enemy. Anter?”
“Yes, Marshal,” Anter said.
“I’d like you to meet Lotto Mistad. He worked with Shiro in defeating Duke Happly and in Prola where he personally killed the Prolan king in Mountsea. He has other exploits, but those should be enough. Chika is Shiro’s second in command. Stay away from her staff, it’s lethal.
A messenger ran up to Anchor. “Colonel Baanth says that all units are in position.”
“His exact words, please.”
“Uh, he said to the effect that the battle lines are as solid as they’ll ever be. Damned Bintzians. I think that’s all.”
“Tell him to begin his advance. Hurry or we’ll lose our advantage of surprise. Sorry about that Anter.”
“I don’t mind. They aren’t particularly disciplined, but they will show well in battle.”
The messenger disappeared in the press of men. Anchor drew his blade. He looked for the magic it contained, but sensed nothing, as usual. He didn’t need magic to succeed, a concept he would never entertain as Unca. “Follow me,” Anchor said as he ran to the right side of the field and plunged into the woods. The four of them would enter the officer’s section of the encampment from the east. 
“We’ll surprise Antzen, eh my Hovitzian?”
Anter raised his sword in the air and jumped. Anchor thought he felt the earth shake, but it was all imagination. The excitement of the attack began to reach him as the sounds of battle began to swell as the southern alliance began to engage the enemy,
Fireballs began to erupt from within the camp into the woods followed by more fireballs flowing in from the south. Shiro had begun his counter attack. Anchor’s ploy to put a thin line of men in the forest to the northeast of the camp had worked. Shiro’s Red Rose could sense the source and position of the attacks and return fire on the enemy wizards.
The armies of Ashof and Bintz should have just begun to invade from the west. Anchor expected to win, but he didn’t know at what kind of cost, certainly not the 20 to 1 ratio the northern alliance achieved against the Dakkorans. Antzen would have the army on alert after his escape. The Teryon wouldn’t have expected the armies to drop in on him, however.
He reached the edge of the encampment. “Lotto and Chika can you sense guards in the trees? I’d rather our entrance be a surprise.”
Both of them closed their eyes. “Three in close proximity,” Chika said, “There, there and there.” She pointed them out.
Lotto nodded. “I’m not as fast locating them as Chika, but she’s right. I can take the one on the left.”
“Chika you eliminate the one on the right and Anter and I will take the middle one. Stay on your side of the camp when we enter. I’m more worried about battle mages and arrows. Anter and I can take on the swordsmen.”
Lotto nodded and crept off to his target. Anchor could hear his movement in the woods, but Chika just teleported to her destination. Anchor moved forward, his sword back in its scabbard and a knife in his hand. The guard looked towards the sounds of fighting and didn’t even sigh as Anchor’s sharp knife slit the man’s throat. 
“Sorry, Anter.”
“Don’t be sorry. I’d do the same. I just don’t want a slaughter.”
“We’ll only slaughter the officers who fight us.”
The giant nodded as they crept into the camp. 
Chika appeared in front of Anchor. “Stop. There are wards a few feet ahead of you.” 
Lotto appeared as well. “Follow her. There is a pathway through them. I’ll be behind.”
They twisted and turned in the dirt between the trees and the tents until Chika motioned them forward. “There aren’t any more.” She ran back to the right and began to inspect the tents. 
The fighting became louder. He had every confidence in his little group.     He directed Anter towards Chika, while he would take the tents towards Lotto. All of the tents were empty until he found one full of about ten bound men.
“What are you doing here?” he asked.
“Once the fighting started, General Antzen had us bound. We aren’t the only ones. Free us,” one of them said.
Anchor backed out of the tent. “I’ll be back for you when we’ve won. Be patient.” He left the tent and began to saw into the ropes holding the tent up. He saw the point of a sword edge out from the door and ran around the tent finishing the job. The tent collapsed. The men came out one by one, all armed. Anchor fought them one by one until the all were dead or groaning at his feet.
Anter jogged to his side. “Chika found another group just like this. She’s taken care of hers.”
“Stay at my side.” Soldiers entered the officer’s area. Anchor recognized the large square as the one where he fought Anter. “Don’t stay too close to me. It will be harder for them to surround us.”
Anchor let the men come to him. He nodded to Anter to begin the attack. The giant was more effective in charge of his own space. These men were common rankers and fought to their deaths. None would be able to match Anter or his swordplay, but there were numbers. Chika yelled something in Ropponi and began to cut into the right side of the group. Lotto came around and fought the soldiers from the left rear. Anchor nearly smiled. With his four fighters, it seemed like they surrounded the soldiers and proceeded to cut them to pieces.
“That was just to warm you up,” Antzen said. He led thirty men, all officers by the look of them, into the square. “Only four? I would have thought you’d lead three or four hundred men this way.”
“Four is enough, Antzen.”
“General Antzen, to you, Vance.”
Anchor smiled. “The name is Anchor, Marshal of the Learsea armies. I have come with men from Learsea, Bintz and Ashof. We are united against you and your two superiors, Histron and Daryaku. You probably haven’t heard, but we have destroyed an entire regiment of Dakkoran soldiers in Histo less than a week ago. That included ships full of sorcerers. Are you sure you wish to fight us? There is still time to surrender, General.”
The sun began to brush the tops of the trees and Anchor could see uncertainty on Antzen’s face.
“I don’t believe you.”
Anchor held up his sword. “What does this look like to you? This was taken from an officer of the Dakkoran forces. You will notice that this one is in excellent condition.”
One of the officers whispered in Antzen’s ear. He was probably a battle mage. Anchor nodded at Lotto, who stood to the far left.
“He can see the magic. Isn’t that what he told you? Have him gaze at the sword on the man to my left. His name is Lotto Mistad. A Serytaran last name. He is the son of the late Duke of Mistad. The woman to my right is a Ropponi sorceress who fights with her staff and Affinity. You see I surround you, Antzen.”
Antzen’s mage hurled a fireball at Anchor. But Anchor held his sword out in front of him and the fireball fizzled out. “Believe me now?” Anchor swallowed hard after he spoke. He had never tested the wards on his sword. The mage clutched at his throat. Chika twisted with her hand and the man went down. “He’s the only one,” she called out to him.
“That encounter didn’t work. My, my, Antzen. Do you know why you are fighting?”
Antzen’s arrogance dimmed in the morning light. “Tell me.”
“Daryaku wants the three Warstones on Besseth. They are in the possession of the alliance. He has disrupted the entire continent to gain possession of those stones, so he can rule the world. He doesn’t care about you or you or you.” Anchor pointed to the men in Antzen’s group. “What will Daryaku do with Besseth? He’ll do what he’s done on Dakkor; turn it into a slave state, where he is the master. His sorcerers are his minions. Is that what you want? Is that what you fight for?”
“Your side has been bloodied,” Antzen said.
“Of course, this is a war. Duke Histron slaughtered King Billeas and his wife. The same nearly happened in Valetan and Gensler. We defeated Happly and have taken care of Histo and Oringia. Daryaku promises riches and titles. He deludes his tools with magic and gold, but you will all end up dead. What have you been promised, General?”
Lotto walked up next to Anchor. He took a few steps towards Antzen. “He’s not under a spell like General Piroff.”
“So, you have a choice. Remember, this is Lotto. He also personally killed Peleor, Daryaku’s principal agent on Besseth and Duke Happly. You’re a mere general. I’m good at generals. Fellon felt the edge of my sword.”
“Boasts,” Antzen said, but Anchor noticed that the man had all but lowered his sword.
“Are they right?” one of the men behind Antzen said.
“Prove me wrong, Antzen. Tell me, what I have said that is wrong?”
The man who spoke walked out and dropped his sword. “I’m for defending Besseth and Teryon against the Dakkorans if they’ve done what this man says.” More men stepped forward. 
Antzen walked through the men and stood directly in front of Anchor. He looked at Anchor with that intense gaze of his.  His shoulders drooped and Anchor could tell his words were hard to get out. “I give you my sword and my life if you need it. I am a Teryon patriot first and foremost and do not want to fight my fellow Bessethians for a foreigner. I cannot give you a satisfactory answer. I will take you to my duke.” Anchor accepted Antzen’s sword.
“Now let’s get this battle stopped before much more blood is shed.”
“That sentiment alone proves your worth.” Antzen bowed to Anchor.
Lotto looked closely at Antzen. “Do you know Armand Lessa of Prola?”
Antzen met Lotto’s gaze and shook his head.
“You should.” He put out his hand. Antzen shook it.
“Chika? Find Shiro and have him stop this.” Anchor turned to Antzen. “Your men have my permission to pick up their weapons and notify their reports. We must hurry.”
~
Anchor sat on the camp stool, General Antzen had provided. It had taken half of an hour to stop the battle. Over one hundred more men lost their lives needlessly. The Dakkoran sorcerers had fought to the death. Shiro didn’t mind and neither did Anchor. 
“Are you sure we can return to Tassleton?” Colonel Baanth said. “These men…”
“I trust General Antzen and I’ll know for certain in just a minute. Before the Band of the Red Rose returns the armies, we will make sure.”
Shiro walked out of a tent and held the flap open for the general. They both strolled to Anchor, talking quietly. “He is an ally.” Shiro said. “I’m not so sure about Duke Jawell. I would say, by Antzen’s description, that he’s enchanted and has been for some time. If he is, I think I can undo the damage.”
“I wish I had you in Beckondale the night I killed Peleor,” Lotto said.
Shiro shrugged. “I was needed elsewhere. We can teleport to Hightown and see what we can do with the Duke. Antzen will legitimize our case.”
“I will indeed,” Antzen said with a laugh. “Shiro knows too much about me.”
Shiro nodded behind Antzen’s back that he agreed.
“Then let’s put this camp back in order. I rely on you and your men to help reorient the men. You now know we only wish to throw out Histron and bring a measure of peace back to Besseth. These have been dark years.”
“Years of the Dark Lord. You will take the fight to him?” one of the officers asked.
Anchor nodded. He turned to Antzen. “You know that and Shiro might have let you in on some of our thoughts.”
“I have heard of you, Anchor, when you lived in a different place and a different time.” Antzen said. “I am very impressed with what you have done and am yours to command, as my duke permits.”
Anchor smiled. “I appreciate your discretion and it’s time to get your duke’s permission. Now, enough of these pleasantries, we have a few more things to do to prepare for the spring campaign, I do believe.”
~~~
 



 
 


 
CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE
~
ANTZEN, SHIRO, LOTTO AND ANCHOR STOOD BELOW the ducal throne of Teryon. Duke Jawell, an old white-haired man, who appeared in good health, looked down on them. Anchor gave a sideways glance to Shiro who nodded. Daryaku did, indeed, control the duke.
“We would like to present our swords to you as a token of our fealty,” Anchor said after Antzen had explained they were here to join Teryon’s forces.
The duke smiled at them and slowly walked down the five steps representing each of the five duchies. He had recently had his artisans carve the names into the each of the steps. Teryon, of course, was inscribed on the top step.
Lotto held out his sword. The duke touched it and stepped to Shiro’s sword. The Ropponi held the blade in his hands, with one underneath the Sunstone back in its place.
“What a handsome stone,” Duke Jawell said. “This is an ancient design.” He put his finger to the stone and swayed. Antzen supported the duke as Shiro went to work, extracting secrets from the duke’s mind and unthreading the spell that held him in thrall to Dakkor.
He opened his eyes and withdrew his hand, putting it to his mouth. “What have I done?” He looked wildly at Shiro and then at Antzen. “Forgive me.”
His general guided the Duke back up the steps to his throne. “I am suddenly dizzy, but will meet with these gentlemen privately.” He stood up and leaned on Antzen’s arm as they walked back down and behind the throne. The duke led them to his study. Antzen helped Duke Jawell to his large, ornate desk chair.
“I brought you here for your safety. There are four Dakkoran wizards in the palace. You must kill them all. They have made me think all the wrong thoughts and I’ve let my people down.” He put his hands to his head. “Oh, the deaths that I’ve permitted.”
“Shiro, I don’t know what to say. Unca? I can’t believe what you’ve accomplished. I always wondered what King Billeas saw in you. Now I know. Teryon is behind you.” He put his hands flat on the desk and looked at his fingers. “You caught me in time, however. I would appreciate you taking me to Venato and Deshine. Those dukes are old friends and I’ve talked them into this, this folly. I can only hope they forgive me. The Five Duchies have co-existed for centuries. We’ve had our spats and squabbles, but this?” He shook his head.
~
Anchor sat with the other members of the alliance. He now represented Learsea and the Five Duchies on the council. Winter had given way to an early wet spring. 
“We are ready to fight,” Anchor said. “The duchies have twenty thousand men ready to move to the Teryon border. Deshine has five thousand men prepared to invade Histron’s duchy in the eastern part of the Red Kingdom. Learsea has fifteen thousand troops poised at the Northeast border.”
“I have seven thousand men just east of here,” Lessa said.
Lotto took a drink of wine and cleared his throat. “Valetan has joined with Gensler.” He looked over to Duke Jellas. “Morio has assembled two thousand men at South Keep and the Gensler-Valetan contingent numbers ten thousand strong.
Mander Hart smiled. “Intelligence from all sources indicates that Duke Histron cannot bring more than thirty thousand troops to battle. We don’t know how many protect his duchy. Five thousand are encamped at Foxhome. His northern army numbers ten thousand. He wintered twelve thousand in the south, presumably to crush your southern advance.” Mander nodded to General Antzen. “While you attacked Anchor’s rear.”
“In military terms,” Chika said. Shiro grinned for an instant.
Mander flashed his teeth and nodded. “In military terms.”
“I don’t want Foxhome destroyed,” Princess Sallia said.
“We will do everything in our power to accommodate your wish, Princess,” Anchor said. “We’d prefer you rise to the throne of a prosperous nation, despite the war.”
Others around the room nodded in agreement.
The time had come to take the war to the Duke. Anchor looked at the Alliance. He doubted that such an assemblage hadn’t occurred for countless years and here he sat, leader of the entire effort.
“I stand in toast to Anchor, who has brought us together,” Antzen said as he stood. 
As they toasted, Anchor rose as well. “Heroic acts by many have enabled this meeting. Lotto Mistad’s rescue of Princess Restella and Valetan’s royal couple. Morio’s rangers as they broke into Happly Keep. Shiro and the Band of the Red Roses. Lessa’s sealing of the western ports. We have all fought and learned to rely on each other. May it always be so. I toast your accomplishments, but we have more goals, which I have discussed with all of you. Our present goal is to restore the Bloodstone and its heir to the throne of the Red Kingdom.” He put the wineglass to his lips and looked at Sallia. She nodded and took a drink. She smiled and sat with the others. 
“I wish to command the Learsea troops as is my right,” Prince Peeron said.
Fifteen thousand men under Prince Peeron? Anchor didn’t plan on this.
“With your father’s blessing?” Anchor said.
Peeron nodded and sneered. “With my father’s blessing.” The words must have been hard to utter by the man.
~ 
Anchor stood at King Willom’s thick glass windows trying to keep from sighing. The sun streamed in and the sea looked calm. The king shuffled about the room yelling at his son.
“From what I’ve been told, you’ve made a nuisance of yourself.”
“Anchor has spread lies about me.” The prince stood tall as he made his accusations. Anchor tried to stay out of the father-son discussion. 
The king narrowed his eyes and raised a fist full of parchments. “Not from Anchor, my boy, but I had reports from just about from everyone else. I nearly expected your praises to be sung by Duke Histron himself. You’ve done the Alliance no favors with your behavior.”
That must have hurt Peeron. Anchor let the king continue berating his son with specific instances. Anchor hadn’t heard half of the disruption the prince had caused in Sally’s Corners.
“But, you are my only son.” The king took a deep breath. “Despite my misgivings, I will let you ride at the front of the army if you commit to follow Anchor’s battle plan and Colonel Baanth’s advice. If you do not, I can promise dire consequences. Dire. Do you hear me?”
“I do, father.” Peeron said. Anchor didn’t trust Peeron any more than Willom did. He was glad the prince wasn’t his own son. He might have throttled the whelp in his crib and wondered if Willom had ever thought the same. Peeron flashed a triumphant grin at Anchor who nodded.
“King Willom. With the prince commanding all of Learsea troops, I will relinquish my position as Learsea’s Marshal.” Anchor said.
“Goes without saying, Anchor. You are commanding the whole lot, not just us.” The king glared at Peeron. “Did you hear that? You ride under Anchor’s command, at all times. I will write out an edict so stating. You will still follow Anchor’s orders, not your own whim!”
Anchor had no further reason to subject himself to this family squabble. “I’ll have a Ropponi transport the Prince to the army camped at the Northeastern border tomorrow. If I may be excused.” Anchor bowed and quickly left the room. The argument picked up again before he had shut the door behind him.
~
The snow fields that had surrounded the Learsean northwestern border keeps had dwindled to patches underneath trees and the northern side of rocks and buildings. Anchor stood on the ramparts, as he liked to do, talking to Colonel Baanth, now General Baanth and General Leef.
“I wanted to talk to you both while the prince is settling into his quarters below. You have my plans. See that you adhere to them. I am pulling out all but twenty Ropponi. They are to be principally used for communication and transportation when absolutely required. If the Prince becomes too irrational in his thinking, all of them have been given leave to depart.
“You should know this. I have no trust in the Prince and I am sorry I must leave you to deal with him. Now that Daryaku can detect where the stones are, he won’t waste his sorcerers on your army, so that should limit Prince Peeron’s exposure. The prince is to take ten thousand troops along with you, General Baanth, which leaves Leef with a reserve of five thousand.”
“The same border force that you had in reserve before,” Leef said.
“But you do have four times more Ropponi, and Tishiaki, but I will take him back when I need when we begin our spring campaign. I don’t want any Ropponi under the prince’s command. He dislikes them intensely.”
Baanth nodded, gravely.
“I can’t underestimate the importance of your army’s movement south to Highfield, Histron’s center of power. I’m not sure how quickly the Deshine troops will arrive, but you are to secure Histron’s refuge and take care of any of Histron’s forces that wintered in his domain.
“When that is done, you can take half of the force and move to Foxhome. The details are in the packets I left with the both of you and Prince Peeron.” Anchor clapped them both on the shoulder. “Good luck and I don’t know if I’ll see you until Foxhome. It was a pleasure to serve with you both.”
~
Restella swept into the crowded meeting room at The Traveler’s Rest in Sally’s Corners. Lotto cringed at her appearance. She dismissed the Ropponi who had transported her and glared at Lotto. 
“Don’t you know how to move about like the Ropponi’s? Why didn’t you come for me?”
Mander Hart laughed. “He doesn’t wish to show the Princess how inept he still is. Lotto has bruises to show from his efforts.”
“I do indeed. I can teleport, but I always end up in some strange position, usually three or four feet above the ground. Shiro is baffled. I wouldn’t wish to subject you to my failure to learn.”
“Oh, that’s what I’ve felt after you move from place to place. That’s an acceptable explanation,” she said, without changing her expression. 
Lotto yearned for the ardor they both had felt after their initial link to the Moonstone, but it had vanished completely enough. Now Restella had command of the Valetan troops and Lotto grasped at an offered position with Mander Hart’s more independent rangers, now reunited with his old friend Captain Gully and outside of Restella’s direct command. He had learned of the change the previous night and doubted if Anchor even knew, since he arrived in Sally’s Corners an hour ago.
Anchor looked up from a stack of papers. He looked like a natural leader, gazing at the commanders of the alliance. Somehow, Unca and Anchor had blended together into a whole that must have been greater than either personality. 
“I’ve visited the Deshine army and given final instructions to Prince Peeron on the northeast border. Lessa will coordinate the northern alliance. I’ve just been told that Princess Restella commands the Valetans.”
Duke Jellas broke in. “There is a change. Lotto will command the rangers of both Valetan and Gensler. Morio Jellas will command the forces along the southern border keeps.”
“So be it,” Anchor said.
Restella cleared her throat. “Why was I not told of this?”
Anchor raised his eyes. “Why was I not told that you would replace Lotto as commander of the Valetan troops? You were assigned to the Oringian border at your own request, as I recall.” 
He had never heard Anchor’s voice carry so much steel. The joint command seemed to take the humor out of him. None had expected Prince Peeron to lead Learsea troops. What happened in Learsea? It certainly put Anchor in a bad mood… no, an imperious mood.
“Lotto has too much experience to waste on a ranger unit. That was his assignment. Princess?”
“It was and is,” she said, her face beginning to flush.
“King Goleto has given me command of all Valetan forces. I try to accommodate the wishes of our members and that’s why Prince Peeron commands the Learsea contingent. I do not question your valor or capability to command the Valetan army, but Lotto is a resource I have used before. After the initial shock of the change of plans, I am gratified to have him reporting directly to me, through the kindness of Duke Jellas and Mander Hart.” Anchor nodded to the duke, who appeared to be stifling a grin.
Lotto had to do the same. He could feel the anger roiling in Restella and for once he enjoyed it.
“You think it’s funny, don’t you?” Restella glared at him.
“Come on, Restella. You know what’s best here.” He could feel that she did and her anger lowered just a notch. 
“Fellow members of the Alliance,” Sallia stood and said. “We shouldn’t bicker. Who else could unite the five duchies and have the perfect trust of all of the kingdoms of Besseth, save Oringia and Histo? We must fight together. Anchor leads us and we must let him do that. Let’s focus on Duke Histron and ending the conflict on Besseth soil. We can restore order to our lands and still allow all of our countries to plant before the end of spring.”
Good for her. Sally had grown up as well as Anchor. Lotto remembered her as they walked to Crackledown together, traumatized and needing a secure refuge. Now she gave all the glimpses of the queen she would soon be. Lotto had no question that the alliance would prevail.
~
Shiro leaned against a corner of the meeting room behind Chika. He didn’t agree with letting Prince Peeron command the Learsean troops and General Baanth now served as a nursemaid to the Prince. But he had already let Anchor know of his displeasure at the Learsea border keep. 
Anchor readily agreed to his only demand of permitting his Ropponi to withdraw from the Learsea army should Prince Peeron overreach. He considered that event a certainty and he knew that Anchor felt the same way. Anchor could deal with dukes and kings and Shiro would do his part a bit more behind the scenes. 
He appreciated Anchor’s allowing him to tag along on his journeys. Shiro had learned much more about the interaction with nobles and their subjects. There actually was more give and take in Besseth than in Roppon. He still hadn’t found a comfortable place for his Ropponi in Besseth, however the time hadn’t come for him to actually look. He had made friends with a lot of important people and didn’t worry like he once had.
Princess Sallia’s comments heartened him. He now knew nobles who had the power to find a home for his Red Rose with whom he had mutual trust. That would have never happened on the Roppon Isles.
~
The burn of anger still worked its way through Restella as she sat, listening to Anchor lay out their strategy. How dare he overturn her decision!  But then as she listened to Anchor’s work, she could see the strategy unfolding on such a grand scale that it took her breath away. She knew her abilities as a commander allowed her to react to the situation presented to her, but she grudgingly admitted the scope of the spring offensive was beyond her. 
Her eyes turned to Lotto. He quickly looked back. He felt the same that she did. Lotto had studied military strategy in the Mander Hart’s ‘bookstore library’. Hart could rival Anchor, but he didn’t have the spark and determination that she saw in Anchor’s eyes.  The man grew into his position. She remembered Lotto’s description of Anchor as an eager, but mediocre fighter when he saved Sallia from Histron. Now the man’s prowess with his sword and his mind were legend. She’d seen it herself when he fought in the sorcerous attack in Oringia.
She still had nightmares of specters grabbing her arms and legs, although she knew all they wanted was the Moonstone on her sword. The dark mist had magically paralyzed lotto. Restella had to admit to herself that fear had frozen her limbs, a fear she had never felt so viscerally before.
She’d let Anchor have his way. He’d saved her from an extended period of proximity to Lotto, anyway. She hadn’t thought that through when she had made her demand a few minutes ago.
~
Armand Lessa rubbed the back of his neck. He knew what he had to do with his troops. Anchor had consulted with him a few days before and nothing had changed. He observed the interplay in the room with his usual amusement. What thoughts ran through the minds of those here? Restella’s face had finally eased from the pinched anger he had seen moments before. The woman, young as she was, had a pretty look when it wasn’t screwed up in some kind of expression of distaste or anger. He wondered what she would be like if the Moonstone hadn’t made her into a most formidable and angry warrior.
Lotto always looked unsure when Restella was around. Poor man. The link held him back from his potential. At least Anchor had the good sense to separate the pair. 
Morio could lead the Gensler border forces well enough. The duke had passed the time for his physical involvement in battle although ten or twenty years ago, Jellas would be heading Gensler. He liked the change. Working with Lotto would allow Lessa to make use of the Gensler rangers who could move courtesy of the Ropponi. 
Tactically, a good ranger contingent made up for a lack of battle mages. Prola had few and Lessa had left them strung along the Red Kingdom-Histo border with birds to make sure Daryaku hadn’t another contingent buried deep in Histo’s forests. He didn’t think so, nor did anyone else. He wouldn’t leave that to chance and Anchor had readily agreed.
He rubbed his hands as Anchor began his strategy with catching Histron in Foxhome. He hadn’t heard this part of the narrative before.
~
Sallia sat up straighter as Anchor began to describe the strategies that would be employed with the assault on Foxhome. Without consulting her, all of his approaches relied on letting the people of Foxhome play a role in the assault.
She wished Unca could advise Anchor. Shiro had found enough information from others in the alliance to give him locations within the city. She again thought of Anchor beside her and Unca, but had he become bigger than the Red Kingdom? 
Anchor had grown each and every time she had met him. It was as if experience grew inside of him as he proceeded to vanquish his enemies. His moves were bold and convincing. He and Shiro averted the entire southern campaign through the Five Duchies by turning General Antzen and removing Duke Jawell’s enchantment, so that even their initial capture had aided their cause. She finally held a real hope that the same could be done for the Red Kingdom.
As Anchor finished, Sallia looked around for Shiro and found him in a corner. She didn’t entirely understand his role, but he and Anchor made a wonderful team. 
Sallia took a deep breath as the meeting ended. Anchor would be moving to the southern armies to start the hostilities. She needed to talk to him before he departed. She never did get a reply from her latest letter.
~
Anchor sat at a table in the tavern part of The Traveler’s Rest with Antzen, relaxing with an ale. Sallia stood at the archway that led to the meeting room, waiting for an opportunity to talk to Anchor. She saw Willow come into the inn her gaze went back to Anchor. He started as he recognized her friend, but then averted eye contact.
Sallia knew he had recognized Willow. How would he know her? She furrowed her brow, when Willow came up to her.
“What’s wrong, you?” Willow said. She hadn’t ever treated her like a princess and even now when the prospects of her ascending to the throne never looked more positive, Willow still didn’t. Sallia would always let the housekeeper address her as a friend.
“Have you ever met Anchor?”
Willow looked around the room. “No, is he here?”
That answered Sallia’s question. “Over there. The two blond men. Anchor is the younger one.”
Willow’s eyebrows rose. “He reminds me of Unca when he was younger.”
“You think they could be related?”
The housekeeper shrugged. “Unca never spoke of any close relatives.” She turned around and caught Anchor’s eye. He looked down. Anchor seemed to wither under Willow’s gaze. “Is he a man to be feared?”
Sallia shook her head. “No. He has grown so much in the last year. Has it only been two years since I left Sally’s Corners and trudged north?”
“An eventful time” Willow said. “I came over to see if you need more dresses. It doesn’t look like your size has changed. Why don’t we go visit my friend, the dressmaker?”
Anchor just got up with his friend and walked out of the inn. She had lost her chance.
“Yes. I might need a royal dressmaker.”
“She already is,” Willow said, laughing. Sallia joined in for appearance’s sake, but disappointed darkened her mood.
~
Morio caught up with Lotto as he walked to the stable.
“Lotto!  Father told me that we will be working together again!” 
“That we will. You get to manage the entire southern border and the rangers get to go wherever they wish.”
Morio sensed that all was not well with his friend. He’d bet that Restella caused his mood.
“Restella tried to demote me to a ranger leader again, under her command. That wouldn’t work out”
“Oho!  I bet that wouldn’t. She’d love to have you under her thumb.”
Lotto pursed his lips and shook his head as he found his horse unsaddled. He shooed the stable boy away. Evidently he wasn’t very happy. Morio would cheer him up. He’d done it before.
“You know, Morio, I sensed that Anchor’s action to change her decision actually made her relieved. She can adjust easily enough, when she puts her mind to it.” His admission seemed to lighten Lotto up a bit.
“Lessa wants you to work closely with his forces, too,” Morio said. Perhaps a change of subject…
“I agree. He has no battle wizards and Gensler only has a few including me. We will supplant magical power with superior battlefield intelligence.”
Morio laughed. “That’s Lessa’s line.”
“It is indeed, who do you think I got it from? I’d rather be working with Lessa and you than Valetan in this war and I think Anchor will steer us that way. If I were him, I’d have Valetan moving down the center of the Red Kingdom along the Red River and then head directly west to Foxhome. What a slaughter that would be! Anchor knows what he’s about. We’ll split up going south into two columns, but maybe a days’ ride apart.”
Lotto began to squint his eyes as he put the saddle blanket on his horse.
They picked up Morio’s horse and took off southwest to where Gensler made camp swapping war stories on their ride. Morio felt like he had done the job that Anchor had given him.
~
Anchor waited for Shiro to say goodbye to Chika. She always made Anchor shake his head, but smile, with her ribald repartee. He would have never thought Shiro would be attracted to such a woman, but the two had shared many experiences that brought them closer together. He wished he could say the same for Lotto and Restella. He hoped Morio was able to lift Lotto’s mood. If Morio couldn’t, Lessa would. He had the most confidence in those three carrying out his orders. Restella was a question mark and he just didn’t know Antzen well enough, but he’d made some strides along those lines during their lunch together.
Peeron and the Deshine armies could roll around in eastern Red Kingdom all they wanted to. Anchor just wanted them to attract enough of Histron’s forces to increase his advantage at Foxhome.
Chika drew back Shiro for another kiss by the inn. He’d let Shiro take as much time as he wished
Anchor caught Sallia and Willow exit the inn and walk west towards Sally’s Corners small shopping district. He didn’t want Willow to appear to know him in front of Sallia. Had Sallia seen Willow’s greeting? With so many people knowing his real identity, he’d have to tell Sallia sooner rather than later. Perhaps once the armies were in motion. The only army that would be teleported was the southern army since they had to travel the longest distance. He’d have to wait for Mander Hart’s spies to tell where Histron began to move his forces.
Histron would have to know by now that Jawell had thrown in with the alliance. Mander couldn’t tell him if Histron’s southern army had retreated north from the border, yet.
Shiro walked up, ready to go. Anchor took a last look at Sallia and Willow farther up the street and nodded. “It’s past time we started the final campaign.”
~~~
 



 
 


 
CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO
~
THE ROPPONI STOOD ON HILLS FLANKING THE ONLY SOUTHERN ENTRY into the plain. Histron’s southern army arrayed itself into three battle groups. Anchor looked over the hilly plain from atop his horse, standing among the Ropponi on the eastern hill.
Anchor directed the cavalry to the flanks with two Ropponi each. They would move around the hills and approach the battle from the sides. His scouts told him that Histron held a reserve to the rear, with a sizable force hidden by a hill midway into the plain.
He appreciated Histron’s arrangement. It had been done before, two hundred fifty years ago in a battle between Valetan and the Red Kingdom. The massive force moving into the side had split the oncoming Valetan troops and the Red Kingdom had prevailed. At that time, the Gensler duchy fought with the Red Kingdom and was not allied to the Beckondale throne.
Anchor vowed that history would not repeat itself. He squinted as the sun rose to the west. He had thought long about a suitable counter strategy. He scribbled messages and sent them via Ropponi to the cavalry and to Antzen arrayed below. 
He watched the enemy advance. Anchor hated, as always, to think of his fellow countrymen as enemy. The Ropponi began to return. One of the cavalry commanders needed clarification. 
“Wave the red flag now,” Anchor said. A huge red flag sprung into the air. It waved in the still air as a Ropponi used their power to bring up a localized breeze.
Shiro stood at Anchor’s side. He would be assigned wherever he needed to counteract battle wizards and Anchor knew Shiro had the potential to turn the course of battle. He had recalled Tishiaki from Peeron’s army for this battle.
A Ropponi returned all the way from Sally’s Corners. He conferred with Shiro. 
“Yes?” Anchor said.
“A Dakkoran force is marching directly towards us from the west. Estimated force size is two thousand men. An equal size group is assembling to the west.”
Mander Hart’s spy network had done its job, but barely in time. Anchor looked down at his maps, spread out on a makeshift table below him. It appeared that Histron planned on a pincer movement midway through the plain. His armies would create five fronts, three ahead and one on each side. The leading troops would be slaughtered as Histron would make a strategic retreat and then turn back as his battle line would attack from all five battle groups. 
“Shiro, take three teleporting Red Roses and move by line of sight until you are behind the Dakkoran troops. They are certain to have battle mages. We will move three thousand troops in behind them along with thirty of your contingent. Engage when discovered or just as they move into the plain. Tishiaki, you do the same to the east with another three thousand troops. I doubt they will have as many battle mages in Histron’s forces, so you can take twenty. That will leave me with enough to deploy as I see fit as the battle unfolds.
“Comments?”
“None at all,” Shiro said, “We will enjoy killing more Dakkorans. There is no requirement to take it easy on our true enemies.” Shiro grabbed five Ropponi while Anchor wrote out a copy of the new orders for Antzen, who had just begun to emerge onto the plain. 
“For General Antzen.” Anchor leaned over with the message. The Ropponis began to wink out. Now all he could do was wait for another half an hour for the forces to clash. Histron’s forces had moved out with a clatter, but now moved more slowly. Antzen was told to not to go past halfway up the battlefield due to the large flanking forces. 
The battle became a game of strategy. Anchor felt the mantle of leader of the alliance heavily on his shoulders. He’d like to have made a joke here or there to lighten the atmosphere, as he would have as the Court Wizard to break the tension, but that wouldn’t work here. He needed to be resolute throughout.
Where had the wizard gone? He had to react differently ever since he had used the Bloodstone to change his age. Had Unca disappeared forever? Anchor didn’t know. He dreaded the end of the war and the complications upon complications his identity would cause. Lotto might have the strength to change him back to regain his power, but frankly, he hadn’t missed it. Shiro provided him with whatever magic he needed. And then Sallia needed to be notified. He sighed and forced himself to concentrate on the battle arrayed below him.
Shiro appeared at his side. “The troops are on their way. Three thousand men and wizards. 
Tishiaki reported a few moments later. “Two thousand men. We are currently moving troops from the rear.”
Anchor nodded. He felt the tensions begin to rise and gripped the hilt of his Dakkoran sword. Anchor would rather lead the armies into battle, but perhaps he’d get into the fight at some point. There wouldn’t be an opportunity here to turn a general like he had with Antzen. Whoever ran the battle for Histron would be part of his inner circle. 
Antzen suddenly stood in front of Anchor, facing the enemy along with a Ropponi woman.
“Do you wish to see me?” Anchor said, smiling. It broke the tension.
The Teryon general turned around and shook his head laughing. “I don’t know if I can get used to that.”
Anchor shrugged.
“How are we arrayed?” Antzen said.
Anchor looked at Shiro and then pointed down at his map. “Two forces have been sighted. Three thousand men that way,” Shiro pointed to the west, “…and two thousand to the east. Both are hidden by hills. They haven’t begun to advance, but they will as soon as your advance reaches their trigger point. The enemy will draw your enemy north deeper into the plain. See?”
“I do. We would have been slaughtered even if I split my forces into a pincer formation as I had planned.”
Anchor nodded. Facing the eastern flankers, Antzen would have split his forces and taken on the flankers directly. “What do you suggest now?”
“We still have numbers. I’ll just go up the middle and then I’ll still send forces left and right, but now, most of my men will head straight into the baffled arms of my enemy. We’ll squeeze the flankers until they don’t bleed anymore and still take on their main force with ours.”
“Good. We think alike. Let’s make it happen. Raise a blue flag when you confront battle mages,” Anchor said. 
Antzen nodded and left to order his forces. 
“Timing is critical,” Anchor said to Tishiaki and Shiro. With Antzen wheeling just part of his forces towards the flankers, you’ll now want to attack as soon as your targets step up their movements into the plain. Understood?”
Shiro reached up and put his hand on Anchor’s arm. “I’ll come back to you once we are engaged. Antzen’s captain and my band know what to do.” 
“I’d appreciate that. I want to get my sword bloodied in this fight, but I’ll only go after officers, if possible.”
“I understand. We will go now.” Shiro nodded at Tishiaki and they left Anchor standing with less than half a dozen of Shiro’s Band of Red Roses to keep him company, watching the battle unfold below.
~
Antzen’s forces split in formation and that ignited the Dakkoran’s to rush towards what appeared to be a smaller force of alliance soldiers heading their way. The enemy couldn’t see how deep the central column had become. Shiro stood with a Teryon captain, standing halfway of the slope of a hill when they spotted the move. His Ropponi were behind him. The captain waved a blue flag and three thousand soldiers rushed towards the rear of their enemy. 
Shiro saw balloons of fire heading towards the plain. The Red Roses sent fire towards the sources of those balloons from behind. The captain’s mouth dropped open as streams of yellow and red plunged into the Dakkoran ranks. The streams continued to flow from behind Shiro and he threw a few of his own until the alliance troops began to close in on the Dakkorans. 
“Take them out,” Shiro said as he teleported towards the middle of the action. He remembered Anchor’s sentiment to take out the officers. Perhaps he could retrieve another of those charmed Dakkoran swords. He’d carry it with him to Ayrtan and use it to destroy the Dark Lord.
His Red Roses fought as a unit around him as they carved through the Dakkoran troops. The Dark Lord’s soldiers weren’t any better trained than the troops they had fought in Histo. He noticed a cluster of Dakkorans fighting towards the rear and led his own men towards that clump of the enemy.
Shiro cut a bloody swath through the Dakkorans. They moved through the chaos in battle as a closed wedge, fighting as they moved forward. Those on the back end protected the rear. Always on the move, their battle formation had been practiced day after day along with others when the Band of the Red Rose camped at Happly Keep with nothing else to do. This was the first time they could actually put their full training into practice.
The band used the barest touches of power to shove opponents or make them trip. They used their power to speed up their swings, but always changing what they did. Each fighter fought with their own style and rhythm, always moving forward. 
Shiro penetrated the bunched up Dakkorans. He could see men with better uniforms walking in the midst of the protection, eyes wide with fear, swords out. Shiro spotted two enchanted swords. Perhaps he could take one to Restella. She would know how to use it.
A gap occurred within the officer’s ranks and Shiro teleported a mere ten paces away and began to wreak havoc on the Dakkoran officers. None of them possessed Affinity. Had they left their sorcerers to fend for themselves or did the Red Rose just obliterate another company of sorcerers when they battled with fireballs. The clump began to dissipate as the Red Rose began to circle the officers, having dispatched their protectors. 
Shiro hit one of the officers on the head with his hilt and grabbed the other officer with an enchanted sword as he fell to a Red Rose blade. He teleported both back to the ridge where Anchor would be.
“Bringing gifts?” Anchor said, as Shiro threw the two Dakkoran officers at his feet.
“Take the swords. They are like your own. One of the men is knocked out. We’ll want to interrogate. I’ve got to get back.”
Shiro stood, getting his breath at the edge of the conflict. The Dakkoran contingent had suffered massive losses and soldiers began throwing down their weapons since they had nowhere to run. Shiro wouldn’t kill men who had surrendered. He began to order his men to disarm the enemy and take them to the edge of the remaining battle. 
He found the Teryon captain. Both were bathed in blood at that point.
“Take a few hundred of your men out to manage the captives and lead the rest of your men back to the plain to support the main group,” Shiro said.
He walked through the battlefield and found his Red Rose officer and told him the same. The force that split off of Antzen’s main body disengaged and Shiro led them forward. He looked back. The Teryons had suffered losses, but they didn’t compare to the Dakkorans. He wished the loss ratio would have been better, but he estimated that he led at least two thousand men back out into the field.
The army had driven the enemy back, but then the ground shook and fissures no wider than a foot began to slow Antzen’s advance. Shiro threw a fireball as far back into the ranks as possible. His Red Rose followed suit. 
The pace was relentless once the fissures had been negotiated. Anchor appeared at his side with a Red Rose.
“I can’t stay all the way to the back any longer. I couldn’t see how the battle went, so here I am. What is the situation?”
“The enemy’s battle mages tore up the earth to slow our advance and we countered with…”
“Fire balls. As soon as I saw those, I released all of the Ropponi into the field except a few to guard the prisoner and his dead friend. We need to get behind them. Pull troops to the side and lets get a few thousand men behind the fighting.”
Shiro didn’t object to Anchor’s excellent idea and spread the word. He only teleported himself and Anchor after a good portion of Antzen’s forces made it ahead of them.
Anchor looked around. “Find me officers.” He waded into battle.
Shiro couldn’t detect any other Dakkoran swords as he followed Anchor into the melee.
They ducked and slashed and parried and thrust into soldier after soldier as they made their way through the battle. Shiro found fancy uniforms and called to Anchor. “To your left, twenty or thirty paces.”
Anchor continued to fight, but nodded his head. Shiro looked behind him and the Red Rose had formed up behind them.
“Lead on, Anchor. The Band of the Red Rose fight behind you.”
“Good,” he said as he plunged back into battle. Suddenly he held two swords in his hands as his sword whirled a pathway of death and injury through the Histron troops. 
Shiro felt like the sun had parted from clouds in the sky as they confronted an entire unit of officers in spotless uniforms that had been pushed their way by the teleported Antzen troops.
Anchor stopped and in the midst of the fighting called out an officer. “Bastian!  Stop your men. I don’t want to kill an old friend.”
A highly decorated officer squinted at Anchor. “I don’t know you. Defend yourself!” The man threw himself at Anchor, who quickly disarmed his opponent and whispered in his ear. Shiro saw the man’s eyes bulge as he took another look at Anchor. He stood up. 
“We surrender!  We surrender!” He pulled out a large white handkerchief and began waving it in the air. 
Gradually the fighting began to slow and stop. More of the enemy began to wave white cloths in the air denoting surrender. It took some time, but other than a few pockets of desperate men, the fighting stopped.
Histron’s army had fought well, but had taken a beating. Shiro didn’t think that even a quarter of Histron’s army would have survived the battle if Histron’s officer hadn’t surrendered.
“What did you tell him?”
Anchor laughed. “My name and something that only I knew about an old friend. Histron’s general had been killed and Bastian was second in command. We even had overrun their reserve force. A total victory, enhanced by the surrender. We saved thousands of lives today.”
Antzen found Anchor and Bastian found a number of his officers.
“We now have to cull out those who are truly Histron’s soldiers. You have the option of fighting with us, or sitting out the war and facing imprisonment for fighting for Histron.”
Shiro knew that Anchor didn’t think that Sallia would resort to that. She wanted to heal her country and would go quite far to do it.
The officers spent the remainder of the day ordering the troops. The rankers who wouldn’t support Sallia were grouped with the remaining Dakkorans and herded into a valley with steep walls. It would be their prison until the war ended. Antzen assigned five hundred of his men to watch over nearly two thousand troops. Bastian led them to their supply cache and Anchor detailed sufficient supplies to keep the prisoners fed for a month.
The sun was about to set and pyres had been built to burn the dead. The three massive piles of wood and dead bodies were categorized by country. The Dakkoran’s had taken the worst of it. The Red Kingdom had lost over a thousand men and Teryon, a bit less than that. A small pyre had already been lit for the twenty-eight dead Ropponi, one-tenth of the remaining Red Roses.
Shiro’s men and women surrounded their smaller pyre and sang Ropponi dirges to help their fallen brothers and sisters find a proper way back to a new life. Shiro never put much stock in religion and just hoped if they came back, they would do so on Besseth. Ropponi would have been a worse place for them than Besseth.
~
Anchor now sported a scar on his face, a split cheek from a spear. He sat in a tent with a view of the pyres. He would stay on the battlefield overnight and have Shiro take him to Sally’s Corners after breakfast. He had taken off most of his shredded clothes and let two healers work on his body. 
Shiro kept teasing him on his wounds, but he’d order Shiro to strip next. Not all of the blood on the Ropponi’s clothes was that of the enemy, either.
Bastian walked up to Anchor with five of his officers. They saluted Anchor. A show of respect was always a good sign. Anchor could barely keep his eyes open. Magical healing always seemed to affect him this way.
“Unca.”
“Not here, Bastian. All know me as Anchor.”
‘Anchor, then. We’ve counted heads and can add another nine thousand men to yours.” 
That would give the alliance and army of nearly twenty-five thousand men attacking him from the south. Histron will gag when he finds out. Now, how to use these forces?
“What lies between us and Foxhome?”
“Histron has a habit of moving his armies around, but I would say perhaps two armies of less than five thousand each. He went ahead with trying to stop you on this plain, even after knowing about Jawell’s defection,” Bastian said.
Anchor would push around any smaller army. “What kind of forces does he have in Highfield?”
“Perhaps another five thousand man force, maybe split into three or four regiments. I don’t know for sure. General Masters would know, but…” Bastian shrugged. “Even your Ropponi can’t teleport where he is now.”
Anchor smiled. Five thousand split into smaller groups? Prince Peeron couldn’t mess up with such superior numbers.
“So the big battle is to be fought at Foxhome. Histron’s forces probably surround Foxhome and make it look like the city is under siege.”
“Indeed they do. The duke is afraid the alliance will converge on him,” Bastian said.
Anchor stood after the healers withdrew. He buttoned up a bloody shirt and pulled up just-as-bloody pants. He would tell Sallia of his real identity tomorrow, even if he had to interfere with her morning preparations, whatever they might be.
“He is right to be afraid. That’s exactly what we are going to do. What chance do you have of turning more troops?”
Bastian’s teeth sparkled as the day ended. “You can count on two-thirds or more coming over to the alliance. Just tell me that Princess Sallia still possesses the Bloodstone.”
Anchor smiled. The information was music to his ears. “She does. King Billeas put it in my hand with the order to save his daughter. I held it for some time and sent it to her just after I joined Gensler’s army. She’s had it ever since, I used it to change myself.” Anchor waved his hand in front of him. “I lost my magic and can’t return to my former form without another using the Bloodstone. Youth was its unique power over the other Warstones.”
“They’re not a myth?”
“Shiro, show Bastian the Sunstone. Bastian, don’t touch it.”
Shiro pulled out his sword. “It is the yellow jewel. A number of people can attest that the stone is genuine.”
“I can,” General Antzen said as he joined them. “Whoever holds the stone can join minds with anyone else who touches it. Shiro said that the ancient rulers of Roppon used it until they became too corrupt to have anyone know what dastardly secrets the emperors held in their minds. He used it on me.”
“He passed, barely,” Shiro said.
“I did too,” Anchor said. “Has Histron spoken of my role in the usurpation?”
“You had a role?”
“I’ll tell you and these men. I don’t want it to be a secret anymore. You remember my gullibility?”
Bastian nodded, smiling.
“Histron told me that he wanted to sneak in a birthday feast for the king and asked me if I knew of a secret entrance to the palace. He’d clean out the passage and surprise the king.”
Bastian’s smile faded. “You let him in.”
“I did and the guilt has ridden heavily on my back ever since. Shiro knows and until now, no others, except Histron and anyone he’s told.”
Bastian shook his head. “It’s certainly not common knowledge.”
“I’d like to keep it that way for now. However tomorrow I’ll tell Princess Sallia of my true identity.” Anchor took a deep breath. He had just confessed to a capital crime and it felt like a release. He wasn’t yet up to telling her about his role in the usurpation, but Anchor didn’t want it to be a secret any more.
“I can see you doing such a thing then, but you’ve changed, haven’t you? I don’t see the old Unca running rings around my army. How did you know about the Dakkorans? I hated them helping us, by the way. I’m not blameless myself.”
“Perhaps it’s a younger brain. Maybe losing my magic and having to truly become a soldier made my outlook more serious. I don’t feel as carefree as I did before, but I retained a great deal of experience as a counselor to the king and, in a way, King Billeas became a counselor to me. As I thought of strategies, I’d sometimes wonder what he would do. It helped me and I helped kill him.”
“You didn’t quite take an active part. I’m not quite sure if feckless behavior is a hanging offense.”
“It should be,” Anchor said. “But at the right time, I will place my future in Sally’s hands.”
“It’s Sallia.”
“I actually called her Sally while we fled to the north.”
Bastian put a hand on Anchor’s shoulder. “You did an admirable job with that. Her disappearance gave Histron fits for months and months. It still does, especially after today. Learsea just about ruined him, you know.”
Anchor smiled. “I ran King Willom’s army as his Marshal.”
“And we never knew who this mysterious Anchor was. My, my. I can imagine you running the entire alliance forces.”
Shiro laughed. “He does. The man can’t keep his mind out of other people’s matters.”
“That’s you!” Anchor said. “Shiro was brought to Besseth to fight for Duke Happly, except the Duke abhorred using Ropponi fighters. His loss was our gain.”
Bastian nodded. “We all were told that no one could stand up against Lord Daryaku’s sorcerers.”
“There can’t be many left now,” Anchor said. “We killed them all today. The northern camp of Dakkorans was too cold for the sorcerers, so they wintered in ships anchored just off Histo’s coast. They all drowned,” Shiro said. “And there were others.”
Bastian’s eyes bulged. “I can’t believe this.
“Believe it,” General Antzen said. “Anchor is a Bessethian treasure as is Shiro here, as long as we can keep him and a few others. I am proud to fight with them.”
“As am I, now,” Bastian said.
Anchor had had enough of this and turned their discussions to battle order as they would split their forces mirroring what Lotto and Lessa were currently doing, moving south. Food was brought as they continued to talk. Bastian yawned and all the others began doing the same. 
“It’s time to pay homage to the dead and get the wounded secured in a compound in the valley,” Anchor said. “It would be better to separate the Red Kingdom forces from the Teryon army. Antzen, you can move the injured back into the Five Duchies and then continue north to join us at your discretion. Shiro, have Tishiaki supervise building some hardened earth walls around the prisoners, and then you are done for the day. Same with you Bastian. I’m for bed. It will be a very traumatic morning.”
~
Shiro teleported to Tassleton to retrieve clean clothes for them both. Then he moved them to Sally’s Corners. They appeared in the rain just in front of The Traveler’s Rest, surprising a rider who nearly ran them down. Anchor brushed off as much of the rain as he could and poked his head in the empty meeting room.
He stopped a serving girl carrying platters of breakfast and asked her if she knew where Princess Sallia was.
“I believe she ain’t come down yet.”
Anchor considered knocking on doors when he spied the inn’s proprietress, Regetta.
“Regetta, could you call Princess Sallia down? I’d like to talk to her.”
She squinted and then looked at him closely again. “Unca. After all this time, I never noticed. What have you done to yourself?”
“Unca?” Sallia said from the top of the stairs. “Regetta, did you say Unca?”
The innkeeper colored a bit. “I said Anchor. It might have come out a bit funny. Lord Anchor, here, is looking for you.”
Sallia rushed down the stairs. “We got the news yesterday afternoon. You defeated Histron’s southern army. How many casualties?”
“Too many, like any battle, Princess. But we were able to add quite a few of our enemy to your cause, once I assured them that you possessed the Bloodstone. Shiro brought you a gift.”
Shiro held out a newly-cleaned Dakkoran sword.
“You want me to fight?” Sallia said. Her reply came out a bit indignantly. Anchor noticed an echo of the woman’s former self.
“Let’s move into the meeting room,” Anchor looked around at the patrons all staring in their direction.
Sallia noticed the eyes as well. “Yes, let’s.”
The three of them stood in the empty meeting room. Sunlight broke through the clouds shot through the windows on the east side of the building, filtered through the still-bare branches on the trees. 
“This is an enchanted sword, like the one I used against the sorcerers who tried to take away the Bloodstone. It’s your only defense if Daryaku makes another direct attempt on the stones. I’d like you to keep it close—either on you or on a bodyguard. Shiro has one for himself and Lotto. Restella gets a sword if we can find the one that went into the alliance armory.”
Sallia calmed down. “You do this for my safety?”
“Of course. Your safety is all that I have sought in this,” Anchor said.
“I’m going to have some of that breakfast,” Shiro said, bowing to them both and leaving Anchor alone with Sallia once he closed the door.
Anchor felt more nervous than he did at the beginning of the previous day, facing Sallia by himself. “I have a confession to make.” 
“Me, first,” Sallia said. 
Anchor furrowed his brow. What did Sallia have to apologize for? 
“I didn’t mean what I said the night you saved me at Beckondale. I want you to forgive me for my attitude and lack of thanks. At one time in my life, I would not have soiled myself to talk to commoners or any man that sought my favor. I had sought anger as my sword.” She looked at the Dakkoran blade. “I never did figure out what I was angry about, but it made me into someone I’ve tried hard not to be since the night my parents died. I’m sorry.”
Fear gripped Anchor so hard that he nearly ran out of the room. He took a deep breath and took Sallia’s hand. She didn’t even try to pull it away. He wanted to tell her how much he loved her, but those words were for another time, if ever. 
“I’m not what I seem.” He paused to clear his throat. Why was this so hard? “I once held the Bloodstone in my hands. People were after me and nearly had me cornered in Happly, of all places. I was collecting information that I hoped would help you.”
“But you didn’t even know me. How did you have the Bloodstone?”
“Because…” 
“You met Unca there? Is that it?”
Anchor felt his eyes water. His head began to swim. He thought he might pass out or break down in sobs. All of the armies on Besseth didn’t generate so much fear as he felt at that moment. “Because I took the Bloodstone from your father’s hand, the night Histron killed him. I went to your bedroom and found the secret passage in the wall. We walked for an eternity beneath Foxhome castle and exited in the dark, and then we fled to my house not far from here.” 
There he had said it. He saw confusion on Sallia’s face as she withdrew her hand. He made no attempt to retrieve it.
“Unca,” her voice nearly a whisper. “I’ve never told anyone the details of our escape. Not even Willow. She recognized you some time ago, didn’t she?”
Anchor nodded. “Regetta did just now. I’ve been coming to Sally’s Corners for decades, before I became an old man. The Bloodstone can make a man young. I invoked an ancient spell to save myself from Happly’s soldiers. I lost all of my power and lost a lot of my age.”
Sallia took a few steps backward and bumped into a chair. She fell into it and put her hand to her forehead. “You’ve kept this from me all of this time?”
Anchor took a deep breath. His emotions hadn’t abated. He sat down a few chairs away from her. “Things became… complicated. After I tried to save you in Everwet, I felt like such failure that I couldn’t face you. Why would you want to have anything to do with a man displaying such deplorable sword skills?”
“But you are Unca.”
“I was a stranger to you, then. I vowed that wouldn’t let that happen again and spent most of my time at South Keep learning a soldier’s trade.
“I’d advised your father for years, but the keep had an exceptional library of military history and added more theoretical knowledge to my practical skills, learned working with your father. I became a changed man. I eagerly sought your letters, but they ended and I knew that Lotto had come into your life and let things be. I didn’t know how my appearance would complicate things, so I re-dedicated my efforts to returning you to Foxhome. It’s all been for you, Princess.”
Tears welled up in Sallia’s eyes. “I don’t know what to say. You’ve been a man of mystery from the start. I began to fantasize that Unca would stand on one side and you’d stand on the other as Protectors to the Queen. I told you that, more than once. That won’t happen now will it?”
Anchor shook his head. “No, but both will stand on one side, if you will it. I do live to serve you.” Anchor pulled out the silken strip of cloth, now wrinkled, spotted with bloodstains, and tattered around the edges. “This accompanied me into battle yesterday. I still carry your token. Please don’t dismiss me.”
Sallia moved to the chair next to Anchor’s and put her hand over his. “How can I? I’ve worried constantly about you. Take your pick, Unca or Anchor. I’ve feared for the safety of you both. We all know what you’ve put into the alliance. All look up to you as their leader. I did then, and I do now. I must admit I’m overwhelmed by your confession. It makes mine so paltry, so inconsequential. You’ve changed so much.”
“So have you. Remember how I had to treat you in your bedroom to get you to come with me? Look at you now. I’ve seen flashes of the old you, but in the right places.”
Sallia nodded and produced a wistful smile. Anchor wished he knew what thought prompted the smile. “So who are you? Old Unca or the dashing and incredible Anchor?” She searched his eyes. “You are Unca. Now I can see him in you.”
“I am him, but I am more. I intend to change back after all of this is over. Shiro or Lotto are strong enough to reverse the spell, but I must continue in this guise until Histron is defeated and maybe longer until Daryaku has been taken care of, once and for all.”
“I believe you and know you are right in that. How many know about you?”
Anchor sighed. “An ever-increasing number of people. That is why I had to tell you, now. I didn’t want another revealing who I am. I have other secrets, but they will come out in due time. Lotto knows, which mean Restella might. No one really knows what does or doesn’t go through their link. Shiro, Duke Jellas, King Willom and the leaders of the Five Duchies. If someone uses Shiro’s stone, they might see it in his mind. Willow knew when she first saw me. Regetta finally figured it out, likely when I entered sodden from the morning rain.”
“I won’t talk to anyone about you, but Willow. I will let on that you have revealed your secret to me, if challenged.”
“One of my secrets.”
Sallia smiled and put her hand to his face. “One of your secrets, but this, I think is the most important.”
Anchor pursed his lips to control himself at her touch. “I hope so, Princess.”
She smiled and Anchor could see the sparkles of sunlight in her tear-filled eyes. “Sally. It will always be Sally.”
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CHAPTER ONE
~
VISHAN DARYAKU’S WIDE EYES followed the white marble staircase ascending into infinity with his father’s ceremonial throne at the very top. His eight-year-old mind told him that no person could ever climb all of the way up.
“Vish,” Sulm, his tutor, clapped his charge on his thin shoulder. “I want you to count all of the steps.”
“All one thousand of them?” 
Sulm nodded. “Every one.”
How could he count ever do what Sulm asked? Vish narrowed his eyes. “Won’t my father be upset?”
Sulm softly cuffed Vish’s ear. “We wouldn’t be here if he was. Now go.”
Vish took a deep breath and would take one step at a time. He began to climb up the steep incline. Ten, fifty, one hundred, two hundred. His efforts echoed around the vast stone room. Every breath, step and grunt echoed in the vast emptiness.
He looked down at Sulm, now standing far below him. Vish continued until he arrived at the golden throne above. He had counted less than the thousand steps. How could that be? People called where his father lived The Palace of a Thousand Steps because of the throne, but there were only three hundred eighty-two.
He leaned against the golden throne and called to Sulm. “There are only three hundred eighty-two!”
Sulm beckoned him back down. “Be careful not to slip, Vish.”
When the boy reached the bottom he furrowed his brows. “There are supposed to be one thousand steps. Where are the rest?”
“There aren’t any.” Sulm said as he gently guided Vish out of the great throne room and they walked in silence, as they always did, in the palace proper. They strolled outside into the hot sun and sought the shade of palms as the pair made their way to Vish’s mother’s house. Father had eleven wives. Vish was the youngest of his mother’s children. Younger wives bore the Emperor younger children and were of relatively lower status. He was the twenty-second son with more already behind him.
Vish didn’t understand. “But, the Palace…”
“You have just seen the difference between truth and perspective. What is the truth?” Sulm said quietly.
“There aren’t one thousand steps.”
Sulm nodded. “That is quite correct. What is the perspective?”
“It’s a big lie,” Vish said as a flood of disappointment overcame him. “There are only three hundred and eighty-two steps, no matter what anyone says.”
“That’s right, will you tell your father that there aren’t a thousand?”
Vish shook his head. “My father knows and permits this lie. He would be angry if I contradicted him.”
Sulm ruffled Vish’s dark straight hair. “That is perspective. We must always know the truth, but we also must know what to do or not do with it.”
“I’m not very happy about perspective. Is it because my father has all power in Dakkor?”
Sulm pursed his lips and thought about his response. Vish wondered if Sulm were considering a truthful answer or one filled with perspective. “Yes, he has power, but perspective can be applied to the truth in many situations. Telling one of your twenty-eight sisters that they aren’t pretty is another exercise of utilizing perspective. Perspective is not just used to avert an angry response, but to keep someone else from feeling bad.”
Vish walked into his rooms with Sulm dutifully holding the door open for the boy. At his age, the sitting room held toys and books of learning. He wished it would stay that way, but he had observed how tutors and decor changed as one got older. He rolled the two concepts around in his head. They made him uncomfortable.
“Perspective is another word for lying, isn’t it?” Vish finally said what he wanted to say in the Throne Room.
“In many cases perspective is what drives us to lie, to dissemble, to do all manner of things, but in the case of the thousand steps, we don’t speak the truth and in that, perspective forces us to lie.”
Vish didn’t like what Sulm taught him, but he recognized the harsh lesson that his tutor had just given him. Sulm might have exercised perspective and never told him, but this was better. Vish would have to think more on his lesson.
~
“My boy,” Princess Yalla said, “how were your lessons today?” All of the Emperor’s wives except for the first, the Empress, were called princesses. She stood in the kitchen overseeing her slaves make the evening meal for the six children and her in their house.
Vish took a huge bite out of a sweet roll. “Profound.”
She laughed. “That is a big word for a little boy.”
The roll tasted good and he might get a slap on the side of his head if he didn’t finish what he had bitten off, so they both waited. “I learned about perspective today. Sulm had me count the Thousand Steps.”
“So you know there are less than four hundred of them. Symbolism is a great power and One Thousand sounds more important than four hundred.” She looked back and gave an instruction to the woman seasoning some kind of little birds. Vish didn’t know the birds’ name, but he liked their taste.
“Three hundred and eighty-two. Sulm told me that no one is supposed to say it’s only that. He called the practice ‘perspective’.”
Yalla turned from her instructions and widened her eyes for emphasis. “That is a profound lesson. What have you learned?”
“That I need to use more perspective, mother.” He took another big bite and left the kitchen when she returned to her servants.
He walked slowly back to his room and took out the other sweet roll that he had hidden from his mother. She didn’t seem bothered that it was all a big lie. He knew enough to recognize that. Vish lay down on his bed and dug into his second sweet roll and looked at the painted ceiling of a blue sky and palm fronds extending out from the corners. The picture always had enchanted him, but today all he noticed was the flat ceiling and colored paints covering the wall. Perspective. Sulm’s concept of perspective had taken something from him, but he didn’t quite know what. Excitement? Imagination? How he had looked at the world around him? 
Sulm had spoiled him somehow. Vish didn’t think he would look at what went on around him in the same way. He remembered the times his mother or his nursemaid had cuffed him for the times he had said something naughty to his sisters or when he complained to his mother. He had no problem spouting out the truth as he saw it, but now he realized that perspective—knowledge of how his words might be taken—might have averted a slap or two.
He resolved that he didn’t like perspective, but he’d need to learn to use it. Sulm was right in teaching him about the steps.
Vish woke to sound of the patter of the raindrops on the stone paths outside his open window. He got up and pulled back the heavy white window screens. He always liked the patterns that ironworkers had twisted and turned into the screens. The silk panels that allowed him privacy were wet and hung limply from the frame. 
He stuck his head out of the house. He closed his eyes and let the warm rain make little snakes of his dark hair and cooled off his face. Vish didn’t need any perspective here. Rain could be cold or warm, but it always, always, came out wet. 
Sulm had taken away the comfort of certainty earlier in the day. At some time his mother would no longer allow him to snuggle up to her as she sat talking to the other wives and the rare visitor. He’d seen it before with older sisters. 
Why did life have to change? He wished he could freeze everything in its place like the colder north of Serytar where the blond people lived. North of Dakkor, Serytar was home to the Moonstone. The Duke and Duchess of Bomai kept it close. Sulm had taught him that they could link their minds. If someone could look into another’s thoughts would they see the truth or see perspective? Perhaps both? He didn’t see any use for such a magical device and would never want to be linked to anyone who could see into his mind. He didn’t think he could hide thinking about the truth from anyone. Perhaps the Duke and Duchess were cursed by having to possess the Moonstone? Vish nodded and concluded that must be the case.
The thoughts tired him and Vish yawned. The storm had passed and only the diminishing dripping of water remained of all that moisture. He returned the window screens to their proper place and went to bed.
~
“Wake up, Vish. We have much to go over today,” Sulm said, as the tutor gently shook Vish’s shoulder. “History, ancient history. We have stories to learn this morning and later we will go over number calculations.”
Vish liked history, but numbers? Not so much. He rose from his bed and went into the washing room where he performed his morning ablutions while Sulm fussed with the wall of his sitting room that served as the classroom.
“We will talk about the four Warstones. Sit at your desk and write out notes,” Sulm said.
Vish’s eyebrows rose. “I thought about the Moonstone last week,” he said as he took his place and pulled out paper and a charcoal stick.
“You did?”
Vish had no desire to share his thoughts about perspective since he really hadn’t become comfortable with the concept. “It is far to the North in Serytar. The Duke of Bomai is a magician and uses the stone to link his mind to his wife, the Duchess. I think they have a hard time hiding the truth from each other. Between them, they can’t use much perspective.”
Sulm laughed. “Good, excellent in fact. You have grasped the purpose of our walk in the Court. I think you are correct. The husband and wife can’t hold any secrets from each other. I think it would be a curse, myself.” Sulm laughed again. “The stones all have legendary powers given to them by the Great Emperor who ruled the world from Ayrtan.”
Vish had to laugh. “There’s nothing over there. Barely any plants and filled with savages.”
“Barely any savages, either. That’s because of the curse.”
A curse? Vish didn’t believe his teacher. This might just be another lesson in perspective, so he’d go along. “What curse?”
“We will get to it as we go. All four of the stones had one special power. The holders of the stones could communicate, wherever they were, with the other stones.”
Vish sat up straighter at his desk. “Anywhere in the world?”
Sulm nodded, smiling. “Anywhere.”
That might be fun, thought Vish, but then he just as quickly realized that his mother would always be able to find his location. He shivered in the warm room. “What about the other powers?”
“The Moonstone allows the holder to link permanently with another. Legend has it that there was a general and an administrator that ruled Dakkor for the Great Emperor. They always fought, so the stone linked them together. Now, it is said that the holder of the Moonstone, the Duke of Bomai traditionally links with his wife and the stone enhances their physical powers as well.” Sulm shrugged. “I don’t know if that’s true. That’s all anyone knows. The dukes of Bomai don’t tell others what powers the Moonstone has.”
“So next is the Bloodstone in Besseth?”
Sulm smiled and patted Vish on the head—an always-unwelcome familiarity. “The Bloodstone can be allegedly used to give the owner youth if that owner has Affinity. It fell into the hands of the ruler of the Red Kingdom and still denotes the royal line. However centuries ago, one of their kings kept his youth for much too long and became such a bad ruler that he lost his head. Alas, the Bloodstone did not have the power to heal. Ever since then, the king of the Red Kingdom, traditionally, does not have a single shred of power.”
“That’s the only two I know of,” Vish said.
“There are four, remember? The third was lost long ago on the isles of Roppon. It was said to be a truth stone created because, even back then, Ropponis did not trust each other. An emperor embarrassed himself by forgetting that the truth telling went both ways, since the Sunstone had to be held by both parties in order to work. The emperor became enraged and either hid or destroyed the stone.” Sulm began to pull an old book from Vish’s bookshelf and opened it to a certain page.
“The last stone ruled them all. The Purestone, it was called. It enhanced the magical power of the Great Emperor. For some untold reason, the three other stone holders waged a war against the Great Emperor. Its great cities were destroyed and the land laid to waste.”
Sulm looked down at the book and read directly from it. “This old book describes the legend.”
The winds howled and desolation covered the land. Rock burned and the soil turned to blood. The Great Emperor hid deep in the caverns beneath his vast palace and pulled all of the power of the nexus in Ayrtan into the Purestone. The storms scoured the surface of the land as the Purestone glittered and coruscated and pulsed. The power grew and grew and grew. The Great Emperor grinned in the bright light, but a calamity of massive proportion took him. The power imploded into the Purestone and it became dark and dangerous. The stone grabbed part of the Great Emperor’s soul, enough to kill the man. Then, nothing. The three other stone-holders descended warily into the depths of the basements to find a desiccated body clutching the dark gem.
Sulm shivered and closed the book. “They took him to our continent of Zarron and supposedly buried him with the stone somewhere to the north of here in Dakkor. People have looked for the Great Emperor’s tomb, but none have found it. The Darkstone may still have great power, but none would want it. This story was written by an author who exercised his own version of perspective. Historical documents are like that; often filled with more perspective than truth. We do know some truths. The emperor died, because he isn’t alive today. Ayrtan was cursed. It is a fact that there is no magical power on the entire continent. We don’t really know if the emperor was buried in Dakkor. No one has found the tomb after all of this time.
“Other legends abound. One of them is if all of the stones came together again the Darkstone would release all power and the soul of the Great Emperor would finally be released into the Great Beyond.”
Vish laughed. “That would be some kind of trick.”
Sulm shrugged. “At least the legend gives us a reason, however improbable, why Ayrtan is a wasteland today. No one has found any evidence of an active nexus on the entire continent and it still seems to sap the energy of any who have tried to settle it. The savages can’t be redeemed unless they are removed from their homeland. Wizards quickly lose their power. It is an awful place.”
“So how do we know what is truth and what is perspective?” Vish said. “It seems to me that none of it may be true.”
“Oh, smart boy.” Sulm scratched his head. “I don’t know. I do believe some of the words are true. We know of the Moonstone and the Bloodstone. How the Moonstone acts isn’t a great secret. It’s not very useful, in my opinion. I’d have to discount the specific circumstances of the Great Emperor’s demise. He did exist thousands of years ago. Something did curse all of Ayrtan, it might as well be the story in this,” Sulm said and then slapped the book.
“So if someone could find the Darkstone, they might be able to become the Great Emperor over the whole world.”
“Dream on, Vish. Remember, perspective.” Sulm put the book back onto the shelf. “It’s time for our midday meal and then we can attack numbers.”
Vish looked at the book as he left the room with Sulm. They ate in the kitchen with Vish’s other siblings. The Princess usually had other matters to attend to, but today she ate with her children. Vish ran up to her and laid his head on her shoulder as she sat. He put his hand on her arm and felt the smoothness of her honey-colored skin and the scent of jasmine filled him when she was near.
“What got into you, my boy,” she put her hand to his head.
“I thought last night that I wouldn’t be able to do this much longer.”
Her laugh always reminded him of tiny bells. “You won’t at the rate you are growing. It must be all of those sweet rolls you’ve stolen from the kitchen.”
“I don’t know what you mean?” Vish felt his face grow hot. Lying did not always involve perspective, he thought.
“Oh, you are truly one of the Emperor’s sons. I actually came home to speak with you. Tomorrow, Sulm will take you the Sorcerer’s Tower to be tested for Affinity. If you have any, your schooling will change.”
Vish looked at Sulm, who seemed to grow pale at his mother’s words. “I won’t have any power. I intend on taking over the Red Kingdom on Besseth and seize their Bloodstone. I can only rule if I have no power, so I know I’ll have no power.”
That made her mother laugh, more tinkling bells, but Sulm only managed to give Vish a half smile. “Thank you, Vish,” the princess said. “There has only been one of your many brothers who has tested sufficiently sensitive to be schooled by the Sorcerer’s, so your chances are good.” Sulm flashed a quick, frightened look at Yalla. 
Sulm excused himself before Vish had even started to eat. 
“Mother, will I have power?”
She looked towards the door where Sulm exited. “I don’t know, but you are the 22nd son of the Emperor of Dakkor. Older sons have always had a bad habit of getting the younger ones out of the way. It has ever been so.” She hugged Vish. “Any edge you might have that will keep you alive longer is a good thing. If you have power, grasp it and learn it quickly, so you can survive.”
Yalla’s words disturbed Vish. He barely made it through numbers after the mid-day meal, and Sulm didn’t have the usual enthusiasm, either. Did his tutor know more about the situation than Vish knew?
“You aren’t happy about the testing?”
Sulm looked out the open window, his gaze focused far, far away. “No,” He looked at his hands and then at Vish, “you are a very bright boy. Most of the times exceptionally bright boys have some Affinity. Even I have traces. It’s not a certain thing, but I think the chances are good that you will move on from my tutelage.”
That didn’t match what he said earlier. “You told my mother--”
“I told your mother something to soothe her and something to soothe me.” Sulm took a deep breath. “I will leave now and be back to escort you to the Sorcerer’s Tower tomorrow.” He turned and walked out the door, his shoulders and head bent down just enough to convince Vish his life might be about to change. 
Sulm didn’t bother to hide his true feelings with ‘perspective,’ that was clear. Sulm’s sadness had infected him. He did not look forward to tomorrow.
~
To Vish’s new way of seeing things, the Sorcerer’s Tower ended up much like the Thousand Steps. A clump of buildings surrounded the tower’s base. As they walked down, from the Palace Hill, he could count at least ten or fifteen little towers around one somewhat higher than the rest. Calling the compound with the name of a single tower evidently put more ‘perspective’ into play. 
Red marble covered the surface of the stubby towers and the same color stone found a place on all the buildings that Vish could see. Some only had a line of reddish stone at the top. Others had window trim out the material and he saw another with bands of red contrasting with the yellowish tan stone used for everything else in the imperial city except for the palace itself. Trees and bushes growing at their bases softened up the buildings.
Sulm didn’t say a word. His normal pedantic mood had given way to something else that Vish couldn’t recognize. He carried himself with a cloak of seriousness, perhaps. Vish would do the same. He put a fierce frown on his face and continued on, adding a furrowed brow.
“In here,” Sulm said. They entered a large hallway that instantly cooled them from the hot sun outside. Sulm led him to a desk underneath a curving stair that seemed to float away from the walls. 
“Vishan Daryaku,” Vish said. “I have come for testing.”
The young man raised hooded eyes at Sulm. “And you are?”
“Just going. I am his tutor and escorted young Vish and have fulfilled Princess Yalla’s wishes.” He turned around and left the way they entered. 
Vish smiled. He liked the way Sulm ended the snooty man’s sentence.
“No smiling during the test. This is a serious time in your life, Prince Daryaku. You aren’t the first of the Emperor’s children to enter these walls, nor will you be the last.”
Vish’s eyebrows rose. “Are any being taught in this tower?”
The sorcerer frowned. “Do not talk, either.” He ignored Vish’s question and rose from his desk, stepping across the large sterile hall to a door. Vish stayed rooted to where he was. “Aren’t you coming?” the man said.
Vish pursed his lips. No smiling. No talking. He didn’t like this place at all, and reluctantly followed the sorcerer.
The room consisted of a table with two chairs facing each other. A battered brass box sat on the table. 
“Sit and a tester will come soon. There will be others in the room to witness.” The man left.
The room was warmer than the lobby. He rubbed his hand over the old worn table, except it didn’t feel like wood. The worn corners didn’t seem worn at all underneath his touch. There were no windows, yet he could feel a breeze. 
He rose from the chair and followed the breeze to the blank wall. Then he put out his hand to touch the dirty stone. His eyebrows rose when his hand and half of his forearm disappeared as he plunged them into… nothing. He felt the sun on the skin of his hand. For the first time he wondered if what Sulm called perspective was, in actuality, deception. There was deception in this room.
Vish had seen enough to know he’d been tricked and sat back down. The brass box still seemed intact as his fingers brushed against the design hammered into the metal.
“Young Daryaku,” a shaven headed old man said. The sorcerer walked slowly into the room staying as stiff as an iron rod. His costume seemed to come from old pictures Vish had seen. What was the word Sulm used? Archaic. That meant old-fashioned. Sorcerers didn’t dress like this when visiting the palace. “You have examined the room?”
Wish thought that one of the walls must have contained a window so they could see him as he sat. “Only part of it. This table is made of stone. There’s an open window over there.” He pointed to where his arm disappeared. “The box is made of metal, but I can’t tell if it is brass or something else. I didn’t have to use any magic to find this out. My senses told me all I needed to know.” That should put the old man in his place.
The old man took his time sitting in the chair across from Vish. He moved slowly and seemed to be in pain. Vish could smell a strong sickly sweet odor coming from the sorcerer and the whole room repelled him
“Is there any way I can help you?” Vish could nearly feel the old man’s discomfort and tried to be polite where the sorcerer at the desk was nasty.
“No, but thank you for asking. I am your tester. You have already showed promise.”
Those words were not what Vish wanted to hear. That meant his life would change. Sulm would not like it and he wasn’t sure about his mother. Did she deceive him? Vish didn’t feel right about a lot of things at the present.
“What would you have me do?”
The sorcerer lifted his chin and opened the box. The lid hid the contents from Vish. “Here hold this.” He offered a simple stone ball. “Say the words: Show my power.”
Vish took it and recited the phrase. The ball glowed with different colors swirling around inside of it. “Is this the test?” The glowing part made him uncomfortable and he had to shift in his chair.
“An important part, but not the only part. Read this.”
Vish examined the proffered scroll. It smelled old and unpleasant. “I hereby pledge my life and loyalty to the Dakkoran Sorcerer’s Cabal to the exclusion of all else.” He looked at the sorcerer. “I don’t agree with this. It would make me an enemy of my father.” They were trying to trick him!
“There are many loyalties one might have, Young Daryaku. Ours would be one of many. You are loyal to your mother?”
“Of course,” Vish said. What did this man mean?
“And you are loyal to your father?”
“I do. He is the Emperor.”
“What if your father commanded you to kill your mother? Whose loyalty would win out?”
Vish put his hand to his forehead. Why would this man ask him to do such terrible things and make such an awful choice?
“I would tell him I wouldn’t kill my mother. Someone else could do it.” Is that how he really felt? He knew he couldn’t stand by and watch another take his mother’s life. He couldn’t retract the words in front of this terrible man.
“Ah. So your loyalties are split. So it is with all loyalties. But loyalty can be bought and we buy it with teaching you how to tap into the power of the nexus. You have sufficient power. The ball shows it.”
Vish rose from his seat. “I won’t. I love my mother and I love my father.” He didn’t really love his father. He feared his father, but he wouldn’t say that here, but would exercise a bit of perspective with this old stinky man. “I’m leaving. I won’t take the test.”
“Think about what I have said. We will speak to your father about your test results. You may go.” The sorcerer waved his hand and muttered some words. The room changed. Gone were the illusions. Four sorcerers stood at an opening into the room. They didn’t look pleased. He rose from his seat, moving carefully and opened the door. He’d never been so scared in his entire life.
Vish tried not to run out of it, but he couldn’t keep his feet from shuffling quickly as he quickly glanced at the man at the desk and bolted out the door. He ran down the steps and out of the compound. After he started to breathe heavily he stopped and leaned against a wall of an alley on the shady side of the street. 
He didn’t feel threatened by the old man, but by something else. The Cabal, the sorcerer called it. A cabal was a secret organization according to his studies. He’d have to ask Sulm. His tutor wouldn’t be fired, after all. He hoped he would never look on that red tower and not think of evil, smelly men.
After carefully peering around the corner looking for pursuers, Vish put his hand to his head to calm his mind. He took a few deep breaths and re-entered the street and quick-walked all the way home.
He spent the rest of the morning in his room. Vish, sitting at the head of his bed, started at a knock on his door as he listlessly turned the pages of the book on the Warstones.
“May I come in?” his mother said as she went ahead and opened the door anyway. Vish didn’t mind. She did it all the time. He had no privacy, even though he wished he did. “I have received a copy of the message from the Sorcerer’s Tower that you are not ready to begin instruction. Did something go wrong?” 
She sat at the foot of his bed. Vish pulled his feet in close and looked at his mother over his knees. He nodded, afraid to begin.
“You can tell me.” She smiled. Vish recognized that smile as one that he couldn’t resist.
“I saw through their deception and I told them that I didn’t like it. I held a ball that glowed with colors, so I must have some power. They wanted me to answer questions in a way that I didn’t want to, so I refused to let them proceed.”
“What kind of questions?”
Vish pursed his lips. “I can’t tell you.” He turned his head away, her gaze now made him uncomfortable. “They were about loyalty.”
“Loyalty, eh?” Vish now felt like he could chance a look. Her eyes had narrowed and her happy appearance had faded. She bit her lip as she thought. “About your father? Me? The sorcerers?”
Vish could only nod. “That’s all I’ll say. I ran away when I wouldn’t give them what they wanted.”
“What did they want, Vish?” she said, leaning forward, anticipating his answer. How could he resist his mother’s questions? He couldn’t.
“The sorcerers, they wanted me to pledge my loyalty to their cabal above all else or they wouldn’t teach me.” There! He said it. “I don’t want to be a sorcerer and fool people like they do. Nothing was real in the room they put me into. I don’t like them!” Vish had to breathe heavier to keep from bringing tears to his eyes, but they watered just the same.
Her mother slid up to his side and held Vish in her arms. “You don’t have to go back there. I think your tutor will be very happy with the outcome.” She put her hand through his hair and hugged him tighter. 
Vish enjoyed the hug and the familiar smell of her perfume, but it did not remove the fear that still upset him.
~~~
End of Darkstone | An Evil Reborn - Chapter One
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