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AUTHOR’S NOTE
 
Each of the four Warstone books has a distinct storyline and flavor as they tell the story of the Warstones. Darkstone | An Evil Reborn consists of two parts: THE THRONE OF ONE THOUSAND STEPS and ALL FORCES CONVERGE
 
We start with the story of Vishan Daryaku, as a boy in Dakkor. He lets us share bits and pieces of his life, even after he rises to rule all of the continent of Zarron, of which Dakkor is a part.
 
The second part returns to the Besseth Alliance as it position its armies to fight Histron and retake Foxhome Castle. The Alliance takes the fight to Daryaku, who... I get ahead of myself, read the following book to find out. 
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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 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, walking in silence, as they always did, in the palace proper. They strolled outside into the hot sun, seeking 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 in his sisters’ rooms as they got older. He rolled the concept around in his head. Change 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,” he said with his mouth full.
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, he thought as he reclined on his bed to take a nap.
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 in 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 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. He returned the window screens to their proper place and went back 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 after we came back from the palace,” 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 shared 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 on Ayrtan 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 now-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, Prince. 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 of failure 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 Prince Vishan 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. Something about the whole setup to the room made Vish’s skin crawl.
“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 the hint of a warm breeze. 
He rose from the chair and followed the air currents to the blank wall. He put out his hand to touch the dirty stone, but 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?”
Vish thought that one of the walls must have contained a window or opening 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. The man, along with 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 shown 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 am. 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.
~~~
 



 
 


 
CHAPTER TWO
~
AS A TEN-YEAR BIRTHDAY PRESENT, PRINCESS YALLA LET VISH ATTEND a council meeting, escorted by Sulm. Vish had never been in the council chamber before. 
“Your father has fifteen councilors, no more. A circular table, and the chairs that surround it, are the only pieces of furniture in the Imperial Council Chamber. There is flat part where the Emperor sits and an opening directly across, where people can address the council and your father. The councilors are arrayed around the rest of the circle. Above the chambers is a gallery that goes all the way around for waiting supplicants, nobles and those given specific permission by your father and his councilors to attend.”
“Have you been to a council meeting before?”
Sulm shook his head, but grinned. “I’ve been in the chamber when empty, but this is my first session, too. I’m probably more excited than you are.”
As Vish walked with Sulm up the steps and into the coolness of the Emperor’s Palace, he wanted to see his father more than anything else. It had been months since he had been as close to his father as he would be, looking down from the gallery. They were searched for weapons of any kind.
“I left my knife at home,” Sulm said. “They would confiscate it and I’d have to petition them to return it to me.” He shrugged. “It’s happened before. The Emperor allows no weapons in his presence. It’s a good rule.” 
Vish saw a handcart that already contained various items that the guards would recognize as weapons as they left the searching area.
Sulm presented a card with an imperial seal to a guard who pointed down the hall to the gallery entrance. They trudged on stone steps up a narrow, chilly staircase lit by magical balls of cold fire and emerged into the bright light of the chamber. Vish looked up at the glass dome that covered the chamber. Bright white light came from above through a circle in the center and then colored glass formed pictures of soldiers and sorcerers in battle followed by farms, orchards, rivers, deserts, and cities until soldiers and sorcerers fought again in battle. The scenes astounded him.
“What does it all mean?” Vish said. He couldn’t tear his gaze away from the dome.
“It means that the Council presides over all of Dakkor in times of peace and in times of war. At one time, Dakkor ruled all of Zarron, from Cuminee to the northern tip of Serytar. Some would like a return to those days. Your father, seemingly, does not. Another good thing.”
Vish tore his eyes from the dome and looked down at the council table. A large, empty chair made of gold stood at the head of the table. A few of the councilors sat shuffling through papers or stood talking to their helpers. Papers were being examined and exchanged. 
More councilors arrived and took their places. Vish looked at the gallery filling up with all kinds of people, but most of them were well-dressed nobles. 
“You have brothers in attendance today,” Sulm said.
“I can’t see any.”
His tutor laughed. “How many of your 26 brothers have you ever met?”
“My two full brothers. Neither is here since they are still with their nursemaids and two who are from houses close to ours.”
“I see one of them.” Sulm pointed across the gallery. “The one in blue and white.”
Vish noted a boy much older than he, maybe fifteen? Sixteen? He wore a loose silk tunic with white stripes and white pantaloons. Vish could see the flash of jewelry. He squinted and noticed the gold rings on his hands as he talked and laughed together with a girl about the same age.
“Is that a sister?” Vish asked.
Sulm laughed. “I doubt it. She is probably a concubine. The Emperor forbids his sons to wed until they are twenty.”
The thought of marrying a girl gave Vish shivers. But twenty seemed a long way off since he had only reached halfway there. “What’s a concubine?”
“A female companion. She is more than an acquaintance, but not a wife, definitely not a wife.”
Vish thought back on his readings. “A prostitute? A woman who sells her body?”
“Where did you learn that?” Sulm asked. He looked indignant.
It didn’t matter to Vish. “In one of the books in my room. It’s a story of a great warrior and his travels to Serytar looking for a chest of gems. He meets a prostitute along the way and uses her for information. I didn’t understand all of it, but she accompanied the men and made them laugh.”
“And that’s nothing that I taught you, remember that!” Sulm said. “But as to your question, not a prostitute, but something more honorable.”
Vish had lost interest in the conversation and looked down onto the council floor. Most of the councilors’ seats were occupied and their helpers began to leave. He saw them emerging onto the gallery and he noticed one group that sat together across from their master so they could look at each other.
“Do they signal each other?”
Sulm had been looking elsewhere and became distracted himself. “Who?”
“The councilor’s helpers. They are sitting so they can see each other.”
“I suppose they might. Why not?” Sulm shrugged. “They are called ‘aides’ and that is an excellent observation, young Prince. During the session, see if they do.”
People began to rise. Sulm pulled Vish to his feet. 
A man walked into the center of the table and raised his hands. He wore a gold and white uniform. “All rise and all hail to Shalil, Emperor of Dakkor and Protector of Zarron!”
Vish heard everyone else say, “All hail to Shalil, Emperor of Dakkor and Protector of Zarron,” as his father walked slowly from a door that Vish didn’t notice set within the round wall below.
He looked a little older than Vish remembered, but that was his father. He dressed in gold and white silk robes and wore a turban with a gold band at the bottom and a spike of jewels that thrust from the top. He strutted to his golden chair and sat slowly down, adjusting his robes. A shaven-headed man followed him with a folding stool and a box.
“What is the box for?” he whispered to Sulm.
“The man writes down the proceedings. He is the only one permitted on the floor to write anything down. What he writes is the official record of the proceedings.”
Vish looked around at the aides on the balcony and saw them opening up similar boxes. He nodded his head. They would also write down what happened. 
“Why do the other’s write their own accounts then?”
“Perspective. You answer me,” Sulm said. He folded his arms and crossed his ankles and leaned against the stone back to the bench.
“Oh.” Vish knew immediately what Sulm meant. “The man down on the floor will write what the Emperor wants and it might differ from what is actually said. All of these men will write down what they want. Maybe none of them will be the truth because they have their own perspective and that is often wrong or a lie.”
Sulm patted Vish on the head and then folded his arms again. “That’s all you need to learn today, excellent.” He smiled, with too much self-satisfaction for Vish and looked down at the first discussion. “Enjoy the rest of your experience.”
Before long, Vish’s eyes began to droop. He didn’t know most of what went on in the council chamber. Sulm shook his shoulder. 
“We must stand again when your father leaves the room.”
Vish blinked his eyes and tried to will away the stupor of slumber and stood with the rest of those in the chamber. Still trying to gather his wits, he noticed the anticipation of the council’s end. His father left first, followed by the scribe struggling with the stool and table. Did that happen every council meeting? Poor scribe.
The chamber began to buzz with noise. Voices called from the chamber up to the gallery as councilor’s asked and answered questions that they didn’t mind hitting other ears. Vish remembered the collective tension build at the end of the council meeting and then as his father left, there was a release, like a wave hitting the shore with the hiss of foam and the promise of cool water creeping up one’s legs.
Sulm didn’t say a word as they clambered back down the awkward spiral stairs to the ground level of the chamber. They passed the ornate double doors, now open and filled with chatting men with a few women joining in just outside the doors. He led Vish to a less-traveled corridor. They moved past a few guards and then out into the sunlit Imperial gardens, the lush park that ran between all of the private outer buildings and the compound that housed the royal families.
Vish felt a bump and looked up at the prince that Sulm pointed out during the session. The young man sneered at Vish and pulled his concubine past him, breaking out into a run. Vish followed them with his eyes and unexpectedly felt a pang of jealousy clutch at him. He raised his eyes to Sulm. His tutor made a poor substitute for a person of his same age. Not one that could look at him with excitement in her eyes. A girl? The thought made his face scrunch up as if he bit into a lemon. Still, he continued to observe his half-brother and the girl until they ran up the steps of the third wife’s house. If only he could be so old.
“Do you want to be like him?”
Vish didn’t know, but his vague repulsion of the girl made him shake his head. “No, I don’t like girls.”
Sulm just laughed and began to talk about the history of the Council. Vish didn’t listen. He’d regret ignoring Sulm lecture, but he knew where he could read about the Council in his library.
“My father is too important,” Vish said, interrupting his tutor.
Sulm stopped and guided Vish to a stone bench shaded by an arbor of plum-colored bougainvillea. He peered at Vish the way that generally made Vish squirm, but the boy didn’t feel intimidated today. “He struts in and flaunts the rules of the chamber with his scribe and then struts out. Why can’t he behave like a regular man or even like one of the Councilors?” 
Vish thought of perspective and how he didn’t like it. His father created a facade and spoke from behind one. What was the real man like? He found that perspective became an excuse for men to use for their own ends. His father used deception.
“He is the Emperor. It’s in his best interests to behave as a man apart,” Sulm said. Vish looked at him and didn’t think Sulm meant what he said.
“Is that what you really believe?” Vish asked, wondering how Sulm would answer.
The tutor shrugged. “Many men do what they want. The more power a man has, the more he can do what he wants,” Sulm looked at the roofs of the wives’ houses following a pair of birds engaged in a chase of some kind.
“I’d like to have the power to act any way I please,” Vish said.
That brought Sulm eyebrows halfway up his forehead. “You don’t think you do?”
“No, the sorcerers want me to pledge loyalty to them. Mother wants the same thing. Father does too. I am bound by my promises. Mother has taught me that and you have too, if you remember.”
Sulm leaned over, grinning, and put his palm to his forehead. “What have I created?”
“The gods created me. I am their creature, as are we all.”
That brought a laugh to his tutor. “As are we all. One second you spout sedition and the next you declare the most rote of religious statements. As are we all. In the end that’s all we are, just men. Let’s get you something sweet to eat in your kitchen.” Sulm smiled and laughed. “I’ll beat you to your house.” He walked quickly and Vish had to trot to keep up with him. 
Perhaps Sulm was a friend after all.
~~~
 





 
CHAPTER THREE
~
VISH’S TWELVE-YEAR-OLD EYES DRANK IN THE SIZE of the horse in front of him. 
“I’ve never ridden a horse that big,” he said. He’d only seen these massive beasts in parades.
“Your father commands you to ride a hunting steed. It is a hunt, after all, and you’ll have to manage,” the groom said. “This is a big event. All of your brothers twelve and older are eligible to ride on the annual hunt, if invited. This is your special day!” The older man grinned. “I’ll help you up. This old horse is gentle enough, you’ll see. She’ll take you on a good ride.”
Vish walked up to the horse’s head and reached up to pat her nose. She didn’t bite his hand off. That would be a good sign.
“You can mount now, prince.” The groom smiled and put threaded his fingers together so Vish could jump up on the animal.
“Whew!” Vish said as he jumped onto the saddle. The groom adjusted the stirrups while Vish leaned over and patted the horse’s neck. He jerked on the reins and the horse jumped a bit to the side, knocking the groom over.
“Prince, the horse is intelligent enough to react to the way you use reins. You must be careful when you give it instructions through the reins,” the groom said. “She’s even trained to react to guidance with your knees. It might be fun for you to learn. You can practice on your way to the hunting preserve. Start soft and increase the way you squeeze until she reacts to the pressure of your legs. Push your knee one way and the horse will go that way. Push the opposite way and the horse will veer in that direction. It is easy, Prince. The horse should respond. Can you do that?”
A ripple of excitement went through Vish. He recognized it as a type of fear, but tried to keep his face as impassive as the other riders who began to mount. He nodded and jerked his body forward to get the horse moving. Would that work? It did, like it had when he rode much smaller ponies. His excitement settled down as he joined the other riders. The horse was smart enough to follow the others in the long line.
As they moved through the city, Vish felt the uneasy tension of riding such a large beast amidst all of the crowds and sounds, but once they exited the East Gate, they entered farmlands. He was towards the back of a long line of riders, all mounted on horses as big as his. He’d been to his father’s vast hunting preserve before on outings with his mother and siblings. Then he rode in one of the carriages, but not as a member of a hunting party. They wouldn’t reach the preserve for another hour or so and then it might take a few hours to get to where they would be hunting. At least that’s what Sulm said. He’d also talked him into wearing a coat of ring-mail underneath his shirt despite the heat. 
“Don’t tell anyone about it. Other hunters don’t wear armor of any kind,” Sulm had said. “It get’s dangerous on a royal hunt and you never know what kind of animal will gore you.” Sulm had been on a ride to another preserve three or four years ago. Vish had learned to trust the tutor and did as he said. It seemed that his words carried more meaning unsaid than what he had said.
Vish looked back at the wagons following the party. Those held some armor, all of the weapons and a few carried food for the participants. The Emperor didn’t permit his courtiers to bear arms until they began the hunt. He looked ahead at a growing line of trees that bordered the fields surrounding the imperial city. Perhaps the time had come to practice with his knees and see if the groom had only been joking with him. 
He put a little bit of pressure to move the horse left, but nothing happened. Then he increased the pressure gradually and the horse moved to the left side of the road. Vish smiled and patted the horse’s neck. 
“Good girl,” he said as moved the horse to the different sides of the road. It didn’t take much direction, just as the reins didn’t take a lot of force to get the horse to move. 
Vish recognized a life lesson as he continued to work with the horse. He realized one didn’t need to apply brute force, but gentle guidings to get where one wanted to go. It had been four years since his testing at the Sorcerers’ Tower and they had tried brute force on him. What if they had been gentler in their approach? Influencing him bit by bit. Would he have succumbed to their request? Vish didn’t know the answer to that, but he conceded that a milder approach might have worked on him.
He nodded his head as he rode. Did Sulm do the same thing? What kind of thoughts had been gently placed in his head as Sulm directed him? Vish frowned at the thought. Was that part of manipulation? Sulm had just begun to talk to him more about political strategy. Vish understood that successful politicians often manipulated others. He’d have to pay more attention now that he realized that any perspective could hide a lie or a deception and he now accepted that he could be manipulated with gentle guidance to believe in a certain way. These seemed to be connected and the principles involved were likely used all of the time in the Imperial Compound.
Vish pressed his lips together in determination. He didn’t want to be manipulated by gentle pressure. He would have to be on his guard at all times. But he smiled as he continued to work with the knee commands. Riding the horse had become fun. He could manipulate as well as be manipulated, if his actions were equally subtle.
One of his father’s guards rode back along the long line of horses and turned to ride next to Vish. The young prince realized that most of the others rode with a partner and none had offered to do the same with him. It was just as well. He couldn’t have practiced riding the huge mare if he had another person riding next to him.
“Follow me. Your father would like to speak with you.”
Vish smiled at the command. The Emperor would deign to speak with his son. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d had an audience with his father and followed the guard up the line. Vish tried using his knees to guide the horse and he grinned as it followed his commands. He still held onto the reins because he didn’t know if he should be doing such a thing.
“Your Imperial Highness,” Vish said as another rider gave his place to him.
His father turned and smiled at him. “Vishan, welcome to the hunting party. This is your first time, isn’t it?” This man wasn’t acting as the Emperor, yet Vish could see the power in the way he spoke and held himself on his horse. The Emperor didn’t need all of the trappings he usually wore. Vish could feel his impressive confidence. He wished he could have known him as a father, but the man had many other sons. Did he treat them all the same way? Vish wondered how much his father interacted with any of them.
“It is, father. I turned twelve, three months ago.”
The Emperor nodded. “Three more years and you’ll be counted as a man. I have something for you.” He reached into a saddlebag and pulled out a dagger and handed it to Vish.
“One should have a personal weapon on a hunt. You may always wear it my presence, even if most others are forbidden to bear arms in my proximity. What do you say?”
Vish gazed at the dagger. A jewel had been placed at the end of the pommel. Curving lines of inlaid gold glittered in the sunlight, but Vish looked at the steel itself. Every surface of the handle looked perfect—but it was polished without too bright of a sheen.
“It’s not shiny.” Vish said. He wasn’t disappointed, just curious. Sulm had only taught him the basics of holding a sword and a knife in the last year and he could tell that his tutor didn’t excel in the handling of weapons.
The Emperor’s mouth twisted into a grin. “Weapons aren’t always made to be shiny. There is sometimes an advantage to being dull, but deadly. Have your tutor or Yalla’s cook teach you how to keep it sharp. The cook probably knows how to do a better job.” The Emperor laughed and let Vish ride beside him in silence for a few moments. “Have a good day, Vishan.” The Emperor nodded to the guard that rode just behind.
“Come with me, Prince,” the guard said as he guided Vish back to his proper place in line. Vish eyed those who passed. He saw a number of youthful faces including the brother who ran into him in the Imperial Compound two years ago. There were more nobles. The hunting party must have numbered nearly one hundred. The guard hurried back up towards the Emperor, leaving Vish by himself towards the back of the line again. 
The audience with his father had been limited to a few sentences and yet Vish didn’t mind the abrupt ending. He pulled the dagger out of its ornate leather sheath and admired the patterning forged into the blade. The marbled steel didn’t reflect the sun’s light other than to show a blurred, but bright image of the sun itself. Pulling out a pocket square, he ran the cloth over the sharp edge and he marveled at the sharp edge splitting the weave. He’d have Sulm take him to the Imperial Library and they could research what kind of steel the Emperor had given him. 
His father had called him by name, but did he actually recognize him? Vish doubted it. Presenting the gift obviously gave the Emperor pleasure, but he must have done such a thing many times in the past. Did each son get the same kind of knife? Vish wanted to find out. 
The party stopped at a large meadow not far into the forest. A permanent marble pavilion dominated the open area. Vish remembered the place from outings with his immediate family, but then it wasn’t so crowded. Men, who had ridden behind the wagons, rode up and began to tie up horses at stone rails as more servants hurried to set out food and drink on the tables underneath the large dome of the pavilion. Vish just moved along with the rest as they walked into the woods and relieved themselves on the leafy forest floor. He made sure that none noticed his mail shirt. He pondered removing the wretched thing so he could cool down, but Vish knew he wore the protection for a reason. He looked forward to a cool drink of water.
“Prince Vishan?” A smiling older man stopped the young prince as he emerged from the woods. He was a noble of some kind, wearing a dark brown leather vest with black silk trimming. His hair had just begun to gray. “I am Fenakyr. I serve as a Baron. My domain is on the border with Serytar. Your father has just asked me to accompany you on the hunt. Let us sit and refresh ourselves together and I’ll tell you what happens from here on.”
“I thank you,” Vish said. “I’ve never hunted before.”
Fenakyr laughed. It seemed forced to Vish. “A long, long time ago, I hadn’t either. We will plunge into the woods after the huntsmen and the grooms have found animals to hunt. All of us will be given spears.”
“And armor?” Vish remembered seeing armor in one of the carts.
“Just for the Emperor. He’ll be protected around courtiers and his sons wearing weapons that are generally not permitted in his presence.”
Vishan furrowed his brow. He wouldn’t tell the baron about his mail shirt, but he had something else that he wanted to show someone. His father told him that he would allow him to wear his dagger in his presence. “What about this?” He showed Fenakyr his new dagger.
“Beautiful. They only make steel like that in two places, on the Roppon Isles and in the city of Gamor, close to Cuminee. The finish is stunning.” He looked at Vish and squinted. “Has anyone approached you about what your father would like you to do when you are older?”
Vishan gave his head a quick shake. “The sorcerers tested me four years ago.” He finished with a little shrug.
“So you failed. To me, that’s in your favor. The sorcerers don’t actually support your father, you know, but they have enough power to mandate the testing.”
A servant put a platter of food in front of them. Vish took a banana from the stack and began to peel it. “The thing is I don’t think I failed,” he said. “I refused to agree to be loyal to them above all else and walked out.”
Fenakyr blinked his eyes. “You did this at eight years old? Didn’t they intimidate you?” He shook his shoulders. “I’m always uneasy around them.”
That was quite an admission, Vish thought, so he would make one of his own. He laughed a bit and then said, “I ran as hard as I could as soon as I left their tower and kept running until I reached home. I thought they would attack me, but nothing came of it.”
“Have you touched Affinity since?”
Vish furrowed his brow. “I don’t know how to do that, but I could see through the deceptions they laid in front of me.” He didn’t want to tell him about the glowing ball.
Fenakyr took Vish’s knife and cut a slice off of a haunch of some kind of meat Vish didn’t recognize. The man obviously collected his thoughts as he wiped the knife thoroughly and returned it to the sheath. “I’m sorry about that, but I hate tearing apart my meal.”
Vish saw that all of the other hunters were ripping at the meat with their bare hands. He unsheathed his knife and did the same as his new friend.
“I know of a sorcerer who is no friend of the tower. He might teach you a few tricks, at least enough to know how much power you have. Merciful gods!  I’ll talk to him about teaching you some defensive spells as well.”
“You have your own personal wizard?” Vish asked.
“Most of us know someone. The Tower is not for everyone and it doesn’t hurt to have a sorcerer on your side.”
“What about my father?”
“He has a division of battle sorcerers, not all of whom are trained just for war.” Fenakyr wiped his greasy hands on a damp towel. “Now we must talk about the hunt. These events are very dangerous. Some of your brothers have been killed in the forest by animals and inadvertent spear throws. To minimize the accidents, stay away from the front of all of the action. There will be less of a chance to be struck by an errant throw.”
“I don’t know what you mean?” Vish said.
“Accidents happen where there is a large group of excited hunters.  They will strike at anything and the spears can go this way and that way and end up sticking those who are innocently riding along.”
“Oh, I see. I’m smaller, so I should stay in the back,” Vish said, nodding.
“Right.” Fenakyr’s eyebrows rose a bit. “There’s a good mind underneath all of that black thatch on top of your head.” He smiled and Vish was happy that his father had chosen Fenakyr to help him.
Drums began to beat and the hunters began to stuff food in their mouths before they left the table. Vish hid more food on his person. He didn’t want to go hungry in the forest.
A groom handed out wineskins as the men took to their mounts.
“I’d like water,” Vish said and received both a wineskin and a blue wineskin that carried water. He took them and found his horse. Where the others were prancing and whinnying, the old mare patiently waited as Vish struggled to mount unassisted. Once he did, he secured his skins and put his purloined food into an empty saddlebag. He got into one of the lines where the spears were being handed out. 
Fenakyr didn’t get a chance to tell him how to use one during the hunt, but Vish had a general idea and found Fenakyr waiting where the hunters took to a road leading out of the meadow and back into the forest.
Vish spotted his father, now dressed in the armor that he noticed on the cart, plunging into the forest. No one else wore protection of any kind. 
“Let’s join the hunt!” Fenakyr’s eyes lit up with excitement where all Vish felt was a hollow stomach carved out by anticipation and fear. 
He still didn’t feel comfortable on top of the massive mare among all of the trees and had no idea what to expect. His mind rang with the reception of the knife and his conversation with Fenakyr. Too many things to think about. He’d try to focus on hunting. 
Vish noticed groups of hunters beginning to split off. He followed Fenakyr down a path away from the one his father and the largest group had taken. Soon only a few hunters rode with him. One of them had to have been one of his brothers. 
“There’s a boar!” Fenakyr said and two men peeled off in pursuit of the sounds of something crashing through the undergrowth. Now only Fenakyr and his stepbrother led Vish.
His new friend led them down a faint game trail for some time. Fenakyr held up his hand.
“Here is good enough,” Fenakyr said. “Look around you, boy. Now that you are separated from the herd.” Vish did not like the man’s grisly laugh. His nature had quickly turned from good to grim.
Vish knew then that Fenakyr was no friend. The forest gave up no sounds except for the faint calling of birds. He looked up at the shards of sunlight that found their way past leafy sentinels. He had no one to protect him. He turned his head towards his brother. “What is your name?” Vish said. 
“Astyran, for what it’s worth to a dead boy.” His brother’s face didn’t contain anger, but distaste as if Vishan’s image soured his mouth.
“Why me? I’m much younger than you.” Vish raised his spear, but Fenakyr quickly knocked it from his hand.
“Astyran might replace your father. He’s a bit ahead of you in line, but fellow princes are always a threat.”
“Eighteenth,” Astyran said, answering for Vish. “Someday you will want to replace me and that won’t happen… now.” The older prince looked at Fenakyr, who nodded.
Both of them plunged their spears into Vish’s arms from both sides. Vish screamed and felt the mail stop the spears from piercing further. He fell off of his horse to the ground below. His mind reeled from pain and the shock of Fenakyr’s betrayal. Where was loyalty? Vish wailed in despair and then decided to play dead.
“I want his knife,” Astyran said.
“No, it will identify him if he is found after the forest scavengers have had their fill,” Fenakyr said. Vish heard sounds of leather and harness. “There. The bridle has been removed. We’ll toss it just off the trail. The boy didn’t know how to ride and somehow removed the bridle in a panic and the horse threw him.”
Astyran snorted. “No one will believe that.”
“Do you care? You’ve just killed your brother. Now make yourself visible somewhere else. A few people saw me with the boy, but only a certain someone knows I befriended him. You must leave here. Quickly!”
Vish heard two horses depart. He waited for a few more moments and opened his eyes. The old mare stood, head down, munching on a clump of grass. They had taken nothing from the horse but the bridle. He sat up and stifled the scream that would bring his enemies back. 
Oh, how his arms hurt!  The pain extended out to his hands and into his chest. His arms continued to bleed from both sides, dripping from his hands. He pushed back towards a tree trunk and struggled to a standing position. What had he read in his stories about battles and warriors? Clean wounds first and then bind them. He remembered reading about men pouring wine over the wounds. 
He staggered to the mare and, with agony robbing him of strength and coordination, managed to pull out the wineskin and pour it over his upper arm on one side. The first drenching nearly made him faint. Now he knew what to expect as he grit his teeth and drenched himself with the wine again on the other. The pain filled his mind and yet he didn’t have a choice if he were to survive the day. 
Vish pulled out his knife and cut strips out of his wine-soaked shirt and tied the cloths to both of his biceps with one hand and his teeth. He moved slowly and winced with every move. His head began to spin and he had to lean against the horse for a bit. He hoped his efforts would stop the bleeding.
The rest of the wine would go back into the saddlebag, but Vish had developed an awful thirst. His desire of water nearly hurt and the waterskin would only let him drink so much. He leaned against a tree observing the mare, which had by now found another clump of grass. 
He looked up at the saddle, so far in the air. He saw a rock that he hoped he could climb that would help him get up on the horse. How could he lead the horse without a bridle? He took an apple from his saddlebag and struggled to cut it into a few pieces. 
“Here, lady,” Vish said. His arm screamed at him as he held out the apple. The horse looked up and gently took the apple from his hands. She looked him in the eye for a long time. Vish’s triumph nearly made him smile.
“More.” He struggled to the rock and climbed up. The horse came up to him and took the next piece, but she faced him. He couldn’t mount that way. He held out the last piece, gritting his teeth from the pain, so that she would have to walk past him. That worked.
Vish let out a sigh of relief as the mare took the apple and moved as Vish grabbed the saddle. His arm protested, but he jumped up on the saddle. His arms felt like they could fall off at any time, so he just sat in agony for a bit. He struggled, but treated himself to more water and a lump of crushed bread, anything to give him some strength.
For once, he wished for a sorcerer’s power to extricate himself from his predicament. The horse waited for another apple, but with none coming, she found yet another clump of grass. Vish just sat on the saddle and wondered if he should have just taken off through the forest. 
He heard a rustling in the bushes and grabbed his knife. By now he could barely grip it and put it back. He wouldn’t risk dropping the dagger and dismounting and mounting again with his wounded arms. He nudged the horse with his knees and to his surprise the horse began walking down a faint path. 
Vish looked around the forest. He had no idea where the hunt had gone. He only knew, that when he found the sun that he could head back in the general direction of the imperial city. The mare didn’t know the way either, but she became more responsive to Vish’s knee nudges. After what seemed like hours, they emerged from the forest. 
The vast farmland that surrounded the city didn’t give him a location, but he knew the city to be in the opposite direction of the forest. On he went. The sun’s waning light told him he’d be losing his direction soon. He finished off the food in his saddlebag after a bout of excruciating pain grabbing the provisions. The water had long been gone and Vish would save the wine until later in the evening. As the day’s light abandoned him, he noticed a faint brightness in the distance. He pushed the horse forward with his hips and the mare continued to amble on towards the light. 
Vish ended up at a farmer’s cottage in a small copse of trees that dotted the landscape. He called out.
“Help!  I’m wounded.” Vish could barely speak.
A youngish man walked out onto the small covered porch. “Merciful Gods,” the man said as he ran to Vish. 
His destination reached, Vish slipped easily into unconsciousness.
~~~
 





CHAPTER FOUR
~
VISH OPENED HIS EYES AND LET THE FIGURES THAT CHASED HIM with swords fade into the dark mist of expired dreams. He blinked the images away. The orange flicker of firelight painted the ceiling of wooden planks. The fire made the room so hot, so very hot. 
A man’s face, lightly bearded, looked at him, spoiling his view of the ceiling. “I am Peleor and you are?”
“Vishan Daryaku.” Should he have been so honest? The man might rob him. He made a move to get up, but a wave of weakness pushed him back down on an uncomfortable bed.
“Ah, a son of our great emperor. You had to be a high ranking noble.” He rubbed his beard and felt Vish’s forehead.
“I’m going to have to cause you more pain, Vishan Daryaku. Your wounds weren’t cleaned out properly and have begun to fester. The wine spilled on them might have stalled your inevitable fever,” the man said. “I am going to put you under with a spell. It will deaden some of the pain, but not all.”
Vish nodded and wondered why the man would wear all those clothes in a sweltering room. He screamed as sharp pains leapt from the ache he felt before. The man was stabbing his arms with hot needles and bathing his wounds with molten metal. He kept screaming until the man withdrew and then, as the pain lessened, he returned to sleep and dreamed of more visions of men trying to kill him.
Vishan awoke to light against his eyelids. He open his eyes and shut them again as the light of the sun pierced into the darkness of the house sending pain like tiny shards of glass into his eyes. He blinked some more. The heat of the cottage had gone. He felt cooler despite the fire that still burned in the fireplace.
“You are better, young Daryaku,” his rescuer said. “I have some broth for you to drink. I think I removed most if not all of what was beginning to fester in your wounds. I can only wonder what happened to you.”
Vish tried to speak, but could only produce croaking sounds. The man spooned some broth into his mouth and his body responded to the food. 
“Thank you. More please,” Vish managed to say, as the man finished. 
“Why not?” he smiled and gave Vish another helping.
“I can speak better now.”
“Reward me with your story, that’s all I seek. You carry a remarkable blade.”
“My father, the Emperor, gave it to me yesterday.”
“No he didn’t.”
“He did too!” Vish managed to bring up as much indignation as his weak condition permitted.
“Three days ago, your father gave you this knife,” the man said. “You have been asleep with fever and then with my spell as I worked on you with my meager healing powers.”
“I forgot your name,” Vish said.
“Peleor, a sorcerer of sorts.”
“I first thank you for saving me, Peleor,” Vish said and then related his entire story to the man.
The man smiled. “How do you know that I am not in league with this Fenakyr creature?”
Vish shrank into the covers and realized that he only wore the bandages wrapped around his arms and chest. “You would have killed me,” 
“That might have been true, were I a different kind of man. I sense power in you, Vish. Why didn’t you use it to save yourself?”
He still had power? Then he remembered Fenakyr’s suggestion. “I don’t like the Tower and would like to find a sorcerer to teach me enough to defend myself.”
“Ah! A sensible statement,” Peleor said. “What if I taught you?”
“This is too far from the city,” Vish said. “My mother wouldn’t let me ride out here for secret lessons.”
Peleor waved his hand. “I have lodgings in the city. I make a poor farmer and work for a number of merchants crafting their goods.”
“Do you just have to snap your fingers and they appear?”
The sorcerer shook his head. “Nothing is that easy. I can shape pots from clay and make glass from sand. I need the raw materials first and then I tap into the nexus to do the work. It is menial, but I enjoy the creativity and it keeps me fed and clothed. I can hang on to my family farm,” he waved his arm across the house, “barely.”
“I can pay or my mother will,” Vish said.
Peleor folded his arms. “I’ll have to think about it. I think it’s time to take you home.”
The sorcerer bundled his ripped and bloody clothes and mail shirt into a ball. He gave Vish one of his own white shirts that he swam in. 
“Here.” Peleor presented the dagger to Vish. “I took the liberty to use it to craft some bandages. It is an amazing weapon. I’ve never seen the like. Ropponi steel, if I’m not mistaken, but made into a Dakkoran-style weapon. The dull sheen is…” Peleor shook his head in awe.
Vish hobbled like an old man to his horse. Peleor helped him into the saddle and handed him very heavy reins. Vish wondered where they came from.
“I have more than a few sets of tackle. This was for a plough horse, long ago sold,” Peleor said as he mounted a much smaller pony. He looked up at Vish. “That is a warhorse worthy of an emperor… in the recent past. She’s a bit on the old side, but I think her mild disposition helped save your life.”
“She did.” Vish reached down and patted the horse’s neck. His arms complained, but nothing screamed at him except for a pulling at the wounds. 
Peleor led the way. He rode through untilled fields until he came to a road. Vish could see the towers of the city in the distance. He had come far from the forest and thanked the gods that the groom told him that his horse could be directed by knee pressure, another thing that saved his life. He would have to find some way to reward Sulm for insisting on the mail shirt. They didn’t take long until they merged onto another road with more people. 
It took them some time to reach the Imperial Compound. The stable master sent a groom to the palace to notify the Emperor that his son still lived. Vish wouldn’t wait for a reply and let Peleor help him to his home.
“Vishan!” His mother ran down the steps and hugged her son. 
“Please,” Vish said, pushing his mother away. He had little more strength left. “I’m wounded.”
His mother looked up and down the compound. A few people had stopped to gawk.
“You’ve injured yourself. Come in.” She said loudly and looked at Peleor. “You helped him?” she said much more quietly.
The sorcerer nodded. 
“You may come in for a reward.” She hustled Vish up the steps and into the house.
~
Vish and his mother disappeared into the house, leaving Peleor to examine the entry hall all by himself. He’d seen the inside of noble homes before. It was always for an offer to take up a nefarious task. He’d never accepted because he’d never been interested in a life of crime or politics. 
A mirror. He stood in front of it and looked at his wild, dark brown hair, hazel eyes and newly trimmed beard. Perhaps the beard’s trim made the Princess more comfortable than a farmer’s typically bushy face. He didn’t think the princess of the house would invite him in, but perhaps talk from the neighbors… the royal neighbors. 
He smiled and began to pick up ornaments and examine them. Perhaps he could remember the patterns well enough to copy them for his clients. He hurriedly put one down as he heard footsteps.
“Vish claims you saved his life. Thank you.”
Peleor had enough presence of mind to bow before a princess. She was a beautiful woman, some years older than he, but still desirable in his eyes. 
“I am Princess Yalla, eleventh wife to the Emperor.”
“My name is Peleor. I am an unattached sorcerer. The Tower and I did not see eye to eye. I manage the remnants of my family’s farm outside of the city. It became a beacon for Vishan when darkness fell and he needed a place to rest.”
She led him to a sitting room. Peleor knew he didn’t belong in such a place, but he sat where she told him.
“What happened?”
Peleor looked at Yalla. The truth or something that Vishan might come up with? The truth, he decided. He related Vishan’s story. “He collapsed as soon as he reached my home. I took him in. His wounds had begun to fester, but I let him sleep for a day while I changed his bandages. He woke a bit and I found more debris in the wounds that had to be removed. I would guess two thrusts, one from each side. Vishan said his assailants used spears. They both pierced his arms all the way through and made wounds on his chest. You can see the paths of the weapons on his mail shirt.” Peleor said, pointing to the ball of bloody clothes. “The shirt saved his life, not I.” He paused while the Princess collected herself after his grisly description. “The boy withstood a great deal of pain while I worked and, finally, he slept another two days. This morning after a good meal, I brought him back. He’s probably asleep by now.”
Yalla had a lovely laugh. “He is already slumbering. I will call for a Court Physician to further heal his wounds.
“And what story should I be telling anyone who asks?” Peleor said.
“Gored by a wild boar, I should imagine. Once in one arm and gored again in the other.”
Peleor nodded. “And what will he do about Fenakyr and Vishan’s brother?”
Yalla nodded. “I’ll take care of them. They will have wished they had been killed by boars in the forest,” she said, clenching her fist. 
If Peleor entertained any romantic dalliances with the woman, her comment instantly destroyed such a thought. Her reaction was that of a creature in the Emperor’s court. He’d rather be back on his farm, at the moment, than witness the ferocity in the woman’s face.
“Payment?” Yalla said, rising from her couch. She drew open a chest. “One hundred golden dreks?”
That was more money than Peleor would earn in two or three years. He nodded his head, afraid to say a word about the reward. “The boy has Affinity. Let me teach him ways to defend himself.”
Yalla put a bag in Peleor’s hands. “He had a bad experience at the Sorcerer’s Tower. They said they might test him again, but it’s been four years. His granduncle was a great sorcerer, on my side. Vishan doesn’t know.”
“I doubt they will try again. It’s much easier for them to take in new candidates younger than him. If they do now, so what? He’ll enter the Tower better prepared. I was older than he when my power showed. I couldn’t last.” Peleor shook his head at the bitter memories.
She walked to the door, signaling their time was over. “Where can Vishan’s tutor contact you? I’ll have him give you an interview. If it is fine with him, then you can teach Vishan some tricks.”
Peleor gave her his city address, and then walked to the stable, his money secured inside of his shirt. He had debts to pay before he returned to his farm.
“I’d like my horse. It’s the white and brown pony,” Peleor said to a groom.
“I know which one,” the groom said. “It’s the only one like it in the Emperor’s stables.” The man meant it as an insult, but Peleor didn’t care. The groom didn’t carry a bagful of golden dreks.
~
Sulm escorted Vish into the Emperor’s Palace for a private audience a week after returning from the hunt. The guards searched Sulm for weapons, but when they saw Vish’s dagger, they waved him through. 
“Why?” Sulm said, a look of amazement on his face.
“My father said I could wear the dagger in his presence.”
Sum gave the guards a card that the Emperor had given to Yalla the previous night. One of guards led them up stairway after stairway until they came to a small alcove with a padded stone bench.
“Sit,” the guards told them.
Sulm looked down at the dagger. “It must be the stone. It’s blue with a gold line down the middle,” he said.
“Why do you think it’s the stone? What difference does it make to you?” Vish said with a smile on his face. Today, his chest finally stopped hurting and the wounds began to itch. The physician said itching meant his wounds were healing. His arms would take longer to heal since the wounds went all the way through. As he felt better, he thought of them making ideal battle scars. The thought made him smile. Vish still didn’t know what he should tell his father. He asked his mother and she said it was his decision.
“You can go in now. Your companion stays here,” the guard said.
“I prefer that,” Sulm said. Vish could see the relief on his face.
His father’s private rooms were larger than any of his houses and all for one man… and his wives from time to time. Another man met Vish at the front door and led him through a few hallways, lit with sorcerer’s globes, and into a study. Books lined two walls and scroll boxes covered another. Glass windows and glass doors lined the last wall. All of that glass must have cost his father thousands of dreks. He looked out over the Imperial Compound and out towards the Sorcerer’s Tower and beyond. 
“There you are,” the Emperor walked in. He threw off the white and gold robe he wore to Council Meetings, and then he removed a white enameled breastplate that his robe hid, letting it drop onto a chair. Vish noticed the gouges and scratches on the armor. “That’s better. It’s nice to see you again. I thought we had lost you.” He sat behind a vast desk.
“I made it out of the forest alive, barely,” Vish said.
“How did the boar get to you on the ground? You told my physician that your mount shied and you struggled with the reins and dropped them. Did the horse throw you? Did the boar get to you then?”
It would be so easy for Vish to merely say yes, but he couldn’t do it. What would be the advantage? He hadn’t thought of a lie in all the time since he had been back.
“That was a story for the physician, father.”
“Father? Not Imperial Highness?”
“Whatever you wish, sir.”
“Father will do among the two of us. I will permit it.” He smiled and leaned forward on his elbows.
“I’d like that.” He told the truth to his father and named Fenakyr and Astyran as his attempted murderers.
“Who told you to wear the mailed shirt?”
“Sulm, my tutor. He said that I needed to be prepared for anything on the hunt.”
“A wise man, this Sulm. He saved your life.”
“Many things saved my life, father. The horse you gave me to ride, the food and wine that I hid at the hunt banquet, the mail shirt, the knife that cut my bandages.”
“I’m impressed, Vishan. Not many men of any age could have done what you did. I’m sure the pain was awful.”
Vishan nodded and pressed his lips together, while the unpleasant memory of is escape from the forest played in his head.
The Emperor clapped his hands twice and Fenakyr and Astyran entered the room. Vishan’s mouth opened. He tried to say something, but couldn’t.
“I sometimes test my sons a little harder than others. Fenakyr is what he says he is, a baron on the Serytaran border. Astyran is your half-brother, one of many, as you know.” The Emperor’s gaze went to his older son. He nodded and Astyran smirked.
Vishan still sat, dumbfounded at the revelation.
“You weren’t supposed to be in mortal danger. The mail shirt truly saved you since these two were a little enthusiastic in their poking. They will be punished for their exuberance.” Astyran lost his smirk and Fenakyr began to sweat. “The horse is trained never to leave its rider. I assigned men to that general area, but you had left before they found you. I’m sorry if I put you through a great deal of pain, but I wanted my own measure of what you are made of before I threw you back into that snake den of a Tower. You passed. At this point, I would rather you not join them. I’ll leave you alone until you are fifteen and become a man. How does that sound?”
“I am speechless, your Imperial Highness,” Vish said. He didn’t know if he could bring himself to call the man ‘father’ again. He remembered his tour of the Imperial blacksmiths. Vish felt like a tool and nothing more. His trials on the hunt had been the forger’s fire and this revelation had been the quenching. Sulm had told him of such things before, but Vish had merely thought them to be tales. He suddenly felt harder and colder. “What about Peleor, the sorcerer?”
“The farmer? He didn’t know a thing. As it turns out, Yalla rewarded him sufficiently before I had a chance to,” the Emperor smiled.
Vish’s hand went to his dagger. At the moment he wanted to plunge it into the Emperor’s chest, but he did all he could to stifle the urge. “And this?” He pulled out the blade and handled the point of the blade so he wouldn’t be tempted to kill his tester. “How can a guard know I can take it into the Palace?”
“The finish. It’s one of the blades I’ve had made with that unique stone and the dull finish. There are a few others… very few.” The Emperor looked at Astyran. 
Vish had already noticed his brother’s dagger didn’t even have a stone in the pommel.
“You also didn’t lie to me. Impressive, since I gave you an easy way to explain your wounds. I’ve notified Princess Yalla that her hired assassins will stand down.” The Emperor smiled. The fatherly demeanor had vanished, but Vish thought that was because of his perception. “Enjoy your three years of fun. You have my permission to be taught magic by your sorcerer friend. I’d rather you learn from him than the sorcerers at their tower. He has been investigated and used most of the money from Yalla to pay off long-standing family debts. Other men would be drunk with women surrounding them as they vomited on their new silk clothing.”
Was that his father’s impression of the world? Were most men so corrupt and wrong-headed?
“You may go, all three of you.”
Vish followed the same man that had escorted him through the Emperor’s quarters. Fenakyr and Astryan walked behind. No one had anything to say.
Out in the corridor, Vish spied Sulm looking out a window. His tutor’s eyes opened when he noticed him.
“I hope there are no hard feelings, Prince Vishan,” Fenakyr said.
“For not killing me? You didn’t get to feel the pain, sir. You didn’t get to struggle to mount my horse. Was throwing away the bridle your idea or the Emperor’s?”
“Mine,” Astyran said in a voice filled with arrogance. “You should have died. I will kill you eventually, you know. You’re more of a threat now than you were before the hunt.” He swept down the corridor, followed by a seemingly dejected baron.
Sulm’s eyes followed the pair down the corridor as he approached Vish. “What happened?” 
Fenakyr turned to give Vish one last look before her turn the corner. Vish didn’t trust a soul in the Palace, least of all his father—not that he had ever thought of the man in terms of trust, but now he had specific reasons.
They exited into the Imperial Compound. It seemed more closed, menacing even, to Vish. He spoke in a low voice. “The attack was a set-up planned by the Emperor. A test of my courage. I nearly died out there. He said he had people in the area, but if I hadn’t worn the mail, I’m sure I’d be dead regardless of the Emperor’s instructions to Fenakyr and Astryan. He told me to enjoy the next three years. I’m going to learn to defend myself with sorcery. That’s an edge, isn’t it Sulm?”
“Among others.” 
Vish picked up the tentativeness in his tutor’s voice.
~~~
 





CHAPTER FIVE
~

A FLAME BURST OUT FROM THE FIREPLACE AND DANCED in the air as if it were tightrope walking to a wall sconce, igniting the candle within.
Vishan clapped his hands as Peleor nodded with approval.
“It’s about control and patience,” Vishan said. “I don’t lack the concentration, but today, the patience made the difference.”
“Something you can show your mother next week on your fifteenth birthday.”
Vishan laughed. “She’ll be glad not to receive the crafts that you have taught me to make.”
“You aren’t much behind what the Tower would be teaching you at this point. You’ve easily learned to shield yourself to avoid drawing energy from other people. I’d say you are doing very well, other than for glamours.”
“Glamours?” Vish said.
“Illusions. The walls, the tables that you saw through in your testing. It may seem like a trivial ability, but they only let the Adepts train in their use.”
Vish narrowed his eyes as he looked at Peleor. “Were you an Adept?”
He returned the question with a wry smile. “No, but I learned the technique by being stealthy. I read ‘forbidden’ books and stood close to windows when I knew they were teaching illusion. I’ve done a bit of practice and I’ll teach you all that I know.”
“I can use it as a defense?” Vishan said.
“Not to a sorcerer. They can detect something wrong with an illusion. You did so at your test.”
Vishan tilted his head. “I did. That’s because I had Affinity?”
Peleor shook his head. “No, you touched the table and the feel was different from what it appeared. That required no magical ability, just an inquisitive mind. The wrongness that you sensed about the room was due to your Affinity. There is an emergence of the nexus within the Sorcerer’s Tower compound and that probably sensitized you even more to their little trick.”
That made a great deal of sense to Vishan. He gazed into the fire and extracted five tongues of flame and made them dance in a circle until they came to rest on the unlit chandelier of the room.
Peleor laughed. “You’ve been practicing behind my back!”
“I have, sorcerer. Control and patience, I’ve grown to love them both. Now, on to illusion.”
~
Sulm arrived late to Vishan’s room. “I’m sorry, Prince. A meeting lasted longer than intended.”
Vishan noted the sweat on the man’s brow. “It’s my birthday celebration in less than an hour and I need you to drill me on the ceremony.”
“There is not much to learn. The words are similar to your sisters’ when they reached fifteen.”
 
Today, at this hour, at this minute, I now walk forward as a man of Dakkor. I pledge loyalty to my Emperor, respect to my parents and I thank the gods for the opportunity to serve them all.
 
Vishan repeated the mantra three times until he had perfected the words. A priest from her mother’s favorite temple would accept them. Normally, a father would be in attendance, but that only happened when a father was available. The Emperor obviously didn’t have the time for his manhood ceremony. Vish’s pledge of loyalty would be said, but he didn’t know if he meant it or not. He still hadn’t forgotten the Test of the Hunt as he thought of his ordeal three years ago.  His hand felt the scars on his other arm.
Tradition spoke that a fifteen-year-old Dakkoran youth would leave his parent’s house and seek his own fortune. Typically, they would be apprenticed until they learned a formal trade. That wouldn’t be the case with Vishan. At Shalil’s instructions, the Emperor’s sons would train in some art until they reached the age of twenty and then they would leave their mother’s houses in the Imperial Compound and make their own lives. They also couldn’t marry until twenty, but at fifteen, they could take on concubines who might or might not become wives.
A knock on the door interrupted the fourth recitation. “The priest is here, Vishan” Therya’s voice, an older sister, said through his door. Sulm smiled. To Vishan it looked more like a grimace. Their relationship would soon come to an end. It was time anyway. Vishan had learned most, if not all, of what Sulm offered. Shelves filled with books and scrolls now covered the paintings that once adorned his walls. Vishan’s rooms contained more writings than the rest of the house combined.
“We are ready,” Vish said. He nodded at Sulm who placed the black cape, trimmed in purple, around his shoulders. Black for men and red for women. Purple for royalty. He walked from the room leaving Sulm to catch up.
Yalla held the ceremony in a garden pergola surrounded by dwarfed palm trees. Most of Vishan’s sisters stood in a line waiting for him along with his two full brothers, six and nine years younger than him. A priest of Galla, the god preferred by most of the Emperor’s wives, stood dressed in a white robe, trimmed in red. Vishan didn’t care much for these priests. They seemed more like women than men with painted faces and their odd wigs with spiky bright red hair. 
He didn’t see any reason to object. Once Yalla registered the ceremony, it didn’t matter who administered it. Vishan managed a smile as he walked up with Sulm by his side. Peleor slipped along his other side. Only one man was required, but his sorcery tutor’s presence put a genuine smile on his face.
“Under the auspices of Galla, the Great Goddess,” the priest looked into the heavens and sighed, “and our beloved Emperor Daryaku, we accept the presence of the boy Vishan Daryaku, as a candidate for manhood.”
“Is there a sponsor for this boy’s advancement to a Man of the Empire?”
Sulm and Peleor took a step forward. “We are,” they both said nearly simultaneously and then they both stepped back.
“Come forward, Vishan Daryaku. Do you take upon yourself the mantle of a Man of the Empire?”
Vishan lifted his chin and advanced to stand in front of the priest and invoked the ceremonial words.
“I hereby declare you a Man of the Empire. In addition, I bless you with the curiosity of a scholar, the judgment of a sage and the strength of a lion.” He twisted Vish around. “I present to you Vishan Daryaku, Man of the Empire.” The priest smiled and then turned to Yalla, where he said with less ceremony, rubbing his long fingers, “Where is the feast?”
Yalla laughed and took the priest by the arm, leading him into her home followed by Vishan’s giggling sisters with his little brothers in tow.
Sulm clapped Vishan on his shoulder. “Congratulations, now you can troll the taverns of the city with the rest of the Men of the Empire!”
Peleor folded his arms. “With such exaltation comes increased visibility and exposure to danger. Your relationship with your father only makes you a more tempting target, and your brothers will consider you more of a real threat.”
Vishan’s smile faded.
“However, tradition dictates that you take the risk and follow Sulm’s advice and visit some taverns, Man of the Empire.” Peleor grinned. “You already knew about the threats, so now let Sulm and I show you the seamier side of the city.”
~
The dark wine swirling in the grimy goblet didn’t look so appealing after a night with his tutors. Vish didn’t have a taste for beer and so much wine sat like lead in his belly. He lifted an eyelid, while struggling to keep his head erect. He had gone through many servings of wine during their tour, while the establishments that they visited dwindled in quality.
Sulm’s head lay on the table. Vishan twisted his head towards Peleor who looked into the dim recesses of the tavern. “Perhaps it’s time that we left. I’m not enjoying our night any longer.” He belched and felt sick.
“Certainly. Sulm can find his way home when he wakes.” Peleor squinted and pulled out a few dreks and tossed them among the mugs and goblets. “A table until morning for my friend.” He nodded towards the barman and helped Vishan to his feet.
“Today I am a man, but I am of the opinion, that my stomach hasn’t joined in my ascension,” Vishan said, trying to smile. He threw his arm around Peleor’s shoulders and both of them exited into the night. The lights were few as they helped each other walk through the empty streets.
A group of four men walked out into the road and stood with weapons in their hands. Vish’s realized, sluggishly, that they were in danger.
“Perhaps we stayed out a bit too long, tonight,” Peleor said. He blinked his eyes a number of times and stood a little straighter. 
The prospect of danger seemed to wipe away the effects of Peleor’s drink and Vish found it did much the same to him. He grasped the jeweled dagger, the only weapon between them. He squinted in the dark street and noted the faint glint of a sword and the bulk of a cudgel. The cudgel told him that these were probably street toughs. His noble standing meant nothing at this time and place.
Vish thought he’d be more afraid, but his drunken state seemed to have deadened his emotions. He pulled out his knife and shook off Peleor. Vish looked down and barely made out the dull blade in the darkness.
Peleor muttered something and Vish’s blurry vision vanished. “Stay behind me,” Peleor said. Vish immediately reacted to the graveness in the sorcerer’s voice.
“Hey, Tutor!” a gravelly voice said. “Just step aside and let us do our work and we’ll let you off with a few broken bones. Our business is with the boy.”
Boy!  Vishan felt the anger and the effects of the alcohol rise within him. He was a Man of the Empire. He’d show the man. He took a step forward, but Peleor put out his arm and shook his head.
“Your business is with the both of us.”
“Books won’t help you here among men of the streets, Tutor.”
Did they think Sulm accompanied him? Vish thought. Peleor knew offensive magic, which he had steadfastly refused to teach him. He took another step back to give the sorcerer some room.
The men began to approach. Peleor pointed at the ground and it exploded in front of them, nevertheless the men moved forward.
“Tricks, eh?” the thugs’ spokesman said. “Now you’ve gotten me mad. You’ll both die tonight.”
A bolt of fire pierced one of the men. Another bolt flew towards the arm holding the sword. Vish heard the weapon clattering on the cobbled street.
An arrow’s hiss reached Vishan’s ear and ended with a thud that staggered Peleor, now clutching his thigh. Another struck Vish in the shoulder. He fell towards Peleor, knocking both of them to the ground. Peleor cried out and then went silent as his head hit stone.
The light of two torches now lit the scene as five men stood over Vish and the unconscious form of Peleor. The sorcerer’s face was gray and Vish spotted his dagger out of reach, next to a thug’s foot.
“Say a prayer to your favorite god, boy. One less heir to the throne.” The other men grunted their assent. 
Vish looked at their faces. All of the men seemed to be common street thugs. He expected to see one of his brothers’ faces among those that ringed him. He looked at the torches and back at Peleor. His tutor had refused to teach him an offensive spell, but Vish new enough to turn a parlor trick into a pyre.
He bowed his head and concentrated. He schooled his mind not to try too hard despite the pain that shot through his shoulder. He’d been hurt before and could struggle through the discomfort. 
“Time’s up.”
Vish raised his arm and drew the fire of the torches around in front of the circle of men. He spelled it into a rope of flame and then made a circle around the attackers. The ring of fire moved inward and struck each of the men at shoulder height, igniting their clothing. The flames grew and Vish guided the flames up into their faces and then up towards the men’s headwear. 
Screams lit up the air as much as the flames lit up the street. Candlelight appeared at windows above and the thugs lay writhing as the flames moved downward on their own accord and covered the men. 
Vish crawled over to his dagger and put it back into its sheath, unbloodied. As the stench of burning flesh assaulted his sense of smell, he drew Peleor closer to him. The man’s color had improved by the time the city guard arrived.
The soldiers grabbed buckets at the two watering troughs on the street as others filled their helmets with water to douse the fires. None of the thugs had survived. 
An officer stood above Vish, waving away the awful smell of the smoke and steam emanating from the fallen men. “What happened? You seem to be the only conscious survivor.” The officer’s eyes looked at Peleor and then back to him. A guard rushed up with a box of medical supplies and laid out Peleor. The arrow had gone all the way through his leg. The man clipped off the arrowhead and pulled the arrow out from the feathered side. Peleor moaned, but remained mostly non-responsive.
Vish grimaced with an arrow still sticking out from his shoulder. He fought to talk through the pain. “Today is my fifteenth birthday. Both of my tutors took me out to drink. These men showed up to kill us.”
“Tutors? What is your name?”
“I am Vishan Daryaku, a son of the Emperor.”
The soldier straightened up and his eyebrows rose in alarm. “An assassination attempt? Where is the other tutor?” He motioned that the man see to Vishan’s wound. 
“There is only one. Sulm fell asleep at our last stop for the night. We were headed home,” Vish said through clenched teeth. He fought to remain conscious.
“The arrow is stuck in his shoulder blade. This is going to hurt, lad,” the guard said as he pulled it out. The guard had to cut some of his shirt to finish. He slathered a potion on his shoulder and the pain began to deaden.
Vish gritted his teeth and nodded. “Yes, an assassination attempt. Their business was with me, so their leader said. I didn’t recognize any of the men.” He didn’t want these guards to know of his power. He looked down at the unconscious Peleor and came up with an idea.
“They carried torches and my tutor, who is a sorcerer, was able to turn the flames back on them just before they were ready to kill us. After he was done, he fainted from his wounds.”
The officer’s gaze went back to Peleor. He took a step back. “It’s a good thing he accompanied the boy. We’ll get a palanquin. I assume you dwell in the Imperial Compound?”
“I do. Today is my fifteenth birthday,” Vish said.
“This is not a recommended way to enter into manhood,” the officer said.
~~~
 





CHAPTER SIX
~
PELEOR HAD TAKEN OVER A SPARE BEDROOM in Princess Yalla’s house for a few days. Three of Vish’s sisters were already married, so Peleor didn’t displace any of Vish’s siblings. The bump on Peleor’s head produced a concussion that left him dizzy and disoriented when he rose. Vish’s shoulder wound had quickly mended, but he still needed to exercise his arm to keep the injury from stiffening up. 
Sulm and Vish sat in Peleor’s room. Pictures of maidens dancing in the sun decorated the walls.
“Another two days, your mother’s physician said.” Peleor sat up in bed. “At least we can work while I’m in this soft prison of a room.”
“I haven’t thanked you two, yet, for leaving me snoring at that seedy tavern,” Sulm said. “I most certainly would have been in the way and gotten all three of us killed.”
Vish laughed. The experience seemed to bring the three of them together and he hoped he sensed a bond growing. “That tavern was your choice, Sulm, but Peleor was there to save us.” Vish saw Peleor nod. They’d decided between them for Peleor to take credit for the thugs’ death.
The man put his palm to his forehead. “I’ll rue the day for the rest of my life. Let’s leave Peleor to his pretty murals and talk about the politics of the world in your room. I’ve not got much more time before your father decides on what future he wishes to impose on you.”
Sulm stood in front of Vish, who had taken a seat at Vish’s desk in a sitting room that now seemed too small for either of them. “Zarron, Besseth, Roppon. Three continents, three different cultures, although those in Serytar would likely disagree and position themselves more like Besseth than Dakkor.” Sulm shrugged. “It doesn’t matter what they think. The dukes of Serytar pay tribute to your father. The center of our world revolves a few hundred paces away from where you sit and yet—”
“And yet, there is roiling and boiling for my father’s seat.” Vish didn’t have the enthusiasm for increasing his position among his brothers like they did. He only wanted to keep out of everyone’s way while he learned more ways to use his power.
Sulm smiled. “Indeed. The roiling and boiling, as you put it, never ceases. The emperor maintains his image of strength to keep his empire stable. If he shows the slightest weakness, wolves will attack.”
“Like they attacked me the other night?”
Sulm nodded. “You are perceived as weak. Perhaps a bit less so, now, when Peleor is around, I would imagine. Any fifteen-year-old is, so don’t take offense. You should be careful where you go and who is around you, Vishan. You are relatively safe within the Imperial Compound, but exposed the minute you step outside.”
Vish wondered why Sulm was talking about this. “I’ll be careful, especially now.”
His tutor paused to look out the window. He seemed lost in thought but turned and said,  “I have been going to meetings for a while with people who I agree with about these things. Would you like to come? In disguise, of course.”
 Had Sulm just offered him a look into a secret society? How could he turn him down? And yet, his tutor had just contradicted himself in just a few words. If he took Sulm up on his offer, he’d make sure Peleor would secretly join them. The bond that he thought he felt with Sulm had quickly disintegrated. Walking into another trap wouldn’t do.
“When is your next meeting?”
“A week from yesterday. I will give you more details. Can you secure common clothing? Maybe Peleor can provide you with some when he gets up and around. His connections are rather mundane,” Sulm said. Vish noted the condescension in Sulm’s opinion of his friend. However the lure of a forbidden meeting excited him.
Vishan grinned. “It will be great fun!”
“Serious fun, my man.” Sulm’s face behind his smile didn’t match up. 
~
Peleor paced the floor of Vish’s room. “You shouldn’t do this. It’s another trap. I’m afraid Sulm is naïve or trying to help someone get you killed.”
“How can you be so sure?” Vish said, as he tied up his old mail shirt. It nearly didn’t fit anymore, but he wouldn’t be walking the streets tonight without it. If Peleor was correct, then Vish was the naïve one. He didn’t want that, so he followed Peleor’s advice.
“Sulm suggested the inn, remember?” Peleor said. “He said he would always regret that day. I believe that is what he meant, but I don’t think the regret is not being able to help you. He also passed out on the table. Sulm drank more than me, but not as much as you did. I always observe such things. What if he led us to the tavern and expected the thugs to kill us while he feigned drunkenness?”
“But—” Vish couldn’t finish his thoughts. Peleor had stated the facts just as Vish remembered them and he couldn’t reject the connection. “But what if he’s innocent?”
Peleor shrugged and then pulled on a dark gray cloak, just like the ubiquitous thin ones worn by most workmen in the city. He probably got it off of a worker, since the garment had seen better days.
“Here is yours and I want you to wear this hat. I have spelled them both with marks that only I will see.”
“What if there’s another sorcerer?” Vish asked. Perhaps this was a terrible idea, but he wore a mail shirt at Peleor’s request.
“What if your father is there? What if the five gods of the city are there? If we are cautious and the meeting is innocent, consider it a tidbit of education. You are going to attend Sulm’s meeting as an observer. No matter what happens, you observe. 
“If you are uncomfortable at any time, leave. Even if your mother finds out, it’s part of your tutoring to learn how common men think, right?”
Vish pursed his lips. “Sulm made the same point.”
“There. They should fit.” Peleor threw Vish a worker’s cloak and the hat. Thicker material had made the hat stiffer. It looked like a cone with the tip cut off along with a thin brim that ran all around the bottom. All of the gardeners in the compound wore them summer or winter, rain or sun.
The cloak seemed to be a bit long, but the hat fit just fine. Vish positioned his dagger inside of this pants the way Peleor had instructed. “I’m ready to go.”
Peleor laughed. “You can’t just walk out of the house wearing that.”
“I can’t—” Vish suddenly understood. “Very well. You carry both of our outfits in this.” Vish retrieved a plain canvas bag. “I used this to remove some of my old schoolbooks.”
“Excellent. We will take different routes to the packers’ guildhall. The moment you enter the square, I’ll be at your back.”
“We’ve gone through this enough.”
“One more time never hurts. Use no power unless your life is in danger and if you use your knife, hide it as soon as possible after you use it. It is too recognizable.”
Vish nodded. He felt more like preparing for a battle with his father’s enemy than observing commoners complain about his father’s reign. 
Both of them left the Imperial Compound together as the sun turned the city a dusky orange. Peleor guided them to a narrow alley where they put on their cloaks. Vish continued on through the alley to the other side and Peleor walked back the way they entered.
As Vish walked through the city streets, he restrained his hands from touching the handle of his dagger. He adjusted the hat a little lower on his head and walked the fifteen minutes or so that it would take to the packers’ guildhouse. 
Guildhouses in the Imperial City and throughout Dakkor were gathering places, not just for members of the guild, but any member could rent the hall. Weddings, Manhood and Womanhood ceremonies were often held in guildhalls. The packers’ guildhall looked more modest than most, Vish thought as he exited onto the irregular shaped open area between the buildings that made up Packer’s Square. He saw men, variously dressed, enter the guildhall, but most wore the same kind of cloak that he did. 
The waning light didn’t permit Vish to notice Peleor and he wouldn’t wait to recognize the sorcerer as he made his way into the large meeting room of the hall. Sulm waited at the entrance. 
“Vish, come this way.” He grabbed Vish’s elbow and led him midway towards the raised platform at the far end of the hall. “Peleor outdid himself. I nearly didn’t recognize you and wouldn’t at all if you were a bit taller.”
“I’ll soon be as tall as you,” Vish said, a little angry at the slight. Sulm put his arm around Vish and squeezed his shoulder.
“Please, that’s the injured one.”
Sulm looked genuinely ashamed. “I’m sorry about that. Just take it all in. When you have heard enough, you can just leave. I have another meeting with a few of the attendees after this is over. Your way home is well lit and patrolled, so I wouldn’t think there will be any trouble.”
Vish nodded, moving his head this way and that way so he could see what happened in front of him. He’d be glad himself when he began to grow taller. The crowd wouldn’t be as effective in blocking his view.
“We will get started now,” a man announced standing on a stage at the far end of the hall. The buzz in the room continued until the man standing on the platform said the same words a few times, getting louder each time. A rush of attendees came late into the building. Vish noted the ripe aroma of unwashed bodies.
“Our first speaker tonight is Gerya of Fasthome. He will tell his story and then we will talk about what we can do.”
“Fasthome is in southern Serytar, is it not?” Vish said.
Sulm nodded his head. “He must have a grievance.”
“Grievance? Do all of these men protest the emperor’s rule?”
Sulm didn’t respond and looked towards the front. A bald-headed man walked up to platform. He raised his hands, except he only had one. The other forearm ended in a stump.
“Men of Baku, the Imperial City, I once had a lovely family. A wife and four daughters. I cut wood in the forests along the northern slopes of the mountains that separate Serytar from Dakkor and made enough dreks to get by. We had a cottage in the local lord’s woods and paid our taxes. We loved our life until Emperor Shalil claimed the forest for his own as tribute to the Emperor from my homeland.”
Vish stood by as the man continued to talk about his wife and daughters raped and killed as they drove him out of the forest. “As my penalty for stealing the Emperor’s trees?” He held up his hand.
The men roared in anger. A merchant jumped up on the platform and began to itemize the taxes that the Emperor had raised and the hardships that he had faced with the recent loss of his business. These weren’t just aired grievances. The speakers were riling up the crowd. Vish could feel violence stir in the air.
“Is this true?” Vish turned again to Sulm, but his tutor had left his side and headed back towards the exit.  What about the meeting after? He’d seen enough. This was no place for him. Sulm’s long-standing relationship with the royal family had just come to an end, if Vish had anything to do with it.
As he fought his way back towards the entrance, he spotted the quick look back by Sulm as he exited ahead of him. The crowd became more intense as another man rose to disparage imperial rule. This meeting had turned out to be about rebellion.
Vish thought he heard a shout in Peleor’s voice. The roar of the crowd made it difficult for Vish to hear. He felt the sharp point of a knife penetrate his mail shirt and stop. He turned around and looked at yet another thug. He couldn’t use magic in a crowd of this size and doubted if Peleor could either. 
Vish pulled his knife out and ran it across the hand of the man whose knife had hung up on the cloth of his cloak. Peleor’s doing or his mail shirt? The man punched Vish in the nose and all judgment left his mind as the dagger easily parted the man’s hard leather vest and plunged into his midsection. Vish slid the knife across and then pulled it out. He had read in a book on self-defense, that a long cut would be more effective than a single plunge of the knife.
His opponent grabbed his stomach and crouched down. The crowd drowned out his cries. A little space developed, so Vish quickly hid his knife and slipped through the crowd, stumbling out into the street. Men stood at the entrance to the hall gazing at the continuing complaints as Peleor grabbed Vish and led him around the building. 
“There is Sulm,” Peleor said, pointing across the square.
The tutor stood talking to a man in a hooded cloak in the darkness. The guard entered the square carrying torches and passed the two men. Vish recognized Fenakyr’s face in the fleeting light of the torch. The guards proceeded to the packer guildhall.
“Can you stop Fenakyr and Sulm?” Vish asked. “I want to put an end to this, right now!”
“Only if we move closer.” Peleor said.
Vish followed him around the edges of the square, away from the entrance. 
Voices began to emerge from the guildhall along with men running and yelling. “Someone’s been killed!” “The city guard is here!”
Men began to flow out of hall as if a dike had collapsed. Peleor urged Vish to run. Fenakyr fled one way and Sulm another. 
“Sulm,” Vish said to Peleor as they passed the road that Fenakyr had taken and spotted Sulm in the distance.
“A little closer,” Peleor picked up speed, leaving Vish behind, but then Sulm suddenly stopped. 
The tutor stood, his legs encased in shafts of ice. Peleor swayed on his feet from the effort. “That spell saps me of all power,” Peleor said. 
“I’m alive, Sulm,” Vish said.
The tutor’s eyes widened with fear. “You were killed. I heard them call out.”
“Not I. I killed your assassin.” Vish lifted up his shirt, showing the mail. “I didn’t trust you, Sulm, and now you’ll pay for what you’ve done.”
Sulm’s forehead shone with sweat despite the ice holding him in place. 
“How much did Fenakyr pay you?”
“Fenakyr? I don’t know who you mean.”
“We saw you talking to him just now. He went the other way and we followed you. Vish pointed him out to you when he visited his father after the hunt. Even I remember that. You’re pathetic,” Peleor said.
“You’ve failed Fenakyr twice, now. Perhaps they won’t give you another chance and neither will I,” Vish said. The pain of such betrayal turned his face hot and the only way he could erase the hurt was to plunge his dagger into Sulm’s chest. 
The tutor gagged and tried to speak, but his lips moved like those of a dying fish. They both left him standing in the street, the ice still holding him up.
Peleor looked back and muttered a few words. The ice holding Sulm up had not yet begun to melt. “That will be an interesting case for the guard. Help me walk for a bit.” The sorcerer staggered and Vish supported Peleor as they made their way back to the Imperial Compound. 
A block away, they shed their cloaks by boxes of trash. 
Vish wiped his bloody knife on his cloak and stuffed their disguises deep into the refuse. 
The enormity of the night’s events crashed down on Vish. “What have I done?  I killed two people tonight, including my old friend.” Vish had to sit down. He looked up at Peleor.
“He tried to have you killed, twice,” Peleor said. “He would have done it again, if you let him go.”
Vishan shook his head. “I don’t know that. I could have warned him off or cut his hand to remind him or something else.” He remembered the woodcutter in the hall and reconsidered his statement. “I was caught up in the moment. I thought of the look on the assassin’s face and the angry words of the toughs in the street. I didn’t want to face them again.” He put his hands to his face and felt the dampness of tears.
“Your father kills his enemies all the time. Look what he did at the Hunt. He ordered your brother and Fenakyr to rough you up a little bit.”
“And I nearly died.”
Peleor nodded. “Exactly. In a sense it’s kill or be killed. You’ll have to face worse someday. At least now you know you’re capable of it.”
“That doesn’t mean I have to like killing another person. I didn’t want kill Sulm, not really,” Vish said, looking up at Peleor, who still swayed from exhaustion.
“Good. It’s good that you don’t like it, but there it is. Sulm died for a good reason. He arranged for you to be assassinated, twice. You’re a target and these last two attempts on your life won’t be the last. Feel bad about having to do away with your old tutor. Just don’t hesitate if you have to injure someone to survive. If you do, you won’t.” Peleor put his hand to his head and fell to the ground.
“Are you all right?” Vish asked.
“I can make it to your house. Let me stay the night and I’ll be fine tomorrow.”
Vish helped Peleor to the compound and up the steps to his house. Princess Yalla entered the hallway. “I know you are recently a man, but I’d recommend you two not making a habit of spending the night drinking.” She turned to Peleor. “I believe the time has come for you to return to your residence. After tonight, I’ll have other uses for the room.” She swished her silk robes and left them looking after her with their mouths open.
As he undressed, after helping Peleor to his sister’s old bedroom, Vish took off his clothes. His hand felt sticky and he drew it back from his shirt. There was blood, but not much. He took off the mail coat and looked at the wound in the mirror. He had to smile. His mother never looked at his back. 
He picked up the mail shirt and noticed the deformed rings that stopped the knife’s progress. Vish sat down in shock. He thought the assassin’s knife hadn’t penetrated very far, but it did. The wound was nearly half an inch wide, and maybe the same in depth. The cut had already stopped bleeding, but he’d have to clean up the caked blood that surrounded it. Without Peleor’s help and his old coat of mail, he’d be dead. 
He vowed that Fenakyr would join Sulm in due time.
~~~
 





CHAPTER SEVEN
~
A MESSENGER STOOD IN THE ENTRYWAY to Princess Yalla’s home with a summons for Vishan Daryaku.
“A message from the Imperial Army Command to Prince Vishan Daryaku.” The messenger bowed, placed the message in Vishan’s hand and left. 
Evidently, the time had come for Vish to enter into his father’s service. The emperor had unexpectedly waited two extra years. Vish, now seventeen and eighteen inches taller than when he became a Man of the Empire, now faced the role his father had decided for him. At least he hadn’t been re-tested by the Sorcerer’s Tower. 
He wondered what they’d make of him now? With Sulm’s ‘disappearance’, Peleor taught Vishan all he knew except for illusions, glamours as Peleor described it. Vish supposed the Peleor felt the need to hold something back.
Vish could now encase a man’s body in ice, throw flames at least ten paces and a myriad other things. Peleor had declared him a man of power that rivaled his own. Vish had observed Peleor’s strength and had kept his demonstrations just under his tutor’s. His suspected his own strength now exceeded Peleor’s.
It didn’t matter. They’d most likely be separated if the message drafted him into his father’s service.
 
Prince Vishan Daryaku,
 
An escort will arrive tomorrow one hour past sunrise. You will travel to the Peshakan Military Outpost for training in the Imperial Army. You are allowed one change of clothes in one bag. The army will provide all other clothing and essentials.
 
General Horakon
Red Division
Imperial Army
 
“What is it, Vishan?” Princess Yalla said, not able to look over his shoulder any longer.
“Peshakan Military Outpost. I’m to leave tomorrow at dawn.”
The princess growled with displeasure. “And I can’t even provide you with a proper send off. The Emperor has called me to spend the night with him. I leave in an hour.”
“Do you know anything about this outpost?”
The princess had an angry look about her. “It’s where your father sends his boys to see if they can make it in the army. You might spend a few years at Peshakan. It’s a place of testing. Harsh and unforgiving, as I understand it.” Her face softened. “You’ll make it through, my beloved son. You are my tough one.” She pinched his cheek.
“I can only take one change of clothes.”
“Take the toughest that you have with no regard for style. Don’t bother with your mail shirt, you grew out of that long ago and they’ll issue a new one to you… much heavier. Everything thing will be tougher, heavier, harder. So will you be when you return.” She put her hand to his face. “Let me know how you fare.”
She looked outside. “I must spend the rest of my time preparing for my night with the Emperor.” Yalla hugged her son. The ferocity of her embrace surprised him.
“I’ll be okay, mother.”
She nodded her head, but he could see the tears in her eyes. She waved them away. “Know that I love you as a mother, Vishan. Our relationship has always been at arms length as befits a Princess and her princely son.” She sniffed and wiped a few tears away. “I wished it might have been different. Go with my love.” 
She ran into her rooms leaving Vishan alone in the entry hall, the letter nearly forgotten in his hand.
Vishan spent his last evening telling stories to his two brothers. He’d miss them most of all.
~
The monotonous landscape rolled by. The Peshakan plain bordered the southern Duchy of Cuminee. The Duchy remained independent despite its proximity to Dakkor. The Cuminee people had little to add to the empire other than their supply of raw silk, which they shipped to the entire world. 
Vish reviewed in his head what he had learned about them. They were a race of dark skinned people with yellow or orange hair, generally frizzy. They prized scholarship and were great historians, inside of their few cities, but outside most of the people were nomads, ambling through the grassy lands hunting the large animals that inhabited them or cultivating fruits and grains for which the rest of Dakkor had little taste. Most perceived the Cuminee culture as barbaric except for the nobles who owned the large silk plantations right on the southwestern coast far from the border. Fights for dominance among the tribes could disrupt the interior and northern sections of the duchy for generations.
Sulm had always told him that the Cuminee people lived in their own little world and that was fine with everyone else. The Duke let the barbarian element of the Cuminee people run rampant on the plains. The tribes regularly raided other tribes. A range of mountains protected the Duchy of Pish to their east so that meant the barbarians would go north into Dakkor on raids from time to time.  The attacks were made on the settlers, who eked out an existence on the more arid Peshakan plain of southern Dakkor.
As the military transport wagon continued crossing the plain, Vish didn’t relish spending the next two or three years riding back and forth in the dust and dirt. The plain wasn’t a desert, but it seemed there wasn’t much between farms and the small dreary towns that dotted the land. Even the foliage looked more gray than green except for the few patches of cultivated farms that seemed to freshen up the land from time to time. Even though they traveled inside the transport, road dust had settled on their clothes and hair. Vish kept rubbing his face and hands to knock it off from time to time.
He wished Peleor had accompanied him. The man still plowed, sowed and harvested the small farm his parents had left him. Vish hadn’t even gotten a chance to say goodbye. He still had his thoughts and all of the books he had nearly memorized in his head. Perhaps the outpost might have a library with something new, although Sulm had once informed Vish that the military section in the bookshelves in his room would be the envy of any general.
Vish didn’t trust all that Sulm had once told him. He thought back to the night he killed his former tutor. Fenakyr still roamed free in the Imperial City and in his barony far to the north from where Vish would learn the arts of war first hand.
He looked at the five other occupants of the military wagon. The conveyance could hold fifteen or twenty. Three of them stretched out on the seats, sleeping, or tried to anyway. Four soldiers and one junior officer. None of which showed the slightest inclination to engage Vish in conversation other than the necessary comments and requests while eating at the inns that supplied them with lodging and food along the way. Vish had thought they’d be spending their nights at roadside camps, but he didn’t mind a good meal and a soft bed after the hard seat and knocking about in the poorly sprung wagon. 
The drivers told them just after they left a ramshackle tavern in the middle of nowhere that they’d spend the next night at the outpost. After two and a half weeks of travel, arrival at his final destination was much looked forward to. He looked forward to walking on land again, no matter where.
The tiny window that the drivers communicated with their passengers slid open. “Half an hour. Look sharp!” 
Vish didn’t know what to do other than grab a few handfuls of water from the water skins that hung from the roof and splash them on his face. He threw more on his head and ran his fingers through his dark hair. His hands looked muddy from the dust, but more light washings eliminated that. He let his hair grow after becoming a man and it now flowed past his shoulders. The other men’s hair were cut short, but they did much the same thing with the water from their skins. The sleeping men slowly rose up to yawn and stretch in the cramped confines of the cabin.
The men didn’t look bothered, so Vish let their even temper soothe his nerves. However his breathing increased as the screech of wooden brakes indicated they had arrived at the gates to the outpost.
 The wagon door opened and the men filed out. Vish let the others precede him, and then he stepped out of the transport and gazed at the outpost. It didn’t look like much. The stone walls looked like they had been gouged from the dirt that surrounded the fort. He couldn’t even detect a difference in color.
“Daryaku! Over here!” A man with markings of leadership on his uniform beckoned. He joined him.
“I will give you some leeway since you’re new. Generally we get your kind when they’ve just turned to men so you’re a bit older and I’ll expect you to pick things up a bit quicker. Stand straighter… as straight as you can, with your arms at your sides and your face looking straight ahead.”
Vishan knew that the man wanted him to stand at attention, which he did. He’d seen palace guards standing that way since he could remember.
The man grunted. “That is attention. Put your arms behind your back and spread your feet shoulder width.”
He’d seen that too. “That’s called ‘parade rest’ if we’re marching in front of officers and ‘at ease’. Good, good. You already know some basic stances.” His instructor walked around him and then punched him in the side of the face, knocking him down. Before Vish blacked out, the man leaned down and spoke in his ear. “And that’s what you’ll get if you give me any trouble, Prince or not.”
~
The sun peeked over the windowsill and its light poked into Vishan’s eyes. He woke to a splitting headache and rose up on his elbow. 
A voice from behind spoke. “I see you’ve recovered. Sergeant Vaka has killed his share of young men doing that. He’s only given permission to do it once, so you won’t have to worry about that again. He has a lot of other versatile ways to inflict pain in his bag of tools, however.”
The voice behind him came into view. “I’m Healer Tosytan. You’ll be fine enough to join the others at the midday meal. I took the liberty of taking your measurements and procuring a couple of uniforms. They may not fit perfectly, but we don’t get tailors all the way out here.” The man blurted out a laugh. “Don’t worry about your uniform.  You’ll fit right in. I see you haven’t lived a totally sheltered life. Scars on your arms, chest and shoulder and a small incision in the small of your back. No medical operations?”
“No,” Vishan said, sitting up. He only had small clothes on. “I took your civilian clothes to the quartermaster. You won’t get them back until you leave us.”
“Yes, Healer Tosytan.”
“Good. Every address is formal; don’t forget that, unless you are talking to those of your own rank. You address Vaka as Sergeant Vaka and no other way. You should address those below you the same way. Guardsman Tinker, Guardsman Miller, until they give you permission to do otherwise. You know what I mean?”
“What rank am I?”
Tosytan laughed and gave Vishan a ceramic cup filled with a milky white liquid. “Drink it up, all of it.”
Vishan complied, but it tasted awful.
“Something for your stomach and your headache.”
He nodded and handed the cup back to the healer.
“You are a Flag Bearer to start.”
“What’s that?” Vishan furrowed his brow. He’d never read about such a rank in his books.
“Something an Outpost Commander came up with long ago. You are only good for one thing, holding the flag of your father’s empire for this unit of the Red Army. It gives you the right to wear an officer’s uniform and little else.”
“What about my training?”
Tosytan shook his head. “You’ll get more training than you ever wanted. A Flag Bearer only puts on his fancy uniform when riding out of the outpost. When you’re in here you are at the bottom rung and that includes everybody on the post. Even the Captain’s whore.”
That quieted Vish. He felt his swollen cheekbone and winced as he touched stitches.
“Vaka likes it when he leaves you marked. Makes him feel good every time he sees you.”
“But what he did wasn’t fair.”
Tosytan’s pleasant face turned grim. “Fairness is something you left back in the Imperial City. Out here there is no fair, just a procession of indignities. If you make it through, those go away. Remember that. Peshakan won’t last forever. Go to the building with the blue door after you’ve put on your uniform.” Tosytan left Vish in the infirmary without another word.
“Fairness is something I left behind, eh?” he said to the empty room. After putting on the well-worn used uniform, Vish inspected the healer’s supplies. They filled all of the shelves. The military wagon had boxes in the back. Perhaps the newer items came with Vish. 
He walked out the door and heard the voice of Vaka behind him.
“Attention!”
Vishan snapped to attention. He didn’t want to give the sergeant the excuse to discipline him.
“At ease!”
Vishan put his hands to his back and spread his legs. He looked straight ahead and grit his teeth as he noticed other soldiers grinning as they looked at him and Vaka who had to be behind him.
“Just where were you going, Flag Bearer Daryaku?”
“Healer Tosytan instructed me to go to the building with the blue door.”
Vaka walked into view and put his face up to Vishan’s. The sergeant was half a head shorter and that surprised Vish. “Aren’t you the lucky one? That is Captain Bishyar’s personal residence. Step foot through that door without the Captain’s permission and you’ll get your privates removed. Am I clear?”
“You are, Sergeant Vaka.” Vish kept his eyes forward. The man had certainly mastered the art of intimidation.
A blow to his stomach, took Vish’s breath away. He struggled to stay erect. Evidently Vaka could still beat him physically. Maybe one blow to the head. Vishan didn’t know. His stomach was starting to rebel at the punishment.
Vaka spoke in Vishan’s ear. “You know what, boy? When I’m done with you, my baton will bounce off of your midsection. You got that?”
“Yes, Sergeant Vaka.”
“Good. Take one of the red doors and get yourself some food. I won’t have you fainting before I’ve had a chance to give you a reason to faint. You are dismissed.”
“Thank you, Sergeant Vaka.”
“Don’t you ever thank me, Flag Bearer Daryaku, even if I deserve it.”
“Yes, Sergeant Vaka.”
“Go.”
Vishan scoured the post for a red door. Actually there were two red doors in either side of a large hall. He chose the double door where there were more men coming and going. He walked slowly across the grounds. His head began to pound again to match the pain in his stomach and the way he felt, he didn’t dare faint.
~
The temptation to tap into the nexus for the power to punish his punishers always bubbled up into Vishan’s mind. He always pushed it back down from where it came.  He didn’t know the protocol for using his Affinity in the army. No one seemed to use any and Vish had learned early to call as little attention to him as possible. Every morning, Vishan fell out with the other trainees and drilled all day long in the heat and the dust. 
At least the army didn’t stint on food and Vishan began to fill out with muscle and even grew a bit taller. After six months as Flag Bearer, the army promoted him to Junior Lieutenant. Sergeant Vaka seemed to enjoy telling him that he had just reached the pinnacle of rank during his time at Peshakan. His new rank didn’t seem to give him any additional advantages over common soldiers.
Vishan tried not to think about much and took his training day by day. Now that he attained his new rank, he began training with a greater variety of weapons. He worked with swords, knives, spears, pikes, halberds as well as hand fighting. Vishan liked ballistics the best. That included siege engines, cross bows, slings and bow and arrow. He rated himself as proficient in all of the weapons, above average in the ballistic weapons, especially the sling.
“You like the sling, eh?” a veteran said, sitting down next to him at breakfast.
“I do. It’s easy to carry. You don’t run out of arrows and I’m a good shot.”
The vet laughed. “It’s a boy’s weapon. A steel sword is the glory weapon. Run a man through with a three-foot long blade and he’ll be good and dead. Wing a man with a rock and he’ll still be able to come after you.”
“If I wing a man and he’s still advancing, then I’ll pull out my sword,” Vish said, with a grin.
“There is that. I used to like the sling. Still keep one in the bottom of my pack. Want to learn how to make a real good one?”
Vishan wondered if this was another of the constant pranks the soldiers played on each other. “Yes, I would.”
The veteran nodded. “There is a cost, Junior Lieutenant Daryaku.”
Vish furrowed his brow. Here came the punch line.
“Teach another how to make one. That’s all I ask. Keep the favor going. I made the same promise decades ago and it’s time I made good on my vow. You are the lucky one.” The veteran smiled. “I’m Guardsman Haryr.”
“You obviously know my name.”
“I do indeed. When do you have an hour or two of free time?”
Vish rolled his eyes. “I guess after mess tonight?”
“Suits me,” Haryr said. “I’ll bring the supplies, but they are simple enough. I’ll be at the stables, since the leather working gear is there. Bring your own lantern.”
Vishan spotted Haryr training with another unit from across the parade ground of the outpost. He wondered if he’d be attacked in the stable. The man seemed genuine. The concept of passing on knowledge intrigued him.
The sky had begun to darken when Vish made his way to the stable. Sure enough, Haryr sat at a work table. The normal array of bridles and harnesses had been cleared away and leather thongs and scraps of leather were in their place.
“Pull up a stool and learn something new. Have you ever wondered what makes a good sling?”
Vishan shook his head. He looked around for attackers, but they were alone except for the napping guardsmen who had stable duties. He looked back down at Haryr.
“Good leather. Pliable, but tough. You could make a sling from wrapping twine and the cloth from your shirt in a pinch, but it won’t last long. The sides of old shoes, anything that will hold the projectile will work. If you use stiffer leather, you can always oil it up. That keeps it more waterproof. My pack sling is so well-oiled; I can use it easily in the rain where bowstrings will loose their stretch. You don’t have to worry about stretch in a sling.”
“I suppose a sling has three parts, then,” Vish said. “Two thongs and a pouch.”
“Indeed. One of the thongs has a loop on the end for your finger, but you already know that. Let me show you a few tricks.”
The session with Haryr was a bit of a break from the rigors of military training. Vish now knew how to shape a pocket from the right kind of leather and learned about the leather strip on the finger loop that made the loop easier to put on. The padded the finger helped with aiming the sling. The leather tongue from an old boot made the best pouches according to Haryr.
“What about technique?”
Haryr laughed. “Everybody has their own technique. Yours is a good start. I’ve seen you at work. It takes practice, is all. A well-slung rock takes timing and timing takes practice. There.” Haryr slapped both of his hands on his legs. “I’ve done it. If you’ve got the chance, teach someone else. Simple enough.”
Vish smiled back. He’d spent a bit over an hour with the guardsman and had made his first sling and a friend, of sorts. Vish could see that it was an improvement over the standard issue, which looked like a child had made it. Perhaps they had. That was better than listening to the banter in the barracks. He might be rated as an officer, but he still bunked with all of the common soldiers.
“Thanks, Haryr. I’ll always remember this session.”
“Do that. I’m the one to thank you. It’s a little thing, I know, but a promise is a promise. And now I’ve fulfilled it.” Haryr collected up the scraps and put them in a scrap bin. He left Vishan playing with his new weapon.
Back on his bunk, listening to the last bit of talk among the guardsmen in his unit, Vishan looked up at the plank ceiling and had to smile at the little interlude. The lesson surprised him. It wasn’t so much the sling making as it was the honor involved in Haryr’s offer. He had just made the same promise as the one Haryr had fulfilled. 
There really was more to being human than politics and assassinations and the relentless jockeying for power. The healer’s talk that the outpost wasn’t fair had disturbed him and was just talk to scare him that first day. Vish could see the infusion of honor and duty in all of the little rites and protocols that he learned at the outpost.   He judged the notion of honor as a higher quality than fairness. Even the title of Flag Bearer, that he once held, had its own element of honor and duty. He deduced he could live without the fairness in trade for honor.
~~~
 


CHAPTER EIGHT
~
AFTER VISHAN’S FIRST YEAR, THE MILITARY TRANSPORT BROUGHT A SURPRISE to the Outpost. Seven of his half-brothers jumped out of the wagon. Sergeant Vaka ordered Vishan to greet them.
“Welcome to Peshakan Military Outpost. I am Junior Lieutenant Daryaku.”
The brothers all laughed. “So are we!” a few of them said.
Vishan felt a bit of a blush. “I am Vishan Daryaku, son of Princess Yalla.” He looked at his brothers and recognized that one of them was Astyran, the brother who tried to kill him during the Royal Hunt six years ago.
If anything, Astyran had grown in arrogance. “I seem to remember you when you were twelve. You haven’t changed much.” His voice dripped with condescension. “You got me into quite a bit of trouble. Lost my allowance for three months.” Astyran leaned closer to Vishan and spoke through his teeth. “I’ll make you pay. No one cares out here.” Astyran had seemed much taller when he was twelve. Now Vish stood half a head taller and he knew that Astyran had never served or he would have known that the army did care.
Vishan merely moved back. He didn’t recognize any of the other brothers. The princesses didn’t generally allow their own children to mix with any of the others. The practice met with Vishan’s approval. None of his brothers showed the least bit of friendliness.
“Blue door, yellow stripe, Lieutenant,” Sergeant Vaka said. “Show them to their quarters. Once you’ve done that, you will join them.”
What was this? Vishan had gotten used to the barracks and life with the common soldiers. He was still the only Junior Lieutenant who bunked with the soldiers.
The Daryaku brothers’ barracks were a step or two above the common quarters that Vishan had slept in. These walls were finished and the room had tile floors. The bed frames were larger with thicker mattresses rolled up and tied with a cord on each bed. The room looked as if it hadn’t been inhabited for some time.
“Clean it up, Junior Lieutenant,” Astyran said. “Make yourself useful.” He threw his bag on the floor and turned to leave.
“Pick that up, soldier,” a familiar voice said, standing at the door. Vishan’s eyebrows rose as Captain Bishyar glared at the group. The common barracks had never been visited by an officer of any rank for the year Vishan had trained. “I’d like to remind all of you that your father has placed you under my command, until he chooses not to. Some of you have spent time with us before.” The captain referred to a sheaf of papers in his hand. “Parvenu, Havyr and Daryan. Vishan is still training with us and has done at least as well as the three of you, who have returned. Daryan is the oldest of those who have been at Peshakan and will be your leader while at the outpost.”
Vishan stood a little straighter at the Captain’s compliment, the first feedback he’d ever received regarding his proficiency.
“You are all here for advanced strategic training. Call it practical War College experience, but under the Outpost’s discipline. There will be no excessive drinking or carousing while under my command. Those of you who have been with us before know there are few opportunities for such. Lieutenant Vishan will escort you to the Quartermaster’s building for proper uniforms. He is not your servant and has earned his rank. The only one who can command him is Daryan, who left us as a Junior Lieutenant, as well.
“May I be perfectly clear,” Captain Bishyar paused and looked each of the brothers in the eye. “You are under the discipline of the army. It does not care who your parents are. If you deserve physical punishment, there will be no quarter. Do I make myself clear?”
“Yes, sir!” Vishan and three of the others snapped to attention.
“At ease. Daryan?”
“Here, sir,” a shorter brother took a step forward and stood at attention He looked to be in his late twenties. 
“Inform your brothers of what is expected here. They are to join in all morning activities with the common soldiers. Special instruction will occur in the afternoons and evenings in the room above this one.”
Vishan couldn’t resist lifting his eyes towards the ceiling. He’d rather train outside than spend all of his afternoons with his brothers.
At mess, he learned that he was five years younger than any of the other brothers. One of them would be likely crowned Emperor. His father wouldn’t have thrown them all together like this unless he had a reason. He put his own inclusion with the group due to coincidence more than anything else since he was already serving at Peshakan. Another test? For whom? To Vishan, their presence only meant personal danger.
Daryan seemed to be the only one who would talk to him. “How long have you been here?”
“One year and one month,” Vishan said. “I thought it would be worse than it’s been. You have to take the bad along with the good.”
“What’s the good, for you?”
“I like Ballistics. I’m better with thrown weapons.”
Daryan nodded and smiled. “Do they still withhold any letters?”
“Yes, I’ve heard a bit of news from the troopers, but I don’t know what’s going on in the Compound.”
“Ah, your mother is Princess Yalla? Nothing has changed for her, but your little brothers died half a year ago. If I remember right, bad reactions to a swarm of insects in your gardens. It happens to princes. There are only sixteen of us left, you know.  There probably won’t be any more.”
Sixteen heirs!  A year ago there had been twenty. Had his father been winnowing out the weaker ones? He barely made it though his twelfth year despite his father’s test. Half of the remaining princes sat at this table.
“I’m shocked.” He truly was appalled to hear about his little brothers. He nearly choked on the news. They didn’t deserve to die at such early ages. He remembered his last evening in Baku, telling them stories. His eyes watered a bit, but he shook it off. Sentiment wasn’t an acceptable emotion to show in the army.
His mother must have been crushed. She would take action against the killers, for Vish had no doubt the boys had been assassinated. What if it was the Emperor himself? Two heirs at once? Vish didn’t want to accept that. He felt helpless to assist Princess Yalla, so far from Baku. The knowledge only made him more wary of these seven princes.
Daryan had given him a moment of reflection and then spoke again. “In a way, we all are. Most of the casualties are the result of some kind of test or other that the Emperor has ordered. But your brothers’ deaths aren’t Father’s style. I heard that you were attacked by Astyran.”
Vishan sighed. “Long ago.” He waved away the incident casually in front of his brothers, but he remembered every detail. “It can’t be safe for any of us in the Imperial City. I’ve survived a few assassination attempts.”
“Haven’t we all? I doubt if it will be any safer for us here. Stay aware of your surroundings. Any of us could take advantage of our isolation, even me.” Daryan got up and joined three of his brethren. 
Alone again. Perhaps he was safer that way. Regardless of the heat, Vishan would become constant friends with his mail shirt once more. He spent the rest of his meal pulling up as many memories of his little brothers as he could. Suntar and Leshyr. Suntar had just barely gotten his tutor. 
The string of deaths that went along with succession persisted with every Emperor and every dynasty that Vishan had studied. If an Emperor successfully stopped it, his successor might succumb. The struggle to rule Dakkor continued. It was no less savage than the reports of the Cuminee barbarians’ fights for tribal dominance.
Not for the first time, did Vishan wish his father had been a common merchant or a farmer, like Peleor’s. How was Peleor? It sometimes seemed like he had lived a different life back in the city, but as he observed his brothers defensive demeanor, the objectionable intrigue of Baku had come to Peshakan.
~
Most of the day, Daryan’s duties consisted of reminding where the brothers needed to be. Vishan’s life became a bit easier. Less of Sergeant Vaka and more of the four lecturers that arrived the day after his brothers did on a significantly more comfortable carriage than the military wagon. These men stayed in the Captain’s quarters and obviously ate at the Captain’s table. Vishan had never seen them in the mess.
He doubted if they would be spending a year educating all of them, but Vishan never underestimated his father’s unpredictability.
A week later, Vishan sat at his usual spot at the front of the room by himself. His other brothers paired up at the two-person tables and the first day, they made clear to Vishan that he was on his own. He held no illusions about what his brothers thought of him, but Vish’s only wish was that he sat at the back instead of the front.
“We will be talking about the Great Emperor and his strategy for ruling the world from Ayrtan.”
Astyran laughed. “Who would want to rule from there? The savages are congenital idiots and the land barely supports what few of them exist.”
“Does anyone have an inkling of what happened so long ago?” Master Noryton said. His specialty was history and culture. He scanned the silent room.
Vishan raised his hand. “Ayrtan wasn’t what it is like today. Something happened to the Purestone that the Great Emperor used to communicate to his rulers in the other three continents, the Moonstone on Zarron, Bloodstone on Besseth and Sunstone on Roppon. The collapsing of the nexus underneath Ayrtan was the result of a disaster that turned the Purestone into the Darkstone. The Great Emperor died and his Empire fragmented with no nexuses available on Ayrtan. Without the power of the nexus, all of Ayrtan withered.”
“Well, the youngest of you is the scholar,” Noryton said. 
Vishan heard a few grunts. He didn’t know if the others knew the answer and didn’t say anything or if they were all so truly ignorant of history.
“What do you learn from this, Vishan?”
“There are a number of lessons. The stifling of the nexus ruined an entire continent, so the power that runs through our world is necessary to sustain vigorous life. A great deal of knowledge was lost as the continent sunk into savagery. There was no succession plan for the Great Emperor, so the continental rulers were left to their own devices and the Empire that spanned the world crumbled. Hubris is often noted as the cause of imperial downfalls. We don’t know what the Great Emperor did to ruin his stone. The actual event is lost to history.”
Noryton smiled like the scholar he was. “Not all is lost to history. You know quite a bit about it. We know some of the stones exist. The Moonstone is held by the Duke Mistad in Bomai and has been in his family for hundreds of years. The King of the Red Kingdom holds the Bloodstone. The Sunstone and Darkstone are truly lost.”
“Why do we have to learn this sorcerous offal?” another brother said, slouching in his chair.
“Simply because the Emperor wants you to know it. He thinks it’s important if one of you ever decides to expand the Empire of Dakkor.”
“None of us are sorcerers. We’ve all been tested.” Daryan said.
Noryton looked at Vishan. “Have you?”
Vishan had to be careful in his response. “The Tower rejected me, although I know a spell or two and have made a friend of the sorcerer who helped me long ago,” Vishan said. As soon as he did, he felt very exposed. 
One of his brothers chimed in. “We don’t need to be sorcerers ourselves to use the power of the nexus. The Emperor has a modest amount of power, but uses sorcerers.”
His brothers snickered behind him. Vishan turned around. “He does?” 
“He does,” Noryton said. “But as I understand things at the Palace, he uses sorcerers rather than exercise his own power.”
Vishan sat back in shock. Of all of the brothers at the Outpost, he alone had power. All the more reason not to use it. Vishan tried to keep from volunteering information as the week ended, but the scholars began to ask him more questions that he couldn’t refuse to answer. Sulm, may his soul rot in the many hells, had done an excellent job of cramming so much information into his head. 
Fortunately, the training turned to political matters. Sulm’s knowledge didn’t match his new instructors, and then his brothers’ knowledge easily eclipsed his own. The mechanisms of rule were laid open and analyzed. Vishan kept his mouth shut, but let his mind absorb all of this new information. He understood that there were undercurrents in his father’s rule, but he never knew that his father actually followed a set of understood political strategies.
The complexity of politics was greater than the battle strategies that Sulm and he argued over years ago. Scholar Lystan discussed the elements of decision and action. The man didn’t dispute any of the startling replies from his brothers. The lecture became a discussion of actual actions and reactions.
Vishan began to see patterns in the anecdotes his brothers brought up. Astyran brought up an episode that Vishan knew all too well.
“My father wanted to test the resolve of a subject. He enlisted a baron to make friends with the subject. The baron led the subject along until physically isolated from assistance. Then the baron disabled the subject, who subsequently had to find his way to safety at personal peril.”
Lystan held his chin while listening and shrugged. “What makes this significant?”
Astyran smiled. “The baron had a helper who decided on his own to kill the subject. The instructions were for the injury to be severe, but not life threatening. Both the baron and helper failed to kill the subject and their efforts to deprive the subject of a way to escape failed. They were punished by the Emperor.” 
Vishan turned back from looking at Astyran at the beginning and gritted his teeth throughout the story.
“So the subject survived? Why?” Lystan asked.
“The assassination attempt did not count on two factors. The subject wore a chain mail shirt underneath his clothes which prevented the injuries from being life threatening and his borrowed horse could be guided by the subject’s knees. The bridle had been removed, you see and the subject had been stranded in the middle of a vast forest.”
Lystan looked directly at Vishan. “What do you take away from this situation, Vishan?”
Vish took a moment to collect his wits. He hated Astyran’s casual description of attempted murder. 
“On the part of the subject, be prepared and be aware of what you know and explore all of the options that you have to survive. On the part of the perpetrators, understand that every plan may fail due to unforeseen circumstances. I suppose you could apply this personal failure to be applied to any operation. The subject’s mail shirt kept the operation from succeeding and he used his newly discovered ability to guide a horse to escape to safety.”
“Who won?” Lystan said, still looking at Vishan.
“Neither, the perpetrators know that the subject knows what happened. The issue did not settle, so there is no victory. Perhaps a battle won by the subject since he survived, but the war continues until one of the two, in this case the subject or the pair who tried to kill him, die.” Vishan grit his teeth.
“Perceptive, Vishan.” Lystan looked up at the group. “Your younger brother is right. He was the subject and Astyran, the perpetrator. Neither was victorious and perhaps settlement lies in the future. However, and this is important, situations like these may never be satisfactorily ended. An Emperor may have ten, twenty, thousands of loose ends that never resolve. An arrow in the night? A poisoned cup of wine? The Emperor could be the focus and his life ended in a moment.” Lystan snapped his fingers.
“The art to all of this is that no one should know who performs the action or who performs the reaction. We’ve gone through the principles. They are never applied in the same way. Circumstances are always different and unpredictable, the subject’s mail shirt, for example. To be successful, the perpetrator’s use of spears should have gone for an unprotected part of the subject’s body. 
“In this case the true perpetrator was the Emperor. Vishan may already know this. Astyran and his partner were merely tools. The Emperor’s interest was a test of Vishan. A potentially deadly test which Vishan passed. In the Emperor’s eyes, Vishan succeeded. He was the victor. But on another level, and remember, we have discussed levels, Vishan is correct. Astyran and he still have an unresolved conflict and it’s not the only one that exists in this room. That is all for today.”
Vishan sat alone in the mess, eating flatbread dipped in savory sauces. He grabbed his shirt, feeling the chain mail beneath. How did Lystan know about the story? The Emperor had to have thoroughly briefed the scholars. Now his brothers would suspect Vishan of wearing armor underneath his clothes. 
He smiled. If he had learned anything in the class, he would bet that his brothers would soon seek out the armorer for similar protection. This training was as much a test for each of them as was his test so long ago in the forest. Vishan expected some further twists from his father. The Emperor clearly knew that Dakkor’s pool of heirs would, in all probability, dwindle.
~
Seven weeks into their training, Captain Bishyar walked in as Scholar Noryton droned on about recent events in the city of Gamor on Zarron’s southeastern tip.
“I’m putting all of you in the field. We’ve had reports of Cuminee raids a week to the West. You will be under the command of Sergeant Vaka and observe the investigation. These happen all of the time, as those of you who have served with us know. Tomorrow at dawn. Sergeant Vaka will assist in your preparations.” Bishyar left and Vaka stood in the doorway. 
“School’s out, soldiers. Come with me and we’ll fit you out. Attention!” Vaka said.
Vishan observed that at least all of the brothers had learned how to stand erect. 
“You will file out in order and march double time to the quartermaster’s building.”
The brothers hustled out of the training room with Vish bringing up the rear. He nodded to Noryton just before he left.
“I hope to see you again,” the scholar said somberly.
Vish took it as a word of warning. He didn’t need to be told, but the scholar confirmed his suspicion the expedition could turn into a culling exercise. 
The brothers who hadn’t served at Peshakan joked as they got their gear. The ones who had received their packs, weapons and armor did so with somber faces. The patrols that Vishan had ridden weren’t pleasure jaunts. They slept on the road, even if they were close to a village. 
The Cuminee occasionally attacked small outposts and villages. Vishan expected burned out buildings and bloated bodies. Dakkoran soldiers would follow the raiders’ tracks and do much the same thing to the barbarians on the other side of the border. Vish had always thought that the incursions were to eventually draw soldiers into ambushes and traps. Luckily, he hadn’t been on any ill-fated patrols.
Sergeant Vaka ordered them into a line. “This is no drill, men. Make sure you are vigilant at all times. The Cuminee, if that’s who the raiders are, do not like us. We do not like them. They burn a farm, we burn a Cuminee village. That’s the way it is. Daryan, you will oversee your brothers. We’ll have a corporal work with the squad of troopers that we will accompany. The patrol leaves at dawn. Mess will be open early enough for you to eat. Dismissed.”
Vishan took his equipment to the barracks and began to go over it. The sword was old and pitted, but serviceable. He’d put a better edge on it. None of them were issued bows and arrows. He wondered if that was on purpose. He checked all of the straps to make sure none were weak. 
He pulled out his sling and noticed that one of the thongs had become worn. That wouldn’t do out on the plains. He went to the stable but couldn’t find enough scraps to make a new one. He put everything in his bag and plopped it into the chest at the foot of his bed. He spelled it closed as he bent down to use the lock and key. His attitude had to be that he had enemies on the plains and in the barracks. He didn’t feel comfortable with just the weapons that he carried and would feel naked without more. 
“I don’t have any orders to issue any bow and arrows,” the quartermaster said when Vishan walked over to the armory. “What will you give me if I do?”
“Will my praises be enough?”
The quartermaster shook his head. 
“I’ll promote you out of Peshakan when I take the Emperor Shalil’s throne?”
“The others have told me much the same.”
Vishan laughed. “What did they ask for?” Vishan said as he pulled out his money purse. The man obviously wouldn’t respond to promises.
“Better swords, mostly. Newer bedrolls. You can imagine, Lieutenant.”
“I’ve got twenty dreks for you, for a bow and a quiver full of arrows.”
“Don’t want much.”
“I want to survive.”
“Can’t blame you, sir. Twenty-five and I’ll throw in a few extra bow strings.”
“Twenty-one and it’s a deal.” Vishan said. He counted out most of his money and slid it across the counter. The bow was serviceable. Both tips were in good shape. The arrows were straight—standard issue for the outpost. “Thank you. Have you got a six-foot leather thong? I want to tie the bow up.”
“You’ve got it, Lieutenant. No charge.” The quartermaster tossed a couple of thongs on the counter. “I wish you well. Your brothers are a bunch of cutthroats.”
Vishan’s eyebrows rose. “And I’m not?”
“You’re a smarter cutthroat, I guess. The men are taking bets.”
“That bad, eh? Where do I stand?”
The quartermaster looked at his hands, always a bad sign. “You’re the youngest. I’d say you’re about in the middle. Your brother Daryan is given the edge. But I’ll promise you the twenty-one dreks will go on the tally for your return.” The guildmaster winked at him. “You’re not arrogant like the rest and that means you’ll pay more attention. Good luck to you.”
“Thank you. I’ll do all I can to give you a return on your bet.”
Vishan left the quartermaster building with his weapons. He had only hoped for thongs for the sling. Would Vaka let him take the bow and arrows? That would be another layer of advantage. He remembered the encounter with Scholar Lystan and never brought up the defensive aspects of assassination. Vishan thought that he needed layers of defense. The mail shirt and his ability to guide the horse without a bridle were his two layers of defense on the hunting trip with his father. In the guildhall, Vishan had his mail shirt and Peleor as back up.
Back-up? Would any of the others have protectors laying in wait for the expedition? He’d have to assume that men could be lying in wait along the way. Suddenly, Vishan felt even more exposed and his normally even temperament gave way to the cold fear. Paranoid? He accepted the label. He’d have to think like his brothers, especially Astyran.
The barracks were empty. All to the good, thought Vishan. He put his weapons into his trunk and pulled out his boiled leather armor and rechecked the straps. He took the old thong from one side of his sling and poked a few holes in the armor with his dagger. Then he tied his breast-piece and back plate together in addition to the strapping. No one would notice the extra thongs being used to tie his armor together. 
Vishan checked out his sling again and examined the smooth rocks that filled up a bag. Any rock would do and there were plenty out on the plains, but in an emergency he didn’t want to be searching. If he ran out of arrows, Vishan still felt confident he could strike from a distance. He’d never had the occasion to practice archery or use his sling in sight of his brothers. Every hidden element added to any advantage Vishan might have. He had no ability to prepare, other than these last minute measures. Had any of his brothers?
~~~
 





CHAPTER NINE
~
SERGEANT VAKA THREW SADDLEBAGS INTO THE BARRACKS before dawn. “Get your gear stuffed in these. The horses are waiting. We leave immediately after breakfast.”
A few of the brothers grumbled, but Vishan quickly dressed and ran to the mess. He wouldn’t trust his equipment out of his sight and would fill up his saddlebags after breakfast. He ate as quickly as he could and stuffed as much food into his shirt as he could. 
His brothers were still working with their horses. Vishan walked to the stables and rejected the horse that waited for him. 
“I’d like the sturdiest horse, not the fastest,” Vishan said. 
The groom nodded and returned with a shorter, longer haired horse. “This is the best horse I’ve got for heading out on the plains,” he said.
Vishan rewarded him with a smile and helped him saddle up the horse. Vishan slipped an extra blanket underneath the saddle. He checked all of the tack and asked for a second bridle. He rode the horse out of the stable and tied it up close to the barracks. His brothers had led their horses to the mess.
He quickly grabbed his gear and tied everything up, as securely as he could to the horse and watered it. He stood checking and rechecking everything, waiting for the sun to peek over the fence of the outpost.
Vishan couldn’t resist smiling as he noticed two other bows strapped to saddles. He’d been the first. His smile faded as he realized he didn’t know how proficient those two other brothers were. His swordsmanship wasn’t any worse than what he saw mornings at practice, but then he’d been careful not to show too much talent, so he’d have to assume they didn’t either. His brothers might underestimate his youth, but Vish wouldn’t permit a lack of preparation.
The troopers began to assemble and soon Vaka stuck his head in the mess and called everyone to the parade ground.
“Mount up!” Vaka said as he led the column out of the outpost. Vishan took his normal place at the back of the brothers, but ahead of the troopers followed by a string of pack horses. Vishan carried everything he needed on his sturdy horse.
He observed the tension in the backs of his brothers up ahead. The joking had stopped when they mounted and hadn’t returned. Everyone knew the purpose of the patrol. He decided that his rear position gave him an advantage. He could see that regular army troopers protected his brothers and his back.
Morning produced no surprises. They stopped for a midday meal at a farmer’s house. Vishan watered his own horse in the pond. Most of the other brothers let troopers handle their mounts. He kept an eye on his own horse, but noticed Astyran sauntering around his brother’s horses. He leaned down, out of Vishan’s sight and then walked away. Vish didn’t know which horse he’d done something to. 
He imagined a broken saddle or a cut-through cinch. Perhaps Astyran didn’t know the pack horses would include saddle and bridle repair materials. The column only moved slightly faster than a walking man, so a fall might produce bruises but nothing else.
Before they mounted up, Sergeant Vaka reminded his brothers that they were all currently in the Red Army and subject to disciplinary actions for killing and maiming fellow officers. Open warfare didn’t seem to be a possibility, but then assassins didn’t do their work in plain sight. Vish’s father would expect them to use those rules against each other, but more likely, death would come during a crisis where there would be less of a chance for incriminating evidence and a greater chance of distraction. 
Havyr and Leshyam both fell off of their horses not long after they left the farm and got on the road leading west. Vish didn’t say anything, but Vaka colored the air with his cursing. The column stopped for an hour while saddles were repaired.  
“One of your brothers,” Vaka said through his teeth.  He showed the strapping to Vish.  They were cut most of the way. “I know it’s not you because you wouldn’t be stupid enough leave such a small amount left to breakaway.  So probably not one of the former soldiers, either.”  He left Vishan somewhat in shock.  The man had never confided in him before or shown him any favoritism, but Vaka had only expressed his disgust to him.  Perhaps the sergeant was an ally on this expedition.
He thought the real opportunities would come when they went on the offensive against the Cuminee raiders or if mercenaries attacked them, hired by one or more of the brothers.
Vishan took off his saddlebags and stripped his horse in the evening. He dragged his gear next to the troopers. His brothers slept clumped together. It didn’t make any sense to Vish. If the brother next to you might kill you in the night, why would you sleep together?
He then recognized that keeping his enemies in plain sight might be a good strategy, but proximity didn’t seem to be an advantage while sleeping.
Vishan woke to Sergeant Vaka shouting for the men to rise. Vishan grabbed his leather armor and put it on as soon as he sat up. Torches began to light the camp. The sergeant stood among his brothers. 
They stood over Havyr, the eighth son. His face was distorted; eyes bulged with his hands up towards his neck. Vishan knelt down and looked at the ruined skin. 
“Garrote,” he said, “an assassin’s weapon.” His hand went to his throat. He’d never thought of a defense for that. Vishan looked at his brothers. Astyran’s face sported a bland look. The other faces showed more concern.
Sergeant Vaka was furious. “Whoever did this brought their weapon into the outpost. We don’t have garrotes like this at Peshakan. Sit down on the ground, all of you. Let me see your hands.” Vaka noticed Vishan standing behind. “You too, Vishan.” 
The sergeant called him by his first name. Vish raised his eyebrows in surprise.
Vaka growled.  “You are all Daryaku.  I’ve got to call you something so you know I’m talking to you. Sit down,” he said quietly.
Vish shrugged and sat down next to Daryan. He put his out his hands, like the others.
“Palms out, men,” Vaka ordered.
Vish looked down the line. He couldn’t see enough in the torchlight. If he wanted to shake his brothers up he could spell a light globe, but he’d do no such a thing unless he absolutely had to. 
Vaka paused as he looked down at Astyran’s hands, and then continued on down the line.
“Corporal, put Lieutenant Astyran in irons. Search his person and his gear for the garrote. It should still be soaked in his victim’s blood.” He stood up and put his hands on his hips. “Lieutenants, even if you use gloves, a wire garrote will bruise the sides of your hands. I will show you Astyran’s hands so you may witness his condition.”
Astyran stood, flailing his arms. “No! I didn’t do anything. You can’t prove I did that.” He pointed to his brother’s body. “What do you take me for, someone who would kill my own brother?”
Parvenu, one of the other ex-soldiers, said, “Scholar Lystan already told us that you are.”
Astyran shot him an angry glare. “I am a son of the Emperor!  Anyone with gloves would have those marks!”
“Thank you, Astyran. Corporal, make sure you find the Lieutenant’s gloves. They should have marks on them as well. Let’s have a quick meal and then move on.”
“We aren’t proceeding, are we?” Daryan said. 
“I have my orders, Daryan. Your brother’s just lucky we’re close enough to the outpost for Captain Bishyar to judge his fate. Murder of a fellow officer is a capital offense and I could hang him right here, if I wanted.” Sergeant Vaka said. He ordered the Corporal to take the body, Astyran and two guardsmen back to the outpost.
Vishan couldn’t go back to sleep. Vaka had the troopers search through the brush and found the garrote covered with dirt ten paces from the camp. Astyran’s gloves had marks matching the garrote among with a few flecks of blood on them. It seemed that Vishan wouldn’t have to seek vengeance. The man had sentenced himself to death and the enmity between the two had been settled without any effort on Vish’s part.
Two brothers were, essentially, dead. Fourteen of his brothers remained alive, but for how long? Vishan paid a soldier one drek to examine his horse and saddle. The animal looked fine, but Vish would like another’s eyes on his gear. He saddled up again and couldn’t help but gaze at the horses heading back to the outpost. Havyr’s body was slung over the saddle. A bow peeked out. There were now only two who carried a bow. 
Vishan would have liked to grieve for Havyr, but he never knew him and, other than Daryan and Astyran, had never really talked to any of the seven in his entire life. He pursed his lips and felt wrung out with all of the tension. Only a day and a night and look at what happened.
They headed west not long after. Vishan, again, rode at the end of the column of brothers, now two shorter. None of them spoke, except to answer questions the Sergeant Vaka asked them about the previous night. Vish could tell that Vaka didn’t believe that no one noticed Havyr’s murder. Vishan escaped the interrogation since he had slept with the troopers.
Nothing happened the next day. They rode through a couple of villages. Both of them seemed to erupt from the plains like blemishes on a teenage boy. The dust and dirt of the streets had coated the buildings, giving everything the same dreary dun color as the fort. The stunted trees of the plains stood in clumps, sentinels of grayish green with black trunks seeming to flow down to the ground like tentacles. 
Vishan began to see if his horse would react to knee commands. His mount responded well and would veer in the direction opposite the pressure. That was different from the warhorse, but he hadn’t expected any success. Vishan gave an apple to the horse, as they dismounted at midday beside a stream before troopers hobbled the horses so they could meander and find enough grass to forage.
Vish kept an eye out on his horse as he leaned back on his saddlebags and ate trail rations. His brothers continued to shut him out and that was fine. Sergeant Vaka sat beside him.
“You’ve got a cool head for one so young. Your other brothers are staring at each other like animals in a cage. I don’t see the same look in your eyes. Why not?”
“I’m not a threat to them. I was the 22nd son at one point. Now I’m soon to be less than half of that when this is over. My life has a long way to go and I don’t have any ambitions to be Emperor.” Vish nodded in the direction of his brothers. “They do. I think Daryan would be the most worried. He’s senior here. Everybody moves up if he’s killed.”
“But you are prepared. I’ve watched. Havyr’s bow didn’t escape your notice. I had my eye on you.”
Vishan looked out over the prairie. “My neck is as soft as Havyr’s. I had no defense against a garrote attack. To survive, one has to be both prepared for anything and be lucky.”
“Stay vigilant, lad. This isn’t over.” Vaka stood and brushed off his pants. He gazed at the clump of brothers and walked off to check on the troopers. Vishan followed him with his eyes. Another set of civil words from Vaka. Amazing.
Vaka paid a farmer to let them sleep in his barn the next night. He had slept in this same barn a few months before his brothers arrived, on one of the routine patrols he’d been on. The straw bed would be better than sleeping on bare ground and the farmer could just rake it up and still use it to feed his livestock.
The horses were picketed on lines between a few trees. Vishan made sure that he found a sleeping spot next to a wall. That made one less direction for trouble to come from.
He awoke at the smell of smoke. A brand of some kind had been thrown onto the top of the two blankets he used. He cast the top one off and automatically put on his leather armor. 
“Fire!” He began beating the flames off of those around him with the flaming blanket. Vishan coughed as he breathed in smoke and tiny bits of burning straw. He barely dodged the thrust of a sword that slid along his armor in the smoke. Leshyam, the seventh son, took another swing until Vaka had thrown open the doors to the barn and ordered everyone out. His brother sheathed his sword as the firelight grew and he rushed outside with the rest. 
Vishan used his magic to weaken the boards of wall and kicked them out, dragging all of his possessions out into the barnyard. He ran back in and used small amounts of spelled ice to combat the fire where others couldn’t see him until a bucket brigade began to throw water on the blaze. He saw a body lying face down, half covered by the wet straw, but continued to fight the flames until they were gone.
Sergeant Vaka ordered them out. “The barn is mostly intact. Daryan, however, is dead. I don’t know who did it, but princes, a few flames do not hide the slash of a sword thrust. Can any of you tell me what might have happened?”
Vish sat there. Leshyam had to have been the culprit unless two of the brothers worked together. Vishan now knew he was a target. He just didn’t know if Leshyam’s attack was opportunistic or planned along with Daryan’s death. Oldest and youngest.
“Leshyam tried to kill me with his sword until you ordered us to fight the fire,” Vish said. His brother looked at him through hate-filled eyes.
“Your sword, Leshyam.” Sergeant Vaka sighed. 
His brother drew out his sword. “It’s clean,” Leshyam said with defiance and arrogance in his expression.
Vaka put it up to his nose and looked at the blade closely. “Smoke. There is smoke and ash on the blade. This sword was drawn during the fire, probably after you wiped off the blood.”
Leshyam ran off into the darkness. Vaka let him go for a few moments and then ordered the remaining troopers to capture him. 
“We have to clean out the farmer’s barn and that includes all of you, princes. We’ll start with your brother’s body.”
Parvenu and Vishan, as the youngest, dragged Daryan’s body out of the barn. The dead prince’s clothes had mostly burned off, but they could make out a small gash above his heart and an ugly rent in his neck.
Dawn finally came and the barn sustained less damage than Vishan would have thought possible. Perhaps his magic had actually helped.
Vaka took Vishan aside and led him into barn. “What’s this?” He pointed to the hole in the wall.
“I kicked out the planks so I wouldn’t lose my gear.”
“That’s quick thinking, Vishan, but now I know you use power. Wood doesn’t break like that.”
Vishan began to sweat. “I, I had to save my things after Leshyam attacked.”
“I won’t tell anyone, but you’re going to have to be smarter than that. Understood?”
“Yes, Sergeant Vaka.”
“Good. You caused this damage, so give me whatever dreks you have on you. I’ll have to pay more for barn repairs.”
Vish emptied his purse into Vaka’s hand. Seven dreks.
“That will have to do. I think I hear the wailing of your guilty brother.”
As they walked out of the barn, troopers walked out of the farmer’s wood with Leshyam trussed up and tied to a horse.
“That branch will do,” Vaka said. He looked back at Vishan. “Nice slice on your armor.”
Vishan looked down to see a scoring of his armor. Leshyam would have done serious damage if Vishan hadn’t immediately donned protection.
“Leshyam Daryaku, by the authority given to me by the Emperor through the Red Army and Captain Bishyar, I sentence you to death by hanging. Since you killed a good soldier in cold blood, I don’t much care what happens to your sorry soul. Oh, and willful destruction of Imperial property through arson as well.” The sergeant nodded and a rope was thrown over a suitable branch, a knot was tied and in moments, another brother had ceased to exist.
The troopers were as solemn as the brothers as they broke their fast. Leshyam was cut down and buried with Daryan on the farmer’s property.
“To think, two of Emperor Shalil’s sons laid to rest at my farm,” the farmer said.
“Be glad I don’t charge you for the privilege,” Vaka said. “Time to go. Here’s enough for your barn and then some.” Vaka handed the farmer a purse. Vishan didn’t know how much came from Leshyam or Daryan, but it certainly held more than seven dreks. “The raider’s trail might already be cold. We do have a mission apart from facilitating the murders of Imperial heirs.”
Vishan had thought that one or two of his brothers might not make it, but four in two days? Sergeant Vaka didn’t suffer fools and Astyran and Leshyam were no exceptions. The sergeant had easily found the proof of the murders moments after he discovered them. If Vishan had harbored any plans to do away with his brothers, he would have stopped right then.
He looked at the trio and wondered. He had liked Daryan and regretted his death. Of the seven, Daryan had deigned to talk to him. Vish thought Daryan to be a good man under other circumstances, but he didn’t seem nasty enough to be Emperor. Was he too nice? Vishan wondered. Would he kill his other brothers if given the chance? Vishan had no desire to do so. That didn’t mean he was nice, it meant he was practical.  He wanted to survive and wanted to learn illusions from Peleor. He liked his old life in Baku and wished, once again, that he were there.
Unfortunately, that life would be different when he returned. He didn’t know what effect his little brothers’ deaths might have had on his mother. She doted on them like she never had on Vishan. They were the last of her children. The thought made his foul mood darker.
His father still played his deadly games and would continue. Could Vishan decline to rule? Could one abdicate their place in succession? He’d have to find out once he survived this patrol, if he survived.
~
After the midday break on the third day out, Sergeant Vaka took them south towards the Cuminee border and an hour later they came to the destroyed farm. Every building had been burned to the ground. The remains of eight people, five men, a woman and two children had been staked to poles in the ground in front of the black shell of the farmhouse.
“The Cuminee do this after they’re finished with them. These folks were killed before they were put on poles. That’s a change in Cuminee practice. Princes, you’ve got burial detail. I’ll take the troopers and see if we can find tracks out of here. It’s been a week, but there’s been no rain. Vishan, you’re in charge since you’re a regular officer.”
“Yes, Sergeant Vaka,” Vishan said and saluted and turned to his brothers. “Let’s get this done. They left the pack horses, so we can wrap up our hands in something before we take care of the bodies.”
The other three brothers stood and gawked at him.
“You think we’re going to take orders from the 22nd son?”
“You will if you don’t want to end up like Leshyam. If any of you want to be in charge, feel free. I have no desire to incur Sergeant Vaka’s wrath. I have taken enough of his abuse since I’ve been here.” He walked to the pack horses and rummaged around, finding a roll of bandages. “Here,” he pulled out his dagger and cut off strips of cloth.
“I heard you were given a dagger, but I didn’t think the Emperor would give you that one.”
“Which one?”
“The Assassin’s Blade. It has a name, you know. Specially made to kill father. The story is that father fought the assassin and killed him. He prized the dagger above all others and put this unique gem in the pommel. I guess he thought you wouldn’t hold on to it for very long.”
The words surprised Vishan. Did his father give him the blade knowing that his chances of survival were slim? It didn’t matter. If he did, so what? Vishan had survived so far and he intended to survive for a lot longer. 
“Let’s get these buried. Do you want to dig the graves or move the bodies?”
“Dig the graves,” they said, nearly as one.
“I suppose one grave for all of them,” Vishan said. “I’ll move the bodies. You get started.”
Vishan tossed them a shovel from one of the pack horses. “One of you can use Leshyam’s sword.” He pulled that from Leshyam’s former mount.
The three brothers had dug a hole six feet square and four feet deep when Sergeant Vaka returned with his troops. Vishan had laid out the bodies close to the grave and pitched in using a pole that he had carved with a flat point.
“That’s good enough.” Vaka pointed out two of the troopers. “You help them dig another foot down and then cover ‘em up.”
“Did you find any tracks, Sergeant?” Vishan asked as he washed off his hands at the farm’s well, some distance away from the others. 
“Enough. I’d say maybe ten. But they weren’t Cuminee. I told my men not to tell your brothers. All they’ll know is that there are too many for us to attack since we’ve down seven men from when we started.”
“The staked out victims. Isn’t that what the raiders do?” Vishan said.
“Not like that. The Cuminee savages urinate and defecate on their living victims when they string them up on those poles. Every time.”
Vish didn’t notice anything other than mortal wounds on the bodies. “So this is a set-up?”
“Uh huh,” Vaka said, nodding his head. “I had hoped I’d see other Cuminee signs. They typically carve totems on the trees and other such nonsense to mark their raid. I don’t see any of that here. Whoever did this read some reports and didn’t bother to see what the Cuminee savages really do.”
Could his father be so cold-hearted? “Do you think my father—”
“More than likely one of those ‘princes’ has friends.” Vaka looked over to the burial party. They had just started rolling in the bodies, using the shovel and the pole that Vishan had modified. “We’ll not be staying the night and there will be watches consisting of a trooper and a prince all night long when we do stop to camp. If we had more men, I’d be tempted to wait them out, but we are at least evenly matched. In addition to the watch, I’ll take the first half of the night and you take the second, so make sure you get some sleep. It will be a long night, Lieutenant.”
The sergeant used his title this time.  Vaka’s concern came through loud and clear and Vaka had treated him like an ally. Vishan nodded and finished up. He pulled up some water from the well and threw it over his head.  He began to inspect his equipment again. As the others began to do the same, Vishan sharpened his knife, which never needed more than a pass or two and worked on his sword. He put his sling and stones at the top of his bag before they headed back the way they came. 
Vaka made them ride north into the night alternating between walking and trotting. They reached the fork that they had used the same day and didn’t ride as far as the farm. 
“There’s a wash a bit to the North. We’ll spend the night there.” Vaka led them in the moonlight. They dismounted and led their horses down into the wash. It was less than six feet deep. “If they follow us, they’ll likely come up from the South. I want a trooper facing south and a prince facing north. Both of us will back up the prince. Three watches should get us to morning. Get as much sleep as you can. I want you to fill up on trail rations tonight since we may have to take off at a moment’s notice.”
“Would the Cuminee follow armed soldiers?” Kartor, a prince, said. Vishan didn’t know what number he was, but he looked familiar. 
“Third wife’s son?”
Kartor narrowed his eyes. “Yes, why?”
“I saw you run past me when I was ten years old after a Council meeting. You were with a concubine.”
His brother shrugged. “I certainly don’t remember you.” Vishan didn’t appreciate the coldness in his voice. “Should I sleep with my sword out?”
Vishan smiled. “I will.”
Vaka checked in with Vishan after the watches were set out.
“Would Parvenu know how the Cuminee leave their victims? He was here for a year or more,” Vishan asked.
“More likely than not.”
“I don’t think it is Kartor. He asked me if he should sleep with his sword undrawn. I think he is scared. That would leave Teshyr”
“Don’t trust any of them,” Vaka said. “Parvenu has this watch. I’ll keep an eye on him. Make sure you’ve got ready access to your weapons.” Vaka chuckled. “Although I wouldn’t suggest sleeping on a naked sword.”
“I won’t,” Vishan said. Vaka had suddenly developed a sense of humor along with the unexpected trust. He nearly began to like the sergeant.
~
A trooper shook Vishan awake. “Cuminee!”
Vishan had slept, sitting up against the dirt wall of the wash with his leather armor on. He found his pack against the other side of the wash.  He grabbed his weapons and his bag of rocks with the sling inside. He nocked an arrow only to see it had been cut in two. Panicked he shook all of his arrows out of his quiver and they had all been nearly cut through so he wouldn’t notice. Vishan had no idea when that happened. He tossed his bow down now that it was useless and took the sling out of the bag, the thongs of which were now cut into pieces.  He frantically pulled the spare thongs out of his armor and fastened them to the intact pouch, and then he tied the sack of rocks to his sword belt.
He heard Vaka giving the troopers instructions. They ran to both sides of the wash.
“They haven’t attacked yet. I saw a few glints in the moonlight. They’ll be here in minutes. You go watch your brothers. Don’t hesitate to kill the one who begins attacking another prince. I’m trusting you, Lieutenant. Remember, you are still an officer of the Red Army.”
Vish saluted and moved towards the princes. “Swords out and knives if you have them, once you’ve got your boots and leather armor on and secured. Cuminee will give no quarter; so do not hesitate to kill the enemy. You’ve been through enough training to know that.”
“We will,” Parvenu said as he looked out into the darkness. He sounded very nervous.
Vishan still didn’t know whose men they would fight. Would any of them survive? What would his father think of an ambush of mercenaries intent on killing all but one of the seven brothers on patrol? Why were they all sent out? Could the Emperor be working through one of Vish’s brothers? He didn’t know and wouldn’t think any more about it. He heard fighting down by the troopers and looked out at the darkness. 
A man stood above him and jumped down into the wash. Vishan was ready and thrust his sword up into this chest. The attacker’s momentum took Vish down into the wash. He stood up and struggled to remove his sword as he saw a spot in the darkness. One of his brothers had an enchanted token of some kind, probably to warn the attackers not to confuse him with the others. 
Another attacker loomed over one of his brothers three or four paces away. He threw his dagger and heard a thud. “Thanks.” Parvenu’s voice. He wasn’t the traitor, but he thought of the brother with the light as he retrieved his knife.
Vishan followed his ears and heard fighting towards the troopers, but he heard more men jump into the wash. His life hung in the balance and he had to know friend from foe. He took a deep breath and spelled a string of light along the wash. The men stopped fighting as the glow increased.
No time could be lost. Most of the men were attacking the princes. Vaka ran into their midst as Vishan fought side by side with the sergeant. 
Vishan let his training take hold and thrust, parried and slashed his way. He didn’t hold back at all as he lost count of his opponents, but he must have fought at least four men. Parvenu slid down the side of the wash as Vish took care of his assailant, number five.
He saw Kartor slashed in the arm while Vaka hurried to save him. The troopers had gotten the upper hand. Vishan looked for Teshyr, the one he suspected. The prince clambered up the bank and disappeared into the night. Vish climbed up after him. He spotted a dot of light bobbing in the darkness. 
He grabbed the sling out of his pouch and grabbed a stone. It didn’t matter which one, since they were all hand-picked. He whirled the sling around his head and let it go. The light bobbled. He loaded another stone and let it fly. The light slid to the ground. 
Vish ran towards the still light. He reached the spot to see a headband lying on the ground. He saw a glint of light in the darkness and jumped to the side only to feel a blade slice into his arm. His hand was sticky and slick and he couldn’t draw his sword. 
He barely made out a glint reflecting the lights that still illuminated the wash and slid aside again, to hear the whine of a passing blade. Vishan yelled out the spell that once froze Sulm’s legs. This time he broadcast it wider and the movement stopped but moonlight reflected a myriad of tiny lights. 
Vishan spelled a light, looking back at the wash. No men were near except for the form of Teshyr, covered with a thin coating of clear ice. His opponent’s eyes grew wide as he struggled within his frigid bonds. The ice began to crack. Vishan began to feel his arm throb with pain as he drew his dagger and plunged it through the ice. The Assassin’s Blade cut through Teshyr’s leather armor and the chain mail shirt beneath. Vishan struggled to pull the dagger out, but could only move the blade back and forth as his brother fought him. Teshyr screamed as the sharp blade continued worked damage to the inside of his chest until he toppled over.
The sounds of battle began to subside as Vishan dragged himself back to the wash. Vaka stood over the last attacker, wiping his sword on the fallen man’s clothing.
Three troopers remained standing. Vaka held his shoulder. All of them were wounded. Vishan stood over the bodies of Parvenu and Kartor.
“I could only fight them one at a time,” Vaka said. They were both down and the enemy took them out before I could…” He slumped down, holding his shoulder. “Can either of you three walk?”
Two of the troopers nodded. “Find the pack horse with the bandages, it looks like we all will get a turn at playing healer.”
~~~
 





CHAPTER TEN
~
VAKA AND VISHAN MADE SURE THAT ALL OF THE ATTACKERS WERE DEAD. While Vishan’s lights faded, the dawn lit up the grisly scene. “We’re saving the hangman,” Vaka said. “Remember the innocent folks at the farm.” He found one of the attackers still alive and took care of him without another word.
Vaka directed the bandaging. All of them had their injuries bound tightly and their stomachs filled with travel rations; the five survivors laid out the dead. The troopers retrieved the twenty horses ridden by the attackers.
“We won’t be taking the bodies of Teshyr’s men, but the three princes and our fallen brothers will get a proper burial at the outpost.”
Vishan bent over and went through the attacker’s pockets looking for clues. He pulled out their purses and tossed them into a pile. Those would go to the families of the dead troopers. One man carried a paper with instructions on how Cuminee staked out their victims. 
“There you are,” Vaka said when Vishan let him examine the evidence. “We’ll take this along and show Captain Bishyar.”
They found a map in a saddlebag with the location of the farm noted. Not too far from the Outpost, but far enough that by the time any reinforcements arrived the attackers would be far away.
As they assigned each other a string of horses to manage on the trip back, Vishan called the survivors together. “I know this might sound a bit bizarre, but I’d like this to have been the result of a Cuminee raid. We’ll have to take the time to bury these men, but for all of our sakes, the less said of this the better. And no mention of the magic lights or the ice around Teshyr.”
“What lights? What ice?” one of the troopers said.
“Damn Cuminee,” Sergeant Vaka said. “We’ll handle it the way you want Lieutenant. We’d be dead men if it wasn’t for you and your sorcery.”
“Used judiciously,” Vishan said. Parvenu and Kartor didn’t deserve to die any more than Heshyar and Daryan. He didn’t include the murdering brothers in that thought. What a horrible night. What a horrible trip. If he had been thrown in with the brothers before he had served his time at the Peshakan Outpost, he’d have been dead as well. He shivered from the thought and ached from the rough stitches in his arm.
They made it to the farm with the burned barn that night. The farmer told them to picket the horses with the bodies on the other side of his wood. Vishan spent his night on some scattered straw outside. He didn’t want to move back into the barn, although the other men did, including Sergeant Vaka.
The bodies of his brothers gave him nightmares, making him wake up in a sweat. 
He must have yelled out since Vaka came out of the barn and put his hand to Vishan’s head. “You’re not feverish.”
“Nightmare. Seven of my brothers died on this trip, all but me. How could that happen?” Vishan felt the world go sideways. 
He woke later than he intended. The farmer’s wife cleaned his face with a wet rag. 
“Are you feeling better?” she said.
Vish put his hand to his head. His other arm still ached, but he noticed a new bandage. “I put some special salve on it last night when you fainted.” She shook her head and clicked her tongue.  “Infections can bloom in minutes.  I think we took care of yours in time and I made sure the rest of the troopers used it as well. Saved another of you from infection, I did.” She looked intently into his eyes. “This has all been too much on you, boy.”
“He’ll get some rest at the outpost,” Vaka said from behind him.
The farmer helped him to his horse. 
“I’m all right,” Vishan said. He wasn’t all right. From the time his brothers showed up, his time at Peshakan seemed surreal and the nightmare was the last straw. He didn’t want to rule the empire, yet he returned twice as close to the throne. How would he extricate himself from this mess?
He still didn’t have an answer by the time they wearily rode through the outpost gates. Captain Bishyar walked up the Sergeant Vaka. “We executed the prince. It looks like only one of them returned. Our man.” The captain said. 
‘Our man.’ Vishan produced a half smile. ‘Our man’ He had belonged to the outpost and the men had ultimately identified him as theirs. He felt more connected to the soldiers than he ever had to his brothers.
After another treatment for infection at the infirmary, Vishan took his weapons and armor to the quartermaster.
“This bow looks pretty beat up,” the man said. He didn’t smile at Vishan. 
“It performed its job well enough. You didn’t bet the twenty dreks on me, did you?”
The quartermaster looked away. “I put my money on the oldest. I guess the oldest isn’t necessarily the best.”
Vishan looked at the battle-scarred pile on the counter. “Perhaps the best didn’t win. The survivor did.” He walked out of the quartermaster building. The weight of the world pressed down on him.
His head hurt, his arm hurt, his soul hurt. The soul part was the worse. He thought the deadly game’s outcome hadn’t indicated victory, but survival. He didn’t lie to the quartermaster. He thought he’d never actually been in the game anyway.
The four scholars sat around Captain Bishyar’s dinner table. Vishan had been invited to dine in the captain’s quarters for the first time ever.
“These gentlemen have orders to return to Baku tomorrow morning.”
“We have no one to teach, except you and we’ll get another chance to do that once Captain Bishyar is finished with your military training,” Noryton said.
They all smiled. Vishan wouldn’t regret their departure, but managed a smile and a nod.
The quartermaster came around to Vish’s table at breakfast. “I’m sorry, Lieutenant. I don’t want you to hold it against me. What you did out there brought honor to us all. We all want you to know that before you go.”
“Where am I going?” Vishan said, his mouth pursed, restraining a smile. “I’m afraid, I’m only getting a new assignment. That’s what happens when you bring honor, I guess. Captain Bishyar told me I’d still be training here as a scout. Survival skills are important to a scout, right?”
The quartermaster grinned and nodded. “Right. I’m glad to hear it. Perhaps it will give me a chance to bet on you again.” The man gave Vish a great slap on the back and left him to his breakfast.
Vishan felt more like a soldier than an Emperor’s son at that moment and it felt good.
~
Sergeant Vaka walked with Vishan from the now-empty barracks that once held eight princes. 
“I had my doubts, but you surprised me out there. Not many men earn my trust and you did. If there is anything I can do for you, just ask.” He put out his hand and shook it rather than saluted. Both of them straightened out as Captain Bishyar joined them to see the scholars off.
Vishan had never felt like a part of something before now, but the soldiers had treated him differently since he had come back. Perhaps now all that he had to worry about was death at the hands of a wild Cuminee tribesman.
~
Training never seemed to end. Vish still trained with all of the other soldiers, but he now bunked in a six-person room, not unlike the room he had shared with his late brothers. Captain Bishyar gave him a new rank, Scout, Second Class. 
If one would look at the order of battle, his rank was a demotion, equivalent to Vaka’s. The camp didn’t have a Scout, First Class, an officer’s rating, but there were only two other Scouts, Second Class, among the six scouts at the outpost. There were two Third Class and one Fourth Class in their group. Vish didn’t care. His new rank had been earned. The Junior Lieutenant rank came courtesy of his proximity to the throne. 
He threw himself into the training that the scouts had to do after general drills. Each of the scouts had various levels of power. All of them could start a fire and four could draw water out of the air, including Vish. He learned that those were the minimum proficiencies required for a scout at one of his early sessions.
“Why fire and water?” Vish asked.
“Good question, Second Daryaku,” Jimaal Restylu said. All of them used their class rank to address each other. Second Restylu had seniority and led the group. “If you are heading cross country, trailing a raiding party, you can’t spend your time looking for water and fuel. A scout doesn’t have to zig-zag across the plains, moving from water hole to water hole.”
“The rest of the army doesn’t use sorcerers to do the same thing?” Vish asked.
“No, the men aren’t too comfortable around sorcerers. The Cuminee tribes generally have a shaman along with them on their raids, but as far as we can tell, they don’t have the skills or the inclination to serve or defend their people.”
Vish thought that Restylu had unintentionally filled his statement with cultural questions. If the shamans didn’t work for the tribe, then what was their rank? And if they ranked high, then why go on raids at all? The raiding parties had to ride long distances to attack Dakkoran settlements. There had to be a reason.
His training had just begun to go over reading tracks like Sergeant Vaka did and travel as an outrider, looking for raiders while on patrol. 
Had Vaka been a scout? He had quickly discovered who had killed whom on the ill-fated patrol with his brothers and found the tracks of the mercenaries Teshyr had hired. If he did, he had become adept in keeping his power a secret.
The sessions continued. Sometimes the scouts would leave the outpost for practice out on the plains. Vishan did just enough magic to carry out the instructions.
On one of these practice expeditions, they broke into pairs. Vish and Fourth Mesyrat, a recent recruit, were the ones to lead the other four on a chase. They had successfully evaded detection for a full day. They had found an abandoned farm to spend the night.
Mesyrat had conjured up a small fire and Vishan cooked a stew using water that he had extracted from the air. He looked older than his claimed sixteen years, but then, Vish thought that he looked younger than his near-nineteen years.
“What made you into a scout, Mesyrat?” Vish asked while he stirred the pot.
“My family was killed by the Cuminee two years ago while I stayed at my aunt and uncle’s farm further to the North. I had to avenge their deaths somehow. I knew I had a bit of power, so I tried to join up as soon as I became a man. When they learned I could make fire and water, they finally let me join a few months ago, just after your brothers, uh, died. I like it at the outpost, so far.”
“Have you had a chance to fight the Cuminee?” 
“Yes, but I haven’t killed any yet. Clashes are not very common, as you know. By the time we get to a district where there are attacks, the savages have left the dead and all we can do is extinguish the fires and bury the bodies.” Fourth Mesyrat’s eyes glistened in the firelight. His experience had seemed to harden his outlook. “Tell me, can I learn to use a sling like you do?”
Vishan had to smile. “I can do that. I’ve been waiting for an opportunity to show someone how to make one and here you are. I’ll show you right after dinner. We’ll make one out of spare boots. They are about ready for replacement, anyway.”
After dinner, Vishan showed Mesyrat how to use the laces, if his boots had them, for the thongs and cut out the soft leather tongue of one workout shoe as a pouch. He discussed how the leather should feel. 
“Now, if you are out here, far from the outpost, how would you make it?” Vish said.
Mesyrat’s eyes brightened. “I could bend a wire pot handle and heat it up and burn two holes in the pouch. The pouch just takes a sharp knife and some careful cutting.”
Vish hadn’t thought of using the wire from a cooking pot. Good for Mesyrat. He brought out one of the two slings he always kept with him and showed Mesyrat the size of the pouch and the little leather pad on the loop.
“There. You’ve done it.” Vish said, as the boy finished the last knot. “Now, you get to show someone else how to do it. Promise?”
Fourth Mesyrat’s smiled with his mouth but not his eyes as he looked at his work, comparing it to Vish’s. The two slings looked much the same. Perhaps he didn’t like the work that he did, or he thought the little pledge was a stupid idea. “I promise. And to think I learned this from a Prince of the Dakkoran Empire.” The boy shook his head. “We can practice tomorrow?”
Haryr, the old soldier who had taught him to make this particular style of sling had recently retired and left the outpost. Vish felt good about teaching another person the simple task; something he doubted none of his other brothers would do. He didn’t want to be like them. It was a little thing, but it was something that would have made him feel better, except he felt that Mesyrat didn’t really appreciate the lesson.
“Until we get caught,” Vish said. That might not happen on this trip. Vish had used his power to cover his tracks with a tiny trailing wind. If they hadn’t been caught by the morning on day after tomorrow, they were to head back to the outpost. Part of the test rules that Second Restylu privately gave him would be to let Mesyrat be the one to lead them back.
~
Vishan sat eating his dinner by himself when Sergeant Vaka sat down beside him.
“I’ve got some news, Second,” Vaka said. “Half of the outpost will be heading east to stop a major incursion of the Cuminee. This time it’s reported to be as big a raiding party as we’ve seen in some time, including women, children and wagons. This time the Captain is worried. You’ll earn your rank on this expedition.”
“I assume I’ll get specific orders from Second Restylu?”
Vaka shook his head. “Restylu stays here as a reserve with a Third. I’ll be commanding the other Second, Third and Fourth as outriders.”
Vishan nodded his head. He didn’t know if he should be excited or worried about what Vaka was about to tell him.
“You will be leaving after breakfast tomorrow. You’ll take a pack horse with supplies and will lead us to the Cuminee. The Captain has orders for you to travel all by yourself.”
“As soon as you’re done with your meal, we’re going to take a stroll over to the quartermaster. I want to make sure you’ve got the best equipment we’ve got. We’ll also have to work out a way for you to leave trail markers. I don’t like the idea of you going out on your own, but you are a powerful Second, so you get the assignment. The Cuminee may be scouting us, so I’ve got some ideas to mix things up.”
“Were you ever a Scout?” Vishan asked. If there would ever be a time to ask Vaka, it would be now. He might not ever have another chance.
The Sergeant’s eyes lost focus as he dredged up some memories. Vish didn’t know if they were good or bad.
“I was. I made it to Third before they found out I couldn’t conjure water. I learned as much as I could as fast as I could.” Vaka laughed, in retrospect. “I always told them I could always make water. Every human can. It’s just that I couldn’t do it magically. I never lied.”
“You have a little talent, then.”
“I do. I keep it close. It helps me find things out, like looking for blood on gloves and weapons. I can use it to find people. Power instead of a bloodhound. I can see traces of it when it’s used.” Vaka shrugged his shoulders. “You noticed when we took your brothers out into the field, didn’t you?”
Vishan looked at his empty dinner plate for a bit, but shook his head and shrugged. “I put it down to experience. But since I’ve learned how to scout, I figured you had to have had the training to read tracks as well as you did.”
“Indeed. I can also tell traces of magic on kicked out barn walls.” He smacked Vish on the side of the head a little harder than Vishan expected. Vaka still had an edge and he just reminded Vish of it. “Time to gather equipment and come up with a way to blaze the trail.”
~
The sun wasn’t too hot. The rainy season had come to the plains and that just meant it might rain every week or two. The gray-green foliage turned bright green for a few months. Further south, great rains would pelt the jungle-like coast of Cuminee, where the civilized people lived.
Vishan wore a light leather jerkin and two chain mail coats. Even with the cooler weather, he had sweat all day and night. His boiled leather armor had a high collar. A silk scarf hid another layer of chain mail wrapped around his neck, gave him some peace of mind as he slept. The garroted neck of Havyr, his brother, still gave him nightmares. The Cuminee could cut throats just as easily as his brothers. 
He wished he had the Assassin’s Blade with him, but Vaka suggested that he leave it behind. Vish gave him the instructions to send it to Peleor if something happened to him. He had to admit that he felt more than enough fear, going out on his own, but he knew how to prepare for most eventualities.  That made his fear manageable.
He consulted with the scroll on trail codes that Vaka and he had developed. Each of them carried a leather roll that decoded Vish’s trail markers. Without the code, anyone following Vish would be sent off one way or another in the wrong direction. 
~
Days later, Vish arranged the latest set of rocks and put the little red flag up. In a few leagues, Vish came across what he had been sent out to find. Perhaps one hundred horses, eight to ten wagons and people on foot had crossed his path heading north.
He set a trail marker and followed the tracks far enough to get a better count of the Cuminee band. He laid down one that notified Vaka of his estimates of enemy strength and that Vish might not need to set another marker, now that tracks were found.
These were genuine Cuminee this time. The nomads carved little totems in their horse’s hooves and along the rolling edges of their broad wooden wheels. When the tracks went over dusty dirt, they left distinct impressions.
Vishan had to leave the tracks and ride along their trail some distance in parallel, since a Cuminee scout could easily come on him from behind while he followed a raiding band this large. He increased the speed of his mount. His tracking duties were now over and Vish now had to locate the band and report back to the main group.
He couldn’t help but smile. He could find the band or return to the main column if he wished, at this point. The tracks were fresh enough that the band might be a day, but not more than two, up ahead. Cuminee wagons did not move very quickly.
Something gnawed at him as he rode a league to the West farther north. He pulled out his map and stared at it until he knew what it was. There weren’t any settlements or farmers anywhere close to the direction taken by the Cuminee. To his suspicious mind, that meant only one thing, a trap for soldiers.
~~~
 





CHAPTER ELEVEN
~
VISHAN MOUNTED AND RODE BACK IN SIGHT OF THE TRACK when he saw dust clouds further east. The Cuminee column had already turned around, heading back south. After two hours of riding, he saw another dust cloud on the horizon and began to hear the sounds of battle. 
These Cuminee were a different group from the one he had been following. Vish had never heard of so many Cuminee on a raid before. This was less of a raid and more of an invasion into Dakkoran territory.  
The Cuminee fought like madmen against the army. Vishan pulled out his sword and began hacking his way through to Captain Bishyar. Sergeant Vaka fought by his side. Despite their ferocity, the Cuminee warriors were no match for disciplined Dakkoran troops and the fighting began to die down.
Vish made it to Captain Bishyar. “The column that headed north is coming back this way. If the Cuminee regroup from this battle, they will press you from both sides. I’d suggest a withdrawal.”
Bishyar narrowed his eyes at Vishan as he surveyed the fighting. Vish had to turn to fight another Cuminee. He heard the Captain call for Vaka.
“Sergeant, call for a retreat. The Second is right; we’ll be caught between them. Get the soldiers to grab as many of their fallen comrades as they can and we will regroup to the West. Daryaku, stay and fight with me.”
Vishan ended up taking Vaka’s place, watching the Captain’s back, as they both hacked their way through the steadily diminishing enemy. Suddenly, the Cuminee withdrew.
“We can’t stay here, men.” Captain Bishyar said, as the soldiers began to drop where they stood. Exhaustion from the fight was evident on every face. “Another force is coming from the North. The Cuminee made a tactical error, they fought us too soon before their brothers arrived. We’ll have to return with a larger force. Move out. Walking is less effort that fighting.”
The Dakkorans began to head west. Bishyar gathered his officers and Vaka. The Sergeant collared Vish and brought him to the officers who rode as they talked.
“Sergeant, send your Third to the fort and have them empty the stables and bring every man who can ride. The quartermaster can command those left behind. The Cuminee will combine their forces and hit us from both sides, if I’m not mistaken.”
Bishyar mounted and waited for the scout to arrive. “You’ll be on a forced ride all the way to the outpost. The three villages we past on our way will have to know what they face.”  He looked to the others.  “We’ll head west as fast as our wounded will let us.  We can’t take the dead.”
The men scattered except for Vaka and Vish.
“Second Daryaku, I want you to make contact with the northern group and find out how many warriors will be riding our way. You are on your own. Try to get back to us with the information. If nothing else, make sure you show up at the outpost, understood?”
“Understood, Captain,” Vish said as he saluted with his arm striking his chest. “Anything else, Sergeant?”
“Follow the same protocol that you used when you left. Danger abounds from every direction when you’re out on your own,” Vaka said.
Vish nodded to him and rode out of the line and headed south. He kept the road that the soldiers took in sight as he turned back east. The Cuminee must have met up, but they hadn’t begun to pursue. Would they bury their dead first? He didn’t know that much about them. A lack of knowing your enemy was a strategic mistake, and Vish knew it.
He crossed the tracks heading north and finally spotted the dust cloud of the Cuminee. He rode west a bit further and then headed north. The enemy would be less likely to look for someone in the opposite direction from where the Dakkorans withdrew. The day began to fade when Vish tied up his horse behind an outcropping of rocks and trees just east of the crossroads. 
He felt a humming and realized that it was a tiny eruption of the nexus. His body filled with energy. Peleor had described the feeling before. He’d at least be able to use all of his power in a fight.
Vish crept forward. He estimated he’d have to move half of a league on his own. When he reached the crossroads, he found that the Cuminee had camped for the night. The savages had tied thirty people to poles staked into the ground. He’d seen this before on various farms, but these included both Cuminee and Dakkoran bodies. Vish had to concentrate on keeping his stomach intact.  The victims were already dead, but the disfigurations upset him.  He wanted to turn away, but he had to know what the shamans were doing.  Vish forced himself to look on.
Four shamans flayed the men and removed their hearts. Buckets at the feet of the staked figures were filled with the victims’ blood. Vishan shivered wen he realized that no Dakkoran had ever seen such a thing done by the Cuminee before. Spells were sung and the shamans danced to their words.
A huge warrior began to yell at the shamans. He wore bits and pieces of armor and his frizzy hair had been twisted and turned into a head of braids that reminded Vish of snakes. The Cuminee spoke a variant of Dakkoran, but their accents were so thick, Vish couldn’t understand a word of what was said from such a distance.  The warrior kept pointing towards the West, waving his sword. 
The best Vish could determine was the man wanted to pursue the soldiers, but the shamans refused. Other warriors began to join in the huge man’s complaining to the shamans until one of the Cuminee shamans pointed to one of the warriors and turned him into a pillar of flame. Another shaman pointed to another man, turning him into a pyre as well. The big warrior continued to yell until his boots caught fire.
A woman threw a bucket of water on the man’s feet and pointed to the stand of hobbled horses. The big warrior hung his head in defeat. He walked a few steps and looked sorrowfully at the greasy pillars of smoke his fellow plainsmen made, and then he picked up a pile of belongings. He found his horse and left the camp, heading northwest.
The Cuminee settled down as the wagons bearing women, children and supplies trundled into camp. The shamans had done what they needed to and left the corpses on the stakes. The women began to set up the domed tents the Cuminee used. They wouldn’t be pursuing Captain Bishyar.
Vish looked for others to leave the camp, but none did. As the night darkened and the Cuminee cook fires began to light up the area, he rose to retrieve his horse. A wire slipped past his vision and someone behind him began to grunt in effort, while Vish’s throat constricted. The assassin! His armored neck didn’t keep the garrote from reducing his ability to breath completely. He began to wheeze. 
He grabbed for his knife and slammed back into his assailant, knocking them both to the ground. The assassin’s grip didn’t fade until Vish jammed his knife into the man’s thigh. He heard a muffled grunt and slammed his free hand over the mouth of the killer.  
The garrote loosened enough for Vish to turn around and face his would be killer. 
~~~
 





CHAPTER TWELVE
~
THE FIRES FAINTLY LIT UP HIS ASSAILANT’S FACE. Vish sighed with disappointment as he plunged his dagger into the chest of Fourth Mesyrat. The boy’s unexpected strength ebbed until he dropped the garrote.
Vish felt awful, worse than when his brothers had attacked him. He had trained with Mesyrat. “Why?” he said.
“They said they’d kill my uncle and aunt. My only relatives!” His voice was little more than a whisper. Vish knew he had struck a mortal blow.
“Who!  Who sent you?”
“Sorcerer’s Tower.” Mesyrat’s eyes lost their focus and his body relaxed.
He shook his head in dismay. Now he’d have to teach another how to make a sling, but that thought hid his real concern. He had killed someone he knew well. He had eaten and slept out in the open with Mesyrat. Why hadn’t the boy tried then? Vish would never know, but he felt fortunate that he had endured the discomfort of his chain mail choker. The thing had saved his life, but his neck hurt too much to leave it on for now. 
What had he done to earn the sorcerers’ anger? First, his father and brothers and now the most powerful force outside of the Emperor attacked him. What were his real chances for survival? 
Vish would have to worry about it later. He’d have to leave the body where it was, but he still spent a few minutes covering the Fourth’s body with dirt as best as he could. There was no sense leaving it as an easy discovery. 
Vish made the dust swirl to cover up his tracks as he left for his horse. He saw Mesyrat’s tied up next to his. The boy must have tracked him all the way from the battle site. 
He looked out at the faint glow on the horizon from the Cuminee camp. So why did the shaman’s do such a disgusting ritual? What did they do with the heart and the blood? Vish looked off into the North. He had a Cuminee warrior to find. Perhaps the exile might have some answers.
~
The stress of the day and the night began to wear on Vish, as he pressed onward in the dark. Mesyrat’s betrayal stunned him. The Sorcerer’s Tower had contracted for the assassination and planted the Fourth in the army. Had someone told them of his exploits using magic on the expedition that had killed so many heirs?
He couldn’t think of another explanation unless someone had gotten to Peleor. Vish ran his hand through his hair and then he clutched his neck. Preparation. His worry about being attacked with a garrote had saved his life. Vish didn’t see his survival as luck, at all, but preparation. At least he wouldn’t have to be as concerned about someone killing him from behind as much as a huge Cuminee warrior killing him from the direction he headed.
A small pinpoint of light disturbed the blanket of darkness that Vish picked his way through. The warrior must have set up camp. Perhaps the man didn’t fear anyone following him. Vish continued towards the light until he decided he was far enough away to thwart detection, but close enough to pick up the man’s trail in the morning.
He dismounted and drew a long line in the dirt pointed in the direction of the light. He tied his horses up to a bush and took off their gear before he quickly sunk into sleep.
Morning had just begun to erase the night when something woke Vish. He yawned and then jerked to his right. The Cuminee warrior sat on a rock, sharpening his sword and grinned. He looked bigger in person. The man continued to work on his weapon.
Vish extended his hand towards the plainsman. “I come in peace. I saw them throw you out of the camp and wondered why.” Could the man even understand Vish’s words?
The warrior laughed. “If you had wanted me dead, you could have killed me in my sleep last night, like I could have just done.” He folded his arms after he put his sword on his lap. “Why did you follow me?”
Vish took a drink out of his skin and offered some to the Cuminee, who took a large swallow.
“We are at peace while we talk, if we share food or drink. It’s a Cuminee custom.” The man gulped down about half of the skin. “Why did you follow me?”
The warrior’s accent wasn’t so bad when he wasn’t yelling a hundred paces away. 
“With your tribe camping for the night, they’d never catch up to the Dakkoran soldiers, so after the shamans refused to let you ride after them, I wanted to know why.” The warrior laughed again and shook his head. It made him seem less of a savage, for some reason. “We’ve always thought that you warriors desecrated our dead. I learned differently, yesterday,” Vish said.
“It is a lousy secret. I will not kill you for it. The shamans force us to do the killing and the Cuminee nobility pay them to force us. It is not a happy way to live. The Sorcerer’s Tower in Baku buys the enchanted blood and hearts.” He shrugged his massive shoulders. “Only the Cuminee shamans know the spell that preserves. They will not share it with the Baku sorcerers. Your Tower uses the foul stuff for nefarious purposes, I’m sure. Our shamans like the arrangement. It keeps them in trinkets, furs and, with those, they get the pick of our women.”
Vish thought about what he had heard. The Sorcerer’s Tower had suddenly become a larger, more menacing entity. Before, he just feared the Sorcerer’s Tower for intimidating him as a little boy. Now he shivered at the thought of what kind of abominable spells would require fresh blood and human hearts. What perversion!
“What would you rather be doing? Attacking Dakkoran soldiers directly?”
“I wanted to avenge my brothers’ deaths. It makes no sense to fight and not win. Does it?” the warrior asked.
Vish shook his head. “It doesn’t make sense to fight at all.”
The warrior nodded. “My name is Polymeer, former leader of the Slago tribe, as of last night. The shamans have more power than I thought.” He raised his right hand in salute.
“Vishan Daryaku, Scout, Second Class.” He did the same. It seemed to be the right thing to do. “What do we do now?”
“I’m hungry. Let us break our fast together and then talk some more.”
Vish nodded and rummaged through Mesyrat’s supplies. He found what he wanted. He arranged some rocks and bits of wood and conjured up a fire.
Polymeer backed up, skidding off of the rock and falling in a heap.
“You are a shaman!”
Vish held up both his hands and smiled. “Some Dakkoran shamans are actually nice people. I’m one of them.” He put a pot on the fire and pulled water out of the air. “It’s convenient to have me around, see?”
Polymeer looked sideways at Vish. “I see. We are friends?”
Vish nodded. “We are right now. Let’s keep it that way.”
As he cooked, Vishan let Polymeer do all of the talking. It seemed like the man needed to explain what led up to his expulsion.
“So I am banished by the shamans. They don’t do it often, but once I am dismissed as leader, I am expected to go away and die or something. Most head south and end up as guards for the Silk Lords.”
“Is that what you want to do?” Vishan said.
“No, I have not decided.”
“Come with me to Baku.” Vishan ladled out the gruel spiced with dried fruit into two bowls. “I have some resources there and can find some appropriate employment for you. Perhaps a place in the Dakkoran army as a scout, but not down here in Peshakan.”
“Fight against the enemy?” Polymeer furrowed his brow. 
“Are settlers your enemy? Don’t the shaman’s drive you across the border? We aren’t your enemy. They are,” Vish said.
“I will think on it.”
~
After traveling back to the outpost with Polymeer, Vish could write a book on the Cuminee and might consider doing it after he returned to Baku. The Dakkoran army needed to kill the Cuminee shamans. He had learned that the men were no longer interested in healing the members of the tribes and, with all of their wealth, they treated the rest of the Cuminee plains people as slaves.
The Cuminee kept to their culture on the South side of the border. Vish had no illusions that they lived a rather brutal existence, but without the shaman’s seeking the blood and hearts of Dakkoran settlers, the Cuminee would be more content to follow the herd animals through the grassy plains that lay some distance south of the border.
The shamans had harvested Cuminee for the first time in Polymeer’s experience that night and that was what really got the warrior upset with the shamans.
Vish talked Polymeer into joining him in his return to the outpost. He even tied up Polymeer’s hands before the outpost came into sight, to keep the soldiers from shooting an arrow through the barbarian’s impressive physique.
“I’m glad you made it back alive. We lost one of our scouts,” Sergeant Vaka said. “Did you see him?”
“Mesyrat?” Vish rubbed at the remaining signs of the garrote on his multi-layered neck protection. He just shook his head. “I did have to kill an assassin sent from Baku’s Sorcerers Tower. That was a shock and a nasty business.”
Vaka nodded and shot Vish a nasty look. “So this hulk is a prisoner?” Bishyar had walked up.
“Not really,” Vish said. “Captain Bishyar.” Vishan made a salute. “The Cuminee made camp where they crossed your path. I have more to say on that, but while they did, they expelled Polymeer from their tribe. He’s on his own and I decided to send him to Baku.”
“That’s a lot of authority for a Second to take on,” Bishyar said.
“It is, but I want you to talk to him, Captain. He has an interesting story that some people would like to hear and others would kill to keep him from telling. It’s your decision, after all. But I think you’ll agree.”
“Is he a dangerous savage?” Vaka asked.
Vish untied his bonds. “No, although I haven’t seen the man drunk.” He grinned along with Polymeer.
“Then, you will bunk with the barbarian in the same barracks you shared with your brothers. He is your responsibility to guard until I’ve properly evaluated him. Is that acceptable to you?”
Vish said, “It is.” He didn’t know if he’d been chastised by his actions or not.
“It is to me, also,” Polymeer said. “I have ears and speak Dakkoran, too.”
~~~
 





CHAPTER THIRTEEN
~
THE EMPEROR’S STUDY LOOKED THE SAME AND SMELLED THE SAME as it had long ago when Shalil made Vishan confront Astyran and Baron Fenakyr. He stood at parade rest waiting for his father to sweep through the door like he did that last time. Vish took an opportunity to observe his father’s study through older eyes.
The books and scrolls still lined three of the walls. He looked out of the wall of windows and counted the roofs of the Imperial Compound until he identified Princess Yalla’s house. He had been told to report directly to the Emperor once they arrived. He looked forward and dreaded seeing his mother again after the session with his father.
Shalil would still want to hear everything directly. Vish swallowed and cleared his throat in the empty room. His stomach flopped with anxiety. The view of his childhood home didn’t calm him, since he would have to ask how his little brothers had died. It wouldn’t be a joyous occasion.
The door opened and Emperor Shalil Daryaku walked in. Today he wore a black shirt and black trousers. Only black stockings covered his feet. “At ease, Scout, First Class,” the Emperor said with half of a smile on his face. “Sit.”  
Vish looked around for a suitable chair.
“Over by the fireplace,” Shalil said as he sat in one of the two large chairs facing each other in front of the empty hearth. “Now tell me your story from when you arrived at Peshakan until you brought back your rather large souvenir. I’ve gotten a briefing from Lystan and a dispatch from Captain Bishyar, but you probably realize that I’d like to hear from your own lips how you survived at Peshakan.”
Vishan hesitated, but sat on the front of the seat while his father leaned back and crossed his legs.
“Go on,”
A bit of sweat began to bead on Vishan’s upper lip. He wiped it off and proceeded to relate the story. As he came to the arrival of his brothers, the Emperor came forward, his eyes intent on Vish’s words. He had to look at his father as he reported, but it took all of his will to do so.
“Didn’t you question the suitability of the patrol?”
Vishan shook his head. “I do what I’m told and go where I’m ordered, Father. It never occurred to me that the Captain was out of order.”
“You did the right thing. What about your brothers?”
“The ones that hadn’t served at the outpost joked around a lot and thought it a novelty. The others knew more of what to expect.”
“And you?” the Emperor asked.
“It seemed to be common knowledge that eight sons of the Emperor going out on a patrol meant that some weren’t coming back. The men even took bets.” Vishan related the patrol in as much detail as he could. He even talked about using his power to save the rest of the detachment.
Shalil nodded his head. “It happened to me, long ago. Except only one of us didn’t return. We took a patrol of thirty men and four brothers. Your grandfather wasn’t quite as prolific as me. The youngest was found at the bottom of a well.” The Emperor peered at Vishan. “For your information, I didn’t kill him.”
The claim surprised Vishan. The Emperor didn’t have to admit anything. It seemed the prospect of a winnowing of heirs was an eternal condition.
“I killed Teshyr after he helped the attackers kill Parvenu and Kartor and I’d do it again, given the circumstances. So many innocents died so he could move up the list.”
“What list?” the Emperor said.
“Your list of heirs. The one who ends up on top when you die or abdicate becomes Emperor.”
Shalil gave a grim smile. “Only a son that deserves to rule will succeed me. Of your group, only Daryan’s loss was important to me. Astyran always moved with stupidity and his clumsiness doomed him. Leshyam’s attempt made Astyran look like a skilled assassin. Parvenu and Kartor should have returned with you. Who knows what went through Teshyr’s mind.”
“He hired the attackers. How did he know the patrol would consist of your sons?” Vishan asked. He wondered how his father would have classified him, if he had not returned.
“I sent a command to Captain Bishyar to send you all out on patrol. I wanted to see what happened.”
“This was a trap?”
“It was an opportunity to see how my sons reacted to adversity and to make sure with whom they were aligned. I’m not pleased that so many didn’t survive, especially Daryan, as I’ve said. Your survival, for some reason, didn’t surprise me. I’m releasing you from the army, however, so you won’t be returning to Peshakan.
“I’d like you to work on some other projects I have in mind. See your mother, but I want you to find rooms in the Palace. You might begin to think about marriage.” The Emperor rose and Vish scrambled to his feet.
“I’m not finished, Your Highness,” Vish said, as delicately as he could.
Shalil smiled and sat back down. “More? Is it about your new friend?”
Vishan shook his head. “No, Father, there was another assassination attempt by a fellow soldier, planted at Peshakan for the purpose of killing me. I know who sponsored this one.”
“Is that why Bishyar sent you back home on leave?”
Vishan nodded. “The Sorcerer’s Tower sponsored the killer. I learned that the sorcerers buy spelled human blood and hearts from the Cuminee shamans. It’s the only reason there are border incursions. The Cuminee plainsmen would rather stick to their grasslands.”
His father leaned forward and gripped the arms of his chair. “This from your captive?”
Vish nodded. “From Polymeer, former leader of the Slago clan, yes. He’s no captive. He joined me voluntarily. I’d like it if you could find him a post as a scout, maybe in Serytar, far from the Cuminee border. Once the shamans expel a leader, they are in permanent exile. I might write a book on Cuminee plainsmen. I think they are misunderstood.”
“They’re savages,” Shalil snorted.
“Cultured savages, but they are not animals.”
The Emperor waved his hand. “It will be done. Tell me more about the attempted assassination?”
“The assassin that I killed lived long enough to tell me that he was hired by the Sorcerer’s Tower. They threatened to kill his remaining relatives if he didn’t kill me. Mesyrat infiltrated into the scouts.”
The Emperor’s brows furrowed. “The Tower, eh? They know about your power?”
“I’m sure they did when I was eight years old.”
“Thank you for persisting to tell your story. I’m unaware of any kind of blood magic performed by the Tower. Be certain I will investigate. The scholars that you met in Peshakan will give you further instruction until the right time occurs for your next assignment. Your information appears that rooms in the palace are even more important for your safety right now.” The Emperor rose from his chair, Vishan scrambled to his feet. “Dismissed, Scout, First Class.”
Vishan saluted his father and walked towards the door.
“Do you still have the dagger?”
Vishan turned to the Emperor and lifted up his coat, showing the dagger’s handle showing from the small of his back.
Shalil laughed. “I thought that was why you didn’t sit back.” He waved Vishan out of the room. “Close the door behind you.”
After Vishan reached the bottom floor, he breathed a sigh of relief. The guards had never searched him. He would always carry some item in preparation of the unforeseen. He didn’t wear a chain mail shirt in the palace, but he knew he could carry that particular weapon in the presence of his father, but he wondered why the Emperor hadn’t asked him about the extent of his power other than to casually acknowledge it.
~
“I’m sorry about your older brothers, Vish,” Peleor said. “And your little brothers…” he shook his head, “A tragedy. I liked both of them.  They were more like you.”
“My mother has aged more than the time I’ve been gone. I think the poisoning, and it was poison, not insect bites, hit her pretty hard. We went to their graves and stood in silence. She still weeps for them. At least they could be buried in the Imperial City. As for my other half brothers, I am a bit sad for a few of them. The Emperor seemed to have regretted the loss of Daryan more than the others. He was the third in line and the only one who was mildly decent to me. He’s buried in an unmarked grave on a farm close to the Cuminee border.”
Vish took a pull on the ale. Peleor had met him at a commoner’s alehouse and that suited Vishan just fine once he had found some less conspicuous clothing. The candles flickered from circular chandeliers pulled up towards the ceiling on black chains. The generous-sized room had mostly full tables.
“I actually have just moved into a suite of rooms at the Palace. They aren’t even close to the Emperor’s wing and are only one story from ground level. I have a sitting room that’s set up more like my bedroom at my mother’s house, except a bit bigger and furnished with a large table and chairs and one comfortable reading chair close to the window. I moved all of my books there. I don’t know how often I’ll be able to sneak away to meet you.”
Peleor laughed and took a swig of his wine. “If the Emperor wants to know where you are, he’ll find out. I wouldn’t even bother to even sneak out. Just come and go as you please. I know the proprietor here and you can rent out a room so you can continue your studies in solitude, if you’ve a mind.” He leaned down and put a box of scrolls on the table. “I’ve got some reading for you. There’s a paper with my soon-to-be new address. Just send a message. I think if we can meet every week for a couple of hours, you’ll have more than enough to keep you busy learning new things.”
“I appreciate that.” Vish beamed and lifted his metal goblet and clinked it with Peleor’s. He took a drink and then put his goblet down. “How do you think the Tower knew where I was and that I’ve grown in power? Did you tell them?” He looked into his friend’s eyes.
“I might have,” Peleor said. His friend looked away, pursed his lips and shrugged his shoulders. “I haven’t hidden the fact I know you and have shown you a few tricks.” Vish could see his friend had become more anxious. “I have a few friends in the Tower that I speak to from time to time. They have asked about you and I’ve told them a little.”
Vish shook his head in dismay. “That would be enough. It wouldn’t be difficult for them to know I was sent to Peshakan. You might have told them that as well.”
Peleor drained his wine. “I did. I didn’t mean to, Vish, really. It was all just idle talk, nothing specific.”
A little information in the hands of the wrong person was obviously all it took to initiate an elaborate assassination attempt. At this point, he didn’t know if Mesyrat’s story was truth or fiction. He didn’t know what Peleor might have said, but as he reflected on Peleor’s pleas, Vishan didn’t think Peleor had intentionally given information to the Tower. Still it wouldn’t hurt to be prepared for anything the first few sessions with his sorcery mentor.
~
Vishan withstood three months, a full season, of lesson after lesson from the four scholars who had tutored his brothers at Peshakan. The one-on-one sessions had been tiring, but Vish had to admit he learned a great deal. 
The scholars added even more to his burgeoning library as they visited him. He toyed with his book about the Cuminee, but Polymeer had been posted to the north of Serytar with a unit of the Imperial Guard, next to the Bomai border, so Vishan had lost his primary source.
His visits to Peleor had increased to twice a week in the evenings and he felt more secure as time went on. Both of them now practiced spells over and over again. The ice spell that he used on Teshyr in the dark could have been disaster and Peleor told him that luck had saved the day. Vish could have so easily missed with the spell.
Vishan’s studies both inside the palace and outside began to exhaust him. He had no problem learning, but the tension of living in the Imperial Palace seemed to eat away at him. He didn’t like moving up among his brothers and after his sessions with his instructors, he had less and less of a desire to manage the massive empire that his father did.
A knock on his door woke Vishan from a nap in his reading chair. He had no scholars scheduled for the morning. He had tried to read a battle history, but the drowsiness easily overcame the dryness of the subject matter. 
“Message for you, sir,” the guard said.
Vish rubbed the sleep from his eyes and unfolded the paper, dismissing the guard. He closed the door as he began to read. What was his father thinking!  He was instructed to travel to Hustafal, the center of Baron Fenakyr’s domain. That was it. No reason for the trip, nothing other than to show up at the Baron’s doorstep. Vishan had no desire to see the Baron in any capacity. His father signed the orders, so he had no ability to refuse them.
~~~
 





CHAPTER FOURTEEN
~
AFTER A WEEK AND A HALF, THE RELATIVE ARID LANDS SURROUNDING BAKU, gave way to a greener north. The rolling hills looked much different from his sojourn to the South. The farmland turned to forests and then to clumps of trees surrounded by pastures filled with animals.  
Food merchants evidently flocked to Hustafal to buy livestock of all kinds. The road his hired carriage traveled went through feedlots with hundreds of animals penned on either side of the road. He could smell them coming and going. The odor reminded him of the smell of the stables, but much worse. If Hustafal smelled like livestock all of the time, he’d have yet another reason for not wanting to stay there. 
He still had no idea what kind of mission his father wanted him to complete. He felt like the Emperor had ordered him into a bear’s den. Fenakyr had no love for him and his father had subsequently told him that Fenakyr was one of those nobles who had worked with Teshyr to kill his brothers. He would have to watch his every move, but then, he wondered how much time Fenakyr spent in Hustafal. He seemed to live in Baku, but Fenakyr didn’t have to be present to put Vish’s life in danger. 
He adjusted the way his mail shirt hung over his shoulders. Vishan had worn it on his trip and would continue to do so. His dagger would be on his person at all times. Not only would he be living with a man he didn’t trust, but also Vish never forgot that the Tower probably still waited for the right time to assassinate him.
The carriage stopped at inns along the way. Vishan made sure the door and windows were locked to his room. He didn’t like the pressure of having to take so many precautions, but his preparations had saved him in the past and he suspected his father intended to further test him or kill him. Vish couldn’t rest for a minute.  He felt more tension than he did while on an expedition surrounded by his fellow troopers.  At least he knew that then someone watched his back.
More farmland displaced the feeding lots and villages began to sprout up along the road every few hours. Soon the wheels clattered on cobbled pavement and they entered the city of Hustafal. The houses looked different from Baku with more exposed stone and less plaster. Roofs were a mixture of red and black tiles. He’d never been to Hustafal before and Vishan drank in the different feel of the town. He felt like he had entered a foreign country.
They turned a corner and Vish looked up at the towers of Fenakyr’s castle. He didn’t see it again until they passed a gate and clattered over a wooden section of the road. The conveyance stopped and Vishan stepped out. The courtyard at the Imperial Palace would dwarf Fenakyr’s castle. Now that he looked up at the front, Vish noticed how much smaller the main part of the castle was. Still Fenakyr’s castle exceeded the size of the Peshakan outpost.
While he waited for his trunk to be untied and dropped onto the brick paving, a woman, with streaks of gray in her hair, walked down the steps. Vishan ignored her while he tipped the driver and wished him well.  He watched the carriage depart, and then heard the woman speak before he had a chance to turn around.
“You are Vishan Daryaku?”
“I am.” He smiled hoping she would smile back, but the woman didn’t. He noticed the plain dress that fit loosely on her frame.
“I’ll put you in the North tower, follow me.”
No welcome? No dissembling Baron Fenakyr? He walked through a small door built into the large double doors. The dark hallway surprised Vish. The furnishings were old, the wall hangings were faded and shredding from age. They passed through the castle, running into few servants. His father’s palace seemed to overflow with them.
The woman took Vish up a circular staircase built into the side of the tower and quickly left. Every two or three turns, a door appeared. After rising four stories, she opened the door to a set of rooms. The furnishings looked no better than Peleor’s lodgings, but it appeared he had the entire floor of the tower, less the staircase. He pitied the servant who would be lugging up his trunk until he spied a rope hanging from a window.  
Vishan opened the large windows and followed the rope up two more stories to a crane at the top of the tower. He looked across courtyard and found similar cranes on the other three towers of the castle. That made sense. He took a deep breath and smiled when he couldn’t smell livestock from four stories up. His rooms were above the rooftops in the town he glanced out the opposite window to see Hustafal all the way out to the farmlands in the distance. If it weren’t for the decidedly uncomfortable circumstances, he could enjoy the view.
His gaze went across the courtyard to an open window, showing a young woman looking at him from across the courtyard and one story down. When she realized Vishan looked back at her, she quickly retreated and shut her window, pulling the curtains shut. She had dressed too nicely for a servant. Fenakyr’s daughter? Vish hadn’t even thought the man capable of having a family of any kind.
A servant entered his room. “I’ve come to retrieve your trunk sir.” The man said no more and went to the window. Vishan noticed the rope moving and, in a few moments, his trunk arrived on a little platform. The servant leaned over and grabbed the platform, swinging it against the tower wall. Vishan helped him lift the trunk into his room.
“You shouldn’t have helped me, sir.”
“I chose to. Does this rope always hang down from the towers?”
“Oh, no sir, it will soon be pulled up and the rope and platform stored on the top floor.”
“Thank you for the information and I won’t tell anyone that I helped you pull it in. Where do I put my things?”
“The Baron’s man will be up presently to help you.”
“Is the Baron in residence?” Vishan asked.
“Only rarely, sir, he’s an important advisor to the Emperor and spends most of his time in Baku.”
Vish didn’t perceive Fenakyr as particular important, but he wouldn’t be the one to disillusion the servant. The rooms weren’t lavish, but he had as much space as he needed. He still didn’t know what he was to do and didn’t wait for the ‘Baron’s man’ to arrive before he began to unpack. The books he brought along filled the small bookcase in the room and he found a wardrobe in his oddly shaped bedroom that was more than sufficient for his clothes.
He opened the window again and looked at the crane above. The rope had already been put away, but he could still see the pulley and the rope that looped through it before disappearing back inside the tower. The other towers had wooden shutters at the top floor and his own probably looked the same.
A man could be lowered down the rope to invade his room at any time. Then again, he could use the rope to climb out, but that would complicate his preparations. He might be able to find enough rope in the stable that he could hide in his trunk. But if he had his own rope, he could let himself down on the other side of the tower where he could lower himself outside the castle. He vowed to spend his time developing a plan of escape.
Vish walked over to the smaller window on the other side of his rooms. It opened up showing the slice of Hustafal he had admired before.  The view of the town gave way to a rather pleasant view of the countryside and the mountains just to the North. He opened the window and looked down at the moat stagnating just below the tower. Vish wouldn’t mind getting wet, if it meant escaping from an attempt by Fenakyr to assassinate him. He felt better about his accommodations when he heard a knock on his door.
“Prince Vishan, I am Gornytar, Baron Fenakyr’s valet. I have come to unpack your trunk.”
Vishan let the valet in. The man was tall and thin. His thinning hair seemed painted on his head.
“I’ve done much of it myself, but I’d like to know what is expected of me.”
“That’s not for me to say, your Highness.”
No one had ever called him that before. “When and where are breakfast, the midday meal and dinner? That would work for a start. Where is the closest privy? Can I borrow a horse to ride to explore the countryside? What would Hustafal be noted for that I could experience while I’m here?”
Gornytar answered Vish’s questions in the order asked. There would be no rides until the Baron returned from Baku.
“Do you know when the Baron is expected?”
Vish could tell Gornytar struggled to come up with an answer, but he let him struggle. He took an instant dislike to the man. Fenakyr’s creature. That was how Vishan thought of him. His father had stuck him in a provincial castle hosted by a man who had conspired to kill him three or four times. He was convinced that his survival instincts would be sorely tested, if he were to return to Baku alive.
“In a fortnight or so, would be my guess. You’ll have to ask Fateem, the housekeeper, who you have already met, or his daughter Vestya. If there is nothing else, I’ll send a servant up to fetch you at dinner, but before then a servant will bring up an iced wine and fruit.” Gornytar bowed. “If there is nothing else?”
“You may go.” Vish said. So Fenakyr had a daughter, Vestya. That must have been the young woman he noted spying from the other tower. He found himself looking forward to dinner, just a bit.
~
 Vishan regretted drinking most of the wine. His head spun more than it should as he followed the servant down the stairs to the second floor. The servant opened the door for him and led him through a set of corridors towards the South tower.
He noticed a change in state of the decor. This must be the family’s space in the castle. The servant stood in front of an open door, leading to a sitting room. Vish recognized the unfriendly woman reading a book by the glow of a sorcerer’s light. Did Fenakyr have a sorcerer on his staff? The lights didn’t last for long, at least Vish’s didn’t.
“Good evening,” Vish said as he entered.  
The woman looked up and erased an irritated look from her face. “I trust your quarters are satisfactory?”
She called his rooms ‘quarters’ as if he was a military man. “I like them very much, especially the view.”
“The view?” Vish turned around at the feminine voice. The young woman from the window stood behind him, with a book in her hand. “You mean me? I saw you inspecting me this afternoon.”
Vish didn’t know quite how to answer her question. “I’m sorry if I intruded on your privacy. I referred to the view of Hustafal’s rooftops and the farms and mountains beyond. The only building with any height in Baku is the Imperial Palace and my rooms there are on only on the second level. I grew up in a house with a single story. So I quite enjoy what is, to my perspective, a bird’s eye view. I am Prince Vishan Daryaku, by the way.” They both would know who he was, but he didn’t want to play games with his identity since the woman, Fateem, the valet named her, refused to do more than acknowledge his presence.
“And I am Vestya, daughter of Baron Fenakyr. Perhaps we can learn flag codes like they do in the army and communicate between towers.” She smiled.
Vishan returned her smile and liked the tinge of sarcasm. It also seemed like a peace offering and that promised more interaction. He still didn’t know why his father sent him to the house of a man so intent on killing him. Did the entire castle join in Fenakyr’s hate?
“Alas, I never learned signaling at Peshakan, where I served in the Dakkoran military.”
Gornytar opened one side of a double door other than the one that Vishan still stood in. “Dinner is ready,” He turned and disappeared.
Vishan walked over to Fateem, “May I escort you into the dining room?”
The woman stood and walked past him. Vish couldn’t help but raise his eyebrows. He’d never had a woman treat him with such rudeness before. Even his nursemaid, who always seemed to view him with distaste didn’t exude the hostility that this woman did.
“You can escort me,” Vestya said.  
He didn’t know what served as proper in the Baron’s castle. His sisters would always require a chaperone and yet it didn’t seem that Fateem cared in the slightest about any proprieties with Fenakyr’s daughter. Vestya took his arm and they walked the few paces to a dining room with seating for twenty in the fashion of the North. At the Palace and at home, dinner was usually eaten from couches that were not much higher than pillows on the floor. 
The table was set for three with none sitting at the head. One place setting faced the other two. Fateem had already taken her place, leaving Vestya to sit next to the head of the table. Vish pulled out Vestya’s chair and walked around to seat himself facing both women. Gornytar appeared from the side of the wall to assist Vish. He hadn’t even noticed the valet.
“What brings you to Hustafal, your highness?” Vestya said.
“Both of you can call me Vishan. I’m not much for formality. I finished a stint in the army not long ago.” Vish noticed a stiffening in Fateem’s posture. “My father sent me here.” He gave the women a tiny shrug. “I don’t know why.”
“I know why,” Fateem said. “You are betrothed to Vestya and you tell me you really didn’t know?”
Vishan’s face burned. Betrothed? He couldn’t reply since his tongue was stuck to the roof of his mouth. His father could have warned him in some manner. The move didn’t make any sense until it dawned on him that one way to fend off Fenakyr would be to make Vishan a son-in-law, and his daughter a possible Empress. His father’s game-playing never ceased to amaze him. “I’ll let you read the message my father sent. The instructions only told me to travel to Hustafal.”
Did Vishan hear a faint chuckle behind him? If Gornytar thought it amusing that made him much more appealing than he might have thought. But then, what if the valet had laughed at him? He’d have to figure that out later.
“So, perhaps we really should learn to signal to each other,” Vestya said. “I imagine we shall need to get to know one another better.”
Vish didn’t know what to say. Now he had to make sure he had sufficient rope to let him escape the castle. Perhaps Fenakyr now might rather have him under lock and key so he couldn’t get away. These people knew more than he did and Vish couldn’t let that continue.
“Is a wedding day set?” Vish said. “I’m obviously the last to know. I’d like to have some small say on something anyway.”
Fateem glared at Vishan. “You really don’t know, do you?”
Vish shook his head.
“Fateem has counted on her son marrying me ever since we were small. Your arrival has put an end to her dreams.”
Vishan was surprise that Vestya would reveal such a personal matter at dinner, but then he had no idea what the family dynamics were. He’d have to have a long talk with Gornytar, if the man would be willing to reveal anything of use to him. Vish had never felt more detached from control in his life. How could he make proper preparations for disaster, if he didn’t even know what kind of disaster might befall him?
“I am sorry to have spoiled your plans,” Vish bowed his head towards the housekeeper.
Two servants laid the first course at each place. Vish looked down at tiny bird legs sitting in a green, chunky sauce. He’d never seen such a preparation before. The foreign food only made him more ill at ease.
“They aren’t spoiled yet,” Fateem said.
Vish took a few bites, contemplating the woman’s words. He decided he would have to treat the woman like an obstinate horse. “I am the Emperor’s son. I have been through a great deal, including personal attacks. I am not going to permit you to treat me with such ill humor. If you can’t generate an acceptable attitude, I’ll make sure you have no way to speak in a civil tongue, or any tongue at all, for that matter.”
He looked at Fateem and then at Vestya, who seemed to be smiling behind a napkin. Vish didn’t mean what he said, but the woman irritated him to no end.
Fateem colored. “I am sorry if I offended you, Prince Vishan. It won’t happen again.”
Vishan doubted that, but he wouldn’t let her get off with only an apology. “If your son is important to you, perhaps he might like to spend a few years at the Peshakan Military Outpost and fight the Cuminee like I did. Do I make myself clear?”
The woman’s face turned white. She wiped a bit of sauce from her upper lip. “If you will excuse me?”
Vishan nodded as the woman rose and left. “Gornytar, are you still behind me?”
“I am, Prince.”
“Good, you have just been promoted to chaperone.”
“As you wish, your Highness.”
Vishan looked across at a grinning Vestya. “You know this sauce is quite good with whatever this little bird is.”
Vestya laughed. “It’s not a bird. It’s a local lizard.”
Suddenly, Vish had an urge to cough, but he kept it to a single hack. “Lizard. I’ve never had the opportunity to eat one before. It tastes like a bird.”
“So they say,” Vestya said, looking off at a painting on the wall.
Vish then noticed that neither Vestya nor Fateem had been served the same dish. He ate the lizard legs anyway to Vestya’s amusement.
“Are the rest of the courses as unique as this one?” Vishan said as he finished the plate. He actually didn’t mind the taste at all. 
Vestya looked behind Vishan at Gornytar. “Our guest can have Fateem’s portion. We are ready for our next course.”
“Yes, my lady.” Gornytar said. Vishan turned around to see a smirking Gornytar leave the room.
“So you permitted Fateem to have her fun?”
Vestya smiled. Vishan liked her full lips and white teeth. She had a duskier complexion than her father and long black hair piled on her head. “I did. You are an enigma to our family.”
“Why am I an enigma?” Vishan asked. Was he here to survive? Was the betrothal real? Vishan had seen no proof of other than what these two women had told him. The lizard legs didn’t help their credibility.              
“Father doesn’t know what to make of you. You seem to be able to survive... things.”
“I try to be prepared. If I learn something new, I remember it and apply it if I can. I’ve made sure that survivability is infused into how I think.”
“So what emergency preparations have you made for your stay in our castle?”
Vishan smiled. “Why would I tell you? With due respect, one of the keys of such thinking is to keep your plans to yourself.”
“You won’t share them with your future wife?”
“How do I know the ‘betrothal’ is genuine?” Vishan said.
Vestya laughed. “Oh, that. I will show you the official document, which my father left here. I don’t think he believed it either, but I promise, your father’s seal is quite genuine. I’ll show you after dinner.”
Vishan’s breath seemed to have left him. He had hoped she was incorrect. He had his father’s note in his jacket so at the very least he could check the seal.
The next course consisted of what appeared to be beef stew. Vishan looked over at Vestya’s plate. Everything looked exactly the same. Maybe the cook spit in his serving or perhaps Fateem did in the kitchen. He tasted the broth and it tasted normal to him. Beef wasn’t popular in the Imperial Capital. Another slight? But then Vishan remembered the cows in the feeding lots. Hustafal certainly had a different culture.
Vestya dug into her stew. “I am sorry about Fateem. I tried to tell her that you had nothing to do with the betrothal, but her heart was set on Bashelyr as my husband.” She leaned over and put her hand below her neck. “I did not. We played together as children, but we didn’t grow closer together as we got older. Quite the opposite, actually, he would rather go off on his own to live in some other locale.”
Is that what Vish would like to do? Settle far away, not from his somewhat indifferent mother, but from his unpredictable father. He nodded his head as the thought came and went. He knew that he wouldn’t want to have been Fateem’s son. But that wasn’t fair. She would not treat her son as he had been treated.
“What do you wish?” Vishan asked.
“I wish you’d ask me that after we get to know each other better. I’m not willing to tell you my innermost secrets so soon in our relationship.”
Vish liked her answer. No batting her eyelashes or indirection... just a plain answer that he respected. “Then, what is it you’d like to know about me? I, too, have some areas off bounds, but I’m willing to provide you with what information I can. When are we to wed? Is that mentioned in the offer letter?”
Servants cleared the stew. Vish was surprised he had finished it.
“Shall we move directly to dessert? The kitchen would like that since they eat the leftovers.”
Vishan smiled at the consideration of the servants. “Why not?” His curiosity had grown. Perhaps the letter might reveal something else to him, if it was genuine, that is.
Dessert consisted of something familiar, iced fruit and light sugared wafers. He’d had much the same kind of thing at home. Vestya devoured hers while Vishan didn’t care as much for the too-sweet fruit and ate enough to be polite.
“Come with me,” she said as she showed them back into the sitting room. “I’ll be right back. You can peruse the Baron’s library.”
Vish took her up on the offer and looked through the full shelves that were in the sitting room. He came to a section on the theory of Affinity and the use of power. These were sorcerer’s books. He had the same volumes in his own library in his palace quarters. He picked out a well-worn volume, that he didn’t have, on the origin of the Warstones. It seemed ancient. He didn’t have anything similar.
“Found something interesting?” Vestya said walking up behind him.
“Who is the sorcerer?” Vishan asked waving the Warstone book at Vestya.
“Sorceress. Me,” she said. She presented him with the betrothal document and sat down on a chair next to a table near the window.
Vishan looked up and could see the windows to his own rooms. He took the chair on the other side and pulled out his instructions.
“These are my orders,” Vish said as he pulled out his document. He perused the betrothal letter.
 
Neeran Fenakyr, Baron of Hustafal,
 
For the good of the Empire, Vishan Daryaku, Prince of the Empire shall be betrothed to Vestya Fenakyr, your daughter. The wedding is to take place no later than six months from the date of this letter in Hustafal. Notice of the nuptials are to be delivered to Emperor Shalil Daryaku and to Princess Yalla, the eleventh wife of the Emperor no later than five weeks prior to the ceremony so that each might have sufficient time to attend, should they so desire.
 
In consideration of this much-anticipated event, one hundred thousand gold dreks shall be delivered to Baron Hustafal no later than two months after the ceremony.
 
Sealed into a decree, the seventeenth day of the fourth month of the 365th year of the Daryakan dynasty,
 
(The Imperial Seal) 
 
Well, that certainly looked like something his father would produce. His consideration of his mother’s wish to see her now-only son wed gave the decree some credence. His examination of the dates gave him about four months before Fenakyr would become his father-in-law. One hundred thousand gold dreks paid for his marriage? Didn’t the bride usually pay a dowry? He didn’t understand his father’s need to keep him in the dark.  Why not tell him he had arranged a marriage before he left? Vish suddenly grew very tired of his father’s games.
Vishan thought back to the feedlots on the way to Hustafal and felt empathy with the beasts, like an animal being led to the slaughter. Vestya looked comely enough, but she still had to be her father’s child. Did Fenakyr still want to kill him, despite the forced betrothal? The marriage had brought him to his enemy’s den and unwanted confusion filled his mind.
He looked over the seal to his orders and the decree and he couldn’t tell any difference. He looked well and truly betrothed. He tossed both documents across the table to Vestya. 
Vishan took a much more critical look at his bride to be. She certainly was comely enough with intelligent and lively eyes. She didn’t appear to have any physical abnormalities and he still liked her smile. He liked her long neck and, so far, her demeanor. He thought she would appeal to him regardless of the circumstances. Other than the fact, of course, that Vishan had no say in the matter.
“It looks genuine to me,” Vestya said, shrugging, “but then I didn’t doubt it when the Baron showed it to me.”
“How did he take it?”
“A way to get rid of his daughter and be paid for it? Rather well, I would imagine. He doesn’t talk to me much.”  She brightened as a thought, obviously came into her head. “Do you know how Affinity works? Use too much without knowing how to shield the power and you end up absorbing power from others around you as well as the nexus. It can make people sick. Children don’t develop enough power to do so, but my mother died six years ago, when I was fifteen about the time we learned I had Affinity. When the Baron found out, he purchased a book on sorcery and threw it in my lap one night demanding me to learn how to shield my power. I think that’s why he spends so much time in Baku.” Vestya stopped talking. It looked like she waited for a reaction.
“Who runs this castle in his absence?” Peleor taught him how to shield his magic long ago. Vish wasn’t that interested in the subject.
“Fateem takes care of the castle. The Hustafal Council has run the barony’s administrative matters for years, since the Baron spends most of his time in Baku. He has caretakers at his various estates and farms.”
“And you?”
Vestya laughed. “I sit around all day trying to figure out how to leave. It appears that you, my prince, may be my salvation.”
“Only if you teach me how to shield you from my power.” Vishan tried to be a bit playful.
Vestya’s eyes grew wide. “No one told me you had power. I told you about my mother to scare you.”
“You might be scared if you don’t teach me how to shield my power. My tutor in sorcery never told me about this condition.” Perhaps he could learn something about Vestya if he engaged her in teaching him what she knew.
“It’s easy enough to learn. People have to be around you all of the time in order for your power to have any long-term effect. I’ll teach you tomorrow. How did you know you were a sorcerer?”
Vishan spent the rest of the evening telling Vestya an edited version about his power. He ended by telling her about the power that Scouts used to live in the field. He had learned shielding in his early training with Peleor, but he wanted Fateem to show him what she knew.
“My life has been sheltered compared to yours.”
“I saw this book. What do you know about the Warstones?” Vishan said.
“There are four of them. Moon, Blood, Sun and Pure. The Pure burned out and is now called the Darkstone. I’ve dedicated my life to finding out where it is.”
Vishan narrowed his eyes, smiling. Vestya couldn’t be older than he. “Dedicated your life?”
“This book is only one of many. The rest are in my rooms. The best information I have is that the Great Emperor was buried in Dakkor, in the mountains not far from Hustafal. The Darkstone was buried with him in a stone crypt. I’m going to find it.” She clutched her fist and assumed a determined look.
“Perhaps we can look for it together, since I have no idea what I’m to do here other than marry someone within six months.” He looked at Vestya and still couldn’t picture himself married to her or anyone else. “The whole trip here and this...” he picked up the betrothal decree, “seems so surreal. I don’t know what to think of it, except that I believe it would be proper to spend more time with you.”
“I’m of much the same frame of mind. I looked at you up on the fourth floor and wondered what you were like. You could be much worse.” She clicked her tongue as if she regretted what she said. Vish couldn’t help but furrow his brow in confusion, but then he brightened as he realized what she had really said.
“Thank you for the compliment.” Vishan laughed. “And I’ll take it as such. I’m tired from my trip and will want to sleep later tomorrow. Perhaps we can start by having our midday meal together tomorrow and you can teach me the shield.”
“I know just the place. There is a walled garden on the other side of the western wall. It’s by the stables. I’ll be there with a basket of food. We’ll be to ourselves. She can look down at us from the fifth level window if she wishes. It’s her only vantage point.”
Vestya pulled a cord and the same servant that led Vishan to dinner led him back to his room.  
“If you don’t mind my saying so, I heard you didn’t mind the lady’s little trick,” the servant said, as they walked around the staircase up to Vish’s room.
Vishan wondered if he might have an ally in this man.  “I did.  It only took a little observation. I’d eat lizard legs again,” he said.
The servant nodded and didn’t say another word as he took him across the castle to his tower.  
“You can find the way from here, your Highness?”
“Vishan will do.  What is your name?  It appears I’ll be staying at Hustafal for the foreseeable future.”
“Ovyr, sir.  Work here nights when there’s a need.  I tend the gardens and the horses, as well.”
“I’m to meet Vestya tomorrow at gardens on the West side, tomorrow.  There is a door by the stables?”
“Vestya?” the man furrowed his brow, and then he nodded his head. “Ah, yes, there is sir.  Only the baron and his daughter are permitted in there. I sometimes go in and do some work with the flowers and such.”
“What is the garden like?”
“It’s a memorial to the baron’s wife. There are lots of planted flowers and smaller trees. She is buried in the family cryptorium, but there is a marker at the fountain. A pretty place, it is.”
“I’ll be waiting for Vestya at midday tomorrow by the gate. If you would be there to let me in should Lady Vestya be late I would appreciate it.”
“If you’ve been invited, then it will be all right.”
They reached the door to Vishan’s rooms, after all. 
“Good night, sir.”
Vishan smiled at the man, not willing to use his first name, but then he didn’t expect him to. “And to you. Thank you for showing me the way.” He slipped through the door into his rooms, closing it behind him.
He disrobed and slipped into bed. The last leg of the journey and the shock of his betrothal did him in. His head hit the pillow, but he still couldn’t sleep. He couldn’t believe anything anyone said at this point. Today’s entire episode had seemed so strange, as if it were staged. He had to admit that the betrothal document was genuine.  
Vishan didn’t know if this was another of his father’s tests or an attempt by the Emperor to kill him off yet again. Would he ever know the truth? 
~~~
 





CHAPTER FIFTEEN
~
VISHAN STOOD AT THE GATE INTO THE GARDEN for a while before he found Ovyr in the stable.  
“It appears the lady is late. Would you let me in?”
Ovyr looked relieved when he asked—an odd expression for being asked to do something that might not be looked favorably on by the castle’s inhabitants. The man quickly unlocked the gate and scurried away.
He pushed the gate open and saw Vestya sitting on the edge of a fountain. She waved her hand underneath the water.
“A test?” Vishan tired of all the game playing at Hustafal.
“One you passed. I counted eighteen minutes. You have an adequate amount of patience and have shown a decent level of initiative. Who opened the garden door for you?”
“Ovyr. He gardens here and has a key.”
Vestya clapped her hands with delight. “And you are personable enough with the servants. Very good. You’ll make someone a delightful husband. Are you hungry?”
Vishan didn’t know what to make of her comment, but sat on a bench in front of the fountain and watched her play with the water. “Someone delivered breakfast at my doorstep at a respectable hour. Thank you. So I’m hungry enough, but I haven’t been starved. I’d hate to have to consume my betrothed in a fit of starvation.”
She laughed. “That certainly won’t happen this afternoon!” Vestya looked younger than a woman a few years older than him should.  She stood and shook the water drops off of her fingers  “I am starving, but I promise I won’t tear into your manly flesh with bared teeth. I consume people differently.”
“Like your mother” Vishan said and put his hand to his mouth, amazed that such rude words came from him. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to say that.”
Vestya’s smile disappeared. “Why did you say such a horrid thing then?”
“I guess I’m upset with what my power can do if it isn’t shielded. It preyed upon my mind this morning and...” He shrugged. “Please accept my apology.”
Vestya waved her hand. “That would be nothing compared to the Baron’s words. I forgive you. I think we’ve both been under a lot of stress, being thrown together as we have.”
“The Baron left for Baku the day after he received the decree. Sometimes he’s unreadable and that was one of the times.”
“Were you ever tested by the sorcerers?” Vishan said.
“And disappear into one of their towers forever? When did you ever see a woman sorcerer?”
Vishan had to think. He never had and the subject had never come up with Peleor. “I haven’t.”
Vestya picked up a rock to throw it into the water, but didn’t. “Ovyr would have to get it out.” She dropped the rock. “I refused to go. My father offered to have members of the guild visit, but I put up a monumental fuss.”
“I’ve never heard of a sorcerer marrying a sorceress. Do you think my father knows?” Vishan asked. He knew the answer before he even mentioned it. Of course, he would know everything. The man enjoyed putting people into impossible situations just to see if they survived. Vish would survive, if only to spite his father. 
Vestya nodded. “I’m going to eat, even if you won’t,” she said and walked across the little garden square and retrieved a basket covered with a white cloth. “No insects or lizards or spit,” she said, giving him a smile. Perhaps she had forgiven his unthoughtful comment.
Vishan thought the best course was to have some food. At least they wouldn’t have to talk while they ate and he wasn’t too sure he could master his tongue for such a long period. His mother had never taught him how to court women and, he had to admit, that was the project his father had sent him to do. He’d have to learn along the way. He looked at Vestya rummage around in the basket. He’d just be honest about it.
“I’m afraid I’ve learned many things in my life, but I’ve never learned courtly manners around eligible women. You will have to excuse rude outbursts and comments made at seemingly inopportune times. Perhaps you can tutor me as we go.”
Vestya grinned at him. “I’m a harsh taskmistress. But if that’s what you really want, I will do my best, a preliminary lesson, if you will. Don’t complain about the food unless you are agreeing with the lady. I will play the part of the eligible lady in our sessions, since I’m more than eligible. Do you agree?”
Vishan had to smile at her approach. Perhaps if he were older, more practiced around women, he might purse his lips and say something witty. He had tried at dinner and didn’t seem to be so bad. But such expertise came with practice.
Vish thought about something useful to say. What was her passion? The Darkstone. “How do you intend on finding the Darkstone?” he said as he took the thinly sliced meat and fruit that Vestya had placed on a plate.
“Father always insisted that I take an escort and I could never find one suitable. I imagine that you would do.” She gave him a fetching smile and put her forefinger underneath her chin.
Vishan finished swallowing the very tender meat. “I suppose I should agree to go. Won’t that be the proper course?”
“Actually not. A woman and a man, even betrothed can’t just go off on an expedition, you know.”
“So something,” Vishan gulped, “after we are married?”
“After we are married. The fall will be a better time after all of the leaves drop. Until then we can go over all of the legends and work together to find the likeliest places.”
“I thought you knew where the tomb was located. Not far from here?”
“Now a suitor doesn’t question the lady’s knowledge.” Vestya laughed. At least she was enjoying their conversation despite his awful gaffe. “Anyway, there are conflicting accounts.”
“As one might expect.”
“Uh-huh, as one might expect. I’ll show you my collection of books.”
“I don’t think we can do so in your rooms,” Vish tried to be sensitive to their awkward situation.
“Actually there is a map room that has sat in disuse for ages. It is at the bottom of your tower. We can leave the door open.” She looked at him sideways and gave him a sly look. Playfully conspiratorial, Vishan thought.
“Should we adjourn to the map room?”
“No, I’ll have a servant move my books, for there are a trunkful of them. We can start tomorrow. For today, I think your lady would like to know what life was like living in the house of a Princess of the Emperor.”
Vishan thought about what information he should present to Vestya. He decided to describe what his sisters’ lives were like. He knew enough about them although they were never particularly close. Vestya would be able to identify more with their upbringing than with his.
She asked lots of questions about details that made Vishan struggle to recall, but before he had finished, the sun had left the garden.
“We can continue another day,” Vestya said. “You did very well, my prince. I’ve decided to give Fateem another chance dining with us. I hope you can do as well with her as you have with me.” 
A dark look passed over her face, like a cloud on a bright day. Vishan was at a loss to interpret the woman. He suppressed a sigh and helped her gather the remains of their midday meal and walked her to the middle of the castle courtyard.
“You go there and I’ll go this way,” she nodded towards the South tower. “You can meet us in the sitting room at any time. Dinner is at the seventh hour. You remember the pull in the sitting room? There’s one like it in your rooms. Please use it to call for a servant to guide you, if you still need to.” Vestya turned and walked to a set of window-filled double doors leading into the baron’s living quarters. 
Vishan dusted off his hands and headed back to the stables. Perhaps he could run into Ovyr. He stepped into the stables through an open door and saw Ovyr pitching hay.
“Ovyr, I wondered if you have a length of rope I might borrow. I want to tie up my trunk.”
“Not wanting anyone to look in it? Secrets?”
“Something like that. Ten yards worth, I’d imagine would work. I’ll just coil up what I don’t use.”
Ovyr took Vishan to a supply room. “I imagine this is longer than what you want, but it’s thin and supple.”
Vish hadn’t seen rope woven quite like that before. He tested it and it seemed strong enough and took the coil. “Thanks, I think I can find my way well enough tonight.”
Ovyr nodded. “You are welcome, Sir Prince.”
The coil was as light as it looked as Vishan put it over his shoulder and walked across the courtyard to the North tower. He looked inside his empty trunk and put a few ornaments from his rooms inside in case someone decided to shake it. He uncoiled the rope and it would work well enough to give him an escape route should he need it.
Vishan walked to the window facing outside the castle. He looked down to the moat below. If he escaped he wouldn’t slide down to the courtyard as most expected, but down on the outside.
He used as much rope as he could and tied elaborate knots around the trunk, but they would come undone easily with an uttered spell. He felt better about his situation and looked forward to dinner with Vestya. She seemed compatible enough and he decided that his father could do much worse in pairing him with someone. He thought their conversation had ended well enough.
Fenakyr still seemed to loom over the castle like a dark storm that could emit thunder and lightning with a rain that could dampen the nascent relationship with his daughter at any time.
The path to the sitting room seemed easy enough to find now. Fateem sat in the same chair as the previous night reading. She attempted a smile, but the coldness of the gesture made Vish shiver. Vestya hadn’t yet arrived.
“How are you this evening?” Vish said trying to give the woman a second chance at civility.
“Well enough, and you, Prince Vishan?” He noticed that the gray streaks in her hair had gone and her dress fit her much more fashionably, taking years off of her appearance.
“I’ve had a tolerable day highlighted with an afternoon in the garden.”
“I noticed. It’s a pleasant enough place. I’ve frequented it enough,” she said and buried her face back in her book. Vishan noted some kind of message with her comment, but he couldn’t decipher her undertone.
Vestya walked into the room. She seemed like a bright torch in a dark cave. Vish could see again, after groping in the darkness trying to make conversation with the frigid Fateem.
“Dinner is served,” Gornytar said as he opened the door to the dining room.
Fateem walked in first, followed by Vestya, who didn’t offer Vishan her arm. It seemed a little strange, but then he played a game where he didn’t know the rules.
They sat down, but Vestya and Fateem switched places with the older woman sitting closer to Fenakyr’s seat.
Vishan noticed that the Baron’s place had been set for dinner. Now he felt totally lost with all of the antics.
“Ah, there you are Prince Vishan,” Baron Fenakyr said as he rushed into the room. “I see you’ve met my daughter and Fateem, my ward.”
“Your ward?” Vishan said, now thoroughly confused. Did his ward manage the castle affairs? She no longer looked like old enough to mother a grown son. His stomach began to turn. They continued to play with him.
“I am Fateem,” Vestya said. “My parents were killed in a fire that burned down our mansion three years ago. The baron took over our lands and gave me a place in his castle.”
“And you are Vestya?” Vishan asked of the housekeeper.
She gave Vishan a wicked smile. “Yes, betrothed.” Why did she say it with such triumph?
Vishan felt as if he had plunged into a house for the insane. “I am sorry, Baron. There has been some misunderstanding.” There was no misunderstanding. He had been played a fool from the start to put him off balance. Any fool could see that, and right now he felt very, very foolish.
“Only on your part. I’ll see you wed to my daughter and I’ll collect one hundred thousand golden dreks. There is nothing you can do to stop me.” Fenakyr laughed. “Your father wants you to settle down with a woman who understands what the Emperor wants.”
“What about the sorcery story?”
The baron glared at the younger, prettier Fateem, who colored with embarrassment. “You didn’t tell him that drivel, did you?”
She lifted her chin. “I still want to seek out the Darkstone. Vishan is a sorcerer, so he can help me.”
“Fateem has her wild dreams and that’s all they will be, dreams,” Fenakyr said. His face had screwed up with displeasure. He obviously didn’t like his ward.
“They are not dreams. Vishan promised to give my search a fresh look.”
Vish didn’t promise anything, exactly, and the taunts by Fenakyr and his real daughter were anything but harmless. He wouldn’t be able to relax with his father in on the game. 
What did Fenakyr have to give his father? His life? There could be other games, layers and strategies that Vishan hadn’t a clue existed. His tutors told him that politics could be inscrutable. Vish couldn’t feel more lost. He couldn’t trust anything or anyone in this castle.
He looked at his host, unable to speak or think. He felt like spluttering, but did what he could to control himself. “And the betrothal?”
Fenakyr laughed. “We’ll see if you are worth one hundred thousand dreks.” Vishan couldn’t detect a shred of the respect Fenakyr should have had towards a son of the Emperor.
For the first time in all of this fiasco, Vishan felt truly trapped, even with his thoughts of escape. He couldn’t come up with a solution at dinner. He smiled at the real Vestya and couldn’t see her in his future. If he had to marry her, he would set her aside as quickly as possible. If his father could have twelve wives, then he could have two.
“I wouldn’t mind helping Fateem with her research, Baron Fenakyr. She said your map room isn’t used. It would help pass the time. Vestya would be free to join us.”
“Free to join you? As if you have any status in my household. But go ahead. I’ll be having you watched, Prince,” Fenakyr said.
“Thank you.” He didn’t say another word until he had eaten and left the trio still eating desert in the dining room. It was all he could do to put up with smug faces and never-ending insults from the father and daughter.
“Father, you didn’t rub his nose in hard enough,” he heard Vestya say as soon as he left the dining room.  
He would leave from this madhouse. Would he have to kill Baron Fenakyr and his daughter? Was that what his father wanted? Escape might alienate the Emperor, but Vishan didn’t think he could abide any close relationship to Fenakyr.
Finding his room was no problem, even in the dark. He lit a sorcerer’s globe as he walked up the stairs. He grimaced. This morning the situation held promise. Now? It seemed that everyone was in on the joke. 
He closed his door and magically locked it. Someone had moved the ropes around on his trunk during dinner, but they were unsuccessful in opening the trunk. Vish inspected the entire length of the rope and found three places where the rope had been sliced in half. He would leave the rope as it was after readjusting the knots so he’d know of they disturbed the trunk again. Vishan could always repair those cuts with power just before he escaped. 
He wouldn’t wait for a wedding and he was sure Fenakyr wouldn’t let him leave the castle on his own. Running might give Fenakyr a chance to kill him with the Emperor’s blessing. But then, what would his father really think if he killed Fenakyr? Vishan wasn’t ready to go to that extreme. Flight still seemed to be the right thing to do. He could travel to Serytar and take a ship to Besseth if he had to.  
What could he do in Besseth? He could always become a mercenary. He certainly had enough military skills for that. He could be a scholar teaching royalty all about life on Zarron, especially insight into the Dakkoran Empire. 
He tucked those thought away for the future. Right now he needed more information. He’d need to accumulate food and perhaps procure a horse in town that he could stable there. Stealing one of Fenakyr’s mounts would only give the man another excuse to kill him.
He tossed and turned, running through different scenarios. The only realistic one was to stay for a few more days and wait for the time to escape that felt most comfortable.
~
Ovyr brought up breakfast some time after Vishan pulled the servant’s cord.
“I’m sorry about the deception, sir. You seem a nice sort and I didn’t much like telling a prince lies. Here is breakfast. Fateem still expects you to meet her at the tenth hour in the map room. It’s at the bottom of this tower.”
“Thank you,” Vishan said. He wanted to make friends with the man, but now that he knew what he faced he still couldn’t trust anyone.
As Ovyr walked out, he said, “I’d check out your trunk and the rope. No one could figure out how to break into your things.”
At least Vishan had an encouraging word from someone. Ovyr didn’t have to say anything. He read one of his sorcery books, the one on battle mages. He learned how to throw up dirt and topple trees. Perhaps the memorial garden might be a good place to practice, the errant thought, laced with vengeance, had popped into his head. Vish tossed the thought out. Vengeance against whom? Fenakyr? The real Vestya? No, it would be better to escape without the complications of having to kill them, something he didn’t want to do.
Vish had no trouble leaving his rooms and descending to the main floor. He saw more guards and servants running around the castle. It looked like Fenakyr had permitted only the most loyal servants interact with Vishan for the first two days. 
The map room had seen more active days. It smelled musty and Vishan wondered if anyone had tried to preserve the maps rolled in scroll boxes. The scroll boxes had labels. Vishan pulled one out that said Province of Hustafal.
He laid it out on the table and pursed his lips at the splotches of mold and faded lines. He looked for passes through the hills where he could make his way north to Serytar. When Fateem and Vestya walked in, he rolled up the map and put it back in its place.
The baron’s daughter still looked pinched and angry, but she dressed better and looked more presentable. Fateem looked as pretty as ever, carrying a few old books and a portfolio under her arm. Vishan helped her put books from a crate on the map table along with the ones she hand carried from her rooms.
Vestya took a chair by the large window and pulled a small book from a pocket in her dress and began to read. No greeting. 
Vishan refused to respond to his betrothed’s harsh treatment. 
“Good morning, ladies. Now Fateem, what do you have to show me?”
“I have this portfolio,” she untied a sheaf of papers. “So here are where the three stones are...”
Fateem went over the history of the stones that Vishan already knew, but he let her talk. She became animated and excited. Fateem certainly wasn’t faking her interest in the Warstones.
She pulled out a handwritten map. “Here are the clues to the cave.” Vishan recognized the mountains to the northwest of Hustafal.
“Let’s look at this map and compare,” he said and pulled out the old map. Fateem took her map and began to look for matches.
“I don’t think you will be able to just compare the maps to find the burial cave. You’ll want to see what the different sources have to say and look for similarities.”
Fateem didn’t want to listen and began to twist her handwritten map this way and that, but looked more frustrated the longer she did so.
“You don’t even know the scale of your handwritten map,” Vishan said, trying to keep from laughing.
“You go ahead and put her in her place,” Vestya said, giving both a vicious smile, nodding, and then returning to her book.
Vish wondered how much the woman read and how much she listened in. She had to be Fenakyr’s eyes and ears, not that the baron particularly needed any at this point.
“Perhaps rather than trying to draw a map, we could write down the descriptions of the topography...”
“Topography? What’s that?” Vestya said, showing that she didn’t ignore what they were talking about.
“The lay of the land, where all of the mountains, forests, lakes, streams, dry beds, valleys are, that kind of thing. Do it for each of the sources and try to find commonality. If everything is different, then no one knows where the cave is.”
Fateem put her mouth in a pout. She looked rather cute that way, Vishan thought, and wished that she hadn’t been part of the attempt to deceive him. Perhaps Fateem had no choice being Fenakyr’s ward... maybe.
“We can do it together. One of us can read and the other can write,” he said. That made Fateem brighten up a little.
“Perhaps we can trade off,” Fateem said. “You read first.”
Vish shrugged and pulled out a paper. He told Fateem the facts and she listed them. He didn’t really believe that the Great Emperor would be buried close by or that there was something so important as the Darkstone left at large in the world.
Their efforts went on for a few hours. Vestya yawned and then rose to put her book in her dress pocket. “I give up. You two are unbearably boring,” she said as she left the room without another word.
Fateem let out a sigh. “I thought she’d never leave. This is rather dry work, though.” She giggled.
“I’m used to dry work. Actually, I can see this is getting us somewhere. How many more accounts?”
“Two more from my notes and then there are the books.”
Vishan grimaced more than smiled. “Then we should get to it.” He’d rather do this work than pace in his room worrying about how and when to escape. It helped him keep a lid on the anger and the disappointment in his father. Shock, embarrassment and then anger, he’d gone through all three in less than a day. He refused to let the anger turn to acquiescence, but he had to give himself some time so that he didn’t act too rashly. Vish expected that was what Fenakyr desired. 
He started by a nudge to his arm. “Oy, Captain!” Fateem said. “You were drifting off course. I could see it in your eyes.”
“Sorry, I thought about my predicament, thank you.”
She seemed to water a bit in the eyes. “A shameful, but rather convincing performance on all of our parts.” She looked behind to see if anyone listened in. “More than a few of us were threatened to become players, including me. It wasn’t difficult to play Vestya’s part. I wish I were her.”
“I wouldn’t feel as bad as I do now,” Vishan said, reddening a bit. They had exchanged what he perceived were true intentions. He hoped that Ovyr had been threatened rather than playing his part willingly. Vish cleared his throat. “We can talk of this later, but I think we should proceed to read and write.” 
Fateem gave him a half smile. “This is my passion, truly.” She picked up one of the old books and opened it to a bookmark to find the passage she wanted to recite.
After he had written it down he began to shuffle the papers. “Are the others as good as the last one?”
Fateem furrowed her brow and closed the book. “This is a good one?”
“I can see some consistency here.” Vishan said, holding back his growing excitement. 
“One more.” She pulled out another dusty tome and read.
Vishan saw a distinct pattern as he finished writing down the description.
“A valley and a guarded passage. We need to look for a ravine and a small plain with a proper overlook for the Emperor. A chink in the sky. Everything says that the cave is in the mountains. The plain can be a meadow, the guarded passage could be stone pillars, manmade or natural. A chink in the sky, again made by the pillars? Buried in the sight of his ancestors. Do we know where the Great Emperor came from?”
Fateem’s eyes brightened as she pulled out another book. “The city of the Ankenyr”
“Where is that?” Vishan said. Onkyr? The city of Onkyr? He pulled out the old map from where he sought out an escape route and remembered seeing a notation for Onkyr. He might have heard Sulm talk about it in passing once. A faded city? There it was. “Does this city still exist? Onkyr. Do you see it?”
“It was part of my father’s domain. Those are ruins today. We used to drive past it often. Do you really think…? It’s too easy.”
“Not too easy, but I’m good at puzzles, it seems,” Vishan said without boasting. “Is there an accurate map here? I know this one isn’t.”
Fateem sauntered to the scroll cases and read the tags on the maps, pulling out one.
“I think this is the latest one. My father had it commissioned before I was born. Most of these are my father’s maps.  When he died the baron seized our fief, along with me.”
“Ancient,” Vishan said.
“You think me ancient?” Fateem playfully struck his arm.
“Not you, the map.” Suddenly, Vishan enjoyed being with Fateem. He wanted to know her better, but only if she proved trustworthy and at this point he didn’t know how to perform that miracle in this castle. His suspicion spoiled the flash of joy, but he smiled back.
She unrolled the map. The improved scale made it easier to read. 
“So a view of the ruins would be consistent with a burial chamber or cave in the mountains. If that is true then the site would be somewhere here.” He circled a likely area with his finger. Looking more closely at the map, he noticed the illustrations of the mountains repeated too often. “I doubt these are real, only representations of the hills. Probably nothing has the detail that we need. It would be better to explore in this vicinity.”
“That’s why no one has ever found it?” Fateem said.
“Perhaps. It would require an expedition. We’d have to spend a few weeks or more going up into the hills and looking around. How tall are the mountains?”
“Not too high. They don’t collect snow like others further east,” Fateem said leaning over, looking at the map. Her hair had become unfastened in places during their afternoon efforts and some of it cascaded on the topography. 
He sniffed the scent of flowers of some kind. 
“You’re a little close, my Prince,” she said.
Vishan straightened up, not realizing how far he leaned over. “I’m sorry.”
“You shouldn’t normally, but these are hardly normal circumstances. I think we’ve done enough for today. Tomorrow we’ll talk about the Darkstone, itself.” She shivered with excitement and left the room. He drew in her lingering scent. Vishan, remember that you are a prisoner of deceptive people who are joyfully pulling off your wings. He chided himself for softening up. He’d try to find an appropriate demeanor for tomorrow.
~~~
 





CHAPTER SIXTEEN
~
VISHAN HAD SKIPPED DINNER WITH THE BARON. He received a note from Vestya stating that the Baron would be gone this morning and that his morning meal would be sent up. Breakfast arrived a few minutes later. The plate had a few slices of bread along with a mug of water. Enough was enough. He wouldn’t be regarded as some prisoner. He grabbed his sword and it felt lighter in the scabbard. 
Vish pulled out the blade, to find there wasn’t one. Someone had cut his weapon down so that the hilt would barely stay in the scabbard while he spent the afternoon with Fateem and Vestya. The knife his father had given him so long ago still was intact, only because it had stayed with him. 
Such a violation!  He’d have to seal the door and windows from now on. He left for the map room and his next session with Fateem. Enough of this! He ran down the stairs, fists clenched and trying not to shake in fury. 
Both women had arrived. Vestya read her book and Fateem shuffled through their notes. 
“You’re upset,” Fateem said, gazing into Vishan’s eyes.
“No more than any other prisoner,” Vish said. He wouldn’t complain about his sword, but the bread and water? “I hesitate to say this, but I will treat my future wife as she treats me here and now.”
Vestya sat up. “What did you say?”
“Bread and water, my lady. I will not tolerate being treated like a prisoner in a dungeon. If it continues, I will treat you as I have been treated once we are married.” Vishan waved his hand to forestall any further comment. “You’ll soon be put aside, Vestya. I’ll say no more.”   
Vestya fled from the room, hand to her mouth and a look of fear in her eyes.
Fateem leaned back laughing. “Certainly you don’t mean it.”
“I certainly do,” he said through clenched teeth. “If I have to marry that wicked woman, I will not accept her as a true wife.”
Her smile faded and she looked a little fearful herself. “I believe you,” she said quietly.
Vishan stalked around the room, breathing heavily. He leaned against the window casing and looked outside, seeing nothing but the vision of his cut-off sword and the tray of bread and water. One could only take so much and he had taken about all he could from these people. He took deep breaths and focused on Ovyr tending to horses just outside the stable. Would the stableman help him? His plan needed Ovyr to buy horses. Vishan nodded his head and took one final deep breath. 
His sanity regained, he turned around and rubbed his hands. “Now teach me all I need to know about the Darkstone.”
“What happened other than the bread and water?”
“Fenakyr cut off my sword, to a few inches from the hilt. Does he get pleasure in tormenting people?”
“Yes, he does,” Fateem said. “It’s been horrible living here, but I am without means.” She turned away.
Vishan took her chin in his hand and looked into her tearful eyes. “No longer. We will both escape, but I won’t tell you when or how. Is that fair enough?”
Fateem sighed and put her hand on his. “Yes, I’ll do whatever you want.” She moved close to him, but Vishan backed away. 
“Not that. I’ll help you find your Darkstone and then I’ll leave Dakkor, maybe even Zarron. I can lose myself in Besseth. Anything to get away from my father and his evil tests.” 
She stepped back just a little and put her hand on his shoulder. “It shall be as you say, my Prince.”  Her words sounded like she attempted to placate him. “Now listen.”
Fateem spent a full hour talking about the Darkstone. This woman truly was obsessed with the jewel.
“So only one with power can touch it?” Vishan said. She really had assembled more information about the stone than he had read.
“A lot of power, or, it is said, you will be sucked into it,” Fateem said.
“And you have a lot of power?” Vishan asked.
“I don’t know. I’ve never been tested, as I told you before. I did speak the truth in the garden. I can do this.” She snapped her fingers and produced a sorcerer’s ball of light.
Vishan didn’t know if that took a lot of power or not. He could do the same. “Did you plan on bringing a sorcerer?”
Fateem’s eyes widened. “I never thought of that. My dream is to be the first to touch the Darkstone in thousands of years. I’ll have enough power to bring us riches, fame, long life. The Darkstone is power!”
“Nothing that you read to me said that. Are you sure it will bring power or is the power merely an augmentation of the sorcerer who touches it?” Vishan looked at Fateem’s sparkling eyes powered by her obsession with the Darkstone. He thought the bauble, if it really existed, would be a dangerous thing. The Great Emperor might have even instructed his sorcerers not to touch it. “Don’t get your dreams mixed up with reality, Fateem. You’ll be disappointed. Now, tell me again how the Purestone darkened?”
“At the moment of the Great Emperor’s death, the stone turned black. One account says that a number of servants without power touched the stone and died. No one else physically touched it after that,” Fateem said. She didn’t even have to refer to the notes she had long since memorized.
Vishan rubbed his chin and tried to put all she had said into perspective. “So what makes you think a powerful sorcerer—”
She flashed a smile at him. “Why not?” She called three light globes and made them spin around each other. “See? I’ll take the Darkstone. It’s my dream and you’ll help me make it come true.”
“Okay. We may have to take a circuitous route to the cave, but we’ll get there. Fenakyr knows about all of this.” Vishan waved his hand over the table with Fateem’s scattered notes. “The first place he’ll look will be towards Onkyr.”
Fateem slid up close to him and pulled his head down and kissed him on the ear. “The Baron has never been interested in my passion, nor Vestya. She had her nose in her romantic novel all morning. No one knows about Onkyr except you and I. Let’s keep it that way.” She stole a kiss, by jumping up and brushing his lips.
Vishan’s head spun. He’d never had a real relationship with a woman before, although he’d had a few barmaids sit on his lap in taverns back at Baku. He smelled her hair again and kissed her again with a ferocity that surprised him. She kissed him right back.
“Enough,” she said as she disengaged. “If they see us kiss, they’ll only keep you away from me. They will enjoy tormenting both of us.”
That thought brought Vishan back down to earth. “Good point.” He straightened up his jacket, even though it didn’t appear to need it. He looked at Fateem breathing a little heavy and smiling at him. They both had let their defenses down and that could be dangerous. 
“We will talk about a different place then,” Vishan said as he gathered Fateem’s notes. “Let’s find another destination and make some notes that will lead Fenakyr away from where we want to go. It’s called misdirection.” Vishan said. 
Fateem’s eyes shone with excitement. Her expression made him want to cover her face with kisses. Later, it would have to be later.
They began to lay their false trail. It wasn’t necessarily a false trail for Vishan. He still harbored lingering doubts about Fateem. She had that wild air about her and if she led him astray, then he had to prepare himself to dump her immediately and go off on his own. He regretted not telling her, but his personal survival meant everything to him.
“Plotting an escape?”
Vishan jumped at Fenakyr’s words as he sauntered into the map room. “An expedition,” Vish said. “You like sneaking up on people?”
“Sometimes. Often, actually.” The smug look on Fenakyr’s face repelled Vishan.
“Vestya told me that you threatened her earlier this morning. That’s not something I recommend.” Fenakyr said.
“I only said that I would treat her as you have treated me after we are married, nothing more, nothing less. She will not be my only wife.”
Fenakyr pursed his lips. “Is that true, Fateem?”
“It is. I’m sure Vestya was horrified at the thought, though,” she said.
“No beatings? Mutilation?” Fenakyr said.
Fateem laughed. “Is that what she told you?”
“It’s none of your business, girl.”
Fateem snorted. “She plays her own games with her father, as her father plays his with those who can’t fight back.”
“And you would fight back?” Fenakyr sneered at his ward.
Fateem took a step back. “I am out of bounds, aren’t I?”
“You are.” Fenakyr said, glaring at her.
She nodded and took another step back with her head down.
Vishan wondered if this was an act in some play. He didn’t know.
Fenakyr’s presence made everyone uncomfortable. He had an idea. “I only wish to be regarded as a normal person. If you don’t want me to dine with you, then I’d be happy to do so in your kitchens. I’m not a proud man.”
Fenakyr looked up and down at Vish. “I will honor your request. We’ll see just how humble you are. Eat whatever you like in the kitchens.”
His angry words at Vestya had earned him a measure of freedom. He could sequester supplies better that way as well. He wouldn’t be at Fenakyr’s pleasure for long. 
“I’ve had enough of you two today. You may both eat in the kitchens the rest of the day.” Fenakyr turned to walk out. “Fateem, I’ll expect to see you at breakfast, tomorrow morning” He said with his back turned to them, his steps fading on the stone floor.
Fateem took a seat and fanned herself. “He scared me to death.”
“Your face is white enough,” Vishan said, smiling after his victory of sorts. He’d take them any way he could. “I’m hungry. We can bring some food back here and work on our expedition.” He winked at Fateem and grinned.
~
Vishan looked at the ceiling in his room, with his hands behind his head as he lay in bed trying to sort out the day. He ran into Ovyr in the kitchens and the man said he could arrange for three horses. Vishan would give him the necessary dreks tomorrow at midday. He didn’t know if he could trust him, but what did Vish have to lose? It was the weakest part of his strategy, but he had to take the risk.
Then Fateem’s face flooded into his mind. He put his hand to his lips thinking of his stolen kisses. She had captivated him. Could he talk her into fleeing to Besseth? She might. He discounted the existence of the Darkstone, but his intention was to continue up and over the mountains into Hyrtor and then northeast to Bomai to take a ship to Besseth. Simple, direct and if they were quick enough, doable.
What would life be like with a woman at his side? He’d never thought of such a normal thing. His mother was one wife of many, but Vishan didn’t think that kind of life suited him. He’d like to have lived with a real father and a mother who wasn’t apt to spend a few nights a month with the husband she shared with many.
He touched his lips again and sighed. He’d kiss her again tomorrow. Could he determine Fateem’s fidelity through her kisses? Dakkoran history told him otherwise and that deflated his emotions. He’d read about seduction and bondage or worse, murder. But what did Fateem gain from him? Disinherited, he represented no promise of wealth or riches, despite her dreams about the Darkstone. Could she love him for whom he was? 
~
Fateem sent a message to the kitchens. She wouldn’t be able to help him in the map room today and could he carry on without her? Vestya wanted to spend time in town and Fateem was called upon to be her companion.
Vishan ate a simple meal of thick gruel with raisins and cinnamon mixed in. The cooks had taken pity on him and treated him more like a prince than his host. He thought of Fateem’s eyes, hair and golden brown skin. 
The morning seemed to drag on, but Vishan pored over the maps. There were some decent ones of the mountains, after all. He committed them to memory as he took down some notes that he left scattered around that would serve as false trails when he escaped.
The midday meal featured a light mutton stew and fresh bread. Vishan wasn’t familiar with much of the cuisine, but he wanted to put on a little weight for his escape. With the weight came the need for exercise. Ovyr walked in and sat across from Vish. He put his hat down close to Vishan and nodded.
Vish pulled out the agreed upon dreks and slid them under. Ovyr smiled and talked about the weather, something Vishan hadn’t even thought about in his planning. He listened to Ovyr and asked him how the harvests were going.
“They won’t begin for another week or two, but already there is lots of traffic on the roads coming and going. A body can lose one’s self in the crowded roads of the common people,” he said. “Not something to worry for the likes of you, Prince.”
Vishan laughed. “I guess not.” But then he wondered if he could just walk out of the castle? Wouldn’t that be a surprise? 
He nodded at Ovyr, thanked the cook and stepped out into the courtyard. Guards were posted around the perimeter as always. Vish thought he’d take the bold approach and try the front gate.
“With all due respect, your highness, the Baron has given us strict instructions that you are not to leave the castle.”
“And if I just walk out?”
“It’s our lives if you do.”
Vishan looked at the man. He could tell he was serious. The other guard moved to join his partner between Vishan and the gate. That took care of the obvious. He walked around the courtyard a number of times. He remembered running in the training ground at Peshakan. They would likely stop him. But he had never seen anyone on the stone steps in his tower. He’d run up and down those. 
If Ovyr gave him the right information, the roads would be clogged with people for weeks. He’d wait a week and a half then. No tracks would be found if he took the main roads out of town.
He ran up and down the stairs to his rooms three times before he made his way back to the map room. The route of escape needed to be planned and planned again. Vishan wouldn’t let his unfamiliarity with the local area be a disadvantage.
The afternoon didn’t produce Fateem, so he’d have to wait for another kiss. He cleaned up the map room and left his false notes stacked on the edge of the table. The map routes needed more time to be tattooed into his mind. 
The cook had prepared the same meal that the family ate, except his would be hotter and fresher. He took a plate with him to his rooms. The cook plied him with extras and Vishan gladly let her. He had learned as a boy that if you treated a servant like a human being they would be more than willing to help you. He got more sweet rolls that way.
He opened his trunk and gathered what food wouldn’t spoil and put it in a pillowcase he’d found in his wardrobe along with extra sheets. He examined the sheets and found that someone had painstakingly taken out threads that would weaken the cloth if he used sheets as a rope to descend from his window.
Fenakyr didn’t take any chances. The baron expected Vishan to meet a foul end, but that wouldn’t happen. He dropped into bed exhausted after beginning to read Peleor’s sorcery books. He wouldn’t rely on his wits and an inches-long sword alone. 
~
“I’m sorry about yesterday,” Fateem said, as Vestya and she walked into the map room. Vish had continued to learn the maps and had begun to test himself with devising alternate routes.
“It’s okay. I think I made progress. I gave more thought to the readings and I think there is a very strong chance that the cave is on the northern flanks of the mountains closer to central Serytar. Look here.”
He provided the rationale he had rehearsed the previous afternoon. Fateem went right along with his misdirection and showed more excitement. 
“This is wonderful!” she said and kissed him on the cheek. Vishan wanted to take her in his arms, but the looks of distaste from Vestya stopped him.
“Vestya, look at what we found. Perhaps after we are wed, we can make the trek and take Fateem with us,” Vishan said. Fateem’s eyes widened with mock horror and then she grinned. Vishan had to blink to get his mind back on track.
“I don’t like riding, exploring or the sun. Even bread and water won’t make me travel into Serytar. That’s where big ugly light-haired brutes come from.” Vestya made a face, shivered and put her nose back into another novel—new by the look of it.
“Did you buy a new book yesterday?” Vishan said.
“Book? She bought all of the new arrivals in the bookshop. Ten, I recall?” Fateem put her finger to her smiling lips.
Vestya pursed her mouth. “Eleven.”
“Ah,” Vishan said. “A shopping expedition. Those are the kind you like to go on. Travel to the town square and back in the boiling sun. It’s a wonder you made it back.”
“I don’t have to put up with this. Come with me, Fateem.” Vestya swept from the room.
Fateem kissed Vishan, long and lingering. “I must go,” she put her finger to his lips, this time. “This afternoon, back here.”
He sat down trying to recall how long that kiss lasted and looked out the window. The baron rode out with four of his guards after Ovyr helped Fenakyr mount. The groom looked at Vish in the window and winked. 
Everything was ready except to accumulate more food and wait. The more sorcery study, the better. He now had the maps memorized.
~
Vishan had taken to getting nighttime snacks from the kitchen. Fateem joined him on their final night in the castle and pulled a bundle of clothes and a leather valise from the large larder. 
He walked past the guard that generally stood at the base of the stairs and asked him what the weather would be like tomorrow. He waved his hand and the man’s eyes became glassy. Vishan hadn’t tried that spell before and his book told him that it wouldn’t last long. 
He motioned Fateem past him and urged her up the stairs. She didn’t hesitate. Vishan expected Fenakyr to show up at the most inopportune time. He snapped his fingers and the guard’s eyes focused.
“Thanks,” Vishan said. “I hope it’s nice as well. Good night.”
“And yourself, your Highness.” 
Vishan padded up stairs. He was committed now and he tried to quiet his nerves. He would escape with a beautiful woman. The smile on his face couldn’t be erased as he thought of Fateem.
He reached his door and took a deep breath.  Someone was in his room. Fateem or Fenakyr? Arms wrapped around him in the darkened room.
~~~
 





CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
~

“WE DID IT!” FATEEM WHISPERED, as she kissed him. 
Vishan let go for just a bit and held her tightly. He couldn’t believe that she held him to her body. 
“You’re wearing armor!”
Vishan could feel his face burn. “It’s a self-preservation habit. We’re not out of the castle yet.  We wait for a few hours.” Vishan shut the door and sealed it with magic. He pulled the rope from his trunk and ran his hands along its length, tightening up the threads. He used a spell to reinforce lashings. The cuts on the rope had disappeared.
He took out his own supplies. The only books he’d take with him were Peleor’s and Fateem would have to leave most of her own Darkstone library. He wrapped everything up in the two blankets on his bed and sat on the floor.
“I’m so nervous,” Fateem said. Excitement made her eyes shine, but her fidgety hands and shortened breaths revealed that she was on edge as much as he. 
“Now,” Vishan said as he unsealed the outer window.
“But there’s nothing on that side of the wall.” Her brows furrowed. “I thought you’d charm the both of us and we’d walk out of the castle.”
“Think of it as a swim to freedom. You do swim don’t you?”
“I do,” Fateem nearly lifted her chin, but then she frowned, “But it’s cold and wet.”
“A small price. I’ll enchant your things and mine, so they’ll repel water and float.” Vishan said. He did that next and poured a little water over the pillowcase filled with food. “See?” It beaded off.
“You are a much more resourceful sorcerer than I am,” Fateem said. “I’m a bit surprised by all of the power that you’ve shown in our escape so far.”
“I’ve had more practice.”
He threw open the window and tied the rope to the bed. “Our weight will pull the bed frame to the window, but as you can see it’s wider than the window frame and we’ll descend without a problem.”
Fateem put her hands to her face. “I can’t. I’ll fall.”
Vishan hadn’t counted on Fateem’s fear. “I’ll go down first. You throw down the supplies and then I’ll come back up for you.”
“All right,” she said wiping a tear from an eye. Even crying she looked so appealing.
Vishan had to struggle as he swam across the moat with all of their belongings still wearing his chain mail protection, but soon Vishan stood at the window with his arm around Fateem’s waist. “Here we go.”
“I’m ready,” she said, closing her eyes.
He made it down with Fateem clutching onto him so tightly he could hardly breathe. They eased down into the water and Vishan whispered a spell, releasing the knot around the bed. He tugged and the rope fell down around them. He hoped no one heard the splash.
“Let them figure out how we left. With a little luck they’ll waste time checking the moat,” Vishan said quietly as they floated to the moat’s edge. He helped a rather sodden Fateem out of the water and they quietly padded into town.  Vishan made sure they left no tracks.
Vishan had to wake the innkeeper up to retrieve his horses. He gave the man a full drek tip and told the man not to tell anyone they were headed east towards the road to Serytar. 
As they rounded a hill and lost sight of Hustafal in the moonlight, Vishan let out a muffled whoop. Fateem joined in.
“I’m free!” She stretched out her hands as their horses plodded along.
They continued on until the promise of dawn began to tell the world that the sun would soon light the day. Vishan checked a signpost that pointed south towards Baku. He couldn’t go home again. The thought saddened him, but he looked across at the dark haired woman, nearly asleep in her saddle. Maybe Baku wasn’t home anymore. He smiled as they continued to pass farmers on their way to their fields. All along their path, their tracks were being obliterated by the pre-dawn processions to farmlands all along their route.
He stopped at a little copse and led Fateem and their packhorse deep inside. He put up a screen of branches and put the supplies they hastily tied up in blankets into proper panniers on the packhorse. He laid the blankets down on the ground and removed his chain mail shirt. Despite the poking of little branches and rocks, both of them traded consciousness for blissful slumber.
Vishan awoke in a frenzy. The sun nearly approached midday. He shook Fateem awake.
“We have to leave.”
Fateem looked into his eyes. “No, we don’t. Come here, my Prince. Let me show you some appreciation.” She pulled him down onto the blanket next to her and they didn’t leave the copse for another few hours. 
~
Vishan had never been so happy. They held hands as they rode. Love had taken over his mind and his soul. Fateem kept him close every night. They talked of what they could possibly do after they retrieved the Darkstone. He still didn’t have the heart to tell her that he didn’t believe they would find anything, but he truly valued her happiness. If he took her to Besseth without making the attempt, it would be something between them for the rest of their lives.
He recognized that he was smitten and Vish didn’t care. They reached the ruins of Onkyr after six days from Hustafal. They kept an eye on the road and had to leave it from time to time to avoid patrols of one kind or another, but not during dawn or dusk when farmers crowded the small tracks they took.
They held hands, looking up into the mountains. “Somewhere up there, within our gaze, is the door to the Darkstone,” Fateem said. She leaned against him. “Where do we start?”
Vishan had a few ideas from the better maps that he had looked at. “See the big valley?” He pointed. “To the right, a bit. There used to be a road on two of the maps that ran up a valley. That one is a likely candidate.”
Fateem pouted a bit. “We never were able to plan properly after you insulted Vestya. But it was worth it.” She smiled after all. “You really scared her!”
“I meant to. I was serious. I didn’t intend to treat her as a real wife under any circumstances. I consider my tirade a little bit of her abuse paid back.  I only wished that I could do the same to Fenakyr,” Vishan said, sighing.
“Does it even matter now?” Fateem said, her face glowing with happiness.
“It’s time to go.” Vishan said and gave her a kiss before they mounted up. Their searching wouldn’t end until Fateem would finally have to admit there couldn’t find the final resting place of the Darkstone. The mountains looked close but it took them a day and a half before Fateem recognized a road. Trees had grown to obliterate most of the graveled track that ran along the bottom of the hills.  
They explored three little valleys on the first day and went a bit of the way up the big one, but their progress ended at a set of cliffs. No guardians to lead them further since they could see that the mountain continued to go up not far from the cliffs. They rode along the foothills of the mountains for three days.
Vishan took them up the eleventh steep little valley. Dusk would soon overtake them on their second day. They were just about out of alignment with a view of the ruins of Onkyr. He wondered when he should break the news that there wouldn’t be a tomb in these mountains. He had to get off of his horse and use his stub of a sword to clear the brush that covered the entrance to the valley. At the bottom of a cluster of bushes, he definitely saw traces of gravel and crushed rock mixed into the dirt. This one looked more promising than the others. Upward they went until a saddle leading out of the valley confronted them. Two big rocks protected the saddle on ether side. Guardians? They dismounted and had to lead their mounts upward as the remnant of the road swayed back and forth up the saddle. 
“We’re here!” Fateem cried out as she crossed the saddle out of Vishan’s sight. He pulled his horse and the packhorse up and over, looking out over a great dish of a meadow, surrounded on all sides by cliffs leading to mountaintops.
“The door can see the city, so we’ll have to go to the meadow’s end and look backwards.” Vish said as he helped Fateem back onto her horse. 
They crossed the meadow in less than half an hour and looked back. The meadow looked like a massive bowl and between the boulders, Vishan could see the ruins of Onkyr. His methodology of combining all of the descriptions of the Emperor’s final resting place might just have worked.
He began to search one side of the cliff at the end of the meadow and Fateem looked on the other. Vishan cleared out some brush to find a rock face, but something didn’t seem right. He remembered the testing room at the Sorcerers Tower. He sensed the same kind of wrongness.
He called to Fateem. She rode over to him and couldn’t see anything different about the rock face. Vishan took the saddles and supplies off of their horses and made sure they ate their fill before doing anything else.
“Ugh, this awful food will last for centuries,” Fateem said.
Vish laughed. “Perhaps you can leave some for the Grand Emperor’s remains. He can’t eat phantom rations.” Vishan jumped to his feet and put his hands on the rock face. “It might be here, Fateem!” He ran his fingers along the face for four or five paces, and then he felt a very straight crevice.  He touched the rock again, but it didn’t feel like it looked. Illusion, of course. His excitement rose with the discovery.
Vishan ran his fingers along the face with his eyes closed to get a feel for the ward. He took a deep breath and uttered an incantation that, hopefully, reversed a hiding spell.
Fateem gasped. She grabbed her bags and ran to the now-visible door. Vishan opened his eyes and he stood in front of a black stone facade of perhaps three or four paces wide and the same high. Whatever carvings had been crafted onto the rock had worn off over the centuries. The illusion hadn’t kept the surface from falling prey to the whims of weather. The door to the tomb shouted antiquity to Vishan. 
“Here!” Fateem said. She pushed on a knob, now barely a bump on the rock face. Nothing happened. 
“An unlocking spell. My simple spell revealed the doorway. Perhaps a simple spell to let us in.”
He couldn’t believe that he stood in front of the Great Emperor’s tomb. He thought it just a tale and yet, Fateem believed and her faith brought them all the way here. What would confront them on the other side? A cursed corpse? Undead demons ready to rise and rip their bodies apart? Nothing Fateem had read actually described the tomb.
Vishan tapped into his power and uttered the spell. “Try again, Fateem.”
She pushed the knob and it depressed. The door didn’t open, but it had been shut for over a thousand years. Vishan put his shoulder to the door. He felt the slightest scrape and pushed harder and harder until it began to grind. The door slid on sand as it continued to move. He had it open wide enough for them to squeeze in. They soon stood in the dim light.
Fateem squealed and didn’t wait for him. She didn’t even drop her bags, as she rushed into the room. He followed her into the gloom. She spelled a sorcerer’s light and they both saw an open sarcophagus. She dropped everything and rushed to the bier. Bones defined the shape of a human. Vishan didn’t know if it was a male or female.
Fateem counted the ribs. “Woman. The Great Emperor was a woman!” She covered her mouth as she laughed.
She guided the light closer. Skeletal hands clutched an egg-sized black stone. To Vish’s eyes, it seemed to open into an eternal world of darkness.
“The Darkstone,” she said in an awed whisper, eyes shining, as she reached for the jewel.
~~~
 





CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
~
“NO!” VISHAN SAID.
Fateem’s eyes were locked on the jewel as her hands grasped the Darkstone, and then she took a few steps back. A look of ecstasy covered her face, but then she screamed. “No, Stay away!” she cried. Her skin began to fragment into tiny motes.
“Fateem!” Vishan yelled as he saw the woman he loved dissolve into a column of dark smoke. It swirled and coalesced around the now-dropped Darkstone. He stood in horror as the smoke began to be sucked into the dull blackness of the stone. “No!  This is unfair!  I just found her!” Tears flooded his eyes and ran down his cheeks. No body to hold close to him, not even a wisp of the smoke that she turned into. She should have never touched it.
“I killed her. I killed her.” He didn’t know how long he knelt in front of the now-inert Darkstone. Her sorcerer’s light had gone out and he lit another, hoping her death was just another illusion, but nothing had changed in the room. “I’ll join her.” He couldn’t return to Hustafal. A life with Vestya and as Fenakyr’s son-in-law seemed like too bleak of a future to possibly bear. “Life in Besseth wouldn’t have any savor without you, Fateem.” Vishan said as he picked up the stone.
The stone grabbed onto his mind and threw him to the floor. He struggled with the entity that had killed Fateem until he felt his body tingle and then he lost all feeling.
“A person of real power! A man’s body?” the entity said in his mind. “Interesting.” The voice was cold and detached… a woman’s voice.
Let me out. Vishan said.
“From time to time,” the voice said. The voice sounded more like his own. The Darkstone had taken over his body. “I’ll need you to be close so I can use your memories.”
Vish felt a force pushing and pulling at his mind. 
“A prince? How wonderful. I have the kernel of my new empire with this body.”
He struggled and struggled for ascendancy, but Vish couldn’t break through. He tried sorcery, but without his body, he couldn’t tap into the power of the nexus. He wondered what had happened to Fateem. He railed against the invasion, but eventually stopped.
“Are you through, little prince?” his voice said. “You may call me Daryaku. No first name, so I can call you Vish. That’s how you name yourself. Vish for you and Daryaku for me” Vish heard his own voice.
“Now to see what my new empire looks like.” Daryaku stood up. Vish had no power over his body. He/she/they staggered to the doorway and looked out. “Ankenyr!   What happened to it?”
It’s now a ruin called Onkyr. The city died out long ago. It’s been thousands of years.
Vishan felt regret, a loss. Ankenyr had meant a lot to the woman.
“My home. I played in its streets and became a sorcerer in the academy.”
Like a Sorcerer’s Tower?
He felt the rumbling in his mind.
“Precisely, little prince.  There is a strong nexus buried in that rubble.”
 “It’s time to leave.”
No it’s not, Vish said. We will stay the night here.
“Of course,” Daryaku said. “I’ll let you guide your body until morning. We share the space inside your head. We will become marvelous friends as we live a long, long time together.”
Vishan found he could move his body and arranged the camp. He cooked a dinner from his dwindling supplies and went to sleep. He couldn’t bear to retrieve Fateem’s saddlebags from the tomb, so he just closed the door. Daryaku left him alone, perhaps she slept.
He woke riding his horse. I—
“Slept in, while I took care getting us down from the meadow. That used to be a shallow lake. So beautiful, so long ago.” His body sighed. “You will have to tell me what has happened. I have slept for millennia.”
In the Darkstone?
Vish waited for a pause.
He heard a sigh. “Indeed. I was dying from an assassination attempt from my Ropponi general. I made the mistake of touching the Sunstone as he did and he knew all that I had done. I had one chance to save myself and this is the result.” Vish could see through his eyes, but he couldn’t control them. The Darkstone lay like a dead lump on his hand. 
“That’s close enough. It captures anything with Affinity and kills anything without, but I know how to shield it. I had prepared the Purestone to act that way in case… well, in case this happened. Your friend is inside and in many ways, I think you are too. Too bad. I know you loved her. But a first love is never a true love, Vish. I am certain of it.”
He didn’t want to have an argument with her over that. Vish wondered if he were mad. Perhaps the Darkstone captured him and his relationship with the Great Empress was illusion. Great Empress. What a shock.
So you have great powers?
“Me?” Daryaku said. “Your body has the power. I’m no more powerful than you are, which is to say powerless without a youthful body, even if it is of the male variety.” She spoke a spell in a language Vishan didn’t know and he no longer had any control of his body.
What have you done?
“I don’t want to take a chance on you, little prince. A little spell to cut you off from control of your body for the rest of our lives.” She laughed with his voice.
Vish’s mind whirled with confusion and fear. He retreated into a small place at the back of his mind.
~
“Let me in!” Daryaku said.
Vish would have blinked his eyes if he had controlled them. Something ruffled up his mind again.
“That’s enough. We will have to kill your father. He’s done so many bad things to you, little prince. His testing. Bah!  I’d bet he plays the same tricks on all of his boys. Survival of the most fit. With me, there is no contest.”
I don’t want my father killed, Vish said.
“You don’t have any choice. Your father will be dead within two days of our arrival at Baku. I’d like to meet this Peleor of yours. He seems a perfect vessel to use.”
Vish couldn’t do anything to stop the monster than inhabited his body. She didn’t seem evil, but she didn’t care for anyone but herself. Was that what drove her to become Empress?
“No, little prince, I was a great sorceress. I made the Warstones for my father, the Emperor Wallyr. He conquered Ayrtan from Zarron, before there was a country named Dakkor. A bloody two decades of fighting that was. He used the Warstones to take over and rule all of Goriath. 
“It worked too, until he died. A heart attack.” Daryaku chuckled. Vish could tell she had killed her own father. “I used a technique to change the appearance of my body into his and that worked until I made my mistake with Yoshiaku, my Ropponi general and the Sunstone. When he found out I wasn’t my father, he ordered an assassin to infiltrate my palace on Ayrtan. I suffered a deep slice to the stomach. I could heal enough of the damage to put my soul into the Purestone. It obviously lost it purity and turned dark.” Vish heard his own laughter. “It took all of the power of the Ayrtan nexuses to put me in here. I died and they put me into my tomb. I had already arranged this site and the sprinkling of legends. It seems I didn’t do quite as good of a job as I intended. I thought to rest for a much shorter period…”
And now?
“And now I regain my father’s triumph. We will take over the world, but we need to learn a lot more of how this world turns,” Daryaku said. “Oh how I’ll just love this.” She clapped their hands. 
“We will need to retrieve the three other Warstones first. I need to unite them with a special spell, similar to the one that created them. The Purestone will return to its former glory and the nexuses, which I had to cut off in order, generate the power to put my soul into the Purestone, will flow again in Ayrtan. Lovely, don’t you think? A simple plan, elegant, and we will make it happen.”
What if I don’t want it to? Vish said.
“Oh, my little prince, you have no choice.” How Vish hated the sound of his own voice.
~~~
 





CHAPTER NINETEEN
~
VISHAN DIDN’T FEEL HUNGER OR PAIN. His mind did get tired and slept, although he didn’t know what happened to him while he did. Daryaku kept him imprisoned while her mind went dormant at nighttime. He didn’t understand how she did such things. 
Occasionally she would give him his body back to perform supervised activities, like cook and tend the horses. He tried to speak with a merchant they met on their trip back to Baku, but he couldn’t make his mouth work. He attempted to write a note in the dirt. He had no control over his hand whatsoever. She trapped him, utterly, in his own mind.
Daryaku could banish him at her whim, which was quite often and that disturbed him the most. What if she just expelled him from his own body? Could she do that? He didn’t know. At least he could think by himself. When she ruffled through his mind for some information, he could feel the intrusion. Most days, it was the only thing he really could feel. 
He could sometimes tap into his senses, like sight, smell, hearing and touch, but in a faded way. He detected a diminished level of life’s color, but only when Daryaku let him look through the eyes that they shared.
She had him buy common clothes, not trusting her own tastes in this era. Vish learned how much life had changed since the Great Emperor lived. They had only used scrolls in her day. No carriages, just carts. There were more sorcerers. Power seemed to have diminished over the centuries.
They entered Baku, walking two horses. Vish had helped sell Fateem’s mount. He hated loosing connection with her, but by then, he’d been a prisoner of Daryaku for as long as he had known Fateem. The thought depressed him along with just about everything else.
They walked up the steps to Peleor’s rooms and knocked on the door. Peleor opened it.
“This is him, right?” she said.
Yes. Vishan wished he could enter into her mind as she could enter his, but the sorceress was too strong.
“Peleor, I have escaped from the very awful Fenakyr and fall upon your good graces to let me stay with you for some time.”
Peleor gave Vish a hug. She tried to escape his greeting, but couldn’t. 
“Fenakyr sent a bird that you had died, trying to abduct his ward.”
“Would that I had,” she said. “The woman served me well enough and I have returned with a jewel of unique value.”
Vish groaned. Daryaku seemed to converse with him naturally enough, but now she seemed to be trying too hard to talk like someone else. He’d let her talk in her archaic manner as much as she wished.
“Are you certain that a great stone did not land on your head? Where did you ever learn to speak that way?”
“I speak in an odd fashion tongue to you?”
“Indeed,” Peleor stood back with his arms folded. “Is this some kind of joke?”
“Alas, it is not,” she said as she pulled out the Darkstone. “Behold, the Darkstone, once a legend of yore, now a reality in my very hands.”
Peleor’s face took on a look of astonishment. “It must be. I’ve never seen anything like it.”
“Don’t touch it,” she said.
Peleor put out a finger as Vish yelled out a warning in his mind. Daryaku put him to sleep.
~
Vish woke up, his body sitting at a table with Peleor. He ate the humble fare that the sorcerer knew how to cook. 
“I have awakened him and you can speak to him through me,” Daryaku said. She continued to eat and Vish wished he could taste the full flavors.
“What of the girl, Vish?”
Speak to him, Daryaku commanded. I will allow you to use your voice.
“Fateem was her name,” Vishan said. He cleared his throat to pause at the sudden brightening of his senses. He took a bit of food and rolled the food in his mouth to feel the texture and appreciate the taste. “My whole time spent at Fenakyr’s castle was a game. First switching his ward, Fateem, with his daughter and they all got a laugh out of the betrothal. The Darkstone had become an obsession for Fateem, so we escaped from Fenakyr’s castle and set out to find it and became lovers along the way.” Vish actually sighed. He did it again just to feel the air rush into his lungs. “We found the Great Emperor’s d…” he couldn’t say the word daughter and gave up. “Great Emperor’s tomb and the Darkstone killed her. She didn’t have enough power, I think.”
Vishan’s senses dulled quickly as Daryaku took over.
“Nor did I wish her to continue to exist in corporeal form.  She had insufficient power to allow me to accomplish my tasks,” Daryaku said. “I now inhabit Vishan Daryaku’s body.”
“You are the Emperor again. I can see the personality changing your face.”
Vish felt her disappointment. “Is it that obvious?” she said.
“Probably only to me and his mother. No one else knows Vish well enough,” Peleor said. “So, now how exactly are we going to take over the world?”
The thrill of Peleor’s words brought a measure of joy to Daryaku. Her emotions always seemed to leak through despite her efforts. Vish had no idea what had transpired between Peleor and Daryaku when he had slept in his own mind, but it appeared that she had converted him to her cause. He couldn’t feel more disappointed in his erstwhile mentor.
“Re-take the world, Peleor.” She put her hand on his arm and he withdrew it. Peleor still sensed something wrong or odd about Daryaku. “First we must kill the remaining sons and the Emperor. Then I must gain control over the Warstones. Once that is done, then we can restore the Purestone and no one will ever be able to stop us.”
Peleor furrowed his brow. “What makes the Purestone so important?”
“I can manipulate the flow of power in the nexus and reduce any sorcerer to a person without power. The Purestone once allowed me to look into a person’s mind and cut off their power. When I get all of the stones, the only one to remain will be the Purestone. You will help me regain them.”
“I can do that.”
Vish could feel the amused smile. 
Yoshiaku, the first Ropponi emperor had no power. Was that why the Bloodstone rulers bred power out of their dynastic line? Vishan had questions, but he couldn’t answer them.
“That protects you from the sorcerers. What keeps you safe from everyone else?” Peleor said.
“Political power. That’s why I have to rise to the throne. Taking over Dakkor, and then all of Zarron will give me the base to retrieve the remaining stones. I have other tools to bend men’s minds, but they will have to wait. First of all, we will make the Emperor the true lord over this entire continent. No country shall be permitted freedom like Cuminee and Bomai and then we can strike to take over the rest of the world.”
Vish found himself blocked out of the rest of their conversation. Peleor seemed to hang on every scheme Daryaku proposed. The man seemed to have been drawn in by Daryaku’s mad goals. As for him, he still had no desire to rule or to play any of the games that Fenakyr, his father, and now Daryaku played.
~
Time passed as Peleor and Daryaku plotted the overthrow of Emperor Shalil. Daryaku used Vishan less and less. Vish just rode along, like a child on his father’s back—observing, but not in control of where they went.
Daryaku finally decided to announce Vishan’s appearance. They arrived at the guarded gate to the Imperial Compound. She demanded to be taken to Princess Yalla’s house.
“Vishan!” his mother said as she hurried into the hallway. “You have returned. We all thought you dead.”
I am in a way, Vish thought. 
“I am so glad to be back,” Daryaku said. “And how are my sisters?”
Yalla looked at him oddly. “Vish?” She shook her head. “You look like my son, but you aren’t.” Daryaku put their hand to the Princess’s forehead. 
“You look ill, mother. Let me help you into the sitting room.”
Vish had his mind ruffled prior to their expedition back into Imperial life and Daryaku knew the layout of the house and the faces of his mother and siblings. He felt a pulse of power. His mother collapsed into his arms. “Help, the princess has fainted!” Daryaku said. He picked up Yalla and moved her to a couch.
Two of his sisters ran into the room. “Mother!” They knelt beside their mother. Vish felt another pulse of power and his mother sighed. Vish knew it for her death rattle. “She’s gone. My return…” 
Daryaku sniffed as if overcome with emotion and tried to cry, but couldn’t, Vish observed. He wanted to weep for the passing of his mother after he had watched Daryaku take her life. Vish had no power to stop Daryaku and the frustration built within him. He wanted to yell out that he was possessed, but no matter how hard he tried, he couldn’t affect any part of his body.
“My sudden return, it must have been too much. Oh, what have I done? My dramatic return from the dead has terminated my mother!”
Vish recognized the stilted language again, but his sisters were so upset as they cried at their mother’s side that they didn’t take notice.
“I can’t…  I can’t bear to see her like this.” Daryaku left the house. She tried to show on her face the grief that Vish felt.
Terror gripped Vishan. He tried to wail, to somehow release the emotional pain that he felt. His mother, as detached as she was, had never let him doubt her love and now she died by his very hands. Vishan now knew how Wallyr, the Great Emperor had died at the hand of his daughter. 
He hadn’t perceived Daryaku as particularly evil before. He had enough brothers who wanted the same thing she did, but that changed in the instant she had so dispassionately killed Princess Yalla. 
~~~
 



 


CHAPTER TWENTY
~
“HOW DO I LOOK?” DARYAKU SAID.
Peleor shrugged. “Like Vishan Daryaku. I don’t see much of a difference except in your expressions.”
Vishan felt her shock. “But I should have transformed into your image!” Now he felt her rage. “I wanted to replace Shalil with an image of himself.”
As you did your father?
“Keep your thoughts to yourself!” Daryaku said, her words intended for Vishan. “Somehow, with Vishan inside of me, I’ve lost the ability to transform.” She put her hands into fists and stamped her feet in frustration.
“You’re a woman!” Peleor said. Vish heard the surprise in his voice.
“So what?” Daryaku said. “That doesn’t change anything.”
Peleor made a face. “I knew there was something very odd about you that kept me from thinking of you as Vishan. Now I know why. So, the Grand Emperor was a Grand Empress.” Peleor held out his hands. “It doesn’t make any difference to me, it scratches an itch I’ve had about you. I’m just fine with your plan, except it appears that Vishan will have to rise to the throne, right?”
“Right. And we will have to take longer to pacify Dakkor. There are those who will not accept Vishan as the heir,” Daryaku said. “I know from experience. My father took much longer than he thought he would when his own father died.”
That was one thing that didn’t change from then to now, thought Vish. More game playing. He sighed as well as he could.
~
“Four sons are between Vishan and the Emperor,” Peleor said. “I have friends at the Sorcerer’s Tower who will take care of them all at once. All accidents, but if they happen at the same time we will need to take care of Shalil simultaneously. Vishan will be feared as he takes the Imperial Throne.”
“Indeed,” Daryaku said smiling. “Make it so. Vish will kill his father as soon as Vish is summoned into his father’s presence just after the deaths.”
Where had the Peleor gone that he had known? Had the Darkstone carried some taint that made Peleor a creature of Daryaku? Vishan wished he could have stopped the coming carnage, but Daryaku sat in his old palace rooms waiting for news of his brothers’ deaths.
They didn’t have to wait long. Lystan, his Political Science tutor, rushed into his rooms. 
“Your brothers are dead, all of them. Of 21 sons ahead of you in the line of succession, only you remain, alone. I would have never thought. How did you do it? I didn’t take you for such a cold-blooded killer.”
“I suppose I shouldn’t be telling you this, for I fear Shalil’s days are also numbered.” Daryaku said. She had mounted the Darkstone on a long golden chain and twirled it around their finger. “You are correct, Lystan. I value your knowledge of the Empire and will use you well.” They stood and walked to Lystan. Daryaku grabbed Lystan’s hand and pressed it to the stone.
“There,” Daryaku said. “Some can be turned with promises of power and others need a little help, Vishan.” They looked into Lystan’s eyes. “You will give me the knowledge I need to pacify all of Dakkor.”
“I will.” Lystan said. “I will.” He repeated.
Vishan could feel the amused smile on their face. “Prepare a strategy to take control of all of the countries on this continent. Complete control.”
“I’m afraid that it will only be pacified through brutal force,” Lystan said.
“Then put that into your strategy,” Daryaku commanded. “Now where is the Moonstone?”
“It is in the possession of Duke Mistad of Bomai in Serytar,” Lystan said.
“Thank you. Go develop the strategy.” Daryaku watched Lystan leave and close the door.
“He won’t last long, Vishan,” Daryaku said twirling the Darkstone once more.
Why not?
“They never do. He’ll have to follow my orders, and then do everything he can to betray me. I’ve seen it enough before.” Daryaku sighed. “Peleor willingly accepted me, but Lystan rebels within himself.” She waved their hand dismissively. “It doesn’t matter. By the time he expires, I’ll have what I want.”
A knock on the door sent a jolt through their body. Vishan felt Daryaku’s grow tense.
“The Emperor requests Vishan Daryaku’s immediate presence,” the messenger said. 
Vishan’s world went dark.
~
Daryaku woke him up. The Emperor’s study looked much the same as when he reported from his Peshakan tour.
“Vishan, I see you rose from the dead well enough.” Shalil narrowed his eyes. “You’ve changed though. Your eyes have a more feral cast, as well I can imagine. Killing Fenakyr’s ward in your escape and this nonsense with your brothers.” Shalil fingered the dagger that Vishan had always kept on his person. The guards must have taken it from Daryaku while he remained inactive in their mind.
“I didn’t spill a drop of blood,” Daryaku said.
Shalil looked out of his wall of windows and then back at them. “I thought better of you, Vishan. I had expected you to kill Fenakyr. But the methods you just used on my sons bother me. No consideration, no finesse. How did you kill Yalla?”
His father had just extended his claws. Shalil’s eyes burned with the release of pent-up fury. “Why did you kill her? I love all of my wives.” Shalil stood up and held the dagger.
Daryaku recognized the blade. That was made in my grandfather’s time. It will cut through bone, she said through their link.
Her fear came through clearly. His father approached him. Daryaku backed up. They threw a vase at the Emperor, but he cast it aside. 
“You aren’t Vishan Daryaku. That’s his body, but not his mind. What have you become? You retreat like a woman.” Shalil paused. “Ah, Vishan, you are possessed.” His father definitely had used power.
Vish felt the flash of anger. Daryaku attacked the Emperor with her fingers in the shape of claws. Why did she do that?
The Emperor slashed at their left arm. It nearly cut through Daryaku’s magical shield, leaving the hand numb. But Daryaku’s right hand made it to the Emperor’s face. She touched him once and then again. Vishan felt the same power that had killed his mother. The emperor sagged to the floor. His eyes already glazed with death.
Vishan could feel Daryaku gloat until she shoved him into blackness.
~
Muted cheers broke out as Vishan awakened to feeling a weight upon their head. He looked out at the crowd of nobles and the white and gold robes of the Dakkoran Empire swirling at his feet, looking down from the Throne of One Thousand Steps. From Daryaku, he felt triumph. 
He didn’t feel like celebrating his rise to power—Daryaku’s rise to power—over the death of his brothers, his mother and his father. As inscrutable as his father was, Vishan discovered that he still regarded him as a great man. Now the great man lay in a grave.
Enjoy the moment with me, Daryaku said as they rose, waving to the crowd.
Vish refused to share in her triumph.
No sooner did the crown leave their head than an aide led them away. They waved to the crowd and Vishan became an observer again. They entered a room. Peleor wore grand clothes, not the gray robes of a sorcerer. A sheaf of papers lay on the table.
“It’s too bad Lystan hanged himself after completing these,” Daryaku said. “But I expected something like this to happen weeks ago. He was much stronger than he looked.”
What did that say about Peleor? Vishan thought. In a way he was jealous of his father, his mother, Fateem and Lystan. They had by one way or another managed to leave this nightmare, but whatever strange link he had with Daryaku, Vish remained to suffer.
“Now, I need men to capture the Moonstone. Who does such things in the Empire?” Daryaku began to read Lystan’s plan. Vishan could only read what Daryaku’s eyes focused on. “Ah, a man by the name of Gasyngar. Find him. I want Gasyngar here at once.”
Peleor rushed out of the room. She had him running for her. Was that the secret to rule? Have everyone so intimidated that they rushed to do her bidding?
Daryaku ruffled his mind. “You don’t know much about this Duke Mistad, do you?”
Vishan knew the Grand Duke of Serytar and not much about Bomai.
Serytar is the largest client-state of Dakkor, but the Grand Duke lets his nobles rule on their own. The Serytarans have a strong penchant for independence and he rules with a very light hand.  Bomai is the most independent of Serytar’s duchies.
“You didn’t tell me anything that I didn’t pull out of your mind. Your father is a fool to treat his subjects with such passivity… or should I say he was a fool. All people will eventually bite the hand that rules them. That won’t happen in Dakkor any longer.”
Then don’t ask me. I assume you mean to make everyone a slave?
“In effect, yes. All will bow and do what I wish. If they don’t, then all that they have will be forfeit to the empire. My father tried it a different way and looked where it got him.”
Dead at your hand. Vishan let his anger take him. And look where your approach got you, dead at the hands of a subject. The only difference is that I would imagine your subjects were more— Daryaku banished him from her. Vishan knew her subjects were treated like slaves with her making all of the decisions and any deviance would be met with punishment. He’d read about kingdoms and empires like that. For all of his father’s faults, Emperor Shalil let people live their lives in relative freedom, despite the awful games he played.
Vishan knew he was entirely impotent. He could castigate Daryaku all he wanted, but he couldn’t do anything about it. The injustice of it all rankled him. He didn’t want to turn into a Fenakyr or even his father. He was powerless to do anything, but he could dedicate his mind to developing a better way to rule, even if it was by doing the exact opposite that Daryaku did.
~
“The Duke and his wife fled, Emperor,” the man who knelt in front of them.
“And, Gasyngar?” Daryaku said.
“We sent twenty men on the next ship to Besseth. We can’t catch them on the sea, but we will on the land. The ship will dock at a small port at the northwestern tip of Valetan.”
“Do you have any men there?”
Gasyngar thought about his answer. “A few, five or six men and as many sorcerers. Mistad and his wife are powerful.”
“Then send a bird. It will beat any ship.”
“I can’t just send a bird, your Eminence. It needs to fly to Serytar, and then another bird will head east to Besseth.”
Daryaku growled like a cat. Vishan thought it a rather effeminate growl. “Then do both and immediately. Now, get out of my sight.”
So the Moonstone had left Dakkor. Vishan gave a little shout to himself. Daryaku didn’t like to fail, but fail she had. The new edicts were about ready to implement. She had taught a persuasion spell to Peleor. It worked better on men who were intent on following orders and they were in the process of sifting through the candidates to make into a loyal cadre of officers and new rulers.
Vishan wondered if she had to have so many soldiers guard her own people, how could she conquer the world?
~
Four weeks later the bad news arrived from the North.
Daryaku held the small scroll from a bird. “Duke Mistad and wife are dead after a series of attacks by assassins and sorcerers. There was an infant, but it did not have the Moonstone. The duke’s belongings were searched, but we could not find it on his person. It is presumed lost. Fools!” She screamed the last and the courtiers that Vishan could see through their eyes cringed.
Yes! He felt bad for the Duke and his wife and perhaps the infant if they had killed it. Perhaps the stone wouldn’t be found at all. Daryaku and he would die without restoring the Purestone.
After the Moonstone had been lost, she closed down the Council and began to rule Dakkor all on her own, without resistance of any kind.
She rarely sought him out, but perhaps Daryaku felt it easier to let him look on, rather than shut him away. Vishan didn’t know what he feared most, seeing her ruling philosophy implemented or the sweet oblivion of death.
Vishan began to hate Daryaku and yet it only made her gloat all the more when they interacted in his mind. He likened her to Fenakyr, a foolish man with nothing but the worst of intentions. He found he could retreat into his little corner, but Daryaku could yank him out at any time. As she did so, Vishan observed that the state of Dakkor only deteriorated. 
~~~
 





CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE
~
“AND WHAT CAN I GIVE THE ROPPONI SORCERER’S GUILD to search for the Sunstone?” Daryaku said. 
The short man in silk robes with overlong sleeves kept his head down and hands hidden. Vish had learned how to read people in the last few years, sitting in the corner of Daryaku’s mind, looking out at the world. Yoshiaku’s son hid the Sunstone, during his reign. No one knew where it lay. The lost stone only made Daryaku’s prospects for world domination dimmer.
“Sorcerer Yushidon, you haven’t answered my question.”
The man raised his head. “Emperor, Ropponi is an insular country. We do things our way, at our own discretion. I will do as you ask, if you promise to leave us alone. Emperors like you wish to possess all that there is. I will take your birds and keep them replenished, ready to send you word if the stone is recovered. Many men have searched. All have failed.”
“I agree,” she said. “I will not invade Roppon. My father—” She stopped in mid sentence.
Yushidon furrowed his brow. “The Emperor Shalil never sought us out.”
“I will continue my father’s policy is all I wished to say,” Daryaku said.
A slip up!  Vishan wished he could smile. He lived for these now. There was little more to hope for. Bomai and Serytar were now slave provinces, harshly ruled by Dakkoran governors. Daryaku had increased the power of her greatly expanded bureaucracy. Perhaps it now rivaled Roppon’s.
She dismissed the Ropponi after giving him presents.
“I promise that I won’t invade Roppon until Besseth and Ayrtan are mine. Take that to your emperor.” Daryaku said to the empty room.
She didn’t tell the truth. Daryaku would invade Roppon when it convenienced her.
~
The representatives of the Sorcerer’s Tower proceeded to the front of the empty Council Chamber. Daryaku sat alone at the head of the circular table. The upper galleries had been cleared out. Vishan had finally given Daryaku the details of his encounter with Polymeer and the shamans back in his days at the Peshakan Outpost.
Vishan didn’t recognize any of the sorcerers, but he last saw them when he was eight years old. The old sorcerer that tested him back then would likely be dead. Their leader, a tall, fat sorcerer looked somewhat uncomfortable, as he led the contingent of five.
“I learned recently that you were behind an assassination attempt on my person some years ago when I served in my father’s army,” Daryaku said. Vish would have never said it that way or with the cool detachment that Daryaku used.
“That is true. It was some years ago. We wouldn’t think to attack you as the Emperor.”
“I understand that you purchased enchanted hearts and blood from the Cuminee shamans. What did you use them for?”
“That is a secret of our order, your Highness,” the tall sorcerer said.
“Your name?”
“Chief Sorcerer Hamyor, your Highness.”
Vishan cringed as he felt the flood of malice in Daryaku’s thoughts. “Choose who among you will die.”
Hamyor blinked. “Die?”
Daryaku nodded, keeping their eyes on the sorcerers. “That is what I said.” She extended her hand and made a fist. Hamyor’s shield flashed and then he began to choke. His face turned blue as he fought for air and finally collapsed on the stone floor. Daryaku pounded their fist in the air and Hamyor’s chest shook.
The sorcerers stepped back as a group.
“It seems that you need a new Chief Sorcerer. I nominate myself. Are there any objections?”
“No,” the sorcerers nearly said in unison. 
“Now, who will answer my question? I am the leader of your order so don’t withhold any secrets.” She pointed towards the body on the floor.
One of the sorcerers stepped forward. “It is used in a complicated set of spells that give a sorcerer the power of shadows.”
Daryaku sat forward on the throne. Vish might have done the same. He’d never heard of the power of shadows and Daryaku obviously hadn’t either.
“The spells require ten hearts and a significant amount of charmed blood to imbue a sorcerer with the ability to lose his corporeality. He can become like a mist at will. Shadow sorcerers are used as assassins.”
“How long do the spells last?”
“Six months at most. The sorcerer can adjust the level of the shadow enough to produce a knife or sword to kill. At the end of their existence, the sorcerer will not be able to materialize and they merely fade into mist.”
“Dead in six months? How many sorcerers have you turned into shadow warriors?”
“Only those with the strongest Affinity can control the shadows. We have volunteers, generally sorcerers who have developed a life threatening disease. Less than twenty have ever been created.”
Daryaku rubbed their chin in thought. Vish couldn’t read all of Daryaku’s thoughts, but she wouldn’t hesitate to use the use shadow warriors to retrieve the stones, once they surfaced. The cost was very high, but she would remember the shadow warriors and use them when necessary. “How long does the enchanted heart and blood last?”
The sorcerers looked at each other. Vish could see the fear written on their faces. “No longer than a year, if they are enchanted and stored in ice.”
“Which you can create with your power?”
They nodded their heads. “We can do that.”
“What else can you show me?”
A sorcerer shuffled a step closer. “We have found a way to repel magic. It can be used to keep a sorcerer in confinement or applied to a sword to repel spells. It can protect a sorcerer from fireballs and other such magic.”
“Defensive spells.” Daryaku dismissed the importance of the information, but Vish could see the benefits of such a weapon. It would protect common soldiers.
“It is a defense against the shadow warriors,” one of the sorcerers said, his voice shaking.
That brought new interest into Daryaku’s mind. “So if my guard had such weapons, you couldn’t assassinate me?” She finally caught the vision that Vish had seen at first.
“Of course, your Highness.” The sorcerer bowed.
“I will deliver twenty swords to the Tower and I want them returned with the repelling wards active.” She waved her hand in dismissal. “You may choose a sorcerer to rule in my stead at your tower,” Daryaku said. 
Do you trust these men? Vishan thought.
No more than I do you, little prince. However, I thank you for the idea about how to use the swords. Daryaku lifted her hand to call the sorcerers back before they left the throne room.
“I want you to teach the magic repelling technique to Peleor. In exchange, I will teach you a few new things as time goes on. You will become my war sorcerers when we invade Besseth and Roppon. I will expect the entire order’s cooperation and loyalty since I am the supreme leader for both your order and your empire. Prostrate yourselves before me, kiss the ground.”
Daryaku spread out their fingers and used her power to force all of the sorcerers down on their knees and then put their foreheads on the ground. Vishan always hated when Daryaku used her power to force people to abase themselves before her. Observing the act always made Vishan hate Daryaku all the more.
~
Vishan examined the documents as well as he could. Since he had no control over his eyes, he had to read as Daryaku read. She read much more slowly than he did. Vish learned patience in the years he had lived as a mind-slave. 
These interested him. Daryaku now had an intricate plan to infiltrate Besseth. The Bloodstone still existed as the token of rule in the Red Kingdom and she would start with that. What else could she do? One strategy called for a Dakkoran invasion of Besseth, but Vishan knew that alternative would be rejected. She only had so many troops and most of them patrolled every town village and city on Zarron. Besides, she couldn’t waste her soldiers on Besseth when they’d be sorely tested fighting the Ropponi.
She had lost an astonishingly high number of soldiers in the attempted conquest of Cuminee. Even now, Vish would hardly call her tenuous hold on that Dukedom as control. Polymeer, the chieftain Vish had brought north, had fled back to his homeland to lead a resistance against the shamans. 
Vish wished the man much success, but Daryaku didn’t want to lose her supply of heart and blood for the shadow warriors she intended to use, so she began to have her soldiers capture the shamans. They were given the choice to work at the Sorcerer’s Tower or die at the hand of the elusive Polymeer.
She now would begin a layered strategy of subterfuge in Besseth. It would start with Duke Histron, who was on his way to Baku. He would usurp King Billeas and capture the Bloodstone. Then he would act as the governor of Besseth, using the Red Kingdom as the ultimate capital of a united Besseth, entirely under her control. They could bribe the Oringians and continue to subvert all of the kingdoms, all at the same time. Daryaku wouldn’t rest until she recovered the Moonstone, convinced that it still existed in Besseth.
Vish had never seen such a plan before. Spies and Bribes, he called the strategy. Conquest from within. Topple the governments and transform the land into Daryaku’s model. She had devastated the entire continent of Zarron with her approach. 
He had read the reports. Death by the hundreds, starvation, executions, forced labor. She took farms away and then expelled indigents from the city to work the farms. They can learn, he’d heard her shout enough. Harvests dropped. In fifteen years, she had devastated Dakkor. Baku became a vast slum. His father would have never let such a thing happen. Serytar and the other countries fared slightly better.
~
Vishan woke up. Daryaku was thrilled as she burrowed into his mind. The Moonstone has been activated!  I can feel it!  It lies in Besseth. Our plan to subjugate them is already in play. Vishan you still doubt me?
As always, Daryaku. There is still the lost Sunstone and you have yet to capture a single Warstone, Vish thought. She woke him up to give him bad news. He wanted to retreat into darkness, but she didn’t let him. 
Daryaku dressed and wrote a message to Peleor, who had spent the last two years in Besseth as her agent.
His old friend had become an extension of Daryaku. Peleor’s family farm had been sold and he had moved into Vishan’s old quarters in the palace.
Even the sumptuous quarters that Daryaku reveled in had no effect on Vishan. He didn’t like her effeminate tastes in Imperial costumes. Sometimes he descended deep into depression, but a novel event would pique his interest and he would take some interest to monitor events, but always as an appalled observer.
~
They were sitting in an Imperial garden, when Daryaku received a bird from Roppon. Vishan read it as she did.
“So now all three are in play. Yushidon sends his love.” Daryaku kissed the air. “The Sunstone has appeared. A noble had suddenly possessed the same sword Yoshiaku held. A disgraced wizard killed the lord and stole the sword, but it exists, Vishan.”
You can’t feel the Sunstone?
“The nexus is close in so many places to the surface in Roppon, it interferes with my attempts to locate it, but Yushidon will continue to monitor. I can be patient. My plan is working in Valetan. I’ve taken over Prola and a northwestern lord now fights against the king of Valetan. Histron gathers his forces and is about ready to strike.”
You must have received many birds. Vishan said.
“Hundreds of birds, my little prince. Hundreds.” He detected her thoughts drifting to daydreams of world domination. By now, they only bored Vishan.
~
Vishan looked at Daryaku’s Besseth campaign as remote domination. She pulled a few strings here, but Peleor either bribed or used the persuasion spell to perfection. He didn’t like what had happened, what was happening and what would happen. 
The Warstones had to be used for Daryaku to sense them. Daryaku had felt glimmers of the Sunstone somewhere in Besseth. Histron had usurped the Red Kingdom, but the princess, though not initially regarded as an enterprising sort, had slipped through the duke’s fingers and wandered somewhere in the Red Kingdom. The Moonstone was now carried by a talentless Valetan warrior princess. Daryaku couldn’t wait until Valetan fell. Peleor had set everything in place.
The plans laid so long ago were coming to fruition. There were minor problems, like the Red Kingdom princess and Peleor’s failed attempt to win over King Willom of Learsea. But those didn’t seem to faze Daryaku. She had settled into complacency, always dreaming of success when she would rule all of Goriath. 
Daryaku subjugated Zarron to her satisfaction. The population had died off sufficiently to eke out a subsistence-level existence. At least she thought so. Vishan read the same reports, only to realize that the empire continued its death spiral. Vish tried to reason with the Emperor, but she denied the facts.
Fateem’s passing had been a blessing for the high-spirited girl. Twenty years ago. It seemed much shorter than that, but Vishan had retreated many times during that period, often for months at a time.
Vishan came out of his reverie after detecting that something that disturbed Daryaku. He read the message as Daryaku puzzled through the tiny writing on a bird message from Besseth. A young Valetan wizard, a boy who had been linked to the warrior-princess through the Moonstone, killed Peleor. The Duke of Happly, one who didn’t need Peleor’s spells to be persuaded, now lay dead and his domain had been taken over by Valetan and a band of Ropponi mercenaries. Peleor had suspected that the Sunstone was hidden among those mercenaries, but search after search had proven fruitless.
Peleor, dead. His old magic teacher was his link with the past. Even though he had become devoted to Daryaku, Peleor’s loss hit Vishan hard. What a useless enterprise! The Darkstone had consumed Peleor, no less than Fateem.
Daryaku’s defeat in Happly and Valetan brought a glimmer of happiness to Vishan’s miserable existence. 
And yet, Daryaku hadn’t just been sitting on her throne reading dispatches. She presently looked down from the Throne of One Thousand Steps and viewed the demonstration below.
“Your Highness,” a sorcerer said, “we have followed your directions and have waited for the right moment to show you our deadliest weapon. Behold a shadow sorcerer.”
A man stood before the Emperor dressed in black silk. He chanted a spell and turned into what Vishan could only describe as a smoke creature.
“They are invincible and can materialize at will. Swords, arrows, weapons of any kind slip right through them. Sorcerers and untalented humans cannot grasp them.” The sorcerer beamed at Daryaku.
“Very impressive,” Daryaku said. “What if the enemy gains the spell?”
“Key officers in our forces now carry the enchanted swords that can be used against spells crafted with power, including the shadow warriors. We don’t expect that we will have to use them on our own men.”
“What is your strategy? I want to hear it again,” Daryaku said. Vishan knew that the emperor asked only to torment Vish.
“When our ships arrive on the western coast of Besseth, we will locate all of the holders of the stones. Our twenty mightiest sorcerers have volunteered for this sacred duty.  They will follow the holders of the three stones and will attack them at the same time. The sorcerers will live long enough for them to return the stones back to the ships, which will immediately set sail for Dakkor, your Highness.”
Daryaku laughed. She made him aware just to show Vish how she would capture the stones and dominate the world. If Vish had control over his body, he would have been sick. “Impressive, as is the sword that kills them.”
She flicked her finger and one of her guards swung through the shadowy mist. Vish could hear a wail and then a sigh as the mist began to dissipate. The sword did its job. A powerful sorcerer had just been casually killed.
~
Vish noted that winter had come to Dakkor. With their harsher winters, the Bessethians stopped their military campaigns, which brought continual complaining from Daryaku. The Sunstone began to hop around Besseth. Daryaku still had no idea how, but the location of the stones moved quickly. The elusiveness of the stone’s whereabouts infuriated her and that brightened Vishan’s spirit. 
Daryaku now felt an interaction between the stones. She thought the three stones were communicating, but she cursed that she couldn’t listen in. The Darkstone did not participate in the communications, but only indicated when Warstones communicated. The Purestone would have let her listen to their conversations, but the advantage she had once given her father, Wallyr, now became her liability. Vishan enjoyed the irony. The new Learsea leader, Lord Anchor, had thwarted the multi-pronged strategy of Duke Histron to invade King Willom’s country. 
As her war ground on, Anchor had thwarted every major incursion. The Prolan general, Lessa, had bottled up one of the few Dakkoran forces they had been able to land, camping in the middle of the province of Histo and smashed them with the help of the Duke of Gensler and the Kingdom of Valetan. More than half of her battle sorcerers had been killed.
Daryaku was beside herself when she learned that, somehow, every one of her shadow warriors had been killed. The warriors had split up.  Some had traveled to Oringia to capture the Moonstone from the Valetan princess. They had traced the Bloodstone to Valetan and the Sunstone was indeed in the possession of a Ropponi mercenary fighting in Histo. How could they have killed the sorcerers simultaneously? Daryaku fumed and overturned chairs and destroyed irreplaceable pieces of artwork as she vented her frustration. The Sorcerer’s Tower had used up all of the men or women with sufficient power to control the shadow spell. She had committed eight in ten of her sorcerers to the Bessethian forces and the majority of those were lost. 
For Vishan, these were good days. Daryaku continued to rant and rave and became angrier and angrier as Vishan laid in the little corner that he called home and prayed to the gods for more.
One day, she pulled out yellowed copies of Lystan’s battle plans, the physical invasion through Ayrtan. That plan carried great risks in his mind, but it now seemed that Daryaku had little alternative if Histron’s forces continued their retreat towards Foxhome.
Fenakyr, of all people, now a white-haired man, arrived in her chambers. She had appointed him as governor of Serytar ten years previously. He had groveled his way into her good favor and served with the kind of mindless loyalty that Daryaku appreciated and Vishan abhorred.
“I need you to develop an invasion plan. We will go through Learsea as Lystan suggested. Straight to the Red Kingdom. Her path led northwest and down from the Happly border to Foxhome.”
Fenakyr scoffed at her suggestion. “Duke Histron rules Foxhome.”
“What if he loses?” Daryaku said. “I will not accept defeat. If the forces of Learsea aren’t destroyed by Duke Jawell’s Southern Alliance, Foxhome will be caught in the middle.” She clapped their hands and rubbed them together. “If I create another front, Foxhome will be saved. Even if Histron fails, I will take care of the recalcitrant Willom and crush him and take over the continent. The foolish Bessethians will bring all of the stones together in Foxhome, and then I’ll have my last shadow warriors waiting for their triumph.”
Fenakyr nodded his head. “Audacious, Your Eminence. Worthy of a man such as yourself.”
Vishan laughed at the fool. This was no time to dissemble, but it seemed that Fenakyr knew little else. He wasn’t the kind of person who would be useful crafting a battle plan, either.
“Make it happen. I want to be deep into Ayrtan by the spring.”
“You?”
“I will be accompanying my troops. I have my own role to play in this war, Governor. You may go.”
So you wish to join the stones in Besseth? Vishan said.
“Don’t say join!” Daryaku said. She sounded panicked. “We do not join the stones. To do that would have disastrous and highly unpredictable consequences. We use the power in all four stones in close proximity to restore the Purestone, but no touching. Once the Purestone is activated, I will remove the power from the other stones and not make new ones. I learned my lesson long ago.”
How could he tweak her anger? You could just let the holders of the Warstones alone. Emperor Daryaku has done quite enough to change the face of Zarron.
He could feel her lips pull back in a grimace. “You don’t understand power! The Warstones are loose ends and I want them gone. I’ve done everything including sending my secret shadow warriors into their ‘Alliance’ to retrieve the stones and have failed every time. If I fail to recapture the stones at Histron’s fall, I will lure all three stones to a final battle in Learsea and then I will align the stones once more and crush all opposition. I must have them to achieve my true potential.” She closed her fist and sneered, looking in a mirror as she did so. 
Vishan felt a shiver run through Daryaku. Anything disastrous to Daryaku would be a looked-forward-to event for Vishan, even if it meant the end of him.
He detected a quiet panic in her mind. Her supreme confidence had begun to fray and Vishan couldn’t be happier.
~
Daryaku sat in judgment. One petty noble accused the other of stealing food from his storehouses. Food for the masses wasn’t her concern, but nobles stealing from each other would not be tolerated. It would only be a step or two before the remaining nobles would be after her.
“An urgent message, Your Eminence,” a messenger from the Imperial bird coops arrived.
She unrolled the message with their hands and screamed. She stood, fists clenched and stamped her feet with her eyes screwed tightly shut. The Emperor had lost control.
Is anything wrong? Vishan said. He knew any time that rage filled the woman’s mind; it was good news for him.
“Defeat in the South.” Daryaku said, her mind in violent turmoil. “Send for Fenakyr.” She breathed deeply. Vishan wondered what would happen to him if Daryaku’s stress caused a real heart attack. “NOW!” 
People began to scurry from the throne room.
Fenakyr scuttled in. Vishan could easily read fear in his eyes. He wished that he could have caused that fear, but Vish would have to take what he could in his condition. Fenakyr extended the report with a shaking hand.  Daryaku snatched it from him.
“Our forces have been routed in the Duchies. Anchor of Learsea suborned my forces. My forces!  More of my sorcerers are dead on Besseth soil.” She beat at the air. “I will not let this happen! We move in two weeks. I give you two weeks to assemble one hundred thousand men. I will obliterate Learsea!”
Fenakyr shook. “We don’t have that many troops available, perhaps half of that, but it should be enough.”
“Should be. Could be. I want as many men as you can muster. We will need food and water to accompany us and in supply trains going back and forth while travel through Ayrtan. I want the Sorcerer’s Tower emptied!”
“It shall be as we have planned.” Fenakyr bowed and nearly ran from the now-empty throne room.
Are we going on a trip? Vishan said. Luckily for me, I don’t need to pack a thing. He laughed at his joke. What could Daryaku do to him other than blissful banishment?
~~~
 





CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO
~
VISHAN NEARLY FELT THE DUST IN THEIR NOSTRILS, even through the silk mask Daryaku wore. Ayrtan was such a desolate place. Fenakyr had managed to raise less than forty thousand trained troops even after he had scoured the entire continent.  He would continue to reinforce the army while it traveled.
The people who were left behind could successfully revolt if they had a mind to. Vish would have gladly fomented one, if he ever regained control of his body, but if he could do that he’d turn the massively long column around and change the entire continent of Zarron from the throne.
The carriage that moved them along the desolate landscape of Ayrtan suited Daryaku better than the barge that brought them from Dakkor to Ayrtan. Vishan had never thought of himself as getting sick at sea, but perhaps there were some mental aspect that he didn’t understand. Daryaku didn’t stop retching. Every bout of sickness brought a little light distraction in the misty spring seas to Vishan. Discomfort for him turned into severe stomach pains for her. At one time he wished she had been dumped overboard. She didn’t take to being out of control, at all. He had brightened at the thought.
“Savages ahead,” a messenger had rushed down the line of soldiers to give them the message.
General Bishyar, the captain from Peshakan, now ran the army. Cuminee barbarians had killed Horakon, the old general of the Red Army, years ago. Bishyar was always wary around Daryaku. Vishan knew the man well enough to know that he merely tolerated the Emperor. With iron-gray hair turning white, the man had aged well and still looked like he could run Daryaku through, if he desired. Bishyar wouldn’t demean his strong sense of honor and duty to do such a thing. Vishan felt bad for his former commander.
Columns of soldiers ran into place. Daryaku looked out at them while Vishan counted rows of at least twenty soldiers between the carriage and the outside edge of the now-thickened column. It brought to mind a snake that had swallowed a rat. He had seen such a thing at Peshakan over twenty years ago. Vishan wondered what his life would have been like without the Darkstone. Would he have gone back into the army once he married?
If his father had allowed him to live, what more he could have experienced? Now he sipped at life. If he looked at life through a hollow straw, he would see about as much of life as he did now. Everything to the sides shut out from his view. His musings were cut off by a ripple that Daryaku noticed in the lines.
Savages ran up and engaged with the troops. Rocks began to pelt the troops. The natives used slings and clubs. It appeared that they possessed few edged weapons. That was consistent with what Vishan had learned long ago from his old mentor Sulm. 
A rock zinged into the carriage past Daryaku’s helmeted head. Vish wished he could have been the one to teach the savage how to make a sling. 
The straight rows buckled on the periphery and faded into the swirls of hand-to-hand combat. Cavalry rode from the front and the rest and began to descend on the Ayrtan natives. As soon as the conflict erupted it settled down. Slings were distance weapons and the natives’ clubs were not match for steel swords and pikes.
“We’ve taken prisoners, Your Eminence.”
“I’d like to interrogate one. If we could turn these beasts to our side, it might improve our chances,” she said.
The carriage stopped and they got out. Vishan examined the native through her eyes. His hair, eyes and skin all looked to be about the same shade of dusty brown.
“Wash him off,” Daryaku said. Two water skins were poured over the dusty skin and the savage suddenly looked more like a man. His hair darkened. His eyes retained their muddy color and his skin became tan, but stretched thin.
“Can you speak?”
The savage looked at her with defiant eyes. Her words obviously didn’t register as he nervously cast his eyes from man to man. Vishan could sense Daryaku reach into her memories. She spoke a few words in a far different language than the one he spoke.
The savage’s eyes widened. His words mimicked hers.
“I can’t get much from him. The language has changed in a few thousand years,” she said. “An unavoidable tragedy.” Daryaku motioned for them to take the savage away.
Unavoidable? You made this man and generations of his ancestors into what they are. What happened to them? You know, because you caused it. You cursed an entire continent!
“The nexus became inactive through the creation of the Darkstone. It was a worthwhile exchange because I had to have the ability to live again,” Daryaku said, shrugging, once they were back in the carriage. “Without the nexus, the land became barren and these people couldn’t exist as they once did.” 
How advanced was Ayrtan when your father made it his capital? Vish said.
“Not quite as advanced as Goriath is now. We invented steel, paper and machines of various sorts. No one bound books as you do now, but Ayrtan was the most advanced civilization of the four continents at the time.”
And you destroyed it so you might become Emperor again.
“Anyone powerful enough to withstand the Darkstone would be of a status to help me regain my position in the world. Remember, Dakkor is only a stepping stone.”
You’re about to miss the others. What makes you think after going through all of your battle sorcerers that you can prevail against the Ropponi? Even Besseth’s forces can still defeat you.
“That’s what you think. With the Purestone, I can rob the Ropponi Guild of all power. Their bureaucracy will crumble and I will pick up the pieces.” She huffed and adjusted their robe, looking at the restored columns marching out from the carriage.
Do you realize what has happened in Besseth? They have obliterated your elite Dakkoran forces. Your very best warriors, those with enhanced weapons and armor. Defeated.  Vishan could sense her anger building.
“Enough of your talk. Be gone!”
Daryaku banished Vishan. Another little battle won. He had no desire to watch an army march to their ruin. He didn’t wish to awake again. His people. His fellow soldiers marched to their deaths. He lamented their passing in his own little way.
~~~
 





CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE
~
DARYAKU DRANK WINE ALONE IN THEIR TENT. She idly put out their hand and produced a sorcerer’s globe, letting the globe change colors and flicker in the darkness like she did every night on their trek. It helped her relieve the boredom. Suddenly it yellowed and dimmed. She grabbed the Darkstone and found it harder to locate the other Warstones.
“Get me General Bishyar!” she said, standing and producing a number of globes and watching them all dim.
The general ran in. Vishan could feel the anxiety that Daryaku felt, but he didn’t know the source, he vaguely knew about the sorcerer’s globes.
“I want you to test the battle sorcerers power… now!” She turned around, grabbing the edge of her robe to let it billow around her. She had done it more and more. The tension seemed to bring out her more feminine characteristics. 
Don’t you say a word, little prince, she said putting a hand to their chin. 
You told me before that power didn’t exist in Ayrtan, and you simply can’t recharge, Vishan said. You lose your battle sorcerers and it’s the skilled, battle-tested Bessethians in an old fashioned clash of arms. No power to tip the battle one way or another. Is that it?
Daryaku growled. “That is it. Now that you’ve rubbed my nose in my mistake, go away.” She snapped her fingers, but Vishan remained in her mind.
Was I supposed to go away? Her loss of power gave Vish a jolt of excitement. She was genuinely upset.
She screamed in her throat. She snapped her finger again and again. Vishan kept up his banter until the General walked into the room.
“We have a problem, Your Eminence. The sorcerers’ powers have weakened, some significantly.”
Daryaku thought furiously. Vishan could nearly hear her mind whir in panic. “Take our forces west and find a defensible location. I will take the sorcerers back to Dakkor and regain our power. I will require five hundred horsemen to accompany our sorcerers back to the ships. We will be passing the supply wagons, so we can get food and fodder from them. Do not engage the Bessethians if they appear on Ayrtan. I doubt if they have yet turned their eyes to this continent.”
Six hundred men and a few women headed east. Daryaku rode a horse. The carriage would slow them up. Vishan restrained his gloating, but he kept reminding Daryaku that she couldn’t banish him from time to time.
The time that they had spent traveling two-thirds across Ayrtan was cut in half going the other direction. Daryaku and the rest of her nearly one hundred sorcerers painfully hobbled around their hastily set up camps at night as they only stopped to rest the horses. 
Daryaku went on a tirade when she learned her party would have to wait a week for the next ship. They sat in their commandeered tent. Daryaku could only bring up a small dim light, which she quickly extinguished. 
Vishan tried to move some part of his old body and succeeded in making their right index finger jerk.
“What have you done!” she said, looking at her hand.
I’ve made my finger move!  My finger!
Vishan felt her grimace, faintly as if through thick padding. “We will start to accumulate power as soon as we are at sea. Enjoy your little tricks, for they won’t last long,” she said with much venom, but underneath it all Vish could feel the concern she felt. Without so much power, the veil between their minds had thinned. 
He enjoyed the tiny bit of control that he could for a few days until a ship came. Their two-week trip to Dakkor proved Daryaku right. Before they sighted land, she had snapped their fingers and Vish involuntarily retreated into blackness.
 
 
~~    ~~
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PART TWO


ALL FORCES CONVERGE
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CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR
BESSETH
~
THE ALLIANCE MET A FINAL TIME AT THE TRAVELER’S REST. Excitement filled the air. Anchor reviewed the order of battle. Lessa guarded the mountainous west. Lotto and Restella would move Valetan troops from the North. Anchor would bring the southern alliance forces from the dukedoms. Peeron would guard the approach from the East. Gensleran troops under Duke Jellas’s son, Morio, would be spread out in the border keeps as a reserve to the Northwest between Sally’s Corners and South Keep. Everyone agreed.
Princess Sallia, exiled from the Red Kingdom, stepped up. She flashed a look at Anchor and a smile and spoke. “I’ve given this speech before, but I would like you to be reminded that you fight my people who have no enmity towards you. Please remember that. Treat them well, for I must deal with the soldiers and their families when all of this is over. Anchor has been successful in turning a number of Histron’s forces back to our side. Send a Ropponi here and I will happily go into the field and show men from the Red Kingdom that if they fight for us, they fight for the Bloodstone. The honest men of my kingdom will respond to that. They must.” She clenched her fist around the pouch at her neck. She put her hand on Anchor’s arm and smiled again looking him in the eyes.
Anchor cleared his throat and coughed. “I’ll want Ropponi teleporting regularly so that we can communicate as we go. One of our great advantages is that we can instantly maneuver as circumstances permit. We begin tomorrow. Give your men a good night’s sleep. Unless Histron has hidden an army somewhere we don’t know about, I don’t see how we won’t be walking the streets of Foxhome in a month’s time.”
He shook all of their hands and wished them well as they walked out of the meeting room or winked out. He waited until they had all left before he shoved his copies of the battle plans into his satchel. He’d like to see Sallia one more time before a Ropponi took him far to the South. Shiro would be spending the night with Chika in Sally’s Corners. She would stay to protect the princess.
“Unca?” 
Anchor turned at the familiar voice. “Willow.” He smiled. She looked like a comfortable old memory come to life. “Sally told you that she knows?”
She nodded. “She has, but I didn’t tell her that I already knew.”
“I’ve tried to keep my situation a secret for all of this time. I hope you haven’t minded.”
“You’ve sent me a letter or two telling me you’re still alive and I’ve kept them from Sallia as you instructed. I won’t have to hide anything anymore, will I?”
He held her by the shoulders. “No, you’ve done a wonderful job with her. In a way, I feel that I’ve been an uncle and you the aunt, trying to raise our orphan niece.”
“She’s more than a niece to you, though, isn’t she?”
Anchor grit his teeth. He didn’t appreciate this conversation with Willow. It reminded him of how old of a man he was inside. But he didn’t know what ruled him, his heart or his head. He didn’t feel old at all. “She is and it disturbs me. I find it hard to be in love with my king’s daughter. I’m old enough to be her grandfather.” He couldn’t help but sigh, but he had confided so many things to Willow that it felt natural. “Don’t you tell her.”
“You look a few years older than Sallia and I know that she’s in love with Anchor,” Willow said. “She respects Unca and she’s as confused about you as you are about her. Can you stay young as Anchor?”
He buckled the straps to his satchel and pulled out a chair for Willow and another for himself.
“Maybe. I found an old book that talked about the Warstones—the Bloodstone in particular. When I made myself young, I lost my magic. In order to get my power back, some other sorcerer will have to use the Bloodstone to do it. Only then will I become Unca again. I don’t even know what that spell would be like.”
Willow put her hand on Anchor’s arm. “Then don’t give a sorcerer the opportunity. Unca should never return. He’s gone, transformed into a different person. Even if you regain your power, you’ve done things that you thought you could never do as a wizard. You always told me that King Billeas was always the brains and you were his sounding board. Now you have the brains and, from what I understand, you haven’t needed much help to sound things out.”
Anchor smiled. “Not true. Shiro and Tishiaki have been my sounding boards. I consulted with Lotto, Mander Hart, Duke Jellas and that rascal, Armand Lessa. I’ve gotten help from all kinds of people.” He hoped that would change the subject. Discussions regarding his relationship with Sallia made him weary. He’d gone over every alternative relationship with Sallia time and time again in his mind. Each attempt to come up with a solution had failed. “I’ve learned that everyone always need help and I’ve had plenty of it and a large share of luck.”
Willow laughed. “You’ve always made your own luck. Just enough, every time.” She gave him a sideways glance. She knew he just tried to change the subject. He never could fool Willow.
“Perhaps,” Anchor let his eyes twinkle like he used to. “It’s so good to see you. How is my holding? I’ve resisted visiting it.”
“Just the same except my son spirited away most of your supplies last winter.”
“There should be enough funds left for you to keep it going. Do you need more?”
“I know where your stash of money is. You were the one to show me, remember? It’s kept Sally and I alive and in new dresses all this time. There is plenty left.”
Anchor squinted at Willow. “I’m glad. If something happens to me, I’ll tell Sallia to make sure you have it all. You’ve had the use of my house for all of these years, you might as well own it.”
“You don’t have to do that.”
“I know,” Anchor said. He rose and Willow did the same. He gave her a long hug. “Thank you.”
He picked up his satchel and went to say goodbye to Sallia. He hoped it wouldn’t be as emotional as this talk with his favorite housekeeper.
~
“I want to lead all charges,” Restella said, once Lotto and she were transported to their camp, a number of leagues to the South.
“Feel free,” Lotto said. He’d had this conversation with her before and it only made him weary. The woman was obsessed with glory and nothing else. The link meant something to her at the beginning, but now? He shook his head. “I’ll run with the rangers, like I always do.”
“Good. Now let’s look at the battle orders again.” She walked towards the command tent. She slept there and Lotto stayed with the rangers under the command of Gully Workman.
After their session of going over the battle plan, yet again, Lotto ended up eating with his rangers.
“You don’t need her,” Gully said. “All she does is mess with your mind.”
Lotto took a spoonful of stew and swallowed. “It seems I have no one else. Sallia knows who Anchor is and I am definitely out of that picture.”
“As if you ever really were in it,” Gully said. “Princess Sallia is not one for likes of us. We are too much individualists.” He smiled and poked around in his bowl. “Admit it. You don’t want to sit in a throne room hearing disputes about lost cows and cuckolded husbands, do you?”
Lotto nodded his head. “You’re right. As long as we fight, I’m comfortable here, but what happens when we prevail and Besseth is at peace? I don’t know where I’ll fit in when that happens,” he said. 
Mander Hart walked up. “Did I hear you don’t know where you fit?” He sat down and took Lotto’s bowl and sniffed, made an ugly face and gave it back. “You fit in right where you are, a ranger and still under my command. That has never changed since I snatched you and Gully from the mines. I don’t have any more control over Princess Restella than her father—”
“And you think I do?”
Mander nodded. “Didn’t you just go over your part in the re-taking of Foxhome with her?”
“I did.”
“So who else was there?”
“Just the two of us,” Lotto said.
Mander spied small lump of bread on a tray and took it. He broke off a piece and put it in his mouth. “Better.” He looked at Lotto with more intensity. “She didn’t invite me and, technically, I’m second in command. Now why do you think that is?”
“You intimidate her and I don’t.”
“True. So I want you to make sure that you will tell me if she comes up with any changes to the plans. Despite your difficulties with the woman, she still is willing to go over the battle plan with you. That means, despite it all, she trusts you. If you don’t like what she proposes, if it’s something you don’t like, tell her. She’ll pause or accept your changes. Even if she doesn’t like you, she still respects you, no matter what her mood or how much she hates your link. The damn woman won’t tell me a thing.” He got up slowly and slapped both men on their shoulders. “Don’t forget me, if you think up something that you know I won’t like. I want the opportunity to say no before you go ahead and do it.”
“Yes, sir!” Gully said, with half a grin.
“I didn’t mean you, Workman. You just listen to Lotto and watch his back.” Mander’s eyes twinkled.
Lotto just nodded. Mander had given him enough to, hopefully, let him sleep. Tomorrow they would be on the march and the rangers were the point, regardless of who rode in front of the much slower moving army.
~
Shiro looked up at the tent ceiling. Chika kissed him on the nose and lay down by his side.
“You are ready for tomorrow?” she said.
“It will be our easiest day. In two weeks, Histron’s main army will try to stop us.”
“Us, huh?” she said. “It’s our fight? We aren’t Bessethians, yet.”
“They are our friends, Chika. We have fought by their side. They have lost theirs and we have lost ours. At the least, we owe it to those who have gone on to meet their ancestors. I think of them, every one. We have fought valiantly, but it’s not over when we retake Princess Sallia’s Foxhome.”
“Ayrtan. Our fate lies on that continent. Mistokko still claims that the Dakkorans will invade Besseth from that direction. I agree with Anchor on that, it makes the most sense. Foxhome secures Besseth for the Bessethians. I’m not certain where we go when this is over. But we have enough offers to be confident we can settle in Besseth. Perhaps Happly or lands in southern Learsea. I’ve been to both places and we can find a place to make our own.”
“We might not end up anywhere, if we lose,” Chika said.
Shiro nodded. “That’s why it’s our fight. We go to battle so we can make our own choices, as always. That hasn’t changed since we came to this continent.”
“You do your part and I’ll do mine.”
Shiro chuckled. “We always do, don’t we?” He narrowed his eyes. “Protect the Princess. Be ready to transport her if she is threatened. Histron might send assassins, even now. You have your Dakkoran sword to protect her from those Dakkoran shadow assassins, but rather than fight, transport her at the first opportunity. Flight. I want you to survive this more than anyone.” He pulled Chika to him.
~~~
 





CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE
BESSETH
~
ANCHOR SPENT THE NIGHT THINKING ABOUT WILLOW AND SALLY. When day dawned, he focused plans to get his southern army moving north towards Foxhome. Shiro joined him at midday.
“Chika understands what she needs to do?” Anchor said as he walked to the eastern part of Sally’s Corners. He idly kicked a rock that bounced down the cobbled road.
Shiro nodded. “Chika’s first instincts are to fight. I made sure her orders were clear; she transports Sallia if either is threatened. If she takes Sallia out of harm’s way, she removes herself. That is a good strategy, my friend.” He slapped Anchor’s stomach. “A face-saving suggestion for my warrior companion. ”
Anchor smiled. “It’s more than a face-saving suggestion, as far as I’m concerned, Shiro. We have to protect the Bloodstone and the woman who rightfully holds it. If we don’t, then all that I have done since becoming Anchor will be lost.” He wouldn’t accept anything other than victory. His untold confession about the night Histron took the castle still tormented his mind.
They had wandered far enough. Anchor and Shiro transported to the main camp of the Southern Alliance. He packed up his things and put them on a wagon heading north. The southern army wouldn’t move very fast for the next three or four days. “Let’s ride ahead to tonight’s camp and then see King Willom.”
~
The king of Learsea welcomed Anchor into his study. Shiro sought out Mistokko, while Anchor stood watching the seabirds fight the winds above the ocean through King Willom’s impressive windows. The king stayed in a cushioned chair by his table. His legs were elevated on an ottoman and a blanket warmed the Learsean monarch.
After more than a few moments, King Willom broke their silence. “How does my son do?” His voice had picked up a tremor.
“Well enough, I suppose. We haven’t heard anything for a week or so. It’s unlikely he can do any damage to our war plans in Highfield. It’s as we planned.”
“Indeed.” King Willom beckoned Anchor to his side and reached up and put arm around Anchor’s wrist. “I have arranged something that you should know. If something happens to my son, I want you to be my heir.”
“I’m older than you!” Anchor said. “Did you know that?”
“I do. I didn’t want to upset your masterful work with my forces by telling you that I finally recognized who you were. Unca is not the man who stands before me. You have cast off the facade that you thoroughly cultivated under King Billeas. Unca was always Anchor underneath, not the other way around. Your crutch was your reliance on your magical power. You were never a serious man as long as you could tinker with your Affinity. Without it, you’ve matured.” King Willom smiled. “That’s quite a feat for a man with sixty-something-year-old memories.” He laughed but became serious. “As long as you are Anchor, you will be second in line to the Learsea throne behind Peeron. I’ve already made it so.” Willom struggled to his feet and gave Anchor a one-arm hug. “You’ve already brought me much honor.”
“I don’t know what to say,” Anchor said. He wanted to reject the honor. How could he rule a kingdom that he didn’t live in? The king would say that he had saved Learsea, but successful generals weren’t supposed to assume thrones.
“I accept, will do,” the king said. “I know of your loyalties to the Red Kingdom, but you can serve both domains, Anchor. You essentially rule all of Besseth right now. We are on a war footing, but I think you understand that every ruler respects your authority and wisdom. I have one other request. I don’t trust my son. You must know that. ”
Anchor nodded, waiting for more.
“If he does something to jeopardize Learsea, you may take his life if it will save others.” Willom turned Anchor so they both looked each other in the eyes. “I am serious. Tell me you understand. I trust you more than any man alive and I know you’ll do the right thing. You will won’t you?”
“I will, king.” Emotion overcame Anchor. He had to take a few breaths to gain his composure. King Willom had given him an awful trust and he knew how the king must have struggled within himself to extend it. His eyes began to water, as did the king’s. “Are you sure?” he could hardly get the words out.
“I am.” Willom cleared his throat. “I’m glad you accepted my charge. Now my news. I’ve heard rumblings from my Ropponi friends that Dakkoran ships were sighted on the coast of Ayrtan four or so weeks ago. As I expected, they will soon be headed to my country to do what they couldn’t through spying and subterfuge.”
“I intend on taking the battle to them after Foxhome is taken.”
“Then you find yourself in the position of defending Learsean soil again, Anchor. See? You continue to serve my kingdom.” The king smiled. “Go with my blessing to take care of Histron. I have already begun to assemble the flotilla of ships necessary to take your armies east to Ayrtan’s shores.”
Anchor smiled. “Then I suppose I won’t have to ask.”
“You won’t, Prince Anchor. Fight your Red Kingdom war, and then return to fight mine in Ayrtan.”
~
Anchor’s stroll to the wharves was filled with wonder and confusion. No one wanted Unca anymore and that bothered him. Everyone had told him that Unca was gone. No, what did Willom say? Anchor was always there, underneath. The power merely prevented his ability to blossom. 
He smiled. King Willom had understood him better than anyone else. Anchor didn’t need to rely on his power or his humor. Even if he turned back into his old self, he vowed not to let Affinity concern him again.
Shiro called out. Anchor could see the segmented sails of Mistokko’s ship.
“It’s all over the port. Dakkor forces march on Ayrtan soil headed for Learsea and the heart of Besseth.”
“Mistokko told you?”
Shiro nodded and laughed. “He’s so afraid the Dakkorans will ruin his business that he’s already sent a few birds to Roppon. They will ignore him. Ropponi don’t know the Dark Lord like we do. They’ll ignore his pleadings. But it shows how worried he is. Willom has recalled all of his ships to fit them out for war.”
“He told me, Shiro. Don’t tell anyone else, but he’s adopted me as a son. Imagine that, Prince Unca.”
Shiro whistled. “Prince Anchor,” Shiro said, looking up at him with serious eyes. “That is a great honor and one that is deserved. What of Peeron?”
“His son is next in line, then me. I don’t know what to think.”
“Pray Peeron survives.” 
They both laughed and enjoyed a Ropponi style meal on board Mistokko’s ship before they returned to the camp. Anchor didn’t mention the second part of King Willom’s discussion.
~
“I hate to be looking past Foxhome, but we must get this damned war over as quickly as possible,” Anchor said to the officers of the southern alliance. “Make sure that we keep our men as fresh as we can. Once Histron is defeated, Besseth will still require an army.” Anchor ruffled through the maps on a table outside of his tent.
Bastian chuckled. “We will take them, don’t you worry, Anchor. More men come into our camp all the time wanting to fight against the usurper.”
Anchor rubbed his chin. “Put them into a reserve unit, Bastian. If any are infiltrators, our regular troops won’t be affected. We can use them in the future.”
“Consider it done. I’ll reverse what we’ve been doing and feel much better about it your way,” Bastian said.
If anything would go wrong, now was the time, thought Anchor.
Rangers began to bring back reports of the Histron’s army camped ahead. Anchor examined his maps and sent Ropponi to scout out possible battleground sites.
“A messenger has arrived in camp,” Shiro said, bringing a bedraggled soldier along with him into Anchor’s tent.
“Why not a Ropponi?” Anchor asked.
“He’s from Prince Peeron.”
Something had to have gone wrong in Highfield.
~~~
 





CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX
BESSETH
~
“WHAT HAS HAPPENED?” Shiro said as Anchor unsealed the message.
He unfolded the crumpled parchment. “We’ll both know in a moment.” He read the message aloud.
 
Histron hid additional armies on his lands during the winter. There are at least ten thousand men. I’ve engaged one group and ordered the Duke of Deshine to attack another before we knew how large they were. Deshine has retreated south under my orders and my forces have retreated to and occupied Highfield. I demand your assistance as soon as possible.
 
Peeron
Prince of Learsea
 
Anchor closed his eyes in frustration. “Just as Histron consolidated his hidden armies, Peeron has split his. Of course he’d have to retreat.” Anchor snorted and shook his head. He was about to engage Histron’s main force and now there was an army out there, ready to disrupt Anchor’s entire campaign. His fears of a hidden army were well founded. King Willom’s last words rose in his mind, but Peeron hadn’t screwed up yet. In fact, unwittingly, the Prince flushed out an unknown force before Anchor had committed his.
“Get Bastian and Antzen in here, immediately,” Anchor told an orderly. “Shiro, see if the messenger will consent to a Sunstone session. Then take two Ropponi with Peeron’s messenger and let’s get a communication link established: one for Peeron and one for the Deshine general. We’ll need to coordinate their forces.” He pulled maps out that he’d just finished packing before they moved out for the day and laid them out on the trunk. He stared at them for inspiration.
Antzen and Bastian ducked into his tent. Both men’s chests heaved from the exertion of rushing to Anchor. “Peeron’s run into a larger force than we thought Histron had. He says ten thousand men. That’s twice as many as I thought.”
“They could do some damage to us as we head north,” Bastian said. He pointed from Highfield to Foxhome. “Just about directly west. If unchecked, they would just slam into our side.”
Anchor shook his head. “Histron could have something else in mind. We need to know where the army is headed. I’ll bet that the duke is thinking offense.”
“What do you intend to do?” General Antzen of the southern army said.
“We’ll take ten thousand men, forty percent of our forces and move midway towards Highfield. If Peeron has flushed them out, then they will try to disrupt us from a different angle.” Anchor motioned on the map. “If you come from the Southeast, you can join forces with Peeron and Deshine’s army and force them north. We’ll need to create multiple fronts.”
“What about pulling down the Genslerans from their forts? Their reserves sit right along here between Sally’s Corners and South Keep.” Bastian said.
“If Histron’s army moves north, they would run right over the outnumbered Gensler reserves,” Antzen responded.
Anchor ran his hand through his short-cropped hair. “If the entire army moves along the Gensleran line, the border forces will be routed. There’s not enough of a concentration of men to stop Histron.”
“Can you stall?” Bastian said. 
“I’d rather not engage the enemy until we know where the Highfield army is going,” Anchor said. “The Ropponi will scout out the army’s location once they’ve established contact with Peeron.”
Antzen nodded his head. “We already have a plan in place here in the South. We can follow that until we know more. We can prepare for a defense should the enemy attack us from Foxhome, but I don’t think they’ll do that. I suspect that if there is a trap to be sprung, it will be farther ahead. I think Foxhome will just sit for a bit.”
A shock of relief ran through Anchor. Antzen had the Southern Alliance in control. He’d have to let him lead. Both generals were more than competent to run his strategy. 
“Very well. We’ll get the Ropponi and the messenger on their way. We’ll begin transporting part of our army to South Keep in case our enemy turns north. All of the Ropponi have been there.” Anchor looked at Shiro. “Let the other alliance commanders know what’s happened, then meet me in South Keep. Are we agreed?”
They all nodded their heads. “Then let’s proceed.”
~
It felt odd, walking the dusty grounds of South Keep once more. He walked along the top of the walls and watched the Red River flow quickly past the fort. It seemed so turbulent.  It matched how he felt about the coming battles. Anchor had considered South Keep as his birthplace as a commander and a soldier. Who remembered a newly commissioned ‘advisor’ barely able to hold a sword through stale training and an unhealed shoulder injury? He did. Time seemed to have sped by like the Red River, but it seemed like it was ages from his meeting Captain Travelwell for the first time.
No one had seen the army all along the northern arc from just south of the Learsea pass to South Keep. He was less than a week away from Morio’s force of three thousand men scattered along the border keeps. 
Anchor watched fifteen or twenty men appear in the parade ground. They were rushed out of the keep and across the bridge to the mustering grounds on the other side of the village to join Anchor’s growing army.
He breathed in deeply, nearly a huge sigh. Anchor wondered where the army was. He would soon have his own on the move. Ropponi had been dispatched towards Morio so they could leapfrog the marching rankers.
A Ropponi appeared. “Histron’s forces force-marched overland to the middle of the Gensler defensive lines today and marched right through them.”
So the army hadn’t headed directly north as Anchor had anticipated but cut across country towards Sally’s Corners. Morio’s men had to hold off a force many times their size. Anchor felt his stomach twist in shame for his lack of vision. He put his emotions aside and concentrated on what he could do to counter Histron’s unexpected offensive.
Shiro and the Ropponi took thirty men to a battlefield filled with wounded, dead and dying men. He spotted an officer in Gensler green and ran towards him. 
“Report.”
“They came upon us without warning. Ran right through us. We weren’t ready for an army that size coming from South Keep without any word.”
“Not from South Keep,” Anchor said. “On a straight line from Highfield. They’ve had Sally’s Corners as their goal.” He spoke the thought and realized why, the Bloodstone. “Shiro, take us to Sallia and Chika.”
“They killed Morio Jellas, the Duke’s son and moved on.”
Anchor put his hand to his forehead. What a debacle!  “We’ve got men on the way. Do what you can to get your men ready to march. I deeply regret my lack of foresight. Morio was the best of men.” He put his hand on the officer’s shoulder. “I will miss him.”
“So will we all,” the officer said. “I’ll get his body prepared for transport to Crackledown and then we will regroup,” the officer said.
“Thank you,” Anchor said and watched the officer hurry to a group of his men.
“Shiro, before we leave, get a Ropponi to Peeron. He won’t do us any good chasing us. Have him move directly west towards Foxhome’s defensive forces, but do not engage.” He pulled a pad of paper from his pocket and scribbled orders and signed it while Shiro summoned a Red Rose. “Have her travel by sight. It will be the fastest way. Give her the heading and have her move out.”
He turned to the Gensleran officer. “Assemble as many men as you can in one place. There is no sizable force at Sally’s Corners. We’ll take you all where you can fight that army again.”
At last Shiro and two other Ropponi took a force of forty men with them to Sally’s Corners. Histron’s forces couldn’t possibly arrive for another day or day and a half.
He found Sallia, Willow and Chika at the meeting room in The Traveler’s Rest.
“You have two choices; my holding or moving south to join Restella’s army. I’ll have an army here in a few days. Over ten thousand men, but I’m afraid we can’t move them all here in time. There will be a battle in the village. It’s unavoidable.”
“The holding,” Sally said. “We can hide in the tunnels if we have to.”
Histron’s armies wouldn’t have any reason to head up into the woods. As far as Anchor knew, no one knew of his personal retreat. “Okay. Chika you’ve been there?” 
She nodded yes.
“Take Willow with you.”
“No,” Willow said. “This is my home and I’ll help behind your lines.”
Anchor didn’t like it, but he had no time to argue. “Very well. Let’s get Regetta and the other innkeepers cooking food. We’ll have lots of men to feed soon enough.”
~
Men kept arriving, but Shiro’s Red Roses were losing their power. They transported less than six thousand men by the Gensleran officer’s count before they couldn’t move any more. A series of barricades blocked the roads and the fields around Sally’s Corners. Rangers reported the army approaching less than half a day away. They were over-matched.
“Shiro, I want your Red Rose to disrupt the forces.” Anchor looked into his friend’s eyes, not liking what he saw.
“Their magic is weakened,” Shiro said.
“Send out for your people in the other armies. If they go on their own, they won’t be so taxed, but I need battle mage capability.”
“Good idea.” Shiro left him to confer with the assembling Red Roses.
Willow brought out cup of ale for Anchor, as he stood at one of the barricades a few hundred paces from the village proper. “You don’t have enough men, do you?”
Anchor shook his head and gave her half of a smile. “My greatest resource was the proper positioning of my forces in all of my campaigns and now, it’s used against me. I didn’t see this happening.” Was his string of victories going to fall apart and he with them? His stomach felt like it weighed a ton and his face burned with embarrassment. He had to find a center someplace.
She put her hand on his arm. “This is war. You told me long ago, that it’s an unpredictable bastard. Weren’t those your exact words? Not your fault.”
“I still have to fight.”
“Don’t let yourself be killed. Besseth needs you.”
“An old man?” Anchor shook his head and took a long pull of the ale. Besseth needed him. Restella’s army needed him. Thank the gods that Bastian and Lessa knew what they were doing. Peeron, feckless as he was, barely gave him enough notice. The army must have intended on attacking Sally’s Corners all along. They were after the princess because she held the Bloodstone. He should have given Peeron some Ropponi, but he didn’t trust him. Another mistake. He couldn’t believe that he could produce such a disaster.
He looked east and saw more Rangers rushing his way. 
“They’ve got at least a few battle mages. They blew up the first barriers.”
Shiro had to give him some fresh sorcerers.
“Get your rangers into the field. Send some arrows into their mages along their flanks.”
Anchor began to deploy his forces throughout the town.
Shiro showed up with Lotto.
“Need some help?” Lotto said.
“Battle mage?”
“I’ll get a few more.” Lotto disappeared and a few moments later, six men showed up. “I’ll take them into the woods just north of the road.”
“Be careful I have Rangers with bows in there. Don’t get shot.”
Lotto grinned. “We won’t”
More Ropponi began to appear. Shiro had recruited another ten.
“Shiro, you know their strength. Our enemy can encircle the village, so put some close to the roads and see if we can get a few more troops for reinforcements. An open village like this won’t stand a siege.” He looked at Willow. “Get everyone out of the village. Have them go north. There is a battle keep an hour north just inside the Gensleran border. You’ll be safer there than in Sally’s Corners. Help me save your friends.”
“Does that make me part of your army?” she said giving him half of a smile.
“It does. Move out, Captain Willow.” He saluted her and watched her run back into the village.
Anchor could hear shouting as barriers began to blow up to the East. Histron’s rogue army had arrived.
~~~
 





CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN
AYRTAN
~
DARYAKU’S BATTLE SORCERERS FINALLY RETURNED TO AYRTAN on ships filled with supplies. As they walked down the gangplanks to the crude wharves, lined up carts began to inch forward to be loaded.
It took a few hours to locate enough horses for the one hundred sorcerers and the rest of the day to assemble their escort. Vishan wondered if some of soldiers would be sober enough to stay on a horse. Daryaku paced to and fro like a caged lion. Lioness, he thought smiling in his little cocoon. Banishing him would have used a bit of power, so he had been around to see everything. All of the sorcerers were commanded not to use a smidgen of magic. If they did, they would lose their power and if that happened, Daryaku threatened them with death. Vishan saw that as an empty promise since she wouldn’t be monitoring their power by throwing away her own.
An officer rode up with a satchel. “Messages while you’ve been gone, Your Eminence.”
She ducked into a large tent filled with drinking soldiers. They all stood at attention and with fear in their eyes. “Leave.” Her subdued voice filled the tent with menace, as Daryaku sat down to go through the dispatches quite alone, except for Vishan.
After all these years, he could still read faster than she could, so Vish kept up rather well as she organized the messages by date and went from the oldest to the first. They had been gone nearly two months. 
Most of the messages talked about further encounters with the savages, but after waiting so long for the sorcerers to return, the savages in their area had been thinned by fighting and had become a nuisance more than anything else. 
Word from Besseth indicated that Histron held out and had launched his final assault on Sally’s Corners where Princess Sallia had been seen. No one knew if the Highfield army had retrieved the Bloodstone yet.
She crushed the last message in frustration. It hadn’t given her a new status of the events on Besseth.
“Even if Histron succeeds, we will invade,” Daryaku said swishing her hand imperiously in the air. “No comment, Vishan?”
You have another three weeks of fast travel to General Bishyar. By the time you reach the army, you’ll know if you will meet the Bessethians on Ayrtan or Besseth. Tell me, does your power seep out even if you don’t use it? Vishan knew that his needling would get her upset. He didn’t want her to win. Was that betrayal? Certainly not. If he had ruled, Dakkor wouldn’t have ruined his country. His people were starving slaves. Men, women and children died because of the monster that inhabited his body. At least Polymeer, the Cuminee chieftain still roamed the plains making trouble for the Empire. That message had followed them from Dakkor.
The end drew near and if Vishan could choose, he wouldn’t fight against Besseth. He’d fight for a free Dakkor.
“You don’t have to remind me,” she said. 
So the power did seep out. If the Bessethians only knew about Ayrtan’s power-deadening nature, then she wouldn’t have any advantage. He hoped.
~~~
 





CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT
BESSETH
~
ANCHOR’S ARMY SUCCESSFULLY REPELLED THE FIRST ATTACK. The Red Rose destroyed the road with gullies and created little hills with the hardened dirt techniques they had used in Learsea. Those proved to be more successful than the barricades. The rogue army’s sorcerers tried blasting the dirt and ended up making the battleground no easier to negotiate. 
The enemy withdrew for the day and set up camp three or four hours from Sally’s Corners, while Anchor brought all of the commanders to him to the first new berm. The Red Roses, who had the ability to transport, wouldn’t be able to bring more reinforcements for two or three days, about the time a battalion from Lotto’s army would arrive. The Red Roses still couldn’t deliver many more troops, but their valiant efforts building the fortifications had halted the advance of the enemy.
He didn’t look towards tomorrow. Anchor looked for answers from his allies in the night as he stood behind a Red Rose-created berm. He had to get back to the South, but his overall strategy would fall apart if they couldn’t take care of this army.
“Anchor?”
Anchor turned around at the sound of Duke Jellas’s voice. His throat constricted as he confronted a father who had just lost his son. “Duke, we are all appalled at the loss of Morio. He was a very good soldier and a good man. I wish that I loved life as much as he did.” His eyes watered as he said it.
The Duke’s foot dug into the loose soil. He folded his arms and nodded as he was obviously gathering his emotions. “He died defending Gensler, defending Besseth as a hero should,” he said. “I loved my son and I love Gensler. His mother and I grieve along with his brother and sisters. I’ve brought another five hundred men, all cavalry. All of them lost friends among those lost in Morio’s army. We rode here from Everwet as soon as we heard. There are no enemy troops west of Gensler. It looks there are plenty here.”
“Let’s make sure we give them a chance to avenge Morio’s death and those of his command that were killed. I knew a number of them myself from South Keep.”
The Duke nodded. “Now…” he cleared his throat and wiped his eyes, “You’ve called a meeting?”
Anchor managed a smile. “I have. I refuse to wait until tomorrow to fight the usurpers. We still have a number of Red Roses and battle mages to counter theirs. Destroying our work had to have sapped their magical strength more than ours. I want Histron’s army whittled down so that when Restella’s battalion comes the day after tomorrow, that they will be mopping up the leavings. I’m looking for any ideas that I can.”
Other commanders began to gather and gave their condolences to Duke Jellas. Anchor waited a few more minutes and then asked Shiro for a sorcerer’s light to be placed down low. Anchor crouched down and unrolled the map that he had marked up.
“We have men concentrated here and here,” Anchor pointed, “but the rest of us are sprinkled around the village trying to plug up the entrances. I don’t like being on the defensive,” Anchor said. His comment didn’t even begin to describe how he felt. This debacle had hit him blind and the rout of Morio’s army left an even worse taste in his mouth after his words with the duke. “What do you all think?”
Anchor let them all have a say. Eight men, nine including the Duke of Gensler contributed to Anchor’s hastily convened conference. Half of them wanted to use the Red Rose to reinforce Sally’s Corners and the others wanted to take the fight to the enemy. He didn’t get the direction he sought, but the Gensleran cavalry were useless in a defensive fight.
“We can take care of all of their sentries,” Shiro said. “Lotto is still out there—“
“No, I’m not,” Lotto said, as he walked up to the group. “Since they have greater numbers, we need to compress them, like a funnel. Then we just grind them up. It has worked before for Valetan in a battle one hundred fifty years ago with Oringia. We advance with a small force of a thousand men and draw them back.”
Anchor looked down at the map. “The forest keeps them from leaking out in any force to our left.”
“My archers and a few battle mages can do that,” an officer said. “If their mages attack the trees, it will sap their strength, like blasting the Ropponi earthworks did this afternoon.”
Anchor smiled. He could see the plan developing in his mind. “We don’t need any cavalry to create the grinder, so we can move nearly one thousand mounted men around their southeastern edge and herd them into Lotto’s funnel. Our infantry concentrates where we stand. We’ll have to make sure that any flanking maneuver on their part is detected.”
Shiro smiled with encouragement in the sorcerer’s light. “I only need a few Red Rose to do that. We can build more earthworks that will close them in.”
Anchor looked at Duke Jellas. “Would you stay here and command the ground forces? I’ll take the cavalry, myself.” He gave more specific directions to his infantry commanders.
“I’ll be taking the cavalry out in one hour. I’d like the rest of your people to bring in more troops, but I need more earthworks.”
“Waiting will only cost more lives on both sides,” Duke Jellas said.
“Then let’s get it moving. Duke, I’ll leave the map with you and Shiro.”
“Shiro, when you are through with Sally’s Corners, start making the funnel starting from here,” he pointed towards the house at the end of the village, “and extend it out in this line.”
“Gentlemen, you are free to improvise, but I don’t want the village sieged if at all possible. If you have to retreat towards Gensler, do so. For those of you who don’t know, the villagers have retreated to the battle keep along the main road to Crackledown. Defend the villagers, if we are routed.”
With that, Anchor excused the men and asked the Duke to introduce him to the cavalry commander.
~
“A large hidden army has moved north from Highfield and attacks Sally’s Corners,” a Red Rose messenger from Shiro told Tishiaki.
The Red Rose commander looked out at Red Kingdom plains painted with the weakening orange light of the setting sun. He called in his scouts to see if they had detected any movement towards the Learsea border and they detected no invasion and sought out his Learsea counterpart. Tishiaki thought hard about what he could do.
General Leef, Anchor’s Learsea commander, walked along the battlements on one of the forts at the Learsea-Red Kingdom border with Tishiaki.
“If it’s a big force they could mow right over Morio Jellas’s Genslerans,” Leef said.
“And blindside Anchor’s strategy. There’s no force large enough to stop them from capturing Princess Sallia and the Bloodstone,” Tishiaki said. “As least not before we knew Histron’s force headed northwest. Where is Peeron in all of this?”
Leef batted his hand in the air. “Chasing ghosts, most likely.” He looked at his forces at the border. “I doubt that Anchor will use him if the fight is critical. He doesn’t trust the prince any more than we do.”
Tishiaki knew his Red Roses would be exhausted, but they could transport all of the ground troops, without any supplies. He couldn’t transport a speck of dust, but he had spent weeks training the Learsean troops and he hated to see all of that effort going to waste guarding a silent border.
“Let me take four thousand men and attack the rear of the army.”
“Anchor—“
“We don’t have time to ask. I can have my best Red Rose find out where they are and then she can take the others to a mustering area. I’ve been to Sally’s Corners and it’s only a good-sized village. No walls, nothing. Anchor’s probably there making do. He shouldn’t have to,” Tishiaki said.
He looked at Leef scan the border and then saw the general nod his head. 
Leef shook a fist at Tishiaki and said, “I’ll haunt you forever if an army comes my way.”
Tishiaki laughed. “You’ve got one thousand well-trained men and two new border keeps within spitting distance. The army didn’t turn east. We know that from the message. Anchor’s got a village to defend. We cannot afford Histron getting the Bloodstone.”
“Agreed. Let’s get the men into battle gear.”
The Ropponi sent a Red Rose to jump ahead of those creating earthworks. She could go as far as she could see and then she’d return when she found the army. Getting a four thousand man army ready for battle would take a few hours. Then they would begin to move far to the West and give Anchor a present. Tishiaki was certain it would be appreciated.
~
The cavalry moved south and then turned east. They kept to the bottom of the rolling hills that made up the plains of northern Red Kingdom. A Red Rose led them on, signaling from just to the North, showing them the way. Anchor had given the order for silence. Riding in the dark didn’t permit moving very fast, but they could get around Histron’s army before the light of dawn.
He would rely on their ability to slash and retreat. His intention wasn’t to close with the enemy, but to put pressure on the funnel.
After a few hours, they received the signal to move north again, easing in behind the advancing army. Nerves began to jumble up Anchor’s belly. They were meant to drive an army of ten thousand into the funnel. He could only hope that they could and that the sides of the funnel would hold.
In the moonlight, he could make out the faint line of forests that defined the border with Gensler. His unit finally stopped. Anchor heard a few whispers in the dark and the blowing and snorting of the horses. He had successfully taken the cavalry to the rear of his enemy. To the west, Anchor could see fires blinking in the distance. The vast army seemed to cover the farmland like an evil blanket.
“Marshal Anchor,” a scout quickly rode up. “There is an army on the march from the East.”
Anchor looked at the rogue army ahead. How many men did Histron have? 
“When will they arrive?”
“They are perhaps an hour away.”
“We’ll move into the forest,” Anchor said. “No sense being squeezed between two armies.” He led them towards the trees perhaps two miles ahead.
The force dismounted. Some sat on the leafy ground and others tended to the horses. Anchor paced back and forth wondering what to do. His plans had a bare chance of working with ten thousand of the enemy and now Histron had reinforcements? He hadn’t brought any Ropponi with him since the earthen works were more important, or so he had thought. There weren’t that many men left in the border keeps.
“What will we do, Marshal?” the cavalry commander said.
“When the two forces meet, we will push them from this direction. We’ll form up a line three deep and hit the eastern remnant on the northeastern side. That will get them clashing into their main group, then it’s still up to Duke Jellas to grind them up.”
The new army jumbled up their fragile strategy.  So many things could go wrong. Anchor knew what kind of a gamble he had made. He hadn’t intended his strategy to be all or nothing and he didn’t worry about Sally with Chika as her guard, but too many men would die on both sides and that fact grated. Anchor needed as many fighting men as he could muster for the war with Daryaku. Now there was a good chance that Anchor wouldn’t live through the day. He waited until he could see torches of the advancing army. He squinted in the dim light. Were those Learsean uniforms? 
“Mount up!” Anchor sought out his horse and got up on it. “Those aren’t enemy, men. They are part of the alliance.” He couldn’t believe his eyes. Leef had sent his forces west, but how could he have gotten them here? Tishiaki only had a handful of strong Ropponi. He just might survive this debacle to get his answer.
He had his men light torches and took one as he rode towards the Learseans. He recognized Tishiaki, leading the men.
“Why did you leave your post, soldier?” Anchor said as he reached the Ropponi commander. He tried to keep a straight face. Tishiaki looked so good, Anchor could kiss the man.
“Anchor!  That’s quite a cavalry you have. Are you lost?  The enemy is that way.” He nodded towards the myriad of campfires.
Both men laughed. “So they are!” Anchor said. He clapped Tishiaki on the shoulder. “Let’s set the order of battle while we ride, shall we?”
“Shouldn’t we douse the torches?”
A wide grin grew on Anchor’s face. “Not at all, you have my permission to kill all who won’t pledge allegiance to Princess Sallia. Those who will, have them throw down their arms and guard them. The princess wants to have as many subjects as possible left to rule. We did so in the south and it will continue to be a protocol of battle as long as we fight on Red Kingdom lands.”
“Is Peeron with you?”
Anchor made a face and then shook his head. “No, he’s holed up in Highfield, afraid to engage the army in front of us. He’s got orders to head towards Foxhome and join up with Bastian’s army that will attack Histron’s main force directly from the east.”
“North, south and east. With Foxhome tight against the mountains, you’ll have Histron penned in.”
“That’s the idea. Lessa actually takes care of the west. We’ll see if it works. We wouldn’t be here, if we hadn’t suborned the Five Duchy army. They are all on our side now. What you see before you is his Eastern army, probably Histron’s own, plus most of Happly’s mercenaries, I guess. If Peeron hadn’t unwittingly flushed them out, they could have won the day in the north. As it is, with your forces, we can inflict heavy damage. Valetan forces won’t arrive for a day or two, but now they’ll arrive just in time to guard prisoners.”
Anchor shook his head and laughed as his desperate strategy had turned less so with Tishiaki’s arrival. “Never say there aren’t surprises on the battlefield.”
“I never have,” Tishiaki said in his typically droll manner. He looked ahead and saw the fires beginning to wink out and smaller pin pricks of light stirred up the view. “The enemy is mustering.”
Tishiaki led a quarter of his army to the South, and then swung towards the southern edge forward creating a wedge of sorts to tighten up the push west. The rest of his men would guide the center rogue army towards Duke Jellas’s end of the funnel.   
The cavalry rode to establish much the same thing along the forest’s edge after being warned not to get in the way of Lotto’s battle mages. Anchor took his place in front of the rest of the Learsean army. His line formed a huge arc meant to contain the enemy. He looked to his left and right. The darkness swallowed his army, but his rear attack numbered five thousand men and women. Jellas commanded more than that ahead of him. Anchor smiled. Histron’s army will have real pressure from both ends. 
The enemy’s lines were ragged. Anchor’s decision to fight a night engagement wasn’t consistent with his desire to minimize losses, but he reiterated to the soldiers that they wanted the army to surrender. He waved his torch and rode forward towards the rear of his enemy’s line. Supply wagons had been lined up as barricades. They wouldn’t stop the Gensleran cavalry, which had by now penetrated through the forest past them and could attack them along their more lightly defended north side. 
“I would ask for a parlay!” Anchor shouted the words as loudly as he could, waving a white cloth on the end of his sword. “We don’t want to take your lives, men of the Red Kingdom!  Princess Sallia lives and possesses the Bloodstone. She doesn’t want more blood spilt. Those of you from Highfield will be able to go back to your homes. I can guarantee that Histron will not return to rule you.”
An armored officer rode out from a gap in the wagons. “With these men, you’ve only got a token force at Sally’s Corners. You are the ones exposed. You are a fool!”
“Look at the uniforms. These are soldiers from Learsea; trained in battle, fighting you last fall. You are caught between an ever-increasing force to the West and us. Put down your weapons. We want the Red Kingdom reunited. The southern duchies and your southern forces have joined our side under General Bastian. Death and destruction of your homes, farms and families await you, if you choose to prolong this fight.”
Anchors words would mean little to Histron’s closest officers, the mercenaries and any Dakkorans in the field ahead of him. He’d still try to get them to surrender, for Sallia.
The officer said nothing. The night sky lit up as a fireball headed for Anchor. One of the Ropponi at his side threw it back from where it came with her power. It exploded within the enemy’s ranks. She followed it up with an orange fireball of her own.
“We have powerful battle mages, as well.”
The officer put his hands up and rode forward. “I’m not one of Histron’s men, but have been charged with the supply wagons. Let me talk to my men.”
“I’ll give you a quarter of an hour,” Anchor said. He stood his ground. Explosions began to rumble in the air some distance from where they stood. Lotto’s mages would be attacking once they saw the lights to his east.
The officer returned, again with his hands held high. “Some men will take up your offer, others won’t. I’ll not force them.”
“You do them a disservice, but I understand. Have them walk from the wagons without their weapons. Any evidence of hostility and we will cut those with weapons down where they stand. Understood?”
The officer nodded and rode back. Men began to dribble out of the rogue army encampment. Anchor had his men clear a wide space for them. The officer walked with them and stood at Anchor’s side. 
A roar of shouting and then a clash of weapons sounded near. The rogue army began to turn on itself. Wagons were moved out of the way. As men surrendering began to be cut down by their fellow soldiers. 
“We will have to go in, officer,” Anchor said.
“Do what you have to. Give quarter where you can.”
“My men have already been instructed to do so.”
Anchor told officers in the rank behind him. “Fight the men with weapons and those who don’t let them walk back.” Anchor raised his sword and plunged into the gap. The torchlight was enough to find the glint of swords and pikes and spears. Battle cries came from the Gensleran cavalry and the hoped-for orderly surrender became a melee.
~
From his perch in a tree, Lotto located a group of battle mages by their lack of uniforms, sitting by fires close to one another. In the darkness a bright red fireball arced high in the East where Anchor’s cavalry should be. Lotto had to smile as it reversed course to slam into the enemy forces. An orange fireball flew back from where Anchor. Where did Anchor find a mage? The enemy’s battle mages rose from the warmth of their fires along with others in the enemy army gazing towards the South.
“Get ready,” he said to his battle mages. The army this far to the front were still gathering at fires or sleeping in their tents. “We will attack the mages with explosions and fire of our own. Once we have started, we move left and then right and then back. Don’t stay in the same spot.”
They nodded in the darkness. All of them used a small spell of enhanced sight that Lotto taught them, so they could quickly move in the forest. Lotto nodded and the enemy battle mages disappeared behind sparkling fireballs and deafening explosions. 
The men under Lotto’s command ran left as the mages began to return their fire. Blasted trees obliterated the area where they had once stood. 
One of the enemy mages spelled a wind to carry away the dust and smoke. The effort not only aided the enemy mages, but Lotto could tell what damage he had done. Less than half of Histron’s battle mages stood. Again, the alliance mages attacked and ran through the desolation towards standing trees. 
Lotto just shook his head at the stupidity of the enemy battle mages. Only a few still remained standing fists clenched peering into the woods, totally exposed. He remembered the Valetan mages that accompanied Morio and his rangers into Happly the previous year. These men were no smarter than they. As the remaining mages threw fire and destruction towards their last location, Lotto pointed at them. The smoke didn’t clear from any spells this time. The smoke meant one small victory over the enemy.
He hoped they had obliterated the biggest group of mages in the army, but they would move a bit more east towards the center of the army camp in case they saw more mage fire.
~
Duke Jellas began to advance towards the enemy. Their lines weren’t orderly since they had to cross the same tortured ground that had stopped his foe that afternoon. He worried that the terrain would hamper their retreat, but he moved forward until he had established his lines along a line of newly made earthen walls on both sides. 
The Ropponi had effectively cleared out the sentries. He stumbled over one of them, armed to the teeth, but without the life to use his weapons. When he had assembled his battle line at least ten deep, he nodded to the buglers.
The cacophony of bugles and drums and swords on shields pierced the night. He heard the sounds repeated along his lines. The enemy lit torches as they began to prepare for action. Archers at the forest’s edge, to the North, let arrows fly into the enemy ranks. Then another flight hit the army at the center, followed by more arrows from the South. 
Jellas took his four thousand men and plunged into the enemy. They hadn’t been able to form any kind of lines and the duke found that bloodying the enemy was easier than expected. The commanders of this rogue army didn’t expect an attack. He let the flow of battle move around him and further towards the enemy. 
The Duke was winded enough from leading his men and retreated behind a berm with a small group of soldiers to protect him along with his buglers. He observed the sounds of battle, but little could be seen in the chaotic darkness. Men began to leave the field heading for them with their hands held high. He smiled at that. Their pleas to those loyal to Princess Sallia began to work just as they had elsewhere. 
Far in the distance, he noticed the arc of a mage’s fireball, and then many more began to light up the night, Lotto’s mages must have attacked a specific knot of the enemy who returned with spells cast back towards Lotto. He’d never seen such power displayed at night before and he stood transfixed by the power expended by the two groups. After a few violent exchanges the clashes stopped. Lotto’s group sent the last volley. He hoped they had taken care of Histron’s mages. Good men on both sides would be saved from that kind of damage. Despite Lotto and Anchor’s history as mages, Jellas didn’t really mind a thinning of battle mages on Besseth.
Jellas had the buglers sound the retreat. For a few tense moments, Jellas couldn’t see any change in the battle, and then he heard curses in the dark as men tripped and fell over the broken land and finally assembled at the cleared area where they would make their stand and grind Histron’s army to bits.
He expected the enemy’s pressure to grow, but the men stood fighting the enemy, but it didn’t seem like the press of ten thousand men. 
A Ropponi appeared at his side. “A Learsea force has arrived and has moved to flank the Histron army. Anchor fights with them. Together with the cavalry, they number nearly five thousand. Many of the enemy are surrendering,” she said with a thick Ropponi accent.
“Tell Anchor that the expected press of troops has not yet happened. We are taking in surrendering enemy troops as well.”
She winked out. 
Disarmed enemy continued to walk past him, guarded by his men. So many were deserting Histron. He worried about his men adequately guarding them. “Make sure we have the surrendered forces surrounded by our men in the village main street,” Jellas said.
A commander rushed to his side. “The enemy army is fighting itself.”
“Get our men out of the fight and reorder.” Jellas said. He’d been through enough battles in his years to recognize that this one would soon spin out of control if they didn’t withdraw.
He looked back at the village and heard the sounds of fighting. Not with swords but fists. A sorcerer’s ball of flame slammed into The Traveler’s Rest.
Jellas gave the command of the troops to the officer and ran back to the center of the village.
“Where is the sorcerer?” he said, as his men began to restore order to the riot.
They all withdrew from a still figure on the ground.
“Torch!” the Duke commanded. The man had the black hair and honey-colored skin he recognized as Dakkoran. One of their sorcerers had infiltrated the surrendering men. He looked at the inn and called to the prisoners. “Stop that fire!  You’ve surrendered, now you’re on our side. Get to work!” He pointed at the growing flames, the ground grew brighter with flickering shadows and a bucket brigade began to form.
Satisfied that the fire wouldn’t spread to the rest of the village, Jellas hurried back to the front. Another Ropponi appeared where the duke had stood before. 
“You there!  Are you from Anchor?”
The woman nodded. 
“Message?”
“Withdraw your men from the fight and let the invaders fight each other. That is from Anchor.”
Jellas had already done that. “I’ve anticipated him. Tell Anchor that there are Dakkoran wizards surrendering with Bessethians. Be careful.”
~
Shiro would be busy with the Sunstone tomorrow, Anchor thought, as he finally persuaded his men to withdraw. So many to determine if they were really sincere.  Shiro would have to find a way to prioritize his winnowing. One of Shiro’s women walked over to him.
“Duke Jellas says that there are Dakkoran wizards among the deserting foe.”
Anchor nodded. “Stay close.” He found Tishiaki giving quick commands to his officers as the wedge converged on the enemy army.
“We are not fighting, but have become guards,” Tishiaki said. 
Anchor nodded, but he already knew that. “Do you know what Dakkorans look like?”
Tishiaki nodded curtly the way Ropponis did. “I do.”
“Take a few of your Ropponi and go through the prisoners. If they look like a Dakkoran, or dress like one, put extra guards around them. Jellas said he found a Dakkoran sorcerer.”
“What happened?”
“Not necessary to know right now. I don’t know anyway. Go do it. Retain any person with power.”
“Of course, Marshal.” Tishiaki grinned in the torchlight.
Anchor didn’t need to command Tishiaki’s army any more. He was about to order his Ropponi escort to take him to Jellas when a fireball erupted among the deserters. He took off at a run, pushing and shoving through the men until he stood amidst the carnage. To the side he saw a few torches light up a Dakkoran sorcerer in his death throes.
“Tishiaki!” He looked for the commander and found him, breathing but burned.
“We weren’t quick enough,” Tishiaki said. The man grit his teeth in pain, as dead and dying lay around him.
“Do you teleport?” Anchor asked another Ropponi who shook his head.
“He doesn’t speak Bessethian very well,” his escort said. 
“Can either of you heal?”
She said something to her countryman. They shook their heads. 
“Take Tishiaki to Sally’s Corners and find Shiro. He knows where Chika is.”
“I’m right here,” Shiro said. His friend disappeared and a moment later, Chika appeared at Shiro’s side.
“Tishiaki,” Anchor said, kneeling next to the fallen commander.
~
Tensions and the infighting of Histron’s army continued until dawn. Shiro had spent much of the rest of the night splitting the sheep from the wolves. The number of Histron’s men who had made it through the lines and into the deserter population surprised him. Fully one-quarter of the men were unrepentant supporters of the usurper.
The fighting in the rogue army finally stopped when Anchor sent his relatively unscathed forces into the camp. Tents were collapsed and piles of them grew, depriving soldiers of hiding places. 
Finally, Histron’s officers surrendered. Anchor had won, thanks to Tishiaki, who would survive, but with scars from the burns.
Anchor walked through Sally’s Corners. The deserters had been moved to a field outside of the village and would be subject to Shiro’s Sunstone later in the day. Anchor sifted through the smoking wreckage of The Traveler’s Rest. The meeting room, built onto the inn had been the sorcerer’s main target with another ball thrown into the common area.
His men had recovered seven bodies among the remains of the inn. Two were his soldiers. He could tell by the vestiges of uniforms left. The other five were inn workers including Regetta, the inn’s owner. 
Duke Jellas put a hand on his shoulder. “Our headquarters are gone.”
Anchor grunted. “We didn’t need them anymore, but these fine people, including the inn’s owner, gave their lives last night. They should be remembered properly. I’m sure the Dakkorans thought that the Princess was inside.” 
Regetta had been a good friend and confidante to Unca for many years. He would miss her and she would be noted along with others close to him that the alliance had lost, like the Duke’s son, Morio.
“War is never very pretty, is it Unca?”
Anchor didn’t even flinch at the duke’s use of his real name. “You know, too?”
“General knowledge for a few days,” the duke said. “I didn’t bring it up on the eve of battle. You are amazing. I wouldn’t have thought it was you. The Unca I remembered always deferred to King Billeas. You’ve learned not to, and have exceeded him.”
Anchor laughed. “Not a few of my ideas were his, but he always had the practical knowledge to know if my schemes would work or not.”
“I’d say you have plenty of practical knowledge now,” the duke said.
“More than I would have ever wanted.”
Shiro walked up to them. “Too bad.” He said as he noticed the charred bodies lined up. “We lost a few of our own to fire that burned Tishiaki last night, too. It is all too bad.”
Anchor could see weariness in Shiro’s gaze. “I need you to talk to the Histron officers. Those that won’t support us will be quickly executed for treason. I want it done today, then we can return to the southern alliance armies. We go to fight the forces that Histron has put around Foxhome.”
~~~
 





CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE
AYRTAN
~
DARYAKU RODE UP TO HER TENT AND WALKED IN, SNIFFING THE AIR. “Get me Bishyar.”
Vishan laughed. No one followed you in and I am unable to fulfill your command. The time on the saddle went by much quicker for him as she began to set him aside again every time Vish became too active in telling her what a big mistake she had made leaving Dakkor to its own devices. It only used up her powers more quickly.
“Bishyar!” She yelled it as loud as she could, in Vishan’s voice, of course.
A Captain ran into the tent. He carried a satchel with messages and put them on the table. Bishyar soon followed. Vish could tell the man loathed Daryaku.
“Did you read them?” she said.
“I did. Not good news, I’m afraid, Emperor Daryaku. Histron had relied on a hidden army to seek out the Bloodstone. They were defeated in an unlikely place called ‘Sally’s Corners’. None of your sorcerers survived. An army from Learsea appeared from nowhere and took Histron’s force from behind. More men deserted Histron’s force than fought, it seems. With that army gone, Histron has vowed to fight to his last breath.”
Daryaku threw the satchel into the wall of the tent. “And what good will he be to me dead? Am I to do everything?” 
As she continued to rant and rave, Vishan merely observed. He thought of himself standing in a corner of the tent, with arms folded and a wry smile on his face. He wanted to gloat, but he restrained himself from saying a word to his captor.
“Your orders?” Bishyar’s face betrayed his opinion of Daryaku complaints, but she was too irate to notice anything but her own anger.
“We leave for the West coast tomorrow at dawn,” she said. “I will start my conquest at Learsea.” She threw their body onto the bed. “I must rest.”
Vishan yearned to speak to General Bishyar and talk him into stopping this foolish attempt to invade Besseth, now that her major ally was about to be crushed. How many more lives would be lost to Daryaku’s ambition? She once had a chance to succeed and now? Vishan couldn’t see her path to victory. It made him ecstatic.
~~~
 





CHAPTER THIRTY
BESSETH
~
“WOULD YOU TELL ME AGAIN WHY YOU STAYED in Highfield after you had discovered the hidden army?”
Prince Peeron looked about him with blank eyes. Anchor really didn’t care that the other officers observed the prince’s dressing down.
“I captured Highfield and held it.” Peeron lifted his chin as if invading a defenseless city was a great accomplishment.
“Did it occur to you that following the army might be something worthy of your attention?”
“I notified you and your army defeated the enemy,” Peeron said. His eyes began to shift more.
“Duke Jellas’s son and another good friend of mine were killed along with a lot of our soldiers. That wouldn’t have happened if you had kept both armies together to snipe at their heels and slow them up so we could position our troops. It is clearly evidently your imagination doesn’t stretch far enough to put yourself into any kind of danger.”
Anchor had enough of Peeron. He’d never give the prince command of an entire army again. King Willom certainly wouldn’t support his son in this debacle. Not now and not if he knew that Peeron had feasted every night from the food and wine in Histron’s larder while good men fought and died.
“You will be re-assigned. I’m giving you five hundred men to guard our flank and our supply trains. If you fail in that, you won’t command a single trooper. Do I make myself clear?”
Peeron’s eyes grew large. “You can’t. My father will withdraw his troops.”
“No, he won’t.” Anchor tossed a folio at Peeron, who dropped it and picked it up. “I just came from Learsea. He wrote that order.”
Peeron’s jaw dropped as he read the order. “He gives you all discretion in assigning me to any position in the alliance army.”
“It’s your father’s hand. I can make you dig jakes for the rest of this campaign if I choose. Leave us. I’m putting you under General Antzen’s command.”
Antzen groaned as his eyes followed the Prince out of the tent. Anchor couldn’t restrain a smile. “I didn’t say he had to report directly to you.”
Anchor looked around at the men standing in the tent. “Tomorrow, we will reach Histron’s defensive circle around Foxhome. The battle plan is for General Bastian to take most of the men, now transferred to the eastern army, and plunge deep into the center of the main force.  Then we will attack from the South and the Alliance forces will squeeze in from the North, splitting Histron’s army.  That should be the end of it. 
“But I hope it won’t come to that. Anter Hovitz, who helped us escape from Antzen’s clutches in Grianne, Shiro and I, along with a small force will work our way to just west of the castle. Before our forces close in on Foxhome, we will secretly enter the castle from the same passage that I used to leave Foxhome. Our mission is to take care of Histron before we have to engage. Good luck to you all and to the alliance. Tomorrow, the final battle for Besseth begins and I certainly hope the war ends before the battle starts. It won’t be our last as an alliance, but it will return Besseth back into Bessethian control and Daryaku’s influence will be crushed on this continent.”
The men saluted and left. Shiro brought Anter Hovitz in. The large man from the duchy of Ashof looked around Anchor’s tent with wide eyes. “Any more officers left?” The man shivered.
“Anter, I’ll need your strength for a certain assignment we’ve got.”
“What do you have in mind?”
Anchor looked at Shiro and at Anter. “We are going to invade the royal castle at Foxhome; the three of us with a few Ropponi and Lotto Mistad, seven in all.” Anchor enjoyed watching Anter’s reaction to his proposal.
The big man laughed. “Seven? What about all of your armies?”
Anchor waved his hand as if swatting away a fly. “Merely there to distract.”
“A very mighty distraction,” Shiro said and grinned.
“But why me?”
Anchor offered Anter a seat and Shiro sat as well.
“We will be using a secret entrance. I am presuming that Duke Histron hasn’t found out about it. That’s why we will have Ropponi with us. If something goes wrong we will use their powers to retreat. Lotto Mistad is a sorcerer with unusually strong talents at getting us through locked doors. And I want to use your strength to get us through the stuck ones. I’m going because I know the castle better than most. I lived in it for twenty-odd years, as a matter of fact.”
Anter laughed. “You’re playing a joke on me. I know you two are always bantering with one another.” Anter sat back in his creaking chair and thought better of it.
“I’m not who I seem. My old identity was Unca, the Court Wizard.”
“I’ve heard of him. An old guy who…” Anter furrowed his brow. “You’re only twenty-odd yourself.”
“The Bloodstone has the capability of granting youth, if you incant the proper spell, which I did. Unfortunately, or fortunately for me, youth came at the cost of my power.” Anchor didn’t tell him that his power had already started to fade with old age. 
“I’ll have to believe you.”
“Good, you do that. We will disguise ourselves as Histron’s soldiers, so we won’t be immediately set upon. Our goal will be to capture Histron and then flood the castle with teleported soldiers.”
“Cut off the head, eh? That’s always a good strategy.”
“Difficult to execute in war,” Anchor said. The daring approach would eliminate a great deal of bloodshed and Anchor needed all of the credit he could get before he told Sallia about the way he contributed to her father’s death.
~~~
 





CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE
BESSETH
~
NIGHT HAD FALLEN OVER THE MAIN CAMP of the Valetan army. Lotto escorted Duke Jellas and the remains of Morio’s force from Sally’s Corners. He sought out Restella’s tent to personally bring her up to date.
“I assume your heroics saved the day again?” she said after dismissing her servant. She sat in a camp chair by a full-length mirror, wearing a robe and toweling her hair.
“I can leave if you want the report in the morning. It wasn’t my heroics, but one of Anchor’s Ropponi commanders. You should know the gist of things anyway.”
Restella looked away and continued to rub at her long hair. “I do. You transported out of here, came back and grabbed all of my battle-mages and fought. Then you came back. That meant a great victory over Histron. What is there to say?”
“Morio Jellas died. A Dakkoran sorcerer slipped through our lines and burned The Traveler’s Rest killing Regetta, the innkeeper, Anchor’s old friend. Gensler lost too many men and Valetan lost more than a few rangers. I brought what’s left of the Duke’s army with me. There are quite a few cavalry. Without Anchor receiving a message from that princely prig, Peeron, Sallia could be dead and Histron would have the Bloodstone. Then you would be next.”
“You mean we would be,” Restella said.
“Daryaku is after the stones. He doesn’t care about who has them. It sits in the pommel of your sword. Anchor wants to take the fight to the Dark Lord. He thinks he’s already heading towards Besseth through Ayrtan.”
“Learsea’s navy will take care of them as they cross the Ayrtan Sea,” she said. She picked up a brush and began to run it through her wet hair.
Lotto didn’t know how many times he’d have to have this conversation with Restella. The Moonstone would tell her that he spoke the truth, but she perversely discounted his very thoughts. What ever had attracted him to Princess Restella had been boiled out by her self-centered attitude. Could the Moonstone be at fault? He didn’t know. Mander Hart didn’t either. He’d told him a number of times that the Valetan princess was always headstrong.
“Daryaku can overrun Learsea with enough ships and men. Anchor wants to take the fight to Ayrtan before Daryaku can get to the sea.”
“What does he know? He’s a tired old wizard beneath that shell.”
Lotto shook his head. She just couldn’t accept anyone’s opinion other than her own. “That tired old wizard saved Sally’s Corners, saved Learsea and captured Histron’s southern army. He’s run rings around Histron and just destroyed his secret force through improvisation. You know better, I can sense it. Why can’t you accept that anyone could actually be better than you?” Lotto took a deep breath. “You sit here as head of the Valetan forces and what have you done?”
She stood and slapped the back of her brush to her palm. “How dare you question my abilities?” Her eyes were wide with anger and the link between them seemed to shake with emotion.
“You know I didn’t question your abilities,” Lotto said. “I said he’s accomplished more than you have. You have a good record fighting the Oringians and you defeated Duke Ashdown a few years ago. Both are admirable accomplishments. I merely said that Anchor has accomplished more than that, more than the both of us together. He’s united most of Besseth into the greatest alliance the continent has ever known. He’s a strategic master and has developed into a formidable warrior, as well. I say that because I am committed to going with him to Ayrtan and I’m letting you know that’s what he intends so you can think about supporting him when he brings it up after we’ve taken Foxhome.”
Restella sat back down, her face blotchy. Lotto could feel that his words had hit her hard.
“Well, if you just want me to think about it, I will. Perhaps we can talk to father when we are done and let him in on the decision.”
“Mander already has broached the subject via bird. The king is thinking about it, as we speak.”
“Then, it’s decided, we think about it.” Restella’s eyes narrowed and folded her arms.
Lotto gritted his teeth. “I also wanted to tell you about Anchor’s plan to take Histron before the battle.” He laid out the plan to enter the castle surreptitiously and use teleportation to capture it.
“So he seeks all of the glory?” Restella said.
Could she be this petty? He already knew the answer. “No, we will have the Ropponi transport soldiers into the castle. We’ll have Ropponi, Valetan and Red Kingdom forces inside with us. That’s why he needs to sneak in Red Rose sorcerers to return to their camps and bring in alliance forces to restore Princess Sallia.”
“I can fight?”
“You command the Valetan army, you choose who will be best at the close quarters fighting in the castle.”
Restella began to brush her hair again. “When?” 
“Tomorrow night,” Lotto said. 
“I don’t mind who you choose to take. I’m better on the battlefield and will pressure Histron’s defenses.”
Lotto nodded. “I’ll be taking your leave.”
“Send in my aide on your way out,” she said and turned to the mirror as she began to brush her hair again.
~
After spending the last week and a half sealing a western retreat from Foxhome, Armand Lessa laughed as he sat with his officers in his large field tent, trading bawdy stories. A messenger walked in. 
“Bird message, sir. It’s from Marshal Anchor.”
The men quieted down as Lessa’s face turned serious. He read the message and then grinned.
“Get a good night’s sleep men. We move down from our mountain camps tomorrow and get into position. Anchor will begin the final hostilities sometime tomorrow night. We will be the nets that catch Histron’s fleeing birds.” Lessa made his hands into a bird flapping his wings, grinning. “As always, try to get them to pledge fealty to Princess Sallia before you run them through.”
Actually, he had surprisingly good results in building up the forces of the western army with loyalists. They had helped him find hiding places for his scattered units. Tomorrow, they would begin to converge on Foxhome behind Histron’s western defense. The terrain to the west of the city was forested and hilly, rising up to form the Western Mountains.
Anchor’s strategy of Lessa’s smaller fighting force keeping the West free of large forces had paid off. Lessa sealed the ports and Histron’s small detachments had been destroyed or converted to loyalists. After the winter incursion into Histo, Lessa itched for more fighting and hoped to soon get his wish.
“To the Alliance!” he said raising his mug. His officers echoed his cry. Lessa shivered in awe as he thought that he and Prola would always be counted as part of the alliance of Besseth. Oh the songs that would be sung of them all!
~
Shiro located Chika at an inn, a few days away from Foxhome, and some distance away from Histron’s lines. He walked into the common room. His eyes were drawn up to the patched up wall next to the fireplace. The inn had recovered from an awful fire in the recent past. He spied two women sitting in a corner. Sallia wore commoner’s clothes and bound up her hair in a faded blue cotton scarf. Chika’s clothes were much the same. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d seen her in anything other than a uniform, much less a dress.
They blended in well enough. The tavern wasn’t overflowing with good cheer. He noticed the subdued talking as he sat at their table.
“Shiro!” Sallia said. “He’s here, Chika.”
“I think he just wants to make a point,” she said, curling a lip.
“Among other things,” Shiro said quietly and turned to Sallia. “Princess can you stay here tomorrow?”
Sallia furrowed her brow. “Why? I’m expected at the Valetan camp. I’m to spend tomorrow night surrounded by troops.”
“You will be, I’m pretty certain, but it won’t be at Princess Restella’s camp.”
“Anchor has something up his sleeve?” Sallia said.
“He does. I’m going to collect Chika early tomorrow night and, hopefully, she’ll be coming for you somewhat later.” He looked around the tavern and noticed all of the men. “Some of these are escorts?”
“All of them, actually, are here to protect Sallia,” Chika said. “I need only one protector tonight.”
“A fellow Ropponi, I suppose?”
“Definitely a fellow.” Chika grinned. 
~
Sallia stood at the small window in her room, looking out into the darkness. A crescent moon had risen, brushing the tops of the trees with a faint silvery light. Chika and Shiro kept somewhat quiet in the room next door. She smiled, happy for their carefree relationship.
She only wished her life could be so simple. Anchor presented a challenge for her. How could she not be attracted to the young handsome leader of the Alliance? She kept trying, but she couldn’t get Unca to change into Anchor in her mind. Even staying in this inn, where they had together fought the fire that still marred the inn.
She had talked to Willow about Anchor as a suitor. Unca’s housekeeper had as hard a time as she did reconciling the old Unca and the newer Anchor. Willow admired both versions of the same man and just couldn’t help her talk out her dilemma. Unca always had a certain wry nobility about him, but Anchor rarely showed the humor that made up much of Unca’s personality.
She touched the silk pouch that held the Bloodstone that hung between her breasts. Where did Unca leave off and Anchor begin? If she made him her consort, could they continue the dynasty? Willow had brought that up. It still made Sallia blush, but her fertility was a matter of state. She felt her face warm as she heard a muffled sound next door and wondered if Anchor could, uh, perform fatherly duties.
When he left her at Sally’s Corners some days ago, after Regetta’s burial, he reminded her that he still wore the ragged scarlet scarf. Was his intense devotion more than duty? Was it love? He all but said so that day he admitted his identity. She didn’t doubt that they loved each other and that made her even more confused.
She left the window and began to undress for the night. Tomorrow night. She might again walk the halls of her father’s castle, no, her castle. She felt afraid about the consequences of taking back Foxhome. Anchor had always left something unsaid. Would he finally tell her everything once they reclaimed the throne? She didn’t know what that might entail. 
An owl hooted in the night and broke her mood. She could barely wait until tomorrow night, but she felt she needed to spend more time sorting out the implications of her feelings for Anchor. 
~
In the morning Chika and Shiro made their farewells to Sallia. Shiro made Sallia commit that she wouldn’t leave the inn under any but the direst circumstances. 
“Don’t worry about her, worry about yourself,” Chika said, punching him in the arm. “I don’t want you to go soft tonight. We have some serious work to do together.” 
Shiro saw Chika’s wink at Sallia and the princess’s face blush. He smiled at Chika’s comment, but chose not to respond. Chika confided her fears to him as he told her about Anchor’s plan. He saw her comment as an expression of her anxiety. Their incursion would be dangerous, but if they did more teleporting than fighting, the risk would only decrease. Shiro had become numb to risk. An errant arrow could have ended any of their lives along the way.
Sallia shoved a note in his hand just before she stepped back. Shiro and Chika left her standing amidst her one-hundred-strong guard.
He led Chika to Anchor’s tent. Anter sat in a chair looking over plans of the Foxhome castle. He stood up when he saw Chika.
“We are here,” Shiro announced. He turned the note over and gave it to Anchor.
“You two look over these plans. Your cohorts will arrive any time. The more familiar you are with these plans the safer the teleportation,” Anchor said looking at Shiro.
Shiro nodded. Anchor always listened to him. He wondered what Anchor had been like as Unca. He knew what Unca did, but the Sunstone didn’t give him a feel for the man’s previous personality. Chika had told him that Sallia and Willow had told her that the old wizard always smiled and cracked jokes. He hoped Anchor wouldn’t be so dour after the hostilities.
~
Fingering Sallia’s note for the entire time it took for the Ropponi and Lotto to arrive, Anchor finally told them to continue to memorize each level of the castle and every tower. He walked into the sunlight and let it beat on his face. Would this be his last day? He didn’t know. Anchor wouldn’t take the opportunity to retreat like the Ropponi and Lotto. If separated, he was committed to fight his way through to Duke Histron. What tricks would the duke have in wait for them? He knew Histron would not disappoint.
Anchor had the utmost respect for his team. Anter would get them through the rusty doors in the passageways. Anchor knew the castle plans and the secret passages better than anyone. But they could still lose. The armies would still fight and men would die tomorrow. 
Regetta’s corpse haunted him. Deaths from this war had become too personal, but he had to continue on, and now this. He opened Sallia’s note expecting her to cast him aside. With the end nearing, he fully expected her to reject him when she told him of his unwitting complicity the night her parents died.
 
Dearest Anchor,
 
I am ready for all of this to end and see my parents avenged. Go with my love and my support. I don’t know what the future holds for either of us. Regardless, I am and will be always in awe of your sense of duty and your remarkable efforts in making this day happen.
I struggle with what the future will be. My life will change, if I am fortunate to sit on the throne of the Red Kingdom. All of our lives have changed in these last few terrible years. Please help me as the Red Kingdom heals from this civil war, but both of us must exercise patience as we battle between what we want and what must be done.
My most sincere wishes for a successful night. You carry my most personal love and the love of the Red Kingdom.
 
Sally
 
He re-read the note a few times. He could pick out snippets that gave him hope and sentiments that gave him pause. What did he expect? ‘Exercise patience as we battle between what we want and what must be done.’  That certainly said it all. 
Last night he actually fantasized that she would run into his arms after he had defeated Histron. What we want. He finally knew what he wanted and that was Sallia. The note had forced him to crystallize his desire. Unca would have to go.
No. Anchor tightened his hand into a fist. No difference existed between Anchor and Unca, only the element of time. Unca remained in him. After the war, he hoped he could cast off the grimness that he wore as penance. He knew he had the capacity to smile again and to joke. The dark memories of the last years would always instruct him, but the good humor that he generally exercised could return and Unca’s smile could help win Sallia over. 
He walked back into the meeting with a lighter step. 
Patience.
~~~
 





CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO
AYRTAN
~
“HISTRON HAS HELD BACK THE LAST OF MY SORCERER-ASSASSINS,” Daryaku said through clenched teeth. 
If Vishan ever retained control over his body, he wondered if he’d have any edges on his teeth after their abuse by her. She looked up from her chair at General Bishyar. 
The man deserved a medal from not pulling out his sword and running it through the Emperor from all of the anger she had thrown at him, lately. No message heartened her. No compliments came from their mouth, only complaints, whining and definitive statements of dissatisfaction.
“I thought you’d be encouraged that they haven’t all been destroyed, Your Eminence.”
“Fool! He could have used them to retrieve the Bloodstone or even the Moonstone. That bitch of a woman, Restella of Valetan still carries it around with her.”
“You stopped the making of assassins when you learned they were armed with Dakkoran officers’ blades,” Bishyar said. “You only allowed a few to be held in reserve by Histron.”
“So?”
Vishan noted the frustration being restrained in Bishyar’s face.
“Perhaps, the Bloodstone will approach Histron and the assassins will be ready to retrieve the stone at the most opportune time.” Bishyar didn’t know that she had drained the Tower of all sorcerers with the strength to become shadow-assassins.  In a few months time, even those that remained would succumb to their transformation.
Daryaku made an animal sound. Vishan liked to hear it, since she used it when very displeased.
“At this point Histron controls them, Bishyar. Remember that.”
Vishan knew that the woman had assigned her best sorcerers to Besseth, including Peleor, his old friend. Now he could only hope for the sorcerer-assassins’ demise. The sorcerers that accompanied her across Ayrtan were the dregs. None were particularly strong. The only sorcerers who could create new assassins were long dead. By this time, perhaps the war had ended in the Red Kingdom and the Bloodstone remained in the possession of the Princess Sallia.
~~~
 





CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE
FOXHOME CASTLE
~
HAD IT BEEN ONLY A FEW YEARS AGO since he had stood at this very spot? Anchor took a deep breath and smelled the familiar fragrances of the forest on the western edge of Foxhome. Sallia and he ran from here along the Great West Road, fearing for their lives. Simpler days? He shook his head. Not simpler, he had just made the biggest mistake of his life and was rewarded with the assignment of having to save the princess’s life, which he had successfully accomplished.
Shiro and Chika left to collect the rest of their little band. Anchor adjusted his weapons. At Lotto’s request he bore the enchanted Dakkoran officer’s sword, should they confront those misty sorcerers like they had in Histo. Anter and Lotto wore similar blades. Shiro said his Red Roses had developed a spell that they thought would force the sorcerers to materialize. Anchor had no reason to doubt him.
Chika arrived with the Ropponi and Shiro arrived soon after with Lotto and Anter.  The Ropponi had suggested that they all were to wear black clothes with masks over their mouths rather than Histron uniforms. Again, he followed Shiro’s advice. His crew appeared as black lumps in the darkness.
He led them towards the brush-covered entrance. 
“Any footprints?” he said.
Shiro used a dim sorcerer’s light and couldn’t see any footprints on the ground. “Clear.”
Anchor started to pull the brush aside. Lotto stepped up and helped as they struggled with recent foliage. A rusty iron door appeared.
One of the Ropponi poured oil on the hinges and stood back to let Anter grab the small handle. He pulled and pulled until the door creaked. More oil. He pushed and pulled and the entry widened. After a quarter hour, the opening permitted Anter to slip through. He used the larger handle on the inside to close and secure the door behind them.
Lotto and Chika held sorcerer’s lights in their hands. Chika went to the front with Anchor and Lotto would travel in the back. They began their trek underground towards Foxhome castle.
Anchor bumped against the wall and brushed himself off. He looked at the dirt on his hand in the light and smiled. Perhaps black clothes were a good idea. The errant thought made him smile. At this moment in time, there was no other wall he’d rather dirty his clothes.
The pathway began to descend and steps appeared. He stopped them before they would have to walk in the mud. 
“Make sure you don’t slip. You’ve all got an extra pair of boots around your necks. You’ll put those on only after we have reached the top of the stairs on the other side.” He remembered the endless trekking in the sludge underneath the river that ran overhead. Once on the other side, Anchor felt that they were really heading towards the castle. 
The mud was just as much a nuisance as before. He trusted in the fact that Histron hadn’t made his way through this pathway. The sucking and squelching and occasional shout as one person slipped or another didn’t concern him.
Once they had ascended the first of many stairs, they paused and helped each other remove their muddy, sodden boots and put on dry ones. These were softer, more suited for slipping silently along Foxhome’s stone floors.
Anchor called for a brighter light. The floor revealed that the only footprints were two years old and that of Unca and Sallia. He breathed a sigh of relief at the confirmation of one unknown fact of their escape. Histron’s forces never pursued Sallia and Unca once they had entered the passageway.
Shiro came up to him and they walked side by side. Anchor wanted Shiro’s power to detect any general wards that might have been cast. 
The Ropponi halted them after they came to a junction. “That way. Wards.” 
Lotto walked up. “Not from a battle-mage,” he said. “Probably Dakkoran work.”
Anchor nodded. “Well, now we know for sure that we could face more of those mist warriors. Sallia’s bedroom links up to the other passage.” Anchor led them on the left branch and continued up the stairs. He examined the steps and detected no new footprints. He passed more openings, to other rooms. As Unca, he ignored those exit points when Sallia and he fled. He didn’t know exactly where those led and made sure that they were locked on their side as he took them upward to Sallia’s bedroom.
He stopped at the door to Sallia’s rooms. A feeling of disorientation assailed him with thoughts of walking through the corridors of the castle as a different person. Anchor put a hand to his forehead to collect his thoughts and focus his concentration. He took a deep breath that sounded more like a shudder to his own ears.
“Can any of you detect if there is someone on the other side? Enhanced hearing?” Anchor said.
A Ropponi stepped up. “I can do so, but—” The woman put her ear to the door. “Snoring.” She shrugged and stepped aside.
The builders of the passage didn’t attempt to hide the latch leading into the room. 
“Anter will open the door and Shiro will silence the room,” Anchor said. He wiped the sweat from his brow and moved aside as best he could for the large man.
Anter nodded as they all drew swords. 
“Stop,” Anchor said and asked for the oil from a Ropponi. He slathered it on the exposed hinges to the door. “It may or may not help. We won’t have to use the lubricant again.” He nodded to Anter.
The man threw the door open. Shiro jumped through and cast a spell to muffle their activities.
Anchor sneaked into Sallia’s bedchamber. Two men slept in the bed; their officer uniforms lay over chairs. He wouldn’t offer these men any chance for surrender and killed them in their sleep. He wrapped them up in the bedclothes and pushed them to the floor. He didn’t see anything else and walked back into Sallia’s sitting room. Three soldiers lay dead on the floor. He shook his head. Anchor had run right past them. 
“Move the furniture and the bodies to the bedchamber. We can bring more soldiers into an empty room,” Anchor said as he picked up a chair. The room felt foreign to him now. The room definitely felt like it no longer belonged to Sallia. The castle felt violated. He nodded to the Ropponi. One winked out and returned with Gensleran troops. Anchor ordered them into the bedchamber. Another left, returning with Anchor’s troops. Within a quarter of an hour, the rooms were filled with men.
Anchor opened the doors that opened onto the corridors. “You must remain quiet,” he said. “The Ropponi will lead you to your positions.” He watched them leave, making room for more men.
Anchor took Shiro, Chika and Anter towards the king’s apartments. Histron would be there. They didn’t run into any guards until they were within sight of the entrance. Anchor backed up.
“This is the king’s private exit,” Anchor said, drawing back a tapestry.
“It’s warded. Very strong,” Chika said.
“Can you remove it?” Anchor looked at Shiro.
He nodded curtly and stood in front of the door’s outline in the stone wall. Shiro moved his hands all along the edge including the top and the floor. Anchor restrained himself from talking so he wouldn’t affect Shiro’s concentration.
The Ropponi nodded and stepped back, his face shone with sweat in the dim sorcerer’s light. Anchor pushed part of the molding and the door swung silently inward and pulled out his sword. He told his men to stand at the passage’s entry into the king’s apartment until ordered to enter. The soldiers wouldn’t have a defense if battle mages stood on the other side. Shiro held hands with Chika as he removed the wards to the next door.
“Be careful, Anchor.” Shiro’s words were barely a whisper. 
Anchor clapped his free hand on Shiro’s shoulder as he moved the latch. He stepped into the moonlit darkness of King Billeas’s study. Shiro nodded and Anchor moved his small force into the room.
Shiro cleared the door to the corridor that led to various rooms in the apartment. No further wards. Anchor split up the forces. Chika led half the men towards the sitting room and Anter, Shiro and Anchor slipped towards the king’s bedchamber. 
They reached the king’s bedroom. Anchor raised his eyebrows. Shiro shook his head. No wards. Anchor slowly pulled on the latch, but found it locked. He nodded to Anter, who backed up and ran at the door. It blew open. Three men slept in various places around the room. 
Shiro lit up the room with a bright sorcerer’s light. Anchor looked at the dusky features of Dakkorans. No Histron!  He had made the king’s chambers into a trap.
“Leave now!” Anchor said, pushing Anter out of the room. “Tell Chika to secure the apartments.” 
The Dakkorans began to mist up. Shiro threw a spell at one of the sorcerers that stopped the transformation. Anchor began swatting at the other two men as they dissolved into mist and killed one of them before he disappeared.
Shiro pulled his sword and began to fight the corporeal sorcerer. Anchor nearly paused to watch, but then he remembered he faced another of the enemy that he couldn’t see. He looked quickly from space to space to see where the Dakkoran would appear. He shifted his feet and his gaze. He felt a tug on his black armor. The sorcerer had slashed at his side. He turned with his sword and caught a bit of the sorcerer’s flesh before he disappeared.
The Dakkorans yelled at each other pointing to Shiro’s sword. They must have felt the power of the Sunstone. The sorcerers had invaded Besseth for the stones. They ignored Anchor and that only gave him the opportunity to observe where the mist began to coagulate. He plunged his sword in the thickening mist, and then Shiro and Anchor confronted the last sorcerer.
This man used considerable strength against the Ropponi. The Dakkoran threw flames from his sword, but Shiro had raised some kind of barrier. 
Anchor backed up to get out of Shiro’s way. The pair fought with spell and sword. The Dakkoran had forgotten about Anchor in his fight, so Anchor crept up and slammed the flat of his sword on the sorcerer’s head.
“Can you restrain him?”
“I can, but not for long. He is very powerful and a master with arms.”
“Use the Sunstone on him. We can find Histron that way.”
Shiro made a face. “He is an evil man and it won’t be pleasant.”
Anchor didn’t want to force his friend, but he needed to know where Histron hid. “I’ll buy you a case of Ropponi wine to help with the bad taste.”
“I will hold you to that,” Shiro said as he took the sorcerer’s hand and placed it on the stone. Shiro’s face grimaced with distaste and pulled the man’s hand away. “This is an evil man, pledged to the Emperor. There is something wrong with the Dark Lord. His taint has touched this man’s mind and it is… strange.”
“Where is Histron?”
“He sleeps in Unca’s quarters.”
Anchor thought, my old rooms up in the tower. “I’ve been there plenty of times.” He couldn’t resist a smile.
“I have seen enough,” Shiro said as he thrust his sword into the sorcerer’s heart. “If we let him live, we will regret it. There were only these three. I did not plunge further into his mind.” Shiro visibly shivered. “I want to be able to sleep at night.”
Anchor barely heard him as he waded into fighting in the king’s large sitting room. Wards must have been set on the apartment’s front doors. They blew outward. Histron’s guards had set them off and now Chika and her soldiers fought. Anter began to cut into them. The blast would have started the fighting throughout the castle.
The battle didn’t last long. Most of Histron’s guards had been destroyed as the wards did their work on the wrong soldiers. 
“We’ll need more men,” Anchor said. Chika and Shiro winked out from different spots in the corridor and each returned with twenty more soldiers. Anter moved the new arrivals and the pair each brought twenty more.
They heard fighting throughout the castle as Anchor led them to his old tower. 
~
Lotto kept bringing more Valetan soldiers when he could spare a moment or two. Now his teleportation capability powers were gone, so he led one hundred men down to the main floor of the castle. After he secured the massive front doors from the outside, he began to gobble up room after room. He secured the throne room and the dining hall. 
He wished he had grabbed more Red Kingdom officers so he could try to get the enemy to surrender to their own, but he still made the attempt. He made sure his men used ‘For Sallia and the Bloodstone!’ as their battle cry and their efforts began to pay off. At first he collected his prisoners and then he let them take up their swords. 
A few fought amongst themselves when armed, reminding Lotto of the rogue army and then he let the Red Kingdom soldiers band together as they continued to take over the castle itself. When they reached the kitchens, Lotto roused the cooks and had them begin to cook food for liberating soldiers.
The fighting ebbed and flowed as they found pockets of defenders. An explosion threw them all to their feet as two battle mages walked into the kitchen.
“Throw down your weapons!” They produced smoke around them. Lotto saw that as the illusion it was. He rose and used the little power that had regenerated to push them through the doorway and into the wall of the corridor behind them. The smoke cleared to show the senseless bodies.
Lotto spied kitchen twine. “Gag them and bind their hands and feet, tightly.” He took his troops and continued on. “Get those pots boiling,” he said to the bleary eyed cooks. He raised his sword and cried, “For Sallia!” They all smiled and quickly went to work after repeating his words.
~
The enemy thickened as Anchor’s group reached his old tower. The widened corridor became a battlefield, slippery with blood. Histron could only board so many men in the castle so with every man down, his force weakened. He directed Anter and Shiro up the wide circular stairway that bumped out in its own arc that often had reminded Unca of a second tower glued to his own. On they climbed. Soldiers began to trickle out of the rooms at the various levels, but most must have already descended. Fighting became close and Anchor had already suffered nicks and bruises from the conflict. He stood in front of the doors to his chambers.
“Wards?”
Shiro nodded and went to work. “These are Bessethian in nature. You can go in.”
Anchor tried the knob, but he shrugged as his effort failed. It looked like Anter’s bulk and strength would come in handy again. The big man ran at the door and it crashed into splinters. 
A woman screamed from behind Unca’s sitting room. His paraphernalia had been removed and more ornate furniture had replaced it. Anchor’s head swiveled from side to side looking for soldiers. He glanced out of a window to see torches illuminating the fighting on the walkways along the walls. Chika and the other Ropponis were dodging arrows from below them, but seemed to be making progress. Good, now to end all of this. 
Anchor stepped into his old bedroom. He didn’t recognize it. A huge bed filled the room. Histron stood on the bed with a sword in his hand, but he wore a nightshirt… perhaps hastily put on as the screaming woman still busied herself wrapping a sheet around her unclothed body.
“Surrender Duke. We have nearly secured the castle.”
“Nearly,” Histron said, brandishing his sword.
“The Dakkoran sorcerers are dead. I have Ropponi reducing the rest of your defenses. It’s over, Garell.”
“How dare you call me by my first name!” Histron said.
“I am Anchor,” he wouldn’t give him the courtesy of answering his question directly, “the Marshal of the Alliance. I declare the days of the usurper are over.”
The duke slapped his sword at Anchor, who hit it so sharply, that Histron’s blade flew out of his hand. “Not particularly adept with a sword as I remember,” Anchor said.
“Who are you?” Histron said. 
“I am who I said. This is Anter, a relative of the Duke of Ashof. Here is my best friend, Shiro of Koriaki, leader of the Red Rose.”
“The Ropponi traitors,” Histron said, given Shiro a nasty look.
Shiro just shrugged and folded his arms looking to Anchor to do all the talking. 
“Come off of that bed. We will bind you and let Princess Sallia determine your fate.”
~~~
 





CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR
BESSETH
~
CHIKA STARTLED SALLIA WHO HAD FALLEN ASLEEP in the rough wooden chair in her room. “It is time to regain your throne, Princess,” Chika said softly.
Sallia rubbed the sleep out of her eyes. “Anchor won?”
“No, your highness,” Chika said with laughter in her eyes, “you have won, with the help of the Alliance. Anchor made it happen and we all did our part.”
“Well, let me splash a little water on my face and take me to Foxhome.” Elation filled Sallia, but her feelings of triumph mixed with trepidation. She didn’t really know how to rule. Her hand clasped the Bloodstone. She did have the right to rule and now she would try to stop further bloodshed. She put a cloak around her and let Chika teleport her back to her home.
Chika had put them in the throne room. 
“All hail Princess Sallia of the Red Kingdom!” a man cried. The men in the room cheered as Chika led Sallia up to the throne. 
“I sit here as the only heir to King Billeas and won’t be queen until the Red Kingdom proclaims me so.” Sallia sat and put her hand on the arms of her father’s throne. It felt so good to her. “I return the Bloodstone to Foxhome!”  She took the pouch off of the stone and lifted it for all to see. Cheers again erupted from those standing around the room. She had returned home, however alien it seemed at the moment.
Anchor arrived with Duke Histron, now properly clothed, but bound. “Bow to your ruler.”
Histron merely sneered. 
Sallia noticed the anger on Anchor’s face as he pushed Histron unceremoniously to the floor.
“We have secured the castle and walls. The soldiers inside have surrendered or been rendered harmless. You now need to go to the main gate and declare the war over,” Anchor said.
Sallia heard the rough emotion in his voice. It shook her out of the shock she had felt the moment Chika placed her in the throne room. Could this nightmare finally be over?
“Rise, Histron. You are duke no longer. What have you to say?”
“My only regret is that I didn’t cross blades with Unca. Here he gave me the castle and then he spirited you away.”
Sallia’s heart nearly stopped. “How did Unca ‘give’ you the castle?”
“The fool, I tricked him into giving me a secret way in.” The duke laughed.
“Is this true?” Sallia turned to Anchor. She felt the blood leave her face. How could he?
Anchor stepped forward and knelt. “I tried to tell you many times, but couldn’t. Histron wanted to clean the passageways as part of a birthday present to your father. You know what they are like. I gave him the plans to a few of them. I didn’t know he would take my trust and destroy it.”
“You betrayed my parents!” Sallia’s mind became confused and hurt. How could Unca keep such a terrible secret from her? “Tie Anchor up. I will decide his fate when I can think more clearly.”
“No!” Sallia heard cries of refusal from the soldiers that lined her throne room.
Anchor stood and raised his hands. “I am responsible. I will accept whatever punishment Princess Sallia has in store. I will take it willingly.”
Sallia rose from the throne. “Dawn approaches. Let us go to the gate.” She wanted to run from the throne room. How could Unca betray her and have the nerve to keep his vile secret from her for all of this time?
“We must go,” Lotto said.
She lifted her chin. “These are my people, for the most part, and they must see me as their queen.” She looked back at Anchor, standing in the middle of the throne room, both arms hanging down. Confusion muddled her mind. She couldn’t let the revelation delay the end of the war. Chika led her out of the room. Lotto walked at her side as they made their way to the gate.
“We will guard you from any arrows or thrown weapons. Anchor has orchestrated this. You might not want to follow his suggestion, but he wished you to call on the soldiers and the people of Foxhome to pledge their fealty to you. If they do, and he thought they’d be enthusiastic about it, he requests that you ask them to quickly ride out to Histron’s forces that ring the city and implore the soldiers to lay down their weapons since Histron has been captured and the castle taken.”
Sallia nodded. She didn’t know what to think about Anchor or Unca at the moment, but through her confusion she saw the wisdom in his advice. 
As she reached the top of the parapet above the gates, the sun began to peek out from the horizon. Her subjects crowded into the large square in front of the gates. She backed away. Fear made her legs weak and took away her breath, but she shook off the feeling and took a deep breath. 
Sallia noticed the rising sun and began to speak. Shiro had managed to amplify her shaking voice. “I am Princess Sallia and I won’t take long. The alliance has taken the castle. I hold the Bloodstone in my hand.” She fumbled with the chain and drew the jewel out from her blouse. The sun’s golden light made it shine above the still dark square. Most of those in the square cheered. She had to wait a few moments and raise her arms to stop the noise. “I don’t want vengeance. I don’t want more of our people to die today. Go out to the armies that surround this city. Tell them that I order the soldiers and the commanders to lay down their arms. Fighting for Histron, I call him ‘Duke’ no longer, is a lost cause. He has been taken and is now my prisoner. Quickly, I will talk to you again an hour before the sun sets. Go!”
The crowd cheered and she saw them running out of the square at the edges. Soon only a few groups stood talking. Sallia left the ramparts.
“Where can I rest?” she said. Looking at soldiers clean up the castle.
“The dining hall,” Lotto said. “I think we all need something to eat.”
Sallia nodded and let them lead her back into the castle.
~
Anchor sat, now bound, at a bench in the dining hall. Sallia walked in, looking haggard and confused. He had too many warring memories in his own head and he imagined that Sallia had more. Where were her parents’ bodies? How extensive were Histron’s depredations on her childhood home? He didn’t deserve her attention. At least his blunder had finally come out. He no longer had to worry about a whisper or an anonymous note showing up about Unca’s act. Histron couldn’t wait to let the princess know of his role in his capturing the castle, gloating as he said it. At this point, however, Anchor felt that Histron had done him a favor.
Shiro brought a tray of two bowls of porridge and a small plate stacked with bacon. “Eat,” he said. “You look worse than the Princess.”
Anchor didn’t agree, but then he always had a difficult time looking himself in the face. He smiled, faintly. A joke. Shadows of the old Unca walking to the gallows.
Sallia had eaten a few morsels and found him in the crowd. She rose and stood across from him.
“Why?” she said. He could see the tears begin to well in her eyes.
“A feckless response to Histron whom I thought to be loyal, Princess Sallia.” Could he ever call her Sally again? The loss of their relationship created an empty hole inside of him. “It was only the once. Your father put you into my care and I made few mistakes there and tried, miserably, to save you in Everwet.”
“A feckless act on my part,” Sallia said. “I could have stayed in Sally’s Corners, but I panicked.”
Anchor shook his head. “You did the right thing. They would have caught you sooner had you remained.”
Sallia waved the topic away. “Do you seek forgiveness?”
Forgiveness? Of such a horrible mistake? Anchor really didn’t know. “I will accept any decision you make,” he said and bowed his head.
Sallia nodded and moved on to Histron, who sat guarded by Ropponi at a small table in the back corner of the dining hall. He only had bread and water before him.
Anchor watched her talk to Histron. The man obviously had no respect for Sallia. That was clear to Anchor, even though he couldn’t hear a single word.
Lotto put a leg over the bench on the table and sat. “A few birds went out from the coop, flying eastward.”
“Towards Daryaku,” Anchor said. “He’ll know of his defeat in a few days.” He twisted his bonds. “We need... you need to meet him in Ayrtan.”
Lotto nodded. “I know.”
Anchor ate few pieces of bacon and shoved the plate towards Lotto who took a few.
“If you permit, I will send my Ropponi out to the armies and have them provide us with reports throughout the day,” Shiro said.
Anchor raised his bound wrists. “I’m no longer the Marshal.”
Lotto laughed. “You still lead the alliance until the hangman takes you away from us. I don’t pledge my allegiance to the Red Kingdom. Goleto is my king. Say the word and you’ll be free.”
“I agree with Lotto. Learsea’s army is yours to command. Sallia can’t cancel King Willom’s edict. The Five Duchies march for you, not for Princess Sallia,” Shiro said.
Anchor couldn’t ask for more loyal friends. He realized that of them all, he was Sallia’s only subject.
Lessa marched into the dining hall and went to Anchor. “What’s this I hear about trussing my leader up?” He spoke loudly, turning heads in the wall, including Sallia’s. “Let’s go, Anchor.”
“I am a subject of the Red Kingdom, first and foremost,” Anchor said. “I will go and do what my queen tells me.”
“She’s no queen, yet,” Lessa said. “Lotto blow out that wall there and let’s take this miserable excuse for the leader of the Alliance out of here. He’s only unwelcome in this highly ungrateful land.”
“Absolutely not!” Anchor said. “You all know what we need to do. I’ve already drawn up a few basic strategies. You take the armies east, over the seas to Ayrtan. King Willom’s been assembling a fleet for weeks now.”
“I respect your wishes, Anchor,” Shiro said. “You are a man of honor, to the end.” He closed his eyes and bowed his head.
To the end. Anchor lost his taste for breakfast. “Take me to the steps of the castle. I’d like to spend my remaining hours in the daylight.”
~
Hostilities ended early that day. Anchor’s strategy worked to perfection amidst the mass desertions afflicting Histron’s army. Pockets of fighting were quickly taken care of. Ropponi teleported the alliance leaders to Foxhome. Anchor sat on castle steps facing the West, surrounded by all but Sallia and Restella.
“You are too important to lose,” Mander Hart said. Duke Jellas nodded. “Shiro will teleport you once the noose goes around your neck.”
The talk of escape tired Anchor. These men, fine friends all, didn’t understand him. He had to pay for his mistake and no urging on their part would change his mind, so he let them prattle on. He would have a word with Shiro, before his hanging, to let him die. They didn’t understand that only his death would atone for his mistake if the princess wouldn’t forgive him.
They rose as Princess Sallia walked out of the castle, passing them on the steps. “It’s early, I know, but come with us, all of you,” she said. Histron walked behind her surrounded by guards. “You as well, Anchor.”
They followed her to the same parapet that Princess Sallia had spoken from in the morning. Anchor looked out at the people of Foxhome. There were even more citizens in the square. The war had ended for them and everyone else on Besseth, except for the Oringia and Histo, perhaps.
Sallia put out her hands to silence the crowd. Trumpets blared. When was the last time he’d heard them played at Foxhome? It seemed like decades ago.
It took some time before the crowds hushed. 
“I’ve received word that the war is over. The soldiers are now the members of one army. Our nobles will follow, if they haven’t already. We have emerged victorious with the help of our friends and allies. I have thought all day about what to do with Histron and Unca, the Court Wizard. Both played their parts in the death of my parents. I have decided to let you decide their fate, for I cannot bring myself to condemn men to death before I am truly crowned queen.
“Let us talk of Histron, first. He consorted with the Emperor of Dakkor. He brought in foreign troops and sponsored the suborning of good nobles throughout Besseth. He tricked his way into the castle and slaughtered my father and mother. He caused the death of as-yet-uncounted men in the Red Kingdom. His administrative policy made a shambles of our laws. In the name of the Red Kingdom, he invaded sovereign nations. What should we do with him?”
“Death!  Beheading! Hang him!” She let the people’s shouts go on. Not one proposed clemency, imprisonment or banishment.
“He will be hanged before the sun sets,” she said. “It is your wish and it coincides with mine.”
The people cheered.  She raised her hands to silence them.
“Unca, the court wizard, his crime is letting Histron into the castle. Even though Histron gained Unca’s information under false pretenses, the result was the same. The king and queen were slaughtered and the usurper took possession of Foxhome.”
Anchor heard a few angry cries from the crowd.
Sallia raised her hands. “Unca’s story did not end there, it only began. The king charged him with my safety. He took me far from Foxhome. He cared for me as best he could. Histron’s men finally made it to our refuge. Unca had left to find out what happened in the kingdom. While gone, he learned of Histron’s searching parties and helped rescue me when I was captured. He then went on to aide Duke Jellas and King Willom. Unca came up with the strategy to regain the Five Duchies and through his efforts, stopped Histron’s hidden army in its tracks. He risked his own life in capturing Histron this very day.”
The crowd went silent as the princess told them of this new information. 
“Along the way, he used the Bloodstone to evade capture and lost his power, but regained his youth. He stands before you bound. Unca became Anchor, the leader of the Alliance. What should I do with him?”
“Kiss him!” came the first cry. Others began to cheer Anchor’s praises. “He seems a hero to me!” No one called for his death.
“I hear you and pardon Unca from his crime of permitting enemies into the castle.” More cheers rose up from the crowds. Sallia took a knife from her sleeve and pulled up Anchor’s arms. She cut his bonds herself and whispered in his ear, “What you did on purpose eclipses what you did in ignorance. I have faith in my people and I have faith in you.”
Tears came to Anchor’s eyes. Even if he went to the gallows, if she still had faith in him, then all of his efforts would have been worth it. “Thank you, my queen,” he said, falling to his knees. His heart filled with gratitude to the sea of people before him. She took his hands and helped him rise.
She stood on her tiptoes and whispered, “You may still call me Sally when we are alone or with friends.”
He couldn’t restrain smiling as she lifted up his hand in hers. “I give you the leader of the Alliance and a true friend of the crown! He may stand at my side.” 
The crowd continued to cheer until a cart trundled into the square. A gallows had been set on it. The gates to the castle opened for the first time that day and Histron was led out. Anchor stood with his allies, all of them, and watched the former duke hung. The war truly ended at that moment and Anchor had never felt better. Sally had made good on her promise to have Unca and Anchor stand next to her when she regained the throne.
~~~
 





CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE
ON THE AYRTAN SEA
~
THE EUPHORIA THAT CAME FROM THE CONCLUSION OF THE WARS on Besseth played out soon enough as Anchor brought the alliance leaders into the map room at Foxhome that same evening.
King Willom huddled in a chair with Prince Peeron at his side. The five dukes were off in their own group muttering about something. Lessa represented Prola. Duke Jellas talked to Lotto, Mander Hart and King Goleto. Princess Sallia walked in with Shiro and Chika. Restella stood off by herself with her arms folded.
“You all know why you are here. King Willom?” Sallia said. The three continents of Goriath and the Roppon Isles were displayed on the map that spread out on the massive table before them.
He spoke from his chair. “I have sent spies to Ayrtan and learned that the Dark Lord commands a force of nearly fifty-thousand men. There is an endless line of wagons moving in both directions all the way along the continent to this point…” Willom used a pointer to mark the place, “where the Dakkoran forces are continually supplied from Zarron. The forces move slowly and will reach this port in three weeks.”
“He hasn’t made any move to subjugate the Ayrtans?” King Goleto said.
Willom shook his head. “No, the army doesn’t spread out at all. They are traveling in a single line that remains intact as an attacking force. It’s no secret what he will do. Learsea has a hundred leagues of coastline with many landing sites. He can invade Besseth, which will lead to more war and more deaths. I don’t want it.”
“Why should we help you?” Restella said. “We can bottle him up if he takes over Learsea.” She shrugged and turned her back on them.
Anchor spoke up. “You don’t understand, Princess Restella. He doesn’t want Learsea, he wants the Warstones.” Anchor pulled out the small volume that he had kept with him since Happly Keep. “According to this book, the writer theorizes that the right spell, intoned when the Warstones are together again, will turn the Darkstone back into the Purestone. The emperor must know more about the process than we do.  Perhaps he thinks that he can somehow control the world with the Purestone. It was done before.” Anchor shrugged. “I don’t know if that is truly the case, but Daryaku is intent on getting all of the Warstones, so I’d give the concept some credence.  The last time I looked, the Moonstone is in plain sight on your sword.  He’s coming for you, through Learsea to you.”
“That’s madness,” the Duke of Deshine said.
“Isn’t that what we’ve been experiencing for these last terrible years? It is no secret that I’ve proposed for some time that we need to take the fight to him. Ayrtan is a better battleground than Learsea. Daryaku will attempt to take the Red Kingdom again and then Valetan. Who knows where he’ll have to go to capture Shiro’s Sunstone. Are we up to suffering many more casualties? Do we want to see our people and our lands ruined? I suggest that we fight on neutral ground and destroy the Darkstone.” Anchor took a deep breath and put his hand on his hips. He could see why Lotto felt that Restella ground him down.
“How?” King Goleto said.
Anchor waved the book. “Now, remember, this is speculation. This author of the book had access to information existing soon after the advent of the Darkstone. It says that if all of the stones touch without the spell, something bad will happen. Perhaps they all lose their power. It doesn’t say, but I’m certain that if we can combine the Warstones together, the menace ends right there.”
“No!” Restella said. “I will not give up my stone. This can’t be the strategy. It will be the ruin of us all.”
“I will gladly give up the Sunstone,” Shiro said.
Sallia took the stone from around her neck and laid it on the table. “The Red Kingdom will give up the Bloodstone, if it will save lives. I can have another jewel made as a symbol for my people. My family can’t use the thing’s magic anyway.”
King Goleto looked sharply at his daughter. “Valetan will provide the Moonstone, if Lotto agrees.”
“I do. I don’t know what will happen to the link with Restella or… other things, but if I possessed the stone, I would have it join the others.”
“It’s settled then.” Anchor nodded to Restella. “My sympathies, I mean it.” Then he looked around at the heads of state. “How many men and supplies can I count on?” Anchor said.
Anchor wrote down the commitments. He ended up with an army of thirty thousand but only had enough ships to carry two-thirds of that. They would have to do. Those that wouldn’t travel to Ayrtan would man the Learsean coast, should they fail to stop Daryaku.
“We will spend a week getting them moved to Learsea with teleportation and then we will train them for a week. Ayrtan sucks power from one with Affinity. I have been there once and know it for a fact. Our Ropponi and battle mages will have to arrive with full power and cannot use it for any reason until we close with the enemy. Once they have exhausted whatever they have, there is no nexus close by to recharge.”
“Same for Dakkor,” Mander Hart said. “It’s a good trade as long as they aren’t all mist warriors.”
Anchor laughed. “That is very doubtful. The mist warriors, as you named them, were a very select group. It’s likely there are no more of them.” Shiro nodded to Anchor with his agreement. “Let’s get to work.”
~
Daryaku continued to rant after the bird brought the final news from Besseth. “Histron is dead. My assassins are dead. And now an army gathers in Learsea to meet us on Ayrtan.” She grabbed their hair and pulled. Vishan could nearly feel the pain. He wished he knew how to pacify her rages, for now he worried more about Daryaku damaging their body before the Bessethians even arrived.
“I suggest we select the battle ground, Your Eminence. We have a month to prepare. When we deliver a decisive blow, you can enter Learsea at your convenience.”
That settled her down. “Very well. Perhaps we can set some traps?”
Bishyar bowed. “Of course.” Vish thought he noticed the general gritting his teeth.
~
Anchor stood in Willom’s study, looking out to sea with his friend. Ships filled the sea in all directions.
“I wish I could join you, but my health of late,” the king said. “I have told Peeron that my decree is still in effect. Give him as few responsibilities as possible. He didn’t want to go, but I insisted that he accompany the Alliance to represent Learsea in the coming war.”
Anchor heard the pain in his voice. Willom didn’t trust his grown son’s judgment and he knew Anchor didn’t either. 
The king grasped Anchor’s arm. “My other decree still holds as well. Should something happen to Peeron, you will take over my throne.”
Anchor shook his head. “When I accepted that, I didn’t know what my standing would be in the Red Kingdom court. That is settled now. I can’t renege on my fealty to Princess Sallia.”
“The kingdom is yours, Anchor. Fold them into each other. Perhaps it’s time Besseth united anyway. The Five Duchies all sing your praises. I don’t think they would balk at a unification.”
Anchor felt uncomfortable talking succession with a man of similar age, but King Willom had been insistent. “We can talk of this when we return—if I return. The flotilla sets out tomorrow.” 
“You still insist on riding on that Ropponi ship?”
“I do. Shiro and his friend Mistokko insist upon it. They will be the first to reach Ayrtan.”
Willom put his hand on Anchor’s shoulder. “You know your own mind, and it’s a much better mind than Peeron’s,” Willom said and punctuated his thought with a sigh. “Go with my blessing, Anchor.”
“I will.” Anchor knelt before King Willom and left.
Anchor felt trapped in his current body. Part of him felt his youth and strength to be a facade, a trick on those around him. What if inside the outer shell, his sixty-odd year old organs were ready to give out? He had accepted Willom’s adoption as his son, over his own objections. His love for Sally had never diminished, even after she ordered him bound at Foxhome. He bore more burdens than just commanding the Bessethian armies.
If they were successful in destroying the stones, then what would happen to him? Would he be restored to his old, old self or remain a young man? The little book gave him no indication. The Moonstone had given power to Lotto and changed Restella physically. He thought there was a better chance that a reversal of the Moonstone’s effects might change the linked pair. Anchor had lost his power, so he just didn’t know.
He decided not to worry any more about it as he walked to the docks, talking to soldiers crowding the city, filing onto the ships. 
He walked up the gangplank to Mistokko’s ship and found Sallia laughing at something the old Ropponi said.
“Anchor,” she said with a smile already on her face. “I have brought you something.” She took the Bloodstone from around her neck and placed it in a silk pouch, putting it firmly in his hand, with an extra squeeze. “I must stay and work on healing the Red Kingdom. May we talk more privately?”
Anchor nodded and Mistokko took a few steps back before turning and finding something to yell at the crew about in Ropponi. He escorted Sallia to the railing looking out to sea.
“So many ships,” she said.
“Over twenty-thousand soldiers plus support people and supplies for three months on Ayrtan. It takes a lot of ships. There are a lot of ports upset with us,” Anchor said, looking at Sallia rather than the flotilla.
“I will worry about you,” she said. “Worry about us. I want you to be my consort.” She put her finger on Anchor’s lips, stifling a retort. “No more about who you are and how old you really are. Remember me as the willful princess. I will not accept no as an answer, my very loyal subject. Come to me after you’ve done what you have to. I will accept you in any form. If we will be together for a shorter time, so be it. I have grown to love you in so many ways,” she laughed, “and in many forms. I want you with me.” She lifted her head and pulled down Anchor’s and kissed him. “Sealed with a kiss. I’ll expect a Ropponi to bring you back when this is all over. Promise not to disappoint me.”
She made him speechless twice in a month’s time.
He struggled to speak. “I won’t, Sally” They hugged each other. 
She stepped away and straightened her dress. He noticed the glistening eyes on her face. “I must go.”
Chika came up and took her away.
Anchor stared at where Sallia had stood, her scent still lingered. 
Mistokko walked up. “She’s a very fine woman, Anchor. You’re a lucky man.”
“I don’t deserve her,” he said.
“You are a better man that this, Anchor. She has forgiven you, yes?”
Anchor nodded.
“You need to look forward. Your time for looking back is gone. Forward, Anchor. Forward.” Mistokko strolled to the other side of the ship and yelled at the workers below on the dock. “Get those supplies aboard. We sail tonight!” He returned to Anchor. “I look forward to a few weeks sparring with you on my ship.”
~
The sea looked so blue. Lotto hated messing it up with the contents of his stomach. He wondered of what kind of trail thousands of stomachs made all the way from Learsea. Restella seemed unaffected. She rode on a few ships ahead of him.
“I told you to take medicine,” Mander Hart said, putting his hand on Lotto’s back. “Magical power doesn’t solve every problem known to man.”
“It doesn’t cause it either,” Lotto said. He looked around at the flotilla. “I think of over one thousand ships and the trail of refuse we must be leaving.”
“It feeds the birds and the fish.” Mander smiled as Lotto stood up. 
“She’s not sick,” Lotto said. “I’m sure she’s gloating through the link.”
“I assure you that Restella isn’t gloating. One way or another, she’s going to lose her reason for living in just weeks, Lotto.”
Kenyr, Lotto’s friend joined them at the rail. The bear of a man just shook his head at Lotto. “I got that seasick thing out of my system when I travelled with your father and mother from Serytar to Besseth. I daresay I was just as sick as you are. If you’re lucky, it will go away. Probably just as we reach the shores of Ayrtan.” He laughed and that heartened Lotto. Kenyr had pleaded to join him as they traveled to Ayrtan.  He wanted to look over him like he had since Lotto was first born. 
“What can we expect from the Dakkorans?”
Kenyr rubbed his head with a meaty hand. “Emperor Shalil was a devious man, but he knew his limits and ruled the duchies with a light hand. He let Duke Mistad run his domain any way he wanted as long as your father sent him tribute through the Serytaran Grand Duke. Daryaku is a different sort. He was gaining power just as we left, but I sensed an evil rising out of Baku, the Imperial City. The Dark Lord takes a brutal approach to his rule and has done his best to ruin the entire continent of Zarron.”
“My spies concur,” Mander said. “Unstable, I often heard. The Emperor rules the entire continent from Dakkor and still strikes out as if he always has more to prove. Finding the stones is an unhealthy obsession. See what misery it has caused. The sooner we put an end to his rule, the better for the entire world.”
“The better for Serytar,” Kenyr said. “He’s turned everyone into slaves. I wonder what kind of training the army has? Shalil never had a large force, only enough for the odd revolt. I remember meeting an exiled Cuminee chieftain that had nothing but good things to say about Daryaku when he arrived in Bomai as a border guard. That was before Daryaku began his rise. It didn’t take him long to figure out that he’d been fooled by Vishan Daryaku and talked of heading back to Cuminee if things got worse.”
Lotto stood, feeling a bit better. “So has the Darkstone made the man insane?”
He got a shrug in response from Kenyr.
“I talked to Anchor about it and he perused his old book. No one knows. The Darkstone was interred with Wallyr, the Grand Emperor and then Daryaku shows up with it and vaults to the throne. He had quite a bit of vaulting to do, being the 22nd son,” Mander Hart said.
Kenyr chuckled. “Survival of the fittest. Emperor Shalil pitted them one against the other. There had been a constant winnowing before Daryaku rose to power.”
Lotto didn’t even smile. “I read parts of Anchor’s book, too, Mander. I can’t imagine the amount of power locked in the Darkstone if it shut down the entire nexus underneath Ayrtan. No one knows. Anchor doesn’t think the stone destroyed the nexus, but that it is cut off or shielded. I need to resist using any magic until we fight,” Lotto said. “Luckily, I have other ways to contribute.” He took a deep breath and smiled. “Maybe I need a little sparring. Our talk has put my sickness aside, at least until my next meal.”
“I’d be happy to,” Kenyr said.
~
Restella watched Gully Workman train his new rangers. She didn’t know how they were assigned to her ship, but her general aversion to rangers did little good now that they were in the midst of the sea. Captain Workman had come up from the gutter like Lotto. Still, she had to admire his attention to duty. He sported very rough edges, but he knew how to be a Ranger better than anyone she knew, except for Silver before he turned those many months ago. She couldn’t help but sigh at the memory of her mentor before the Dakkoran sorcerer, Peleor, had turned him. Two hundred and ten men sailed with her on one of the biggest Learsean ships. They slept in the hold and on the decks. All were rangers or rangers-in-training. 
She envied their eagerness to engage the enemy on Ayrtan, but as they became more excited, Restella sunk into depression. She knew it and tried to fight her malaise, but the prospects of the Moonstone’s demise tore her concentration to shreds. Lotto would take it from her some time after they landed. Its power would help him more than her; at least that’s what Anchor had said. Her father commanded her to obey Anchor, as if he were her father. She didn’t have any choice, but to obey.
She identified a bit with Prince Peeron. King Willom’s son chafed under Anchor’s command, but the man couldn’t see the Marshal’s wisdom. Even in her most angry moments, she recognized greatness when she saw it. Her own memories of Unca, King Billeas’s wizard came to her. He looked impossibly tall and imposing when she was a young girl visiting Foxhome. She remembered him as old with a finely honed sense of humor that Anchor seemed to have lost with the pressures of command. Restella could identify with that. She knew that her own experiences in Ashdown, Oringia and Happly had produced a deep-seated grimness that was difficult to dispel. 
But with Anchor, it just wasn’t command. He led all of the armies in word and deed. He fought well, too well for a commander. He became a spy in the Duchy of Teryon when he had to and performed like a ranger in taking Foxhome Castle. He had become the kind of military leader that Restella could never be. Lotto was right, Anchor bristled with accomplishments.
She admitted it and it rankled just a bit. It wasn’t just jealousy that angered her. The Moonstone gave her strength and size, but even with her extra size, she had to fight for everything on her own and still she came up short to the man, but she didn’t hate Anchor like she hated Lotto. 
She sought the link out in the ocean. The link wasn’t quite as strong at sea and would weaken on Ayrtan, so Mander Hart guessed. Lotto’s easy personality and casual approach to life irritated her as she fought against the link. Every barrier that she could put up, she did. In her dreams, Lotto would appear and occasionally she still shared a kiss with him, like she had in Happly Keep. The horror of reliving that moment would wake her up. 
Restella couldn’t let her guard down. She fought on her own. Her identity was hers alone and Lotto had stolen away a part of what made her unique.
Her hand drifted to the Moonstone, but she dared not touch it. He would be able to better discern her thoughts if she yielded to that temptation and she couldn’t have that.
~
The Sunstone tempted Shiro to check up on Anchor, who now possessed the Bloodstone. He had wanted to travel with Mistokko on a Ropponi ship, but Anchor wanted Shiro to teach his Ropponi how to be stealthy like rangers. Nark Sender and Pillo Toras, two of Morio’s ranger friends worked his people through all kinds of drills and strategies. 
At night Tishiaki, Chika and he learned additional ways to command a ranger force. They had never used hand signals before, but now they practiced them twice a day. He wished he could have worked with Gully Workman, who he met in Happly, but Anchor and Lotto felt that Restella would accept a Valetan officer’s advice more readily that the somewhat-relaxed Genslerans. 
Pillo Toras had set the expectations for their training on their first night at sea. “Since the Dakkorans know we are coming, they have the advantage of digging into the terrain and devising surprises. A ranger’s job is to keep such things from happening,” Pillo said. “We will break down your troops into five to seven man—“
“Men?” Chika said.
Pillo smirked. “Soldiers? Five to seven soldier squads. We have to teach you different hand signals so that the other ranger groups can read them.”
They went from there. Now Shiro looked at the Red Rose spread all over the ship. The squads had practiced sneaking up on each other. On Besseth, they relied on magic to hide them. When they fought on Ayrtan soil, he demanded that they use no magic whatsoever. They would save it up for the last battle and perhaps not even then. At the end, all of their power might be better used healing others.
All of the Red Rose were expert fighters, so Pillo and Nark only had to train them for stealth. The efforts were paying off. Shiro had insisted that the two rangers learn Ropponi fighting techniques while the Red Rose practiced with their weapons. If nothing else, it took everyone’s mind off the Red Rose forces that hadn’t made it to Ayrtan and died on Besseth, fallen brothers and sisters. He still grieved for every single one.
~
The weather held itself to occasional showers, so they sailed under generally sunny skies. Anchor had learned long ago that he didn’t have the patience to be a good passenger on a ship. Perhaps the sailors kept busy enough, but Anchor didn’t enjoy the monotony any better than the first time he had traveled to Ayrtan.
He remembered the tiny port situated in a bay large enough to hold the entire flotilla. Ayrtan was desolate. He couldn’t think of a better word. Occasional clumps of grass, stunted bushes and trees. Bare dirt everywhere. The place had drained his power by the second week. Now he’d return with an army big enough to conquer the entire continent. He didn’t think they’d be fighting the savages. He doubted there were enough of them to give his army much of a fight.
Legend said that Ayrtan had been the center of the world of Goriath until the curse of the Darkstone. Perhaps he could restore the place. His invading army would meet another invading army. 
He didn’t know what would happen when he destroyed the Darkstone, but he hoped that whatever shielded the nexus would disappear. Wishful thinking? He thought it might be, but then why did men fight for their country, if not without a bit of wishful thinking? They would survive the battle. Their army would win the war. His brothers-in-arms would win the peace. Noble wishes. He put the restoration of Ayrtan down as a noble wish.
He climbed down and poked around in the stores of the ship, looking at the exotic Ropponi supplies, exotic to him, anyway. He wished he could have had Shiro join him on Mistokko’s ship, but his army needed more rangers and if their power left them, Anchor still had a formidable force of unconventional soldiers that might give them an edge.
Anchor heard a sound among the supplies and found a cage of birds with a charm attached. Where would these birds fly? He had found the distraction he sought and climbed on deck. A ladder had been installed leading up to the pilot deck just before they left Learsea—another little mystery.
“May I join you?” Anchor asked before he set foot on Mistokko’s domain.
“Come up, come up,” Mistokko said. The Ropponi reminded Anchor of Lotto’s friend and mentor, Kenyr.
Anchor looked at the sea. The rest of the flotilla sailed far behind Mistokko’s ship. “I found live birds in your stores. It does not appear they are for eating, but for taking messages. Where would they fly?”
“Don’t tell Shiro? Promise me. He knows I have kept in contact with the Guild, but not to this extent.”
Anchor shrugged. “I won’t.”
“They fly to Roppon, right into the Guildmaster’s coop in the Imperial Capital of Boriako. Yushidon knows everything that has happened.”
“And they return?”
Mistokko nodded. “It is the price I pay to roam the seas and to occasionally put into ports in Roppon. Shiro thought I was banished, but my information is in too much demand. One has to use whatever leverage there is available.” He shrugged.
“Have you told them about the flotilla?”
Mistokko just looked at him. Anchor didn’t need the Sunstone to know that the captain had.
“Could you ask them to join us? Daryaku is as big a threat to them as he is to us.”
“I already have.”
“And?”
“They are thinking about it.”
“Keep sending them birds until they say yes,” Anchor said. He remembered that he sailed on Mistokko’s ship. He smiled at Mistokko. “Please keep sending them, Captain. Daryaku will attempt to rule the world after the Purestone is restored.  He won’t leave Roppon alone.”
“You are a good man, Anchor. They will come. I do not know when they will appear or how many warriors they will bring. Perhaps a note from you might help sway their minds.”
“Any help is appreciated. I am afraid we won’t have enough forces. I’d be happy to let them read my pleas. My only hope is that Daryaku’s armies are ill-trained.”
“Have you thought of using crew? There are over a thousand ships with at least fifteen to thirty hands on each. Perhaps you can talk the captains into lending you half of the crews. That will increase your army by half. Am I right?”
Anchor slapped his forehead. He had forgotten the sailors. “We will talk about this later tonight.”
His boredom a faint memory, Anchor went below decks and began to re-examine his army’s organization. He would have to leave naval crews intact to fight off the Zarronan ships that Daryaku would arrive to get the Dakkoran army to Besseth.
The sailors could be quickly trained as marauders, forces who could fight opportunistically, out of ranks. They could flow to where hand to hand combat demanded. He sat back and remembered similar units used in various battles that he had studied long ago at South Keep. But before he did anything else, Anchor had an important message to write to Guildmaster Yushidon of the Roppon Sorcerer’s Guild.  Anchor realized that he, like Captain Mistokko, now had a secret to keep from Shiro.
~~~
 





CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX
AYRTAN
~
THEY COME WITH NINE HUNDRED EIGHTY-THREE SHIPS, Your Eminence,” said one of Daryaku’s spies. “I counted them as they sailed into the bay. Some ships can only carry twenty men. Perhaps twenty-thousand soldiers,” the spy said. “We had to withdraw once they began to send out many teams of scouts.”
“And we still have?” Daryaku looked at Bishyar.
“We’ve lost some men to disease. I’m surprised we can resist the ill humors at all for this land is so empty. By my count, we still have over thirty eight thousand people. That includes the wagon drivers, stable hands and cooks. But all are trained in warfare.”
“Nearly two to one.” Vishan could feel Daryaku’s confidence build. “Are our ships in position to the east of the bay?”
“Uh, no.” Bishyar said. “A typical great storm blew up from the southern sea off of Roppon and they had to turn back towards Dakkor. Storms like that one are the reason we marched and did not sail to Besseth, as you recall. They will return in another two weeks.”
“No matter, we can capture the Bessethian vessels and use those,” she casually waved their hand. “Traps?”
“We will harass them all the way here. Our main camp is on the highest ground in the general area. I wanted to install man-traps, but the ground is very hard and we lack strong poles for stakes and the vegetation to cover them.”
“Ayrtan helps no one,” Daryaku said. 
Vishan had felt her power fade again, but Daryaku still thought she had reserves of power in the Darkstone. Vish had never discovered much about the gem from Daryaku. He didn’t like the Bessethian odds and Daryaku’s tension lessened with the spies’ information. If only he could do something to help Daryaku’s enemies.
“We have also moved battalions out into three remote areas to collapse on the Bessethians as they close in on us. Their scouts should not be able to find them, until it is too late.”
“Keep monitoring the enemy’s progress. I’ll sleep easier tonight knowing we will crush them.” Daryaku looked at Bishyar. “Good job.” She had given Bishyar few compliments since she had returned from Dakkor.
Vishan took advantage of her view of Bishyar. It was easy for him to see the general wasn’t as confident as she might have thought. He wondered what Bishyar hadn’t told her. He now knew the General well enough that the man had withheld negative information from the Emperor. 
~
Anchor called a meeting of the ship captains once they landed and offloaded the soldiers and supplies. The little port was overwhelmed and one of the captains came up with the idea of tying the ships together into lines of thirty, side by side. Planks could be spread across between them. Anchor agreed. They met on the largest ship in the fleet, one of Willom’s warships. It took half a day to assemble the hundreds of captains.
“I have two matters to discuss,” Anchor said. “But first your concerns.”
The captains had little to say other than desires to have their men visit the little port.
“I ask you not to overwhelm the few merchants, taverns and, uh, other services. They are scaled for an occasional ship, not a battle fleet.”
They agreed. Anchor stood on the pilot deck. Willom’s naval officers stood behind him. He had consulted with them before he had made his final plans.
“First of all, I’d like to lay a blockade of the harbor with naval ships. Daryaku undoubtedly has ships on the way to take him to Besseth. Take the fastest ships and set up patrols. Find out how many come and anchor the naval ships on the sea side so they will be available to engage them. Daryaku undoubtedly has a fleet on its way to take the army to Learsea, so you might fight a war of your own at the mouth of the bay. There is the slimmest chance that a contingent of Ropponi might arrive. If they do, provide them with the utmost of courtesy. Mistokko, master of the Wicked Wind will interface with them.”
He heard the grumblings of assent. Anchor didn’t want any of his ships leaving in the middle of the night. He didn’t mention it to the captains, but the blockade worked both ways. The naval ships would keep the fleet bottled up. He had to transport his men, what were left, back to Learsea. “One hundred ships will immediately return to Learsea to pick up more supplies. The battles may be fought by the time you return, but we can’t plan on that. You may not like what I’m say next. I’m impressing half of your crews to fight in my army. I will require one mate to command the men. They will maintain control over their fellow sailors while they fight amongst us. It is my request that those who are most proficient with weapons should come with us. The sailors won’t be forced to fight in the ranks but will be roaming marauders, fighting in much the same way they would against pirates or such like on board a vessel.”
The captains didn’t complain as much as he thought. That probably meant they were getting rid of all of their troublemakers, but Anchor didn’t care, if they fought well enough. He didn’t have to worry about any deserters on Ayrtan.
“Have them debark by the end of the day tomorrow. They will need sturdy boots and enough clothes so they don’t burn up in the sun.” Anchor just threw those remarks in. Most of the sailors he knew had soles on their feet that were thicker than any boot leather and they all sported nut-brown skin.
He left first and carried a listing of all of the vessels, provided by Willom’s admiral. All of the naval ships would keep a full compliment of sailors and man the blockade.
Anchor would have liked to ride to the front of his forces, but all of the horses were being walked the first two days. He’d just have to walk faster. No teleporting on Ayrtan. They located a large plain not far from the harbor and began to set up a camp. A ranker showed Anchor to his tent. He brushed off a thick coating of dirt from his clothes.
His command staff waited for him inside. Anchor could hardly breathe through all of the dust and had them roll up the outside walls to give them some ventilation.  He talked to the standing officers.
“Be prepared for the worst of the sailors. I’m assigning them as units to all of you. Take your best sergeants and work with the mates who will lead them. I want them to be able to walk as a unit. Walk, I didn’t say march. We can’t afford to have them grumbling about damned army rules.” That comment got a laugh out of his staff.
“They add half again to our numbers.” He smiled. “I want rangers out tonight and every night.” He looked at Restella and Shiro. “Horses in two days. I want long-range scouts and short-range scouts. General Beecher, you command the experienced rangers on the left side of our route. Shiro, along with Toras and Sender command the new rangers and will take the right. We’ll keep the rest of the newly trained rangers together to rotate as patrols. The most cover you are going to have will be what the terrain gives you. There are no forests and the clumps of trees are little taller than a man’s height.” Anchor glanced at Chika, who smiled at him. He wondered what kind of retort she’d just thought of.
“Remember, no use of your power, if you’ve got it, and none by your commands. Use it and you won’t get it back. We want to save as much as we can until we fight Daryaku’s main force. I am sure he is doing the same,” Anchor said. “Get a good night’s sleep. I know I will appreciate not rolling about on a ship’s cot. We’ll go over more strategy tomorrow. You are all dismissed.”
Lotto stayed behind. “What do you want me to do? Restella brought her own command staff.”
Anchor pursed his lips. “I’ll give you two options. You can join Mander Hart as part of my staff or you can go off with Gully Workman.”
“Can I do both?”
“Feel free. I’ll need your advice later. Your friend Kenyr will serve as Mander Hart’s personal guard. Just let me know where you go and when you’ll be back.”
Lotto smiled and saluted. “I can do that.”
“No magic for you, either. When we finally pry the Moonstone from Restella, you will be carrying that.”
“I understand,” Lotto left Anchor alone in his tent. The sun had just set and he lit the little camp lamp. No more sorcerer’s light, courtesy of Shiro’s Red Rose. Anchor took a while getting to sleep in the heat and dusty air. He’d feel better when he knew how many soldiers Daryaku had dragged along with him. 
~
The next day, he began to receive reports. The Dakkorans had sent out many spies, but, hopefully, none made it through their net of rangers. Anchor realized that the Dark Lord probably had a good count of the ships in the harbor before they even disembarked.
He spent the day going over possible troop deployments with Lotto and Mander Hart. Game-playing for the most part. They didn’t have enough information to do much else. 
The sailors began to trickle in. They all were armed to the teeth and only carried rolled up blankets for their kit. The army would get very smelly by the time they reached the Dakkorans. Anchor just expected it. By nightfall, his army had swollen to thirty-two thousand. He had a mix of seasoned soldiers; honed by up to three years in the field along with the sailors providing whatever arms expertise they had acquired as the sailed the seas of Goriath. As marauders, they didn’t need significant soldiering skills, but he still awaited the reports from the various divisions on the assessments the sergeants made of the sailors.
Prince Peeron appeared at the door to his tent. “Can I speak with you, Marshal?”
“You may, come in and sit down. Tonight I have chairs in my tent.” He smiled at Peeron, although he didn’t feel like doing so.
“I would like to command a force, sir.”
“You command the supply wagon guard. That’s a force. Should we meet the enemy, you will be expected to form up and fight like all of our other units.”
“But,” Peeron said.
“I’ll assign one thousand sailors to your wagons. You’ll have double the men in your command.”
“I wanted a fighting force.”
Did the man not understand that he had a fighting force? What had Peeron done to merit increased confidence? “You have men and women who know how to use weapons. They will fight. If you want them to fight with more expertise I suggest that you to make it a better one. The sailors are rather raw as disciplined soldiers, bound to be, but they all know how to fight in their own way. Work with them. Show me what you can do. I’d guess we have a week or more of travel before we reach the Dakkoran army. When we set our battle order, I’ll give you a chance to command more if you do a good job with them.”
“That is not what I wanted to hear,” the prince said. “My father—“
“King Willom and I specifically discussed you on the day before we set sail. I still have complete discretion as to your posting within the alliance forces. I could have you out as a water carrier with a squad of five boys right now.”
The prince made a face. Could Anchor ever get through to the man? “You are dismissed, Prince Peeron.”
He rose and left the tent without another word.
Anchor walked over to the tent that Kenyr and Mander Hart shared.
“Kenyr, I want you to spend some time getting supplies from time to time. I need a soldier’s perspective as to how Prince Peeron performs. I’m still worried about that boy.”
“Boy? He’s older than you are.”
Anchor smiled. “Old as I look. Didn’t Mander ever tell you who I am?”
Kenyr’s eyes blinked he looked over at Mander, who tried to read a book in the dim light of a camp lantern.
“Unca, remember?” Mander said with a smirk on his face.
“I forgot. Forgive me, Marshal. You’ve even got significant years on me.”
“I do.” Anchor left them. He wandered through the dark alleys between the sea of tents, listening to the men talk about home and being rid of the fighting once and for all. Others voiced disappointment that Besseth would be peaceful for a change. 
If Anchor had any options when he returned, he’d suggest the pacification of the Oringia and bring it and Histo into the alliance. No one had ever bothered with them in the past and they were the last holdouts to the unification of Besseth. He wondered if he could create a continent of united countries. Perhaps a general council, with some form of a small central government that allowed the duchies and kingdoms a lot of latitude but with enough backbone to bounce noble heads against each other when needed. Lessa had set up a similar organization in Prola that looked promising.
Perhaps Mander Hart might have some good ideas. He always seemed to be a smart chap, always treading lightly, but exercising suitably applied wisdom when necessary. Anchor laughed in the night. Who was he to think of such statecraft? He didn’t know who would be living or dead a few weeks from now.
He found his tent after searching an inordinate amount of time and went to bed, still working through the potential problems of a united Besseth.
~
“I have located a weakness among the Bessethian officer corps,” the spy said. “The Prince of Learsea commands the supply wagons. He is very dissatisfied with his position.”
Daryaku sat up straighter. “How did you find this out?”
“I recognized one of Histron’s soldiers that I became acquainted with at Highfield when I visited with Peleor. He currently serves under the Prince and sees an opportunity for us.”
The Emperor thought for a few minutes, admiring the fingernails she had just began to let grow on their hands. Vishan thought it showed the increased weakness of Daryaku’s mind. She now had more highs and lows during waking hours. He wondered if he could move a finger again.
“Promise the prince that he will rule Besseth.” She rummaged around in her travel chest and pulled out a golden drek. “Give him this as a token. You may go.”
Daryaku began to hum some ancient tune. “Vishan, I know you’ve been observing. Aren’t you glad that we progress towards the destruction of the Bessethian army, even as we just sit here in my tent?” 
Vish didn’t even feel like taunting the woman.
~~~
 





CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN
AYRTAN
~
ARVON, AN IMPRESSED MATE FROM A LEARSEA MERCHANTMAN, struggled with his men to move the wheel of a wagon out of loose dirt.
“You, there,” Prince Peeron said.
Arvon twisted his body to look up at the prince sitting on his horse. He squinted into the sun that shone behind the prince.
“I recognize your uniform. Learsean merchant navy?”
“Aye, your Majesty.”
The prince brought down his riding crop on Arvon’s bare shoulder. “Kneel when addressing your monarch.”
The sailor didn’t feel much like kneeling in front of this nitwit of a king’s son. Peeron had inflicted more than enough damage on the morale of Learsea’s merchantmen. He would stop merchants in the middle of the ocean and have the navy search the vessel, all the while, forcing the captain to provide him with a sumptuous meal. 
Arvon felt like grumbling, but he didn’t want another stripe across his back. He knelt.
“Forehead to the ground.” Peeron ordered. 
Arvon grit his teeth and pressed his sweaty forehead into the soft dirt.
“That is sufficient.” Peeron raised his voice to the men in hearing. “Remember, men of Learsea. Show me the respect I deserve. Now all of you kneel.”
Those in earshot looked at Arvon who nodded at them. They mimicked Arvon’s bow, even if they weren’t from Learsea. 
Peeron rode off to find more Learsean sailors, most likely. Arvon looked at his companions and saw the dirty forehead that he must have on the others’ faces. He rubbed the dirt off and shook his head. “Back to work, men.” He couldn’t help but glare after his prince.
A large older man appeared from the rankers marching alongside the wagons. “I saw that. He stopped the rest of the column just to soothe his ego?” He jumped up on the wagon and found a sack of hardtack. “Name’s Kenyr.” He tossed the sack back onto the ground and, with his size, helped the men get the wagon going again through the sandy dirt. “Your men don’t seem to like the prince.”
“He’s a curse, if you want to know. Did the same thing in the middle of the ocean, he did. He’d have a navy ship stop us and force the captain to cook him a fine meal. Lorded about having everyone make obeisances to him and then left. Learsea looks at the popinjay as a curse. No one looks forward to him as king.”
“Too bad.” Kenyr retrieved his hardtack and slipped back into the flow of men.
“Who was that lander?” one of the sailors asked. 
“He was a friendly enough, but I never seen him about before.” Arvon stood up straighter. The wagon moved again.
~
Kenyr threaded his way through the rankers and retrieved his horse and rode towards the front.
“Peeron hasn’t changed his ways. He stopped the supply column just so he could have a Learsean sailor bow down to him. Made him touch his forehead in the dirt. The rest of his crew had to do the same.”
Anchor nodded. “Thanks, for checking. Peeron won’t be getting a command of regular fighting troops. I warned him.”
Gully Workman and Lotto rode up. “We have some trouble ahead.”
“Have we reached the main force yet?” Mander Hart said. He took his wide-brimmed hat off and wiped the sweat off of his forehead.
“No, the Dakkoran’s have set out forces far from our path.”
“Histron’s hidden army strategy?” Kenyr said.
“Worse, hidden armies, more than one,” Lotto said.
“Let’s see what Shiro comes up with. Are they close enough to mobilize?”
Gully shook his head. “The closest one is to the East and about a day and a half ahead.”
Anchor looked up at the sun. “We’ll camp here for the night. I’ve got an idea.”
~
Anchor took out a map. It started out blank, but as they plunged further into Ayrtan, he added in topography continuously with a sliver of charcoal after he had debriefings with the rangers.
Shiro gave him his day’s observations and told him of the other hidden army farther off to the West.
After he had filled in the day’s travel, Anchor stood. “The Dakkorans are supplied from an incredibly long line of supply wagons. From the position of the hidden armies it appears that we are headed right towards their main force somewhere up ahead. They intend to attack us from three sides. It’s a reasonable strategy. We used it well enough to defeat Histron.”
Lotto laughed. “We will veer off our current path?”
Nodding, Anchor pointed to the location of Daryaku’s eastern army. “They must think we will follow the easy contours of the land and continue directly north, but we will head east and then north. We take this army and any other we come across and capture their supply lines. It’s a two-day march, but that way, if the small army to the west comes after us, we will be able to defeat them. Although it won’t be a surprise while we engage Daryaku’s entrenched camp, the enemy forces won’t be offering any real surprises. Consider one of their traps sprung.”
On the second night, Anchor exited his tent amid a clamor and the flickering light of fire. He ran towards the commotion and found fighting at their supply wagons. Three of them burned out of control while fires in a few more wagons were in the process of being smothered. 
“What happened here?”
He paced through the mess only to find Prince Peeron’s body among others.
“The Prince started the fires along with some Red Kingdom men. My boys stopped them in their tracks. The prince fought and died.”
“Your name?”
“Arvon, sir. I’m a mate. My men woke me up.”
“Who killed the Prince?”
The man shrugged his shoulders. “You know what fighting’s like, sir.”
Anchor knew that he’d never know. “Did you capture any of the Red Kingdom soldiers?”
“I imagine they’re not all dead.”
Shiro walked into the light of the blazing wagons. 
Anchor turned to Shiro. “I’ll need to use a sip of your power and the Sunstone. Find one of the wounded Red Kingdom soldiers and tell me what happened here.”
It didn’t take long. 
Shiro shook his head. “This is Daryaku’s work. These Red Kingdom soldiers were Histron’s men. A spy from Daryaku’s main camp convinced the Prince that he’d be given Besseth to rule if he destroyed our supplies. Peeron was told to wait for orders, but the Prince couldn’t do that.”
The alliance had two hundred supply wagons. They had lost only three full wagons and some of the supplies on another three or four. Not much in return for the ruling the continent. Peeron was so stupid. Daryaku wouldn’t possibly be serious about him.
“Found this on the body,” Kenyr said, giving Anchor a golden coin. 
“A Dakkoran drek. Perhaps the supplies he destroyed might be worth half of this. It proves his guilt. Bury these men and have a Ropponi take Peeron’s body back to Learsea.” Anchor slapped Kenyr on the shoulder. “Ever command a supply column? You’re doing it now.”
“What about my bodyguard?” Mander Hart said.
“I’ll be your bodyguard. Go back to bed,” Anchor said.
Anchor went to sleep angry with himself. Now he was the official heir to the Learsea throne. At least he hadn’t been the one to kill Peeron. If he ever found out who did, he’d be tempted to give them the golden drek.
He sat up in bed in the middle of the night and groaned. The Dakkorans now knew of his detour. 
~
General Bishyar woke up Emperor Daryaku. “Your spy did his job too well. Only a few supply wagons were destroyed and Prince Peeron, heir to the throne of Learsea is dead. Marshal Anchor now knows that we have penetrated his command.”
“Is there more?” She wiped the sleep from their eyes. Vishan listened in with interest.
“They have headed for our eastern camp.”
Daryaku sat up and yawned. “Do they think that is our main camp?”
Bishyar shook his head. “We don’t know.”
“What a wasted opportunity,” she said. “We could have used the Prince at a more opportune time. Did they try him on the spot?”
“No, one of the soldiers killed the Prince, who was in the act of setting the wagons on fire with a few of the late Duke Histron’s soldiers. Our spy’s friend left once the Prince had been killed and has joined our force to the east.”
“Hmmm. Perhaps it is just as well that the Prince is dead. What stupidity.”
Vishan had to agree. One less impediment for the Bessethians and that meant it was a positive development for him. He had to wonder if Marshal Anchor’s intention was to wheel his army east and then north to cut off the constant supply wagons. He hoped so.
“Move the western army south and then east. Have them attack the Bessethians from their flank. We’ll have them caught in our vise.”
“I don’t suggest that, Your Eminence.”
“And when did your judgment eclipse mine, General Bishyar?”
“Never, Emperor Daryaku. It’s just that they won’t arrive in time.  By the time the western forces arrive, the battle with our East army will be over. The Bessethians are sure to prevail with superior numbers.”
“I run this war. Don’t forget it. Get them in motion.”
~
Kenyr gathered the officers, sergeants, and mates that comprised the supply column. Arvon wondered if there would be ramifications for his action in the night. He didn’t like taking out Prince Peeron, but the man acted like a maniac. Torching the supply wagons under his command like that.  Did the man have an ounce of sense in his head? No longer. Arvon wanted to make sure that the Prince paid for his treachery, politics be damned.
“Anchor wants us to travel parallel to the soldiers. We’ll have to pick up our speed. There’s an army that will likely come round and bite us on the rear and he’d rather have troops in the back than us.  That means we can’t dawdle.” Their new commander was Kenyr, the man who had taken the hardtack and had seen the Prince make the men bow. 
“Sounds okay to me,” Arvon said. He had no desire to be pounced on by the Dakkoran forces. “My men will run as fast as you’d like as long as we don’t run into any more of that sand.”
Kenyr smiled. “There’s always a chance of that, but Marshal Anchor thinks the Dakkorans will definitely send a force to attack our flank. They are a few days away, so we will have time to fight the encampment ahead first.”
“We’ll do it, sir,” a sergeant said. “Morale’s going to pick up right nicely now that our old commander has gone to his reward.”
Arvon snorted. He knew what kind of reward Peeron faced.
~
Rangers began to lengthen out their patrols. Anchor wanted a more comprehensive map of the terrain. He sent out Ropponi and Valetans over the same terrain and compared their reports. Any major discrepancies meant another survey. That was how he found the precise location of Daryaku’s forces.
“We’ve found them.” Lotto said, entering Anchor’s tent. Filth covered his face. He looked like he had been made out of Ayrtan dirt. He pointed to an empty space on Anchor’s map. “I’d say a force at least the size of ours.”
Anchor rubbed his chin. “With the hidden armies, he’s probably got us outmanned.” He rolled the alternatives over in his mind. “What if we continue on and obliterate the army ahead of us? They will be ready to fight, but we’ll smother them. But before that, we’ll take a small force and cut off the supply column that must be running north of them while we reverse direction as soon as we’ve taken care of our friends close by and meet the western army here.” He pointed to a small valley. “There is a chance that they don’t have a stockpile of supplies.”
“That’s a big assumption,” Shiro said.
“What will change if they have accumulated supplies?” Anchor said. “We fight them anyway. I’m looking for leverage and I don’t see any reason not to stop the supplies. We just lost three wagons ourselves. Eating Dakkoran food might be interesting.”
“So what will our army do?” Lotto said.
“There’s a saddle of sorts between the two hills that will give us higher ground, but more importantly, we have two channels to feed men around behind them through these ravines.”
“Then we can take the main force!” Lotto said.
“But from what direction? And when will we be hit by the savages that still roam through the hills?” Anchor said.
“What choice do we have?”
Anchor lifted his eyebrow. “Retreat, lick our wounds, advance again?” His mind pictured the retreat back to the ships and then he smiled.
“We will attack from the North. It’s less likely there is a large force hidden to the North since we had to come up from the South and if we could force the Dakkorans to move towards the harbor, we have another fifteen thousand men on the ships. They’d have to fight. I’ll poke those Learsean admirals in their behinds if I have to.”
“But until then?”
Anchor barked out a laugh. “We might not be alive to do that, but it gives us a goal.”
Mander Hart stood from his camp chair. “If there was some way to get the sailors off those ships sooner…” He shook his head. Anchor would like the answer to that question as well, but each captain was the master of his ship and every man still on it. All they had to do was say no and that was that. The army needed the ships to get back to Besseth.
“We’ll focus on these three steps, fight the eastern army, reverse course and fight the oncoming western army while using a small force to cut off the supply right to the main camp. Then we will attack the main camp from the north rather than the south, where they have had a long time to set battlefield traps for us. May the gods be with us.”
“As good a plan as I can see,” Mander Hart said. “Let’s look at our next order of battle.”
The three of them reviewed their options until Anchor felt they had gone over plans well enough.
~
Vishan would have winced, had he a face that he controlled. Daryaku continued to harangue General Bishyar. 
“Two of our armies chewed up… destroyed!  What incompetence is this?” she said waving their hands. “You told me our armies were invincible.”
“With all due respect, Your Eminence, I have never made such a claim. We have many proficient soldiers and many who have been trained in Ayrtan as we marched with no battle experience other than fighting the savages. The Bessethians have just been through a civil war. Even the sailors have fought pirates. Marshal Anchor used them to perfection, roaming the battlefield striking in an opportunistic manner. I’ve never seen such a thing, except perhaps from the Cuminee.”
“And how do they fight?” she asked with a sneering voice.
“You’ve fought them before, why should you have to ask me?” Bishyar furrowed his brow.
Vishan didn’t want Daryaku to ruffle his mind. The action had always been futile, but it hadn’t stopped her in the past.
Let me in! 
Vishan exulted. Ayrtan had weakened in her ability to impose her will. He stayed silent, but tried to move a finger.
“Stop that!” she said out loud staring at her hand.
“Emperor?” Bishyar asked.
“Get out!” she said.
Bishyar looked worried and wasted no time in exiting the tent.
“Who do you think you are?” Daryaku said. I’m your Emperor.
I don’t recognize you as such, Vishan said, wiggling the finger again. It might have been a slight tremor as before, but his act unnerved her.
Stop it. You are banished!
Vishan’s mind reeled a bit, but he stayed awake in their mind. I won’t tell you about the Cuminee or what happened there. If you didn’t extract it before, then you won’t get it from me now.
“I don’t need you!” she said aloud. “Once I hold the Purestone, I’ll put you away for good.”
Please do. That would make her even madder. Vishan realized that the best course might be to go silent except for testing his ability to control his body from time to time.
~
Anchor flexed his bandaged right hand. He sat on a hill surrounding the battlefield. He had beaten both armies, but at a higher cost than he anticipated. The Dakkorans were a curious mixture of solid soldiers and riffraff. His marauding sailors had cut through the less experienced units with minimal losses. He wished he could say the same about the regular Dakkoran rankers. 
His units fought through pockets of vicious resistance. He worried about his tired forces attacking the main Dakkoran encampment after a long forced march. His splinter force had made it to the Dakkoran supply column, but Daryaku’s forces quickly came from the main camp and re-established the supply column. He counted himself lucky that they didn’t use that as an excuse to engage his forces. No use stirring up a hornet’s nest prematurely.
His eyes drifted across the battlefield at the line of carts taking wounded soldiers and prisoners south to the port. He could kill the Dakkoran prisoners or remove them. He hoped that Lessa would have more luck persuading the naval captains to watch over the prisoners. The man did have a roguish charm. 
Lotto and Shiro rode up to him. They had been gone since Anchor moved towards the first Dakkoran army. 
“No movement from the main Dakkoran camp. Shiro estimates their strength at less than thirty thousand men. We didn’t find any signs of an army to the North or Northeast, but there is evidence of a small force to the Northwest. We observed the movements of supply wagons in that direction. If the little army attacked us, they’d have to travel right through the main group,” Lotto said.
“That won’t happen. The emperor will probably use them to reinforce their losses,” Anchor said. “Did you take notes of the topography?”
Shiro smiled and nodded. “Your map will be complete tonight.”
Anchor wondered if it would matter. He’d lost perhaps twenty percent of his men, mostly wounded, but out of action. If Lessa wasn’t successful, Anchor thought about retreating to defend the port. Sometimes taking too many prisoners merely gave an advantage to your foe.
He saw his chances of success diminish. He just didn’t have the men. All of this effort and he’d have to withdraw. He tried to deny it, but the feeling of humiliation began to creep into his consciousness. Had he failed again? At least this time he had choices. 
~
Anchor had his generals set up plenty of pickets and kept a third of his army on a three-hour wakeful alert at all times during the night. Having visited men on the perimeter, he found Lotto, Mander Hart and Shiro making marks on his map when he returned to his tent.
He watched them work as he rinsed out his wound and re-bandaged the slice on his hand. A Ropponi healer would have cured him with a single treatment, but magic was still forbidden until they engaged the main group.
Lessa stuck his head in the tent. “There’s been an interesting development,” he said as he opened the tent door. 
Shiro shot to his feet and grabbed the hilt of his sword and began to shout in Ropponi as two Ropponi followed Lessa into the tent.
Mistokko and Tishiaki followed them in and said something in Ropponi to Shiro. Then the captain looked at Anchor and continued in Bessethian. “It looks like my birds and your message worked. They need to speak with Shiro first before they will commit.”
Anchor looked at the two Ropponi in exotic fighting gear. “But there’s only two of them.”
“Oh, there are a gods-awful lot more passing our wounded and the prisoners, with their own supplies,” Lessa said.
The two Ropponi jabbered at Shiro. Anchor couldn’t understand any of it. The babbling didn’t make Shiro look very happy.
~
Shiro’s first thought when Lessa put his head through the tent was something was terribly wrong, but then the man wore the kind of grin that spoke ‘I know something you don’t.’
When Ashiyo, the man who betrayed Shiro more than once, entered the tent along with Guildmaster Yushidon, Shiro couldn’t help jumping to his feet, hand on sword. 
“Ashiyo! Yushidon! What has brought you here? Are you fighting for the Dakkoran Emperor?”
Mistokko entered the tent along with Tishiaki and placed himself between the two Ropponi sorcerers and Shiro, holding his hands out. “I invited them.”
The heat of anger began to cloud Shiro’s mind. “They are my enemies, Mistokko.”
“Settle down, Shiro. Listen to what they have to say,” Tishiaki said.
“Perhaps enemies no longer,” Yushidon said. “You and your band remain unwelcome in Roppon, but we fight a common enemy. We can be allies in this. Emperor Daryaku is a creature of the Darkstone. I visited him some years ago in Baku. He carries a dark aura. I don’t believe that Vishan Daryaku inhabits that body, but something older and more evil. He pledged that he had no desires on Roppon, and I’ve struggled for years to convince myself that is so. Our spies have been to Dakkor and have returned to tell us of the ruination of that continent. The Emperor does not rule for the benefit of his people, but to satisfy dark desires. We cannot trust such a man to keep his word.”
“You have the blessing of the bureaucracy?” Shiro said.
“The Ropponi Emperor concurs that the darkness must not spread to Roppon. Therefore, he has sent me to lead twenty-three thousand Ropponi warriors.  I seek out a general to help me use them effectively. I am no war leader.”
Shiro shook his head at such a vast army without a leader. “What do you want of me?”
“Lead us,” Yushidon said. “We have heard of your work with the Besseti. We ask only one thing. A formal re-commitment that you and your Red Rose will not return to Roppon.”
Was that all they wanted? Shiro already knew he could not go back, but if this were the price, his signature that he would not go back, he would gladly sign it. Shiro would honor his commitment but that final act would pierce the hearts of a number of his band.
“I will do so.” How could he refuse?
Yushidon and Ashiyo looked relieved. To think they had come all this way on the hope that he would agree. Shiro didn’t believe it, but he didn’t care at this point. 
“I do not lead the army. Marshal Anchor does. Tishiaki and I will lead the Ropponis, but the Marshal will lead the entire army. That is my first condition. I will want no interference wherever I settle my Red Rose outside of Roppon. I will take sorcerers that the Guild would end up culling. This is to be a binding agreement between Roppon and the Red Rose and its successors of exile Ropponis.” Shiro looked at Tishiaki, who nodded in agreement.
The two Ropponi sorcerers looked at each other and left them. After an hour or so, they returned. Ashiyo pulled out two scrolls. The words were simple enough. Shiro asked for one of the pens that Anchor had just used to mark up the map and wrote out his name. He took out his knife and nicked one of his wounds and pressed a bloody fingerprint into the scroll.  He stood silently while Tishiaki did the same thing. The guildmaster brought out a round red stamp and stamped both scrolls with the seal of the Ropponi Emperor. 
The tension evaporated as the signing ended. 
Tishiaki whispered in his ear. “This is a treaty between two sovereigns, you know.”
“It is done.” Shiro pursed his lips, knowing he had done the right thing, but uncertain about the ultimate cost.
~~~
 



 
 


CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT
AYRTAN
~
SHIRO PRESSED A BLOODY THUMB ONTO THE SCROLL. Anchor didn’t quite follow all what had transpired.
“They have twenty-three thousand warriors. Most likely they brought their own food so they wouldn’t taint their bodies with Bessethian provisions,” Mistokko said.
“You might want to know that the Ropponi vessels were set upon by the Dakkorans. The Learsea navy vessels joined in and with both fleets attacking the Dakkorans, the enemy fleet was vanquished. What few ships remained turned around and headed east,” Lessa said. “Did I get that right, my new friend?”
“I’ve never seen such a battle in my life, Anchor. Hundreds of ships. Probably never in the history of Goriath has there been a sea battle like that,” Mistokko said.
“The gods have saved us again,” Anchor broke out into a grin.
“With a little help from me,” Mistokko said.
“With a lot of help from you.” Anchor bowed to the two Ropponi, mimicking Shiro’s style. “Now, Lessa, would you find a very large corner of this valley and escort the Ropponi. There is a spring that runs out into the plain…”  Anchor pulled out a map of the battleground and pointed, “here. If they brought their own water, they can still use the stream to wash. Shiro would you inform the two Ropponi of the Affinity limitations on Ayrtan? Then we will get started working with all of our resources.”
Lessa smiled. “I suppose you aren’t interested in sailors?”
Anchor shook his head. “With any number of Dakkoran ships flailing around, a sizable force could regroup and attack again. So, no, your orders still call for leading the column south to the harbor.”
“They are continuing to move as we speak. I will lead them to the sea and then return.” Lessa gave Anchor a salute.
“Lessa, see if you can get the captains to take care of the captives and if you have any of our Red Rose among the injured, who haven’t lost any strength, you can use them. If there are any healers among the Ropponi crews, see if they will help the wounded. Dakkoran and Bessethians, both. Report to me as soon as you come back.”
“Aye, Aye, Marshal!” Lessa grinned and left. 
Anchor turned to the Ropponi, and asked Shiro to translate as he pointed to the map. “We have a battle to fight. You’ll turn your men east and then north. We can now afford to cut off their supply wagons. It’s time to reset the general battle plan. Mistokko, you translate what we say to the Ropponi. Shiro, you translate what they say back. That will give you both a chance to retain your voices.” Anchor rubbed his hands. 
Mander Hart stood and stretched his body. “Wait a moment. I think better introductions are in order. I’d like to know my allies a little better.” He turned his charming smile on the Ropponi sorcerers.
~
Daryaku paced back and forth in the tent. General Bishyar and the other lesser generals watched her. 
“No word on our fleet. At this point, we have secured the supply train that was disrupted. A large Ropponi force has just arrived. Am I to show happiness?” Daryaku said. 
The shrillness of her voice made the officers uncomfortable. Vishan noted their faces as Daryaku looked from one to the other all the way down the line. Ten men, all in a row. He felt a little mischievous and made their hand jerk. Daryaku let out a little cry and the men all jumped, as far as he could tell. The Emperor’s eyes flew all over the place. That was the extent of his control, but it gave him great pleasure to see how it bothered her. 
She now refused to respond to his comments. 
“We must recall the last of our hidden armies. They have gained the numerical advantage.”
“Then we will fight to the death, if we have to. All of the Warstones are in their camp. I used a little of my power last night, the first since I returned from Dakkor. We are so close. Once we retrieve the stones, they cannot fail to fall beneath my will.”
It will take more than will to defeat them. Roppon has more sorcerers than the rest of Goriath combined, Vishan whispered in her mind.
“They fell before!” Daryaku said.
Yes, taken from within millenial ago, as you tried to do in Besseth. Do you think that would work on Roppon now? They are all united behind their own Emperor. Warlords ruled Roppon in those days. Vishan enjoyed reminding her.
“Silence!  I was there!” she said aloud.
So you know the truth, Vish replied. I’ve always thought that is why you didn’t invade them, too many nobles to turn. Do you forget so soon? He knew it hadn’t been ‘so soon’, but the comment would goad the foolish woman.
She grit her teeth so hard, Vishan could feel them grind.
“You have your orders. General Bishyar will work through the details. I want a detachment bring as many men from the supply lines to add to our forces. Recall the rest of the third army, and then we attack.”
The generals filed out. Could they put their hearts into the fighting? Vishan didn’t know. He did know that Daryaku had definitely begun to lose control of what little sanity was left in her part of his mind.
~
Restella showed up at the doorway to Lotto’s tent. He could see the alarm on her face. “It’s becoming dull,” she said, pulling out her sword.
Lotto looked at the Moonstone and had to agree that the luster had diminished.
“I wonder if it’s the link between us?” he said. He looked at Restella’s eyes. She seemed a little shorter or was that a figment of his imagination? Was the power of the Moonstone making her revert to what she was before? The thought sent shivers down his back. Would he turn back into what he was before, a man with limited mental faculties? “Perhaps it’s time that I hold it. It’s tuned into my power and if I hold it, the power might last longer.”
Restella shrank back in shock. “I can’t do that!”
“You must. We don’t know what will happen if it goes dim. It must last until we can get back to Besseth. Your father said that when the time was right you had to relinquish the stone to me. Must I personally get Anchor to ask you?”
She shook her head, looking crestfallen. “Very well. I’ll give you my sword.”
Lotto smiled. “I don’t want your sword. It’s your best weapon. Let me remove the stone.” He used a tiny bit of power and the Moonstone popped into this hand. Lotto quickly put it into a uniform pocket. “Even that touch might have been too much of a power transfer.”
“I felt a surge of energy. I think that’s a good sign.” She nodded to Lotto and mounted her horse, riding back to her command.
Lotto walked over to Anchor’s tent. He stayed outside while Anchor reviewed last minute instructions with Shiro and the Ropponi. The two Ropponi left with Mistokko, leaving Shiro behind.
“Restella sensed the loss of power and noticed the Moonstone’s waning shine.” He took the stone out of his pocket with a glove on his hand and laid it on the map. “We now have all three in our possession.” Shiro put his stone on the table. Anchor pulled out the Bloodstone and set them all in a row.
“Daryaku fights us for these three gems.” He sighed. “She will be drawn to them like a fly to carrion.”
Mander Hart got up from a chair and stretched. “Back has stiffened up.” He grimaced and joined them. “To think within a few leagues, the four Warstones are close to reuniting.” He looked at Lotto. “I noticed that Restella has lost a bit of her intimidating appearance. I’m sure it’s related to the power loss.”
Anchor snorted and leaned on the table with both hands. “I can’t feel a thing. I’m not sure what happens when we destroy them all.”
Lotto just looked on. He knew what would happen to him and it would be worth the sacrifice. Looking at all of the men in the room, he realized that most of his friends stood before him. Kenyr guarded the supplies and Gully was scouting the enemy. What would they think of him when he transformed into his old self? More chilling was what he would think of them? The amazement of this moment, seeing the three naked stones didn’t fill him with awe like it did the others. Dread had filled his very soul.
Shiro broke the silence and took his back. “When the time comes, we should teleport into the Emperor’s presence and seize the Darkstone. Strike fast and join them together.”
“I’m not so sure,” Mander said. “Even your people recognized many sorcerers close to Daryaku.”
“I have my Ropponi and Ashiyo and Yushidon know how to teleport and there are others here, including an old friend, Desiku, the assistant weapons master from my Guild days. We can more than match their sorcerers if we go all at once. Do it after the Emperor is distracted with the battles.”
Anchor nodded. “I agree.”
“I can teleport in as well,” Lotto said.
“It’s an advantage we have,” Mander said. “Valetan agrees.” He waved his hand in the air. “Let’s be bold. It is something we are all known for, is it not?”
Lotto felt the tension fade into resolve. He hadn’t noticed it build. “We are, Mander.”
~
“The stones were together. Close,” Daryaku said. “I’ll finally regain enough power to rid myself of you!”
You have my permission, should that happen, Grand Empress. It’s been twenty-five years of living in the head of a madwoman. I’m ready for release. You were unstable before you died and you’re even more unstable now. Vishan jerked her neck and she screamed. I only wish I could do more. My greatest wish is for your demise. He had said enough. 
She would know he spoke from his heart. If only he controlled it physically, he might will it to stop.
~
The sun rose on a dusty plain. Anchor looked down from the North. They had filled the battlefield during the night. The Dakkorans had set their encampment up so they had the high ground on an army coming from the South. They would this day, but Anchor’s main force would attack from the North, following the small Dakkoran force that had just joined up with the Dark Lord’s main army.
He had his buglers call across the valley to the other side and to create massive squares alternating with empty space. His marauding sailors would run into the spaces once the soldiers clashed, ready to create chaos. That was what he wanted. Antzen’s force would pour in from the East over a saddle in the hills. Restella’s force would enter the battle from the West. The Ropponi, supported by Lessa’s Prolans would fight from the South. The Dakkoran’s were hemmed in and would likely be annihilated.  Anchor didn’t really want that to happen. He’d rather kill the Emperor and make all of Zarron into an ally. The result of their efforts at Foxhome were successful. He wanted this to mimic that victory. If only he could create that outcome, it would nearly be worth all of the inevitable deaths.
Anchor wanted five or more small battles in the large valley to distract the Emperor, each one beginning at a different time. He now had the numerical edge, but the Dakkorans had the advantage of preparing the southern field for battle. 
Pits and mounds covered the ground closer to their tents. He had seen the same in the South except these pits were deeper and the mounds higher. Anchor had done much the same thing in the Battle of Sally’s Corners.
Create chaos. That was his final strategy. Shiro knew that he didn’t have to foolishly rush the attack through whatever the traps the Dakkorans had devised. Slowly advance, but fight with a vengeance. The Dakkorans had no place to go. The Alliance could afford to move slowly.
Anchor wouldn’t fight with his sword on this of all critical days, but with his wits. His hand went to the Bloodstone, in Sallia’s silk pouch. If he survived, his fate would depend on the nature of the spell that had turned him into Anchor. He didn’t know what would happen. Shiro didn’t care, since the Sunstone hadn’t changed him in any way. Lotto was clearly frightened beyond belief. 
He raised Sallia’s ragged red token and waved. The battle for Goriath would begin. A world war, represented by the three sentient continents. The savages of Ayrtan had finally learned not to fight the invaders on their soil, but he could see pockets of them on the tops of the hills looking on. What went through their minds?
The battle had begun. A Red Rose used some of her precious magic to teleport to Shiro, who led the Ropponis. Lotto looked on, his face impassive. Mander Hart stayed back at camp. A Ropponi stood close to summon him when the time had come.
It took half an hour before the forces began clash. The Dakkoran’s had segregated their units. At least half were conscripts and just as they had with the western and eastern hidden armies, the marauders were quickly sent to the less experienced units as soon as they were identified, chewing them up. A battle began to rage on the other side of the Dakkoran’s camp as dust rose to obliterate the South end of the valley.
Bolts of fire flew over the heads of the Dakkorans and landed amongst their earthen works. The pits and mounds helped to shield each army from the other. Smoke began to drift eastward in long trailing streams. The pits erupted with flames. The Dakkoran supply wagons had obviously included combustible oil. 
Anchor called a retreat and sent a Ropponi south to Shiro. How many trips could a sorcerer make? The Dakkorans who pursued the Bessethians were cut down. Anchor hadn’t unleashed Restella or Antzen yet. He waited for two hours, his position out of bow range. An occasional Ropponi ballista bolt flew into the Dakkoran army, but the where the enemy stood observant and calmly moved out of the projectile’s path was where the more seasoned soldiers had congregated. Anchor now knew where to concentrate his forces.
After the fires had died down, they advanced once again. This would not be a feint. He didn’t have to worry about men hiding in the pits. They still sent up thin tendrils of smoke into the clearing sky. 
The expected bolts of wizard fire blazed into the soldiers. Men fell. Anchor felt guilty that he couldn’t hear their cries from his vantage point, just the overall clamor of war.
A few bolts shot out from his soldiers. Just enough to give the sorcerers pause. 
More flames came from the enemy’s ranks but even Anchor could see the diminished size of them. The Dakkoran sorcerers’ actions had quickly emptied the power from their bodies. No Affinity was available for them to recharge their strength. Their longer stay on Ayrtan had depleted their power.
His commanders had been briefed to look for the bolts that shriveled in intensity and that was the signal for his soldiers to advance. He used another Ropponi to teleport to Restella’s position and Antzen. Those two would execute a strategic retreat and fight the experienced Dakkorans that he had just identified from two sides. His forces finally were in position and began to attack the camp from the slopes of the valley’s hills. A few half-hearted bolts ended up among them and then the real fighting began.
Anchor looked at Lotto. His friend’s face was ashen, his thoughts far away. Perhaps if given the opportunity, Anchor might think of other things as well. He sought in his mind for a typical Unca quip. “I do believe it is time to spoil Daryaku’s party.” He smiled at Lotto. His friend barely smiled back.
“Whatever happens, I will make sure we are victorious,” Lotto said. He looked sick as he said it. Anchor didn’t ask Lotto what meant. They had no time for talk.
Chika stood next to him. “Take us to their leader,” Anchor said, dismounting. Lotto joined him.
She nodded and they stood in front of Shiro, Mistokko and the two Ropponi. Anchor had his back to the battle. 
“Can you do that again?” Anchor asked. 
“Maybe once or twice and then…” she shook her head.
That would be enough. He turned and looked at the fighting. Anchor didn’t know if his numbers would be enough. Did he make a mistake splitting his forces?
“Lessa sits with his forces a half hour away. Should we bring them up?” Shiro said.
Anchor nodded. “I’d like to let the Ropponi take a few of their troops home.” His sentiment reminded him of something Unca would say, he thought.
He turned to Chika and five others of the Red Rose. “You know what you have to do.” They ran towards groups of Ropponi troops and disappeared. His major advantage lay in teleportation. He’d use it until his Ropponi ran out of the ability to do so. 
“Now we wait.”
They saw flashes of sorcerer bolts in the camp. Four Ropponi returned. “We are in position.”
Anchor nearly lost his breath. He nodded and stood with Lotto and a group of Ropponi. Lotto closed his eyes and opened them up again. Did Anchor detect a shimmer around his body? Could the Moonstone be doing something?
Shiro walked to his group. Yushidon and Ashiyo did the same. Mistokko walked to another group. He’d let the captain witness the final drama that was to come. Two hundred teleported at Anchor’s nod.
They broke out of their teleported clusters and created a perimeter. Troops sporadically attacked them, but as Anchor expected, most of the Dakkoran soldiers had left to fight. They didn’t have far to walk to the Emperor’s tent. 
A Dakkoran officer ran up and stood outside the Emperor’s tent. Anchor knew a smattering of the language. He said something that he thought meant ‘you have visitors’.
Emperor Daryaku sauntered out. Anchor had never seen the man. He looked middle-aged, but something appeared wrong. He had never been notified of effeminate characteristics. The Emperor had long fingernails. Something more of what he would expect of a Ropponi. Daryaku’s eyes burned with intensity, almost tinged with madness.
“We have come for your Darkstone.” Yushidon said. He knew the language much better than anyone else.
“You will not have it, Yushidon. I sense the Warstones among you.” The Emperor threw back his head and cackled. The man’s laughter sent chills down Anchor’s spine. 
“Bring them to me,” Daryaku said in Bessethian.
Anchor felt a tugging in his mind. He blinked and shook his head. Shiro and Lotto did the same. Something clouded his mind. He reached up and put the Bloodstone in his hand. Shiro did the same. Yushidon and Ashiyo visibly fought off the onslaught. He noticed a ring of Dakkoran sorcerers around them. He knew the enemy had plenty of illusion spells, but this was different. He struggled against the compulsion to move forward, but his body still brought him, unwillingly, towards the Emperor, Bloodstone in hand.
Lotto’s eyes widened as he looked at Anchor and took out his Moonstone and held it out like Shiro and Anchor. He walked stiffly, and took Shiro’s stone and Anchor’s. He looked into Anchor’s eyes. 
“Forgive me, but I won’t go back to being like I was,” He said quietly and turned, standing in front of the Emperor, the three stones clenched in his hand. 
“Hold them out!” The words came out like shrill scream.
Anchor continued to struggle. He moved his foot and another and began to shuffle towards the emperor, he couldn’t pull out his sword, but he had to do something. Shiro began to do the same. Only the pair of them moved at all. 
Lotto still clutched the stones in his hand.
“Open your hand!” The Emperor shouted every word.
Anchor would never make it, nor did he think Shiro would. Their fate was now linked to how much resistance Lotto could put up.
The Emperor yanked at his neck and put the Darkstone in his hand.
The jewel seemed to suck all of the light into it, looking more like a hole in the Emperor’s palm than an amulet of power.
Lotto began to shake as he fought to keep his hand closed. Anchor wanted to cry out, but as soon as he tried, he lost control of his legs and stood frozen, unable to move.
Anchor watched with horror as the Emperor began to chant. No!  He couldn’t have fought for years and travel to Ayrtan to suffer the ultimate defeat. Emperor Daryaku would have the ultimate power on Goriath and Anchor couldn’t move a step forward. He would see the enslavement of the world, first hand. He forced out a cry. It sounded like a wounded animal.
His eyes were transfixed on the Darkstone, but then it began to shake in the Emperor’s hand as the chanting continued. No. The gem didn’t shake, the Emperor’s hand did. It began to jerk, making the Emperor stop his spell recitation. He tried to steady his hand, but it continued to shake. Anchor heard the man wail as the Darkstone dropped to the dust of Ayrtan. 
Lotto leaned over, all stiffness gone from his body. It had to have been an act. He gave a mournful look to Anchor and grabbed the Darkstone.  His gaze shifted to Mander Hart as he put it together with the others Warstones and squeezed.
~~~
 





CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE
AFTERMATH
~
ANCHOR BLINKED THE DUST OUT OF HIS EYES. He rose on his elbows and saw bodies strewn for a hundred paces. All of the tents were blown down. He crawled to Lotto’s body. The man’s features had softened and thickened. His hands were missing from the explosion. Lotto’s clothes no longer fit his smaller body. Anchor checked for a pulse, but he knew the stones had killed him. What must have been the Emperor’s body lay nearby. All of the flesh had shriveled instantly from Daryaku’s bones. The man’s form had changed like Lotto’s. In fact, he looked like a corpse, long dead. Something was wrong with the shape. The corpse was much smaller than Daryaku.  In fact it looked more like a female corpse. He shivered.
The others began to revive. Shiro woke up. The first words out of his mouth were in Ropponi. He looked at Anchor and grinned. “Power. The nexus is restored. Ayrtan lives again!” He stood and pumped his fists into the air.
Anchor helped Mander Hart to his feet and they, in turn, helped the others. Yushidon helped the Dakkoran general to his feet, if he was still that. 
“Your emperor is dead. Leave in peace,” Yushidon said.  
The man had uttered what Anchor had intended to say if they were successful. He nodded at the general. “Tell him to get the word out quickly,” Anchor told Yushidon.
“I’ll tell him myself. I’ve spent plenty of port time on his continent.” Mistokko grinned.
~
Few of the soldiers still fought and soon Dakkoran officers stood with Anchor’s men at the Emperor’s tent discussing what would happen. 
It seemed that General Bishyar hadn’t been a full supporter of the Emperor, especially as Daryaku had, from their opinions, descended further into madness. 
Anchor inspected the Emperor’s remains before they were to be boxed up for burial in Dakkor. The skeleton was indeed that of a woman and he verified the considerably smaller stature. He doubted that mystery would ever be solved.
He now knew what the shimmer meant that he had seen around Lotto. The man had once told him of the anti-magic that the Sorcerer Peleor had used to keep him in his cell and what he had used to defend himself when he fought the Dakkoran sorcerer. The spell had been similar to the wards on the Dakkoran swords. Lotto must have suspected foul play and came to the final confrontation secretly prepared. He had pretended to be affected by Daryaku’s compulsion spell until the right moment came to combine all the stones. Lotto’s sacrifice would be proclaimed in all of the histories that would be written about the Warstone conflict with Daryaku. How fitting!  A Dakkoran spell used against the Emperor. If Lotto’s action hadn’t resulted in his death, Anchor would be grinning. As it was, he looked on Lotto’s sacrifice as one of the great tragedies of the Warstone battles.
He invited General Bishyar, along with Yushidon as interpreter, to a final meeting of the alliance before everyone went their own way.
Mander Hart arrived in the camp with a noticeably smaller, slighter Restella. Shiro and Chika escorted Hart, Lessa, Restella and Kenyr underneath the Emperor’s command tent, which now had the walls rolled up. Their victory had done nothing about the ever-present dust, but Shiro adamantly claimed that next year, Ayrtan would be more green. They all sat down wearing the same color of dirt. Lotto’s body still lay covered on Ayrtan’s soil.
“Lotto’s dead and the link is finally gone,” Restella said as she let out a big sigh. “His body looked more like that when I first encountered him and,” tears glimmered in her eyes, “so do I.”
Mander knelt at Lotto’s side and helped Kenyr put him into a hastily-made coffin. He grimaced as he did it. “I’ll take him to be interred at my family plot in Beckondale. He was like a son to me.”
“And to me,” Kenyr said, tears in his eyes. “I am proud of him. I’ll remember Lotto as he walked the earth after his transformation. His parents would have liked to see him as Lotto Mistad, rather than as the village fool.”
Shiro nodded. “He was a great man and saved us all.”
Emotion filled the air. Anchor took the time to look at his youthful hands. The Bloodstone was gone. He had expected to see the hands of an old man—Unca returned. But his hands were youthful and strong, still sporting the remains of the wound that Chika had healed. 
Despite the sadness at Lotto’s heroic passing, he had tears of joy. He had no magical power, but he now knew that the heart of a young man beat inside of him. He thought of Sallia. Perhaps he really could be her consort.  No, he still doubted such a thing could happen, regardless of what she said.  Perhaps she only told him that to provide some courage for the last battle with Daryaku.
“I don’t know what prompted all of this,” Anchor struggled to say.  He waved his hand out towards Lotto and nodded to Yushidon and Bishyar. “Perhaps it was the day Daryaku retrieved the Darkstone. Some of the gods might have abhorred such a thing or maybe Goriath itself wished for the release of the curse on Ayrtan. We’ll never know. Something moved Shiro from northern Roppon to southern Roppon and onto the prison island to retrieve the Sunstone.”
“Not Ropponi gods,” Yushidon said.
Shiro smirked. “My ancestral gods are not yours, Guildmaster.”
The older man shrugged and translated for Bishyar, who presented a wry smile and began to talk. Yushidon provided a running translation.
“The Darkstone captured young Vishan. The Emperor was not the valiant soldier I knew many years ago when I commanded a remote outpost in Dakkor. He would not have done the things the Emperor did. The person, who died earlier today, wasn’t the Vishan Daryaku that I knew. I can guarantee you that. We have our gods in Dakkor and I am sure few of them condoned the Emperor’s actions. They were petty, selfish and if I had a choice I would not have served.” Bishyar shrugged. “The Emperor had his own ways to persuade. I will return to Dakkor and assist in its transformation. It’s not just Dakkor that the Emperor ruined, but all of Zarron.”
“Well said.” Mander Hart stood and bowed to Bishyar. “As the representative of King Goleto of Valetan, should you need any assistance, we would be happy to help.”
Bishyar laughed after Yushidon translated. “You have done much, much more than I ever could today. Your Lotto Mistad was the son of Serytaran nobility and it seemed our continent took care of the threat, with your help.”
Anchor slapped his hand on Bishyar’s back. “Well said. As soon as our Red Rose friends have strengthened their powers, we will be leaving Ayrtan.”
“Kenyr will command the Valetan forces on their way back across the ocean,” Mander said.
“Yes, please make sure that you maintain the chain of command all the way back home for all of the troops. Shiro and I will return to Foxhome.”
Shiro stood and stepped to Anchor, clapping him on the shoulder. “I will take you to Learsea first, so we can pay our respects to King Willom and then to Foxhome. I have come to the decision that I will return to my new home on Ayrtan, Anchor. The land has healed and will grow again. My Red Roses will thrive in their new home. I always counted myself as a good farmer.” He nodded towards the Guildmaster. “Yushidon will send his rejects to me rather than kill them as he has in the past. They will sign the same pledge that we of the Red Rose have. I hope I have no similar restrictions about visiting Besseth?” Anchor, Lessa and Mander Hart all shook their heads. “Good, then we will transport the ones we know and love to Besseth. Lotto will be buried soon.”
Chika walked to Shiro and hugged him. “Our home,” she said to Anchor, with tears in her eyes.
Restella didn’t cry for Lotto. She grabbed onto Lessa and asked a Ropponi to take her home with Armand. 
Lessa wouldn’t have a moment of it. He told the Ropponi to take her home by herself with the good news.
“Good news!” She turned, shaking her head and stalked off.
“I wouldn’t worry about her,” Mander said. “We’ll see if she still has the heart for warfare. I am of the opinion that with little persuasion, she can still serve in the army.  Few have her courage.  Without the Moonstone, perhaps her irascibility will be leavened. Come to the funeral, Anchor. If the Ropponis won’t mind, they will still perform transport. Bring your Sally.”
Anchor started at her name. 
“She stayed at my house in Beckondale and said we could call her that, too. It reminded her of happy days.”
It did, indeed, thought Anchor. He thanked everyone for the quick meeting and had Shiro transport him to his tent some distance away to wash and change his filthy clothes.
~
Anchor stood in the main hall of Learsea castle. The body of Prince Peeron was wrapped tight in enchanted shrouds at his feet. King Willom shook, as he leaned on one of his servants to stand and look at the remains of his only son.
Willom took Anchor’s hand. “He was of my flesh. I cried when the Ropponi brought his body. Did he disgrace me?”
Anchor said, “Let us say that he joined us on our successful campaign and died, as we all fought to save our world.”
Willom raised his other trembling hand. “That is enough. Thank you. Remember, you are the son of my heart. My adoption remains in effect. All on my council agree and your rise to prince is with their acclaim as well as my own. My heart soared when I found out you didn’t shrivel into Unca’s form.”
Anchor gave the king the barest of smiles and shook his head. “I fully expected to, but no. I’m as I appear. It will be many years before I become old Unca again.”
Willom chuckled and coughed. “Without power, you will never be the Court Wizard again, my adopted son. Think of me as you rule my people.”
Anchor made to object, but Willom grasped his forearm. “Besseth needs you. Serve them well. I go to grieve in private,” the king said as the servant helped him shuffle from the hall.
“Besseth needs you, and Ayrtan has the Red Rose, even if it doesn’t want me,” Shiro grinned. “Chika and I have found a place where we can live without worrying about politics or smelly neighbors.”
“You’ll have to civilize your Ayrtan friends,” Anchor said. He knew that Shiro would thrive in Ayrtan. He would help the savages and bring green grass and laughing, healthy children back to the once-dead continent. “I hope you’ll let me visit you, from time to time.” He smiled through pursed lips. “You can generate building funds by using your Red Rose as transporters.”
“I’ve already thought of that,” Shiro said, grinning.  It was good to see the reserved Ropponi in such a good mood.
~
Anchor paused to absorb the scene of Sallia sitting in a garden, now saturated with the colors of leaves starting to turn. The sun shone on her light blonde hair while tiny insects buzzed around in the afternoon warmth. She held a rose and sniffed its fragrance. Anchor remembered her liking the roses at his holding, when he first took her there.
He walked out of the open door and into the sun. “I’ve returned as Anchor, I’m afraid,” he said, holding out his arms.
Sallia turned and threw her rose down and ran into his arms, burying her head into his chest.
“No one told me. We succeeded?”
“When you slept, we fought on Ayrtan in the sunlight. Lotto is the real hero.”
“I don’t want to speak of Lotto.”
“We must. He died, valiantly saving us all.”
Sallia pushed away from him. Her radiant face darkened for a moment. “I will grieve for him tomorrow, but I will love you today.”
“I can’t become your consort,” Anchor said.
“What? Has something happened? I won’t allow you to change your mind.”
Anchor nodded. “King Willom has adopted me as his heir. It seems Prince Peeron was caught playing with fire and he didn’t survive.”
“That sounds like something Unca would say.” Sallia looked at him sideways.
“Something that Anchor will say.” He smiled and turned serious. “King Willom’s health has declined even further and I may soon inherit the throne of Learsea.”
“Then…” Sallia’s eyes filled with tears and looked away.
“Then,” he cupped her chin in his hands and lifted up her face. “You know with the Bloodstone gone, the kingdom could use a name change. I never could figure out what ‘lear’ meant, so perhaps we can, at the right time, put the two domains together and call a new combined kingdom, Redsea.”
“It has a certain ring,” Sallia said. “The Red Kingdom needs a king and Learsea needs a queen. I like it.” She closed her eyes and lifted her chin. 
Not to be haughty, but to be naughty, thought a smiling Anchor, he gave his girl a long, passionate kiss.
~~~
 



 


EPILOGUE
DAKKOR
~
THE COLD UNYIELDING STONE FLOOR FELT WONDERFUL as Vishan woke in darkness. He took a deep breath. How long had it been since he had done that? To what kind of hell had he been cast? He didn’t like being naked, but still he stood carefully, not knowing if his head would hit a low ceiling. Nothing. Daryaku’s voice had, at long last, disappeared from his mind.
He stretched and wriggled his fingers. At least being in control of his body felt wonderful. He happily faced any physical infirmity that hell might throw at him after decades of banishment in his own brain. He wondered when the demons would come to torment him.
He remembered Daryaku’s screeching as he jerked her hand, making her drop the Darkstone. The young blond man somehow had successfully resisted Daryaku’s sorcerous trap. Good for him. He deserved a kingdom for his act. Vishan remembered the man picking up the Darkstone and putting it in his other hand along with the other Warstones. Everything instantly became a smothering blackness and now this.
He found the wall and felt his way along until he came to a straight-edged seam. A door!  He found a bar sunk into the rock and pulled. Light screamed into the room. He jammed his eyes shut, seeing brilliant red through his eyelids. Vish smiled. He could control his eyes!  Wonderful. He squinted in the bright light as his eyes adjusted. He remembered this view. He stood in the Grand Emperor’s cave. Whatever power had captured him had done the favor of returning his body to the place where it had been stolen. He pushed the door open to let more light.
Another body lay on the cave’s floor. He remembered the flowing black hair. Fateem, just as he remembered her, except she, too, was naked. Vishan was consumed with relief when he could see her chest rise and fall. He spied her sack and pulled out musty clothes over two decades old. He looked around for something to cover his own nakedness. None of her pants fit him, but he found one of her skirts and wrapped it around him. He knelt and began to dress Fateem. 
He felt her stir in his arms. 
“A little forward aren’t you?” She sat up, putting a hand to her forehead. “What happened?”
“Uh, I think our bodies have been sleeping for a long, long time.”
She furrowed her brow. “The Darkstone—”
“Is gone.” Vishan smiled as he produced a sorcerer’s light. He couldn’t believe his good fortune. He had restored power and youth! He felt wonderful. He walked over to the stone bier. It sat empty. “The Empress is gone.” Perhaps the Darkstone had taken her back to the place where she had made it. Vish would be ecstatic if Ayrtan received the awful woman’s bones. He had the time to find out, but he really didn’t care. The woman had to have perished. 
“Really gone?”
Vishan nodded. “You have nothing to obsess over now, except me.”
Fateem smiled. “That sounds like a good idea.” She drew her finger across his chin and looked at him, sleepily.
He led her outside. In the distance, he saw a village in the distance that had popped up over part of the ruins of Onkyr. “It has been twenty-five years since we last walked through this little valley,” Vish said as he picked his way, barefooted. At least Fateem had dry, cracked boots to walk on, although they didn’t look like they’d last long. “You might have slept, but I didn’t, not really. We have much to talk about while we trudge back to Baku. It won’t be an easy trip.”
“I don’t care, as long as I’m with you.” 
Vish squeezed her hand. Fateem might have lost her purpose, but Vishan had gained his. He would find General Bishyar and Polymeer the Cuminee. He gazed at Onkyr in the far distance and wondered if his feet would last for the trek.  Perhaps they could get horses, since she had hidden a goodly sum of dreks in the bottom of her pack. They would make it. Vish still remembered all of his scout survival skills.  He laughed at the thought of being able to use them.
Vishan Daryaku would ascend the Throne of Three Hundred Eighty-Two Steps for the second time. To the many hells with all of the lies he had seen in his life. He would remake Dakkor into a land with as little ‘perspective’ as he could manage.
Fateem snapped her fingers. “You’re thinking too hard. Twenty-five years, you say? My Prince doesn’t look like he has aged a day,” she said. 
Her comment drew him out of his reverie. “I’m happy to say the same to you,” Vish bowed to her and laughed. He threw his arms out feeling great. “The irony!”
“What?”
“The Grand Empress left the cave dressed as a man, and I leave her tomb dressed as a woman!” He twirled in his skirt. They both laughed and took each other’s hand, ready to walk back into the world.
~~~~
 
And so ends the Warstone Quartet.
 
 
~~    ~~
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