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CHAPTER ONE
~
LOTTO NORMALLY WOULD HAVE STARTED TO RUMMAGE through the garbage heap behind the little inn that served Heron’s Pond, looking for food or interesting baubles travelers might have cast off. Despite the gnawing hunger in his stomach, something told him of vastly more interesting things to do in the muck and mire of Heron’s Pond, the little body of water that lent its name to the village. 
Perhaps he could beg for a crust of bread from the old lady that let him live on the side of her cottage after he finished looking at the treasures in the pond’s mud. Most days, she’d let him eat her leftovers.  People thought of the old lady as a witch, but Lotto didn’t really know what a witch did. He only knew that the Heron’s Pond people didn’t want her living right in the village any more than they did him—a dark thought that he threw out of his mind.
He laid out all of the loot he had recently retrieved from the pond, while it was uncharacteristically empty of water, and let the afternoon rain wash the worst of the mud off of his treasures. The boots were full of gooey mud, so he cleaned the insides out with a scrap of wood from the old lady’s pile. As the rain soaked his treasures, including himself, a strange feeling drew him to the left boot. He picked it up and shook it, but nothing rattled. He thrust his hand down to the bottom and felt a big bump, but couldn’t find out how to get to it.  Finally he ran his hands along the entire shoe and wiggled the tall heel. It moved!
He struggled to pull the heel aside and took a thin rusty rod of iron from the treasure pile in his lean-to and pried the heel off to find a huge gem the size of a plum. It looked white, like a hard ball of milk, yet there were swirls of pale color inside. He touched the orb, but as soon as he did, his vision exploded in brilliant white light and then it faded to normal. Why did it do that? 
Lotto shook his head before spreading out the wad of thin cloth from inside the other boot. He used it to wrap up the ball and hid it in his lean-to. The stone made all of his other treasures less interesting. His stomach growled again, reminding him that it was time to root around for some dinner.
~
Restella, the youngest princess of the King of Valetan, leaned against a fencepost of the corral, looking at a stablehand putting a bridle on a new horse that her father had just received as a present from the Duke of Happly. The early morning rain had long since passed and the afternoon sun made the soil of the paddock just right. She longed to be the one on the bare back, fighting against the animal until it broke and could be trained. The nearly-black horse, not much past being a colt, rolled its eyes and reared up. The stablehand clamped his knees to stay mounted on the slick coat, now showing flecks of foam. The smell of the horse and of working men combined with the dust and dirt brought a smile to her face.
Her father wouldn’t approve of such behavior, but Restella didn’t care. So what? If only she could grow a few more inches and weigh a few more pounds, she could train with the men to be a warrior and perhaps be the one to break horses. She would love to be on a horse, showing it who the mistress was. Restella, the Warrior-Princess. Oh how wonderful life would be—better than her current one, stuck inside the castle, waiting for her father to marry her off to some elderly earl or baron. Her three sisters had already taken all of the really eligible noblemen and no one really wanted to deal with a headstrong eighteen-year-old. She grinned at the thought of her carefully planned persona, but then she remembered that one of her sisters had married at her age. That thought made her frown. She shook her head to rid herself of the prospect of marriage when a messenger interrupted her thoughts.
“Fessano, the Court Wizard, suggests that the Princess attend him.”
“When?” Restella said in a demanding voice to the nervous man. She knew her temper had put messengers and servants and ladies-in-waiting off and loved the control that ranting and raving brought.
“As soon as it pleases the Princess, but he has news of an important nature. That is all I know.”
She ignored the man and ran past him up through the orchard, the fastest way to the castle. What would be noteworthy enough to compel Fessano to send a messenger? 
She growled as she hurried on her way. She couldn’t avoid the patches of mud in her way, soiling her shoes and her everyday gown. The path improved as she passed under the garden gate when she walked on stone pavers. Up stairway after stairway until she burst onto the castle wall, the fastest way to the East Tower where Fessano lived.
Out of breath, she sat on a bench outside an open window composing herself so she could act with the proper amount of disdain in Fessano’s presence. What could it be? A warrior spell? Invisibility, so she could escape undetected? She stood again and straightened her dress, noticing the smears of mud going down the hem and covering her shoes. No time to fix that!  She pulled her shoulders back and climbed the last flight of stairs and stood at the wizard’s door. 
“Restella, come in, come in!” Fessano said, as she held her fist up to knock.
“Amazing,” she said. “You knew I was there!”
The shortish old man laughed, making his long white beard shake. “I do have a peephole and you didn’t exactly stay silent, Princess. You’re breathing like a horse!  I like that healthy flush on your face, so I’m sure the journey did you good.” He grinned as he showed her to a seat by the empty fireplace.
Fessano lived in a suite of interesting apartments set aside for the Court Wizard. He had lived in the same place for as long as Restella remembered. By the fireplace sat comfortable chairs and tables, looking much like her father’s study. In another section of the large room were tables filled with curious things and against all of the walls were shelves filled with books, scrolls, portfolios and more curiosities. She thought that even Fessano’s indoor privy probably had shelves filled with tomes of this or of that.
He brought a folio with him and opened it up.
“I suppose you’ve never heard of the Warstones?”
Restella tried to blink away a stare of incomprehension. “No.”
Fessano grinned. “I’ve felt one of the stones waking up. We only know of two of them. You’ve at least heard of the Red Kingdom’s Bloodstone? There’s one other that disappeared a generation ago.”
She nodded. Everyone knew of the Bloodstone and it was the symbol of the Red Kingdom’s monarchy. “So there are three others?”
Fessano cleared his throat. “That’s my girl. When a great Emperor ruled all Goriath from the continent of Ayrtan, an Imperial General ruled the entire Bessethian continent and used the Bloodstone as a symbol of his power during the Great Empire. The Emperor might have created them or an unknown wizard in the Emperor’s court. The Moonstone belonged to the regent on Zarron and the imperial general of Roppon held the Sunstone. The emperor on Ayrtan communicated to his regents with a stone of his own, called the Purestone.”
“But there’s nothing on Ayrtan but savages and poisoned lands,” Restella said, interrupting Fessano. She wished he would get to the point of this boring history lesson.
“I’ll come to it soon. The Emperor held the Purestone. With it, he could communicate instantaneously with the others in the Empire. The Bloodstone, Moonstone and Sunstone gave extra powers to the holders. The Bloodstone gave youth and the Moonstone bound two people, but also improved their physical and mental capabilities. The Sunstone was called the ‘truth stone’. 
Each stone for a continent and each holder subjugated that land, so the stones became known as the Warstones.” Fessano shook his head. “So much lost. My colleague Unca, the Red Kingdom’s court wizard, told me long ago that since the Bloodstone has something to do with aging.  The monarchy is so afraid that an immortal tyrant might arise, that those rulers must be void of power. It now only serves as the symbol of rule for the Red Kingdom that takes its name from the color of the Bloodstone. There hasn’t been a wizard as king for many generations.”
“Please get to the point,” Restella said tapping her toe on Fessano’s dusty stone floor.
“Something happened this morning. This folio contains a supposition that the Purestone destroyed itself or somehow had been spirited away, killing the Great Emperor and poisoning the entire continent of Ayrtan. The Emperor of Dakkor has a stone of power called the Darkstone, which he claims was the Purestone.” Fessano closed the folio. “Today I sensed a pulse that could only have come from one of the two missing stones. There is solid evidence that the Moonstone, taken some years ago from Zarron was lost in Valetan.” He rose and went to large table underneath one of his windows. “Here.” He beckoned Restella over with the crook of his finger and used its tip to point to a dot on the map to the north of the castle. “A place called Heron’s Pond, some two or three weeks away. My sources tell me that the Moonstone might have come to life there.”
“Came to life? Do these stones live?”
Fessano walked back over to his chair and sat down. “No one knows. The Bloodstone certainly has never shown any indications. Each one holds power—much power. The others, as I said, have their own characteristics. The Moonstone had been in the possession of the Mistad family for generations. It allowed a linked pair to share their thoughts and reportedly gave those in possession of it greater size and physical strength. “Unca knows little more than what I have told you.” Fessano waved his hand as if to change the subject. “I think you should send someone for this Moonstone as soon as you can.”
“Why don’t you?” Restella squinted her eyes as she wondered what motive the wizard might have.
“I’m healthy enough, but I have no wish to travel for weeks, but you, Restella, want to be a warrior. What if the Moonstone gave you the edge that you seek so you could fight your wars?” He gave Restella the smile that she knew so well—a smile filled with the promise of adventure.
“I’ll send a bird to Walkington, it’s the closest town with a royal agent and start out first thing tomorrow. By the time I arrive in Heron’s Pond, our men will have located the stone. I’ll be the first to touch it.”
“You won’t. Someone else has. Only someone with power could prompt the stone to send the pulse of power that I felt with my Affinity.”
~~~



 
 
 
CHAPTER TWO
~
THE WORMY APPLE IN LOTTO’S HAND came courtesy of his last foray through the garbage heap outside the inn. He didn’t care about the worms and let the apple juice flow down his smiling face, looking up at the brightness of the sun. The pond had filled up again but with the on and off again rains of the last few weeks, he had cleaned up his treasures. Unfortunately everything hadn’t done very well underwater and when the boots had dried out, even his little feet and skinny legs had cracked the leather. His other clothes seemed to have shrunk a bit and that confused him. 
The old clothing only served as more padding for his crude sleeping pallet and as a covering for the jewel, wrapped back up in the rag. What to do with the thing? He heard the old lady, who kept an eye on him for as long as he could remember, singing to herself as she walked back from the village. Lotto grabbed the jewel, now wrapped up in a rag and knocked on the old crone’s door.
“I have something to show you, old lady!” Lotto yelled his words at the closed door.
“My name is Jessie, young man. How many times do I have to remind you? Give me a second to get comfortable.” Lotto figured she had immediately found her chamber pot when she got home. He giggled and rocked from foot to foot in excitement. The woman opened the door and looked down at Lotto and let him in. She always had a smile for him.
“You look clean enough today. It looks like you’ve gained a little bit of weight, Lotto. I must say, you even look taller.” She pointed to her table. “Sit in that chair,” she said as she poured apple juice into a couple of earthen mugs and handed Lotto one. She took another chair at her table and looked across at Lotto, who laughed as he drank the juice in one huge gulp, juice dribbling down his chin. “Now what do you have?”
“What is this?” He put the dirty rag on her table. She sighed and shook her head and then shrugged. Lotto just grinned as he uncovered the overgrown gem. “Don’t touch it!  It gave me the shivers when I first did.”
She tentatively reached out, but she withdrew her hand when she got close. “An object of power!  Where did you get such a thing?”
“Heron’s Pond. When it just about dried up, I poked around in the mud for nice stuff. I found some old clothes and this was hidden in a boot!” He laughed at the ridiculous thought of a gem in a boot.
Jessie squinted and looked at the youth. “Did anything happen when you touched it for the first time?”
Lotto nodded his head vigorously. “The thing was big,” he made a circle out of his hands, “A flash of light, like I was looking at the sun, and the shivers. It made me see blurry for a bit. It’s pretty isn’t it?”
“It is. Don’t show this to anyone. Who knows what it might do? I thought I felt a shimmer in the air a few weeks ago or so. You touched it soon after the rain started, didn’t you?”
How did the old lady know? Lotto nodded his head vigorously and wondered at the thought, but he trusted her more than any of the mean people in the village. He hadn’t been inside the old lady’s house since winter when he’d been sick. He liked the smells in her house. Herbs and dried flowers. Sometimes she would give him one or two of them and ask him to go looking for them in the woods. She gave him treats when he came back with the same plants, so he had gotten good at finding things for her. 
He wondered if she would give him a treat if he let her keep the milky white orb. No. He knew he couldn’t do that. Something else might happen with that thing, so he would keep it. His mind seemed to buzz. Lotto shook his head and thoughts seemed to be clearer for some reason. He just didn’t have to think as hard.
“What does it do?”
The woman shrugged. “I don’t know, boy.”
She shook her head and pulled at her lower lip. “Is it hard? I won’t touch it.”
Lotto ran his hand over the gem. “It is. Hard as a rock.” He picked up the rag to polish it, but the old lady grabbed his wrist and pulled the rag through his fingers. 
She moved over to a shard of light coming from her window and looked at it closely. “This is old silk. Not much silk in Besseth, except at palaces and castles. All of the world’s silk comes from southern Dakkor. Common people wouldn’t wear anything like this. The boot? Was it a farmer’s boot?”
Lotto ran out the door and found the boots in the back of his lean-to. “Here they are.”
The woman’s eyes rose. “A fine boot, this was, when new. You missed the silver buckles, tarnished black as they are, made in a strange design.” She tapped the black metal with her finger. “Enough of the shiny stuff in those to keep you fed all winter long, Lotto.” The woman closed her eyes and leaned back against the high back of her chair. “I remember the tale of a lord and lady that traveled through our lands and disappeared. Men from Zarron came from the north in pursuit of them. It happened before I came to Heron’s Pond. I wonder…” She fingered the buckle. “It was just about that time when you were found ailing and wailing on the steps of the inn. Maybe…” She shook her head. “No. Wouldn’t happen.”
“What wouldn’t happen?” Lotto said. He liked mysteries and grinned.
“Never you mind. You don’t go around showing this to anyone. Hear? Finish up that juice.” She poured more in the mug. “I’d like some herbs picked in the forest. I’ll fix you some stew if you find me some of these flowers.” The old lady gave a few sprigs to Lotto and showed him some pictures of flowers in a folio that she had lying on her table.
He grinned. “Soon as I put this back.” He ran out, putting the orb in his pocket and darted into the forest thinking about having a real dinner. They didn’t come often.
~
A man dressed in black hailed Restella and her ten guards before they entered the village of Heron’s Pond.
“You have found the stone?” she said as he held the reins for Restella while she dismounted along with two of her guards.
He shook his head. “No one knows anything and I’ve been sufficiently persuasive. I haven’t gotten to the village healing witch. A village idiot supposedly lives with her.”
Witch? With power?” Restella asked, remembering that Fessano had said that power had activated the stone. “It must be her,” she said, looking at the sky, “and it’s getting dark.” She mounted and left the others scrambling to catch up with her.
She let the scout from Walkington catch up to ride in front of her. She had taken off without having any idea where to go. Restella had to calm down. What if the stone didn’t do anything? She took a deep breath as they rode through the village and prepared for disappointment. She refused to accept that her long ride from Beckondale would be in vain.
The witch’s cottage didn’t look broken down at all until she spotted an old disheveled shack-like thing leaning against one of the sidewalls. The witch lived there? She stood back as one of the guards pounded on door.
“You are the witch called Jessie?” the scout said.
“My name is Jessie. I wouldn’t count myself as being a witch. I have some Affinity, but I don’t need it to give medicine for a fever or a poultice for a boil. Are any of you hurt?” She stepped out of her house and looked around.
Restella could sense a touch of fear in the woman’s demeanor, but then if twelve armed people from outside of her father’s kingdom showed up on her doorstep, she would have had reason to be uneasy. She dismounted and walked up to the woman.
“I’m Princess Restella, daughter to the king of Valetan. You possess the Moonstone and I would have it.” She put out her hand and the old woman fainted dead away.
~
Lotto tunelessly hummed to himself as he searched through the wood. Sometimes he would find what the old lady wanted and put that in the basket and other times, he would harvest whatever caught his fancy. He liked to eat mushrooms, but he would have wait for the old lady to pluck his collection. He’d been sick enough times eating the wrong ones. 
The sky began to darken as the light from the sun began to yellow and then turn orange. He didn’t want to be stuck in the wood after dark, so he loped towards the village and stew dinner with the old lady. He could feel his mouth water at the thought.
He bolted from the forest into the old lady’s yard and pulled up short, seeing all of the horses and men. He watched from a distance and dropped the herbs and flowers when he saw the old lady collapse in the arms of one of the men. Lotto noticed a young woman standing yelling at the men. She had on velvety brown riding clothes and a fancy hat. The men wore uniforms. No one in the village had clothes like that. He wondered if the people came from across the sea like the lord and lady that the old woman had told him about.
He saw them carrying Jessie inside the cottage. “Leave her alone!” Lotto became angry and yelled. “She’s supposed to fix me my dinner tonight!” He walked up to the little crowd at the door, but then backed off when he looked at their serious faces. When he could sense that these men wouldn’t put up with his antics, he began to shake a bit with fear.
The young woman drew away from him and batted the air in front of her nose and made a face. “Who are you?”
“Lotto is my name. I live in the back of the old lady’s house. What have you done to her?” He looked closer at his landlady and saw that she still breathed. At least they hadn’t killed her.
“Make the witch comfortable,” the young lady said. The men immediately heeded her words. The girl must be someone important to be able to order all of these men about. He looked towards the village in the twilight to see a group of village folk inch their way towards the cottage. They must be interested in the young woman.
The old lady’s cottage couldn’t hold all of them, so most of the guards stood outside of the cottage refusing to answer the villagers’ questions. Lotto didn’t know if he had any questions or not. He wanted his dinner and these people were getting in the way. 
They laid Jessie out on the settee. The man dressed in black looked at the jars and vials on the shelves and pulled one out, taking out the big cork and smelled. He blinked his eyes and screwed up his face, but brought the jar and waved it in front of the old lady’s nose. She blinked and made a sour face like the man did and sat up. She looked across the room and gave Lotto the most sorrowful look. It looked like he might not get dinner tonight.
“Where is the Moonstone?” the young woman said.
“It’s not mine to give,” the old lady said.
“Then who can give it to me? Someone who has power. That’s what my wizard told me. Who else in the village has power?”
The old lady looked at Lotto and pointed at him. Why would she do that? Lotto had less power, less strength, less brains than anyone else in the village. He’d been reminded of it often enough by the rest of the youth in Heron’s Pond. 
“He has it.” She shook her head. “Sorry, Lotto. This is our kingdom’s princess. She’s a daughter of the King and I must tell her the truth.”
The man in black nodded his head. “Right.” 
The old lady gave him a dirty look. “You’re no princess, you insect.” She turned her face away and looked into the princess’s eyes.
Lotto felt his knees wobble when the princess stepped up to him and put out her hand and said,  “I want the stone.”
A feeling like he’d never had came over Lotto. How could she take away his treasure just because she wanted it? It didn’t seem fair to him. “It’s mine. I found it and it flashed for me.”
The princess’s mouth dropped open. “You have power?”
Lotto shrugged. “Not me.” He pulled out the gem. It faintly glowed in the darkness as it lay on the tattered scrap of silk. Lotto picked it up and could feel something trickle into him from the stone. “If you leave the old lady alone so we can have dinner, then I’ll give it to you.”
The princess stared at him and then at the old lady. “He really will give it to me?”
A look of defeat crossed the old lady’s face. “He’s the village half-wit. If he values his dinner more than the gem, then he certainly will.”
The princess turned back to Lotto, who still held out the stone. The old lady said it right; dinner would sit in his stomach a lot better than the old stone. He did like the feel of it in his palm, though. His stomach reminded him of his hunger and that gave him the little shove that he needed to make a decision. “Here it is. Just leave us alone.”
She stretched out her arm to pluck it from his hand and as she touched it, a brilliant light filled the room and seemed to fill Lotto’s body. Both the princess and Lotto collapsed on the floor.
~~~



 
 
 
CHAPTER THREE
~
RESTELLA WOKE UP A INSTANT LATER. The Moonstone had rolled on the floor, but she quickly snatched it up. It no longer glowed. “What happened to me?” she said, looking at the woman called Jessie. Restella put her hand to her head. Her mind felt a bit unsettled.
The old woman rose a bit unsteadily to her feet and sat at her kitchen table, looking down at Lotto, still passed out on her floor. “I’m not sure. You both glowed when you grabbed the stone out of the boy’s hand. I don’t know how or why it happened. It just did. I’m just a healer woman with a touch of the power, Princess Restella.”
The stone had shrunk down to the size of a good-sized grape. Restella had been sure it was much larger. “This is still the stone?” She looked up at the man in black, who nodded as he helped her up. She pulled out the purse at her waist and put the gem inside and then looked at the unconscious half-wit and the witch. With the purse still open, she took out a few gold coins and laid them on the table. 
The feeling of guilt was an uncommon one for her, but the witch had fainted when she announced herself and she had no idea what happened to the boy or, indeed, what happened to her. Somehow she felt linked with the half-wit and that quite unnerved her. How could that be? The Moonstone’s magic? She couldn’t wait to get away from here, the site of such a strange occurrence, and back to Beckondale Castle. Fessano would have the answers. She took a deep breath and realized that she felt stronger. Perhaps the flash had made her weak and her body had recovered.
The men backed away from her. Restella kept her chin from dropping. She’d grown a little taller!  The Moonstone had done its magic and she couldn’t repress a smile. Her fantasy had come true. 
She grinned. “Back to Beckondale!” Restella strode out of the house and mounted her horse and rode back through the village, barely waiting for those who traveled with her to do likewise
~
Everything looked hazy and darker than daylight should be, but Lotto watched a tableau unfold before his eyes. A dream!  He rode through a land that seemed cast in a different color. He observed the inside of a coach with a man and a woman. 
The man was tall and looked rich, wearing fine clothes. His wife seemed tall, too. Lotto somehow knew them to be wed. She dressed in a dark blue filmy material. He’d never seen a dress like that before. It draped around her as if she had wrapped herself in the cloth. He thought of the rag that covered the jewel.
The man’s coat was dark wool, but thin. He wore a shirt that looked too big and pants that looked too loose tucked into black boots with high heels. 
Lotto had seen those boots before, but he couldn’t remember where. Just as he had finished that thought, he felt the sway of a boat on the ocean. He had never even heard of an ocean before, but he looked out at the endless water. He couldn’t see trees or mountains or anything. Heron’s Pond seemed like spittle in the dust compared to this. The man and the woman stood at the railing looking out at the sea. She turned to her husband and Lotto realized that she had a large stomach—very large, and then it dawned on him that she had a baby inside of her tummy. The man put his arm around his wife to reassure her about something. Lotto couldn’t hear any of their words, just the wind singing in the ropes of the boat, but somehow they communicated by just looking at each other.
He looked up at the sky and then turned his eyes back to the man and the woman.  Suddenly, they were on land and had just boarded a coach. The town that they rode through was so big. Houses faced out to the ocean climbed up the hills. The boat stood rocking against wooden sidewalks that led out into the sea for a hundred paces or so.
Lotto blinked as he found himself riding with the man and the woman in the coach. They didn’t know he sat with them as they rode up in the mountains and he felt the chill of cold weather as they reached the top of a pass. 
On one side, he could see the ocean, looking blue until it spilled over the edge of the world. Looking in the opposite direction, Lotto saw hills filled with tall pointy trees and patches of land and the roofs of villages dotting the lands below.
The carriage rocked, reminding Lotto of the boat. It stopped suddenly in the midst of the forest.  The husband and wife grabbed at their heads as if in great pain. The woman bit her lower lip and clutched her stomach and then wailed. The man pulled out a long curved sword. He didn’t feel their pain, but he shared in their sense of alarm as the man jumped out of the carriage. 
Now looking down from above, Lotto could see the two drivers and a big blond man fighting alongside the husband as his wife screamed from inside the coach. The husband squinted as if he could barely see, but fought bravely. One of the coachmen had died along with most of the attackers.
The husband and the blond man beat the men off and continued on their way leaving all of the bodies behind. The husband and wife looked distraught and both of them clutched their heads again, cringing in agony as they climbed into the coach. The woman continued to wail. Lotto couldn’t see inside, but he suddenly heard the crying of a baby and the husband commanded the driver to stop. He screamed and Lotto knew somehow that the woman had died.
The coach took off again and Lotto could see another group of attackers riding towards them. The road ran alongside Heron’s Pond. The husband switched boots and swords with the big blond man, who ran off, holding tightly to a bundle wrapped in brightly colored cloth. The husband stood his ground, fighting. His actions didn’t have the same energy as before. There were too many for him and Lotto couldn’t bear to watch his death.
His focus turned on the man who had helped in the fight, who took off the other man’s boots at the edge of Heron’s Pond and stuffed the baby’s wrappings into one of the boots and threw them into the center of the pond. He passed the old lady’s cottage, but a different woman stood at the door, yelling, as the man pulled something white from the old lady’s clothesline and wrapped up the baby. He left the bundle on the steps of the inn and fled out of town, the opposite way he came, running in his stockinged feet, still holding the husband’s weapons.
~
Lotto felt the rocking of the boat again and opened his eyes to see the old lady shaking him awake. Day had come to Heron’s Pond as he slept. 
“I dreamed, Jessie. I saw a man and wife fleeing from another land. I know they were my parents. My mother died giving birth to me and my father died fighting attackers. I was put on the stoop at the inn. That piece of silk was from one of my mother’s dresses that they used to wrap me up when I was born and the boots were my father’s. They possessed the Moonstone and now I’ve yielded up my inheritance to the princess for a nice dinner.” Lotto put his hand to his face as he began to weep. “What have I done?”
“You called me Jessie!” the old lady said. “Your speech has changed.  I can see the light of intelligence in your eyes. The Moonstone changed your mind and has made you grow, for certain!” Her eyes drifted out of Lotto’s focus.
Lotto did feel more aware of his surroundings. His mind felt like it emerged from an ancient, hidden place. “I’ll get the herbs and mushrooms that I dropped last night.” He had to get out of Jessie’s cottage and think. The basket of his forest harvest lay where he dropped it. Picking it up, he looked around him. The names of the herbs came to his tongue. He looked in the basket and recognized the mushrooms that were edible and those that weren’t. Everything that Jessie had taught him must have been tucked into his mind, not coming out until the Moonstone unlocked his mind.
His lean-to even looked different. He wondered how he could have lived there. Whatever had changed his mind had given him a different perspective. Lotto sat in front of his meager dwelling and realized that his old life had slipped away with the Moonstone. He looked south and could sense the direction that the princess took. South. The Moonstone had linked them in some way. 
He shook his head and searched for one of the boots. He remembered that the boots in the dream had the same odd style buckle.   Lotto searched his mind for more information from his dream. He could remember most of it, but other than what he had seen, the dream gave him no further information. 
~
Jessie’s back was to him, stirring a pot of stew. He’d get his dinner after all, but a little late. Three gold pieces lay on the old lady’s table. “For the Moonstone?” he asked.
He heard a sob. Jessie turned around and rushed into his arms. “Forgive me, Lotto. I never knew. I never knew until this evening who you are.  Your parents must have been of noble birth and here you are living in the mud outside my door. Please forgive me.”
Lotto put his hand on her head and stroked the iron gray hair. “I knew no better. I was happy, although I won’t be now, living like that. I’m changed. I can tell that I speak better and think better. Look here. I sorted out the mushrooms, like you did. All that you taught me is still in here,” he tapped his head, “I remembered it, but my mind tucked it somewhere I couldn’t find and now everything is unlocked.”
She looked up at him, taking his face in her hands. “Noble Lotto. You realize that you’ve lived little better than an animal? I could have taken you in.”
He shook his head. “No. I thought more like an animal. I can see that now, but I survived. The Moonstone has changed me. I don’t know what I’ll do. Even yesterday, I ate a rotten apple along with the worm inside and felt it a treat. I can’t do that now.”
“You can fix your lean-to up and eat with me. With those three coins, you are set up for at least a year, although you might find it difficult to exchange those here in Heron’s Pond. Those might well be the only golden coins in the village.”
~
Lotto spent the night curled up on Jessie’s settee. He woke up in the morning and gasped. His clothes bound and pinched. He stood up as Jessie came in from her bedroom in the back of the cottage. 
She put her hands to her mouth. “You’ve grown even more in the last day. What shall we do?” 
He looked at his arms poking out of his sleeves. “I’ve grown in the night. I’m the size of a man.”
“You’re the size that you should be at eighteen years old. The power of the Moonstone has restored your mind and now your body. I’m sure you can no longer stay in my cottage. Let me fix the breakfast. You go out and chop some wood. You’ll have to sleep in your lean-to tonight.” Jessie looked at Lotto with concern.
He left confused and deflated. His re-birth as a real person didn’t start the way he expected. He chopped the wood, marveling at his new strength. He had to be careful as the old axe bounced around a lot more. Lotto had no desire to chop his way back down to his former diminutive size. At least he could laugh at his thoughts.
Bringing in a load of firewood, he knocked on the door first. Jessie opened the door for him.
“I’m so sorry. You must imagine my shock at seeing you the way you are this morning. Sit down for breakfast and let’s talk.
Breakfast!  Jessie had never invited him for breakfast before. He generally got her leavings, but this morning he received the fresh hot stuff. “This is marvelous!” Lotto said with his mouthful. His mouth had rarely been full of good food before and this made two real meals in a row.
Jessie laughed for the first time. “I have enough savings to break one of those coins down. We’re going into the village this morning and buy you some new clothes. You will have to wash first. That means you and those rags you currently wear.”
After breakfast, Lotto walked down to Heron’s Pond and didn’t see anyone about, so he stripped and swam through the water, rubbing the dirt off of him. He rubbed at his hair and then he scrubbed his clothes on a rock and set them out to dry in the morning sun. He lay down by the rock and let the sun warm his body as he drifted off to sleep.
He woke to giggling. Three of the village girls stood some paces off laughing and pointing. Lotto grabbed his clothes and put them on, being careful enough not to rip them. He walked up to them, now in a more decent state. “Is that better?”
“No!” one of the girls blurted out to the laughter of the others. They ran past him and on further along the banks of the pond. “Who are you?”
They didn’t recognize him? All three of their names came into his mind.
“I’m Lotto and you are Daisy, Hester and Rena.”
Shock came to their faces. “You’re not Lotto, but how did you know our names?” They all blushed. “Don’t tell our parents that we saw you all naked.” That brought out more giggling.
He pursed his lips and looked at them hurry away, looking back from time to time. He could feel complications arising from his new shape and new awareness.   He shared his experience with Jessie, who couldn’t help but laugh at his predicament.
“You go from the village half-wit, a tiny imp of a person, to a strapping young man. No wonder the girls looked at you in wonder. Twenty-five years ago I’d be mooning along with them. Let’s get some decent clothes and some new bedding for your lean-to and see how you fare during the rest of the summer.”
~~~



 
 
 
CHAPTER FOUR
~
“IT’S BEAUTIFUL,” FESSANO SAID, admiring the gem’s glow in his hand. “I can feel its power. I can see it has changed you, but there’s something else. What happened when you retrieved it? Did it come from a wizard?”
Restella didn’t want to tell him about the half-wit or admit to the guilt that she felt about seizing the stone.
“Come now. I’ve found out a bit more by asking around if any of them knew of events in the village. I’ll share what I know if you’ll tell me the story.”
She looked into his eyes and found no guile. Fessano always treated her as she wished her father had. “I came across an old crone. No, she’s not that old. An older woman living by herself, just outside the village. She has some power, she admitted as such. The scout from Walkington said she is the healer for the village; midwife and all the rest. Anyway, I confronted her about the stone. She said the village half-wit found it. She knew enough not to touch the stone.”
Fessano nodded his head. “Half-wit, you say? A half-wit with magical power? Only a wizard could unlock the power in the stone.”
“He did that,” Restella said. “The boy looked like he was ten or twelve, more of an animal than a human. Filthy and feral.” She shivered with disgust.
Fessano laughed. “You thought that up while you rode back from Heron’s Pond.”
Restella grinned, as she only would for the wizard. “I wish I did, but if you doubt me, there are witnesses. The boy defined his decision as giving the Moonstone to me or eating the dinner that the witch was about to cook.”
“He could have had both!” Fessano said.
She nodded. “I had eleven armed men with me and that might have influenced him to give up the stone.” She shrugged. “It didn’t matter. He gave up the stone, but a strange thing happened. As I took it from his hand, I felt a flash of light— of power, really—and then I fainted for a moment. The stone shrank in size.”
“A binding of some kind, I can tell. The stone affected you with some of its power and now look at you!  Taller and stronger.” Fessano closed his eyes and ran his hand up and down, still facing Restella. “Yes, a binding, yet it isn’t complete. I told you that the holders of the stone were physically transformed. Do you feel him? A faint pulling to the north or anything?”
Restella shook her head. “Nothing. I did leave a few gold sovereigns as payment.”
“Not close to the value of the Moonstone, but a fortune for a villager.”
“I thought so. What do I need to know about this binding?” Restella said.
“He has power. I don’t know how much, but enough to have inadvertently bound you to the stone, probably along with him. His power changed you and created the link. It will either break or get stronger the next time you both touch the stone together. You don’t feel anything?”
She closed her eyes, imitating Fessano, and concentrated. Nothing.
“Perhaps you have nothing to worry about, except this remarkable change in your appearance, if the boy stays in the village the rest of his life.”
“What did your research tell you?” Restella said. Could he tell her more about the effects of the Moonstone?
“The noble couple fled from Serytar on Zarron eighteen years ago. This was not long after the Emperor of Dakkor rose to the throne and began to exercise his power. The Duke and his wife both had magical talent. There were being pursued, but no record exists of the details. They had asked for sanctuary in Valetan and were granted such as soon as they arrived in a small port to the north. They never made it to Beckondale.”
“What does that have to do with the Moonstone?”
“The woman was pregnant and from a brief description, the talisman is on the table and it bound the man to the woman, increasing the physical power of both. Evidently not enough to keep them from being murdered. Although my source didn’t admit to the boy’s description, I’d say that the half-wit is eighteen years old and of noble Serytar blood.”
“That filthy thing? I don’t believe it.”
Fessano raised his eyebrows. “If your eyes and ears didn’t show you the truth, then look at you today. You must be three inches taller and you have a more powerful, more, dare I say, muscular look about you.”
“That suits me. It’s what I’ve prayed to the gods for. I’m going to train to be a warrior-princess.”
Fessano rose from his chair, picking up the stone. “I imagine he’s still in the north. I wonder what he’s thinking about all of this?” He tossed the stone to Restella. “What are you going to do with that? Give it to your father? I can touch it, but the binding keeps me from tapping into any of its powers other than to make it glow. I know you have no Affinity to the nexus.”
She shook her head and wrinkled her face. “I’m going to mount it in the pommel of a new sword built just for me. I’ll want to use its power when I fight.”
Fessano grunted and shook his head. “And who may I ask are you going to fight? Valetan is currently at peace and Beckondale Castle is the site of dances and balls, not generals and talk of war.”
“You know the history of Besseth. We’ve always been embroiled in conflict one way or another. The Oringians are always attacking our eastern borders. We’ve continually fought unrest among the northwestern dukes. There is plenty of opportunity to work in the army.” Restella smiled and left Fessano, looking out at the heat shimmer over the roofs of the capital city.  Summer had come early, it seemed.
~
Teenaged youths gathered at the well in the market square of Heron’s Pond. Lotto stood with his fists tightly clenched. A dark haired, well-built opponent stood with anger in his eyes.
“You flaunted your nakedness to Hester, my betrothed, at the pond yesterday.” Lotto remembered his name—Banno.
“I fell asleep after bathing. It’s been done often enough. My clothes were dirty, so I washed them and waited for them to dry in the sun. The girls woke me with their giggling.”
“Girls?” another boy said.
“There were three of them.” Lotto shrugged and tightened and loosened his fists. “Look I don’t want to get into any fights. I’m sorry. I apologize. There was no harm done.”
Banno glared at him. “No harm? When she looks at me after we’re wed, your image may well creep into her mind.”
Lotto had to repress a grin. “No. Not me. I’m just a scrawny little worm compared to you.”
His opponent took a step forward. Lotto had grown even more last night. He stood inches taller than Banno. 
“Well, I’m still scrawny… and I’m a worm.” He pointed out.
A pair of hands pushed Lotto towards Banno, who punched Lotto in the chest. 
Lotto looked back. “That’s not fair!” He turned around and suffered another blow to his jaw. He’d never really felt anger before. Lotto had learned to ignore all of the taunts and ill treatment when he was smaller and not as aware. He gritted his teeth and curled his fist again. Banno sneered, and then Lotto hit him square in the nose. 
Banno’s eyes widened as blood poured down from his nose and then they rolled up as he fell backwards into the dirt. At that point, the rest of the boys began to hit and kick Lotto until men began to run out of the nearby inn and a few shops to stop the fighting. Lotto rose first and stood over the rest of the boys. His face felt puffy and sore. He tenderly moved his jaw. None of his assailants escaped some injury, but Lotto won the award for most bruises, at least it felt that way. 
The men helped Banno to his feet. He shot an angry look towards Lotto as they helped him to his house in the village. In a few minutes, Lotto stood looking down into the eyes of angry men, including the Piffero, the village elder and the innkeeper.
“Come with me,” he said. Lotto felt his elbows grabbed by two of the men, steering him towards the inn. They pushed him down harder than they need have. The common room for the inn seemed much darker than in the evenings when Lotto, in his former form, peeked through the tiny-paned windows in the evenings, hoping to see a fight or the singing of songs. He enjoyed them equally, then. Now Lotto didn’t know what he liked or what he didn’t. He took that thought back. He didn’t like being slammed down into a wooden chair and interrogated.
“I only defended myself,” Lotto said. “Banno started it.”
“No,” one of the men said. “You started it, displaying yourself for all the world to see. I’m Hester’s father.”
“How did everyone find out about my nap?” Lotto said. He didn’t think the girls would talk, but what did he know about girls? Nothing.
“Daisy told her sister, who told her mother. Once that happened, it quickly became common knowledge. You know village life, or do you?”
“I’ve lived here all my life, you know that!”
Piffero snorted. “We’ve never laid eyes on you until yesterday when you came prancing into town with Jessie, the town witch. Did she conjure you up?”
“No. I’m Lotto, the town half-wit? Remember? I’ve spent my life rummaging around your garbage, Piffero” He looked into the eyes of the innkeeper.
“An older brother, perhaps, but little Lotto is this high.” Piffero put his hand out below his shoulders. “You’re taller than I am.”
Lotto sighed. “I found a gem. The princess called it a Moonstone. All I know is that I touched it and my life changed. When the princess came and took it from my hand, I passed out. I woke the next morning, remembering things that I could never remember before. I grew taller. I acquired a taste for cleanliness and that’s why I went to the pond to clean myself off. The princess left some money in exchange for the gem and I used it to buy some new clothes.” His clothes didn’t look so new anymore. He looked down at the rips and tears in his new shirt and pants.
“You remember the noble woman in the village a few weeks ago. A man canvassed the village the week before and brought the larger group through. They did go into Jessie’s cottage followed by Lotto,” one of the men said. “Enough of us talked to some of the men who escorted the woman. She sought a gem of some kind. At least the boy tells that much of the truth.”
“Witchcraft. They were all a glamor—a spell to delude us all that this creature is Lotto. The poor boy is probably buried in a shallow grave in the woods. Let’s go see what Jessie has to say about all of this,” Piffero swept from the inn. “Bring him.”
Lotto didn’t need to be dragged to the cottage. It was his home, but they dragged him anyway.
The group grew into twenty villagers standing at Jessie’s doorstep. Lotto didn’t like the way the innkeeper kept ranting on about conjuration and spells. The crowd reacted sympathetically to his anger.
One of the men ran to break down Jessie’s door, but she opened it before he could, so he stumbled his way into her cottage.
“What’s this?” she said, her face twisted with indignation. Lotto had never seen the old lady so angry. She didn’t look so old anymore.
“This thing that you have raised from the depths of hell, that’s what’s wrong. He showed himself to our young women. You can imagine what that might have led to,” Piffero said, his face red with anger.
“I can. Absolutely nothing. Lotto still doesn’t know much about those things in his current state.”
“Which you put him in. I think you killed little Lotto and used his soul to create this monster!”
Jessie put her hands on her hips. “Monster?” She put her lips close to Piffero’s ear, but Lotto could hear every word. “Is this the way I get paid back for curing you of a certain illness and not telling your wife about it?”
“Witch!  She just tried to lay a spell on me!” Piffero attacked Jessie. “Burn the place down with them in it!” Torches came from the growing crowd and were thrown into the cottage. Lotto and Jessie struggled, but were thrown back into the cottage as everything item from Jessie’s yard was piled up at her door, blocking their exit.
Lotto grabbed the coins on the table and Jessie threw whatever liquid she had on the growing flames. 
“We’ll have to leave out the back,” she said, as a large rock tore a hole in her waxed-paper front windows followed by another torch. She gathered whatever she could and led Lotto to a wardrobe in her tiny bedroom. Lotto could feel the heat build in the cottage. 
“Help me with this.” She pushed on wardrobe and both of them quickly moved it out of the way. She kicked on the plaster and it easily broke through. Lotto could see his belongings stacked at the back of his lean-to. Escape led through his little shack.
He grabbed the two silver boot buckles and the silken rag, all that was left of his parents as they scrambled though his wretched home. They ran to the road and crossed it into the forest while villagers watched the cottage burn in the front.
~~~



 
 
 
CHAPTER FIVE
~
RESTELLA COULD HEAR HER FATHER, King Goleto Beecher, ruler of the kingdom of Valetan, laughing in his study. She had sent a note announcing her arrival and the purpose of her visit. She fought off her anger by jamming her eyes shut and trying to calm herself down. He hadn’t seen her since she had arrived back from retrieving the Moonstone. Wouldn’t he be surprised? Her new look would wipe that smile right off of his face.
She paused before she knocked. She wanted to lead Valetan’s armies and being angry with the king wouldn’t advance her cause. She forced a smile on her face, took a deep breath and felt better. Why did a smile in a time of crisis change her attitude? Fessano had told her that and it irked her that her mentor was correct most of the time.
A deep breath, an exhale, another smile and then she rapped her knuckles on the polished oak.
“Come in, Restella,” she could hear the humor in her father’s voice.
“Hello, father,” she said as she entered and stood before him, wearing mannish traveling clothes. She enjoyed his mouth forming a silent ‘O’.  “I’ve gone on a little trip and it has done wonders for my constitution.”
“I’ve been in consultation with my wizard, but he didn’t prepare me for your new appearance.” He rose from his massive desk and walked across the thick rug that helped deaden the echoes in his stone-walled study. “You don’t have anything in those shoes, do you?”
Restella gave her father a half-smile and slipped off her shoes. She still stood nearly tall enough to look him in the eye. “I’m stronger, too.”
“Moonstone. Have you got it?” He held out his hand and as he grasped the gem and closed his eyes. They opened and he shook his head. “I don’t feel a thing. Fessano told me I wouldn’t. He said you were bound to the Serytaran wizard.”
“I don’t feel any sort of bond, but Fessano says one is there.” She shrugged. “He’s not a wizard, he’s a disgusting, feral creature.” Restella couldn’t resist making a distasteful face.
The king gave her a dark look. “Not a nice thing to say, daughter.”
“I think his name was Lot or something. I don’t remember and he was the village half-wit. The thing lived in a little shack on the side of a witches’ cottage.” Restella put up her hand. “She’s a good witch. She acted as the village healer.”
King Goleto nodded and returned the stone. “So you think your transformation along with that bauble entitles you to be the Chief General of my armies? I think not, Restella.”
“There have been warrior-princesses before.” She had to fight off pouting in front of her father. She had to act tough and be tough. She raised her chin, concentrating on acting strong.
“And they trained for it. You know nothing of war craft, nothing of weaponry and, even more importantly, nothing of command. I will do this for you, my dear. I will let you train with soldiers. I will let you talk to my generals and their officers. You can be a fly on the wall on any war councils, but there aren’t any in this time of peace. Prepare, my daughter. Prepare and show me what you’ve got when the time comes. Let’s see if this larger, stronger body of yours is capable. Fessano said that you may already be bound to a noble… this village half-wit. That’s good enough for me, for now. I can use that as an excuse to put off your many suitors. I will tell you that there are many more than you may think. Now give your father a hug.”
Restella couldn’t believe her father’s words. She knew he wouldn’t agree to her demand to command, but she got what she wanted… permission to train without fearing marriage. For the first time, she wished the stupid little villager up in Heron’s Pond well. She couldn’t restrain a smile as her father hugged her and she hugged him back hard enough to cause him to wince just a bit. He was a better man than she had thought and that brought an unexpected tear of joy.
~
Lotto led Jessie through the dark forest by holding tightly to her hand until they dropped to the soft grasses in a little moon-lit clearing, far to the south of Heron’s Pond.
“What was that spell? They couldn’t see us after we left my lean-to.”
Jessie laughed. “I just about died doing that. That’s why you had to carry me a league through the forest.”
“I thought you had fainted from the excitement, like when the princess showed up.”
Jessie laughed again. “Then, I fainted from shock. Armed men at my doorstep and a princess demanding your little bauble? It was more than I could bear.” Lotto enjoyed seeing her smile in the moonlight.
“So you really are a witch.”
“A very impotent one, I’m afraid,” she said.
Lotto could feel her eyes on him. “You’re looking at me funny.”
“I never saw it before, but you have a great deal of power, Lotto. Have you ever tried to do anything with it? The amount of power that you have is called Affinity. The power comes from the earth, the nexus. You have a lot of Affinity, therefore you can do magic.”
“No. I don’t like magic.”
“You don’t like me?” Jessie said.
Lotto twisted his hands together. “It’s not like that. I think magic led to the death of my parents.” He stood and looked up at the moon. “I’m not used to all of this.” He waved his arms around the clearing. “On the run, not knowing what tomorrow will bring. Before, all I had to do was look through the leavings of the village and I could find enough to exist on.” He looked away from the old lady.
“Do you want to go back to that kind of existence?”
He rose from sitting and walked around. “You know I can’t go back. I know how I used to live and it repels me now.” He waved his arms in the air. “So now I’m a fugitive!” He dropped his hands to his side and looked down.
“From what?” Jessie said, pulling two apples from her pack and throwing one to Lotto.
“Showing my private parts to the girls of Heron’s Pond.” He laughed and then stopped. “I’d think it funny, but it led to us being driven from your home and I’m sorry for that.”
“Don’t be. Ever since I had to tell Piffero about his sex disease weeks ago, before you found your stone, I knew he wouldn’t rest until he got rid of me one way or another. Driving me out is not what he wanted to do. A letter with the details sent to a couple of women in the village, whom I trust, will be enough vengeance for me.” She let out a soft laugh. “I have a cousin in Walkington. We can go there and decide where our paths will take us.”
“I won’t learn any magic,” Lotto said, letting his emotions speak. “Somehow magic killed my parents. I don’t know how or why, but they were fleeing from something that magic caused. I won’t touch it.” He had never felt strongly about anything before. Now he had felt anger and fear for his life. He now regretted the simple life that the Moonstone had taken. Lotto knew that his newfound intelligence carried the responsibility of much more work to make his way in the world. He felt so ill equipped to do so and it made him afraid. Magic would only complicate his life and his life had now become more complicated than he wanted it to.
Jessie shrugged. “That’s your choice, Lotto. It’s one of many that you’ll face in your life. Remember your vow not to practice magic may only be temporary, so don’t obssess about it. As for me, I’ll ask around for another village that needs a healer. I know just how much magic to use and that’s not very much. I can only use so much power, and then it takes a long time to recharge, but healing naturally is good enough. It gives you the ability to hear all of the gossip in the village and seeing the babies that I’ve midwifed, grow into healthy children and easing people’s pain.”
“Did you watch me grow up? I wouldn’t call myself a healthy child,” Lotto said, biting into the crunchy flesh of the apple. Lotto tried to remember his childhood and could only find snippets in his memory.
“A sad case. Piffero found a woman to wet-nurse you as you grew up. She left the village when you were eight, just after the time I arrived. Do you remember her? Sarria, I think her name would have been.”
“No. I don’t remember much before a few years ago. I don’t think my mind worked very well.” Perhaps that had caused his gaps. Lotto didn’t mind the loss of the memory of him struggling to stay alive. He never knew love or the feeling of family that other children must have felt.
“I’ll agree with that,” Jessie said. “Piffero had her removed. Likely a mistress. They just let you go wild after that. You didn’t like people to touch you, so no one would take you in. Not long after she left, I built the little shelter at the back of my house and enticed you out of the forest one day.”
“I don’t remember the enticing. All I remember is living in the lean-to and finding some scraps of clothing or a moth-eaten blanket from time to time.”
“I’m sorry, boy. I didn’t want to raise a boy not right in the head, but I couldn’t just let you die.  You stayed alive, though, mostly on your own. I did help you when you were sick.”
“Mushrooms,” Lotto said smiling in the dark. Clouds hid the moon.
Jessie repeated, “Mushrooms, and other bad things that you ate.” She sighed. “Now we will certainly part.”
“I can feel her. Even in the darkness she’s there,” Lotto pointed towards the south where he could feel where the princess lived. “What’s the name of the capital?”
“Beckondale.”
“Sounds like a village name,” Lotto said.
“Long ago it started out as a village and a small keep. More people moved north from the Red Kingdom and the name stuck. It’s no village now.”
Lotto had only the half-remembered vision of the dream of his parents to guide him. “What is Beckondale like?”
“A grand place. The castle, no longer a keep, rises on a knoll above a city that spans a whole valley. Cobbles and worked stone pave the streets, so there is no mud in the rain. Houses rise as high as four or five stories. The people dress differently there. When we get to Walkington, you’ll see more of what city life is like. Beckondale is at least ten times the size.”
Lotto shook his head. “I guess I’ll have to see it for myself.”
“Indeed.” Jessie wrapped a cloak about her and lay down on the grass. “I’m sure glad it’s an early summer.”
The moon peeked through the clouds as Lotto lay back, rolling up an old blanket he had hurriedly wrapped his few things up with. He’d spent plenty of nights alone, without any blankets or food, in the woods during the summer nights that he could remember. His mind searched for old memories, but few came. Much of what Jessie had said surprised him. Perhaps those memory lapses were merciful things. 
About two weeks later, they stumbled into Walkington. The houses seemed to go forever. On and on. He thought all buildings had thatch roofs, but once through the outskirts of the town, all of the roofs were red with tile or gray with flat rectangular stones. When they got to the center of the city, Jessie pointed out the cobbles. Lotto smiled in amazement at all of the wonders of the town. His world had just expanded and he knew that he’d have to expand along with it. He had no idea how to do that at present. The link with the princess had become stronger as they headed south.
They walked through the center of Walkington and took in the marvelous sights and smells of a market square that put Heron’s Pond to shame. Jessie took him down some side streets and they eventually ended up on the doorstep of a four-story shop. A sign held a ball of yarn. Lotto couldn’t read and it looked like they must have arrived at her cousin, the yarn maker.
“Shori!” Jessie said, hugging a somewhat younger woman than herself, dressed better than anyone would in Heron’s Pond.
“What brings you down to town?” Shori said. She looked up at Lotto and smiled. Lotto thought she might have winked at him. The woman made Lotto feel uncomfortable.
“Burned me out, they did. The headman of the village contracted an unmentionable disease. I hadn’t told his wife yet and he ordered me not to. It’s something I won’t keep secret from a wife. Vengeance without mercy, my dear. Vengeance without mercy. The bum burned me out.”
Shori looked up at Lotto. “This is part of the vengeance, Cousin? You never told me about him?”
“Meet Lotto, formerly the village half-wit of Heron’s Pond.” Jessie held out her hand as if to display Lotto. 
He shuffled his feet, something he did regularly in his old role and promptly stopped. He schooled himself to stop and stand still. “Hello.”
“I remember you telling me about him. Doesn’t look like any half-wit I’ve ever seen. Come in, come in.” Shori led them into her shop. Women sat at clattering wheels with baskets of wool at their feet, spinning the yarn. 
Lotto sniffed at something in the air.
“Can you smell the lanolin? That’s a substance that comes from the sheep’s wool. We put the yarn through rollers to collect the oil and sell it for putting on the skin and it can waterproof cloth. It’s very popular among the more wealthy folk, and even though we wash the wool, you won’t find any of my girls with chapped hands, winter or summer.”
Lotto had seen spinning wheels in the village when he peered through windows from time to time, but he’d never seen anything on this scale. He looked back at the clatter of the wheels as they climbed two flights of stairs to the upper floors of the building.
“So can I put you two up for a while?” Shori said.
“Long enough to find another village that needs a healer,” Jessie said. “Lotto here might want to seek his fortune in Beckondale.”
Shori’s eyebrows rose. “What’s in Beckondale that isn’t in Walkington?”
“Princess Restella,” Lotto said without thinking. He shouldn’t have said that and winced once it came out.
“That’s a lofty goal for a village half-wit,” Shori said, jamming her elbow into Jessie and laughing. She gave Lotto a sideways glance.
“It’s quite a story,” Jessie said.
A bell rang out through the shop and the clacking and clattering gradually came to a halt.
“Looks like I’ll be back as soon as I see to the locking up. I have all night to hear it.” Shori’s laughter faded as she walked down the stairs.
~~~



 
 
 
CHAPTER SIX
~
LOTTO GAZED BACK AT WALKINGTON as they stopped at a crossroads. The next turn would take the town out of sight. He breathed a sigh of relief. Shori took all of a week to find a suitable village for Jessie, far to the east close to the border with Oringia. The old lady helped Lotto get some proper clothes and a traveling bag before she left. 
He didn’t want to spend any more time around the yarn shop once Jessie took off. Shori had become uncomfortably familiar, so he left the city along with Jessie. 
“Thanks for all you’ve done for me,” Lotto said. He gave Jessie a smile, but fear gripped him. He’d never been alone before. No villagers about, no Jessie, just Lotto. For all of his increased thinking power, he felt small and insignificant as he bade the old lady farewell by giving her a hug. He clung to her as if he didn’t want to let of the shreds of his life left behind in Heron’s Pond.
“No thanks to me, young man. Thank you for giving me an excuse to leave intact. I’d rather be in a position to use my bolt hole than be dragged out of bed and hanged from a tree or worse.” She laughed. “If you ever pass through Bareback Ford, look me up.” She wiped an eye and sighed. 
“I’ll miss you, boy.” She reached for him and they hugged once more. Jessie sighed and turned east, leaving Lotto standing in the dust.
A horse and cart stopped behind him. “Are you gonna stand there all day, young fella?” the old driver said.
Lotto moved out of the way, but the driver pulled up alongside him. “Where you headed?” the man asked.
“I’m going to Beckondale, sir.”
“Don’t ‘sir’ me. If you’d rather ride than walk, I’ve got a job for ye. I’ve got this fruit that stays better if it be a bit cooler. If you ride beside me, all you have to do is sprinkle water over the cloth on me load as we go. I’m going to Beckondale, meself and it’s a right pain to stop and do the watering. What do ye say?”
Lotto’s loneliness evaporated as he climbed aboard. “I’ll be happy to if you don’t mind telling me about the city. I’ve never been there.”
“I think I can do that.” The man smiled, showing gaps in his teeth.
Lotto had never noticed anyone with an accent before. He remembered the princess’s words and she might have had an accent, but he only really remembered her face. 
“Our village healer said that the king paved all the roads in the city,” Lotto said, hoping the man would have more to tell him.
“Aye, that and more…” As they traveled, the old man filled Lotto’s head with all kinds of images. Beckondale Castle on the hill and the towers and spires of the city. He verified that Walkington was little more than a large village compared to the majesty of the capital. From that point, he began to discount the old man’s descriptions and tried to make everything look a little smaller in his mind. 
The man wouldn’t stay quiet, and that suited Lotto just fine. He could close his eyes and let his descriptions paint the image of the city in his mind. They slept along the side of the road, even though they passed through towns and villages. 
“Don’t want to be tempted to sell too soon. I’ll get twice as much in the city than the common folk along the way are willing to pay,” he said every time they passed an inn.  Lotto didn’t mind. He had never slept in a bed.  At Shori’s yarn factory, he would start out on the bed and end up on the floor, anyway.
In less than two weeks, the jagged line of the capital lay ahead, dominated by the conical tops of the castle’s towers. Lotto felt excited and afraid at the same time. He sensed that a new life waited for him among the tall buildings and peaked roofs. They traveled for some time through buildings built outside of the city wall. 
“And you are?” the guard at the gate asked the old man who gave him his name. “And the boy?”
“I’m Lotto from Heron’s Pond.”
The guard shuffled through a sheaf of paper attached to a flat board. He made a mark. “Go on.”
The cart slid through the guards at the entrance into the walled part of the city. Lotto looked back, as the guards talked to one another and looked directly at him, but it seemed that they let them through.
He looked up at the inside of the thick city wall. Lotto wondered what would happen to all of the buildings outside the walls if an army invaded. A cleared space at least one hundred feet wide spread out from the city wall. He felt proud that he had quickly learned how to count during his time on the road spent with Jessie. 
Lotto expected the road to go straight to the castle, but the road zigged and zagged as it flowed through the city. He wondered why, but couldn’t come up with an answer. Another set of guards stopped the cart just before a huge square filled with people and tents. The sounds assaulted him, but he stayed on the cart as the driver walked over to a man in brown velvet robes, open in the summer heat, sitting behind a high desk. Money changed hands and the driver returned with a rolled up parchment.
“My license. Now I can sell my load and head back home. I’ll make enough to see me through the winter and then some. Thanks for your help, but I don’t need it any more. Good luck in the city.”
Lotto thanked him for the ride and the companionship and wandered around the market, taking off in a different direction than the cart.
The sounds and smells came and went as he made his way between the stalls in the marketplace. Vendors sold foods he didn’t recognize by sight or smell. The variety of clothes that people wore astounded him. He bought a meat pie for a price that would have kept him fed for a week at Heron’s Pond. Lotto spotted a lane that led away from the market and wandered towards the castle, drawn by the link that had become even stronger while approached Beckondale. He wandered into a nice neighborhood and sat on a stone bench in a tiny square with a fountain while he finished his meat pie. He leaned over the fountain and reached out his hand to drink some of the water. 
A man walked up. “There you are.”
The man seemed to recognize him, but Lotto couldn’t see how that could be the case, since he didn’t know a single person in the huge city.
“Don’t do that. The water from that particular fountain isn’t fit for consumption. If you want something to drink, follow me.”
Lotto let the waters flow through his fingers and washed his face, letting it drip onto his clothes. He had nothing else to do, so he followed the man through a few streets and alleys. Lotto would feel awkward walking at the stranger’s side, so he just followed and stopped when the man entered a shop. He gawked through the window at the books inside, lining shelves from floor to ceiling. He couldn’t read a word, but he knew about books and the knowledge that must be in that shop astounded him.
The man came to the window, pointed to a paper pasted to the window just below him. Lotto looked down to see writing that he didn’t understand. “Are you inquiring about the job as well as looking for a drink?” The man seemed earnest enough. He was half a head shorter than Lotto with shoulder length hair, brown and streaked with a bit of gray. Lotto thought his eyes looked intelligent and honest, as far as his limited experience told him. “You look like you need a job.”
“I don’t know anything about a job.”
The man stood at Lotto’s side, looking at the sign. “You can’t read?”
Lotto shook his head. “No. I grew up in a little village and most people there don’t know how to read.” 
“Well, the job only requires you to know your letters and I can teach you that. What I really need is a strong back and legs. My back doesn’t let me scamper up and down the ladders anymore and you look like a bright enough lad who seems to be in need of some help around Beckondale. Do you want the job?”
“You don’t know anything about me,” Lotto said. He couldn’t believe he could be so lucky. Jessie found a new healer’s post in a week and now someone offered him a job. Lotto didn’t know how he could say no. “I really need some help. I came to Beckondale without much money and I’ve got a goal, but I have no idea how I’ll achieve it. I’d be happy to give your job a try.”
“That’s the spirit!” The man acted like a friend and not some happenstance acquaintance. How could he go wrong? Lotto thought he’d be cleaning out stables at an inn.
Lotto took a liking to this man. “My name is Lotto. I come from Heron’s Pond.”
“Heron’s Pond?” The man put his hand to his chin as if searching his mind. The look on his face told Lotto that he played with him. “The name of that village has caught my attention recently. Did you see Princess Restella when she visited?” The man seemed to know quite a bit, as if he knew the answers and Lotto’s replies would be interesting.
“She had eleven men with her. Yes, all of the village saw her.”
“Well, well. My name is Mander Hart and I own this bookshop. I’ve only had it for a few years and I found that my ability to buy books is considerably better than it is to climb up and down getting books to sell all day long.  That sign has been out for the last three weeks without any interest. If you can learn your letters so you can put books in their proper place, I have a room on the third floor for you and a sufficient salary to keep you fed and entertained, modestly, mind you. How about it?” 
Lotto couldn’t help but grin. Even if the man were playing with him, he couldn’t see any reason not to take him up on his offer. Perhaps he could learn to read and that would help him converse with the princess on a more equal footing. “I’ll do it.” 
Mander Hart put his hand out, grinning. “Let’s shake on it,” he said.
Lotto couldn’t believe his luck. He had found a job on his first day doing something that would definitely help him improve his mind and nearly in sight of the castle!  He gladly took the man’s hand and pumped it hard to show his appreciation. Lotto stopped when Mander Hart pulled his hand out of Lotto’s grasp and rubbed it.
“It seems you have a lot to learn, young man and I’m just the man to teach you.”
~
Reflections from the polished surfaces of dull-edged practice swords sent shards of light into the covered observation areas. The men cheered the swordsman and merely tolerated the presence of the tall woman who fought in the ring. Restella pictured the tableau and ignored the occasional jibe. They wouldn’t be so free with their tongues if her father looked on, but she didn’t mind. She had to win their confidence and her father would only get in the way.
Her concentration shifted from the audience to her opponent. She slid to the side as his blunted sword swept past, fast enough to break bones. She turned halfway around and, with her other arm, jabbed the man in the side with her elbow giving her enough separation to slap the man’s stomach with her sword through the padding both of them wore in place of armor. Everyone heard the whoof from her opponent.
Restella brightened at the raising of the red flag indicating her victory. She raised her sword to polite applause. She shook her head and smiled to herself. She went to the side of the practice field and grabbed a towel to wipe the perspiration from her face.
A messenger stepped up to her.  General Piroff requested her presence. Her heart raced with the anticipation of a real posting. She couldn’t think of any other reason for the summons by a General. Stopping at her private cell in the barracks, the only advantage she had as a princess, she washed her face and changed into her uniform. She could still use her rooms in the castle, but that wouldn’t give her the proper feeling of being a soldier.
The two guards didn’t even straighten up as she knocked on the General’s door just inside the castle. She pursed her lips in disgust at the lack of respect and entered into the General’s study.
“Sir.” Restella snapped to attention. She looked straight over the head of the seated general, but couldn’t miss the smirk on the man’s face.
“At ease, Princess. I’m sure you will be glad to hear that Oringia is disputing its border with Earl Louson’s domain. The Earl has called upon the King to dispatch soldiers to bolster his own troops. You’ll be reporting to Captain Shortwell of the King’s Fourth Guards and will act as a staff member during the expedition.  That is all, Lieutenant Beecher. The Captain is waiting for you. Dismissed.” 
The General didn’t have to be the one to assign her. A normal soldier would have been called to see the Captain directly, but she would take a post anyway she could. Restella shrugged and walked back to the barracks where the Captains had their offices. She knocked on the frame of Captain Shortwell’s open door.
“Come in, Princess.”
She stood at attention for the second time in the afternoon. She would stand at attention for an entire day to get a real posting.
“At ease. You’ve obviously seen General Piroff. From now on you will be granted the title of lieutenant and we will be using your father’s last name of Beecher. There are no princesses in the army. I hope you understand. You’ll be pretty much treated like any other junior officer.
“We will muster at the south parade grounds in two days at first light. Don’t be late. See my aide in the next office to get a list of what you’ll need, Lieutenant Beecher. You’ll be observing and commenting on strategy and tactics, but if the conflict heats up, there will be fighting. I am assuming I can rely on you to fight with real edged weapons?”
“Yes, sir.” Restella would have to cajole the sword maker that she had contracted to create her new sword to mount the Moonstone faster. She tried to wipe the grin off of her face. When she reached her rooms in the castle, she let out a scream of delight and pumped her fists in the air. Her distinguished career awaited.
~~~



 
 
 
CHAPTER SEVEN
~
MANDER ADMITTED TO LOTTO that he had never given the shop a good cleaning for the entire time he owned it. He gave Lotto the task of cleaning the two floors filled with books, taking each volume off of each shelf, cleaning the shelf and then the books before he replaced them. Three or four times a day, Mander called to Lotto and began to teach him letters and how the coinage system worked in short lessons. 
Lotto could recognize and call out every letter in Besseth’s 30-letter alphabet after two days and then Mander began to combine the letters into sounds. The numbers came quite easily for Lotto and he could now find the book’s price from binders that Mander kept and make change for customers. He reviewed his little lessons over and over the entire time that he worked in the shop.
Everything made sense to Lotto and in a week’s time he could sound out the titles. He had no idea what the titles meant, but he smiled when he recognized the words that he spoke. Though he could now remember what he saw, he just didn’t have the vocabulary. As he continued to clean the shop, his illiteracy became increasingly frustrating.
He sat down in the little kitchen in the back of the shop, right next to Mander’s office. His boss plopped down a pile of three books. “Thought you might want to start to work with some readers. I don’t carry too many of these, but you can read them when there’s no one about. Now that you know your letters, you can arrange all of the books.” Mander pointed to a folio that contained the descriptions of different collections. “There are thirty-something collections of books, so within each collection you organize them in alphabetical order. Some events have come up outside of the bookshop and I’ll have to spend some time away, leaving you more on your own.”
Lotto sat back surprised. “You mean you’d allow me to be alone in the shop?”
“I do,” Mander nodded. “You’ve picked up everything so quickly, I have all of the confidence in the world in you, Lotto. I can’t wait to be able to talk to you about what you read, but we’ll have to put that off until I return.”
He closed up the shop after Mander left, taking his readers up to his rooms. For the first time Lotto wondered where Mander would be spending his time. The man didn’t live above the bookshop, so he had left Lotto with a nice place to live. In fact, Lotto’s quarters were palatial by Heron’s Pond standards. There were two bedrooms, a sitting room, a large kitchen and a study with bookshelves filled with Mander’s duplicates.  He had an upstairs privy with a flushing tank and a water pump in the kitchen. Imagine water for drinking and washing delivered up three floors, he continually had to shake his head for his good fortune. 
The rooms were furnished, but dusty. Did Mander ever come up here? He had to if he sold one of his duplicate books, but the man didn’t appear to have cleaned the rooms for some time. Lotto began to spend many evenings getting rid of the dust and the dirt. What would the old Lotto think? He snorted. When did the old Lotto ever wonder about his existence in the filthy lean-to he had called home for so long? Lotto smiled at his new fastidiousness.  He liked having things in order.
He lit a lamp. Mander decreed no open flames except to light the lamps and the cookers in the kitchens on the main floor and the third floor. That meant no candles. 
He began to skim through his three volumes. The books had drawings and simple words. Lotto could tell because they were printed in large type and the words were made up of few characters. He sounded out the words and by the end of the evening he had puzzled out two of the volumes. 
He woke at dawn and read them again, this time without pausing. It felt good to open the store in the morning. Lotto stretched out his arms and felt at peace. He could read, a little, and would find more challenging books. He could feel Restella somewhere close in the castle. Mander’s confidence in him made him smile all morning long. Since he didn’t know where his life headed, he couldn’t think of a better place to wait until he found out.
~
Restella sat up in bed and gasped. She looked out the window and could see the sunlight brightening up the sky. Her uniforms and bags filled up the floor in her rooms. She jumped up and dressed, splashing water on her face to wake up. She grabbed her new sword and paused to touch the Moonstone. It gave her a feeling of confidence, but she sensed something like a thread going out into the city. She didn’t have the time to puzzle it out. Perhaps when she returned from the expedition, she could visit Fessano and find out what it was. 
She threw open the door to her quarters. A soldier blinked and stood up to greet her. “Lieutenant Princess!” He stammered and closed his eyes as he stood at attention.  “I’m here to help you with your bags, ma’am.”
“Bring the rest.” Stifling an urge to laugh, Restella grabbed one of her bags and walked off down the stairs and through the grounds towards the army stables. 
She walked quickly to her horse and another soldier walked up to help her cinch things down.
“I’m to escort you to the mustering field.” He mounted his own horse, already packed and ready to go. “If you’ll follow me.” He rode out smartly ahead of her. 
The soldier briskly trotted through the near-empty streets of Beckondale. In a few minutes, they reached the South Gate, the closest exit point from the castle. She rode into the parade field joined by a number of stragglers. At least she wasn’t the last to arrive. Finding her place, in the chaos that confronted her, proved a bit more daunting than the ride in.
“Where do I go?” she asked the soldier. 
“Follow me, Lieutenant…”
“Beecher, soldier. Lieutenant Beecher.”
“Right you are, ma’am, Lieutenant Beecher, ma’am.” He took off and didn’t look back to see if Restella followed. 
They threaded their way though the aimless crowds of soldiers as a column of officers, headed by Captain Shortwell rode into the grounds.   Restella had reached her destination and continued to sit on her horse as the column made its way towards her.
“Good work, Lieutenant. I see that,” the Captain coughed, “Sergeant Silver led you here safely.” The Captain knew her escort.  Was that a good sign? She knew so little of what she had to do that Restella really didn’t know.
“Yes, sir,” Restella said. The other officers began to dismount so Restella did the same. The soldier named Silver held onto her reins.
“Thank you for your work, Sergeant Silver.”
He nodded. “The Captain will be issuing marching orders in that tent just behind us. I suggest you follow the officers in there, ma’am.”
“I will. Thank you, Silver.” Well that went nicely and this soldier, Silver, seemed remarkably composed around his fellow soldiers. Restella followed the other officers and stood in the back. This was so far beyond her experience that she suddenly felt out of her element. In the castle, she could do much with the force of her personality, but not here. She didn’t dare. She had lived the last few years hoping against hope for this chance and she’d make the most of it.
“Beecher.” The Captain said. Restella still stood thinking. “Lieutenant Beecher.”
Restella felt her face burn as she stood at attention. 
“You will command the supply train. It will be the last to leave. Lieutenant Gasolo will bring up the rear with his company.”
“Yes, sir,” Gasolo said, a tall lean young man not much older than Restella.
“Yes, sir,” Restella parroted the man. A few of the Captain’s officers turned with smiles on their faces.
So she was still a joke among the men, was she? She lifted her chin and vowed she would be the best supply train commander, ever.
~
Raindrops blew against the window, as Lotto spotted Mander rushing across the street and holding onto his hat in the wind. He ran through the door that Lotto opened for him.
“It’s like a gale on the ocean.” Mander said, taking off his dripping coat.
“Is that what a gale is? I’ve only seen the ocean in a dream,” Lotto said, watching big drops of rain splash on the puddles growing on the cobbles.
“I’m sure you didn’t imagine anything like this.”
“No, the ocean rose and fell in a rhythm with the sky dotted with white clouds. Enough wind filled the sails to push the big boat on.”
Mander laughed. “On the ocean there aren’t any big boats. There are boats, but anything of a good size is called a ship.”
Lotto nodded and smiled back. “The ship, then.”
“That’s a pretty accurate dream. Did you dream of anything more?” Mander walked to his office and Lotto followed. He didn’t think that there would be anyone coming to the shop in weather like this.
“Nothing more on the ocean. I had a few sales while you were gone—students from the King’s College.”
Mander looked up from the sales page that Lotto had kept. “They paid full price?”
Lotto smiled. “They asked for discounts and I told them that I couldn’t give them any because I didn’t know how to calculate them. They offered to make the calculations, but I’m sure they would have taken advantage.”
“Indeed they would. Nice work. How far have you gotten into the reading books?”
“I’ve read five. The three you gave me were too easy once I read through them three times each, so I found that any books with larger print were easier to read. As I worked on the shelves, I found a couple and read about the princess and the highwayman and another about a knight who fought his way to be king.”
“Good!” Mander seemed pleased and that made Lotto even more content.
“Let me tell you where I went since you’ve been reading your novels. I can tell you of some real life adventure.”
Lotto looked up. “She’s gone. I hope she’s in a carriage.”
“Who?” Mander furrowed his brow.
Lotto gasped. “I have a story, too. I know where the Princess Restella is.”
Mander shrugged and walked into the little kitchen, but Lotto noticed that Mander’s eyebrows went up a bit when he mentioned the princess’s name. “Oh, good. You’ve got a fire in the stove. I’ll fix some tea and then we can trade stories. Something good to do on a slow day.” Mander rubbed his hands.
Could Lotto trust Mander with his story? He looked at Mander’s back and decided that with the opportunities that his employer had given to him, Mander wouldn’t throw him out on the streets if he learned about his magic.
Lotto blew the steam away on a mug of tea that Mander put in front of him and began.
“Have you ever heard of the Moonstone? I found it. I can tell where Princess Restella is at any time.”
“So, you are the village half-wit of Heron’s Pond?” Mander Hart didn’t seem surprised by the information. That disappointed Lotto. “The Princess said the finder was a boy. You’ve grown quite a bit since the Princess came back.”
“So you’ve heard the story.” So Mander had taken him in because of the princess? “You took pity on me?”
“Not pity, but I admit to curiosity and I did need assistance at the shop. I’ll be honest with you, I do some work for the king. I’ve heard the story and I’ll believe anything you say because Princess Restella is presently riding in that rain to the east with a unit of the king’s army to make sure the Oringians keep to their side of the border. Quickly point to where she is!”
Lotto closed his eyes and pointed towards the back of the shop.
“Very good, Lotto. I’ve heard Restella’s story more than a few times, but I’ve never heard yours. The princess fancies herself as a great warrior, yet she is currently sopping wet, riding along with the supply train. Your Moonstone has found a new home in the pommel of a sword she’s had specially made.”
“It has?” Lotto said. “It knocked me out when the princess took it out of my hand. I could feel the power come from the stone. I fainted again, overcome by something and woke up to find the princess and her guards gone.”
“I believe you. Did you know that she and others could touch it without feeling a thing? What happened after that?”
“While I was under, I had a dream of my parents coming from across the sea. My dream of the ocean?” 
Mander nodded. “Continue,” he said urging Lotto on with a wave of his hand.
“I lived behind the house of a healer woman and after I told her about my dream, she thought that my parents were nobles from the continent of Zarron. They brought the Moonstone with them. Highwaymen or more likely assassins, now that I think of it, took their lives shortly after they arrived. Perhaps wizards threw spells at them, because my vision had them holding their hands to their ears. My father gave his boots to the driver, who tossed them into Heron’s Pond. He did that because he slipped the Moonstone into one of the heels. My mother died giving birth to me.
“I didn’t grow up right, stunted and not thinking straight. Once I touched the stone the first time, I began to grow.  When the princess took it out of my hand I fainted and when I woke my mind had cleared up and it only took a few days to grow to my current height.”
“I’ve always suspected that you were affected by the spells that had stopped your parents and the Moonstone might have reversed its effects. The Moonstone gives physical and mental strength to a linked pair.  You know Restella also grew a few inches and put on muscle like no woman I’ve ever seen. She’s still not as tall as you, but she can wield a blade rather well.”
Lotto sat back amazed that Mander Hart had already known of his background.  He felt relieved that his burden had been shared with Mander and that he had already known much of the story. “My goal is to see the stone again and the princess. She is what drew me here and now she’s gone. But I can wait, now that I have a job, thanks to you.”
“It’s nice to have such a bright young lad around,” Mander said. “I’d like take you to the castle and have Fessano, King Goleto’s wizard, talk to you. I have heard of your parents and, from what I know, they both possessed magical power and it makes sense that you do, too.”
“Me, a magician?” Lotto shook his head. “Not possible.” He didn’t tell Mander that Jessie had said the same thing. He didn’t want to be a magician. In the books he had read, they were always evil men.
Mander put his hand on Lotto’s wrist. “It certainly is. You have no idea how to tap into the nexus, if you have Affinity.”
“But I don’t want to. I don’t want to have anything to do with magical power. It’s only brought death; to my parents and… and whatever happened to me.”
Mander raised both of his hands. “I’m not asking you to take another job. Just talk to the wizard. He’ll probably know more about the Moonstone in any event. In fact, let’s go right now. We can close the shop and no one will notice.”
“You can just go into the castle?” 
“I used to be an advisor to the king, but something, uh, happened and now I’m only brought in under special circumstances.” Mander grinned. “I like my new life better, rather than that of a courtier. I can dress and groom as I please.” He stroked his long hair.
Lotto couldn’t help but laugh.  Mander Hart had an approach to life that was new to Lotto’s experience. He was very happy that he had Mander as a friend and employer. The life experiences that he remembered in Heron’s Pond hadn’t prepared him for Mander Hart, but Lotto felt fortunate to have met the man and now they were going to go the castle!
~
The sun disappeared and the sky turned an ugly dark. Restella noticed how the air stilled. Silver rode up to her side.
“Looks like a storm. I suggest that you order double covers over the wagons,” he said.
Restella felt a drop on her nose. “Who do I order?”
“You can leave it to me, ma’am. We will lose contact with the rest of the column when the road becomes muddy, but the men will appreciate dry tents tonight.”
“Consider it done.” Restella twisted in the saddle and pulled out her rain cloak. “Hurry,” she said, “the rain will start soon.” Not long after the covers were tied down, rains pelted the army. It took a while for the wagons to catch up to the rest of the column, but she had seen the wisdom of Silver’s recommendation as he said it.  The road turned into a mire and the column ahead disappeared into the rain.
The storm had stopped before sunset, when Captain Shortwell ordered the column to stop. He nodded to Restella when he examined the supply wagons as soon as they caught up to the rest of the soldiers.
“Lieutenant Beecher. Good job with the covers. The men will be happy to sleep in dry tents.” The Captain nodded and rode back along the line. The quartermasters placed the wagons around the camp and she silently thanked Silver for his help.
She looked back up the road and looked back at the runnels of mud when Silver had tugged on her elbow. 
“Lieutenant. Your tent is up. You can get a few minutes of rest before the cooks have something ready to eat. Officers dine with the captain.”
Restella walked into her tent. The hard cot looked like a featherbed and felt like one when she laid her weary frame on the taut canvas.
A shake woke Restella up. 
“Time for supper with the captain, ma’am,” Silver said.
“How many times a day do you save me from getting kicked out of this expedition?”
“As many as it takes, ma’am. You’ve been given a raw deal coming out here without any proper training. I’m here to make sure you learn as you go. You are learning, aren’t you ma’am?”
“I am indebted to your being my nursemaid. Please continue to do so. What can I do for you?”
Silver gave her a smile that probably crossed the line to insubordination. “Just listen to me, Lieutenant. Just listen to me.”
Restella knew sage advice when she heard it.  In the past she might not act on another’s suggestions, but the column was like being in enemy territory.  She never had even thought about an army needing supplies before.  If she wanted to be the warrior-leader she dreamed about, Restella would definitely lean on Silver as much as she could.
~~~



 
 
 
CHAPTER EIGHT
~
THE STAIRS SEEMED TO NEVER END, but Lotto clumped right behind Mander. The castle astounded Lotto. He thought he had gotten used to Beckondale, but the castle seemed to go on and on and up and up. Guards in crisp uniforms and men and women attired in fine clothes. He did notice that the men had short haircuts, making both Mander and him stand out.
Fessano let both men in. His baldhead frizzed out, matching the disarray of his wild white beard. He looked like a little elf, or what Lotto thought of when he thought of elves.
“Mander, I’m surprised you returned after leaving us in that dreadful rain.”
The shopkeeper shrugged his shoulders. “Let me sit in your most comfortable chair. My back is killing me from trudging up all of those steps. Rain dampens business as well as coats and hats, so I closed the shop and thought I would introduce Lotto. He’s the other end of the Moonstone story.”
“Sit, sit!” the wizard said with his eyes bulging. “I even built a fire on a summer’s day. Imagine that.” He shivered. “So you held the Moonstone when Restella took it from your grasp? You are bound to her, you know.”
“That’s why we came!” Lotto said. How did this man know so much? Was it because Fessano had magical power? It seemed that Lotto had few secrets, in fact, Mander knew more about Lotto than he did.
Mander leaned forward and twisted his torso one way, and then another as he sat. He winced a bit and them sighed. “That’s better.  Lotto, here, told me about the vision he had of his parents dying. I think you should hear him out and test him to see if he has Affinity.”
“Oh, I don’t need to test him. He already proved that when he activated the stone.” Fessano turned to Lotto. “Restella talked about a flash of light when she took it from you.”
Lotto held up his fist. “It happened as soon as she touched it.”
“Ah, you speak the truth,” Fessano said, “and I sense power in you.”
Power. The word frightened Lotto. He didn’t want any power, especially after he saw how his parents had died in agony.
“Tell me all,” Fessano said and Lotto told the wizard the same story that he had earlier related to Mander.
The wizard rose and looked out at the leaden skies.  “You are right about your parents. They were from Bomai, a duchy of Serytar, on Zarron. They were fleeing from the recently-crowned Emperor of Dakkor.”
Lotto rummaged around in his pockets and pulled out a silver buckle and a piece of the silk that wrapped him as a newborn baby and gave them to Fessano. “This is all I have left of them.”
“Definitely Serytaran. Don’t you think so Mander? You know more about those things than I do.” He tossed the buckle to Mander and sniffed the silk. “This I can work with.”  Fessano walked to his workbench and snipped a tiny corner off of the colorless cloth. He put it by a design carved into the top and put his hand over it. His eyes closed and then he opened them. 
“What does that do?”
“Oh. I get an image of the person who it belonged to. The carving is actually a spell that I think of, an old man forgets, you know. A woman, blond—hair like yours—very tall and fit.  She’s dressed like a Serytar noblewoman. Everything fits. Point to where Restella is at this moment.”
Lotto didn’t have to hesitate. He stood and pointed towards the door to Fessano’s quarters.”
“Quite right.” 
“Worked twice before, today,” Mander said, just sitting watching the interplay between Lotto and the wizard. 
Fessano pushed Lotto gently back down on a chair and told him the legend of the Moonstone.
“I didn’t know all of that,” Mander said.
“Goes to show you, the court genius doesn’t know all.” Fessano said smirking at Mander, but then he smiled. “But what do we do with the lad? I believe his presence might complicate the king’s efforts to tame his youngest daughter, as if there is any chance of that, anyway.”
“Lotto said he doesn’t wish to learn about his power. He’s not demanding anything from the king.”
“I don’t. Mander is right,” Lotto said.
Fessano waved his objection away. “You will need to learn about it, Lotto. The time may come when you’ll need to tap into the nexus with your Affinity. That power may just save your life and the lives of others. The Moonstone may still be sought by the same people who assassinated your parents. Besides, there are side effects from the power that might be harmful to others.”
“That means the princess is in danger?”
“Not from you inadvertently using power. I doubt if the Dakkoran Emperor Daryaku will give up on his desire to possess all of the Warstones, although two of them were supposedly lost. If the Darkstone that Daryaku possesses truly was the Purestone, then that leaves the Sunstone and no one in all of Roppon knows what happened to it. 
“Restella is without power, so the gem is dormant to any scrying spells the emperor might employ. In any case, she is protected by hundreds of soldiers as we speak. Why don’t we do this; I’ll come to Mander’s shop every week or so and I’ll give you enough knowledge so you won’t accidentally kill yourself or hurt anyone else.” The wizard stood up and pulled two books from his shelves. “You can start with these.”
Mander laughed. “Won’t work.” He shook his head. “Lotto can’t read.”
“I can too.” Lotto said.  He had to defend himself.  He felt a bit self-conscious about his lack of education, but he didn’t want to lie, exactly to the intimidating wizard. “But perhaps I won’t understand what’s written there.”
“Can’t read?”
“Until recently Lotto was quite stupid. No education whatsoever. I am happy to announce that since he’s been under my wing, he has learned some numbers, his letters and can read a first year primer.”
“Oh,” Fessano look deflated. “Never mind. You let me know when you’ve learned enough to understand the first few pages of these tomes.” He thrust them at Lotto, anyway. “Enough for now.” The sun emerged from clouds and painted Fessano in orange light, making him blink. “I see the sun is trying to make an additional appearance before resting for the night.” The wizard yawned.
Lotto liked the wizard’s humor, but the man’s eyes weren’t as honest as Mander’s. He would like to learn the trick of viewing someone’s image from a piece of cloth.  Perhaps he could see what his parents looked like again.  He had never remembered his parents’ faces from his vision of their demise.
~
The borderland between Valetan and Oringia consisted of hills and rock jumbles. Restella wondered why anyone would want it. Farmers were restricted to small plots of available earth and the rest was used for sheep and cows.  The expedition traveled over two weeks right to the border and then north to the Earl’s town without encountering any of violators of the Valetan border. If there were any Oringians in the rocks and behind the hills, they didn’t show themselves and the rangers couldn’t find them. 
At least, the trip gave Restella the opportunity to experience military life on the road, with Silver’s help, of course. He’d saved her a few more times, but she now understood her duties better. Meals in the Captain’s tent still made her uncomfortable as the other six officers rarely spoke to her.  She found that their ignoring her provided the opportunity to listen and learn without asking potentially embarrassing questions.  She saved those for Silver. 
The next day they arrived in Loston, the town around the earl’s keep. The soldiers set up camp in a newly fallow field not too far away from the castle and the ragged town.  The village lanes were merely bare dirt spaces between the houses except for one reasonably wide lane running through the center. 
Captain Shortwell rode up as Restella began to put her own things in her tent. “Not so fast. The Earl has quarters for the officers in his castle. Get your things and tell Silver you’re leaving.”
“Yes, sir,” Restella said, saluting her superior officer.  A real bed? Could it be too much to hope for? She didn’t really mind sleeping on the road. She relished the experiences that had been useful in hardening her to the life of a soldier. Merely reading about life on the road just didn’t give one this kind of experience. Perhaps her father had sent her on this trip to drive her out of the army. If he did, the king failed. She enjoyed her duties and would continue to show her willingness to continually improve her military skills.
~~~



 
 
 
CHAPTER NINE
~
“NO DRESS, PRINCESS RESTELLA?” Earl Louson said as he rose from his dining table when her fellow officers and she entered into the dining hall. Restella remembered him now, a reedy, greasy fellow. Her father had referred to him as a bush noble and she could see why. The man lacked refinement. The officers stood in front of the dais where the earl had already begun his meal without waiting for them.
“I’m here as a lieutenant in his majesty’s army, sire. We are here to help you manage your border dispute with the Oringians, if the Captain has informed me correctly?” She nodded to Shortwell.
“Very well. The Earl’s tone suddenly turned wintry and he shushed her with his hand, sending her away.  “I suppose you are the most junior officer so please sit at the far end of the table.”
“Thank you for your hospitality, my lord.” Restella bowed and took her place standing with the other officers.
“You may be seated.” Louson glared at Restella. “All of you.”
What had she done to make the Earl so instantly touchy? He ended up speaking only to the Captain. She ended up eating by Lieutenant Gasolo.
“Have you spurned Louson’s proposal of marriage?” Gasolo said quietly.
Restella could only shrug, but a fellow officer had actually initiating a conversation with her, gave her a surprise. “No. I expect he’s disappointed this isn’t a state visit. I doubt a member of the royal family has visited in years and years. I’m here as a member of the army, not of court and that must rankle the good earl.” She glanced at Louson, regaling the Captain, but it all struck Restella as false.
“Here, here!” Gasolo lifted his wine glass and interrupted Restella’s thoughts. He let Restella touch it with hers. Even the hint of a feeling of camaraderie within the officer corps warmed her even more than the wine did her throat. However, Louson’s demeanor sent a chill down her spine.
~
Mander clomped down from the second level of the shop. “Lotto, what am I to do? Everything is clean up here!” He laughed as he carried a book in his hand.
“I’ve done up the whole shop, including my rooms and the attic. Not a cobweb or a speck of dust. We’ll maybe not that good, but I trust everything is in order.”
“I am amazed,” Mander said scratching the back of his head in wonder. “When did you find time to do all of this?”
“I’m eager to learn, sir. I didn’t want any big projects keeping me from my studies, so I’ve done all that you’ve asked me to do. The books are in their proper sections according to your lists and in the right order.”  Lotto didn’t want to be distracted when he started to really concentrate on his studies.  He had hated admitting his illiteracy to Fessano and wouldn’t let that happen again.
“Until I mess them up again,” Mander laughed. Lotto liked the way that Mander laughed, all the way to his eyes.  
Lotto knew that Mander rarely sought out books now that Lotto had been hired to help. Lotto put a couple of mugs out and poured some tea for the shopkeeper and some for himself. “I finished it all just before you came in this morning.”
“Very good. I’m afraid you’re wasting your talents as my assistant,” Mander said with a smile. “Now you can spend all of your time reading Fessano’s books.” His eyes brightened. “I’ll be right back.” Mander ran back upstairs and came down with an armful of books. “These are my magic primers. They might not be as arcane as the wizard’s but you can start with these. No one has ever asked to look at them. This one is a folio and is quite old.” He put down a sheaf of papers bound between two leather-covered boards secured with leather straps. “I’d save that one for after Fessano’s books.”
Lotto had to make sure he didn’t spit out his tea. Mander had seven more books stacked on the table. Could he ever get through ten books? When he came to Beckondale, he had no idea he’d be reading and learning so much. “Thank you, sir.”
Mander flashed the original book that he had retrieved from the second floor at him. “Great. I have to deliver this personally to a lady whom I’m friendly with. I don’t suppose I’ll be back until tomorrow. Can you manage without me?”
Mander had spent only a few hours a day at the shop since their Fessano visit, so Lotto only had to nod his head.
“Good, good. I’ll finish this tea, wrap up the book and be on my way.” He went into his office and put a gold coin down in front of Lotto. “Treat yourself to something this afternoon. Today’s the biggest market day of the week and you deserve a holiday. What would you like to buy? A weapon, perhaps?”
Lotto thought. He didn’t need any more books. Mander had already told him he could use whatever he found in the bookstore office, but he liked Mander’s idea.
“I’d like to buy a sword and a knife. I have no protection if robbers attack the store. There’s one thing that I’d like, but I can’t buy, and that’s some of your knowledge. I’d like to learn other things than magic and wizardry, like where my parents lived and what the rest of the world is like. Maybe I’d like to know the kinds of things that you advise the king on.”
“Political and war strategy? I can do that. After some years of peace, I do believe we’ve got some real live examples coming up, I’m afraid. Make sure you go to all of the weapons merchants. You might find a real bargain in the unlikeliest of places. You never know when you’ll need a sharp blade. The Oringians are almost certainly going to create trouble…  You know there is a Serytar, I know, who has a used weapons tent in the marketplace. It’s a red tent, I believe. I’d suggest you talk to him before you make any decisions.”
“I will.” Lotto thought about Mander’s comment about the Oringians. “Is Restella in danger?”
Mander’s good nature fled. “I’m afraid she is. The girl wanted to be a soldier—excuse me, warrior princess. The only way she can do that is to be out there amongst the men in real soldiering circumstances. She can fend for herself, though. Lieutenant Silver is quite competent and will keep her safe enough.”
“Who’s Lieutenant Silver?”
“He’s a scout and one of the best. I volunteered him to be Restella’s servant. She thinks he’s just an enlisted man, but he’s there to teach her as much as he can without her letting on.”
Lotto nodded. “She wouldn’t be a good student if he was introduced as her teacher, right?”
Mander leaned over and ruffed up Lotto’s hair. “Right, young man. That’s an astute observation and you don’t know her.”
“You’ve talked enough about Princess Restella.”
“Have I?”
Lotto smiled. “You and Fessano are exasperated with her. It doesn’t take much to figure that out.”
“Perceptive. Keep it up.” Mander finished his mug. “I’ve got to get going. I need to do an errand before I deliver this,” he flashed this little volume “Don’t finish those books before I get back tomorrow.” He hurried into his office as Lotto took the empty mugs to wash them out in the little kitchen. 
Mander waved with the book, now wrapped in brown paper and tied up in the red twine that he used for special orders, and left with a quick good-bye.
Lotto sat back down and picked up the gold piece and would add it to the two upstairs in his room. A sword and a dagger, like a real knight. However knights and a feudal economy had given way to a standing royal army and the title had dwindled away. There were still plenty of novels with stories of knights, even among the lofty books that Mander sold. He did remember cataloguing a book that described the finer points of swords—perhaps a quick look at that before he locked the shop and walked to the market.
~
The sea of people at Beckondale’s main market square never failed to amaze Lotto. There were more markets spread throughout the city, but this was where the nice old man with the cart had dropped him off. His thoughts turned to Jessie and he hoped she had found her new village to be more appreciative than Heron’s Pond.
He wandered through the myriad of alleys and lanes caused by the carts and tents of the merchants. He passed a few weapons tents, but they didn’t have a reputable feel to them until he passed a shabby red one. Perhaps this was the Serytar’s tent that sold the used weapons Mander talked about.
A man walked out and grabbed his arm. “Can I help you? I’ve waited all day for a customer like you.” The tall, burly man gently took him into his tent. Lotto let him lead him into the tent, not wanting to cause a scene.
Lotto could see that there were plenty of weapons, but the tent was much smaller than the other ones. He didn’t know what kind of customer the man thought him to be. He first wanted to leave after being manhandled, but then he looked around to realize that this might be the right kind of place to find an excellent used sword. The book he read said that good used swords were better than poorly crafted new ones. Mander was right, as usual.
 “I live alone above a bookshop and wanted some protection.”
The man nodded in agreement. “A sword’s not much good for close quarters lad and a dagger probably doesn’t have the reach that you need.” He seemed gruff with that strange accent of his, but Lotto could sense humor behind the eyes.
“Then what do you recommend?”
“Swords take training, so maybe the best weapon is just a good poker. It’s a long rod with a pointy end generally used for managing a fire. You don’t have to sharpen any edges, just the point and with a sturdy guard, it’ll do for close quarters self defense and they’re cheap. Weapon pokers have much better balance than the one you probably use in the fireplace back at your shop. Here’s one.”
The man rummaged around in a barrel and pulled out a poker. A black finish ran up the rod except for the sharpened tip and it had a round thick brass guard about thumb length all around. “This is the best that I’ve got. A shilling’ll do. You can even use the guard to punch your assailant in the face, if you wish.” The man demonstrated on Lotto, making him step back a bit.  “If you’d rather not shed any blood, the rod will raise some ugly bruises.” His eyes twinkled as he said it.
Lotto looked around the room. “I’d still like a sword. I’ve got a gold or two to spend.”
“A gold? You want to spend it all at once? Well I think I’ve got something if you’ve got your heart set on getting a sword and paying that much. Wait here.”
Lotto looked around the tent. There were shelves filled with used knives of all lengths, some swords and other weapons, some with edges and some without.  He walked over to a rack of spears and pulled one out, surprised at how much it weighed.
“That one has a metal rod inside to give it more punch. You’ve got to be exceptionally strong, like me, to use one.” The man scratched his mangy head of salt and pepper hair after he laid an old wooden box on a counter. “I only sell used in the marketplace and all of my goods are serviceable, like you asked. They may not be pretty, but the metal is good and there’s plenty of it, not like my competitors… even the ones who claim they sell ‘new’ weapons.” 
He opened the box to reveal a long slightly curved sword with two slim runnels in the middle, but it held only had one sharp edge. The grip was what the book described as a hand and a half and the hilt consisted of a thick guard that rounded at the ends with a black stone mounted at each end. Fraying cordage wrapped around the grip and a long single-sided knife with a single runnel and the same curve lay next to it. The grip on the long knife showed even more signs of age, but where the guard met the blade smaller, flatter black stones were embedded around the edge of the thick guard.  The inside of the box was lined with velvet that had seen better days.
“This is my best sword and a worthy weapon for any noble. They need new grips and a bit of polish, but they’ll take a sharp enough edge after a lot of work. If the steel is too soft the edge is ruined in a few encounters.”
Lotto looked at them in wonder. The pair seemed so much better than the other things in the shop. The steel had the right look. The weapons set looked familiar, but when would Lotto have seen a sword out of its scabbard.  “One gold?”
The man pursed his lips. “Two, but I wanted to show you what a good blade looks like.”
Lotto had to have that set. It sang to him. He’d never imagined himself to be a soldier, but he’d never seen anything like the sword. He picked the blade up. Like the spear, it was heavier than he thought it would be. He knocked his knuckles on the blade and it gave off a deep soft ring, like the book said a good blade did. “Swords killed my father. I’d like to own this and I’ll find someone to teach me. I’ve got the two golds.”
“You do?” The man’s face showed that he approved of Lotto’s decision. “Do you need a teacher?”
Lotto nodded. He looked at the weapons and began to have second thoughts.  What if he couldn’t learn how to use them properly?  If he couldn’t use the sword and knife, they were a waste of his precious gold pieces.
“I’ve got a shop in the Orange district with a large training room in the back. I come out here when there are a lot of customers to sell my lesser stock. I’ve had this set for years trying to find the right buyer. I’ve a mind to sell you this, if you’ll let me train you to use it right. I’ll even throw in the poker. Deal?”
“Deal.” Lotto continued to wonder what he had done as he put the two gold coins in the man’s hand. “And from whom have I bought my weapons?”
“Kenyr.”
“That’s an odd name,” Lotto said. 
“It is. I came to Beckondale long ago from Serytar.”
“I’m Lotto.” This was definitely the man Mander Hart had recommended. Now he felt better about his purchase.
“A fool’s name.”
“I used to be a fool. I hope I haven’t been one today.”
Kenyr looked into Lotto’s face. “You could be taken for a Serytaran, yourself and this is a Serytar blade, you know. It used to be my master’s.”
Lotto nodded. “I’ve been told I have some Serytaran blood in my veins.” Could these be his father’s weapons?  No, he told himself.
“Wonderful,” Kenyr said as his eyes brightened and he grinned. “Pick this up in two days. I’ll put a little polish on it and pop them both into some old scabbards sitting around my shop. It’s called the Golden Blade.” Kenyr shook his head. “I didn’t name it. That’s what it was called when I bought the shop. Everyone knows where it is.  Have you heard of anything so stupid as a golden blade? The sword you just bought would cut one in two.” Kenyr laughed.  Lotto thought the man probably made the same joke all the time.
Five men, a bit older than Lotto, walked into the shop. Kenyr quickly closed the box and put it in the back.
“How can I help you?” he said to the group of men as he emerged from the back.
“We’re just looking.”
Kenyr pushed the poker in a round leather sleeve and placed it Lotto’s hands. “Two days? The Golden Blade?”
Lotto nodded and left, when one of the men asked a question of Kenyr. As he walked through the busy lanes made by the market tents, he wished he had the sword in his hands to just look at the twin runnels and the feel of the blade. He bought a meat pie and a mug of ale and sat by himself at an outside eatery.  
He pulled out his poker and touched the tip. His finger came back with a spot of blood where he tested the point. Lotto knew he wouldn’t want it pointed at him. He finished his pie and walked around the market for a bit more. He slipped inside the biggest weapons tent that he had passed and looked a their pokers. Although the grip on his own weapon was simple, he could see the difference.
A man grabbed his sleeve as he turned to leave the tent. “Hold on there, lad. You’ve got one of my weapons.”
“No I don’t.”
“Give it here.” 
Lotto presented his poker to the man. He definitely didn’t like his face and took an instant dislike to him, but the man’s eyebrows shot up when he took the poker out of it’s sleeve and looked at a brand on the leather that Lotto didn’t notice. “The Golden Blade. This is very nice. Ours are lighter, though. More maneuverable. I’ll give you two of my own for this one.”
Lotto smiled. The man had told him more about Kenyr than he realized. “That’s okay. I’ve never had one before and I wanted to compare. This one will do me just fine.” 
The man snorted and left him abruptly for another customer. Lotto took a look at the swords on display. Nothing matched the look of his new weapon, even though the swords were priced much higher. The second thoughts of splurging on the sword fled Lotto’s mind.
Thoughts of his new sword caught at Lotto with each step back to the shop.  He wanted to see if he could spot anything like the one he just bought.
After waiting on the two customers, that stood at the bookshop door waiting for Lotto to return, he hurried back to the table in the back where he had left the sword book. He smiled as he grabbed the book about swords. It had contained lots of drawings in the back that Lotto ignored when he first thumbed through the volume.
He kept searching for the sword design until, close to the end, he found a section on foreign blades. There was a picture of a blade with the same shape.  It only showed a single thin runnel, but the guard looked similar. 
Kenyr had told him the truth. The book described the sword as an eagle wing because of the curve of the blade. The style had been associated with Serytar nobility and had distinguished itself on the battleground and the dueling floor. Lotto didn’t know what a dueling floor was, but he knew he had purchased a distinguished sword. He smiled.  He had never had the opportunity to indulge himself before and the anticipation of holding his purchase in two days nearly distracted him from his magic studies.
~
Lotto showed Mander the poker, but didn’t tell him about the sword and long knife. He decided he’d show him instead. The shopkeeper handed the poker and flashed it around.
“Good weight and very high quality. You made a very good purchase. I’ll teach you some techniques with this. In my younger days, I trained with such a weapon.” Mander gazed at the metal shaft and Lotto could tell memories were being relived behind those eyes. “Did you buy your sword?”
Lotto cleared his throat and changed the subject. He’d wanted to surprise Mander with his weapons. “I’ve read the first magic book, but there are words I just don’t understand. Do we have something that can help?”
Mander smashed his forehead with his palm. “Of course. You need a dictionary. They tell you the meaning of words.”
“Oh. We have a whole shelf of them. I didn’t know what ‘dictionary’ meant.”
As he had when Lotto mentioned magic texts, Mander disappeared up the stairs and returned with three dictionaries. “Between these three, you should be able to manage.  If you get stuck, write the word down and we can talk about it when I’m around. If we both can’t puzzle it out, we can always consult with Fessano.”
“Write?” Lotto gulped. “I can read, but I can’t write.”
Mander laughed and slapped Lotto on the shoulder. “Of course you can’t. If you can read, writing is duplicating what you read, but it takes practice.” He went to his office and brought back a pen, inkwell, blotting leather and sheaf of papers.
“These have writing on them already,” Lotto said, thumbing thought the stack.
“If you’re going to practice, you write on the back. It’s much, much cheaper that way,” Mander said, smiling. “Try it on your own. Look at my lists and you can copy my handwriting style.”
“I will.” Lotto would give it a try, but now the practice would set him back in his studies, especially now that he would be learning swordsmanship. Well, he cautioned himself, learning not to cut himself too badly.
~~~



 
 
 
CHAPTER TEN
~
LOTTO ASKED TO GO OUT ON SOME PERSONAL ERRANDS and Mander gladly let him leave the shop. The Orange district was a good long walk from the shop and half an hour later he spotted the sign of the Golden Blade, a yellow sword, point down. As he got closer he could see that the sign badly needed a new paint job. He stepped into the two-story shop filled with more weapons than he had ever seen before, new and used.
Kenyr walked through a dark curtain that hid the back.
“Your tent didn’t look like this.”
The man laughed. “I go to the market every few weeks to sell my used stock. No experienced swordsman would buy a new blade in the market, except for young Serytars who don’t know any better. Let me lock the door and put out a sign that says I’m closed.”
“I don’t want to take away from your shop time.”
“Most of my customers come by appointment.”
“If it’s inconvenient…”
“I said two days. That’s an appointment.” He gently pushed Lotto back through the curtain. They walked through a workshop of sorts that included sharpening wheels and cording and leather strips mounted on spools and other things that Lotto didn’t have time to notice other than windows cut into the roof that lit up the area.  He’d never seen such a thing before.
They walked out onto a wooden practice floor. The ceiling went all the way up to the second story. Skylights lit up the large room as well. The walls went up the full two stories. He looked up at the many-paned glass windows. Those must have been very expensive.
“One of the reasons I bought this place was the lighting.” He walked over to a rack holding swords. Other racks of various weapons, wooden and real, lined one side of the room. “Come over here.” He had already put his sword and long knife in their scabbards on the counter.
Lotto pulled out the sword. It slid smoothly out of the scabbard with hardly a sound. “I thought swords made a scraping noise when you pulled them out.”
“Not this and not for you. If you’re sneaking up behind someone, you need to pull out your weapon silently.”
His comment made Lotto laugh. “When am I going to do anything like that?”
Kenyr’s eyes turned serious. “You have to train as if you mean it. Don’t treat anything I say lightly. Unless I laugh after I say something, I’m giving you vital knowledge that might save your life.”
Lotto had to blink his eyes as he made a mental adjustment. A shock of fear shot through him.  What had he gotten himself into? He just hadn’t thought of his training as a serious undertaking.
He looked at the newly cleaned blade of the sword. The fear left him, replaced by awe as he looked at the blade. The metal didn’t shine like a mirror like other swords he’d seen, but it looked bright and solid. He’d even term it wicked and certainly more valuable than two golds.
“This is too valuable,” Lotto said, his breath nearly taken away as he slid the sword silently back into its sheath. The knife had more shine, but he could more easily judge its perfect balance. “You didn’t replace the grips.”
Kenyr laughed. “I’ll teach you to wind your own. That will make the weapons feel more like yours.” He walked to the center of the ring with a dull practice sword. “Come on out.”
Holding the sword in his hand, Lotto approached his new teacher.
“Lift it up.”
Lotto lifted the sword up and it felt too heavy.
“Swing it around.”
The sword didn’t work very well and Lotto felt deeply disappointed. “I can’t use it.”
“Here.” Kenyr traded swords.
This one felt better. Lotto swung the sword more comfortably.
“You look as if the king’s son has stolen your sweetheart.” Kenyr grinned. “Don’t worry. We’ve got to build your strength up. The sword is made for a strong man and that’s not you at present. However it will be. The one in your hand is lighter and much inferior as a weapon, but better suited for learning. We’ll start with some exercises to build strength and then end with some swing practice. A good swordsman needs to work at it. You’re just beginning.”
“I can’t take my sword with me?” Lotto nearly felt like crying. His expectations for the training session crumbled into despair.
“Of course you can. You won’t be ready to train with it for weeks.”
They worked out for an hour. Lotto hadn’t ever done much in the way of physical exercise and he quickly became exhausted. Kenyr took him back into his workshop. After he picked out blue-black cording for wrapping his grip and a quick lesson in how to fix the grips, he returned to the bookshop. 
He had to consciously keep from hobbling. He taxed his muscles differently than he ever had and they were all protesting the abuse. The new experience surprised him and he still didn’t know what trouble he had gotten into.  
Mander waited on a lady in fine clothes. “Lotto, I’d like to you meet Lady Anna. Remember the book from a few days ago? She was the customer.” Mander smiled at Lady Anna and the way she returned Mander Hart’s grin, Lotto could tell they were very good friends. “Anna, this is Lotto, my precocious shop assistant.”
“I’ve heard quite a bit about you, Lotto,” Anna said holding out her hand. 
Lotto felt his neck heat up. He shook the woman’s fingers and wiped his hand on his trousers. Maybe he should have wiped his hand first. He bowed as well.
Mander and his lady friend laughed, softly, but enough to embarrass him.
“What have you got?” Mander said, looking at Lotto’s new weapons. 
Lotto’s embarrassment increased. 
“I’ll let Lotto show you his treasure in private. Dinner tonight? Both of you?” the lady said.
Mander raised an eyebrow at Lotto. “Say yes, my assistant.”
Lotto blinked for a bit, panicked. “Yes.”
“Good. As the sun sets,” Anna said.
“As the sun sets,” Mander repeated.
The phrase seemed like a password. Lotto didn’t want to intrude. He could barely walk from his afternoon of training and now he had to eat dinner at a noblewoman’s house? He turned to go to the back of the shop as Mander said goodbye in a quite intimate fashion turning away from the couple.
He laid his new possessions on the table and sat down with his back to the front. He took a deep breath. All of his available time had disappeared. He thought that once he had cleaned up the shop that Mander might even let him go, but now with the magic studies, sword lessons and a social engagement, he felt overwhelmed. He flinched as Mander squeezed both of his stiff shoulders.
“Well, show me. Obviously you bought more than the poker.”
“The Seytaran weapons dealer caught me at the market and showed me these. They cost two golds, but I think they are work much much more. Here.” He gave Mander the sword while he still stood.
Mander whistled after he slid the sword from the scabbard. “When this scabbard was new, I’ll bet it cost more than two golds. This is beautiful. Do you know where it comes from?”
“Serytar. Where my parents lived.”
“Right you are. Impressive. You were able to find that out from our books?”
Lotto felt more grounded now. “I did. It’s a noble’s blade. The shape is called an eagle wing.”
“Old fashioned, but much sought after by knowledgeable swordsmen. There are one or two of these at court, you know. None are as fine as this. You know this blade is very old. It won’t take a bright shine like a new sword might, if it ever did. Special steel like that is hardly ever made these days.”
Lotto sat back astonished. “How do you know all of this?”
Mander replaced the sword and laid it on the table. He sat down and took the long knife out of its scabbard. “Even more silent.” He nodded. “I’ve spent most of my time outside of this shop, you know. A king’s counselor and I’ve been on an army campaign or two. I can show you my swords tonight. You’ll need some better clothes to dine with Anna, I think. We can come up with something suitable.”
Lotto realized that Mander had never invited him to his personal residence.
“My own weapon is more conventional. Nothing like this. These are heirlooms, but I’ll bet they’ve languished somewhere, neglected.”
“The grips need to be replaced and they came in an old worn wooden box with tattered velvet lining.”
“You trained today with the Serytar?”
“He owns the Golden Blade.”
“Yes, Kenyr. I know him. A good man… a very good man.” Mander folded his arms and smiled.
“He’s going to train me.”
“I know. I hired him after he suggested it.”
Lotto sat back astonished.
“I told him that you would be interested in that particular sword. I had to run out before you left to describe how you looked. He had those swords and wouldn’t have sold them for any price except to you.”
The sword, the older Serytar and Mander’s grin made everything click in his mind. “My father’s bodyguard!  He was younger then.”
“Eighteen years younger. Kenyr couldn’t return to Serytar and an acquaintance of your father helped him get established as a blade master in the city. He knew your parents and those were your father’s weapons. They traded both boots and weapons before he commanded Kenyr to leave to save you and the Moonstone from becoming the possession of Emperor Daryaku. I never understood why your father told Kenyr to toss the boots in the pond, but I know now. No one should have ever found it, but you were drawn to the stone. I’m convinced of it. Kenyr refused to join the king’s service, but I’ve enlisted his help on occasion.”
“It’s too much of a coincidence that we met!” Suddenly it all seemed too convenient. 
“It is in a way. I had men observing you in the village from time to time, including Kenyr. Your transformation surprised us all. When your witch-friend and you bolted, I figured that you’d be heading to Beckondale where the Princess lived. I had you listed with the guard. When you came though the gate, I was immediately notified. You came in on a cart carrying fruit and I personally followed you from the market. If you hadn’t followed me to my shop, I would have turned around and sought you out. I truly did need a worker and that made bringing you into my clutches all the better. You’ve been a marvelous shop assistant, by the way. I say that in all honesty.” Mander laughed.
Lotto snapped. “I’m in your clutches?” This attention had overcome him. “You are playing me like a string puppet. I’m a slave. Leashed like a dog. You’ve peeped on me like a pervert!”
“Do you have any other metaphors?” The smile never left Mander’s face.
Lotto grabbed his hair with frustration and rocked in his chair. “I don’t know what a metaphor is!”
“Calm down. Listen Lotto, you can walk out that door with your swords and sell them to a proper armorer for enough to keep you fat and happy for a number of years in any small village in Valetan. Go ahead, I’ll not stop you. Or you can stay with me. I’ll employ you and teach you about the world. Fessano will make you into as much of a wizard as you desire to be and Kenyr will instruct you into becoming an accomplished swordsman. Leave at any time. No one will expect any pay. Kenyr’s instruction is freely given, even after I pleaded with him to pay for your training. He was a loyal bodyguard and held you in his arms when you were minutes old.”
Lotto couldn’t combat Mander’s reasonableness. The man remained calm as Lotto seethed with emotion. To know men watched him while in his former state upset him… but then he never knew they observed his antics and the old Lotto wouldn’t have cared at all.
“All right. I trust you. I certainly trust Kenyr. Fessano, not so much. I’ll continue and I do appreciate all that you have done for me. It’s easier being the village half-wit than facing all of what I’ve discovered.”
Mander nodded. “Knowledge brings a certain responsibility for one’s actions. That is a burden, for sure, but a good one. Let’s close up shop. We’ll have to go to my place first to get us both presentable enough for Lady Anna.
~
Restella lay back on her bed after her meal in the presence of the odious Louson. She didn’t trust the man at all and she couldn’t shake a feeling of something wrong.  She dressed and left the little room she had been given. She paced up the corridor, as restless as a nervous cat and noticed the faint flickering of candlelight under the Captain’s door. 
Could she bother the Captain? He had hardly spoken to her. She shook her head. If she came as an aide, then she would perform the proper role. She knocked.
“Come.” The words came out clear and immediate. The Captain was awake but in a state of modest undress. He shrugged into his uniform jacket. “What has prompted my most junior lieutenant to bother me tonight?” The man didn’t expect off-duty formality.
“Something is wrong. Earl Louson isn’t bothered enough about the border incursions. He feels no threat. When I’ve seen him in court, he’s more nervous than he is today.”
“This is his keep, so I would expect him to be more in charge, but I think I know what you mean. Go find Silver and tell him to rouse a double watch.”
Why Silver? She didn’t question the Captain and put on her weapons and her boots back at her room. It didn’t matter, the captain gave her an order and she would carry it out. 
The troops were camped outside the keep’s walls in a large open field. She looked for the wagons and found Silver chatting with a few other soldiers round a fire.  Most of the soldiers seemed to have found their bedrolls.  She still couldn’t shake off the feeling of wrongness.
“Silver!” Restella called from a few paces away.
“Yes, Lieutenant.” He straightened up and buttoned up his uniform jacket. Restella looked at the men at the fire a little irritated at the grins on their faces. They all appeared to be sergeants.
“Captain Shortwell has ordered a double watch. I—”
Silver put up his hand. “The order is good enough for me, ma’am. You don’t have to justify an order, just answer questions if anyone is unclear. I am very clear and will put half of the men on alert, if you agree. The other men and I were just talking about us all feeling a little itchy being out here, if you want to know the real truth.”
“Very well. If you must know, and you obviously don’t care, I feel ‘itchy’ as well. I’ll leave you to it. Don’t delay.”
“I won’t, ma’am.” He straightened up and saluted. The other sergeants were already on their feet. “You know what to do, men,” Silver said to them. “Do you need an escort to the keep?”
Restella shook her head and headed back towards her bed. She didn’t think she’d be able to sleep, but even laying down would give her some rest. As she came up to the door to the keep, the guards who had let her out had gone and the two large oaken doors were wide open. 
The glow of campfires still lit up the field, but Restella decided that she’d forgo sleep and man the gates herself. Once Restella pushed the gates shut, she struggled with the door bar and took the stone steps up to the top of the wall.   She leaned against a flagpole and gazed out into the darkness. Glancing up at the sky, she noticed that no moon appeared to offset the darkness. As much as she wanted to report back to the captain, she would stay on the walk above the gate until the guards returned. 
She ended up sliding down the side of a flagpole onto its base, just being able to peer over the battlement. Restella had no idea how much time had elapsed when she heard yelling coming from the camp. She began to rise when she heard the whistling of arrows with two of them hitting the flagpole above her, making it shiver. 
The sounds of horses came closer and then curses as the riders milled about in front of the keep’s doors. A horn sounded in the distance and faint lights began to light up the keep windows. Restella heard metal scraping on the battlement and crawled over towards the sounds.   She took out her sword, feeling more powerful with it in her hand and began to hack at the ropes tied to grappling hooks.
Fighting began to break out in the courtyard as Shortwell’s officers began to fight Earl Louson’s guards.  The invaders began to climb up the walls when war horns began to blow closer. Fighting broke out below her as she fought by herself on the top of the keep’s wall. She didn’t have the time to do anything but fall into the rhythm of her sword. Part of her mind reacted to the attacks and another gagged at the carnage she inflicted on her enemy.
Lieutenant Gasolo ran up the stairs and helped her fight as the attempts at scaling the walls diminished. She looked over the edge to find Silver and the rest of the army pinning the invaders against the wall. The sounds of the conflict began to dwindle replaced by the screams and moans of wounded fighters.
The battle at the wall had ended. Restella heard Silver call up to open the gate. She descended the stairs and, with Gasolo’s help, let the soldiers in.  Restella stood with her bloodied sword as her fellow soldiers streamed past her.
“You are dismissed, Lieutenant Beecher,” Captain Shortwell said.  
Restella didn’t resist and fell on her bed, fully clothed.  
~
The princess sat at an early breakfast along with the other officers. Injured soldiers lined the hall along with a bound Earl Louson, sitting on the floor gagged after everyone tired of his complaining. She had woken up in the early morning and couldn’t return to sleep, going through every parry and every thrust. She’d killed men in the night—‘blooded’ as the soldiers called it. The thought of actual battle had frightened her, but she didn’t let it affect her mood. The thoughts of her blade doing damage still flashed in front of her, even now.
“Good for you, Beecher,” Gasolo said, his mouth full of bread. 
“Good for all of us,” Restella said feeling warmed again by the compliment. “Who would have thought we walked into a trap?”
“Luckily you did,” Captain Shortwell said from behind her. “Good work, Lieutenant Beecher. Your closing of the gate saved the lives of our officer corps, including your own. Louson’s men mixed his men in with the Oringians. It appears that he and Baron Jiffero have decided to set up their own little country on the border with fealty to the Oringians. That won’t happen now, thanks to you.”
Restella continued to chew. “That would mean complicity on the part of the King of Oringia, then.” So many back at the castle bragged about the peace. She knew that peace never lasted for very long in the history of Besseth, but she didn’t expect war to blossom on her first foray into the countryside.  Her battlefield experience from the night before didn’t help her appetite. 
“Indeed it does and that is an act of war. I’ll be sending you, Lieutenant Gasolo, back to Beckondale with this information. Be ready to leave in an hour and go straight to General Piroff. I’ll give you a letter for the General and chits for horse exchanges along the way.” The captain left them to their breakfast.
“There goes lunch and maybe dinner until I get far enough west to an inn I know,” Gasolo said. “I’ve done this before. I just wish we had brought some birds.” He began to shove more food in his mouth. Restella let him eat.
War. This is what she had hoped for, but as she looked at the men lining the great room of the keep, there was the death and injury side that she hadn’t integrated into her perceptions. At least she hadn’t frozen in fear when the battle started. Indeed, she felt like she fought for her life and she had.
She could have been killed up on that gate. Her stomach gave a violent turn. She had to hurry out of the keep and threw her food up against the wall.
“Not to your liking, ma’am?” Silver said as he walked up with a bucket.
“Too late for that.” She said.
“Wash your mouth out, Lieutenant. You’ll feel better. We all go through that after our first battle.”
Restella looked at Silver with new respect. “Even you?”
He nodded and gave her a grim smile, “Even me. It’s not exactly a badge of honor. This reaction might not be your last. It wasn’t for me. War is serious business and the consequences are never good for soldiers.” After Restella put a couple of handfuls of water in her mouth and spit it out, Silver dashed a few sloshes against the wall to clean off the contents of her stomach.
“Good job, ma’am. Takes guts, no pun intended, for a junior lieutenant to wake the old man up and tell him she’s got that itch.”
Restella squinted at Silver. “I didn’t tell you I woke him up, because I didn’t. He was already awake.”
He shrugged. “Sounds better as a story that you woke him up. The results were the same. I’m glad you gave me the order. It saved a lot of our men. We had them roused out of bed before the enemy attacked. The devils thought we’d be easy pickings. The closed gate made them sitting ducks once we forced them towards the keep.”
“You can imagine my surprise when arrows went whistling past me, while I sat down, wondering why the gates had been left open.”
“War stories, ma’am. You certainly earned that one. Lieutenant Gasolo told me about your work on the battlement. Warrior work. I’m moving the wagons in the keep, if it’s fine with you, Lieutenant.” 
“It is, Silver.” He nodded and left the bucket. Restella slapped some water on her face and walked back inside, a bit smug with the fact that she had now seen action. She couldn’t help but smile, even though her stomach still complained.
~~~



 
 
 
CHAPTER ELEVEN
~
LOTTO WIPED THE SWEAT OFF OF HIS BROW as he worked with one of Kenyr’s other students. He looked up through the skylights at the darkening sky. Rain pattered on the glass and that made Lotto think of his hot sweat dripping on the floor. He saluted his opponent and grabbed a wide mop that Kenyr insisted his students use on the floor between sparring. When he finished mopping and drying the floor, he took up his weapons again.
He squeezed the grip of his practice sword and then did the same for his long knife. Both were blunted blades, but he’d gone through two sets, each heavier than the last in the three months during his training. He grimaced at the thought of one last match for the day. 
He bowed to his opponent. The man had to be ten years older and seemed like he had been raised with a sword in one hand and one of those little bucklers in the other. 
Lotto had won the first match and the man fought to even things up. After the first month, Kenyr never gave Lotto an easy opponent. Lotto could win, but always at some cost. Today, he suffered a slash to his thigh and the bruise felt like he carried a lead ball inside his leg.  However, he had caught the little dip that his opponent made with his buckler before an overhead blow. Kenyr said that finding the weaknesses demanded patience, but everyone had quirks and it would pay off if you could detect it soon enough to make the other man pay.
His opponent’s actions seemed slower in the third match. Lotto narrowed his eyes. The man was more fit than he was, so Lotto put that down for a ploy. He fought until he saw the dip and as the overhead smash came down, Lotto kneeled, using his sword to deflect the blow and lunged with his long knife in underneath the hand shield that always came up with the move. He felt the man’s padding stop the progress with the knife, but not before he heard a grunt, signaling victory.
“Excellent Lotto. You, too, Hari. I liked that slow-up. It will work against lesser opponents than Lotto.” Kenyr said. “Time’s up. Lotto, stick around for a bit. Did you bring your father’s weapons?”
Lotto nodded as he wiped his face again. Hari, being the loser would do the mopping after the last match.
“I want you to do one short sparring match with me, with the real blades.”
“But I haven’t touched these since you first gave them to me.”
Kenyr wiggled his finger at him. “My house, my orders,” he said as he picked out two short swords.
The weapons were retrieved and Lotto rubbed his hand on the grips and then stood with them in the middle of the floor while Kenyr put chain mail over the padded tunic that he always wore.
“Your weapon is too sharp for practice clothes and so are mine.” Kenyr grinned. “Now show me a few forms before we get started.”
Lotto shrugged into a mail shirt and began to move his feet and swing his weapons. He had expected the awkwardness in the blade that he felt when he first swung it quite a while ago, but now the sword felt perfectly balanced as he went through the practice.  He stopped and smiled at Kenyr.
“You are ready to use the weapons, but not in my school, except for this one time. The last practice sword that I gave you matched your father’s sword well enough.”
“He must have been a good swordsmen then.”
Kenyr moved through a few warm-up forms and nodded. “That he was. The magic attack slowed him up that day. He knew it and let me go to save you and to hide the stone. Now show me what you’ve got. Beware, these are edged weapons and will do more damage than your practice swords.”
They bowed to each other and began to spar. The sword felt like an extension of his hand, but Lotto knew that Kenyr played with him. Still, he learned certain characteristics as they moved across the floor. Kenyr stutter-stepped with his foot when he faked a back-handed slash and then he backed up. Lotto committed to moving forward at the next step. 
Kenyr made the step and Lotto moved in and received the flat of Kenyr’s blade on his head. He staggered and fell senseless to the floor.
Lotto opened his eyes seeing the blurred image of Kenyr’s grin.
“You sit there for a bit longer and gather your wits. I’ve been watching you tear my students to pieces because you’ve been sensitive to their moves. I don’t make that step and retreat move normally, so I repeated it so you thought I’d duplicate the move again. You’re eyes gave you away as well as an intake of your breath. Don’t be fooled again.”
Lotto’s vision had cleared. He gingerly felt the lump at the top of his head. In a real fight he’d be lying on the floor with his brains on the wrong side of his skull. “Thank you,” he said. He didn’t really feel appreciation, but he had learned his lesson. 
“Now, how do you like the sword?”
“Until you knocked me senseless, I didn’t even think about it.”
Kenyr sat down on the floor with Lotto and slapped his knee. “I could tell. You nearly looked like your father out there.” Kenyr shook his head and sighed. “What a tragedy.”
“Tell me something. Were you the man that Mander sent to look out for me?”
“I wouldn’t call it ‘looking out for you’, Lotto. Just keeping track. Mander sent others to Heron’s Pond through the years as well.” Kenyr stopped.
“You didn’t like to see me in my former state?”
“No. I didn’t and I felt badly about it. Perhaps the enemy’s magic had stunted your growth and without the Moonstone, you’d still be eating from the village’s garbage.” Kenyr pursed his lips. “I think the goddess of Fate has better things in store for you, Lotto.”
~
The soldiers left the supply wagons assigned to their splinter group in a clearing five hundred paces from Baron Jiffero’s castle, the other noble who had defected to the Oringians. Restella thrilled to be part of the smaller fighting group. Fighting. She might get another chance and this time Lieutenant Hanni led the group and he had already given her permission to work closely with him as he commanded the unit.
She already felt like part of the army, even in her lowly position and she could feel her competence grow as she approached the goal of actually becoming a warrior. Another engagement, she thought. Learning how to lead fighting soldiers could broaden her perspective.
Lieutenant Hanni and Restella viewed their objective from within the tree line in the twilight.
“The scouts report no troops or signs of any Oringians within two leagues.” Hanni said. 
“Can we get someone to look inside the castle? Is it open during the day? Do the inhabitants of the village that hugs the north and west walls have any idea what’s going on?” Restella looked at Silver.
“That’s a lot of questions, ma’am. I know of a few men who might not mind spending an evening in the village’s tavern.” He grinned. 
“Then do it,” Restella said and looked at Hanni. “Excuse me Lieutenant, the order should come from you.”
“By all means Silver, go.  We’ll keep a picket watch some paces into the forest and attack at dawn, if the information indicates that Jiffero’s castle and the village aren’t harboring a horde of Oringians.”
“I’ll relay the command, sir,” Silver said and disappeared into the woods.
Lieutenant Hanni turned his horse around.
“If you don’t mind, I’d like to observe the castle for a bit more,” Restella said. “The setting is too serene given the fact that Earl Louson suffered a defeat and I would expect a heightened sense of activity.”
“Suit yourself, Beecher.” Hanni continued back through the woods, quietly commanding that the soldiers fall back to the wagons when the watch arrived.
Lieutenant Hanni didn’t seem to be too interested in her observations and Restella wondered how Hanni would perform in a real war. Like her, he’d never been involved in more than a simple skirmish before, nothing as unsettling as the attack on Louson’s keep. It seemed he hadn’t engaged his mind to ferret out the possibilities of the situation. She refused to think that narrowly and that fact energized her. After seeing how the unexpected nearly wiped out the Captain’s command, she felt that officers should think harder about the situation rather than just react. Hanni seemed to be a reaction kind of person.
Luck had saved the day along with a little common sense at Louson’s keep. Perhaps luck played a larger part in war than what made her comfortable, but merely reacting, just drawing a sword when your opponent drew theirs didn’t seem to be the path to long-range success. She would have to think harder and anticipate more from a strategic point of view than she ever had on the practice field. Restella settled in for a long wait.
She had stood by her horse for some time, letting the cold weather seep into her bones, when three men speaking with loud voices walked up the road to her right and disappeared into the village. Silver’s men. She hoped her idea didn’t turn out to be a death sentence for any of them. The night began to liven up as villagers walked the streets. Perhaps the tavern didn’t open until after dark. That would make sense if the wives kept their husbands home to reduce their drinking time. She smiled at the thought. 
After the initial flurry of activity, the evening settled down. 
“Could you move back a little, lieutenant? We’d rather set up watch a bit deeper in the woods and it wouldn’t do to have you in front of us,” a soldier said. He must have come up to relieve the first watch.
“I’ll stay here, soldier, until I’m ready to leave. Just don’t shoot any arrows my way. There may be a few of our men in the village.  If you see three of them running for the forest, let them pass and capture the pursuers as quietly as you can.”
“Yes, ma’am. We weren’t told.”
“You’ve been told now. See that your men know. I’ll stay for a bit longer,” Restella said.
She had just about given up on the scouts when they walked out of the village, talking in lower tones than when they entered. Restella stayed to observe. 
About halfway to the woods, riders emerged from the village with swords raised. The men began to run, but they wouldn’t make it to edge of the forest before being overtaken.
Restella waited until the last minute to mount up and pull her sword. The soldier who talked to her before came up to her side. “Want us to help them?”
“I do, but I’ll have to ride out in front of you and delay the riders until your men can converge. Send a soldier to Lieutenant Hanni informing him that there are enemy troops in the village.” Restella had no more time to lose, swatted her horse on the rump and charged the riders. 
She counted six of them. Could she divert their attention from the scouts without getting herself killed? That wouldn’t be a question in another moment. She pulled the sword from her scabbard, feeling that pulse of strength the Moonstone always lent her. Riding between the pursuers and the pursued, she decided to close with the man on the far side. 
Their shock gave her a momentary advantage, as she cut one man down and began to subdue another. The pursuers stopped to ring her mount. She swatted them away, but their additional strength would wear down her reserves quickly, but the scouts would serve another day.  Her wait lasted the time it took for the scouts to turn and attack the mounted riders. Arrows flew from the forest and newly-arrived soldier’s pikes kept the mounted riders from cutting down the scouts who finally retreated into the woods dragging the one remaining pursuer back with them.
“We’ll have to attack right now,” Silver said, his face filthy with sweat and dirt from fighting the pursuers. She didn’t realize that he had gone into the village with two other men. Restella had saved them all.
Lieutenant Hanni rode up with a squad of ten men and dithered. “What proof do we have that we have sufficient forces?”
“I offer you no proof other than the fact that two Oringians left the tavern, telling their six friends that they’ll see them tomorrow afternoon with reinforcements. We rose to leave and one of the men asked the barmaid if she knew us. When she shook her head we had to retreat quickly.”
Hanni chewed the end of his long mustache.  “All right. You were closest to the castle, what do you suggest, Silver?”
Silver looked at Restella. He said, “Why don’t you take the village, Lieutenant Hanni and secure it? Try to get the villagers to help you. From what I can tell, they don’t even know that Jiffero has changed sides. The Oringians don’t exactly have a positive reputation in the treatment of Valetans.” 
“I’ll take the castle,” Restella said. “The scouts can climb the walls and open the gate unless there are too many inside. If that’s the case, then we will surround the open area and attack the reinforcements, preventing them from entering the castle, and do what we can to lay siege until Captain Shortwell can send us additional men.”
Silver nodded. “If reinforcements are requested, I’d imagine that the Baron doesn’t have too many men inside the castle grounds. Perhaps we can duplicate the strategy that worked at Louson and pin the Oringians between our forces and the castle walls.”
Hanni grunted. ‘Let’s get moving then. Put some food in the men’s bellies and let’s get going.”
Restella took her men to the backside of the castle. The moat that once protected the castle walls had long since turned into a grassy ditch and they had no problem moving men into place.
The guards were only stationed at the front of the castle and one of Restella’s scouts expertly picked the lock to a posterior door permitting her unit to run silently into the castle with ease. Silver and her other three men followed close behind, clearing rooms as they invaded the castle itself. Obviously, Jiffero hadn’t expected Shortwell’s forces to attack so soon. 
They ran through one door too many and when they entered the great room of the castle, filled with armed men, laughing, singing and carousing. Restella began to slide out her sword.
Silver wrapped his hand around her face and dragged her back as one of the other men silently shut the door.
“What did you do that for?” Restella said, red-faced, as Silver released her in another empty room.
“A scout doesn’t take on the army that he—or she, as the case may be—finds during reconnaissance. We have more than one hundred men outside to do that. You tell me now what shall we do…attack them with the five of us or plan an attack that won’t have you and me dying?”
Restella glared at Silver, having a difficult time processing his words in the midst of her rage. She took a deep breath as meaning pierced through her emotion.
“I’m not a scout, I’m a leader,” she said, taking a huge breath, “and leaders don’t take their troops into certain death for no reason.” She looked up at the ceiling, fighting against tears. “Thank you.”
Restella had two of her men get another twenty of Hanni’s soldiers into the castle grounds. She gave them orders for ten of them to take out the gate and open it from within. The others increased the size of her force inside the castle and soon the corridors of the castle were filled with her fighters as the guards at the gates were silently dispatched.
Lieutenant Hanni rode in with half of their force, ready to take the onslaught from inside the castle, closing the gate after him. The main castle doors opened and Jiffero’s fighters began to run out at the same time that Restella’s men flooded into the great room from her previous position at the back of the hall.  The Valetan force began to eviscerate the enemy’s flank.
The fight leaked out of the great room and into the courtyard. When the enemy realized that they were caught between two forces, they began to surrender, however Lord Jiffero and his officers began to fight their way towards the stables.
Restella observed the move and thought it likely that a bolthole existed there, since the gate was closed. She took her men and ran towards the little group and fought with Jiffero over a cleared-out trap door in a horse stall.
“Surrender!” Restella said.
“A woman officer?” Jiffero sneered with his back still to the princess. “Ah, Princess Restella. I might have known. You’re along for the ride, pampered by your father’s indulgence. You’ll not get my sword voluntarily.” He turned as he drew his sword and began to attack Restella as his other men fought at his side. 
Restella drew Jiffero away from the trap door and as she did so the center of the fighting moved with her. She barely noticed Silver placing men guarding the escape route, when she blocked an overhead swipe. Jiffero meant to kill her and she would have to fight for her life. He continued to pound his two-handed sword down on her as if his blade was a great hammer. The tactic worked as her helm became bent and the battered metal epaulets saved her shoulders from grievous injury. Restella got down on her knee and knew she could only take one more descending blow. The descending sword broke through her protection and cut into an epaulet.  She gasped as she realized that his next blow might kill her.  She quickly grabbed her knife from its sheath on her belt and rammed it up through Jiffero’s groin as he raised the sword over his head. 
The Baron gasped and then wailed as he dropped his sword.   Through the pain in her shoulder, Restella took her sword and repeated the same thrust that she had with her knife except the sword went in much further. Jiffero took a shuddering breath and collapsed to the side.
Jiffero’s men dropped their swords and raised their hands. The fight quickly ended for the other men as well.
Restella sat back on the ground, clutching the shoulder of her sword arm. She nearly didn’t understand how a wound could hurt so much.  Gritting her teeth, she looked wildly around for any who would attack.  Silver ran to her side and began to take off her uniform jacket and the chain mail shirt underneath. She soon sat in a blood-soaked thin leather shirt.
“Forgive me, Princess,” Silver said as he slit the top part of the shirt, revealing a blood-soaked shoulder. He knelt down and washed the wound down with water from a nearby barrel underneath a gutter pipe. A curved needle and thread were instantly in his hands as someone put a leather patch in Restella’s mouth.  She gagged and spit the patch out.  It tasted awful.  A trooper gave her an indeterminate amount of strong liquor and asked her to clench the leather patch again.
She gagged, but the alcohol that had slid down her throat numbed her sense of taste as well as her thinking. Her vision began to blur when a sharp point of pain intruded on her consciousness.  She screamed, but then focused on clamping her mouth shut as the needle began to do its work. Before her wound had been properly sewn up, Restella fainted.
~~~



 
 
 
CHAPTER TWELVE
~
DAYLIGHT INTRUDED ON HER TROUBLED DREAMS as Restella woke in a fine bed. She laid on top of the velvet coverlet, still in her uniform trousers, but her leather shirt, boots and weapons had been removed.  Someone had thrown a blanket over her aching body. 
Her head pounded and pain lit up her shoulder when she sat up. Restella staggered to the door, the blanket wrapped around her. She threw the door open with her good arm and a soldier stood at attention.  Her first thoughts had turned to the result of her night’s work.  Restella thought they had achieved victory, but she wanted to be certain.
“What happened last night after my… after Baron Jiffero’s men surrendered?”
The soldier laughed. “Beg your pardon, ma’am. Silver and Lieutenant Hanni came up with the idea to use the bolthole to our advantage. The Oringians rode around the castle walls and then began to pound on the gate. They had sought a battering ram, but obviously couldn’t find one.  Then they threatened to throw oil on the gate and set it on fire—“
Another soldier passed by and joined in the conversation. “While the enemy hooted and hollered outside the door, Silver and a good number of the company shot through the bolt hole and did the same to them that we did to the baron. To top it all off, the villagers came out and began to attack their flank. The Oringians didn’t know what hit them.”
“How many casualties?”
The soldier’s face darkened a bit. “Always those, Lieutenant Beecher, but a lot less if we hadn’t of surprised ‘em twice in a day. We’re all thankful to you.”
Restella didn’t know why she should be getting the credit. She’d give it all to Silver. She shuddered to think what might have happened if Lieutenant Hanni had led the operation all by himself. Between the Oringians and Baron Jiffero’s castle gate, she doubted the company would have survived. She wouldn’t share that thought to any but Silver.
“Please notify Lieutenant Hanni that I am awake and please notify Silver that I need to see to my troops more appropriately dressed.  I find this blanket a bit confining.”  She clutched it closer to her body.
~
Running up the stairs all the way to Fessano’s chambers kept Lotto in shape. He remembered the first time that Mander had taken him up there. He could hardly make it, wheezing and out of breath. He grinned and knocked on the door.
“If it’s you, Lotto, come in. If it’s anyone else, just go away.”
Lotto opened the door to see Fessano sitting by the fire wrapped up in a red wooly robe. The old man’s nose nearly matched robe’s color. The early snow had started to drift onto the windowpanes and Lotto could feel the cold draft coming from them and Fessano’s rooms didn’t smell very well either.
“If you’re under the weather, sir—” Lotto said.
“This is more important. It’s been six months since I gave you those books. You know the spells, but the magic just isn’t there.  We both know that something is blocking your Affinity, lad. I’m going to try something, but I’ll need your permission.”
Under the gravelly voice and the sniffles, Lotto detected the utter seriousness of the wizard.
“You have it.” He always hesitated to trust Fessano, but Lotto had also felt the block. From the first, he put it down to a lack of concentration. With the weapons lessons and all the things that Mander stuffed in his head, he thought that distraction seemed to be the cause, but as he dug more deeply into the texts, there were passages that made sense, but when Lotto tried a simple spell, he felt a little twist inside.  He’d asked Mander about it who could repeat a spell, but he didn’t have enough Affinity to move a speck of dust.
“Lay on the table that I’ve cleared.”
Lotto saw spells written on scraps of paper pasted around the sides of the table and pinned to a pillow at one end. He jumped up on the table and leaned back.
“Don’t say a word to distract me. I’m going to use these spells to examine you inside. I can’t just say one and see all of you and my mind is somewhat addled by this cold, so I wrote everything down.”
“Is there a risk?”
“Anytime one taps into nexus there is something that could go wrong. I can’t imagine any damage by my examination. The damage, if there is any, will come when I spot the block and try to remove it.”  He shuffled up the table.  “I’ll warn you before I get to that point.”
The examination didn’t hurt at all, but Fessano stood silently looking at him with his hands on his hips for too long until he sighed.
“Five possible blockages; two at your wrists, two at your ankles and one at the base of your skull. I imagine there was another inside your brain somewhere that the Moonstone obliterated. You have a great deal of Affinity locked in your body and those barriers keep you from using it. I imagine that you grew up with them… maybe the blocks were vestiges of the spells used on your parents to inhibit their powers when under attack. Who knows at this point?” He shrugged.
“Can you remove them?”
“Do you want them gone?” Fessano said. “You told me that Affinity is not a good thing for a young lad. To rely on it too early could destroy who you are. Isn’t that right? You’re more right than you know. It changed me, I’ll tell you.”
“In what way?”
“I had a girl that I thought I loved. She worked in her father’s bakery shop. I apprenticed with a magician who wasn’t much above a hedge wizard. I had a natural resistance to taking on power. Nothing like your situation, but the hedge wizard finally bumbled into finding it. My troubles started the day he removed it.”
Fessano coughed and went to his chair by the fire to drink from a large mug and returned.
“The power enervated me and I lost interest in the lass. My life changed, I never married and I’m the worse from it. Magicians and marriage aren’t necessarily a good combination. Many magicians avoid entanglements with the opposite sex. Unca, the Court Wizard of the Red Kingdom has never married, either. It’s always a matter of confused alliances.  Who takes precedence?  Your family, your king, your profession?  I’ve always considered my profession as my chief alliance.”
“There’s also the matter of errant power.  If you have a great deal of Affinity, as you do, the exercise of your power might begin to pull from the life force of those around you.  Do you think stealing the life force of others is a good thing to do?”
“No.”
“Everyone has a tiny bit of power in them, believe it or not. It’s what makes you function. If your Affinity is strong enough, it can pull the life energy right out of them. So, if you can’t create a good shield, then you don’t get married. Marriage isn’t always the best course. You might not be as happy, but it’s better than the possible consequences.”
“Mander’s not married and he’s a happy man.”
“Who said he wasn’t married? Who do you think Lady Anna is?”
“But they live in separate houses.”
“That’s a habit brought about from a number of assassination attempts on the man. I guess he’s gotten into the habit and often spends his nights away from her. His marriage is not a secret, but Mander doesn’t spread the existence of the relationship about, nor does his wife. They think it’s a game and I’m convinced that they enjoy playing it.”
Lotto blinked his eyes and turned red. He had made some indecorous comments about Anna and Mander after their dinners where she tried to show him courtly manners. Mander just laughed along with him.
“I don’t have a lady love and no prospects. What do you recommend?” Lotto didn’t know enough about life to make a good decision.
“Remove them, your ultimate path might not be a wizard’s path, at least not right now. You are barely learning how to be an adult. Know a few good spells and keep it that way. It’s not the Affinity, but the use of it that is dangerous.  Plenty of nobles with talent do the same thing. They don’t have your power of course, but that’s up to you.”
Lotto just stayed on the table, looking up at the ceiling as Fessano hovered over him. He had never thought of having power as a responsibility. Perhaps, like his hard-won prowess with a sword, power didn’t mean he’d have to do anything he didn’t want to. 
Although he still didn’t entirely trust Fessano, he didn’t see the evil in him that he had always thought wizards had.  His parents were wizards, he had to remind himself.  It was time to take more control of the future and if he had the power, he’d learn to control it.
“I will learn to live with the power. If I don’t unblock it, there might come a time when I could use the talent to save others and will sorely regret my decision.”
Fessano patted him on the chest. “I can’t dispute your motives, young man. Stay still, for you might feel pain this time. The wizard read the scraps of paper and closed his eyes and muttered another spell.
Lotto felt as if a hot poker had been thrust through his wrists. He jammed his eyes shut, yet tears still flowed from his eyes. He grunted and refused to scream as the same thing happened to his feet. 
“Are you ready?” Fessano said. “This next one will be directed at the base of your skull.”
“I’ve made it so far. The pain leaves when you’ve done your work. I only need to endure a moment.”  Lotto gave Fessano a weak smile.  Actually the pain had been excruciating, but he kept thinking that if he had the use of power, he might have done something to save his parents. 
“Good lad.”
Lotto took a deep breath and clamped his teeth and eyes shut. The final spell felt like the bottom of his head had split open. He opened his eyes, trying to blink away the nausea and the pain and couldn’t see a thing. He heard himself groaning as he tried to maintain consciousness. The pain lessened, yet Lotto continued to feel disoriented.  This wasn’t a flash of pain like the others.  The discomfort began to increase and then began to change, not getting any better.
“It’s over.” Fessano said, the exhaustion in his voice made Lotto worry for his health. “You need to sit and rest.”  
Lotto sat up, choking on his own vomit, as the blackness hit him.
~
“Ah, you’re awake,” Lotto opened his eyes at Lady Anna’s voice.
“I am.” Relief flooded him. Lotto had been afraid when he sat up in the wizard’s rooms that Fessano’s spells were about to kill him. “How did I get here?” His throat raw.
“Your wizard had to call for the king’s guard. They transported you to your rooms above the bookshop. I convinced Mander that you would thrive in my care, and so you have.” Lotto always liked her smile. He now knew it carried some mischief. “Here, drink some water.”
Lotto rose on an elbow in his bed. “My clothes are off.”
“It’s not as if I haven’t seen a man before,” she said and then chuckled. “You’ve been out for two days. I’ve got some soup simmering on the stove up here. I forgot what a nice little kitchen you’ve got.”
“Don’t you have servants to do your work?”
Anna put her hand to neck. “Poor little me, a helpless little noblewoman?” She laughed again. “I’ve been out on the road with Mander enough. I can put together a meal or two, if need be. But don’t you tell anyone.” She put a finger to the side of her nose to enlist his secrecy as she returned to her cooking.
Lotto liked Lady Anna’s playful manner. She always had treated him respectfully, but not casually like this and it made her more accessible—more like a friend. “I won’t tell anyone.”
Footsteps clomped up the stairs. “I see the fairies have cured your malady, young sir,” Mander said, arching his sore back. Lotto could see his words were more for Anna than himself.
“Indeed they have. I’d like to see if I can stand.”
Mander’s eyed looked a little panicked. He shut the door to the kitchen that looked right into Lotto’s bedroom. “There.” He found underclothes for Lotto and then rummaged around in the wardrobe for more.
“Looks like what your lean-to must have been like—what a mess.”
“I didn’t know anyone else would see.” Lotto felt a bit embarassed. He’d organize the wardrobe as soon as he felt better.
Mander turned and threw a shirt and trousers on the bed. “It’s what you do when there are no visitors, that reveals the man.”
A lesson. Lotto took it as such and tucked it away along with the other good pieces of advice to think of during Mander’s absences. Perhaps his father would have given him such instruction. He gave himself a half-smile. He’d never know, but then he had three fathers and two mothers of sorts. Mander, first of all, Kenyr, Fessano and then Jessie and Lady Anna. All so different, but all had taught him so much. He was a book of empty pages when he first arrived in Beckondale and quite a few of those pages were now filled with advice, training and experience.  He had more that needed filling.
Anna knocked at the door. Lotto quickly dressed and realized that he could amble about as usual.
“Set it on the table.” Mander said through the door. “See? The boy walks!”
The table had been set for two and Anna hurried to put a place out for Lotto.
“Now, here’s our little family,” Mander said and then looked abashed. Anna caught her breath a bit, but carried on. Mander had said something that had a deeper meaning between them. No children. Lotto nearly gasped at the slip of Mander’s tongue.
“Lotto, you’ve always been a part of our family,” she said after a silent pause and patted Lotto’s head. “Mander has had his eye on you for years.”
“Not his eye, exactly, Lady” Lotto said. “I talked to Kenyr about the men who looked in on me.”
“Indeed. But look at you now. Fessano wanted you to return to him as soon as you woke. If you’re feeling up to it, the snow has stopped and it’s midday. The wizard’s cold has improved and I believe the sun is trying to blind us all,” Mander said. “I’ll go with you. Anna can mind the shop.”
She hit him on the arm. “Cooking and caring for Lotto is one thing, but minding your little hobby is something else,LordHart.”
“Lord?” Lotto said.
“It seems that I’m a Duke.” Mander sighed. “It’s a secret since I have no lands. King Goleto insisted some time ago. It gave me the right to talk up in strategy meetings.” He looked at Lady Anna.
“Fessano told me you two were married.”
“Curses,” Anna said, “Now our little charade is over.” She reached over and took Mander’s hand. “However I can now do this and not have to worry what Lotto thinks.” She kissed Mander’s palm and he stroked her hair.
“I hope you’ll forgive us for our little game. I thought that if you thought that Lady Anna was a single woman, you’d act more formal around her. It was actually part of your training.”
Lotto shrugged. “It worked. Now I’ll have to act formal around both of you. I work for a Duke!” He shook his head. 
“You’re the son of one, Lotto. Duke Mistad of Bomai in Serytar. You can ask Kenyr about your father’s former lands. The Dakkoran emperor seized all of your properties when your father left. He’s seized most of the rest of Zarron since. Fessano told me that the stone linked your mother and father. It works better that way, evidently along with the, uh, physical enhancements. Something designed into the thing when created,” Mander said. He waved his hand in the air. 
“Don’t bore us, dear,” Lady Anna said.
The son of a Duke eating with another and his wife. Lotto had never known. He felt a certain discomfort over being a noble among nobles. He’d known about his parentage, but since no one treated him as a gentleman, it was easy for him to ignore his pedigree. He wanted to fight and learn and do things. In his limited experience, being a noble might just get in the way. Mander did his best to help him become a man and the fact that Mander deigned to labor in his own shop made Lotto proud of him. He didn’t say another word as they all concentrated on their midday meal.
~
Fessano looked more like his chipper self, except for the red nose that remained. Lotto didn’t feel any ill effects of the spells and ran up the stairs, waiting for Mander.
“Now back on the table. I’ll examine you again.”
Spells were muttered and Fessano made grunts and sounds as he surveyed Lotto’s insides.
“Gone. All gone. Now I’d like you to try a new spell.” He set a candle on the table. “Light it with this.” He handed Lotto a piece of paper. 
He’d tried to use this spell before but failed every time. He pulled energy from within him and recited the verse. A flame spouted from his finger and he lit the candle before blowing the flame out.
“I guess the block is gone,” Lotto said, totally amazed.
Mander clapped. “A wizard is born.”
Lotto darkened. “I’m not a wizard. I won’t be a wizard. I’ll pursue my own interests. I’m still learning. I’ll learn some spells, but I won’t exercise powers. Fessano and I discussed this before he went to work on me.”
Mander squinted and smiled. “That’s my boy. I’m all for hidden talents because you can use them when others don’t expect you to.”
The wizard poured three glasses of wine and passed two of them out and sat in his chair by the fire. 
“Here’s to you Lotto. I won’t have you coming here anymore unless you need specific help. I think you can now learn what you need to with the books that you’ve got, at least for now. I’m more confident that you made the right decision today than I did when you collapsed in this room.The nexus fills you with power.  Spells will drain you of that stored energy. If you overextend, you can blackout or worse. Practice allows you to draw more power.”
They all took a sip of their wine. 
“Thank you all. So I’ve got more work to do and practice, so I can learn to do magic spells without others knowing that I am.  But first I need to know how to shield myself, so I can spend as much time as I want with my friends.”
“Precisely!” Mander raised his forefinger in the air.
~~~



 
 
 
CHAPTER THIRTEEN
~
WINTER SOLSTICE HAD JUST ENDED and the walk between Kenyr’s shop and bookstore became longer as the air became colder. Lotto shook off the snow as he opened the door, careful that none of the white stuff would blow into the store. 
“You might not have to be so careful in the future,” Mander said, as he came out of his office. “I’m closing up the shop. The king desires that I take up rooms in the castle.”
“Why?” Lotto stood dripping on the floor. “Oh. Peace is crumbling and he wants you at his beck and call.”
“Indeed. He made it clear, no bookshop. I might be able to convince him to let me stay in my house, but I’m afraid you will be out of a job.”
Lotto looked outside at the snow piling up.
Mander laughed. “I’m not evicting you, Lotto. You can stay here as long as you like. I won’t be selling the shop since half of the books I use for personal reference are here. I suggest that you pursue your military and magical studies as you have, but now you’ll have more time. Don’t worry about anything, since I’ll still provide you with a stipend. Consider it a scholarship rather than wages.”
Lotto didn’t know what he felt, but it certainly wasn’t elation. He missed the constant interaction with Mander lately and now the man would be too busy to help further interpret the world for him.
“You can still come by? Fessano has finally complimented me on my power shield, so I won’t suck all of the life-force from you.” 
Mander laughed. “Well, I’m certainly glad for that. Still, think of this as your house and its vast library as your own. I’m afraid Fessano won’t be able to tutor you as often, either. The tipping point wasn’t the Oringian border troubles where your Princess Restella has been making a name for herself, it’s worse than that. The king of Prola is acting strangely as are the dukes and barons in the northwest, including the liege lord of Heron’s Pond. I fear a larger crisis.”
Lotto didn’t know what to think. War? He had left his weapons at Kenyr’s and felt like he needed them for protection until he remembered that he still had his poker at the shop. Kenyr had trained him for two full sessions in its use as an offensive weapon and a defensive weapon a few weeks ago. The timing had been propitious, now that he’d have access to a weapon that he knew how to wield more than well enough to more than thwart a burglar, common or otherwise in the confines of a bookshop.
“I understand. I’ll do my best until something happens.”
Mander furrowed his eyebrows. “What can happen here?”
“It’s not here that I’m talking about. I’m an able-bodied swordsman. If we go to a real war, then I’ll have to join up.”
“That’s absurd,” Mander said in protest. “You’re just a boy.”
“Nineteen and a few years over the age acceptable to the crown. I know how to use a number of weapons and I’ve even gotten to the point where Kenyr isn’t giving me chances.”
Mander put his hand to his chin. “I know and you’ve certainly become fit enough. Let me know before you do something rash. I can use my influence to put you in the right place in the army.”
Lotto remained silent. That didn’t seem fair to him, but he didn’t feel the need to do anything yet. With Fessano out of the picture, he’d start studying history and strategic tactics instead of magic, not that those made much sense to him, yet. 
“Can I come to the castle for talking about war strategies?”
Mander shook his head.  “I don’t think so, but if you stick around here, I can take walks in the city, for exercise, mind you, and can make sure you haven’t burned down my shop to the ground from time to time. I’ll be gone tomorrow. Make an appropriate sign and put it in the window.
Lotto nodded. “I have to take off these clothes.” He started to shiver as the snow turned to cold, cold water.
“Go ahead. I wouldn’t want my floor to rot from dampness.” Mander grinned. “I’ll be back just after lunch the day after tomorrow. Oh, and Anna still wants you to come for dinner from time to time.”
“Sure.” Lotto stood as Mander opened the door and walked past the shop window giving him a wave.
As he ascended the stairs to his rooms, Lotto didn’t like his life changing now that he had gotten used to the stimulation that would be lost on his old self. He frowned while he changed his clothes and wondered where he would start his studies. He fixed himself a tray of bread and fruit and took it downstairs to the little kitchen. He’d be damned before he holed himself up in his rooms on the third floor.
Mander had left a note on the table:
 
Lotto,
 
I’m sure you are as concerned as I am with my news. You have the key. Consider your rooms above the shop as your permanent home. We will still cross paths often enough. I’d like you to continue your studies. I put together a list of resources within the shop that will allow you to get as knowledgeable as anyone with the exception of me, of course.
 
If I’m unavailable, you can always write a note and give it to a guard and it will be delivered to me quickly. The same, I am told, goes for Fessano.
 
Faithfully yours,
 
Mander
 
The list included a number of books that had interested Lotto in the past, but Mander had told him to wait to read those later. He’d follow the list in the exact order since he respected Mander’s judgment. Lotto sighed and took a bite out of his bread.  He frowned that it had gone a bit stale, so some tea would have to be brewed.
While he waited for the kettle to heat the water, he traipsed up to the second floor where most of Mander’s good books were, but didn’t find what he sought. He found all of the books on the list on the third floor. Mander’s prized books were located there and that brought a smile to Lotto’s lips as he read the titles on the spines. He’d enjoy learning from these books.
~
The worst of winter had passed and Lotto had made his way through most of the books and, with Mander’s help, he had come to a new understanding of politics and warfare. Mander had started to discuss the actual situations that he had faced with the king and sought Lotto’s perspective, making his studies more worthwhile than he had thought.
Kenyr had also changed up his program. Lotto began to learn field tactics in the books and Kenyr taught him to use the weapons that were used by soldiers in the field so he could understand how best to employ the various advantages of different weapons. It all interested him, but he felt disconnected and alone. Kenyr never permitted him to act morose at the Golden Sword, but as soon as he left, Lotto’s smile faded.
He sat one day, reading the journals of a long dead general when he heard a knock on the door. The door sign still said that the shop had closed until further notice, so he wondered who would be disturbing him? 
A man stood at his door. “Lotto of Heron’s Pond?” said the stranger. “I have a note from a woman named Shori. I’ve just come from Walkington.”
Lotto rummaged around in his pocket and found a five-penny piece and dropped it in the man’s hand. ‘Shori paid me plenty, but thanks. I can use plenty of ale on a day like today.” He waved and shuffled off through the snow.
 
Dear Lotto,
 
I hate to write about foul news, but I knew you’d like to know. Jessie died the week before the Harvest Moon. The village that she settled in ended up being close by the border with Oringia and a raiding party escaped through our lines and put three villages to the torch, killing men women and children. Jessie had been spared when the raiders came through the village, the first time, and went back to care for the injured villagers. They came through on their way back to Oringia and caught Jessie doing what she dedicated her life to, healing others.
 
I loved my aunt and I know she loved you. Please keep her safe in your memories. I’m sorry it took so long to get this message to you, but I just recently found out. 
 
If you ever pass through Walkington, please visit. I’d love to see you again.
 
Shori Spinner
 
A searing pain of loss clouded Lotto’s vision. Jessie, dead. He couldn’t believe it. She didn’t deserve to die that way. He re-read the letter, letting his despair turn to anger. A vision of fighting the Oringians came to mind. He yearned to hold his sword in his hand and fight the enemy. For the first time, he wanted to trade places with Restella on the frontier fighting Oringians, but then the fighting had dwindled during the winter as it always did.
He tossed and turned that night, guilty for living safely under a roof after knowing about Jesse’s death. His declared that his studies had just ended. He vowed to visit Mander the next day.  He would find Lotto a suitable position from where he could avenge Jessie’s death.
~
The day dawned bright as Lotto trudged through melting snow towards the castle. Guards barred his way in.
“I need to see Mander Hart,” Lotto said. The guards frowned at him. Lotto hadn’t encountered any problem getting into the castle before, but he hadn’t tried since his training with Fessano.
“I’ll send a man.” The guard said, calling a page over to him. “Lord Hart?” After a few whispers, the boy walked into the castle. 
Lotto nodded. After nearly an hour’s wait in the cold Lotto spotted the page returning. The boy whispered into the guard’s ear.  
“Not today, son,” the guard said. “Come back tomorrow.”
Lotto stalked away, angry at his rejection.  He wandered around the town and ended up standing in front of an army recruiting office.  Mander could get him reassigned, even if he did sign up today.  Resolving to get his enlistment over with, Lotto walked into the tiny office of the army recruitment center. From his readings, he realized that any real efforts at mustering a large force would come in a month or two.
The floor was dirty and there were a few poorly scrawled posters on the dingy plaster walls. Perhaps he could get better training by joining up now, before there was a rush of new recruits. 
“What do you want?” a grizzled soldier said, walking into the room from a back door and taking a seat behind a table that had seen much better days. He had a hook for a right hand and Lotto suspected the injury qualified him for a non-combat job. An unruly stack of papers sat next to him on the old wooden table. A divided bookcase held more piles of paper. Lotto could smell the musty clothes and body odor from the soldier.
“I’d like to join up.”
“Sponsor?”
“I don’t have a sponsor.”
“Family?”
“I know Mander Hart.”
The man looked up, not believing him.  “Do you have a letter or any evidence of his sponsorship?”
Lotto shook his head and the recruiter squinted at him, sizing him up. Lotto didn’t know what for.
“Infantry training then.” The soldier pushed a form towards him. He took his time reading it.  All Lotto needed to do was sign his name and declare his allegiance to the king. He took a deep breath and scrawled his name with the broken tip of the quill pen.
“Know how to write your name, eh? Never mind.” Lotto thought that an odd comment. “Through the door and there’s a wagon just leaving for the training camp.”
“But I need to get my sword.”
The sergeant laughed. Lotto thought it a sinister kind of laugh.
“You wouldn’t have the kind of sword you’ll be learning to use. You’re in the army now, so you have to follow my orders.”
Lotto shrugged and did as the man said. He could get it later or have Mander send it to him. Five other younger boys sat in the back of a wagon shaped like an oversized wooden box.  They sat along two hard benches attached to either side. One couldn’t call it a coach. It looked like something to transport prisoners. Is that how the army saw its new recruits? Lotto certainly felt like one at this point.  He wondered if he had done the right thing.  Perhaps he’d been too hasty.  Mander could have seen him tomorrow.
He waited along with the others.   Rows of holes had been drilled along the top around the wooden box to provide ventilation, but were too high to even look out unless someone stood on a bench.
“Here we go,” a black-haired boy said. He looked much younger than Lotto. “On to training camp.” He grinned in the dark confines of the coach. “I signed up last week and had to wait for the day.”
“We all did,” said another. “How about you?”
Lotto made a face. “I came in and didn’t even get to go back home for my things.” The others had small sacks with them. “He just ordered me inside as soon as I made my signature.”
“Oh,” the black-haired boy said. “No way to tell your father?”
Lotto shook his head. “I don’t have family,” especially now with Jessie gone. “I did have some things I wanted to bring with me.” He had to leave a message for Mander and Kenyr. A soldier opened the door and Lotto took the opportunity to break out of the coach.
“I need to notify my friends that I’ve joined the army,” Lotto said.
“Get back inside,” the soldier said, holding a truncheon in his hand ready to strike.  Lotto could tell that his request wasn’t going to be fulfilled, but he had to try again.
“I have to leave word for my family.” Family had just popped out of his mouth. Were Mander and Kenyr all what were left of family?
“No you don’t, get back inside!”
‘I need to at least leave a message.” Lotto began to walk back towards the office when he felt a sharp pain on the back of his head and blacked out.
~~~



 
 
 
CHAPTER FOURTEEN
~
THE TRANSPORT WAGON ROCKED FROM SIDE TO SIDE finally waking Lotto from his enforced slumber.
“How long have I been out?” He couldn’t see and wondered if he had been blinded. He sat up and spots appeared before him in the darkness forcing him back down. Lotto looked up at his fellow recruits sitting on the benches.
“It’s only night since we left. We haven’t stopped once and my bladder is about to burst,” one of the recruits said. “You did something pretty stupid.” The voice definitely wasn’t the black-haired boy.
He didn’t consider not being prepared for impressment as stupid—naiveté, perhaps, but not blatantly stupid. Walking past a man ready to use a truncheon, that was stupid. He sat up again and noticed thin shafts of moonlight terminated as shaking spots on the wall of the coach. 
Lotto didn’t want to use power to light up the space and now regretted that he didn’t learn more specific spells than the magical theory that Fessano drilled into him. He could see that they had been joined by a few more recruits and he slowly rose amidst the bucking of the carriage and sat down on a blank spot along one of the benches. Most of the other recruits were asleep.
A few minutes later the carriage stopped. Torchlight filtered through the holes at the top of the coach. Lotto found that his stomach carried on it’s own personal conversation enough to wonder if he’d be able to get anything to eat.
“Get out, you mugs!” a soldier said. Lotto had no way of knowing if that particular soldier had put a dent in his skull. He wouldn’t risk another blow so he filed on out with the rest. “Behind the inn, you can do your duty against the wall.” The soldier laughed and Lotto realized that man had been the one to beat him. A glimmer of hate rose faintly within his aching head. He’d never really hated before, but he could hate the Oringians for killing Jessie and this man for his cowardly act.
He filed along wall with nine other recruits. A few of them shuffled from foot to foot and sighed when they relieved themselves. Lotto turned up one corner of his mouth and shook his head, but just like them, he did the same, realizing that he had done worse back in Heron’s Pond. He had no idea how long their next stint outside the coach would take.
“Have any of you got money for food?” the soldier said. Lotto didn’t like the man’s tone of voice or the grinding laugh. Lotto checked his purse, only to find it gone. The soldier had stolen it or his fellow travelers and now Lotto only possessed the clothes on his back. He clenched his fists and schooled himself not to strike the soldier. He didn’t really know the rules of the army, but striking another soldier wouldn’t be met with any tolerance. At least that seemed to be the case in his military studies.
They filed back into the coach as another soldier put a basket of stale bread and a single skin of water in the coach and locked the door. They took off again.
Lotto made sure he got his share and grabbed the water skin while the others grabbed the bread. Lotto was bigger than all of the other recruits so he didn’t have to push as hard as some of the others, another might be as tall, but not as broad. Still, he only took as much as needed to leave enough for the others.
He shook his head and wondered what would become of him. He’d have to find a way to get a message to Mander.  Where would he be when he got the chance?  Lotto had no idea where the wagon headed.
~
The castle didn’t seem as much like home as it did when Restella left months ago for the Oringian border. She felt guilty about sleeping in her own suite in the castle after spending nights in her tent surrounded by the troops she had ended up commanding while they pacified the border. These border flare-ups had happened constantly ever since the founding of the two kingdoms, but she didn’t know what had happened to cause the recent flare-ups.  The Oringians were de-populating the border, but she had done her part to stop it.
Once the snows arrived, the incursions stopped and most of her life as a soldier consisted of crushing boredom brightened by weapons practice. Now she carried a scar that would always remind her of military duty, a token that made her proud.
Nights were interrupted by nightmares that centered on fighting the enemy or filled with visions of burned villages and slaughtered villagers. She fidgeted with her hands as she sat eating breakfast in her suite and she succumbed to the drive to leave the rooms. Restella yearned to hear rumors about possible troop positionings. It frustrated her to know that whatever strategies that her father and Mander Hart created wouldn’t come to her. Captain Shortwell instructed her to wear civilian clothes unless she was summoned as Lieutenant Beecher, so she wore now-unfamiliar dresses. She’d have to go out and try to overhear information. Roaming the halls, she passed Mander Hart. She resisted the urge to follow him. He would know everything.
He turned around and called to her. “Princess Restella. Did you know we have a mutual acquaintance?”
She thought that they must have many mutual acquaintances, but if her father had recalled Mander from his bookshop, the situation must be worse than she thought. Perhaps she might learn something from him. Her mind kept returning to the battlefield.
“We can sit here,” he said, guiding her to a padded bench underneath a window. 
Restella generally liked the view from the windows on this gallery looking down at the palace gardens, but the late winter view was more bleak than beautiful.
“I hear you were injured during one of your early battles.”
How did he know that? But then he’d be privy to the dispatches from Captain Shortwell.
Mander continued, “I’m impressed with the speed that you picked up soldiering.”
She couldn’t help but laugh at that. “I had a great deal of help. There is a soldier who has been helping me along the way. I couldn’t have garnered any success without him.”
“Silver?”
“You know him?”
Mander looked out the window, smiling. “I suggested him for the position, Princess. He’s one of the best scouts we have in your father’s army and the kind of man who can provide instruction without seeming to be an instructor.”
Restella sat back against the window. Silver had been placed as an instructor? She could feel the anger rise in her throat, but cut it off and took a deep breath. “He succeeded, then. I had hoped we had become friends.”
“You have,” Mander said, in his characteristically light-hearted manner. “I’ve spoken to him. He likes you and feels privileged to have helped you develop into a soldier. He expressly said that you did it mostly on your own.”
A smile came to her lips. “More like a team.” Her anger fled as quickly as it had come. “Is he the mutual acquaintance?”
“No,” Mander said. He looked across the hall and paused. “Remember the Moonstone?”
Her defenses went up. “What about it?” Did Mander have designs on her gem? Did Fessano blurt out the stone’s history? Would her father confiscate it? She narrowed her eyes as Mander continued.
“The boy who located the stone changed when he held the stone. He told me about both of you fainting when you touched the stone. I found him and took him in. His name is Lotto and he’s gone missing. He could always tell me where you were. I don’t know if he located you or the stone, but I’m worried about him. I wonder if you had the same feeling about him?”
Restella lost her breath. She didn’t quite know why Mander would think she’d have a connection with the little village half-wit. “I don’t have any feelings for him.”
Mander laughed. He laughed about everything. Did the man take anything seriously? However he’d never given her father poor advice, just opinions which usually turned out right. Her father often contradicted his counsel and that often made the king mad at Mander, when he had to apologize. She would humor him, just this once.
“Just close your eyes and think of the Moonstone and see if you feel something. I’d greatly appreciate it, Princess. I’ll give you a personal status of the state of the kingdom. Something you might not get resting up from your campaign.”
How did he know she wanted to know what went on? But Mander could outsmart a fox. She closed her eyes and thought of the Moonstone. She really could feel a tiny thread from it in her mind. She tried to shut out everything and found a faint thin line running to the south, it seemed like a thread of spider silk and thought of a map of Valetan and sensed that the thread ended somewhere in the southern mountains where Happly, Oringia and Learsea shared borders with Valetan. The whole process of seeking the boy amazed her. She’d have to run off to see Fessano and tell him after Mander brought her up to date.
Opening up her eyes, Restella pointed. “He’s in the southeastern mountains. I didn’t think I could do that.” She shouldn’t have said that to a man like Mander Hart.
Mander smiled. “I rather hoped you could. At least Lotto isn’t lying dead in some Beckondale gutter.” His smile changed. “What’s in the south that would drive him there?”
“We’ve got a training outpost that serves to guard the Bluerock mines.” Restella couldn’t resist a shrug.
Mander furrowed his brow and put his hand to his clean-shaven chin. “Yet he left his swords behind and didn’t even tell Kenyr.”
Restella knew the name Kenyr. “He learned arms from the Serytar?”
“Indeed and has often given the weapons master a good match.”
“I didn’t think the boy could even lift a blade.”
“You’ll be surprised when you meet him, for I’m sure you will, if he makes it through Bluerock.” Mander looked distracted for a moment. “You did something for me and now I will compensate you. It appears that the emperor of Dakkor is fomenting unrest in Besseth. How, we don’t know. We think his agents are behind the border incursion from the Oringians. The king of Prola is behaving oddly and there is unrest among the your father’s dukes and barons in the northwest part of Valetan. the fact that all of this happening at once is more than a coincidence.
“The king is likely to issue a call to arms next month, when spring comes, in anticipation of summer campaigns. Oringia still plagues us, as you knew when you were relieved, but there is trouble to the northwest and that’s about as much as I can comfortably tell you.”
Restella had to keep her eyes from popping out of her head. “So much for peacetime.”
“Indeed. It has me quite worried.” Mander smiled despite his claim of worry and rose from the bench. “I must attend to other matters. I wish you well, Princess. As Lieutenant Beecher, I do believe you’ll get your fill of being a warrior princess. Good day. Should you ever wish to converse with me further, I’d be delighted to do so, especially if you can update me as to our mutual friend’s whereabouts.” He bowed to Restella and set up at a brisk pace as if he were late to a meeting, and he probably was.
Restella didn’t need to pry and poke around the castle to get any further information. Troop deployments were the responsibility of the generals and she figured that those rumors would more likely be floating around the barracks. She wondered about the thread to Lotto when she returned to her rooms. She grabbed her sword and touched the Moonstone and then closed her eyes again and found it much easier to locate the boy. 
As soon as she opened her eyes, she stood up and headed off to see Fessano.
~
“You’ve told me an interesting story, Princess. The Moonstone is an unpredictable jewel, obviously. I’ve been poking around my library and didn’t run into any such qualities of the stone as a locator but much is made of linking a man and a woman, as we’ve talked about before. For some reason, you are one of the two linked to the stone.” Fessano shook his head and sat at his big chair by the fire in his main room. The man looked like he’d aged five years since the last time she saw him.
Restella wanted more answers from the wizard. “Did you meet Lotto, Mander’s friend?”
“Protégé is a more apt term. The boy is amazing. He has power, you know, and he learned magic in this very room until the Oringians started these dread-filled days.”
“I knew him as a half-wit. Could he have changed so much?”
Fessano nodded. “So much and more. After you left him comatose on the witch’s floor, he physically changed. It’s as if the power of the stone worked within to restore him to what he should have been. I might have told you that his parents were nobles in Serytar and killed by their own countrymen here in Valetan. The father had custody of the Moonstone. Its power must have drawn Lotto to it. He’s taller than I, but then isn’t everybody, and strong. The boy’s also very smart. He learned to read very quickly and retains what he learns. I’ll bet that Mander is relieved to know that he hasn’t been killed.”
“He might have joined the army,” Restella said.
“Then something serious must have happened to cause Lotto to enlist without telling anyone.  Lord Hart will find out soon enough. Mander attends to those things better than I.”
“I believe you…” her comments were stopped by knock on Fessano’s door.
“A message for the Princess.”
Fessano opened the door. “She is here.”
The valet stepped in and bowed to Restella. “A summoning of Lieutenant Restella Beecher to the king’s presence.”
“Army matters,” Restella said. “You must excuse me, I’ll have to put on my uniform.” She had to appear as a soldier. The last thing she wanted was a hasty marriage to seal the loyalty of some baron. She ran down the many steps back to her quarters and quickly put on her uniform and forced herself to walk at a normal rate to her father’s study. She knocked on the door.
“Come in.”
She opened the door and found her father, General Piroff and General Reallo rising at her entrance. She stood at attention and snapped off a salute.
“At ease, Captain,” Piroff said.
“I’m a lieutenant, sir.” She looked  at the wall over the heads of the three men.
“I know what I said. You’ve been promoted to Captain and will be reassigned to the western forces under the command of General Reallo. He wanted Shortwell, but I wouldn’t let go of him, so I’m afraid you were second choice.”
Second choice? Restella had to suppress a smile. She’d take any choice to be a captain.
“Bear in mind, Restella, that I didn’t push this or approve it in any way. The Generals were more comfortable in promoting you in my presence. I suppose they are angling for more of my favor.” King Goleto cracked a wry smile. “You deserve this promotion on its merits. You were wounded in battle and have proved yourself over the course of the campaign against the Oringians. Do you have any comments?”
Restella thought for a moment. “I’d like Sergeant Silver as my aide and ask that he be promoted to lieutenant and transferred to the western forces along with me.”
“Lieutenant Silver already has achieved that rank,” Piroff said. “He’s a scout and a damned good one. He’s always been Mander’s man, but we can change that. He can scout for you as well as anybody. You can have Silver.”
So that’s why Silver was so confident. He was senior to her and she didn’t know it. Well she had a fine teacher and despite the subterfuge, she could handle that. Restella wanted to be prickly in front of her father and put him in his place as she used to, but she couldn’t do it in front of her commanding officers. “Any word on when we’ll be heading out?” She realized she shouldn’t be asking such things of the Generals, so she appended ‘Father’ to the end of her sentence.
“I imagine as soon as the weather turns to spring. Since you’re a Captain, you’ll be part of the planning for that. You are dismissed, my dear,” her father said. 
Restella saluted and made a sharp about face and left the study. She could grin as much as she wanted while she walked through the halls of the castle to her rooms. She no longer felt so confined. All in all, a very good day.
~~~



 
 
 
CHAPTER FIFTEEN
~
THE SLEET-FILLED RAIN PUMMELED DOWN on Lotto. He stood at attention in the downpour with twenty other soaked recruits in the twilight after another dreary day of drills. Try as he might, he hadn’t found any way to notify Mander of his impressment. The trainees split into pairs and went through basic sword drills that Lotto had mastered months before and he easily disarmed his opponents every time.
“Mistad, stop it!” the training corporal said. “Don’t get ahead of yourself. You think you know how to use that sword, but you don’t.”
“I do, Corporal,” Lotto said. “I’ve been trained in the use of a number of weapons and you can at least let me help you train the other recruits.”
“Bucking for promotion? That won’t work,” the sergeant said from his shelter underneath the extended roof of the barracks. “Corporal?”
“Yes, sergeant.”
“Show Recruit Mistad how fighting is done.”
The corporal leered at Lotto. “Yes, sir!” He pulled out his steel sword and beckoned Lotto to attack him with his wooden one.
Kenyr had taught Lotto how to use a staff to fight a swordsman. Now he’d have to modify that training to fight the corporal. He would have to see how serious the fight would be. That sneer indicated that the man might want to hurt him.
“Sergeant, if I strike the corporal, will that be held against me?”
“I’ll hold it against you if don’t!” He waved them together.
Lotto wiped the water off of his forehead as the corporal attacked. He slapped the side of the corporal’s blade aside. The slash was meant to maim. Lotto had the advantage of his weapon being lighter and he flashed with his wrist and slapped the side of the corporal’s upper sword arm.
The corporal kept slashing at Lotto, but the movements were slow and Lotto easily deflected them. He flicked his wooden sword against the corporal’s ear. The man cupped his ear with his free hand and Lotto wouldn’t give the man a chance during a pause, not while the man was intent on drawing blood. Lotto slammed his wooden weapon down, blunt edge first, on the corporal’s sword wrist sending the man’s weapon into the mud. He then put the point of his sword on the man’s chest so that he ended up on his back in the mud.
Laughter erupted from the recruits that the sergeant quickly stopped. “I’m giving you the rest of the session off. Dismissed.” 
The men disbursed towards their own shabby barracks built close to the camp’s latrines. The fight had worn Lotto out and he trudged behind the others.
“I’ll get you.” He heard the threat spoken barely behind his back, but within his hearing. Lotto wondered what misery the corporal could mete out that he hadn’t already.
~
The thin blanket barely kept Lotto warm enough to drop off to sleep. He woke in the middle of the night and turned over. The barracks wouldn’t be called quiet with twenty men snoring, tossing and turning, but Lotto heard the creak of a board. The sound seemed so out of place that it brought him to instant alertness. The darkness seemed to be made out of dark and darker, but he could see the blocky figure approach his bed. 
The figure raised its arm and Lotto could see the barest glint of steel as it descended towards him. He raised his hand and felt the knife slide across his arm. He ignored the searing pain and grabbed his assailant’s wrist and turned the blade back towards the attacker and deep into his midsection. A howl brought all of the other recruits out of their sleep. By the time someone lit a lamp, the corporal had died.
“What is this? You should all be in bed!” the sergeant said, barging into the room. His eyes were drawn to the corporal’s body. “Recruit Mistad?”
“He attacked me in the dark. I had to deflect his knife with my arm and we struggled.” Lotto stopped binding the wound on his arm and gazed at the corpse. 
He hadn’t wanted to kill the man, but the knife had a life of it’s own and it obviously wanted to drink blood in the night. He shuddered to think that had he been caught asleep, he would be the one dead. He’d never killed a man before and the sight of the still body, devoid of life made him nauseous. He concentrated on his own wound and tried to ignore the body, but his gaze wandered back to the still figure. Despite saving his own life, the useless death of the corporal made him feel dirty. 
The sergeant lifted Lotto off of his bed by the hair on his head. “We’ll see the Captain about this.” He nearly dragged Lotto out of the barracks and through the icy mud to the Captain’s quarters.
“What’s the meaning of waking me up in the middle of the night?” the Captain said, standing in pajamas with a blanket wrapped around him.
“Recruit Mistad killed Corporal Marybone, sir”
The Captain, who had only shown his face when Lotto first arrived, looked at Lotto and down at his muddy feet. “He’s getting my quarters dirty,” he said, scowling at the sergeant. The Captain turned to Lotto, his face red with anger. “Why did you kill Marybone, trooper?”
Lotto described the duel, Marybone’s comment and his subsequent nighttime visit.
“I can’t have a murderer among the recruits. You’ll be sent to the mines in the morning.” The Captain looked at sergeant. “Have him clean up the mess in the barracks. Wrap the corporal up in a blanket and put him outside. The cold will preserve the body.” 
Lotto returned to his quarters. He sat down and continued to see to his wound as others patted Lotto with surprising sympathy on the shoulder and took care of the corporal’s body. 
Joining the army had seemed like the right thing to do, but Lotto now saw his impetuous behavior as a mistake. Now his actions had sent him to work in the mines. No trial, no defense, no opportunity to communicate with Mander. Impatience, that had been his enemy. He should have gone to Mander and joined up properly. Now he just might have ruined his entire life. 
His thoughts went back to the Moonstone and Princess Restella. He sensed the link and knew that Restella had returned to Beckondale. Lotto couldn’t help but sigh. That’s where he wanted to be at that very instant. What a mess he’d made of things. 
If he had the chance to get back into the army, he’d have to kill again. That’s what soldiers did. That thin thread of duty allowed him to finally fall asleep. 
~
Life in the mines became a nameless string of unending days. He rose before daybreak. At least the food seemed adequate, if a bit simple. The mining supervisor actually had a healer take a look at the knife wound and stitched the wound up. He quickly got used to working and returning to the unheated barracks after dark. The muscles in his chest and arms began to harden and he could feel more bulk in his chest and legs. 
Contrary to some of the men, Lotto thrived on the food and the exercise. Days stretched into weeks and Lotto sensed that winter had turned into spring. He could have practiced magic to make a fire and stay warm, but it seemed that those who the mining supervisor noticed seemed to get extra shifts. His experience at the training camp showed him that excelling didn’t necessarily lead to advantages but, more often than not, unwanted attention.
One morning he felt the link with Restella strengthen for a moment. Why would that be? Could she be finding him? He felt it again some time later that day. She still resided in Beckondale. He wished he could use the link to communicate with her so Mander could rescue him.
~
Lotto found a vein of silver and reported it to the mine supervisor. The supervisor and the guards clustered around the vein and became excited. Lotto had expected to work on his discovery but they quickly transferred him to another mine a league away.
“You’re new here from the other mine. You must have found something useful,” one of the miners said, putting a full plate of the same shapeless food down on the table. The man was shorter than Lotto but just as fit with streaks of premature gray in his hair. He had obviously singled Lotto out from the other miners and sat next to him to talk.
“Silver. A vein of it.”
The man nodded. “They’ll use their own men to work the ore out. Half of it will go to the king and the rest into their own pockets.”
“I’m Lotto.” He extended his hand to the stranger. The man seemed to know more than the average miner and Lotto knew that knowledge could be a powerful tool.
“The name is Gully Workman. I’m glad to meet you. What you in for?”
“Some weeks ago I was a recruit in the army and the corporal decided that he didn’t want me around. I killed him in self-defense, but evidently that doesn’t count for much, and here I am. I’m afraid I lost count of time.”
Gully laughed. “The only ones they ship out of their ‘training’ camp to the army are the dumb ones who don’t notice their scams. Most end up in the mines like you. So you signed up?”
Lotto felt his face heat up as he realized that he ended up as one of the dumb ones. “A friend of mine died at the hands of Oringians, so I immediately signed up and right after I scrawled my name, they loaded me into a wagon and shipped me and nine others up here.”
“Didn’t even give you a chance to tell anyone, I’ll bet. No family?”
Lotto nodded. ‘Friends, but no relations.”
“They must have thought they had gone to heaven when you said that. It’s very possible that the recruiter received a nice bonus to sign you up. I’d say that two thirds of the recruits at the camp down the road eventually end up in the mines. Like I said, those that they let return to the army are dumber than a rock and only good for front line fodder. You just made it here a bit earlier than your colleagues.”
“I’m stupid, impulsive and made at least two idiotic mistakes,” Lotto said. “I still want to fight in the army, but I’m better trained than the trainers, it seems.”
Gully looked Lotto over and then stood up. “You think you’re good with a sword?  There’s a full moon tonight, let’s test you out. I need some practice, anyway.” He took Lotto outside towards a pile of refuse and pulled out two broken pick handles. “These ought to do. Show me your stuff.”
Lotto smiled and took one of the sticks and bowed as he did in Kenyr’s training room.
“You have trained before.” Gully gave Lotto the barest smile and did the same and they began to spar.   
The man must have been a soldier, for Lotto found himself hard pressed under an initial barrage of strokes. His hand hurt, since the stick had no cross guard and every parry shocked his hand and arm, but Gully’s hand would be hurting too. Lotto found the man’s rhythm and found Gully’s weaknesses and, through them, a way to become the aggressor. He began to push him back and gave better than he got.
“Enough, enough.” Gully said, chest heaving. “I can see why they didn’t want you around. You’re too good and would obviously be marked for officer material. That doesn’t work for those chaps. The last thing they want is for one of their recruits to become an officer and report them. I’d sure like to work out with you, if you don’t mind. I’d like to be able to return to duty with decent reflexes. I can’t teach you anything about swords, but in return for sparring with me, I can tell you how a soldier acts and thinks. If you’re up to it, I’ll teach you more soldiering than you’d ever learn at the Bluerock garrison.”
“What rank were you?”
Gully barked out a mirthless laugh. “Lieutenant of a detachment of scouts. I bedded the wrong woman and the husband, a Captain of the Western Fourth, had me framed for theft and sent me here. I’ve served my time in the mines, but no one seems to care that I’m here and the mining supervisor refuses to let me go.”
“Can’t you escape?”
“Not willing to try, lad. We don’t really get overworked and we are fed well enough. If I escape, they’ll kill me outright, but if war comes, I’ll be out of here in an instant. I have enough friends who know where I am. So what do you say?”
Lotto didn’t know, but he had few options and even if the man plied him with war stories and no usable knowledge, then it might help pass the time. If war had come, and Mander called to the castle, the probability rose that Gully might be released and could get word to Mander. All of the other miners seemed to keep to themselves.
“I’m up to it. I’ve found that mining doesn’t seem to work the same muscles as swordplay.”
“Indeed it doesn’t, lad, unless you know what you’re about.”
“You can call me Lotto.” Now he had committed to a friendship of sorts—perhaps an alliance. It gave him the tiniest bit of comfort, if the man had been honest with him. At this point, Lotto didn’t have much trust in his fellow men.
Gully worked alongside Lotto the next day.
“Here, you want to use the kind of actions that will maintain your fighting shape.” He showed Lotto different ways of using the pick and the other mining tools such as a long iron rod that had a heavy pointed end for cleaning out a seam of ore. It reminded Lotto of a much larger version of his poker back at the bookshop. How he wished he were back, studying, training with Kenyr, chatting with Mander and Lady Anne. He regretted his hasty enlistment with every thought.
As the days progressed, Lotto learned fighting techniques he’d never dreamed of with a tunnel wall as his opponent. Gully’s swordsmanship improved as well as Lotto taught him more advanced aspects to swordsmanship.
Their fighting ground turned to mud as spring rains began to pour. The pair sat away from the others as they ate the filling stew that never varied in taste and texture.
“What’s scouting like?” Lotto said, biting into his small loaf of bread.
“Successful scouts assume a frame of mind. The more you can sense your environment the better you’ll be at figuring out what’s out of place. There are some good scouts out there and that awareness is what sets the great ones apart from the good ones. It’s not just being good at unconventional fighting.”
Lotto liked what Gully said. Sensing the environment. He realized that even at Heron’s Pond he had used similar skills, even in his diministhed state, to survive the relentless taunting in the village and in poking around in the surrounding forest. 
“Is there a way we can practice scouting while we’re here?”
Gully rubbed his chin and closed his eyes. “Yes.” He opened them up again. “Look around you and then close your eyes. See if you can feel the lay of the land. Walk into the mines and try and sense the walls around you. Don’t try to feel how close it is, think about the mine itself. It’s a hole in the ground. Concentrate on the hole instead of the walls.”
“I can do that already,” Lotto said, smiling. He closed his eyes and could sense the camp, even feeling where men were when they walked around them.
“Continue to practice that. What if you were in the woods and you looked for signs of the enemy? Could you detect them? What other senses would you use?”
“Senses, eh?” Lotto closed his eyes and them kept them closed as he tried to get that feel for all that went on around him. “I smell food. Bodies smell. Some smell differently than others. Their steps make different sounds as they walk. I can feel the heat of a miner when he walks close by me in the mine and the gentle movement of air that he causes along with the stench of his unwashed body.” He opened his eyes and grinned.
Gully laughed. “Admirable. You’d make a good scout, then. You just need practice. So we’ll practice in the mines as well.”
The next few days, Gully and Lotto played tag catching each other as they moved through the mines. Lotto caught on quickly and realized that he would like to be a scout, if he ever had the opportunity. His friendship with Gully grew along with his training. 
The independence that Gully demonstrated reminded him of Mander in an odd sort of way. His mentor navigated through politics, war and personalities as he worked to find out what happened in Besseth and in the surrounding domains. Even Mander’s hair length declared him to march to the tune of a different drummer, just like the scouts had to use unconventional techniques to get their part of soldiering done.
Gully had worked beneath the army’s strict discipline. Scouts were supposed to use their initiative and ability to move through territory and return. The army didn’t care how they did it as long as it got done. 
The weather dried out for a few days and the pair was fighting each other with sticks in both hands in the light of a new dawn when a burly messenger rode up and entered the supervisor’s shack.
“Workman and Lotto, come here,” the supervisor said as he walked out with the messenger. Lotto blanched when he recognized Kenyr. His sword trainer gave his head a little shake and Lotto took it to remain impassive.
“You two have been drafted back into the army and are to report back to Beckondale for assignment. I’ll be sorry to see you go. Both of you have more than carried your weight in the mines and your antics in the yard have kept us all amused. I don’t imagine you have very much to take with you. The messenger has orders to escort you to the training camp and pick up a couple of horses and he will accompany you back to the capital.” The supervisor grunted and left the three of them standing in the middle of the yard.
“Don’t hug me here, boy. You’re not out this hellhole until we get you both fitted with mounts and are well away from the training camp. If I didn’t have a good description of you, Lotto, they would have ignored my request. Workman, you’ve got some friends in high enough places to get your commission back.”
Gully put his hands on his hips. “I don’t mean to reject salvation, but who, may I ask, are you?”
“Kenyr of Serytar.”
Gully looked at Lotto. “The Kenyr?”
Lotto nodded. “He’s my trainer. I think we’d better leave while we can.”
Gully could barely keep his jaw from dropping as the three of them walked for over half a day to the training camp.
“Let me do the talking. I’ve got the proper paperwork. It looks like they didn’t exactly issue you a uniform, Lotto,” Kenyr said.
“We get cast off civilian clothing from the recruits at the training camp, when they are available. This is all I have. I signed up after Jessie, the healer woman I lived with in Heron’s Pond, died in an Oringian raid. The soldiers wouldn’t allow me to get my weapons and refused to let me send a message.”
 “I hope you still want to be in the army,” Kenyr said, “because I’ve got orders for you, my boy. Mander said I couldn’t get you out of the mines unless I had army orders in my fist.”
Lotto shook his head. “I still want to fight. The army isn’t made up entirely of nasty recruiters.”
Gully laughed. “Look at what happened to me. There’s plenty of nastiness at all levels, boy. If you can put up with them, they can put up with you, if you don’t go poking around where you don’t belong, if you know what I mean.”
“I know. Perhaps I can be assigned as a scout.”
Kenyr nodded. “I’ll bet your Mander can make that happen.”
“Your Mander as in Mander Hart?” Gully said, his eyebrows rising towards his hairline.
“I worked for him,” Lotto said, shrugging his shoulders.
“He commands his own regiment of scouts. Drag me along with you. They’re the best of the best.”
Lotto frowned. He didn’t know if he could be counted even among the worst of the best. Gully had taught him that scouting and soldiering required skills that Lotto still worked to master.
“We’ll see what happens in Beckondale, eh?” Kenyr said as they entered the training compound. “I don’t want a word out of you two while I’m negotiating for mounts. Got it?”
Gully and Lotto nodded their heads and trudged behind Kenyr’s mount.
The training sergeant hadn’t changed during the time Lotto worked in the mines.
“I’ve got orders to take these two back into active service with the army.” Kenyr waved the two letters in front of the sergeant.
“I don’t care about the older man, but the boy killed a man. I can’t just let him go.” He took the letters and disappeared into the Captain’s quarters. 
The Captain walked out with the letters in his hands. “I can’t let you have him… the boy.”
“You already released him to go to work in the mines. Look at the signature on the orders,” Kenyr said. 
“Hart, himself, huh? Next step up would be King Goleto.” The captain glared at Lotto. “A few months in the mines seems to be too a light of a sentence.”
“Not for defending himself against an attack in the night, but he’s not your worry anymore. I’ve come to requisition a couple of mounts so we can be out of your hair.”
The captain stared at the paperwork and grunted. He turned to the sergeant. “Get two horses for these two. Not our best since we won’t be seeing them again.”
~~~



 
 
 
CHAPTER SIXTEEN
~
LOTTO HAD NEVER RIDDEN IN VALETAN from the south. In fact, he had never ridden a horse before. Valetan had a different feel so close to the Happlyan border somehow. Now, he wondered how Oringia might look or the Red Kingdom. Did they have their own unique look, too? There were fewer evergreens, once they descended from the mountains. More trees showed blossoms than would north in Heron Pond at this time of year. 
As the horse plodded on, following Gully, Lotto closed his eyes and practiced being at one with the environment. It worked. He could sense the horses ahead of them and as they emerged from a stretch of woods, he could feel the rows of turned earth and the few farmers that worked the land. He blinked and opened his eyes to verify what his mind had sensed.
It worked better than he thought until his legs and rear end started to ache later in the day. He wondered if the saddle didn’t fit right. He’d have to talk to Kenyr about it. As they continued on into the dusk, his legs began to shiver from the pain. 
“I need to get off,” Lotto said. “My body isn’t used to this.”
“A few minutes ahead and you can soak in a hot tub,” Kenyr said.
Gully looked back and gave Lotto a rueful smile. “Don’t fret, lad. It’s been a few years since I sat on a horse and I’m probably in as bad of shape as you are.”
Kenyr led them down into a little vale and they tied up at one of two inns at a village crossroads. One had a thatched roof and the other had wooden shingles. Lotto tried to get down off of the horse and fell down to the ground. He could barely stand up before his legs cramped up.
“I’m sorry, Lotto,” Kenyr said, putting his hand to his forehead. “I didn’t even stop to think.”
Gully walked gingerly as well, but he made it into the inn before Lotto. Kenyr helped him inside and talked to the female innkeeper. 
“You weren’t gone long,” she said.
“Got what I went after. This lad, here, hasn’t been riding before and I’m afraid I pushed him a bit too far for the first day.” Kenyr had his saddlebag on one arm.
“All the way from Bluerock? I’ll say,” she said. “I imagine the other one who hobbled in is with you, too? I’ll get two bath’s heating up. My man’s got some liniment that will help them both. You want my room with three beds?”
Kenyr just nodded and put some coins on the counter. “This enough?” 
She nodded and quickly swept the counter with her hand and tucked the money into a pocket in her apron. “I’ll have one of the boys take care of the horses.”
“Is there a place that sells clothes in the village? Both of these men need more than the rags on their backs.”
“Nothing fancy. You’ll see a sign in the shape of a pair of trousers. Pound on the door and tell the one who opens it that Twill said it was all right to disturb him. Baths are at the far end of the hall, as is room 5.”
Lotto barely made it up the stairs by himself. He could shuffle well enough to get down the hall to their room, but he found himself sucking air as his bottom and thighs stung with every step. Gully followed close behind.
“Baths for the both of you. Use plenty of soap, you both stink,” Kenyr said. “I’m going to get you some clothes. He looked up and down at Gully and Lotto and then left them lying on their beds.
A maid poked her head in their unlatched door. “One is ready. The other in a few minutes,” the maid said.
“You go first, wake me up when you’re done.” Gully said, closing his eyes.
~
Lotto slapped on liniment before he went downstairs for breakfast, as instructed. His more sensitive parts didn’t sting as much as after his bath, but still enough to make him wince. He had more saddle time to endure, wondering if he ever would have the physical resilience to be a mounted soldier. Gully said that all scouts rode horses. Perhaps soldiering as a scout might not be worth all of the pain.
“We leave as soon as you’re ready,” Kenyr said. “And that means you, Workman.”
“I’ll be okay. Trousers without holes and proper underclothes will work well enough for today.”
Lotto could smell liniment wafting above his friend and smiled. “How much more riding to Beckondale?”
“Ten more days and I’ll be taking you both to Mander Hart, dressed just as you are. If he’s with the king, you two better be walking like soldiers rather than old men by then.”
The days stretched on and Lotto finally became more comfortable riding a horse, no longer needing any liniment. Kenyr bought another set of clothes for the both of them a few days later. The ride helped Lotto get the horror of the training camp and the tedium of the mines out of his system. He looked forward to working as a scout. Both Kenyr and Gully told him story after story of their exploits on the road, for the weapons master had served as a scout in the Serytaran army and served a similar function for his father.
During mid-day breaks, Kenyr worked with Lotto and Gully at the side of the road to get them both back into fighting shape.
“I’m surprised that you didn’t lose too much, Lotto,” Kenyr said as they fought with practice swords Kenyr bought at an inn on the third day out from the mines. “Gully? More than serviceable for a scout. I’m sure you’ve got other skills that need a bit of honing and that happens in the field, am I correct?” Kenyr slapped Gully on the back.
Gully smiled,  “Indeed. I learned more swordsmanship from Lotto and from you than I have in years.” 
The camaraderie on the trip home warmed Lotto. He’d been a loner all of his short life. No, that wasn’t true. He’d had mentors, but the trip, once his backside settled down, was a journey of three men comfortable being around each other. If army life gave him the opportunity to do more of this, he had made the right choice.  Lotto wondered if such friendships were common among boys of the same age.  His memory before his transformation indicated that the old Lotto avoided noticing such things since he was always shunned in Heron’s Pond.
~
Captain Restella Beecher stood on a rise, looking over the shallow bowl of fields. Farmers would usually be plowing new rows preparing the fields for seeding, but with her forces on one side and with Baron Forthwith’s troops to her right, she knew that somewhere on the other side an enemy regiment hadn’t yet appeared. Who would have thought one of her father’s barons would become an enemy. The fields still lay fallow from winter except for clumps of green weeds beginning to emerge from the dark fertile soil.
She spotted three riders whipping their horses. The flash of arrows barely registered from this distance, but one man suddenly favored one shoulder and hunched over on his mount, urging it on. The soldier next to her waved a yellow flag as soon as Restella ordered and the men changed their direction towards her and soon the pounding of the hooves of their horses could be heard.
“Baron Ashdown commands a force half of our size, but his forces are more confident than they should be,” one of the scouts said as they saluted and moved to the rear for food and medical aid.
Silver turned his head towards the woods sheltering Forthwith’s men. Restella followed his gaze and looked back at her lieutenant.
“Could Forthwith have turned his coat?” Restella said. Anger mixed with fear. If she led her troops onto this battlefield and Lord Forthwith attacked, instead of protecting her flank, they would lose the day. She crushed her fingers into a fist. “We’ll make Forthwith pay for treachery.
“Withdrawal, Captain?”
Restella shook her head. “Not yet because I want to make absolutely sure about Lord Forthwith. We will fight only as long as we have to.” She beckoned for a lieutenant close by. “Get the camp broken down and make sure we have an open line to retreat.” Turning back to Silver, she said,  “If our friendly baron moves towards our forces, we will wheel to attack his troops, kill the baron and leave the field. Send a soldier with a message to have the baron enter the field first and instruct the messenger to return immediately. Give him written instructions so there won’t be any questioning of my orders.”
Silver looked Restella in the eyes. Could he be testing her? “Our man might not return,” he said as he pulled a tablet of paper out of his saddlebag and scribbled the instruction with a pencil. He had her sign the message and ripped the page off and gave it to a waiting soldier.
“If the messenger doesn’t return, then we’ll lose less men and will withdraw before we even commit.” What motivation did it take these nobles to turn traitor? A flash of inspiration hit her. “If he commits, we will not kill him. He must be captured. I am sure my father and Mander Hart will want to know what motivates a baron to treasonous action.”
“Perhaps our messenger will return and the baron will proceed as ordered, ma’am,” Silver said.
They watched the soldier leave them and plunge into the woods.
“Let’s see what happens first.  Order the troops, Lieutenant,” Restella said. She watched Silver take two more lieutenants down the hill and confer with the other officers prepared to charge with their men. One thousand soldiers began to order themselves. Silver sent the supply trains heading back the way they came. She wouldn’t have her troops waiting for the wagons if they had to retreat. Her gut instinct told her that the messenger wouldn’t return.
Horns blew and Baron Ashdown’s cavalry began to ride into the field while a flight of arrows came from Forthwith towards Valetan soldiers. They fell short and Restella’s capture of Baron Forthwith would have to wait. She mounted and left the hill. Silver had ordered the troops properly with archers and the cavalry protecting the infantry as they moved to the rear. 
She heard the crashing of limbs as trees now blocked the road as the last of her men left. Their only war wizard had made quick work of the forest, but the effort disabled him for war wizards could only handle a few spells at a time. So few people had sufficient power in Valetan and Fessano hadn’t wanted to expose his charges so early in the war, but now the retreat justified her insistence, even if the man would be too weak to help them for a while. 
The cavalry began to clash with Forthwith’s men as Restella joined them. In a few minutes, Ashdown’s riders would arrive. She pulled out her sword and slipped her buckler through the hand that worked the horse’s reins.  As she rode down into the melee, the soldier that had been sent with the message exited the forest to join his comrades and turned around to fight his pursuers. Restella’s suspicions were confirmed.
The enemy’s cavalry split apart as Forthwith rode through them towards Restella carrying a lance. The chain mail shirt, that Restella wore, wouldn’t protect her from that weapon. She put her knees to her horse and moved so that her horse presented a smaller target. She had no choice but to deflect or evade the lance. 
Forthwith’s betrayal was on display by the murderous rage on the man’s face. She couldn’t charge him but pulled on the reins and backed her horse up and as the baron advanced, she let go of the reins and leaned back to her right. She deflected the tip of the lance with her small shield as it slammed her arm into her chest and rode up her shoulder ripping up the chain mail. She slapped her sword around and it dug into the shoulder of the baron as he passed, knocking him from the horse. 
Restella gasped and felt a hand grasp her clothes, pulling her up before she blacked out.
~
She came to on a cot in a strange place. Her arm burned in pain from her right wrist nearly all the way up to her shoulder. The healer looked closely at her face, but moved away as she opened her eyes.
“The retreat worked, ma’am. We have sent the injured baron to Beckondale in a secure wagon.”
“Where are we?” she asked trying to hide her bewilderment.
“About twenty leagues to the east of the vale. Ashdown has taken over half of Forthwith’s lands, but a bird has just arrived for you. Lieutenant Silver told me to inform you that the king has sent a full contingent to take them back. We are to wait here for two weeks until they arrive. Quite a few of Forthwith’s troops came over to our side when you knocked the baron down, by the way. You have more men in your command than you did before the battle. They were all impressed by your courage, Captain Beecher,” the wizard said as he finished wrapping the bandage on her arm.
Despite her heroics, defeat battered at Restella’s mind. Taking Forthwith helped matters, but she could have easily been killed by his lance. She fought to bring her mind into focus. “Where did he ever get a lance? I’ve never seen one used before?” she said out loud.
Silver laughed, just walking into the partitioned-off room. Restella looked up at the high dark ceiling and felt relieved that her mentor had survived the day. “An ancient weapon to be sure and if we hadn’t been running, the man would have been peppered with arrows.  Something is wrong with him and Fessano should get to the bottom of it all.  He didn’t act quite right and might have been possessed, for all I know. You just lay back and relax. We’re in an old church.  The rest of your command is camped around it.”
Restella closed her eyes and the pain that she had tried to ignore returned. She sat up. “The Moonstone!  Did someone retrieve my sword?”
Silver bent down and put her weapon in her good hand, smiling. “We couldn’t lose our good luck charm.”
“Good luck.” Restella spat out the words. “We could have all been killed.”
“Right, Captain Beecher. All is right, and we didn’t. You sniffed out the betrayal and the baron is safely off of the field to be interrogated. I’d call that good fortune and good soldiering,” Silver said.
Restella said, with her eyes, still closed, “You knew as well, didn’t you?”
“I suspected, but we both came up with the same feeling. I’d call that fortunate, ma’am. It’s happened before, as you know. You just rest. You’ll feel better in the morning.” 
The wizard chanted another spell and Restella couldn’t keep her mind clear.
~~~



 
 
 
CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
~
KENYR WAS ABOUT TO LEAVE GULLY AND LOTTO at the bookshop to clean up as the afternoon began to wane. “Here is the pass to get you into the palace to see Mander. He can direct you to wherever you’ll be posted. I enjoyed our time out on the road together.”
“I must say, the ride back from the mines was better than the ride in. This time, if I do anything so stupid again, I hope I’ll be able to get word to you,” Lotto said as he walked Kenyr to the door. “I doubt if I’ve ever done anything so foolish, even from before…”
He turned back to help Gully get some tea ready. A lot of the bookstore’s food had spoiled, but there were some hard biscuits that would need some hot liquid to get them edible. 
“So you work here?” Gully said as he dipped a biscuit into the steaming mug.
“No, I live here. Mander resides in the castle during the wars and he has his own house, anyway. He had to close the shop when the political situation heated up.” Two houses if one counted Lady Anna’s, but Lotto kept silent about that. “I’m free to read the inventory.” Lotto gave Gully a crooked smile. “I’ve gone through a fair number of these books.” 
The room darkened with the sun setting and Lotto used a spell to light the lamp on the little kitchen table. “I suppose we can get a good night’s sleep before heading over to the castle in the morning.”
Gully’s eyebrows shot up. “You’ve got power!  You could have escaped at any time.”
Lotto laughed. “My magic isn’t very well developed. I know more about the theory than the practice, I’m afraid. I worked with Fessano, the Court Wizard, for awhile.”
“What can’t you do?”
Lotto sighed. “I can’t bring back my mother and father. I can’t have memories of a normal childhood. I can’t figure out what I’m to do with my life.”
Gully recovered from his shock. “Be patient. Spend some time in the scouts with me and we’ll get you straightened out. Let’s get out of here and have something to eat and drink at a tavern. Know of any good ones?”
That sounded like a great idea to Lotto. They left the bookshop and walked to an inn close by, entering the dining room. 
Gully looked around a little nervously at the clean tables and the well-dressed clientele. “This is a posh place,”
“Lotto!  Haven’t seen you for a while, nor Mander either,” the skinny bartender said.
“I’ve been out of the city. This is my friend Gully,” Lotto said, leaving Mander out of his reply. “Gully, this is Genner, he runs this place.”
Genner shook his shiny bald head. “My wife runs it. I just get to take orders from customers and take a lot of guff from her.” They all smiled. “Any table. It’s a slow night.”
Gully led Lotto away from the bar. “Habit. Back of the room and face the door.” Lotto just shrugged his shoulders. “Is the food good?”
“Genner’s wife may complain, but she also is a good cook.” Lotto rubbed his hands together in anticipation.
A look of pensiveness crossed Gully’s face.
“What’s wrong?” Lotto said.
“This isn’t the kind of place to get roaring drunk.”
Is that what Gully wanted to do? Lotto had never sought solace in drink. He realized just then that he tucked away the things he couldn’t do anything about and could live in the moment without the need for alcohol. It had gotten him through the mines and could get him through his future. Gully must seek relief from the past. Lotto could still help out his friend.
As soon as they had eaten, Lotto led Gully around Beckondale until he found the tavern that Kenyr had taken him the time he earned his sword back. Gully drank and sang with the more boisterous crowd than at the inn where they ate. Lotto finally got to see Gully truly unwind from years at the mines.
~
 Lotto rummaged around for clothes for the both of them. It had taken Gully some time to revive from the night out. Lotto had gone easy on the drinks, knowing that he didn’t want to go through what Gully was experiencing just before heading off to the castle.
The scout was somewhat shorter than him, so Lotto found a pair of breeches and socks for Gully. They were much the same across the shoulders, so Gully didn’t look too bad in his outfit. Lotto wore the outfit he usually put on when he dined with Mander and Anna. He found his swords in their proper place.
“Serytar weapons.” Gully said. “I’ve seen a few of those on nobles.”
“My father’s. He came from Serytar and was a noble.”
Gully squinted at Lotto. “Why do you want to be a scout then?”
“My origins are a bit murky and I’d like to keep it that way.” He did pull out the sword. “Isn’t this a wonderful sword though?” He handed it and the long knife to Gully.
 “A little long for a scout, but the long knife is a thing of beauty.” He peered at Lotto. “I know that you can use these better than I, but you need some proper training to know when to use ‘em. Let’s see if we can get posted together.”
Lotto would like that. Gully had become a friend and he’d like that relationship to continue as they set off towards the castle. The guards looked at the pair sideways as he read the pass and obviously didn’t like what he saw, but the pass got them through.
They reached the castle doors and passed another guard who called a page. “These are for Mander Hart. It says to take them where ever he is.”
Lotto hoped the early hour would prevent Mander from consulting with King Goleto. The page took them past the tower where Lotto had often gone up to visit Fessano and into an area that looked like private apartments, after consulting with another guard.
The page knocked on the door and Mander opened it, his shirt out and in bare feet. “Lotto!” The hug startled Lotto, but he hugged the man back.
“Thank you for rescuing me.”
Mander laughed. “This is Gully Workman, I suppose? You’ve had a colorful career, Lieutenant.”
“Ah. Pleased to meet you Lord Hart,” Gully said.
“Come in. Tell me about the mines.”
Lotto entered the rooms that were decorated better than Mander’s own house. “How did you know that’s where I was? I never did get a chance to get a message out.”
“Thank your Moonstone. Where is Princess Restella?”
Lotto felt abashed. He’d never told Gully about the Moonstone and now Mander blurted one of his secrets out.  He closed his eyes and easily found the thread he sought. “She is, she is. Here! In the castle!”
“Arrived last night. Captain Beecher is her army title. She suffered an injury in a skirmish to the northwest on Baron Forthwith’s lands. Heron’s Pond is part of his domain.”
“Is it serious?” Lotto said while he drew a map of the various noble lands in his head.
“Enough to pull her from the field.” Mander looked at Gully. “Silver is with her.”
Gully’s face brightened. “He’s here? Maybe I can get my old job back.”
“No. Not right now. I’ve got a different job for the both of you. I’m creating a quick strike force of scouts, but this one is structured differently.”
“A spy patrol?” Gully said. “I heard of those, assassins and cutthroats. I don’t know if I want to do that.”
Mander laughed. “Nothing like that planned, Workman.  The scouts are set up to act bit more independently than they would be in the field. Are you up for it?”
If anything, Lotto considered himself flexible. “I’m up for it. I didn’t tell you that Jessie, the healer-woman who helped me in Heron’s Pond, died at the hands of Oringian raiders.  I couldn’t just sit around in the bookstore and do nothing.”
Mander frowned and then nodded. “That explains why you left so suddenly. You’ll have to tell me what recruiting station you went to. I’m not a proponent of using a recruiting office as a site to impress soldiers.”
“So we are definitely at war,” Lotto said.
“Fomented by Daryaku, the Emperor of Dakkor. One or more of his sorcerers are doing something to the minds of our allies, turning them against us. Restella captured a northern baron and Fessano was able to neutralize the spell enough to get the man to talk. Now where did you sign up?”
Lotto told him and then Mander went to a large worktable and wrote out two orders. 
“I’m going to send you into the field among a detachment of scouts. Take these to General Reallo. I think our most serious problems will come from the west. There’s only Oringia to the east. Do you want to meet the Princess again?” Mander looked Lotto in the eyes.
Did he want to see the princess? Did he want to see the Moonstone again? He decided he did want to visit Fessano. “No. I’d like to see the wizard.”
Mander nodded. “I’ll arrange that, but I think it’s time you met Captain Applewood. He will direct the scouting and conventional forces. Report to the General first.”
~
The injury hurt more after Fessano had worked on her shoulder than before. He did warn her and Restella frowned in the morning light. She ached to get back out in the field and refused to get used to her soft, warm bed. She threw off the covers and stood in the middle of her bedroom. Fessano had fashioned a sling for her left arm, still leaving her hand free.
She ground her teeth remembering his words that she would have to stay out of action for at least a month for the damaged muscle to heal. A month!  But the alternative might be the loss of the use of her arm. She couldn’t help but pace as anger built up inside of her. She recognized it for frustration and tried to calm her nerves by reaching for her sword. 
Restella had to struggle to get it out of its scabbard and examined the blade for nicks. There were a few big ones that would have to be worked out. As Forthwith’s charge entered her mind she instinctively flicked her left arm as she went through the deflection of the lance with her shield. 
The pain stopped her thoughts and she dropped her sword onto the soft rug.  She had to step out of its path to keep the still-sharp edge from cutting her bare feet. Patience, she schooled herself. She knelt down and put the sword back in the sheath and sat down. Did she have the patience? 
Taking a few deep breaths, she ran her fingers over the Moonstone and instantly felt the link with Lotto. So strong!  Could he be in the castle? Certainly in Beckondale. She dreamed of the little half-wit the previous night. Why did he intrude on her dreams?
She let the sheathed sword fall again to her feet in an attack of panic. She dreaded meeting him again even after the reassurance of Fessano and Mander that the boy harbored no ill will towards her and wouldn’t seek to retrieve the gem. After all, she had paid him a few gold pieces for the stone.
The thought instantly shamed her. As much as she was loath to admit, they shared the stone even if it did sit in the pommel of her sword. Lotto controlled the power, but perhaps control didn’t convey the right meaning. Through the link, she achieved the extra height and strength that she needed to fight among soldiers. Fessano said that Lotto had changed, too.
Restella wondered what he looked like. Mander said he was a good looking lad and of noble stock, after all. Fessano told her that he possessed a certain naiveté that came from his intelligence, bursting out so late in his life when they bonded to the stone. How could such a thing happen? She grasped the hilt in her right hand and tried to make a few passes, but it all felt so awkward not using her left for balance.
Baron Forthwith had no honor. Her frustration returned as she put the sword down on the table next to her and tried to puzzle out why the baron would come after her in such a vicious fashion? Fessano refused to say what happened to her former foe.
She rang the bell for her maid. Mander Hart might have a clue. 
~
Lotto dried his palms on his trousers as Gully and he stood in front of the general’s door. He’d never met a general before and he had visions of a gruff man without humor who delighted in grinding young recruits to dust underneath his heel.
The door opened and a lieutenant walked out.
“Silver!” Gully said. The two men embraced. “Good to see you!  We’re here…”
“I know. I wish in some ways that I’d be joining you, but I have another assignment, just now.” He grinned, but stopped when he heard someone clearing his throat. “You can’t keep General Reallo waiting. I’ll catch up with you later, Lieutenant.”
Lotto could tell that Gully wanted to introduce him to this Silver fellow, but they stepped into the general’s office. He stood at what he thought was attention. Lotto never did get the chance to learn much in the way of army etiquette during his abruptly truncated training experience. He looked over at Gully and tried to mimic his salute and stance making the general laugh.
“At ease, the both of you,” Reallo said, still laughing. The man’s sharp eyes would have scared Lotto, but they crinkled with humor. The general looked tall and fit, if a bit older than he expected. “You, I surmise, are the rogue known as Gully Workman. Well, Captain Hessa retired while you labored away, so you won’t have to worry about crossing paths with him again. He is happily married to the same woman, who you knew too well, so stay away from the both of them, and that’s an order.”
Gully stared at the wall behind the general. “Yes sir, General, sir.”
The general swiveled his eyes at Lotto. “And you are the mysterious protégé of Mander Hart. You have a lot of compliments to live up to. He told me that you studied arms under Kenyr, the Serytar, is that correct?”
“Yes sir,” Lotto said. He’d never felt so frightened in his life in front of this man despite his casual demeanor.
“Have you ever sparred with Workman?”
“With sticks and wooden swords, sir.”
The eyes turned back to Gully. “And your assessment, Lieutenant?”
An edge softened in Gully’s stance. “He’s better with a sword than I am and a lot of other weapons, I’d surmise. Although he hasn’t been trained in archery, sir.”
“I suppose you can correct that, can’t you? Mander has set up his own band of furtive rascals like himself. You will be assigned to my command except when Mander and the king want something special done. He’s going to call you allrangers rather than scouts.” Reallo shrugged. “When you’re in the field, you’ll be penetrating the borders of our enemies to assess what’s going on. You’ll go in as units, so you won’t be spies, but you’ll be reporting whatever you find to both Mander and me. 
“You’ll be assigned to Captain Applewood. He will command a regular army with a large contingent of rangers. Lieutenant Gully, you’ll be leading the rangers reporting to Applewood. Is that clear?”
The general scribbled additional words on both of their papers and held them out. Gully didn’t know which one to take. Lotto realized that the man didn’t know how to read script. He quickly pulled his own out. The general squinted at him as he took it. “Good luck, lad. Learn all you can from this scoundrel. Apart from Lieutenant Silver who you ran into as you came in, Gully is reportedly one of the best we’ve got… or he will be once he’s back in the field. Dismissed!”
Gully turned on his heel with a military about face that Lotto couldn’t begin to do and followed him out, closing the door softly behind him. He noticed the sweat on Gully’s forehead.
“General Reallo and Captain Hessa were like father and son to each other. I guess time heals all wounds.”
“As long as you don’t open them up again, eh?” Lotto laughed as he followed Gully down the corridor deeper into the barracks and away from the castle proper.  He didn’t feel as comfortable as he tried to act. He wiped his palms again and looked around, trying to drink in the feeling of the army barracks attached to the castle.
Gully could only nod as he asked an orderly for directions to Captain Applewood’s office. Lotto listened in and redirected his friend twice before they knocked on the door.
“Come.” A strong voice came in from behind the door. The captain stood as they entered. He had been polishing a sword on his bed. “I don’t merit an office in the castle. Since I’m generally out in the field, I use my quarters for both.” Applewood shrugged, “It works.” He gave them half a smile as his attention turned to the orders both of them thrust in his hands.
“Gully Workman. You are a bit of a legend. A bit of good and a bit of bad.” The captain pointed his finger and looked levelly at Gully. “Your past means nothing to me, just how you can serve the king going forward, understood?”
Gully nodded. “Yes sir, Captain.”
“Lotto. Got a last name, Lotto? I can’t go around calling you by your first name all the time. Where are you from?”
“Heron’s Pond, but my father’s name was Mistad. I’m joined up as Lotto Mistad. I guess Mander Hart forgot to put down my last name.”
Applewood grunted and looked intently at the sword at Lotto’s waist. “Mistad from Serytar? Know Kenyr?”
“I do, he’s my trainer.”
The captain nodded and looked further down the order page at the general’s scribbles. “Given your recent history with Workman, here, can you follow his orders? If you can, Mander Hart suggests that I post you to his unit as a sergeant.  We don’t typically give new recruits a commission, but Lord Hart says you bring in some special talents. If you screw up badly, you’ll end up as one of the troops.  I’m relying on you not to prove Mander Hart wrong.”
“I won’t let you down, sir.”
“I like to hear that ‘sir’. A lot of new recruits forget to use it.” The captain put their orders in a folio on his tiny desk and pulled out a couple of ruled forms. “Your uniforms are green and brown, but cut like the coat on the chair. We’d rather you not be seen while you all flit around through the forest. Got it?”
Both of them agreed. 
“You get to go to the regimental tailor for the uniforms. Do it before the morning is out so your uniforms will be ready tomorrow afternoon. Workman, teach this man how to salute and stand at attention. We’ll get together for dinner in the Red Room at the barracks mess tomorrow at five hours after noon. Until then, enjoy Beckondale. Dismissed and close the door behind you.” The captain had already turned his attention back to his weapons when Lotto secured the latch.
Gully rubbed his hands together and grinned. “Applewood is a good man. He came up through the Eastern Forces, but I heard of him. He’s got a good head on his shoulders. Let’s get measured up and then eat some lunch. We’ll be friends for another day and then I’ll be your lieutenant and our relationship will have to change a bit, understand?”
Lotto nodded, but didn’t quite understand. He wondered exactly how things would change, but he was excited that his soldiering days had really started. 
The tailor grunted and complained about the uniforms. They were made out of a wool cloth that cost twice as much as normal. He muttered something about stretch and strength. Lotto couldn’t really understand nor did he really care since he’d never worn a real uniform. The rags that he wore at the training camp were well used and nothing like what he noticed the soldiers wore in the barracks. They left and Gully asked another soldier for an appropriate tavern to spend the rest of the day. Lotto just followed Gully. He felt like a puppy or something running after its master.
The ambience of the tavern for their midday meal left something to be desired for Lotto, but Gully seemed to love being in his element. It seemed he knew more than a few of the soldiers who made up most of the clientele, including a few dressed in the green and brown of the rangers. Lotto thought they looked rather rumpled next to the thick wool tunics worn by the regular troops.
“Those men put armor over their uniforms. The wool’s got to be thick to pad the armor. For our boys, let me call one over.” He pointed at a ranger and called him over.
“What’s yer name?” Gully said. “I’m Lieutenant Workman, newly assigned to the rangers and my friend, Sergeant Mistad, and I wondered what standard issue is for us.”
“Ranger Pesso, sir. I’ll be assigned to your unit.” The man didn’t salute, but stood a little straighter. “We are issued a chamois shirt with a mail shirt that has removable sleeves. For battle, we have leather corsets with metal plates and full metal epaulettes.”
“What about hats, Pesso?” Gully said.
“We have a soft beret for regular duty and a rounded helm that fits over the ears for battle. Arms are whatever you bring, except all men carry bows or crossbows and a spear or iron-tipped staff. Is that all, Lieutenant?”
“Get back to your mates. I don’t have to get back until dinner tomorrow night.” 
No ‘sir’ or ‘dismissed’ in the tavern. Lotto had no idea how to behave under any of these circumstances. 
“He didn’t salute or anything,” Lotto said.
“Ah, the niceties of military drill. Other than calling one another by your last name or by your rank, in a tavern, you only need to be polite.” Gully then continued to cram military etiquette into Lotto all the way through lunch, dinner and breakfast.
Lotto broke off his practical education the next morning to visit Fessano.  He found the wizard slowly walking the interminable stairway up to his eyrie.  Lotto joined him.
“Lotto!  I heard you had arrived. You’ve had a devastating effect on Princess Restella.”
“Dreams?”
“You know?”
“The last two nights, she’s been somewhere in my dreams. It’s a little disconcerting, but I imagine it’s the Moonstone.”
“Indeed it is. Have you been practicing any magic?”
Lotto reluctantly shook his head, even though Fessano was a couple of steps ahead of him. “I’ve lit a few lamps and that is all.”’ Neither said another word until Fessano stood at his door, catching his breath.
“I don’t suppose you had any books to read while you toiled in the Bluerock mines?” The wizard unlocked his door and walked to a bookcase.  He pulled out a little book.
“My gift. You can keep it with you on the road. Read it regularly. It’s a pocket guide for battle wizards, so you should find the spells useful in your new role. You can knock down trees and call down lightning, if the clouds are dense enough. It’s all in the little handbook. Practice your magic a little each day, but take care. Once your power is depleted, it takes time to recharge from the nexus. If you practice, the recovery time will be reduced.”
“What about the dreams?”
Fessano rubbed his bare head. “I imagine it’s the link. When you two are close by, it gets stronger. She dreams of you, as well, Lotto.”
He didn’t know what to think. A princess dreaming of him? It just didn’t make sense, but then he dreamed of her. “She’s never seen me after I… grew.”
“Her picture of you is what you looked like when you first met. Perhaps I should arrange a face-to-face meeting.”
“Don’t do that!” Panic shot through his system. He felt embarrassed. “I’m just a commoner and I wouldn’t know how to act in front of royalty.”
Fessano waved his hand dismissively. “Hardly. You are the son of a duke with pure noble Serytaran blood. You mustn’t demean yourself.”
“I don’t.”
“You do,” Fessano said. “It’s one of your endearing characteristics, but you can’t let it get in the way of soldiering.”
“But I have so much to learn.” Lotto panicked. He felt totally inadequate in the castle except in Mander’s presence. He still didn’t quite trust Fessano.
Fessano put his hand on Lotto’s shoulder. “And that is what makes you extraordinary. What other nineteen year old can wield a sword, or recite history or light a lamp with power? You are unique and every thing you learn makes you that much more unique. Indeed, that can be said of anybody, but especially of you, Lotto. I’ll tell you what I’ll do. I’ll arrange to have Restella see you in the barracks, from afar. You might not even see her, but then if she dreams it will be of you as you are now.”
The words made sense and that comforted him, just a bit. It wouldn’t hurt for the princess to have a current image of him as long as he didn’t have to meet her face to face. Didn’t he come to Beckondale to see the princess in the first place, so long ago? Now he recoiled at the thought of meeting her and the contradiction made him seem like a fool. He felt miserable all the way back down to the barracks, but once he got onto the training ground, he had the means to work out his frustration with the princess and with himself. When it came to weaponry, Lotto had the confidence that he could hold his own against most men.
~~~



 
 
 
CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
~
FESSANO WALKED AT RESTELLA’S SIDE as they entered the gallery overlooking the training grounds. Ten or fifteen pairs sparred with each other on the packed dirt of the arena. Some men fought in silence and others yelled when hit or taunted their opponent. Restella loved the sounds of practice and longed to be down with the soldiers sparring with their weapons, but her wound was far from healed. 
She didn’t need Fessano’s help to spot Lotto. He fought with a staff. She could tell he measured up his opponent, lightly sparring and feinting. Lotto impressed her with his patience and then he struck with his staff, taking advantage of some weakness that she couldn’t spot from her vantage point.
“He’s grown into a man—a very capable man,” Restella said, shocked by the affect of the link. 
“Indeed,” Fessano said. “You can feel the link?”
“I can close my eyes and point to him.” She did so. She opened her eyes and Lotto had stopped fighting and gawked up at her. His face turned red and he left the grounds in a rush.
“He’s bashful. You’re a princess and you are one of the few who know what he looked like before the Moonstone transformed him.”
Restella didn’t know what to think as a few of the soldiers hailed her and saluted. She painfully returned their salute even though she didn’t wear a uniform. 
“That’s disconcerting, to say the least,” Restella said as she turned back to re-enter the castle. “He’s actually turned out to be handsome and well-built.” Her words could not convey the excitement she felt within herself at seeing him. She no longer had to think of him as the half-wit, but as a capable soldier. It made her feel considerably better about being linked to the new Lotto, rather than the old. She played with her fingers and didn’t notice anything Fessano said as he escorted her back to her apartment to give her another treatment on the injured arm.
~
Lotto concentrated on using the iron-shod staff, going through the motions that Kenyr had drilled into him. He liked the weighting of the staff much better than a spear, but he wondered if he could get a point put on his staff, thinking back to the poker that still sat by the fireplace in the bookshop, as well as remembering a long iron tool he used to clean out seams in the mines.
His vision clouded as he finished off an opponent and he stopped his final blow in mid-arc as Restella’s face appeared in his mind and he realized that she had to be close. He followed the link up to see her looking at him from the gallery. She wore a sling for her right arm, but she looked different than he remembered. His image was of a softer, shorter girl. Restella looked like a warrior goddess standing much taller than Fessano. They locked gazes for a moment and he could feel blood rush to his face. Blushing!  He couldn’t stay out here with a red face gawking at a captain in the army, so he left the training ground and the distance seemed to break the image. 
He ran through the halls and out to the stable yard where he dumped his head into a horse trough and let the cold shock bring him out of the link. He could never touch that woman. If he did, he would crumble in fear. Taking deep breaths, he stood staring up at the castle walls that rose above him. The sooner he could get out in the field and away from proximity to her, the more comfortable he’d feel. His confidence had never been so quickly shaken.
The forges were right around the corner. Perhaps he could thrust her out of his mind by talking to a blacksmith about making an iron-shod staff with a poker at one end. The sharp smell of sintered iron finally broke Restella’s spell. Lotto breathed deeply to clear his head.
“Could you make me one of these with a sharp end? I’ve got a poker weapon back home.”
“I think I’ve already got what you want. It’s a heavy old thing, for you need to weight both ends for balance.” The weapons maker, dirty and sweaty, returned with a rusty weapon that appeared to be exactly what Lotto wanted. “It has a pointy end, like a poker and a flat, blunted blade, like a pick on the other. I imagine you could use the weapon for all kinds of things, from levering up a rock to throwing it like a spear. You look like a strong enough lad. That poker end would pierce any armor, leather, metal, flesh and bone, if used as a lance. Leave it with me and I’ll refinish it for you. We’ve had that thing in the back as long as I’ve been here. It’s probably older than both of us combined.”
The excitement about the staff kept Lotto’s mind diverted until he peeked from underneath the gallery out at the training ground. His eyes were drawn to where Restella had stood, but he felt relief to know she had gone, even though he didn’t need to look. The link had moved into the castle and up towards the royal quarters. He wondered if it was love, but decided that it wasn’t. The magical force of the stone linked them and drew them to each other.  How could his mother and father stand it?
The next day he picked up the staff. The rusty thing had been sanded and finished black, except for the shiny point at one end and the short, flat edge on the other. The weight didn’t bother him, but remembering Kenyr’s words, he’d have to train more to get used to it. He didn’t want to use the training ground with the risk of Restella showing up again, so he sought out the indoor gymnasium and dragged Gully with him.
“This is my weapon. The armorer found it in the back of his forge someplace. I need to get used to it.”
“What about archery?”
Lotto shrugged. He wanted to tell Gully the truth. “I don’t think I have the patience to learn.”
His friend looked disappointed. “A crossbow for you, then. Easier to master, closer range, but it still takes a lot of practice. We can do that on the road. Now what do you have to show me?” 
Lotto held out his new staff.  
“This is heavy!  A point on one end and a chisel blade on the other.  I’ve never seen one of these before.  It looks like something a farmer would love,” Gully said.  “How did you get it?”
“I wanted a round point on the end and the armorer remembered he had this.  I need to practice with it. I told you the story about the poker?”
Gully nodded.
“I sparred yesterday…”
“When Princess Restella walked out on the gallery and you fled like a bashful schoolboy. Everyone knows.”
“How?”
Gully just shook his head. “From what I hear, you two froze, looking at each other, until you ran away.”
Lotto hung his head. “We’re linked.”
“If that’s what you want to call it. Everyone else calls it love at first sight.”
He didn’t want to remind Gully about the Moonstone and just accepted the general interpretation. “She’s the most stunning person I’ve ever seen,” he said, gritting his teeth right after he said it. “I didn’t expect her to do the same. I don’t consider myself stunning.”
‘Oh you’re stunning enough, Mistad. Now show me what you’ve got.” Lotto sighed with relief.  If Gully would dismiss the encounter, then he would too. He circled Lotto with his own iron-shod staff.
Lotto twirled the staff, not quite as quickly as he would one of the other staffs and attacked his friend. Gully had moves he hadn’t seen before, but Lotto fought without being struck. Gully probably wished for the same, for Lotto’s strikes had broken through and were certain to raise welts. He grabbed the octagonal shape of the shaft, another innovation of whoever had designed the staff, and jammed the flat blade right to the side of Gully’s foot.
 His opponent jumped back and looked at the flat blade embedded three inches into the dirt floor of the gymnasium. 
“Whew, I’m glad you missed. That’s a frightening dimension. Either end carries it’s own surprise,” Gully said. 
Lotto laughed and threw the staff into a wooden target for spears. The wooden plank split with the force of the staff and stuck into the wooden support behind. It took both of them to remove it.
“I’ll have to remember that. If I throw it too hard in battle, I might not have the time to retrieve it.”
Gully whistled. “I’m not going to spar with you carrying that thing again. Tell you what. A few of us wrap their staffs in oiled leather. I suggest you do the same or you’ll get a reputation that might get in the way of your command.”
Lotto laughed, but Gully didn’t. “Get it done now. We leave in a few days,” Gully said and it surprised Lotto because it sounded an awfully lot like an order.
~
On the last night before they were to leave, Lotto spent it in the barracks. He had written out a list to make sure he had everything. Sitting on his bunk, he picked up the spell handbook that Fessano had given him. Ever since he had seen Restella on the gallery, he wanted nothing to do with the Moonstone or magic, but he would be a fool not use magic as a weapon. None but Gully knew of his capabilities, so he could probably get away with lighting campfires, but what if they needed his help to carry out a mission? He’d have to learn some basic spells.
He chided himself for his continued weakness as far as the princess was concerned. This would be the last night he’d dream of Princess Restella or as his fellow soldiers called her, Captain Beecher. He slipped the book in his saddlebags and laid back. The other soldiers were all out at various establishments in Beckondale for a last fling. Lotto liked a good time as much as the next soldier, but he’d rather forego the headache when they rode out in the morning. 
Gully had suggested that he get tight fitting soft leather garment to wear under his trousers. It would save him the anguish and embarrassment of the first couple of days travel. He laid it on top of his clothes so he wouldn’t forget to put it on in the morning.
Lotto figured that he had learned to fit in. The rangers weren’t much for drills but Lotto could now salute, stand at attention and could now do an about face as well as anyone. Gully said he would give all of the command training he’d need on the road. He smiled at the thought of all of the acquaintances he had made in the three weeks they’d been training.
“Lotto?”
Mander walked in and sat next to Lotto on his bunk. “Have you got your staff with you?” His mentor actually looked excited when Lotto pulled it out of its leather case. “I’ve heard you had an odd battle staff.”
‘What’s so odd about it? Someone left it behind. The blacksmith said it had been in the back for a long time.”
Mander laughed. “Indeed it has. This was General Kirrello’s personal weapon. He died one hundred and thirty years ago on the field of battle. The Oringians, again. They wore plate armor in those days and he would batter and smash his opponents with this. There’s a painting in the castle with him holding this very weapon.”
“How did he die?” Lotto was in awe as Mander told him the history of his staff.
“An arrow through his visor. Not a nice way to go, but then it might have been an instant death.” Mander shrugged. “I’m proud of you, Lotto. Pulling this out on your own. It takes a certain person to wield it, and you are that person.”
“Thanks for putting Gully and me in the rangers.”
Mander waved away the comment. “Gully will do just fine. I’ll bet he knew he’d be called back eventually.”
“He did,” Lotto said amazed at Gully’s confidence and that it was so well placed.
“Do us all proud, Lotto. There are dark forces in the world that need to be pushed back. The Red Kingdom has just fallen. Learsea and Valetan are under attack. Baronies and Dukedoms are spurning treaties and I imagine it will get much worse before it gets better.”
“Aren’t there any other allies?”
Mander snorted. “I suspect that Daryaku is working hard to suborn every kingdom and principality. He’s behind all of this, I’m sure. I told you that a Dakkoran wizard put a spell on Baron Forthwith. All of Besseth is under siege and don’t think it isn’t. Prola is where you’re headed and I think the king is under Daryaku’s influence, as well.  But he’s one among many.
“Roppon is as insular as always, a nest of bureaucratic infighting. It has the highest concentration of wizards in the world, yet all they seem to be able to do is fight amongst themselves. I doubt that they’ll be dragged into this war.”
“So Dakkor is at war with the rest of the world?” Lotto said.
That raised a half smile from Mander. “So it is, in a way.  We’ve never invaded any domain on Zarron, including Dakkor, and they’ve never attacked us in this way before.  I have no idea how it will all come out. Perhaps you’ll be at the center of it, eh, Lotto?” He slapped Lotto’s knee.
“I’m just a common soldier.”
“I would say that you are quite an uncommon soldier. Promise me that you will take care of yourself and keep me informed when you can. Use official or unofficial channels. They’ll both get to me.” Mander clapped Lotto on the shoulder and used him to get up.
“My back still hurts, as usual. That’s not Daryaku’s doing,” Mander said, slowly straightening up. Both men stood and hugged. “Take care and do me proud, Lotto.” He waved as he left, but didn’t look back.
The conversation left Lotto in a pensive mood. So many people looked up to him and yet he hadn’t done anything to deserve their confidence. He could use arms, but so could every man in the rangers. Well, maybe he was better in some areas than the others.
~~~



 
 
 
CHAPTER NINETEEN
~
RESTELLA ROSE TWO DAYS LATER, amazed that Lotto no longer pestered her dreams. Did she miss him? She shook that thought off and strode off to the barracks to see General Reallo.
“We sent a regiment and a very large squad of rangers for duties on our western borders with Prola, yesterday morning, Captain. Did you wish to see them off?”
She didn’t like the glint in Reallo’s eye. The general was too much the joker for her. Silver had told her about the rumors surrounding her visit to the training grounds and she decided that the best way to address it was to stay away.
“I’d like permission to begin to train again. My arm will remain in the sling, in fact I’ll have someone tie my arm tighter to my body, but I must move around or I’ll turn into a soft princess again, General, sir.” She said that to entertain the general. His smile rewarded her effort.
“Suit yourself. You’re forces will be mustered out from Captain Jossi’s unit in two weeks. I suppose we can order them here for a week of training and two week’s rest and then send you out at that time. The healers say you’ve got at least another two weeks before they think you’re ready and that will fit the timeframe well enough. I imagine you’d like to go after Ashdown, with many of Forthwith’s men at your side rather than his?”
Restella couldn’t help but smile. “Indeed, sir.” Relieved that Lotto headed west and she would deploy further to the north, she could now concentrate on getting well and working with her father and Mander Hart on strategy.
~
As the weeks passed much more slowly than suited Restella, Lotto still plagued her dreams. They didn’t have the potency that her dreams did when he trained in the castle, but he would enter as the little half-wit and turn into the man she saw at the training ground or the just opposite would happen. Sometimes he threatened her, physically and other times he saved her from attacking forces. Why couldn’t he leave her alone? His presence in her mind was such a distraction!
The dreams weren’t romantic, but the attraction still persisted. She wanted to scrub him out of her mind, but couldn’t. The day came when the healers finally gave her permission to use her right arm and training became her diversion. Restella made certain that she trained hardest in the evenings so she’d be so exhausted that she would fall into a dreamless sleep. 
She anxiously awaited her return to battle when she could mount her horse and lead troops out of the city. As usual, with the spring came a flood of new recruits. General Reallo had doubled her unit. She now nearly had enough soldiers to call her unit an army, as she rode towards a confrontation with Baron Ashdown. A lot were green and along the way, she’d pair them up with experienced soldiers so by the time they arrived, all of her soldiers could fight.
~
The journey to the northwest came to a crawl with her expanded forces. They only traveled for half of a day, spending the other half drilling the men in how to use their arms.   Most of the men carried pikes, since poles could be cut from saplings along the way and steel heads mounted as they continued to march. At this rate it would take three or more weeks to get to the border with Ashdown.
Restella observed the process from her horse. She had never had a blacksmith wagon in her group before, but then she had spent only two years in the field. Four horses pulled the steel wagon. The forge fire never fully went out, but still it would take hours to get up to the proper heat so the blacksmith could push a glowing pin of metal to lock a pike head on a pole. But even with the fires banked up, the heat served to dry the saplings and stiffen them up.
She thought of Lotto’s finding General Kirrello’s staff. Could the Moonstone be at work? Lotto’s practice with the staff became the talk of the veterans while she trained. She wondered what would have to happen to give her the peace to go about her own business without every thought turning to him? She ground her teeth and turned her horse towards her tent. Perhaps her father, the king, could arrange something at some point, maybe a posting for Lotto in Learsea or someplace even further from Beckonvale.
Her tent was larger this time. She had two Captains reporting to her as well as ten lieutenants. Silver had just finished spreading maps on the collapsible table that all of her staff reviewed every evening.
“What do the scouts tell us?” she asked Silver. 
He jerked up. “I didn’t hear you come in. Lost in thought, ma’am.”
“A few are still out, but no specific signs of Ashdown, but I don’t expect anything until we are halfway into Forthwith’s lands and that won’t be for a week, yet.”
“I wish that we had more scouts, like Lieutenant Workman’s unit under Captain Applewood,” Silver said.
Lotto’s group!  The last thing she wanted was for him to get back into range. She turned and touched the moonstone and could sense him to the south of them. “Ah, yes, Workman’s unit is far from us.”
“Begging your pardon, ma’am, but how can you know?”
Could she confide partly to Silver? She looked down at the map and then closed her eyes and touched her sword. “About here along the border with Prola.”
Silver furrowed his brow and waited for Restella to talk.
“The Moonstone. Lotto Mistad found it and when I took it out of his hand, we became bonded somehow. Fessano, the Court Wizard knows more of how it works than I do. Other than make me taller and stronger…” Restella shrugged. “I have no magical power, but Lotto and I are bound to the stone. I can sense where he is.”
Silver looked at Restella and back down at the map. “The rumors of your encounter at the training ground were because of your bond?”
She nodded. “It’s not a romantic bond, but a function of the Moonstone’s power. I can sense where he is and he can sense where I am, even better than I can, him. If we’re close, like at Beckondale, in the castle, I had dreams of him every night. Again, not romantic, but Lotto showed up all the same. Before the Moonstone, he was a village half-wit, boy-sized, maybe four-and-a-half feet tall. Addled. He could barely put two words together and after we touched the stone together, we both passed out. I left with it and he grew man-sized in just days. His mind grew as well and he’s got magical power.”
“Who knows all this?” Silver said.
“It’s not a secret, exactly. Mander Hart took him in. Kenyr, the weapons master knows and Fessano, of course. I’d like to hate Mistad for intruding on my life. Ever since I relented and followed Fessano’s advice to see him on the training ground, every day he shows up in my mind in one thought or another. Sometimes I think I’m going to go mad.”
“I can see why you are frustrated,” Silver said. “Lotto’s a commoner. Your father could just banish him.”
The thought had crossed Restella’s mind before. “He’s not a commoner. His father and mother were Serytaran nobility. Kenyr was their sworn man.”
“I see and he’s Mander’s protégé of sorts.” Silver rubbed his chin. “That I do know and Mander Hart loves him like a son.”
“So I am trapped.”
“How, Captain?” Silver said. “Reach out to him. Tell him of your bond. Perhaps talking to him is what you need to do. If he feels the same way you do, maybe he’ll leave Valetan of his own accord. From what I know of the lad, he’s a very honorable person.”
Tears came to Restella’s eyes and she looked away. “I know. I wish he were dead!” She shouldn’t have said such an awful thing.  How could a man affect her so?
“Can’t Fessano work some kind of magic to deaden the bond?”
That was a thought that never came up before. “It’s as if he encouraged the bond, now that you said it. He wanted me to see him, if only from afar.” She shivered at the memory of that encounter. “Lotto’s very face shook me, shocked me.”
“From what I can see, his is a pleasant face. You could do worse, ma’am,” Silver said. “If I might make a recommendation?”
“Yes, Silver.”
“Don’t fight it. To me, and I hesitate to be personal here, but you did ask, I think you should embrace the images. In your mind make him a friend and not an enemy.  Perhaps you are so emotional about his presence that you have made him an objectionable obsession. If he brings a feeling of protection and well-being, you won’t suffer as I have seen you suffer since we’ve been on our journey.”
“That’s a possibility,” Restella said. She had already talked too much about Lotto. “I will reflect on your advice, Silver. For now, I’d like to be alone until dinner.” Restella felt miserable. If Silver noticed her discomfort regarding Lotto, then the entire army probably knew. Sometimes she felt the Moonstone’s effect might not be worth it.  She gathered her fingers into a fist and clenched hard and twisting feeling the muscles work in her forearm. She chided herself for even thinking the amulet wasn’t important. It was worth every injury and every peril for she had achieved what she had only dreamed of a few years before.
“Certainly, ma’am.” Silver saluted and left Restella staring at the map. She put her finger down where the link told her of Lotto’s location. “Be my friend,” she whispered. Confusion filled her mind so much that she couldn’t control her tears and fled to the private section of the tent.
~~~



 
 
 
CHAPTER TWENTY
~
GULLY MOTIONED TOWARDS LOTTO to move his squad above them. One of their advance men had spotted scouts for the Prolans in the forests along the borders of the small kingdom of Prola when they entered a hilly area with ridges running north to south. 
Lotto carried his staff horizontally to the ground. That way, he could move straight ahead while he threaded his way along the flat ground without worrying about low-hanging branches. As he reached the next ridgeline, the staff helped him scamper over the rocks. He even used it to vault over a stream, leaving his men to wade through. He passed a clutch of mushrooms nestled within the roots of a dead tree. He remembered from his days with Jessie, that they were the edible kind. He paused to pick them and put them in his bag, anything other than the mush and jerky that had kept them going these past weeks.
The ridgeline ended just above him. He stayed just below it as he had been taught and crept along, motioning the five men behind to follow as he scanned the track below. A flash of red and then more as he saw Prolan scouts move through the woods in the gash of a valley called Hannolo’s Gap.  If the Prolans proceeded through the gap, they would run right into Captain Applewood’s troops as intended.
Red. His green and brown coat would keep his men’s presence a secret. Lotto took a deep breath and concentrated on a tree just ahead of the men. He uttered a spell and heard the wood crack in the silence of the woods. The sound of the tree falling would alert Gully and the rest of the rangers that the enemy had been sighted.  Lotto patted the spellbook in his pocket, smiling that he had memorized most of it. He signaled to his men to stay where they were.
Lotto scampered down the hill as quietly as he could and slid behind the enemy column. They had stopped up ahead.
“Valetan soldiers up ahead?” one of the red coated men said.
“Do you think that tree fell on its own? We should head back to Hedge’s Crossing and bring the army. If we can convince Captain Lessa, we can catch them from behind by heading over a few ridges and then attack them from a direction they won’t be expecting. There’s a cut-off a mile or so back that we can use.”
“You don’t have to convince me.” The small column turned around and used hand signals to retreat back the way they came. Lotto followed them for a mile along the gap and then retrieved his men.  
He returned back to Gully’s position, where the men had begun to eat their midday meal.  Gully had been looking at a map of the area.
They’re bringing their army through here.” Lotto laughed, pointing down at the path the Prolans had intended to use. “They thought I’m a wizard.”
Gully squinted at him. “I don’t know what’s so funny. You are.”
That brought Lotto up short. “Well.” He looked down at the ground and then to the west at the trail leading up the ridge. “I know how we might be able to defeat them.”
“Then let’s get back to Captain Applewood and let him know what General Mistad has up his sleeve.”
Gully gathered his men and they ran through the forest to their horses and took off to the north to intercept Applewood’s forces.
The captain had already set up camp at the mouth of Hannolo’s Gap for the night and ate with his five other officers when Gully and Lotto barged in.
“Lieutenant, I’d appreciate a bit less heavy breathing. You must have something important to tell me. Sit, both of you, and tell us what you’ve found. Prolan’s, I imagine.”
“Sir, yes sir,” Gully said, eyeing the food set up at the table. Lotto looked around at the officer corps of their regiment. They had rushed here from the field without eating and Lotto hoped that his stomach wouldn’t growl as they both stood in front of Applewood. Gully continued,  “Mistad has an idea on how to capture the Prolan army.”
“Over dinner, gentlemen. Be seated. Grab a couple of chairs.
Lotto didn’t hesitate to gulp down some wine, to clear his throat. “I made a small tree fall for the Prolan scouts and it convinced them that our forces knew they were going to come down through Hannolo’s Gap. They are heading back to bring their army to the border. I heard them say that they were going to move their forces through the vale two ridges to the north, we could attack them at the top of the second ridge after the track winds through a rocky valley. If you bring forces from the head of the gap, making it look like they are the vanguard of a larger force, we could catch them between us and there’d be a lot less resistance.  We might be able to go right to Mountsea, the capital. The king couldn’t do anything to halt us.”
Gully just sat there panting like a friendly dog. “We could stop another of these cursed rebel domains.”
The Captain called for a map and the table soon cleared enough to confirm Lotto’s idea.
“How big is their army?”
“We saw them four days ago camped at Hedge’s Crossing. I’d say three, four thousand men,” Gully said.
Applewood stared at the map for a bit more. “They are four to our three and we’d have the surprise. What do you say, Mistad? They would Hannolo’s Gap, you say?”
Lotto nodded. “At the right time, sir.”
“Let’s do it. My orders do not include an invasion and our intent is not to annihilate the Prolans, but stop their ruler. If we can get them to surrender, then we can win without them hating us.”
“Amen. I know enough Prolans, sir. They are good men,” a lieutenant said.
~
Gully delegated his authority to Lotto as the rangers assigned to Applewood split up. Gully would work with another lieutenant and one thousand soldiers of the army to plug up Hannolo’s Gap.  Lotto kept his squad of six rangers fanned out ahead of the larger group that had been late getting organized for the battle at the rocky valley. 
“The Prolans will kill us,” said the lieutenant that led a few hundred mounted men who had risen early enough to accompany Lotto’s rangers.
Lotto shook his head.  His plan wouldn’t work without most of the army at the saddle to fight the Prolans.  He might have to improvise something on his own once all of the meager Valetan forces had been placed.  At least they would slow up the Prolan advance.
They reached the little saddle in the ridge that the Prolan army would take to flank Applewood’s camp. He convinced the lieutenant to stay where they were, a ridge away from where the army would be coming, while Lotto took one man and went ahead.  He planned to use a bit of wizardry to stall the enemy.  The steep rocky valley that the Prolans would take between the first and second ridges had no exit to either side, leaving the only way out up the narrow defile that led up to the small saddle on the second ridge that the Valetans would defend.
Lotto lay on the ground just beneath the top of the first ridge looking down into the path he expected the Prolans to come. The tinkling of harnesses and hushed voices of tired men woke him up. How could he have fallen asleep? He blinked drowsiness from his eyes and wondered if his nap would cost them a battle. The Prolans were heading his way up through the saddle and both of them had fallen asleep.
“Get back to the lieutenant.  Tell him it’s time to get ready for an ambush in an hour or so,” Lotto said. “I’ll do a few things to stall them.”
He watched his ranger disappear from view and pulled out his handbook. He would need something more than what was offered in the little book. What if he combined a couple of spells? He’d never tried it before and had no idea how much it would drain his power, but the terrain at the bottom of the valley looked right for such a thing.  He looked down at the sandy bottom and crept up the ridge where he could see the path that was now lined with his fellow soldiers.
The red coats appeared again as the Prolan column marched towards the middle of the large sandy bottom of a dry pond at the bottom of the valley before heading up the defile. Lotto took a deep breath, as he did whenever he attempted magic, and chanted. One spell shook the ground while the other called up a swirl of winds. The ground-shaking spell required the repeating the words as long as he wished the effect to take place. 
Lotto motioned with his arms as a wind began to swirl at the army’s feet. He uttered the incantation that caused the winds to pick up the now-loose sand and form a torrent of stinging sand that grew into cluster of whirlwinds, stopping the column. The army spilled down the trail and backed up.  Men milled around at the bottom until the army split into two pieces, one committed to the ridge and the smaller force went back towards the main road towards Gully. One thousand men to one thousand entrenched Valetans. The fight wouldn’t even be fair. 
The winds continued and the Lotto could see the officers urge their men forward. Lotto hoped that sufficient time had been lost to allow Captain Applewood to arrive to reinforce his small ambush force. 
The remnants of the Prolan column began to move again. Lotto laid back, exhausted, as he saw the end of the column move up.  He scrambled as soon as he regained some energy and scooted back over the ridge and through the little rocky valley. He stood up and took a long draught from his canteen and used his battle staff to get him through the rocks. By the time he reached the other side of the valley and found an adequate vantage point below where his fellow soldiers were, the Prolans were a hundred paces behind. Lotto grabbed the mushrooms he had put in the back of his pack the previous day and shoved them into his mouth. He’d need more food to generate enough energy to topple a few more trees. 
Valetan soldiers began to move past him towards the Prolans.  Who had ordered an engagement?  Had the captain arrived? Lotto could hear the sounds of the battle beginning to filter through the trees. He stood up straight and toppled five trees from across the valley so that they laid right across the path that led back the way the Prolans had come.  With the Valetan forces on his side and trees blocking the way back, the enemy was effectively bottled up.  His fellow rangers brought out their bows and waited for the enemy to reach them.  He felled a few more trees to keep the Prolans from running up the hill as his rangers surrounded him.
“This was to be an ambush,” Lotto said.
“The lieutenant had other ideas and wanted to engage,” one of his men said.
Shouts were heard as men began to run down the hill towards Lotto. He stood in the middle of the path as a Prolan poked his head over the jumble of felled trees.
“Put down your weapons!” Lotto said. His efforts had just about drained him of power and could barely stand and used his staff as support, but the soldiers didn’t know how weak he was.
The Prolan leapt down and attacked him with his sword. Lotto lowered his staff, poker end first and let the man run right into the point. His opponent obviously couldn’t see the black staff in the dappled sunlight of the woods.
“Stop!” Lotto called again. This time two men ran for him as he could see more men milling behind the logs.
Two arrows flew from his rangers stopped the Prolan men in their tracks. 
“Surrender!” Lotto walked up to the trees and climbed up on the logs. “We have no desire to kill you all. Lay down your weapons and we will stop.”
Lotto decided the men needed a little more motivation and he toppled one more tree. It fell as the soldiers scattered. The act made him even woozier.  He hung on to his staff with every bit of determination he could muster.
“Wizards!” The word scattered up the slope as the Prolans fought a retreating action.  Lotto heard shouting from Prolan officers to stop fighting.
One stepped up and presented Lotto with his sword. “I gladly offer you our surrender. I suppose your wizards created the sand storm that took most of the fight out of my men,” the officer said.  “Most of us are not in favor of this senseless war. My duty ended the minute we engaged with you Valetans.” The man seemed sincere and Lotto accepted the sword.   The officer turned away to instruct his men to remove their weapons.
“Lay down your weapons by the trees,” Lotto said. Soon the pile grew and Applewood’s lieutenant filed through the red-coated troops. 
Lotto took the amazed lieutenant aside. “Why did you attack?”
The man looked abashed.  “Captain Applewood told us to engage with enemy at my discretion.”
Lotto shook his head.  “With all due respect, we lost some men because of your discretion, sir.  If I hadn’t softened them up some, they could have overrun us and headed right towards Captain Applewood.”
“I’m sorry.” 
Why would a lieutenant tell Lotto that he was sorry?  It didn’t make any sense to him. Perhaps he didn’t really understand what the army was all about. He felt disappointed in the man, but he’d have to set that aside for now.
“I’ll send some rangers to tell Lieutenant Gully that the main force has surrendered.   You send your fastest man to hurry up Captain Applewood.  We need to notify the Prolan army leader that this lot surrendered.  Do you have any ideas how we can do that, sir?”  
Lotto’s request gave the lieutenant an excuse to go find a certain sergeant he knew.
Lotto ordered a few Valetan rangers to get his message to Gully.  They ran through the sitting array of Prolans and quickly disappeared over the fallen trees on the other side of the valley. 
“Sir,” Lotto called the Prolan who surrendered to him. “Why did you surrender so easily? You mentioned a senseless war.”
“Indeed. King Willamo suddenly decided that we should invade Valetan.”  Lotto sensed that the man might be somewhat of a rake.  He had long curling golden hair and a wide mustache that decorated a rather handsome face. “He claimed he was in league with the petty kingdoms and dukedoms that ring Valetan. He has the support of Duke Histron of the Red Kingdom. 
“He doesn’t know that we are no match for your troops, as you so ably demonstrated today.” The man looked a bit perplexed. “I don’t see any indication of rank. Are you not an officer? The lieutenant seemed to be following your orders.”
Lotto laughed. “No, I’m not an officer, but let’s say I’m a just a soldier of many talents, and you are?”
“Captain Lessa, at your service.”
He led the Prolan army! “I’m Sergeant Lotto Mistad.”
“Of Serytar? The Mistad name was once a noble one… Duke of Bomai, as I recall, before the Dakkoran emperor formally absorbed all of Serytar.  Heraldry and nobility is a passion of mine. We Prolans trade with Serytar, you know. A relation, perhaps? I can see you carry a fine Serytar sword. It has seen service.”
“My father’s. He was assassinated nearly twenty years ago.”
Lessa bowed his head and then raised it. “And your staff. A unusual weapon for a noble’s son.”
“I’m a ranger for the king of Valetan. Many of us carry iron shod staffs.”
Lessa squinted as he looked at it. “I recall reading about a weapon such as that. A general, a famous Valetan general, used it.”
“General Kirrello. This is the very staff.”
“You used it on one of my men.” Lessa looked at the bodies. “An unfortunate occurrence. All of my men’s lives are precious.”
“They came at me, Captain.”
“Indeed.”  Lessa turned and ordered a few of his men to lay out the bodies appropriately.  Lotto noted that the Valetans were doing the same.
The conversation became uncomfortable for Lotto. This Prolan captain seemed to know more about him that he did, from a military standpoint. Lotto had never experienced what a surrendered army did or how prisoners were supposed to be treated.  It added to his inadequate feeling.
Lotto couldn’t just stand and chat with Captain Lessa.  “If you don’t mind, I’ll be seeing to my men. I’m assuming you will keep your men from doing something inappropriate.”
Lessa bowed and then saluted. “On my honor. Will you allow me to send a message to the rest of my force? It will only reinforce the messages that you have already sent.  There is no need for further bloodshed.”
Did Prolan’s have honor? Lotto didn’t know. He would have to stay at his position, waiting however long it would take to get Captain Applewood to arrive. He nodded and then, as he walked among the sitting Prolans, he heard the mutterings spread about the staff and his bravery. He hadn’t been brave. He just wanted to protect the rest of the army. 
Valetan soldiers saluted him as he walked past them and he stopped to chat to a few to make sure they kept their weapons up, doing so with a louder than normal voice so that, hopefully, the Prolans would understand what would happen if they stood up. He reached the top of the saddle and looked down at the wounded and the few dead littering the other side of the ridge. He noticed that the lieutenant had detached some men to see to the Valetan injured. Lotto walked down.
“Make sure you take care of the Prolan’s after you’ve seen to our men. This unit has surrendered and we should treat them properly.”
The soldiers stood as Lotto approached him. “Yes, sir.” They saluted, even the lieutenant. Lotto felt a bit awkward saluting back.  He felt uneasy about the entire engagement.  The strategy had been his, yet so much had gone wrong.  Lotto worried about the criticism he would receive when the lieutenant notified the captain of their discussion. He walked back up the ridge and stood at the top, looking down on both sides, expecting to be relieved of his command.
At long last, he saw Gully climbing over the fallen trees on the other side of the valley and went down to meet him as Gully walked through the surrendered Prolans, beating the Captain to the surrender site. 
The lieutenant stopped Gully and they talked until Lotto arrived. “Don’t know how you did it, but you’re quite a hero. The lieutenant had nothing but good things to say. I hope the Captain knows what to do with all of these men.”
“What happened on the other side?”
“I daresay there are more dead on both sides, but once the Prolan’s received Captain Lessa’s message, all hostilities ended.”
Lotto hadn’t noticed Captain Applewood climbing over the fallen trees on the Valetan side of the valley.
“Mistad, you did this?”  The captain wheezed a bit as he talked and waved a weary arm at the fallen trees.
“I did, sir.” He saluted to the Captain.
Lessa whistled. “A magician as a complement to such bravery.”
Applewood raised his eyebrow.
“May I introduce Captain Lessa, the commander of these men?”
“You captured the army’s leader, Mistad? Captain Lessa,” Applewood bowed his head to his fellow commander. “I assume Mistad, here accepted your sword.”
“He did indeed. He is a humorous young man, masquerading as a regular soldier.”  Lessa grinned at Applewood.  Lotto felt the man definitely had a not-serious side.
“That’s exactly what he is.” Applewood looked sideways at Lotto. “Well, maybe not so regular. Let’s get his opinion on what to do. Mistad?”
Lotto smiled. “Captain, if you would, how large is the rest of the Prolan army?”
“Most of it is here. We have some units at other points of the border with Histo, but my general sips wine with the king and his Dakkoran friends at Mountsea, our capital.” Lessa flourished and bowed again.
“Why don’t we join forces and depose your king in what I hope is a relatively bloodless coup assisted by Captain Applewood, here?” Lotto said.
“A coup you say?”  Lessa’s eyebrows rose.
“Not entirely necessary if your king will listen to reason. However we think that the Emperor of Dakkor is somehow influencing Besseth leaders to attack Valetan. We also think he’s behind the takeover of the Red Kingdom.”
“So you think he has already taken over our lands, eh?”
Lotto nodded. “Captain. I know men have died on both sides, but we can move through Prola more easily without dragging these men along as prisoners.”
Applewood stroked his chin. “Captain Lessa, what do you say?”
“He is the son of a duke and I a baron. I am under Captain Mistad’s command as he directs the Prolan forces.”
Captain Applewood narrowed his eyes and then laughed. “It appears that General Lessa has given you a battlefield promotion, Mistad. Mander cautioned me about underestimating you, so don’t disappoint either of us. Lieutenant Gully will act as liaison between our two forces.”
What could Lotto say? He hadn’t asked for this, but he searched his mind for a parallel in Valetan history and remembered that some time ago, mingled forces marched together and ended up fighting each other.  He didn’t recall all of the details, but Lotto felt caution was a better guide than joining two enemies together.
“We will march separately, Captain. The Prolans will precede the Valetans. Rangers will ride in between so that we can ensure there are no misunderstandings.   Is that acceptable to both of you?”
“Fine plan, Captain Mistad, see that you carry it out.” Applewood tried unsuccessfully to repress a smile. “I suggest you get some men to clear the way to Hannolo’s Gap.”
Lotto had Lessa talk to his officers privately and then rode with him as the column began to march, again armed, back towards Hedge’s Crossing. He rode in front of over three thousand troops under his field command. Never had he dreamed of such a thing.  Lessa asked him about being a wizard and Lotto waved his little book. “All that I know is in here.” They both laughed, until Lotto gulped, spying another thousand men camped at Hedge’s Crossing. The Prolans outnumbered the Valetans more than he realized and if they chose, Captain Applewood’s force could be overpowered.
“Ride with me,” Lessa said and Lotto worried about falling into a trap but followed Lessa as he sped up towards the field of tents. They entered the camp, side by side, and walked into Lessa’s headquarters.
“My fellow officers, I have given my command over to Captain Mistad of the Valetan army. We march separately, from the Valetans, but we march to eliminate the madness that had our army consolidate into this band. He’s young, but an admirable fighter and a battle wizard, to boot. If there are any of you who refuse to follow this man, speak now. He looks very young, but he is brave and very powerful.” Lessa paused and not a man spoke up. He looked at Lotto. “Now, your turn.”
Lotto blinked. He’d never spoken up in front of any more than a few souls before. Now he had twenty or thirty of the enemy’s officers looking expectantly at him.
He cleared his throat and stood up straighter, thinking of Mander and the vision he had of his father. Panic gripped him, but he stood his ground. Standing up the Lessa’s army paled to the fear that coursed through his body as he was about to speak to the Prolan officer corps.
“An enemy has infiltrated Besseth. It comes from Dakkor and poisons the minds of good and bad men alike, twisting old allegiances and the results are death and misery. Today I saw men die who didn’t need to, who shouldn’t have. Valetan has no designs on Prola.” He hoped Mander didn’t give him false information on that count. “We’ve been at peace for three hundred years, but why have you been mustered to penetrate into Valetan territory? 
“I say it is bribery, magic or both working on those in high places who have enough greed or fear to let false notions overtake them. Oringia invades. Ashdown invades. Forthwith turns. Louson and Jiffero, to the east turn. Prola intends to invade. And the result? Dead or maimed soldiers on both sides who will never lift another blade in defense of their homeland. We come not as invaders or conquerors, but freedom fighters, to battle alongside of you in taking back your country. Let us head west to your capital-by-the-sea and remove the madness that currently rules Prola. I’m not suggesting that Valetan depose your king, that is up to Captain Lessa and you, but I would hope to make sure that his rule doesn’t include seeking the death of the Valetan people.”
Lessa clapped and the men cheered. Evidently, Lotto’s mumblings sufficed. He wiped the sweat from his brow and took a deep breath. Using a bit of history and knowledge of current events certainly helped. Men came up to him and shook his hand. This kind of one-on-one chatter, Lotto could perform more comfortably. 
Orderlies set up four tables and laid large maps over them. The room quieted as Lessa asked their opinions of the best routes for the split forces. Lotto observed how his new friend dealt with his officers. Lessa addressed every officer by his first name and made light of statements made here and there, but Lotto noticed that Lessa controlled his officers and manipulated the joking so that in the end all of the men agreed with what they discussed. He knew there wasn’t time to understand enough to decide anything, so he just stood and listened to Lessa’s amazing process.
He made a few suggestions as the travel plans were made, relying on the strategies that Mander and he had discussed. The books he had read gave him more perspective that he thought they had.
Gully showed up towards the end and Lessa and Lotto showed him their plans until Lotto began to yawn. The tent emptied at Lessa’s insistence. 
Lotto’s day had been long and taxing. Lessa had set up a cot at one end of the large tent. Lessa’s personal quarters were shut off on the other side.
Lotto sat on the cot and then twisted around to lie down. His eyes dropped and sleep quickly overtook him.
~
Sounds of mustering soldiers woke Lotto up before the sun rose. He blinked sleep away and heard mutterings of a few men on the other side of a canvas wall. He sat up on his cot and pulled his boots on and rubbed his head and then ran his fingers through his hair and then he stepped into the main tent. For a moment he forgot he had slept in Lessa’s tent.
“Ah, Captain Mistad,” Lessa said and gave Lotto a grin.  They seemed to easily come to Lessa’s face. The man nodded to the other officers who saluted and left the tent. An orderly who quickly poured out a mug of tea at a meager buffet lay out on a campaign chest and gave it to Lotto and left the two men alone. “I see you have just woken up. We sent out the order to break camp half an hour ago. I hope that is acceptable.”
Of course it was acceptable. Lotto hoped his face didn’t brighten up the room with embarrassment. He had been out in the murky light of dawn tearing down his own tent the day before and here they were asking for his concurrence.
“I’m here as a liaison as much as anything until we reach the capital.”
“You are much more, my friend. Lieutenant Gully told us the truth before he left. I hope you will forgive me for being so bold as to force your Captain Applewood to promote you. None of my men would have guessed that you lacked experience from your deportment last night, although you look like you began to shave only yesterday. Be assured, I have every confidence in you,” Lessa said.
Lotto had a good sense for a person’s true intent and he detected nothing hidden in the captain’s words.
“I will do what I can to deserve that.” Lotto walked over to the maps, still strewn about on the tables. “What will your king do when he finds out you didn’t engage us?” Lotto had been too timid to bring up the question in front of Lessa’s officers.
Lessa laughed. “What will my king do when we are followed by an army of equal size from Valetan? He will shiver in his silk slippers, and deservedly so. Our military fights for Prola, not for the king.”
Did the Valetan soldiers do likewise? He didn’t believe so. King Goleto had ruled well and had the love and respect of his subjects. He didn’t see Valetan’s troops rebelling, but the nobles had seemed to be a different story.
“Will you seek to rule Prola?” Lotto had to ask. Lessa had an exceptionally positive view of himself and Valetan troops might give him a leg up in succeeding to the Prolan throne.
“No. That is not for me. The bureaucracy of running an army is already more than I can stomach. I have heard of a new concept of rule. No nobles with their fiefs, but people ruling themselves in councils. If I have a say, and again I’m a soldier first and not a courtier, I would set up a series of councils and let the people rule.”
Lotto liked the sound of that. “I’ve read about that happening, but eventually squabbles for favor and power have broken down that kind of rule. As far as I can tell, there need to be ironclad rules and defined rights in order to stand a chance, or those who love to dominate end up dominating again.”
“It is worth a try, though, do you agree?” Lessa said.
Lessa’s brilliant smile infected Lotto. “I do. Another experiment for the historians to record and perhaps it will last longer than any in the past.”
“You are a flexible thinker. I will make it happen, as far as a humble soldier can affect the workings of the kingdom.” Lessa clapped him on the shoulder.
“The country, not the kingdom.” Lotto said and lifted up his mug in salute.
~~~



 
 
 
CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE
~
AFTER A SET OF SKIRMISHES, RESTELLA DROPPED into her leather campaign chair, sitting by a small campfire as others made camp. She rubbed her neck and looked at the rising dust as tents were erected. The summer’s day still had a few hours left.
Her hands hurt from all of the use she had put her sword.  Ashdown’s men had ambushed the column as soon as they were halfway through Forthwith’s former domain and they ended the day spreading out to keep from being attacked on their flanks.
Silver approached. “We’ve suffered half of the casualties that Ashdown has, but it’s still too many. By the time we get to Ashington, his castle town, our soldiers will be dead on their feet… those who can still use a weapon.”
Restella let her hair down and twisted a strand with her sore fingers. “We need to plunge into his lands without worrying about his dogs nipping at our heels. You’re the scout, what if we took a small column of the army and headed straight to Ashington and cut the head off of the beast. We did it when we took Louson.”
“It’s a mistake to use the same ploy every time, Captain.  But this time, the wrinkle is to have the bulk of the army as a decoy, is that your thinking?”
She nodded. “It is. However, I’ll be staying with the decoy and you will lead our men to Ashington, as much as I am loath to give the order. I’d like nothing better than to mix it up with Duke Ashdown. Tomorrow, we will proceed as we have today, not marching as one long column, but will spread throughout woods as we come to them. That way peeling off a substantial force won’t be so obvious. Call in the officers and I’ll set up the maps myself once the tent is raised.”
By the time her officer corps entered the tent, Restella had set up the folding tables herself and spread out three maps of Ashdown’s domain. Silver had brought along a few sergeants, as well.
She fought off fatigue and listened to all of her men as the sergeants had all come from Forthwith and Ashdown and knew the land better than the maps. The plans went on for a few hours as deployment strategies to keep skirmishers from impeding their progress were bandied about. She rubbed her tired eyes and looked at her red-eyed officers doing the same. 
“Enough. We have a plan. I suggest that you all get a good night’s rest. Today was a trial, but it was only the first. Dismissed.” She watched them file out. None of them seemed agitated or doubtful about their plans. Would disagreements come out as they walked to their tents?  Silver might be able to tell her. He returned after a few minutes.
“All of them are in line. No grumbling about the orders, just about Ashdown’s strategy. It’s not easy to travel in an enemy’s lands in a single column. It would be better to have an army three times our size and take over the entire country.”
“Father doesn’t want to do that and neither does Mander Hart. These are delicate times and we don’t want to be seen as bludgeoning my father’s subjects into submission. Besides, we now fight on three fronts; Oringia, Prola and here.”
“I understand,” Silver said, nodding.
“Perhaps a heavy hand might send a stronger message,” Restella said. “But I don’t run the kingdom.”
“Maybe in time, Princess?”
Restella glared at Silver. She had no desire to lock herself up in a castle all day and all night wasting her time with courtiers. She put her hand on her sword and wanted to live her dream as long as she could. “I am, fifth in line for the throne, and I like doing what I’m doing.”
“Currently, you are doing it well, ma’am, beyond all expectations. If you will dismiss me, I’d like to turn in, Captain.”
“You have my leave,” she smiled. Silver bowed and left her alone. 
She didn’t feel like a princess and had become comfortable in her role leading her little army. Restella made a fist and she pounded her thigh. She wouldn’t make a mistake. Her strategy carried a risk, but she learned that reticence often led to defeat.
Reticence. She fingered the Moonstone and sat back down. Her approach to Lotto had been a study in reticence. She closed her eyes and located him. His position surprised her. She rose and looked down at the map of the coast of the Western domains to find Lotto deeper into Prolan territory than what she thought Captain Applewood had orders for.  How surprising!  What had become of the orders to protect the border? 
“Friend,” she said. “Be safe.” She put her hand to her throat. “Be safe.” The thought along with a concerned feeling intruded into her mind. What placed that thought in her mind? Regardless of the source, the sentiment comforted her and the antipathy that powered her thoughts of Lotto seemed to dissipate. 
~
Lotto’s army, no, his army on loan from Lessa, camped less than one day from Mountsea. He could smell the sea on the breezes that rippled the walls of the tent he still shared with Lessa. Sleep didn’t want to come as he thought on tomorrow. The Prolan army voiced willingness to fight their fellow countrymen, and it surprised Lotto that he had been the one to speak most forcefully about keeping any bloodshed down to the minimum needed.
He truly desired that the army would just ride through the streets and the king would abdicate without a fight. His historical memory hadn’t dredged up anything like that in the past, so he held out no hope that it would happen tomorrow or the next day.   He lay back on his cot and watched the flickering of the lamp’s flame on the undulating canvas ceiling. Lotto pulled out his little spell book and thumbed through the pages. He already knew the book by heart,  but spending time reading it over and over might inspire him. He kept thinking in terms of combinations, but hadn’t any time to practice. Losing his strength would not do as he led the Prolans. 
Lotto felt a tug on the line that led to the Moonstone. Restella had just tried to locate him. She must have ended her day somewhere in Ashdown. An idle moment? It must be. Lotto laughed to himself. Why should he feel so tenderly towards her? He knew why. The Moonstone continued to attract them. 
What would happen if she lost her sword in battle or the stone cracked? What would happen to the link? What would happen to him? Would he revert back into the village half-wit? Lotto didn’t want to find out, but she was, in any event, a comrade in arms. He wished her well and whispered the words ‘Be Safe’ twice, thinking of her at the end of the link. Could she even hear him?
The book caught his attention again and his thoughts turned to figuring out what spells would be effective during a siege?
~
The people of Prola had divided loyalties. It seemed some had rushed to Mountsea, while others fled from it. More commoners fled and as a result, the army’s ranks swelled with those wanting to take their country back over as it approached the capital. Lessa separated out those could fight from those who would hinder their efforts in battle.  He put everyone to work doing something.  Those who couldn’t would stay in the army’s permanent camp.
However, as they had passed Lessa’s permanent camp a few leagues from the city, Lessa’s army pulled out siege engines that rolled on squeaking wheels between the Prolan and the Valetan armies.  The armies both made up a single long column snaking back out of sight.
They stopped on a rocky plain less than a league from the city.  Lotto looked down at Mountsea. The castle stood on an elevated knob of land overlooking a city that surrounded a bay. To Lotto’s eyes the walls wouldn’t stop the army as Lessa told him that most of the defenses were set up to defend against sea raiders.
Lotto looked through a glass, offered by Lessa, and observed ballistae being repositioned on the low walls. Lessa admitted that unseen catapults could be moved to rain rocks and skins of hot oil on the army as they advanced. 
“But we are out of range and will set up camp,” Lessa said. “Your Valetan forces will camp back out of sight.”
They had already determined the camping location of the Valetans the night before, but the closer to the capital they came, the more Lessa asserted himself and the less counsel he sought from Lotto. Lotto didn’t mind the switch, for he didn’t have Lessa’s experience in implementing tactics, or the confidence in his own advice. Their plans were to storm the walls and attack the castle.   
Later in the day, Captain Applewood joined them and the most senior officers from both forces crowded into Lessa’s tent.
“So what have we got?” Applewood said, peering down at a plan of the bay and the capital.
“The closer to castle, the more protection is going up on the walls,” Lessa said. “We have ladders with more being built by our local craftsmen to invade the city here, here and here.” Lessa pointed to the walls closest to the castle.
Lotto frowned. “Where do the nobles live?”
“They impede our pathway to the king,” Lessa said.
“I don’t see any barriers in the city proper. If you look at the plan, we could easily breech the walls further to the west.  If the nobles aren’t spread out, we’ll meet less resistance from the common people and avoid a lot of exposure. See?” Lotto pointed to squares that could act as mustering grounds for invading troops. “We could just bypass the war engines and take them from behind while we assaulted the castle.”
“The castle gate is nearly impregnable. By the time we had enough forces to ram it down, our men would be exposed,” Lessa said, but his gaze kept going to the strip of the city that led down along the bay.
“I can take care of the gate,” Lotto said. “Remember the trees? I can do the same to the gate, I think.” A bit of uncertainly crept into his mind as Lotto hadn’t seen the gate and would have to improvise when he arrived at the front of the castle.
Applewood clapped Lotto on the back. “Good thinking Mistad. How many men can we put in the city?”
“All of my men,” Lessa said. “Captain Applewood. I’d like your scouts to join us inside and ask you to draw fire from the walls, while we Prolans execute our part of Lotto’s plan. I think we will surprise my friends in the castle.” He assumed a wicked grin and ran his finger over the streets. “Lotto is right. If you look at the squares, we can use them as assembly points as we fight northward. We might even pick up a fair number of the city-dwellers. Your scouts can clear the way and detect any surprises. Captain Mistad can lead a detachment of his own scouts and take the gate. If it doesn’t come down, we are still in the city and fighting against King Willom’s picked men. However, I think this plan might well minimize the loss of life on both sides.”
Lotto smiled, just happy he could contribute. “Perhaps we can be ready an hour or two before daybreak? There will be fewer townspeople cluttering the streets.”
“Indeed. I’ll set out my men tonight,” Captain Applewood said.
“One more thing, Lotto said. “Do the troops inside wear red coats?”
“They do, red and black for the castle guard.”
“Then I suggest that your men wear Valetan coats so there won’t be any confusion during your run to the castle.”
All of the officers laughed. “Of course.” Lessa said. “My men can move to deploy the decoy siege weapons first and then we can switch coats during the night.”
Lotto couldn’t sleep and worked along side a few hundred of the soldiers and locals to build more ladders for climbing over the walls. No one noticed who he was in the dark. More ladders meant quicker penetration into Mountsea.  Finally, his eyes began to droop and he slept where he worked.
A nudge from the dull end of a staff woke him up. “Lotto, wake up. It’s time to go!” Gully said. 
The moon had just risen. He’d worked for a few hours and slept for a few hours. He rose and brushed the shavings of wood and scraps of bark strips that clung to his uniform. He held out his hand and Gully gave him a pull up.
“We have a ways to walk. I’ve got the men assembled just inside the tree line.”
Lotto grunted as Gully thrust his weapons into his hands and a battle pack into his arms. They walked through men still working quietly during the night. “Let’s take a couple of ladders.” 
“Already there,” Gully said. Lotto could make out the white grin on his face. 
The forces walked in silence along the trees and then headed along a little gully made by a stream. Lessa came up to them. “Are you ready, Captain Mistad?” Lessa said, smiling at the formality.
Lotto nodded. “We do our part, you do yours.”  
The darkness and the tension of waiting for action gnawed at him as he drew closer to the wall. Lotto had never fought as an invader. Now he headed for a pitched battle against the king’s men. He let a few doubts creep into his mind.  Did he really have the power to destroy the gate at the castle, or was he a victim of his own hubris.  Lotto didn’t know and was about to find out. Gully had taught him to cast the doubt aside and concentrate on the job at hand. He would focus on following that advice. 
They were only supposed to monitor the border yet, now they had crossed all the way through Prola. He half expected a messenger to ride to them and tell them to withdraw. Thoughts swam around in Lotto’s head making him dizzy with worry. He couldn’t weaken now. Weakness led to worse things. 
Putting aside his doubts, Lotto and the rest of the rangers gathered at the base of the wall. He looked towards Gully. “What do we do now, Lieutenant?”
Gully just laughed. “You can’t give command back to me, Captain Mistad. Lead us.”
“I…  I” Lotto’s stomach flipped. He swallowed bile and took a deep breath as a cold sweat broke out on his forehead. He fought off the nausea and asked for a waterskin. He took a swig and washed out his mouth and then slammed the stopper home. 
“Follow me.” He whispered in the darkness of the bare beginnings of dawn.
The ladder went up and Lotto would just have to fight through his nerves. He scampered up, to find the narrow walkway deserted. Why bother with such a short wall anyway? He pulled up another of the ladders and in a few minutes, the band of rangers slipped through the alleys and lanes of the common part of town. 
Not a man spoke as they made their way by the light of the moon and then by the light of the early dawn. They paused as they came across a few patrols, but they let them pass and soon they faced the door to the castle across a space fifty feet wide that circled the castle walls.  Tents filled the empty space. 
Lotto couldn’t help but smile. The tents gave his men the cover that they needed to get to the castle doors.  They waited half an hour until a patrolman waved a torch.
“Invasion!  The Valetans have taken the lower city! To arms!” 
Men clogged the pathways, buckling on their weapons as they emptied the tent city turning it into waking chaos. Men mustered into groups and began to head south. Lotto and his men hid in now-empty tents. The castle door groaned open as mounted men rode out into the night. Now!
Lotto sneaked with his rangers protecting him within twenty feet of the huge heavy doors. Lotto had hoped to melt the hinges so they could force open the closed doors from the middle, or just knock it down, but with the doors flung wide, he could fuse the hinges open. He sat on the ground and went through the spell in his head and whispered the words and pointed towards one of the hinges. 
It glowed red and then yellow and then white in the darkness. He then did the three others on the one door and they would have to change positions so he could be in the line of sight of the other. He tried to stand up, but his legs buckled. The power drained out of him. He staggered into a tent that was on the other side of the door and melted one hinge on the second door before he fainted.
When Lotto woke, dawn had broken and he looked down at the tents from the third floor of a house that overlooked the field of tents. He expected the sounds of battle, but could only hear a tense silence. 
“Captain, you’ve awakened,” Lessa said.   “We’ve taken the city and await the arrival of Captain Applewood’s troops. Mountsea’s war machines now face the castle.”
Lotto stood. His entire body felt used up and his eyes and throat hurt as he staggered to the window and saw rubble filling the gate.  Smoking skins of hot oil hung behind the wall over the top of the gate ready to be swung over the entrance. An occasional arrow bounced off of the skins.
“No one wants to be the first. I have men making a cover for us,” Lessa said.
“They can stop,” Lotto said. “Fire is easy compared to what I had to do with the gates.”  He pulled out his book and reviewed the spell he sought. He didn’t need a long involved spell to set the skins on fire. He pointed with both hands and said the spell. A tiny flame appeared. Then he fired all of the skins and the cranes that held them.
“Is there a chair?” Lotto could barely talk and hoped someone could understand his request.  His knees buckled as someone forced a chair underneath him and handed him a lukewarm mug of tea and as he sipped, the flames began to grow and consume all of the skins. They finally split, presumably sending streams of hot oil on the castle inhabitants unlucky enough to have been standing beneath.
The rubble began to burn and soon the gates, the rubble and the oil sent up a huge plume of greasy black smoke into the air, drifting out over the harbor.
Lotto thought to ask, “How has the fighting gone?”
“As soon as dawn came we shed your blue coats and, for the most part, greeted our brothers. A few pockets of fighting unfortunately caused a few casualties, but it doesn’t compare to the losses of a siege on either side of the fighting. Battle continues on the walls, since the king’s guard mixes it up with your army. It is better that they fight Valetans than their Prolan brothers.  Applewood should be with us shortly.
“My rangers?”
“Your rangers?” Gully said. Lotto groaned, not knowing that Gully had been in the room. Lotto’s focus had been so intent on the gate that he hadn’t bothered to look around the large room.
Lotto couldn’t resist a smile. “Our rangers?”
“That’s better, Captain.” 
His neck hurt, but he twisted around to see Gully. 
“They are helping at the city gate with Captain Lessa’s men,” Gully said.
Lotto no longer felt the nausea that had affected him when the operation began, but he still felt useless and doubted if he could even hold up his sword with the weakness brought on by the conjuring. But he’d rest for a bit until needed.
Shouting men filled up the square below him. Arrows flew from the castle battlements and the men sought cover.  That’s what the king should have done last night when he fused the gates open, but the castle defenders weren’t deployed soon enough.
The shouting grew as large wooden roofs began to pour into the area by the gate. Arrows rained down again, but few found a target other than a roof and arrows stood up like bristles on the wood. Archers now ringed the back of the cleared area and, with wooden shields held by other soldiers, returned fire. 
The roofs made of doors and the tops of tables snaked towards the open gate. The fire still blazed, but Lotto could see that the wood used for shelter as they got closer to the gate were thicker. Lotto expected rocks to fall on the roofs, but the hot oil on the battlements continued to smoke, keeping defenders off of the walkway above the gate. 
Buckets of water were passed underneath the protection until Lotto heard the sizzling of dying embers. He stood up. “Another drink of something.”
Someone put a skin in his hands. He drank and coughed wine out. He laughed thinking he held a waterskin. His energy began to return. 
“Let’s find out how dedicated the King’s Guard is. Black uniforms you say?”
“Indeed and all of them right bastards, Captain Mistad,” Lessa said pulling his sword from scabbard a few inches and slamming it home again. “Even if they are my Prolan brothers, I’ll happily fight them.”
Lotto followed Gully out of the room and Lessa walked down behind him happily chattering away at what a wonderful day this would turn out to be. Lotto didn’t contradict him.
Applewood met up with them when they crept halfway under the wooden roof.
“We met with a bit more resistance that I thought, mostly those black buggers,” Applewood said. “But we cut our way through.”
Lessa laughed. “Just less of them between the king and us.”
Men were already clearing out the rubble with rakes and pikes.  The debris began to form large piles at the sides of the gate. Arrows began to zip through the opening and the makeshift shields were stood on end as the two armies pushed through and into the courtyard.
Lotto’s strategy had gone as far as it could and now Lessa’s men with a superior knowledge of the castle layout poured in through the gate and fought for the battlements.
“Surrender! Give up your arms!” Lessa’s men, now with red coats back on, yelled out as they fought. 
Pockets of the defenders threw down their swords as Lotto ran through the gate and began to fight a newly arrived contingent of black uniformed guards. All of the training with Kenyr took over as Lotto’s swordsmanship became instinct. Lotto still concentrated on his opponents, but their movements slowed up for him and he could tell where to poke and where to parry. He wished he had his battle staff, but to be honest he lacked the strength to whirl the thing around in his present condition. He only gripped his father’s sword tighter and went to work.
The superb balance of his father’s sword and the long knife let him fight longer until his arm began to fatigue. He entered the castle, following a few of Lessa’s soldiers. He fought his way to the throne room along with others. One more guard. He ducked as the man swept his sword to take off Lotto’s head, but then a dagger appeared in the soldier’s hand that Lotto hadn’t seen and Lotto had just enough time to get out of the way of it’s plunge to his stomach, but it ended going through his right hand, closer to his wrist between his finger bones. The path of the knife was cut short when it reached the sword’s grip. Lotto’s weapon clattered to the stone floor.  Lotto yanked his arm and the knife left his opponent’s hand.
Lotto had to keep his eyes open and tried to will away the pain. He retrieved his sword with the knife still waving, embedded in his hand. He backhanded with his blade, catching the slot between the man’s helm and his gorget. It slid through the man’s neck, causing his opponent to crumple to the ground. Lotto backed up to a wall and quickly dropped his sword, sliding down the wall to sit on the cold stone floor. He grit his teeth and pulled out the dagger as straight as he could. The worst of the pain hadn’t hit him yet. He shrugged off his battle pack and pulled out a bandage, hoping he’d be ignored on the ground. While he wrapped the bandage around his hand and wrist, a man in a dark red velvet tunic walked up and stared at him, with a bloody sword in his hand.  
Lotto’s sword was on his left side and he couldn’t trust the pain in his right hand, so he grabbed his own weapon in his left hand and held it up, keeping his new opponent away. He pressed his right arm to his chest and slid up the wall, to stand and confront the man.
“You expect to fight me left-handed?” Lotto heard the man laugh.  It was filled with condescension and arrogance. “Let me put you out of your misery quickly.” The man’s stance betrayed no lack of fighting skill.
Lotto looked into cruel eyes. “Perhaps it is you who need the practice,” Lotto said. A stab of pain made him gasp, but he had to put that aside as he fought to remember Kenyr’s lessons on fighting when wounded. He grit his teeth and moved away from the wall on his left. 
The pair of them circled each other and the man attacked. The man’s technique might have served him well with lesser-trained warriors, but Lotto found he didn’t have to expend too much energy to fend off his moves. 
The problem was that he didn’t know how much energy he had left. Lotto’s eyes began to develop spots and he blinked them away while he studied his opponent’s style. Actually the man had more talent than he originally gave him credit for, but there were tell tale moves that he made every time and Lotto tested to make sure there was no trickery, remembering Kenyr’s style.  Both of them were winded from the previous fighting. They parried and thrust and slashed at each other.
“Lesson time is over,” Lotto said. He had one move remaining before his strength ran out. Feinting a thrust to the man’s unprotected neck, Lotto quickly brought the sword down and then up between his opponent’s legs.  His sword sliced through the velvet and ran up through the man’s stomach. The hem of his opponent’s chainmail shirt followed the tip of the blade up the man’s middle until the sword reached his foe’s breastbone.  Lott pushed the sword with the last of his strength.  His opponent toppled over, his eyes wide with surprise, his mouth groping for air. Lotto backed up to find his friendly wall and sat back down, his sword ready for another opponent, but he admitted that he didn’t have any more fight left in him.
He groped around for another bandage as Lessa ran into the court room with twenty or so men. Lotto thought that the captain ran to him, but the men gathered over the gravely injured man he had just fought.
“Your majesty,” Lessa said. “I think you are hurt.” Lotto didn’t hear much concern in Lessa’s voice. “It would appear that your days as ruler of Prola are over.”
Lotto heard a sigh and could see the king, whom he had just bested, relax. He couldn’t help but sigh himself. The battle had ended and the Prolans won. He smiled and went back to struggling with his bandage as the ever-building pain in his hand spread out to his wrist and up his arm. Other smaller injuries began to make themselves known as Lessa turned around and looked at Lotto’s sword.
“You?”
“He wanted to show me how good of a swordsman he was.” Lotto smiled, not really feeling the bravado of his words, but he felt Lessa expected some such comment.
“He beat me more than once,” Lessa said.
Lotto shrugged and didn’t have the heart to tell Lessa that he defeated the king of Prola, injured and left-handed. “Maybe today just wasn’t his day.”
The captain brightened. “Certainly not.” A soldier ran into the room and whispered in Lessa’s ear. “A contingent of Dakkorans fled to the harbor and sailed away. I’m sure it wasn’t their day either.” Lessa grinned and Lotto tried as he could to mimic, but couldn’t quite manage.
~~~



 
 
 
CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO
~
THE SLOW, EVEN PACE OF THE HORSE, lulled Lotto to sleep as he commanded the column taking wounded soldiers back to the capital. While they moved through the countryside, their numbers dwindled as some soldiers elected to muster out as they passed roads to their homes.
Lessa and his council had wanted Lotto to stay and act as the ambassador to Prola, but it seemed that the Valetan ambassador came out of hiding soon after the storming of the castle. Evidently the Dakkorans had threatened his life if he had communicated with Valetan.
The battlefield promotion had bothered Lotto and he didn’t feel that he had earned it. The men in his dwindling column treated him as a real officer, so Lotto tried to maintain as much posture of command as he could.  His thoughts went to the report from Captain Applewood, sealed in a messenger case to keep him from reading it, to give to Mander Hart. What kind of twist would Applewood put on the events in Prola?  Would his efforts be praised or minimized?  Lotto didn’t know and wondered if it made a difference.  He could tell the truth to Mander and that would just have to do.
At first, his wrist demanded constant care and became a little infected on his ride. He kept it wrapped up in a poultice, but his entire arm continued to throb. Lotto tried to ignore his injury, but the pain seemed to have become part of him.
By the time the walls of Beckondale appeared, the pain had begun to decline and the healers had already started to ignore him and suggest that he drink wine or ale if his arm ached. Perhaps that’s what made soldiers heavy drinkers? Lotto thought not, but he ended up being slightly drunk as he rode through the last of the pain.
He began to wean himself from the wine the last two days in the saddle and sat straight up on his horse when he realized that Restella had returned to the castle. The Moonstone couldn’t deceive him. Would his dreams become troubled with visions of the princess? That concern filled his mind as he rode through the gates at the head of his column of wagons. They headed to the barracks and Lotto dismounted, washed the worst of travel dust off of his face and sought out Mander.
~
For once Restella appreciated the solitude of her own rooms in the castle as she sat back in her bath and winced as her wounds flashed with pain as tender skin hit hot water. Taking Ashington had worked and Silver had done a marvelous job, but her forces bore the brunt of the fighting and if it weren’t for getting advanced notice of Ashdown’s army attacking from a side road, she might reside permanently and deeply in Ashdown country.
She had adopted the habit of keeping her sword close by as she rested, but she kept her hand away from the Moonstone. She had resisted seeking out Lotto ever since the battles began in Ashdown. She didn’t want the distraction. What had she become that she would become so attached to her weapon? She had noticed the same behavior of fellow soldiers. Fellow soldiers. She smiled at the thought. Her military service would forever define her. Her finger touched the Moonstone and instantly Lotto’s face appeared in her mind.
“Oh, no!” she said to the empty room. More dreams of him? The shock of his close proximty began to build as Restella just about stood up in the tub. 
“Friends,” she said to calm her emotions. “We are friends.” Her emotions dissipated and the image became less threatening. This time she would seek him out and come to an accommodation. Silver always gave her excellent advice and she vowed that Lotto would become a friend. Well, perhaps not a friend, but not an object of horror. 
She took a series of deep breaths as she tried to control her attitude. What had brought him back to Beckondale? The last time she had checked, weeks ago, he had penetrated deep into Prola. She would see Mander, since the man knew everything.
The loose dress felt soothing against her bandages and her skin as she hurried down the corridor to Mander’s office. The guards didn’t know whether to bow or to salute, so most of them did both, bringing a slight smile to Restella’s lips. She purposely left her sword in her rooms to keep her link with Lotto at a minimum. Still, she felt his presence in the castle like the heat of a thin sun on a cold day, faintly warm.
Stopping at Mander’s office door, she fiddled with her fingers and entered into the anteroom. Two young men sat at desks, buried in paperwork piled on their desks. A messenger bowed to her as he rushed out of the room. The men stood up. 
“Is Mander Hart in?”
“He is with someone.”
Restella twisted her mouth. Perhaps a little royal pique might expedite things. “If it isn’t my father, then I’ll join them.” She knocked and walked into Mander’s office. The force of the link made her blink as Lotto sat conversing with Mander. She nearly fled from the room, but put her hand to her stomach for strength. 
“Princess, have a seat, Lotto and I were talking about you.” Both of them stood and sat when she did.
Lotto had his arm wrapped in a fresh bandage and his eyes had a wild look that indicated he might spring from the room at a second’s notice. That gave her the strength to repress the exact same feeling. She took a deep breath—time to be nice. “An injury. The last time I looked, you were in Prola.”
“Looked, your majesty?” Mander said.
She couldn’t help making a face. “The link. There’s no use denying that the Moonstone links us, is there?” Her own voice felt forced and nervous. Lotto’s face looked abashed. “You knew I returned to the castle?” She turned and looked at him directly in the eyes.
“I did, your highness,” he said.
Restella pursed her lips. “I give you permission to call me Restella, if you’ll give me permission to call you Lotto. The link should give us that level of intimacy, even if you are a common soldier.” Mander looked pleased at her statement.
“He’s not a common soldier, Restella.” Mander had ceased with her titles since she had been a child. “He currently holds a battlefield promotion of Captain and recently returned from Prola. His injury is due to a personal fight with the king of Prola, who I’m afraid did not survive the encounter.”
Lotto looked down at the floor, his face had gotten redder, if anything.
“The king of Prola? He had a reputation as one of the best swordsmen in his country. What put you in a position to kill him?” Restella’s jaw dropped, shocked at the news.  A battlefield promotion?  Captain?
“It’s a long story… Restella. Perhaps another time,” Lotto said.
Mander laughed. “The boy is too humble. He faced down the Prolan army, nearly single-handed, and convinced them to surrender.”
“It didn’t take much convincing since the king had turned into an awful ruler, under the influence of the Dakkorans,” Lotto said. “Their leader asked me to represent Valetan when we marched on Mountsea, so Captain Applewood made me a Captain while I rode with the Prolans. Now I’m just a soldier, again.”
“And he used his magic to open the otherwise impregnable gate at Mountsea Castle and fought through to the court room where he encountered the king.”
“I didn’t open the castle gates, I kept them from shutting,” Lotto said in a low voice. 
“Magic!” Restella said. “We haven’t had a real warrior with magic since before Fessano’s time. Battle mages rarely know how to use weapons.” She looked at Lotto with new eyes.
“I fainted after I fused the doors open. Not much of a battle mage, but the rest is true.”
Mander raised a sheaf of pages and slapped them with the back of his hand. “Indeed it is. Captain Applewood called his performance ‘brilliant’ in his dispatch.” 
Lotto looked up, surprised as if he hadn’t known of the importance of his actions.
“Let me be one of the first in the castle to congratulate you, Lotto.” Restella put out her hand to Lotto, but he wouldn’t take it.
“We can’t touch!” he said moving back. 
Restella furrowed her brow. “Can’t touch? I’m the princess!” How dare he? She jumped to her feet as a flash of anger returned.
“You can’t feel it like I can, but something might change if we touch again.” He shook his head. “I don’t know what will happen. Forgive me if I offended your majesty, but it’s something that I feel.”
She couldn’t help putting her hand to her mouth. “We might change back to what we were?” The thought of shrinking appalled her and, it appeared, that his terror became her own.
Lotto shrugged and shook his head, in some kind of mental pain. “I don’t know. Do you want to chance it? I don’t”
Restella had to take some long slow breaths. The two of them waited while she composed herself. The entire episode had been an embarrassment but it also alarmed her as much as it must have shocked Lotto. “We can still be friends?”
A look of incomprehension came from him, but then she could see Lotto think. His eyes were so intelligent. She had never noticed that before. The village half-wit couldn’t be seen at all. This was an impressive young man and her feelings twisted inside. She refused to look at him as an eligible man. That would be dreadful. Restella wanted to escape from Mander’s office, but she couldn’t, not yet.
“Certainly. I’ve never felt otherwise,” Lotto said, lifting his chin and giving her the ghost of a smile. “I’ve never looked on you as an enemy. We fight for the same side, you in your way leading and me in my way…” he paused and grinned, suddenly he looked at ease. “I don’t know what my way is, but you understand. I didn’t mean to upset you.” The smile took the tension out of the room and Restella relaxed. Could the link have confused Lotto’s feelings as much as her own? The thought made her shudder.
Her cue had come; she stood up and straightened out her dress. “I came to talk to Mander about you and the link. It appears we have done so. I know you didn’t mean anything insulting by your reluctance to touch, but we will have to be careful, you and I, won’t we?” She leaned over Mander’s desk and shook his hand in a military way.
Lotto’s mentor smiled and said, “Captain Beecher. Thank you for seeking me out and your words with Lotto was all that I could wish. I don’t mean to speak for him, but he wants to function as normally as your unique relationship will allow.”
“Thank you both.” Restella repressed the urge to salute and left the room. She headed for her rooms not knowing if the encounter worked. Still, she had faced Lotto, the enemy.  At least she had made a first step in battling the furious emotions that raged inside.
~
“You were serious about the touching, weren’t you?” Mander asked.
Lotto sat back in his chair. The sweet fragrance that surrounded the princess remained in the room as they had sat for a few moments, stunned by the meeting.
“I was and I know that something will happen when we do. Maybe we have to both touch the Moonstone, I don’t know exactly. Fessano might not know, either.”
“He’ll seek you out as soon as I tell him about this,” Mander waved Applewood’s report.
“A friend, and I can call her Restella. Who would have thought? She smelled very nice.” Lotto ignored the conversation that Mander carried on by himself.
Mander’s lips curled into a smile. “Indeed she did. I know she’s been fighting against the link ever since she observed you at the training ground.”
“The shock today wasn’t as bad,” Lotto said. “When she looked at me from afar when I fought, I felt… naked to the world. I had to leave. I wanted to when she first walked in, but while we talked, it was like making peace. Perhaps I can manage not obsessing about it.”
“Good. So why don’t you take up residence in the bookshop until we have your status sorted out. I’m sure it needs dusting and you’ll be out of commission for a few weeks yet.” Mander filled out a scrap of paper. “Here is a pass. I may call you back to the castle at any time, but just relax.  A little more physical distance from the princess, right? You might even call on Kenyr. I’m sure he’ll enjoy your latest adventure and, who knows, you just might get an invitation to dine at Lady Anna’s house.” Mander gave Lotto a wink.
~
Mander had been right. Lotto didn’t want to sit around in the barracks. His battlefield command had given him a taste for respect from others and after a couple of nights in the common soldier barracks that didn’t sit well with him for some reason, so he took refuge in the bookshop.
Had he grown soft or had he grown arrogant? Lotto didn’t know and cleaning out the shop didn’t seem to provide any answers other than a distraction from asking the questions. After finishing with the basic cleaning, he washed the grimy windows and as the sun set, he went back to the kitchen to fix some tea and gnaw on the old bread he brought with him from the barracks.
Looking at the kettle heat up from the fire in the stove, he stood up and decided he’d walk over to Kenyr’s and see if his old friend had a free night. Walking through Beckondale in the twilight brought back memories of just arriving in town after parting from Jessie and beginning his lessons. Even though only two years had passed, his time in Beckondale seemed like ages. 
Kenyr’s windows were lit and Lotto walked through to the training floor. Kenyr stood with a thin pole in his hand, observing three students. Lotto remembered it giving him bruises when he displayed the wrong posture. He wiggled his fingers and still felt the pain that had made him use his left hand for most of the cleaning. 
“Lotto!” Kenyr hit one of the students on the back. “Better posture. Spar for a bit.” He walked over to Lotto.
“Hi, Kenyr.”
“Hail the conquering hero!  Mander stopped by this morning and told me about your exploits. Dispatching a rebellious king ranks right up there, boy. Your father would be proud. And stopping the Prolan army by yourself—”
“It wasn’t the entire army. They had split up, however their commander was with them and he had no taste for fighting,” Lotto said with a smile. The very act of smiling always brightened his spirits.
“That’s enough for tonight. I give you the night off. Now, go!” Kenyr told his students.
“You don’t have to…”
“I want to, Lotto.” He continued to herd his students out of his shop and locked the front door. “Come with me up to my humble abode.”
Lotto couldn’t help but raise his eyebrows. Kenyr had never invited him to his rooms above the front of the shop. When he had visited with Gully, they ate and drank in the training hall. As he climbed the stairs and Lotto caught the aroma of spices.
“I still eat like a Serytaran after all these years.” Kenyr said. “So my rooms stink a bit to a Valetan’s nose.”
“My nose is as Serytaran as yours,” Lotto said. 
“Pah!  You know what I mean.” Kenyr opened the door and let Lotto in. 
He walked into a different world—or a different country, anyway. The room had odd furniture and beads on the doorways instead of proper doors. 
“This is how your parents lived… well their palace was more tastefully done.” Kenyr’s face flushed a bit. “We sit on low chairs. My knees are beginning to complain a bit, but still. Sit.”
Lotto fell into a chair that looked like an egg cut in half diagonally. Strips of cane were woven in a complex pattern to give the chair shape and a cushion fit inside the chair. He leaned back in comfort.
“So?” Kenyr said as he disappeared into what must be the kitchen.
“So what?”
“They made you a Captain during the campaign. That doesn’t happen very often. Start at the beginning and I’ll fix you something to eat, Serytar-style.”
Lotto cleared his throat and began with his view of Restella on the balcony, since he’d end with their meeting with Mander. He held nothing back as he gave Kenyr every detail of the expedition. Kenyr laughed in all the right places and asked questions about the strategy sessions. Lotto continued after he extricated himself from the chair and ate at a proper Valetan-style table in the kitchen.
He’d never tasted food cooked this way before. Some of the spices he liked and some he didn’t. Something had made the meat grainy or gritty, he couldn’t decide which, but despite that it was very tender.
“I soak that for three days.” Kenyr said, his only interruption after seeing Lotto play with his food.  Lotto felt a bit embarrassed about that. 
Kenyr poured them both a goblet of wine and Kenyr pushed him out of the kitchen and back into the chair. Kenyr snuggled into its twin while Lotto finished up with his encounter with Restella. 
“I would have never thought you’d rise so quickly after picking you up at the mine just months ago. Now you’re on first name terms with the king’s youngest daughter. Very good.” They both laughed. “Seriously, I’m very proud of you.”
His words brought tears to Lotto’s eyes. “That means a lot.” He wiped his face. “I’m not used to all of the notoriety.”
“I know, but you deserve it. Don’t be surprised if you get a different assignment.”
“As a captain?”
“Down, boy. Temporary promotions like yours, rare as they are, don’t generally lead to a commission at the same level, but you’re too valuable to waste as a foot soldier, even in an elite unit like the rangers.”
Lotto wished he could properly express his desire to do more magic and more strategic planning and more action. Being an officer would help, but if he had to lead like Captain Applewood, he couldn’t take the risks that he could as a ranger. The last thing he wanted was to be one of the officers. He thought back to the lieutenants in Lessa’s tent. They jostled for attention and were eager to let their voices be known, but Lessa only regarded the counsel of a chosen few. Did he want to languish as one of the gang of ignored lieutenants? 
He remembered dressing down the lieutenant that he took with the advance group of soldiers.  He didn’t want to be like the lieutenant, making a mess of a battlefield strategy or just following others’ orders for the rest of his life.
“What are you thinking about?”
“I think I’ve been spoiled for the rank and file.” He told Kenyr of his thoughts.
“Ha!  That’s why I took up service with your father. I left the army of the Serytaran king in my twenties and went to Bomai to become Mistad’s weapon-master and,” he sighed, “in the end, his failed bodyguard.”
“You didn’t fail him,” Lotto said getting out of the chair. “I know that a common person can do only so much against magic.”
“Swords can kill magicians.”
Lotto nodded and looked at a wall sculpture. He’d never seen anything like it. “They can if you get close enough. Arrows will work just as well.” He thought of his battle staff, now up in his rooms. If he were a battle wizard, he would simply heat up the metal and the wielder would have to drop it. 
“No, my training, thanks to you, took over and I beat one of the best swordsmen in Prola, so they say.”
Kenyr rose and put his hands on Lotto’s shoulders. They looked eye to eye. “You are one of the best swordsman in Valetan, or maybe the second-best,” Kenyr chuckled as he said it. “I would know. And with all of those books you’ve read in Mander Hart’s shop, probably one of the better strategists.”
“It doesn’t replace battlefield experience,” Lotto said, not wanting to be praised like that.
“And you’ve now got your first lick of that, don’t you?”
Lotto shrugged. “I’ve got to get back.” Kenyr’s comments embarrassed him.
“Of course you do. I am honored that you sought me out, Lotto. Come back any time.”
On the way home, he tried to imprint Kenyr’s rooms in his mind, remembering the decorations, the furniture and the smells. Those were his heritage and now he had a taste of them.
His meeting with Kenyr hadn’t gone the way he wanted. He realized that he wanted Kenyr to pound humility into his head. Don’t get proud. Don’t become arrogant. Be humble and keep your exploits to yourself. He hoped his account of the events weren’t boastful and it didn’t seem that Kenyr took them that way.
He walked into the shop and stopped. He was sure he had locked the door.
Restella stood thumbing through an old book.  She didn’t look particularly comfortable as soon as he opened the door.
“Princess.” He bowed, surprised by her presence in his prosaic surroundings.
“My name is Restella and Mander let me in. He’ll return to escort me to the palace a little later. I was afraid you wouldn’t return from your celebrations.”
Lotto snorted. “A little dinner in the rooms of a friend.”
“Ah. Excuse me for thinking ill of you. I must cease to do so. I wanted to apologize for my behavior in Mander’s office.”
Lotto wondered if she would sit at the little kitchen table. He offered her the simple chair and she took it.  She took pains not to touch, Lotto noticed.
“There is nothing to apologize for.”
“You might not realize it, but there is. I’ve never been comfortable being pinned down by anyone or anything and the link is something I didn’t ask for.”
“I didn’t either.”
Restella put her finger up to stop Lotto from talking.
“How were your dreams last night?”
“Oh. I think you were in my dreams, but they weren’t like before I left.”
She smiled. “I slept without remembering anything. A wise friend, one of my lieutenants, counseled that we talk and make peace.”
Lotto opened his mouth, but Restella’s finger went up again.
“He gave me the proper advice. The link didn’t like my anger at you.” She waved her hand as if to bat away a fly. “I can still feel where you are, especially when the sword is at my side and I’m sure you can too. Let’s take that as a special relationship between us that might prove useful in the future. Fessano agrees that we shouldn’t touch. You were right about that and the fact that his understanding of the Moonstone has progressed no further.”
“My father and mother were linked, but it was more than what we have experienced from what Kenyr remembers.”
“Fessano told me that, too, but he knew of little else. I’d like to be your friend and follow your career and I’d be honored if you followed mine.”
Lotto pressed his lips together and then said, “I’ve already done so and yours will be more distinguished than mine.”
“I have yet to kill a king, although I have fought in more battles than you, I think. If touching wasn’t such a risk, I’d like to test my mettle against you, Lotto, but that wouldn’t be prudent.”
“No. Not prudent.” They looked into each other’s eyes and Lotto didn’t like what he felt. He wanted to reach out and touch her face and feel the strength of her shoulders. He felt stirrings that he categorized as improper and slid his chair back.
The door opened and Mander walked in. “I’m glad I didn’t find you in each other’s arms.” Lotto knew he teased, but he could feel his cheeks blush and the lantern showed Restella’s face to be a few shades darker, as well. Could she have been attracted to him as he had to her at that moment?
“Not to worry.” Lotto said breathing a sigh of relief. He looked at Restella’s confused expression. “I think we have come to an amiable truce, haven’t we, Restella?”
The woman seemed to be the type never at a loss for words, but she just nodded. “It’s time I returned to the palace.” She swished her skirts as she turned towards the door. Just before she left, she put her hand to the doorjamb and turned. “Until we meet again.”
“I hope it is sooner than the later.” Lotto said. Mander winked at him as he shut the door, following the exiting Restella. Lotto ground his teeth and curled his fists. Did he just act stupidly? If the link hadn’t restrained him, he would have kissed a princess, right there in the bookshop. He moaned and took the lantern, locked the door and went up to bed.  
He lay back on the pillow and looked up at the ceiling.  He raised his bandaged hand, just a mere strip of bandage now, and realized that all of this, the link, the battle injuries, the feeling awkward was preferable to rooting around in the refuse of Heron Pond.  
Lotto missed Jessie, but he only really became close to her after they had escaped from the village.  Perhaps she wouldn’t have let him become so close as the half-wit.  He had to admit it likely.  He clenched his fist and vowed to keep the link active as long as he could, anything to prevent a reversion to his previous form.
~~~



 
 
 
CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE
~
RESTELLA’S MAID HELPED HER OUT OF HER DRESS. She had expected Lotto to join them at Lady Anne’s house, but Lotto wasn’t at the bookstore when Mander dropped by to pick him up. 
Lotto had gone to Kenyr’s most likely, Mander had said after he apologized for not inviting him in advance. She’d never known that Kenyr served as his parent’s bodyguard and was one of the most renowned sword trainers in the kingdom. No wonder Lotto had quite a reputation for his weapons skills. 
She dismissed the maid and got into her bed, staring up at the silk canopy, lit by a single-wicked lantern hanging from the center. Should she have been so forward to wait for Lotto at the bookshop? But Mander had suggested that she wait alone. The meeting had gone well—perhaps too well. She nearly leaned over to kiss him after she had looked into his eyes. The link told her that he felt the same way and yet, they couldn’t touch.  She looked on their restriction as protection.
What would marriage be like to a man of  Lotto’s accomplishments? Accomplishments? Did she ever think she would be thinking of the half-wit as a man of honorable actions? Yet Lotto had shown that he possessed leadership, battlefield prowess and an extraordinary amount of Affinity. Yes, magic. Fessano had verified that for Lotto to have fused the great iron hinges of the gates of the Mountsea castle, he had to have exercised incredible power. Felling trees and shaking the earth didn’t compare to the constant power that had to be applied to heat up so much metal. Even though Lotto had fainted, Fessano didn’t even think he would have had the power to fuse more than one hinge at a sitting.
Mander had finally told her father that Lotto was the son of the Duke and Duchess of Bomai. That certainly would qualify him for a royal union. She shook her head and tried to deny any feelings for Lotto. Her dreams, not tortured images at all, told her otherwise and she rebelled against the thought.  She wouldn’t have her heart ruled like any other woman.  She felt tears track down the sides of her face as she lay in bed not able to go back to sleep.
~
Lotto opened the bookshop for a few days. He wanted to air out the place and that meant leaving the front and back doors open, so he might as well let customers in. The cool air of approaching autumn would remove most of the stuffiness. His wrist had felt much better, proof that the bandage changes and the poultices had finally done their job.  He still had aches along the bones, but the bandage had come off and the skin had taken to the healing, leaving a thick scar, half of a thumb length just below his wrist. 
The number of customers that came by to visit surprised him.  He told them that the store would soon be closing again and the next morning, Gully showed up on his doorstep with a message.
“We’ve been reassigned and here I just got in yesterday. Mander Hart sent me here with this message. There’s a ceremony that you’re going to attend this afternoon. I’ll help you close up the shop.” He handed the message over.
The seal had been broken and Lotto glared at Gully and then laughed. “So what does it say?” He had Gully learn his letters on their assignment in Prola.
“As nearly as I can make out, there’s a ceremony this afternoon and you’ve been commanded to attend.” He stared at Lotto with a serious face. “Just like I told you, Captain.” His friend laughed.
Indeed that’s what the message said. Two hours after noon, the king would address invitees to discuss the current matters at hand.
“Did you get an invitation?” 
Gully grinned. “I did and so did the rest of our unit. That means medals, my friend, at least for you.”
They both got the shop ready for closing and Lotto brushed his uniform as much as he could. He polished his sword, long knife and their scabbards and cleaned off his battle staff dreading every minute of waiting for the ceremony.  At the last minute, he decided to leave the staff at the shop. Gully looked at him as if he had just done something incredibly stupid. 
“Take the staff. It’s all part of your legend!”
“I’m not part of my legend,” Lotto said.
“It’s an order.” Gully assumed his serious face that brooked no dissent.
Medals? He didn’t want any medals. He just did his job as best he could and now he had to carry General Kirrello’s battle staff.  Lotto then noticed the leather cover in the corner of his bedroom.  He covered the staff and felt a little better about taking it.
The walk to the castle seemed to take forever, but they arrived at the barracks in time for a late lunch. Gully gathered the rangers and inspected the troops. Two would have to stay back, having spent too much of the morning in the local drinking establishments. Lotto wondered if he should have done the same to have an excuse to miss the meeting, but the time came for Gully to push him ahead of the unit as they casually marched through the castle. It looked like Lotto would lead them into the throne room. 
He thought they would be noticed as they entered, but they were a little late and the large hall had already filled up and the rangers had to squeeze into an empty space between columns at the back. So much for images of a triumphal entry and that suited Lotto just fine.
He’d been in a throne room before with a sword in his hand, but Valetan’s was much, much bigger. He’d never been to Beckondale’s and the ceilings seemed to go up forever. Banners hung from the ceilings and weapons festooned the walls between huge tapestries.
With his head still craned to the ceiling, the crowd hushed and everyone went down to one knee as the king entered, leaving everyone kneeling except Lotto who hurriedly bent down, holding onto his staff. He thought he glimpsed a trace of anger on the monarch’s head.
Court etiquette stalled the proceedings until the king raised his arms.
“We have some business to discuss with our advisors after we adjourn, but I want you all to know that Oringia has decided that picking away at our borders is not enough and is massing thousands of troops to invade Valetan.” Murmuring broke out among the nobles in the crowd. The soldiers, officers and common alike, merely took the announcement in stride since rumors of such a thing had been running through the barracks since before Lotto had returned from Prola.
“A man who has recently returned from the west—“ Lotto began to look at the hall again when Gully elbowed him in the ribs. 
“He’s talking about you!” he said, whispering in Lotto’s ear.
Lotto had to blink to get his attention back and by that time all he heard was his summons. He walked up towards the raised dais, his battle staff ringing, despite the leather cover, with every other step. Had he missed what kind of award he had been given?
He stood next to Mander, who clapped him on the shoulder and said, “Congratulations, Lotto.”
“Lieutenant Mistad, I award you the honorary title of Knight of Valetan. You will remain assigned to Mander Hart to serve the kingdom as he sees fit.” The king raised a ribbon with a large star on the end. Lotto thought that knighthood had gone out of style in Valetan. He’d have to talk to Mander about it and then it hit him. He’d been officially promoted to Lieutenant. He nearly groaned as he thought back to Lessa’s gaggle of lieutenants. He tried to keep up a smile as applause lit up the room. “Stay here, Sir Mistad,” the king ordered.
“Another promotion for another hero of Valetan,” the king said to the audience.  His words instantly cut the applause. “In the northwest, the Duke of Ashdown defied our alliance and convinced the late Duke of Forthwith to rebel, he being a liege lord to the Crown. In a stunning move, the Captain of the forces took Ashington and captured Lord Ashdown, who is currently a resident here in Beckondale Castle.” The declaration brought laughter. “That Captain is Restella Beecher, my daughter. It’s not nepotism that prompts me to do this, but we need more field officers in our fight against the Oringians, so it is my pleasure to announce that she will assume the field command as Captain-General in the Eastern Army under the direction of General Piroff. Other vacancies will be filled as the situation dictates. Princess Restella?”
Lotto spotted a movement in the crowd as Restella made her way to the dais dressed in the blue officer’s uniform of the Valetan army. He had never seen her in her uniform and she looked… formidable.  He blinked as she came closer and the link blossomed. He could nearly hear her thoughts and wondered why, and then he saw the Moonstone mounted in the pommel of her sword.  So close, he thought. 
She embraced the king and the queen, who Lotto had never seen.  Two younger men, dressed as courtiers and an older woman gave her hugs.  These must be siblings.  Since Restella was the youngest of King Goleto’s children.  Mander had said she was fifth in line to the throne.   The king opened his mouth to say something, so Lotto broke himself out of his thoughts.
“I’d like these two to shake hands to congratulate each other and that will end our assembly,” King Goleto said.
Lotto panicked. He couldn’t spurn the king’s command in front of all of these people. Cold sweat beaded on his forehead. What could he do? Restella didn’t look as bothered as he did. His eyes became locked on the Moonstone. No. He couldn’t touch her in front of these people. What if the stone stole his mind again and he shrunk to his former size. He backed up and ran into Mander.
“Steady, lad,” his mentor said.
Restella pulled out dress gloves and put them on and then she extended her hand. Lotto gulped and extended his. He had no choice at all. They clasped hands. Lotto noticed the sheen on Restella’s own forehead. The link through the Moonstone gave him an inkling of the panic she felt, but it did not show in her expression.  He could still feel the intensity of the link through her gloves.
They released their handshake and Lotto fought off the urge to feel himself for signs of shrinkage, but there were none. His fears didn’t materialize and perhaps it would have to be skin to skin.
The crowd roared with approval.  The Chamberlain called an end to Court and the attendees began to file out.
“Stay Lotto. Lieutenant Workman will take the rangers back to the barracks for their own medal ceremony. We have strategy to discuss in the King’s war room.” 
~
Restella thanked her father; glad that he had earlier let her know about the meeting and his intention to make them shake hands.  Lotto looked around at the shelves of books and scrolls and at the map drawers with a look of wonder on his face.  He’d probably never been in such a room before.  It never intimidated Restella.  She loved standing in the place.
“You’ve got to get used to the boy,” King Goleto had said. “He could ask to be recognized as a Duke and I can’t do that because I need him in the field. I need both of you fighting the enemies all around us.”
Even though Mander or Fessano might have told her father about their link, she didn’t want to discuss it with the king for fear of what unpredictable decree he might come up with. At least she survived the handshake and she couldn’t deny the shock she felt as she clasped his hand. The link nearly overwhelmed her, but she made it through, knowing that the touch that Lotto feared would have to be direct contact. She felt Lotto’s panic at the time and tried to give him some support, but that didn’t work. The stone overpowered all thoughts. Although she felt the same, she kept gauging her height against the other men to see if it had diminished. With relief, she found that it hadn’t.
“Mander?” the king said.
“Your majesty,” Mander shuffled with the maps and put a map of Besseth on top. “The Oringians represent our most active threat. They have the most troops, even though they aren’t trained particularly well. The new Captain-General will array her army here, here and here as soon as spring allows a proper muster. I’m sure that will change. I’ve asked Captain Silver…”
Her Silver had been made Captain, but he would still be under her command. She let out a sigh of relief.  His loss to another unit would be incalculable. 
Mander looked at her and then continued, “Captain Silver will have four companies of rangers continually scout the areas to provide intelligence as to the enemy’s whereabouts between now and spring. With the pacification of the west, we can reduce our forces there. However, the south seems to be rising, especially Happly. Gensler is Duke Happly’s neighbor, too, but we will send Captain-General Applewood’s forces to the east as well, but to the northern edges of our border with Oringia.
“Lieutenant Mistad will penetrate into Gensler by himself and then to Happly to gather more intelligence. Duke Jellas of Genlser has graciously accepted our request to have him roam freely in his lands as long as Mistad leads a group of Gensler’s own rangers. I, personally, think this is a positive development, for it joins our forces, if even in a small way.  As you know, Gensler jealously guards its independence.”
“What do you think, Lieutenant Mistad?” the king said.
“I’m a bit overwhelmed by today’s events, but I can do what Mander Hart has proposed. It’s a matter of keeping my mind open and my eyes clear, as long as the Gensler rangers are up to the task.”
“The Duke asked for you specifically, Lotto,” Mander said. “He has no battle mages of any power and he looks to you as a key to the defense of his realm.”
It seemed to Restella that Lotto had a talent for shrugging. Now knowing him a little better, the move might have looked like a signal of indifference, but he did it as if to shake off any kind of compliment or the hint of adoration. She’d never met a man of his capability or anyone near it who didn’t exude arrogance and conceit, yet Lotto seemed to push away at his growing fame.  It made him uncomfortable. She didn’t know why it would.  She enjoyed excelling at everything she tried.
She clapped him on the shoulder with her gloved hand and felt the link jolt her system. “Good luck to you, Sir Mistad.”  She wouldn’t do that again.
He took a step away and said, “Good luck to you, Captain-General, ma’am.” Did she see the hint of a smile on his face when he called her by her title? She couldn’t remind him to call her Restella in front of her father and her suspicion turned into certainty. Humility didn’t quench a sense of humor and that made him more…  She struggled to change her train of thought and shrugged herself, concentrating on General Piroff’s words as he took up the conversation.
~
“What’s this being a knight?” Lotto asked.
Mander smiled and Lotto didn’t like that particular smile, because it noted amusement for Mander but not for anyone else.
“It’s a great honor. Few knights are made anymore since feudalism was eliminated in Valetan more than a century ago. You are now a peer in Valetan and can sit in council with the king and can call yourself noble. Knights these days most always possess a higher title, but then you are already the son of a Duke.”
“But that doesn’t mean I assumed his title.”
“You didn’t. I checked. The Serytaran king revoked the duchy of Bomai on the command of Emperor Daryaku. However you still possess noble blood and now have a Valetan title and that makes you eligible, if things evolved in the right way, to marry any noblewoman, your respective titles would remain.”
Lotto caught the meaning. “Restella?”
Mander laughed. “Restella among many others. Look, I don’t know what this link is all about, but you two are obviously connected. If the handshake didn’t demonstrate it, I don’t know what did. However, don’t get all wrought up about marriage. We are in wartime and both of you are in harm’s way. Neither of you might make it through these troubled times, so you have nothing to worry about, right now.”
“At least the nightmares have stopped,” Lotto said, making the declaration with much relief. He’d made it through the night after his promotion and the intensity of his dreams hadn’t increased. There still were those thoughts of her panic and the emotion of good will as she touched his shoulder with her gloved hand. Reading her emotions might mean that she could read his.  He hadn’t had any thoughts when she touched him that he would consider embarrassing since she already knew of his fear of touching and what it might do to him.
“So do you want to know specifically what I have in mind for you?”
Lotto’s brows furrowed.  “It would have been nice to tell me ahead of time, but I think acting as an independent scout is what I would prefer.  I’m afraid of making a fool of myself with trained, experienced officers.”
“I meant everything I said in the war room. Winter is close upon us, but the Duke of Gensler insists on having you spend some time in his land. He knows Lessa; personally, who now is the Head Councilor of Prola. The Prolan sings your praises. However I can’t afford to trust their reports without some verification. I want you to move through Gensler as anonymously as possible.  It will help me find out what the people and the nobles really think. You’ll then go into Happly, but consider that enemy territory. The Duke of Happly hasn’t declared against Valetan, but he has announced support for Duke Histron’s usurpation of the throne of the Red Kingdom, so I expect trouble there at any time.
“Keep your eyes and ears open and I have birds that you’ll take to Crackledown Castle. I trust the duke, but every ruler has councilors that can blind his eyes.”
“I know.” Lotto said. He’d killed one of those blinded rulers and hoped he wouldn’t have to again. “I’ll be by myself and can do whatever I want?”
“I trust your judgment. I kept the king from assigning you as one of Applewood’s lieutenants. The king even alluded a quick rise to captain, but I know you well enough that you don’t have any ambitions of army rank.”
Lotto breathed a sigh of relief that Mander knew him so well.  He nodded. “I’ll want to take my weapons, including the staff.”
“You already have a cover for it, so that will be acceptable as long as you keep it covered until you need to use it. It is recognizable by knowledgeable people and even if no one has heard of it or seen it, they will remember that particular weapon afterward. As for your Serytar weapons, the scabbards are nothing special. You won’t be wearing a uniform, either. Have Gully help you find suitable clothes for a common mercenary, preferable used. You’ll be heading out in the next few days and spending the winter in Gensler.”
~~~



 
 
 
CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR
~
THE LONELINESS OF LOTTO’S JOURNEY TO GENSLER intimidated him at first. He hadn’t felt so free in a long time, not since he headed south from Walkington to Beckondale when he separated from Jessie. He remembered the fear and the anxiety of seeking his fortune and perhaps learning more about the stone. Lotto had left that kind of anxiety behind when he enlisted in the army. Now he just took one day at a time, not knowing what that day would bring, but the near-helpless boy of a few years ago no longer existed. Perhaps still a boy, but not helpless. He wished that Jessie could see him now.  
Jessie. He hadn’t thought of the healer witch for some time and he fought to remember her face, but then her image bloomed in his mind, especially on the night of his transformation. The poor woman died healing others. He wondered what she’d make of him now, a noble by birth and by order of the king. He didn’t feel like a noble and never had and that was fine with him.  In his memory, he’d make her proud. If the Dakkorans had plotted with the Oringians as well as the Prolan king, then he had already had avenged Jessie’s death. The only ruler he’d really like to kill would be Emperor Daryaku. Mander had admitted that Valetan had no ability to reach across the Western Sea.
The snow slowed his pace but he kept traveling and would go as far as each day permitted.  Mander made sure that Lotto had plenty of funds and supplies, so he traveled with a packhorse filled with possessions. In fact, all that Lotto had rode with him along with a padded crate of eight birds.
Farmers, towns and inns filled the southern reaches of Valetan until they bumped up against the mountains and the Fargo River that defined Gensler’s boundaries between Valetan. The onset of winter had emptied the roads and the fields, so Lotto rode through empty landscapes punctuated by village inns. Although it snowed a few days every week, he found that local travelers used the cobbled road between Beckondale and Gensler enough to keep it passable. He didn’t feel the need to travel quickly.  A man, riding hard, could make it from Crackledown to Beckondale in less than two weeks.  Lotto’s pace would more than double that.
Guard posts manned both sides of a large stone bridge over the Fargo. Lotto took a deep breath and continued past the Valetan guards and over to the Gensler side. This marked the start of his mission and from now on, he’d be keeping his eyes and ears open.
A little over a week later, he rode into Harveston, the only town of any size left on the way to Crackledown, the capital of Gensler.  It sat on a crossroads. East to west, it linked Histo to Happly. North led to Valetan and south would take him to Crackledown after a few days of faster-than-normal travel. Lotto looked at his instructions and then rode through the town looking for the Seared Goose. The name made his mouth water since he had camped out in the open the previous night. There it was, a four story half-timbered building with white plaster and grey-painted timbers. The thatch roof still looked yellow and the well-kept nature of the place maintained itself all the way to a newly cobbled inner courtyard. 
A redheaded youth grabbed his horses while Lotto took off his travel bags. “Feed the birds as well and keep them warm.” He flipped a Valetan penny to the lad and entered the building.
The innkeeper pursed his lips as he looked at Lotto. Perhaps his weapons gave the man pause. “One night, sir,” Lotto said.
“It would be better if you moved on, young man. We don’t take kindly to sell-swords”
“I’m not a mercenary, but recently a soldier in Valetan. With winter and all, I had the opportunity to muster out.” He held out his arm, tapping on his scarred hand. “Injury in Prola.”
“Prola, eh?” The innkeeper eyed Lotto and then sighed. “One night only.”
Lotto paid for his night’s stay that included dinner and breakfast. No other inn had treated him this badly and he wondered what caused the animosity. Instead of confining himself in his room, perhaps he’d take the evening in the tavern part of the inn, spending his night in Mander’s employ. He’d talk to the patrons and find out what gossip there might be on the road.
“What’s good, goose?” Lotto said, trying to be amiable and wondering how many hundreds of times patrons had made that very same statement.
“No geese. I haven’t seen one come through here since I’ve started,” the serving maid said. To Lotto’s eye, she might have been close to his age.
“And how long has that been?”
“Five seasons. I started during the autumn, a year gone.”
“What do you recommend? Last night I ate on the road, so anything might work.” He smiled at her trying to be amiable and had no idea if he succeeded. 
“We have mutton stew, a chicken soup and…” she put her finger to her cheek to recall the third item, “ and… and a—”
“Beef fry with root vegetables,” the innkeeper said as he sat down at Lotto’s table.
“I’ll take the beef and make sure there’s some bread. Some light ale to drink, if you’ve got any.”
“No strong drink,” the innkeeper said. “Your lot always drink heavy to forget all of the killing you’ve done.”
Lotto fought off irritation and anger. The man had sat down on purpose to pester him—an unkindly act for an innkeeper. He didn’t have the pinched look of a cranky man, yet here the man tried to pick a fight. Lotto thought of his mission and swallowed his growing ill feelings since there might be a story here. “I don’t have anything to be ashamed of. I’m not that old to have killed lots of men.”
“I only let you in here because you mentioned Prola. I’ve got a sister who moved there and the king’s devilry made her a widow. I’d like to shake the hand of the man that run him through, a Valetan like you, I hear.”
Should he dare expose himself? Mander didn’t say he had to use a false name or anything, just listen and do whatever made sense with the Gensler rangers. Lotto extended his hand.
“I’m the man. Lotto Mistad. Formerly Captain Mistad. The king’s guard pierced my hand.” He pointed out the fresh scar.
The innkeeper’s eyebrows rose. “I heard a young Valetan officer did the deed, but I didn’t think he was as young as you. Who captained the Prola army?” He squinted across the table. The man sought a test and Lotto could easily pass it.
“Armand Lessa. We captured his army and when he found out we weren’t intent on ravaging his country, we joined forces.”
“The officer could perform magic. It was said that he froze the hinges shut.”
“Open. I fused them open.” Lotto eyed the unlit candle on the table in the still-sunlit room. He whispered a spell and the flame appeared. The innkeeper drew back, astonished.
“I, I apologize for the way I treated you. I intended to send you on your way before you spent the night, but now I see that I misjudged you, Captain Mistad.”
“No longer. Captain. My rank lasted as long as the conflict with their king. Now I’m just Lotto and no longer a Captain and I’m on my way to Crackledown to deliver birds to the Duke.”
“Heartwell’s the name,” the innkeeper thrust out his hand. “If there is anything I can do to make up for my behavior…”
Here was an opportunity to learn. “Tell me why you don’t like mercenaries.”
The innkeeper settled down and sat back with his arms folded. An angry look crossed his face as he gathered his thoughts. “We’ve got men coming through Gensler. They say they are headed for Happly and indeed they take off towards the east and don’t return through here. I’ve had them fight in the common room and rough up my regular customers. They come through here armed to the teeth, just like you. I don’t know where they come from. Some have said the Red Kingdom, most are from Histo, Prola and a few from Gensler and even Valetan, but I can’t trust anything they say.”
“But they are headed to Happly Keep?”
“As far as I can tell, yes,” Heartwell nodded emphatically.
“Well, I’m going south to Crackledown delivering birds, as I said, to the Duke. The birds will return to Beckondale with messages.”
The innkeeper brightened. “So you’re a Valetan spy!” he said, too loudly for Lotto’s comfort.
“No, I’m not.” Lotto motioned with his hands for the innkeeper to speak more softly. “I’m still in the king’s service, if that’s what you mean, but I’m not a soldier at this point. I’m keeping busy while my hand continues to heal. Still, I’m not exactly announcing my presence.” He clenched his fist and twisted his arm, still feeling the ever-present tightness in his healed hand. He wondered if it would ever go away, but the healers and even Fessano said it would.
The innkeeper nodded and put his finger to his nose. “I won’t tell a soul.” As the man went through the door Lotto heard him mutter ‘king killer’ as a statement of wonder. Would he forever be known for that fight? It honestly was just one enemy after another that day until the guard skewered him and Lotto hadn’t known about the king’s title until after his demise.
His meal came. Lotto looked at the others in the room and realized that he had been given extra food. That was fine by him and he felt he had, overall, gotten the best of the exchange. Men flooding into Happly. Mander wouldn’t be very happy about that. 
After filling up, Lotto walked through the door to the kitchen and found the innkeeper sorting keys.
Heartwell looked at Lotto’s hand. “I can say I saw the very wound. I never knew you defeated the king left-handed. That’s not part of the story. My sister will be very impressed, as will her two sons.”
“The king ruled that badly?”
“And had become worse. If Captain Lessa hadn’t run into you Valetans, I’m sure civil war would have broken out.”
Dakkor and Emperor Daryaku had succeeded too well in stirring up Besseth. Lotto excused himself. “I came back here to thank you for the extra helping. I’m going to sit in the tavern for a while. Let me know if any of the men you think to be mercenaries show up.”
“There’s often one or two in the evenings, but I don’t let them stay the night!”
~
Even a constant flow of light ale still made one’s head buzz, so Lotto fought to stay awake. The fire, on a winter’s eve, seemed to make him even drowsier, so he shook his head. The innkeeper came up and took the empty mugs that littered his table. “On the other side of the fire, three men just came in. They look like the type.” He muttered and moved on.
Lotto took his half-mug of ale and drifted over to the fire as soon as the local men next to him began to sing. He made sure his face broadcast a look of distaste and sat on the other side at an empty table next to the mercenaries.  They spoke in such low tones, he couldn’t make out a word as the singing continued. He took his little book of spells out of his pocket and found a little something that would enhance his hearing. Muttering the spell, he blinked as he could hear as if he sat in the middle of the table.
“…as soldiers. Never had to do that before.”
“Yeah, but for the money and the opportunity for prime Valetan booty, I’d stand a little taller and salute some muck-faced Happly sergeant. The pay is more than I can get thieving.”
“You two can go ahead and dream, but I’ll just wait and see  when I get to Happly Keep before I commit…”
Lotto sipped his ale, hearing all that he needed; he left the men to their words and headed up the stairs to his room. He carefully wrote out a few lines on a pre-cut piece of parchment and put it in the carrier that would fit on a bird’s leg, wondering if that would be all that Mander needed to know. Would a recall notice for him be sent out to Crackledown? Lotto felt a flash of disappointment. He still felt the need to prove himself. How, he didn’t know, but he looked forward to working with an independent group of rangers. 
He undressed and eased into bed. The listening spell had taken a bit more out of him than he thought it would. Fessano warned him that different spells affected wizards differently and that one surprised him. He still couldn’t get comfortable with magic, despite Fessano’s reassurance. He’d rather use his brains and then his brawn and then his magical power, in that order.
How did Gully fare working for Restella? Would he prefer to fight with his friend? He wouldn’t have relished soldiering in Restella’s army. Their relationship, although cordial, would be tested working in close proximity, but he wished her the best in her first command as a Captain-General.
Sleep ended his thoughts and they returned the next morning as Lotto woke up from, perhaps, a dreamless sleep. He wondered if he had dreamt of Restella, but couldn’t recall and that brought a wistful smile to his face. 
The innkeeper sat down with him for breakfast. “Did you hear anything of importance?”
“They are headed for Happly, so you don’t need to worry about them spending too much time in Gensler’s forests.” That seemed to be enough for Heartwell. Lotto worried that once whatever happened in Happly, Gensler could be overrun with unsavory characters once all of the ruffians had mustered out. He’d relay that information to the Duke or whomever he would be reporting to in Crackledown.
Heartwell followed him to his horses and observed Lotto put a message in the band around one of the bird’s legs. “Reporting back already?”
Lotto flushed. “Beckondale needs to know what’s going on in Happly. I’ll be in Crackledown in a few days, right?”
The innkeeper nodded his head. “By nightfall, tomorrow.”
“Then I can tell the Duke’s men at that time.”
The man clapped his hands. “I never did fight in any wars, but thank you for letting me witness your work. It helps me be part of the fight.”
“What fight?” Lotto said. He had never read of any fighting in Gensler for generations.
“The fight against the evils of Dakkor. I hear the emperor is a devil and the proof of it is the way he twisted the king of Prola, not that the man needed much twisting, according to my sister.”
Lotto laughed and clapped him on the shoulder. “We all must do our part. I’ll get a message to you telling where to send any tidbits of information that you might come across, okay?” 
The man’s chest swelled. “Anything I can do, sir, Captain, sir!”
Lotto mounted up. “Look for my note.” He rode off, not happy with Heartwell using his temporary title, but he would certainly get Heartwell in the loop. Perhaps Gensler needed some more sources of information in these perilous times. Did Mander have such a network in Valetan? It was too good of an idea for him to be the first to think of it and that gave him a twinge of disappointment.
~~~



 
 
 
CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE
~
CRACKLEDOWN, THE TOWN, REMINDED LOTTO OF WALKINGTON, but with a massive castle looking down from a crag above it. He rode down through a gap into the city, bounded by a river that ran north to the Fargo. A set of bluffs echoed one side of the river’s path and the snow-covered castle sat on a knob that rose a bit higher than the bluffs. On the other side of the river spread rolling hills dotted with fields and woods. Perhaps those were the ‘downs’ in the city’s name. 
Lotto looked back to see the gap in the bluffs that led to slightly higher plains. He wondered how he would get to the castle, when he spied a road cut into the rock walls leading gently up the crag. Hunger gnawed at his stomach, but he would put off a meal until he reached his destination.
“Lotto Mistad, from Beckondale.” Lotto reached the top and leaned over his saddle to give the guard identification papers that Mander had included in the sheaf he had given him.
“Go to your left to leave your horses and I will get an escort to accompany you from the stables.”
Lotto entered the large courtyard, examining the dark stone walls of the castle. They could march six men abreast on the battlements. Metal cranes, ones that would not burn like the wooden cranes at Mountsea Castle, towered at various places along the castle walls, even those that looked out over steep cliffs. The castle at Crackledown smelled worse than any others he had been in. The mystery ended as turned a corner. He identified one of the sources of that odor, extensive stables. As he dismounted a groom took his horse. He heard the snuffling of pigs and the cackle of chickens and on the other side of the stables were a series of pens, holding more livestock.
The groom laughed a bit. “Most visitors react like you just did. Four hundred years ago, the castle surrendered after a siege. Not a man had been killed with a weapon, but starvation had done the work of a thousand men. Ever since, the castle has its own well, a granary and livestock. We’re proud of the smell. It means our independence.”
Lotto nodded, but then turned around as a guard tapped him on the shoulder. “Lotto Mistad? I’ve come to take you to Duke Jellas.”
After a few steps, Lotto twisted around and called to the groom. “The birds are not livestock. Take care of them, they will carry messages to Valetan.” The groom’s mouth turned to an ‘O’ and nodded. Lotto continued walking with a smile on his face behind the guard.  Mander Hart wouldn’t be pleased if the birds ended up on Duke Jellas’s table.
The Duke had a throne room of modest size, but it seemed to suit the castle’s severe air, decorated with lightly stained wood paneling. Lotto liked the more utilitarian feel.
“Lieutenant Mistad.” The Duke stood, alone, at an open window looking down at the town far below, clutching his credentials. Lotto felt the swirls of cold air fight the heat from a large fireplace. He stood nearly as tall as Lotto and was probably in his fifties, with short dark hair going gray. His clothes were only a little more stylish than a uniform. He seemed to fit the more stark surroundings of Crackledown.
“Duke Jellas, I bring greetings from the king of Valetan and messages from Mander Hart, who serves as an advisor to King Goleto.”
“I know Mander. Come with me.” The duke led him into a room behind the throne. It seemed to be a smaller version of King Goleto’s war room. “Sit. We will dine tonight in this map room with a few of my subjects tonight. Your presence isn’t an official embassy therefore we can dispense with the usual tedious ceremonies that such encounters seem to merit.” The duke motioned Lotto to a chair at a table set for eight. He poured them both green glass goblets of a pale wine and put one in front of Lotto. “From our vineyards to the northwest. You will like it.”
The wine tasted, what was the word? Dry? He could detect flavor and alcohol and little sweetness. Lotto wasn’t a connoisseur and only knew the basics from his dinners with Mander and Lady Anne.
“So have you learned anything yet on your journey from Valetan to Crackledown?” The Duke obviously didn’t expect an answer.
“Mercenaries flow across your land from the south, west and north, headed to Happly. Mercenaries might be too kind a word for them, thieves and ruffians might be better. I overheard three of them in Harveston talking about the pay and the promise of Valetan booty. If there is a war with Happly and it is overrun, these men will likely prey on your citizens as they flee from the Valetan army.”
The duke’s amused expression vanished. “I heard rumors of mercenaries, but I put that to skittishness caused by the Valetan army conquering Ashdown and your remarkable accomplishments in the Prolan revolt.”
Lotto hadn’t thought of his work in Prola in quite those terms. He first thought to contradict the duke, but then decided that not might be the best way of introducing himself.
“I can tell you what really happened if you are interested.”
“If you can wait for a few minutes until our group assembles, we can save you from telling your story twice. I think we are all interested, especially of your personal role in Prola.” The duke looked at Lotto’s hand. “I’ve heard various accounts and perhaps hearing it all from an eyewitness, nay, a participant, would make our evening before we get down to discuss your role with us.” The duke rose and pulled on a thick silk rope, hanging by the door, and sipped his drink while Lotto became a bit nervous sitting under his gaze.
A knock on the door startled Lotto and he couldn’t help but blush at his skittishness. Six men walked into the room. One, a pudgy man, dressed like a courtier in a dark red silk coat and white suede breeches. The others looked more like soldiers. Their gazes weren’t hostile, but they weren’t friendly, either.
“Sit. We aren’t under court protocol, here. Speak freely since, now that I’ve talked to Lieutenant Mistad, it seems that our time has just about run out.”
Run out? Perhaps the duke knew much more than Lotto did. He took more than a sip of his wine and restrained himself from coughing from its alcoholic strength. He’d have to go back to sipping.
“Eberlo, please introduce yourself and our other guests.” The duke sat down.
The man in dark red stood, but the duke impatiently waved him back down into his seat. “I am Horas Eberlo, the duke’s Chamberlain, defense minister, if you will. These are five of our best rangers. Pillo Toras, Nark Sender, Anton Whisperwood, Creeden Halfround and Morio Jellas, the duke’s youngest son, if you must know.” Eberlo obviously didn’t like the son or really any of the other men.  He looked demeaned as he said their names.
“And Lotto, would you introduce yourself and your Prolan adventures,” the duke said. All eyes swiveled to Lotto who opened his mouth, but shut it as dinner came, carried on two trolleys by serving women. He let them set out dinner and then took another sip of his wine. He took a deep breath and began to tell his story. He ended it by showing the scar on both sides of his hand. It worked with Heartwell and it worked with these gentlemen.
“Now it’s your turn to eat,” the duke said. Lotto ate hardly a bite during his story, but the other men had just about cleaned their plates. “Now that we know that Happly is raising a large army, our domain is threatened. I feel like we are threatened on all sides except for our border with Valetan. I will request King Goleto for forces to be stationed on the Valetan side of the Fargo ready to move south to protect us. With the Red Kingdom still quelling it’s own countryside, there might be some time to prepare, but we won’t let out the general alarm quite yet. 
“I intended on sending the six of you out into the countryside, but with Mistad’s news, I’m afraid four of you will leave Crackledown tomorrow and head to Happly to join their forces in the guise of mercenaries and report back to me.” Lotto thought to contradict the duke, but kept hold of his tongue until the man had finished.
“Lieutenant Mistad and Morio will roam through Gensler and set up an intelligence network as soon as winter turns in a few weeks.” 
“I can do that,” Eberlo said, half standing.
“You can, but you won’t. I need you to work to find the funds to pay for our own soldiers and then concentrate on recruiting an army and getting them armed and trained.”
Eberlo nodded his head. “Excellency, I will do as you command.”
“Thank you, I knew that you would,” the duke said, but Lotto looked at the expressions of the two men. They weren’t together in this. Could Eberlo have his own agenda? He’d seen it in Prola and heard of it in the barracks as the officers and men talked about the recent turncoat nobles in Valetan.
“Eberlo and I will leave you. Please treat Mistad as if he had the rank of Captain.” The duke winked at Lotto. “Give him a night of the glorious tales of Gensler.” The two older men left Lotto with the rangers as well as the duke’s son. 
It appeared that the men treated Morio as one of their own and that made Lotto breathe a bit easier. The last thing he wanted was someone who would demand being treated as a noble as they insinuated themselves into the countryside of Gensler. Talk got around to the Red Kingdom.
“We hear rumors that one of the royal family got away. The heir, a princess, is missing and the court wizard escaped. The rest were killed when Histron took over. He’s crowned himself, but he doesn’t have the Bloodstone,” Anton Whisperwood said. He seemed the most talkative of the bunch. “Without that, he can’t officially become the Red Kingdom’s king.”
Lotto squinted and looked at Morio. “Do you mind if we started by heading to your southern border?”
“It might be a bit dangerous. Histron has his troops pacifying his northern villages.” Anton said.
“Aren’t you up to it, Morio?” Pillo said it as a playful challenge.
The duke’s son grinned. “I am, especially if we can play two bravos seeking our fortune.”
“Highwaymen?”
“Indeed. We can go around unshaven. It’s a bit lawless down there with all of the refugees from the Red Kingdom. Perhaps we can clean some of them out, if you don’t mind getting your sword a bit wet.”
“I’m not bloodthirsty by nature, but if we can do a bit of good, I don’t see the harm. Does your father have an intelligence arm in the south?” Lotto said.
The men all looked at each other. 
“Eberlo does, but won’t admit to it,” Creeden Halfround said. “I’m not so sure what gets to the duke and what doesn’t”
“Perhaps a parallel effort then, reporting to the duke or someone who is more trustworthy,” Lotto said.
“My sister, Panny,” Morio said. “She’s married to the biggest, most boring wool merchant in Gensler and she’d be happy to get involved.”
Lotto endured the stories of his companions for the rest of the night. He enjoyed the camaraderie and wished they would all travel together. Morio hadn’t been a protected son and he had as many stories as his companions and the evening started the kind of bond that fighting men can forge.
“If you ever meet up with the Valetan army, give Captain-General Beecher my warmest regards,” Lotto said.
Pillo nodded. “Beecher, right? You know him personally?”
“I do,” Lotto said not correcting him about calling Restella a ‘him’. The shock would do the scouts some good.
The next day, Morio and Lotto walked, down the road to Crackledown through cold rain and sleet and stood in front of a large stone house. 
“My sister’s,” Morio said smiling. “She will be thrilled to see me since I rarely visit.” He rang the bell at the side of the courtyard door. The place seemed larger than a number of inns that Lotto had spent the night.
An old man’s eyes opened a tiny hatch in the door and peered up at them. “Your business?”
“Opee!  Can’t you see it’s me?” Morio said.
“Mistress will not be interested in seeing you, Master Morio. Your behavior towards her friend last month was inexcusable, she told me, and added, most emphatically, not to let you in.”
Morio frowned and took a step back. He looked up at the wall. “I guess we’ll have to brave the broken glass on the top of the wall.”
Lotto stepped up. ‘I am a representative of the king of Valetan on a mission of great importance. I need your sister’s assistance. The duke’s son was supposed to have introduced me, but I see I will have to do so myself.”
“One moment, fine sir.” Opee closed the tiny hatch and then opened the door. “Aren’t you a little young for an ambassador?” He squinted one eye at Lotto.
“I convinced the duke to lend me his son, now I must convince his daughter to lend me her help.”
“The lady of the house will be notified.” The man shut the door.
Morio spoke with a solemn face. “She’ll not let you in with me here. I had a fling with an eligible young woman that my sister knows and the relationship soured. I didn’t think it would lead to this.”
The door opened. “Only the king’s man,” Opee said.
Lotto grabbed Morio by his collar and dragged him in. “She will see both of us,” Lotto said. “I am the hero of Prola, no one refuses my entrance.” Lotto pushed past an astonished Opee. He leaned over to Morio and whispered. “Where do we go from here?”
Morio tried to keep a straight face. “To the left.”
Lotto saw the ornate doors. Carvings of sheep decorated the black wood. “Do we walk in?” He still had Morio’s collar in his hand.
“Go ahead.” Morio said.
Opee still looked at them sideways as he closed the courtyard gate and kept his distance.
Lotto knocked on the door and then entered.
“Morio, how dare…”
A tall thin woman with hair the same color brown as Morio glared at both of them.
“Who did you drag in, or should I say who dragged you in? Did I hear you call yourself the hero of Prola?”
The next minute the three of them sat in a cozy receiving room with Lotto telling his story in front of a fascinated Panny and an increasingly bored Morio.
“So why are you here?” Panny looked from Lotto to Morio.
“We are going to set up an intelligence network. I’d like the information to flow to someone trustworthy,” Lotto said.
“And Morio doesn’t trust Eberlo?”
“Right, sister,” Morio said. “I don’t trust Eberlo anymore than you do. He has an independent agenda and I’d like the information that comes to father to be unfiltered.”
Panny threw her head back and laughed. “I’ll do it!  My husband might not like it, but I’m moldering in this drafty house and need a diversion, apart from my two lovely children, who attend school during the day.”
“So you forgive me?” Morio said.
“No!  Leaving Jenna in the lurch like that, embarrassed and thinking she’d be marrying one of noble birth.”
“There are two sides of every story, my sister. Please don’t let my indiscretion get in the way of Lotto’s mission.”
“I suppose there are two sides.” She gave her brother a sideways glance and looked at Lotto. “Tell me what I need to do.”
They talked for another hour and then Morio and Lotto faced the long, uphill climb back to the castle in the same downpour.
“Two sides to every story? What’s your side?” Lotto said.
Morio shrugged. “Perhaps in Jenna’s case there is only one side.” He smiled, shrugged, and then laughed all the way up the hill.
The Duke Jellas met them as they reached the castle. “Come with me I have news from Beckondale.” He turned and crisply walked away, Lotto jerked forward to catch up while Morio meandered behind.
~~~



 
 
 
CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX
~
CAPTAIN-GENERAL RESTELLA BEECHER. She lay back in her bed. Tomorrow she would lead her army, a large army this time, to the borders of Oringia with the intention of taking the fight to them. Too many common Valetans had been killed in the raids that had gone on for the past two years.
She had gone over strategies with Mander Hart and General Piroff and knew what her father would let her do and not do. She couldn’t conduct a full-scale invasion, but she could engage the enemy just on the other side of the Oringian border. She wouldn’t let them down, but the thought of possible defeat gnawed at her. Captain Silver would no longer always be at her side and that bothered her. She had relied on him in each of his campaigns and he’d be available but not as an advisor. Could she do it? Where had these doubts come from? And now she found out that General Piroff ordered Silver to stay and train more scouts, so he’d be leaving three weeks after her.
Her mind didn’t let her rest, so she sat up in bed and sought out the Moonstone. Lotto had gone far to the south on a mission for Mander Hart a few months ago. Somehow that seemed to fit Lotto better at this time. She knew he could lead, but the rise in fortune didn’t seem to sit well with him and a solitary mission in Gensler might just be the seasoning that he needed. It certainly didn’t work that way for her. She loved to command.  Yet she faced more distractions than she ever had and, as she grasped the hilt of the sword, her greatest challenge laid far to the east. With another thought, she wondered if her greatest challenge hadn’t actually gone south into Gensler.
~
It took weeks to move an army and by the time she reached the border, her forces had to face an Oringian militia standing in serried ranks, six deep, across the plain, still littered with patches of snow. 
Restella did nothing. The Oringians moved back towards their camp and didn’t reassemble.
Captain Silver finally reached her own camp. He seemed somewhat subdued. Perhaps he had caught some kind of illness on the march from Beckondale.  An illness running through her troops was the last thing Restella wanted.
The Oringians reassembled on the plain. To Restella’s eye from a hill above the battlefield, it looked like a rake had moved across the grass leaving parallel marks. They were in the exact same order of battle as they had assumed when she first arrived at the border. Perhaps they were training when she first arrived.
The movement of the enemy occasionally glittered in the morning sun. She fidgeted on her horse, not comfortable with the fact that she wouldn’t be down fighting with the men she commanded. It didn’t seem right, but the situation seemed to demand it.
She had arrayed her troops in staggered squares with cavalry in the vacant spaces. When the formation moved, they would wheel into packed triangles, with the pointed-side facing the enemy. Silver had suggested it as soon as he arrived and insisted that the men could do it, if the officers gave the right orders. But now that she looked down on the field, she could see that, for once, her mentor had given her bad advice. The pointed side needed to face away from the enemy, to maximize the breadth of her lines. 
Horns blew and she groaned since she couldn’t quickly reorder the field. The Valetan forces began to move forward changing their formation. The Oringians ran forward as one and before Restella’s army had completed their move, the Oringians fell on them. The planned orderly battle disintegrated into a melee, just as Restella thought, but not in time to reorder her troops. Every man fought and clawed and struck out with his weapon to live. The carnage and disorder shocked Restella.
Valetan forces began to resolve into units and began to force the Oringians back and the officers including Captain Shortwell, who had ridden down off of the hill, to lead the reserves forward. She commanded Silver to follow.
~
Restella sat in her tent, alone with a glass of wine, feeling defeated. Resigning one’s commission after a defeat was not an uncommon act in the Valetan army.  Her forces hadn’t been defeated, but she had lost so many soldiers that she couldn’t claim a victory. It had happened often enough.  She remembered that a Captain Hessa had been the last to do so.  He still had the regard of his soldiers.  Restella had a quill in her hand, hovering over the small slip of parchment that would go to Beckondale.  Her eyes burrowed into the paper.  
Restella sat for an hour struggling.  The awful bite of defeat gnawed at her stomach, but every time she tried to phrase the message of resignation to her father, her heart kept her hand still.  Over and over, she reviewed her actions.  
The ordering of battle was her fault, but she had been given bad advice from a trusted officer, a friend.  What would Mander Hart think?  He wouldn’t castigate her like she was doing to herself.  She just couldn’t put pen to parchment.  Resigning just wasn’t in her.  Another solution would come.  It had to.
Silver came in, his arm and leg bandaged. She tried to lift her chin up and congratulate her captain. “Captain Shortwell and you were marvelous and saved the day.” She didn’t really feel up to the compliment, but she had to say it as commander. The debacle gnawed at her insides. Such a failure!  Restella knew better, but relied on Silver and, for once, he had let her down. The disappointment burned deep within her.
He looked at her and for the first time since she had known him, he looked at her with an unfriendly face. 
“We lost one thousand men today when it should have been half of that or less,” Restella said. “Men who will never return back to their families, all because of imposing a strategy that the army had never practiced.”
“You made the wrong decision,” Silver said, an unexpected flatness to his voice. The attack must have affected him as much as it did her, but she bristled at his comment.
Restella blinked. Hundreds of lives lost that she caused? She felt anger at the man for having the nerve to dress her down, but Silver quickly doused it. “I’ve taught you many things and I thought that you knew better than to listen to me. You should have changed my recommendation. You’re a good fighter, but a Captain-General you are not. I’m sorry I have to say that, Princess, but…” Silver just shook his head, saluted, and left her alone in the tent. He left Restella speechless at his attack.
He had called her ‘Princess’. That struck her more than a sword in her side. She had lost his respect and, she shuddered, her army had lost too many men, but he had made the tactical recommendation. She won a hollow victory simply because she had superior manpower and officers who took a debacle and did all of the work to keep it from being a rout of her forces. Yet, she was the one who wanted a different strategy and he rejected it.
No other officers visited her that night and Restella couldn’t bring herself to walk through camp. She heard the wails of injured men easily enough through the canvas of her tent.  Again she went to her desk and picked up the pen, staring at its point for what seemed like hours.
The next morning, she called her officers in. “I feel like I should resign and take the train of wounded back to Beckondale, but I won’t.”
Silver gave her an appraising look.  “Not giving up?  I thought honor demanded it.”
She fingered the Moonstone and felt Lotto far to the southwest. Would he feel betrayed by her decision making like Silver, if he knew? Restella couldn’t bear that to happen.
A messenger rushed in. “A bird flew in with a message.”
“Read it, Silver,” Restella said.
“Captain Piroff commands you to send a detachment to the Happly border, Captain-General. Happly is hiring mercenaries.”
Restella took the message and read it for herself. It bore General Piroff’s initials. She knew an opportunity to escape when she saw one.  “I’ll head that unit myself. Silver, I want you to take command of the army and pursue the Oringians as far as you wish. You know we want to hurt them badly, so they will retreat far from our borders.”
Silver stood at attention. “And you? Perhaps you should lead the wagons back to Beckondale?”
She actually felt like smiling. “I will take a few thousand men and guard our southern border. We can assign a lieutenant to command the wounded.” Perhaps she could find redemption in Happly.
“Yes, ma’am, however, I suggest that you assign your Oringian command to Captain Shortwell. He is more suited to commanding a larger contingent of men and harassing the Oringians. I would like to accompany you to Happly.”
Restella wiped a tear-filled eye. “But I am disgraced. Surely you would rather have a command on your own.”
“A battle without a clear-cut victory does not constitute disgrace, ma’am. Happly is more of the kind of territory that rangers operate in. Hilly forests. I ask you to consider my request, ma’am.”
No ‘Princess’ this time. She could use his experience and she did want to be closer to the troops. Silver had been the one to castigate her for bad judgment and now he wanted to accompany her? She felt like she no longer understood him, but she didn’t want to give up on Silver just yet. She owed him too much, and perhaps they’d both have a chance at redemption. “We leave as soon as we can. Call the officers in again.
~
Restella led a unit of fifteen hundred men and that included the two hundred rangers. Captain Silver would command the rangers and her seven lieutenants would take care of the rest. She left most of the supply trains with Shortwell, so they used the captured horses and those of fallen men as pack horses and traveled quickly. They had split up the birds and the spelled coops that drew birds from Beckondale to wherever the charms were located. 
The train of injured soldiers carried Restella’s full and honest report of the battle. She clamped her lips at the thought of having her father read that, but she would shoulder the responsibility for losing so many soldiers. She didn’t know if her report would damage Silver’s reputation, but at this point she didn’t care.  The truth was the truth and they’d both have to deal with it.
 She didn’t want to lose a field command, but if she deserved a demotion, then she’d take it like a professional. She fingered the Moonstone and knew that she had done the right thing by taking the command to guard the Happly border, but the cost of her recent defeat still burdened her every waking moment.
After ten days, they viewed the short border with Learsea on the other side of the river and rode past the great forest that the dukes of Happly had planted centuries ago to keep the petty barons on the plains of Valetan from invading their country. Her army set up camp by a lake that was fed by a tributary of the Fargo in the mountains two days march into Happly.
Silver announced himself at the door to the tent she had traded with Shortwell. No more large planning tent for her. 
“We’ve gone three leagues into Happly and haven’t run across any signs of an army.”
Could Mander have gotten the wrong intelligence? She could still sense Lotto in Gensler, further south. He wouldn’t know. “Let’s go over the Happly map and see what kind of tactics we’ll have to use.”
Silver went to the trunk of maps and selected the tube with a map of Happly. She looked over the terrain. Mountains and small valleys covered the landscape. If it weren’t for the mines, Happly would be a poor domain, indeed, maybe as poor as Histo. They had little farming and mostly citizen soldiers. But if they were to become a belligerent, the duke would need to hire mercenaries, as reported. Perhaps they trained in pockets further in. Where did Duke Happly get the money for an army?
Sleep had eluded her for days. Could she ever rid herself of the guilt of losing those lives? This command hadn’t distracted her sufficiently to forget Oringia. She forced her eyes on the map and found her focus coming in and out. She began to sway on her feet and then fell to the thin carpet floor of her tent.
~~~



 
 
 
CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN
~
LOTTO FURROWED HIS BROW. Something had happened. He followed the thread linking him to the Moonstone and Restella and had a horrible feeling. Something had changed. Restella didn’t feel the same. Could she be hurt? She still soldiered in Oringia. He stopped Morio and closed his eyes. No injury that he could tell, but the link had changed. Perhaps something mental or emotional? He didn’t have any frame of reference other than something had changed the feeling of the link since the last time he had sought her out when he first arrived in Crackledown. 
Morio and he rode to within a week from the border with the Red Kingdom.  They had worked for weeks going from village to village, using the road to the Red Kingdom as the central spine.  He felt that the new network would be a valuable resource for the duke.
They stopped at an inn and took off their saddlebags before a boy led their horses to a stable. It felt good that winter had released its grip on Gensler. Traveling in the middle of winter wasn’t enjoyable or fast.
A robust woman hailed them as they walked into the common room of the inn. She plunked a thick book on the bar counter. “New to our lovely little town?”
Morio nodded. “A room, if you have one with two beds.”
The woman squinted at them. “You two look like you’ve lived rough lives.”
Morio shrugged and then beamed a grin at her and placed a hand on his chest. “We look rough, but we are as innocent as babes inside.”
The woman couldn’t repress a smile, responding to Morio’s flirting and waved him back. “Maybe babes who need a change of soiled nappies. I’ll put the both of you down for a room and a couple of baths. It’s that or you can ride half through the night to the next inn in either direction.” She gave Mario the kind of confident smile that a woman in control gives.
Perhaps she’d be another candidate for the duke’s intelligence circle. Lotto would find out soon enough. Much cleaner, the pair descended the stairs to the inn.  Only a few tables were taken in the common room as Lotto and Morio took one at the back.
“Tough men,” the innkeeper said with a pout on her face. She sat down with them. “And yet, both of you look cut from a different cloth than mere ruffians.”
“I would say so, but not having really seen mere ruffian cloth, I’m not familiar with its weave or texture,” Morio said. Lotto had noticed how the man would flirt with a hitching post, if given the opportunity. 
She laughed. “You can call me Polla.” She leaned over and cupped her chin in her hand with her elbow on the table. “What is your story? It looks like we’ll have a slow night and I don’t think I’ll be bored around you two.”
Lotto looked at her and felt she could be trusted. “We are scouts for the duke, looking around for eyes and ears.”
Polla batted her eyelashes. “I have eyes and I’m all ears,” she said.
Lotto couldn’t help but laugh at the woman throwing back Morio’s flirtation with some of her own and noticed Morio’s mocking expression. “We live in perilous times and would like the duke to have some less official conduits of information. Innkeepers, such as yourself, talk to people all day long and might catch information that you may or not may find interesting, but, added up with other sources, it might provide insight into what’s going in Gensler and also some idea of what’s happening in the other domains. Would you be interested in sending your observations to a person in Crackledown?”
She looked over at Morio, “I’d like to send my observations to you.”
Lotto tried to keep from smiling but Morio was non-plussed. “Actually, it’s my sister.”
“Of course.” She turned to Lotto, pointedly ignoring Morio. “Are you ready for your first tidbit of information?”
“The Red Kingdom is sending men over the border looking for the lost princess. These are soldiers, not the usual rabble of thieves fleeing from the kingdom that we’ve had in the past.  They haven’t come this far, but I expect them at any time. I hear they are rounding up any women that look like Princess Sallia. They’ve got a wizard with them to eliminate any glamour that might have been placed on her. Word has it that they are heading with a group of captured women to Everwet.”
Morio just sat there, blinking. Lotto now knew him well enough that he seethed inside and with good reason. Such an incursion betrayed the sanctity of Gensler’s border. 
“Anything else?”
Polla pursed her lips, sat straight up and tilted her head. “The people on the southern border are concerned that our Duke has not put enough troops down here to protect them. If the Red Kingdom invades they will roll right through the main road all the way to Crackledown—unimpeded with the forts unmanned. They’ll bog down there and won’t be able to move an inch farther north.”
Morio’s eyebrows rose. “Thank you and that’s why we need your perspective.” He laid his hand on hers. “I will personally let the duke know.”
Polla laughed and pulled her hand away.  “You and Duke Jellas?”  She tossed her head and thought for a minute.  “Please let someone know who can do something.  It truly doesn’t need to be the Duke himself.”
A large group of farmers walked in. “Polla! Bring your best, we’ve just raised Esman’s barn and we’re here to drink you out of stock!” The men all laughed.
The innkeeper jumped up. “Our slow period just ended. I’ll make sure you get served first before I start in on that lot… and they will drink me dry.” She grinned and tapped a purse kept in the pocket of her dress. “Got to get to work.”
A serving maid came right back out with two mugs of ale apiece. “There might not be more when you want it.” She curtseyed and ran back to the kitchen.
Morio laughed as he took a long pull of the ale. “That’s not half bad!”
“I think we can trust her,” Lotto said, looking back at the door to the kitchen. “We have to get word to your father.”
“I’ll do that. I’m more concerned about what she said about Histron’s army having a clear shot up Gensler. We have an old strategy to stop him, but I know that Eberlo’s been sitting on its implementation and I don’t think that my father knows anything about border incursions of any kind. I always thought that Eberlo had re-manned the border forts.” Morio’s expression darkened.  “I’ll be heading north at daybreak. You know enough of your way around here to poke further south on your own.” He waved his fingers. “There’s always that magic to fall back on.” He smiled and took another drink. “For now, let’s just enjoy the antics of farmers celebrating. Free entertainment.” Morio sat back and observed the farmers’ yells as a bout of arm wrestling had just started up.
The next morning, as the sun just began to lighten up the sky, Lotto shook Morio’s hand and they departed in separate directions.  Time would tell if their little network of innkeepers would gather sufficient data, but Morio certainly looked bothered by Polla’s comments of the previous night. What alarmed Lotto was the fact that Eberlo might be under the sway of Dakkor or its agents. Gensler could be seriously exposed if he was.  He hoped Mario wasn’t too late in telling his father that the string of forts weren’t manned.
There were more woods in the south of Gensler and the ground became more uneven. The travel slowed with patches of snow on the ground. Gensler’s natural border with Happly and the Red Kingdom consisted of rivers and mountains. Perhaps not tall mountains, but certainly wooded hills which would slow the progress of an army with a few well placed forts or barriers that would make the main road impassable and, sure enough, he passed two empty keeps. 
In a few days time, he passed more villages and reached the next town of Everwet. A rushing river made its way along the west side of a valley and ran north a bit until it took a sharp bend west to become the border with Histo until it joined with the Fargo far to the north.  Lotto could feel a mist in the air that likely gave the town its name.
A crowd stood around the entrance to one of the town’s inns.
“What’s going on?” Lotto said as he dismounted.
“Slavers or something,” a man said, standing with folded arms, but craning for a look into the inn.
A battle went on inside and Lotto stood at the door trying to discern whom he could help. He cast the leather sleeve off of his battle staff and could see a clutch of women huddling in a corner. A man, young and tall, fought half of a group of eight soldiers, while others battled with a man with an apron. Neither fought with skill, but it only took a few seconds to know that he would fight on the side of two against eight, especially after he someone call them Red Kingdom soldiers. He waded into the group and began to twirl his staff above the tables and chairs and began to rain blows in the heads of the men who were herding the women. 
Just as one of the soldiers skewered the well-built man in the shoulder and raised his sword to finish him off, Lotto slammed the side of his staff against his head, sending him reeling. More of the attackers noticed him and he drew them away from the injured man. These men were no match for a student of Kenyr’s and in a few minutes all had been dispatched by Lotto. 
He looked over at the carnage and didn’t notice the blow that felled him from behind.
~~~



 
 
 
CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT
~
LOTTO CAME TO IN A STABLE IN THE EARLY MORNING. He rose, but didn’t feel any dizziness. After finding that his weapons had been stripped, he picked up a pitchfork and crept though the side door. The soldiers could have killed him, but someone did him the favor of dragging him out of the inn. 
What would have happened to Restella if he were killed? Then he wondered what would happen to him if she were killed? He didn’t know, but he felt so foolish being out of control and not knowing what would happen. He couldn’t live his life worrying while he fought.
Four soldiers sat at a table guarding the women, who sat on the floor. One of them took each woman and muttered a spell and peered at his subject. Polla had been exactly right. A wizard worked to remove another’s spell.
He noticed that one of the women, tall, slender with hazel eyes and golden hair, fiddled with a poker from the fireplace and hid it between the folds of her dress as she was called to stand up. The magician began to recite the spell and as the woman thrust the poker into the magician’s stomach, her hair turned the color of straw and her eyes turned violet. 
“That’s the princess!” one of the men said as she took care of the magician.
Before they could grab her, Lotto stepped into the room and slammed the handle of the pitchfork into the man’s face and quickly subdued the others before they could draw their weapons. The magician began to rise and pulled the poker, which hadn’t gone in very far, out of his stomach. He raised it to attack the princess when Lotto spoke the spell to heat the poker up. He concentrated on the handle and the heat came on so quickly, that the magician couldn’t shake it off as he yelled and the smell of burning flesh filled the common room. The pain overcame the magician long enough for the princess to take a fallen sword from the floor and stabbed the man. “Traitor,” she said and then she collapsed into a chair. 
“Tie them up,” Lotto said. “I have no rope.” The barman, with his arm bandaged, came from the back with a reel of rope and soon the locals ran into the inn and, within a minute or two, three men sat on the floor with their backs against the bar while a serving maid tended to their wounds. The magician had been laid out with a sheet covering his body.
“Thank you,” the blonde woman said as she rose from her chair. Lotto could see the kind of bearing that he had noticed in Restella. 
“Princess Sallia?”
She furrowed her brow and shook her head looking away from him. “No, I’m an imposter, but you can call me Sally. Duke Histron’s magician,” she paused to look at the sheet, “has been moving from place to place along the border villages of the Red Kingdom and Gensler examining young women. I was a decoy for the real princess.” She lifted her chin but her eyes still darted about nervously.
That woman didn’t look or act like a decoy, but Lotto would play along for now. “Where is the man who fought for you yesterday?” Lotto said to the barman.
“He’s upstairs in a back room. They were going to sort through the women yesterday when he burst through the door, a few minutes before you did.   We dragged him up the stairs and you to the stable while the magician, who hit you in the back of the head, used his magic to overcome us and then the remaining slavers were back in charge.” The innkeeper shrugged as he left and returned with Lotto’s weapons.
“Can I thank him?” the princess said, looking up the stairs.
“You can go up and see if he’s awake. He’s badly injured,” the barman said.
Lotto helped the princess to the stairs and followed them both up the stairs as three official looking men dragged the bound soldiers out of the inn. Lotto didn’t know what would happen to Red Kingdom soldiers fighting so deeply into Gensleran territory.
The man lay on his stomach.  A pad of blood-soaked rags covered the shoulder wound.
“What is your name?” the princess said.
The man paused and turned his face to the wall. “Anchor. Are you all right, …miss?” 
Lotto noticed that he nearly used an honorific. The man knew that the last of the royal family of the Red Kingdom stood in this room. He must have been embarrassed that he didn’t save her.
“I give thanks to our mutual savior.” She looked at Lotto and gazed into his eyes. Restella had this woman’s bearing, but none of the composure. He took a step back and stopped himself from bowing.
Lotto tried to laugh. “I’m glad that both of you are out of danger. However, imposter, I think you need to be far away from here. More Red Kingdom soldiers would make life difficult if they invaded and one of the townspeople pointed you out as the decoy.”
Anchor made a sound, but Lotto couldn’t understand it. He turned his head. “Yes. Take her far away.” The man’s concern came through loud and clear to Lotto.
“I’ll take her to Crackledown and I have, uh, friends there that will keep her safe.” He turned to the princess. “The border is no place for you, especially now.”
Her eyes met his and Lotto felt a stirring he hadn’t really felt before. The woman attracted him like no other. He blushed and Sally just smiled and that mouth made him a little dizzy. He had to turn his gaze on Anchor.
“Are you well enough to leave here until you recover?” Lotto said, walking around the room avoiding her gaze.
“I am not. Just take her away as far as you can. If Duke Histron has spies about, they will tell him that the woman has been taken deeper into Gensler and that might protect her. Don’t take her to Happly. They are allied with the Red Kingdom and are preparing for war with Valetan.” Why did this man care so much for the woman? She hadn’t appeared to know him. “I will. You are a soldier?” Lotto said.
“Of sorts, but as you could see my weapons skills are but mediocre. I am more of a strategist, but my talents are not for the usurper. I am true to the Red Kingdom.  Currently, I am unemployed.  I recently came from Happly and you must believe me that Duke Happly assembles an army to head north to Valetan. I thank you for saving the young lady.  It is my sincerest wish that she be made safe.”
The man certainly spoke well, better than any common soldier that he had known. “Stay here for awhile. I will talk to the Duke, uh, or his people, and see if I can get a post for you. I agree that Happly is at war or soon will be,” Lotto said. 
Anchor coughed. He didn’t sound very well. “Please get the message to Valetan. Happly is hiring mercenaries and wizards. I’m not going anywhere soon.”
Lotto led the woman out and stopped her in the hallway. “Here we talked about what’s good for you without really asking. I apologize for that. Are you willing to seek refuge at the Duke’s castle? I believe I can arrange it. You aren’t safe within a week’s ride of the southern border. I assume from what you said that you are from the Red Kingdom?”
“I am and I will go with you. I had a man who watched over me, but he is missing or dead.” Sally lifted her chin up higher and took an inward breath. There seemed to be a story there and Lotto perceived her body language as an attempt gain her self-control. The woman certainly behaved like a noble. If not the princess, she probably had waited on her as a lady-in-waiting or perhaps she was the daughter of a high noble.
“Then be ready to ride in the morning. Do you have a horse?”
She gave him a grim laugh. “I arrived here on the back of a wagon with five other women. I have no idea where my possessions are.”
Lotto put out his hand. “Then let’s get you some riding gear. I assume you can ride?”
Sally nodded and put her chin down, not looking at him and as much as he wanted to see those arresting eyes, he felt excited that she would come with him.
~
As they approached Crackledown, Lotto regretted the end to his journey. He had acted as politely as he could towards Sally, whose very look still pierced his heart. He hadn’t known such a feeling, but as they approached the capital city, he put it down to infatuation and to him, infatuation was a false love that could drive people crazy. He did, indeed, find himself a little crazy about her. Every move she made, every look into his eyes, her very voice thrilled him and took his breath away. He didn’t want to leave her side, but he couldn’t stay long at Crackledown. She had told him that she was indeed Princess Sallia on the road. What was he, the son of a long dead duke? He had no lands or possessions of any note, except for the weapons on his horse and the empty title of Knight.
The link to Restella had never affected him like Sallia’s smile and her confidence. She had told him of her escape with Unca, her father’s wizard. He wished the link didn’t pull him towards Restella, but then what would he be without it?  Lotto the half-wit?  He wouldn’t even be interested in Sallia in that form. He had a harder time trying to lift her spirits as his plummeted.
When Crackledown appeared, he had to continually fight off depression. He had misgivings about leaving Sally at Crackledown, but realized that the security of the castle would protect her as much as the walls of Beckonvale castle. As they rode up the long incline, Morio met them midway.
“Lotto, I see you’ve brought a bright light to my father’s court.”
A flash of jealousy went through Lotto. How could he compete with the smooth, roguish tongue of his friend? But in a moment of lucidity he wondered what was he jealous about? Still, Sally had acted like a friend after the princess told him of her flight from Duke Histron and she asked him to continue to call her Sally.
She really did have a sense of humor that seemed to be emerging from an iciness that might have been caused by her abduction. He thought back on the trip and it’s myriad moments that he would remember.
His life had its tiny hardships, but he had never been as emotionally challenged as Sally had. He gripped his staff, wrapped in its leather sheath. He had finally used it to save three people, Anchor, the barman and Sally and that felt better than fighting the king’s soldiers in Prola. 
He reached out and patted Sally on her hand. “Beware of this ducal prince, Sally. He will charm you.”
Morio grinned. “Indeed I will.”
Later when they reached the top, Morio brought Lotto and Sally to the duke’s private chambers.
“May I present Princess Sallia, the rightful heir to the throne of the Red Kingdom?”
Morio and the duke immediately rose from their seats. “Princess!” the both said together.
“Lotto Mistad saved me from being captured by Histron’s men and I ask for sanctuary. It is no longer safe to hide in the Red Kingdom. My protector, Unca, is missing and I fear he is dead. I’m now left to my own devices and it appears my own devices were ineffective in saving me.” She relayed to the duke a very condensed version of her escaping court and ending up in the village of Everwet.
It became Lotto’s turn to talk about the excitement in the tavern.
“I wish I were there,” Morio said, throwing his fist into his palm.
“I could have used the help. A wizard removed the disguise that Unca had put over Sally, Princess Sallia” He reddened at speaking the familiar name he had used for the past days. “The man who first tried to save her is still healing at the inn. He claimed to be a strategist, more than a fighter, in the Red Kingdom army. I believe him. He has intelligence about him. If you have a post needing an advisor, I’d recommend him as a reward for saving the princess. Who knows what would have happened to the princess if he hadn’t started the fighting?”
“His name?” the duke said, holding up a quill.
“Anchor.”
“A prosaic name, to be sure, but I like it. I have a captain who commands the fort that guards the road to Learsea.” The duke looked at Morio. “You know Travelwell?”
“Eberlo’s man.” Morio’s face darkened.
“Indeed. I’d like a more independent sort out there. Perhaps he can be useful. I’ll commission him and have a couple of my trusted men see if he’s good.”
“I think he will be,” Lotto said, relieved that the duke enabled him to pay his debt to the wounded man.
The duke rose and pulled a bell cord and a guard entered.
“Escort this woman to my wife. She will know how to appropriately house her in the castle.” The duke bowed to Sally.  “My castle is your home as long as you need one. It’s been quite some time since you have graced the halls of Crackledown.  I think you might have been ten or eleven years old. Not much has changed. We can talk later.”
The guard nodded and the princess rose. She bowed to Morio and then to the duke. Lotto’s heart raced as she took his hands in hers. “Thank you, Lotto Mistad, for taking care of me. I will not forget what you have done.” She rose on her toes and kissed him on the cheek. She bowed again to the duke and left with the guard.
“Oho!” Morio said, putting a leg over the arm of his chair. “I think the two of you are smitten with each other.”
“No. She’s a princess,” Lotto said. He could feel the heat of blood rushing to his face.
“And you are the firstborn of a duke,” Morio’s father said. “Of higher rank than that lump Morio,” the duke nodded towards his son. “He’s my fourth. Now tell me of your network. I can’t believe a word Morio says.”
Evidently the duke did give his son credibility as a force of a thousand men were already being assembled to strengthen the border and re-establish forts along the main road north to Crackledown.
“There are keeps all along the border that haven’t been manned in generations and I’ve sent out teams to prepare them. Thanks to you two, I know of Eberlo’s negligence,” the duke said. “You’ve given Panny something to get excited about, again.” He smiled and rose to look out his window, standing close to Morio and put his hand on his son’s shoulder.
“Lotto, I would appreciate your sending a bird to Mander Hart.  Tell him I can’t spare troops, but I will let them through my lands and into Happly, if that will help. The usurper Histron’s casual regard for our borders will not be tolerated. I fear war will come to us all, and all too soon.”
~~~



 
 
 
CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE
~
RESTELLA ATE WITHOUT APPETITE WITH SILVER, the only other captain in her force. She took her meal on a table outside of her tent to enjoy the morning, for a change. She had hoped for some action, but nothing had happened for days, but she perked up when a soldier approached.
“A group of Gensleran scouts are being held outside of camp. They have a message for you, Captain-General, ma’am.”
“Bring them in.” She loosened the sword at her belt.
There were four scouts and they looked as if they had ridden hard with dirty faces and torn clothes.
“My name is Pillo Toras,” the tallest of them said as they all bowed slightly towards Captain Silver.”
“Captain-General Beecher is the senior officer,” Silver said drily.
Pillo blinked and fumbled for words. “Beecher? I thought you were a… My apologies, ma’am. I’ve never beheld a woman officer before. I am certain your rank is well deserved.”
His words didn’t sit well with Restella, but she merely waved her hand and controlled the heat she felt at her neck.  The man had evidently been told something different about her. 
“Continue Scout Toras,” she said.
“We are the Duke of Gensler’s personal scouts. Our duke sent us to Happly to investigate what is going on. They are assembling an army of mercenaries and villagers. Most of them have come from Histo and southern Oringia. The Duke also has a contingent of Ropponi wizards. They seek to invade Valetan from the south while the Red Kingdom attacks Gensler.”
“Any idea of where Histo formally stands?” Restella said. The country was so sparsely populated that she really didn’t see Histo as a threat.
“Our efforts haven’t succeeded in revealing that. The Duke of Happly knows of your force and is waiting for a large contingent of Oringians to arrive and then will attack you here on the border. The large group of Ropponi sorcerers are not integrated with the rest of the army, so we don’t know how the Duke will use them.”
Could she afford to wait? It would be weeks before more forces were available, even if the army had begun to draft farmers and tradesmen.
“And why should I believe you?”
“Do you know Lotto Mistad?”
Restella sat up straighter and lifted her chin as she could feel sweat bead on her forehead. “I do.”
“Mander Hart assigned him to scouting duties for the Duke of Gensler. We have met him and he told us to relay to you his personal best wishes, I think the term he used was ‘warmest’.”
“That’s as good as you can do unless you have something in writing,” Restella said. Her breath shortened a bit meeting Lotto’s friends. She fingered the Moonstone to find him still in Gensler, but these men brought him even closer.
“We infiltrated into the Happly army. When we heard a Valetan army camped inside the border, we asked a few too many questions and had to escape. We’ve had men following us for a few days, but we lost them.” The scouts all shrugged. “They know you’re here, Captain-General.”
“I invite you to join Captain Silver’s rangers and I will arrange a message to be sent by bird to Beckondale and they will relay the information to Crackledown. Will that be acceptable?”
“That will, ma’am.” Pillo looked a little less nervous once he had mentioned Lotto’s name. She didn’t have any reason not to believe him.
“Report to Lieutenant Gully Workman. He commands the rangers for me and knows Lotto Mistad rather well.”
“Gully? The man he was in the mines with and at Prola?”
Silver said, “You do know Mistad! Lieutenant Workman’s at the western edge of the camp. I believe there will still be some food available for breakfast.”
“Yes, sir!” Pillo saluted and left the two of them.
“Action, Silver?”
“Indeed, ma’am. It is my opinion that we should plan on fighting the smaller army now rather than the larger army later. I’ll send out two detachments of rangers, including Pillo’s men to verify the accuracy of our maps and see where Happly’s men are.
“Then, I suppose our breakfast is over.” Restella rose and nodded to Silver who left her. So much for enjoying her meal. She fingered the Moonstone to find Lotto.
~
Two weeks later, Restella sat at her map table outside of her tent. The winter cold that the Happly forests had clung to, gave way to the coolness of early spring. Lieutenant Workman and the four Gensler scouts stood in front of her, their faces dirty, their clothes ragged. She had seen Pillo like this before.
“Three hundred sorcerers,” Gully said. “Better than any battle mages I’ve seen and that might include Lotto Mistad. We saw them practice. Funny though, the duke keeps them on the other side of the keep from his army and the army don’t mix with them. It’s like they were quarantined or something.”
“You have no wizards and not enough men, but since the Oringians haven’t arrived, the Happlyans aren’t ready to march yet” Silver said.
“We will break camp and head back north. Can we leave the birds and a detachment of rangers along the border?” Restella said, looking at Silver.
“That’s what I would recommend. We’ve been here long enough and our men will toughen up if we give them all some ranger training to distract the tedium.”
Restella nodded and sent a bird informing General Piroff of her return.
She rode into Beckondale a bit over three weeks later, travel worn, but confident that the strategy that Silver and she had come up with could only be carried out if they took care of the Ropponi wizards. She had left the troops at the border to train under Silver’s watchful eyes.
Mander greeted her as she rode into the courtyard. “Your father and his war council would like a report immediately. Don’t worry, you’ve done the right thing.”
Restella’s pride still stung from her behavior in Oringia.  She hadn’t touched the Moonstone for her whole trip and fingered it. Instantly the bond lit up. Lotto had beaten her to the capital from Gensler. Would he be at the council as well? She changed her uniform and left the barracks. Her heart beat harder, but she put the increase to Lotto’s presence than from the many steps she had to take to the war room.
The two generals, Fessano, Mander, her father and a few others stood looking at Restella as she entered the room. She turned around and found Lotto sitting in a chair just behind her. The sight of him made her jump.
“I didn’t mean to scare you, Princess.” Lotto said, quickly standing up. She had told him he could use her name, but she looked around and realized that he had exercised better judgment than that.
“Your bird said you needed thirty wizards?” Fessano said, after all of them had greeted each other.
“At least. I trust the men who got us the information.” She looked back at Lotto. “You know Pillo Torus and Nark Sender?”
“They are among five of the Duke of Gensler’s best scouts.”
She nodded. “We need a larger army and a strategy to overcome battle mages.”
“How did they get so many?” General Reallo of the Western Army said.
“Nark Sender has met Ropponi before and these aren’t from Besseth. Dark hair, sallow skin, flat faces.”
“Those are Ropponi,” Mander said. “The best wizards in the world.” He looked down at a map of Happly.
“Our rangers mapped the current terrain while they penetrated deep into Happly,” Restella said. “There are some differences from these.”
Mander flipped the edge of the page and shrugged. “This one is twenty-five years old, so thank you for doing that. Good idea.” He looked at Lotto and then at Restella.
“Gensler will need some men to help him guard his borders, but they won’t be able to help us fight. If we can funnel the wizards through Happly, then it’s to our advantage. Duke Jellas has enough potential trouble and we are all worried about the Red Kingdom attacking us from the south.” King Goleto said. 
Fessano eased himself down into a chair. “I wish I were twenty years younger… ah, where is the Bloodstone when you need it?”
The generals looked at him for an explanation.
“The Bloodstone of the Red Kingdom, in the hands of a wizard can turn back time and make a person younger, at the expense of considerable magical power, but it can do that.”
“We could all use one,” Mander Hart said, smirking.
“Only those with power,” Fessano looked at Lotto and smiled. Perhaps he did that because Lotto and he held power and no one else in the room did. Restella didn’t think her bond with the Moonstone counted. “Speaking of the Bloodstone, the Princess probably hasn’t heard that we found Princess Sallia in Gensler,” Lotto said.
“You found her, that is. Saved her life, he did,” Mander said smiling and looked knowingly at Lotto.
Why did he do that? She noticed that Lotto blushed and the Moonstone gave her an indication that the Red Kingdom princess had struck a romantic note within Lotto. Restella felt confused and hurt in some way. Lotto had a relationship with another princess? How could he link to her?  
“She is safe with the Duke of Gensler,” Lotto said. “I found her under attack by Duke Histron’s men who had crossed into Gensler. We escaped and rode to Crackledown.”
“You took a princess, alone, on a long journey?” Restella said. She could feel anger and something else churn within.
“I assure there were no improprieties, Sally…”
“You called Princess Sallia, Sally?” Restella had given Lotto permission to call her by her first name and now this.
“She preferred it while we traveled incognito.”
Restella turned away and sat down on a chair against the wall and tried to collect her feelings.  She’d never dealt with such a circumstance before. The link and Lotto’s divided feelings touched her in a very irritating way.
“Are you feeling well, daughter? Perhaps the ride…”
“I’m fine, father,” Restella waved away Lotto who walked over to see to her. How could he betray her? She let the old anger wash over her and put her hand over the sword, touching the Moonstone. The link’s power made her head hurt. Lotto staggered and sat down, but farther away from her. “Perhaps I’m not.” She rose from her chair, making sure she did not touch the Moonstone again. She pulled out the plans from a messenger bag. She wanted to redeem herself by presenting the strategy to the group, but the link had nearly overcome her. “Here,” she tossed the portfolio and, cursing Lotto in her mind, left the room.
That plan depended on the man who gave her such pain. Restella refused to present a plan to use magicians when she knew that Lotto would be the key. Not now. She couldn’t control her breathing and she fought down the contents in her stomach. Why did her anger suddenly make her so sick?
As the distance increased from Lotto her headache lessened. At least now she could see properly and found her way to her rooms. She dropped to a chair. How could he? She clenched her fists and bit her lip. How could Lotto do such a thing … tricking her into familiarity just like he did ‘Sally’? Restella wanted to spit out the foul taste in her mouth, but settled for a large goblet of wine and then another and another.  She hurt inside as she had never hurt before.
~~~



 
 
 
CHAPTER THIRTY
~
LOTTO, MANDER AND FESSANO ATE A LIGHT EVENING MEAL in the wizard’s chambers. 
“Are you up to it?” Fessano said. “I’m not sure you are ready to handle any real wizardry.”
“I fused the gates open in Mountsea.” Lotto looked at Fessano and wondered why the man had suddenly lost faith in him. “Something’s got to be done to hamper Happly’s magicians, but you’ll have to teach me some more spells, the ones in my little book don’t really take me too far. I can heat metal, but that wears me out quickly.”
The wizard smiled. “You will spend your waking hours with me as the king assembles the other battle wizards that will act as a decoy.”
Mander tilted his head. “There goes your holiday, Lotto… although I’m sure you enjoyed your little trip with Princess Sallia. Sally? You really called her that?” He chuckled. “She would never let anyone even talk to her at Foxhome. Princess Sallia has a reputation as a very isolated, self-centered person. She must have changed. Probably all because of you.”
Lotto blushed. Why did he keep doing that when he told them the story? “The princess was very nice to me.  Her captivity might have done it. She really did ask me to call her by the nickname. The princess felt safer not using her real name. Her violet eyes would give her away if anyone knew much about the royal family of the Red Kingdom. At first I thought they were gray but her eyes are colored a pale violet and very beautiful.”
“I never fell in love with the king who had the same color eyes as his daughter,” Mander laughed. “She’s had a string of suitors since she was sixteen and has spurned them all, refusing to even meet them.”
“Nothing happened that would indicate her being touchy. I could see her being nervous and apprehensive. Maybe her exile has changed her,” Lotto said. Why did he feel so defensive? He had acted gallantly throughout their trip, even when they camped out along the road for some nights. He remembered talking to her. She put out her hand as she told her story of escape and living in a remote part of the kingdom, a princess he could actually touch. She had called him a dear friend when he left Crackledown, but, although their relationship ended there, but he couldn’t keep those violet eyes from his mind.
Fessano took a sip of wine. “One doesn’t have to ‘do anything’ to be attracted to a beautiful woman.”
“And she is beautiful,” Lotto said. “But speaking of women, what happened to Restella today? Did her old anger return?”
The wizard waved his hand. “I haven’t talked to her yet.  I imagine she’s a bit jealous. Any strong emotion, like anger, and the bond seems to affect the both of you.”
“I’m not angry with her, but all I can tell is that she is upset.”
“No, you’re not angry, but the princess is not known for her composure. I’d stay away from her until she’s ready to become friends again.”
“Were we ever friends?”
Fessano put his hand over Lotto’s “More than you should know.”
The thought of friendship with two princesses. Restella said he could use her first name. That permission had been cancelled, or at least he wouldn’t take such a liberty without her reconfirming it. What could he do? Sallia was beautiful and perhaps she had her own demons that she had to overcome.  Lotto remembered his encounter with Restella in the bookshop. But if they couldn’t touch, how could he have a romantic relationship with her? It didn’t make any sense to Lotto and he couldn’t solve the problem on his way back to his bed above Mander’s shop.
The next day, after spending the morning with Fessano, the court wizard abruptly cancelled any further sessions after only the one. It seemed a bit odd, since the wizard had been so insistent during his meeting with Mander and him.
Lotto sought out Kenyr, who he found in his marketplace tent.
“I heard you’d returned to Beckondale,” Kenyr said.
Lotto grinned. “You’d be proud of me, fighting to save the life of a princess, but there were too many of them.”
“An army is too many?”
“No, no. I fought in close quarters. One got behind me and knocked me out.”
Kenyr laughed. “That’s what helms are for.”
Shaking his head, Lotto told him about his assignment to set up an intelligence network.
“So now you’re friends with the heads of two domains, Prola and Gensler, not to mention Valetan. Maybe Mander wants you to be a diplomat.”
“No,” Lotto protested. “A diplomat doesn’t run a king through with his sword.”
“I suppose not. It’s good to see you, but why are you here?”
Lotto paused while a group of three men sauntered in the tent, made their purchases and left. “I have women trouble.”
“You’ve been doing more than fighting, lad?”
The story of saving Princess Sallia came out in a rush followed by the spectacle in the king’s war room.
“Oh.” Kenyr sat down on a stool. “Do you love Sallia?”
“How can you call something love after a week together in unnatural circumstances? I think its infatuation.”
“Ha!  Which is even worse. Traveling on the road together is pretty natural, but what’s not is the Moonstone link. What do you feel for Restella?”
Lotto went to the tent door and looked at people passing in the marketplace. “I care for her. I think it’s the link. It makes me think of her and then I automatically find where she is. However, I don’t generally think of her romantically.” He rubbed his hands and blew into them as he paced back in forth in front of Kenyr.
“That’s the link for you. The Moonstone link is something really special. It’s always between a man and a woman. I met your mother and father after they had married, so I can’t really help you there. I always had the impression that your parents were in love with each other before they linked. Your father told me about the link once and there were the physical changes that you two had. Both of them became bigger and stronger, even your mother. Your father mentioned the link as a feeling where two people became one. They knew each other’s thoughts.  I remember that, clearly.  If the duke wanted your mother to know something, all he did was concentrate.  I saw him do that a number of times.  I don’t recall him mentioning any headaches or weakness. I can’t help you any more than that except that they were both trained sorcerers and knew how to shield themselves and everything.
“Maybe we aren’t linked in the same way, then. If I give it some time, perhaps the link will fade away. It’s only been a few years.”
“Maybe so,” Kenyr said, but Lotto didn’t see a reassuring look in his friend’s eyes.
Lotto looked at the lengthening shadows. “I must get back to the castle. I’m in training.  Maybe if you are free we could work out together.” 
“I’d like that.  You don’t know all of my tricks,” Kenyr said laughing.  His faced turned serious as Lotto moved to the door of the tent. “May the gods give you strength.”
“I’ll need more than that.” 
All of this time, Lotto had played out whatever fate had dealt him, but he’d been unprepared for the romantic complications that ran through his head and now he’d succeeded in alienating his commander in the field. But then what right did Restella have to claim his life and his feelings? As he stepped through the castle gate, he felt the near-physical blow of Restella’s presence at the castle entrance, dressed in her military uniform.  He needed the god’s strength right now!
“Come with me.” She turned and left him standing on the steps as he recovered from the intensity of the link.
She led him up to the empty war room. She had her back to him looking down at her map of Happly. She turned around and they both recoiled from the force of the link. 
“Leave the castle and Beckondale as soon as you can. I don’t care how late or how early in the morning. I want you out of here.”
Lotto blinked at the emotion searing him through the link. It wasn’t anger, like he thought.  Restella was hurt.  Her emotions were giving her great pain.
“I heard your training with Fessano is over. Head back to the town of Harveston. Don’t go back to Crackledown. You’ll stay there long enough to gather your Gensler rangers. They are good men. Fessano is assembling five battle mages that will accompany you into Happly.”
“Why not Crackledown? I could go over the plans with the duke.”
Restella answered him with a withering glare. The link, if anything had gotten stronger. She didn’t answer his question but said, “Go.” He could barely hear the word, but he saluted Restella and left.
Mander met him outside in the hallway with his characteristic sly grin. “I don’t know how any man can put an edge on the woman better than you.”
“I didn’t do it on purpose,” Lotto said as he walked past knowing that Mander would catch up. “She ordered me not to go to Crackledown. The duke should know what we’re going to do.”
“Is there any wonder?” Mander had the temerity to laugh. “I’ll send a bird. The town is Harveston?”  His mentor shook his head and said, sadly, “You’ve really got her reeling, my boy.  I support her decision to move you out.  She can’t think straight.  You and the two princesses.  What a dilemma and this is no time to even try to fix it.  We’ll have to work with what we’ve got.”
Mander ended up walking with him through the streets of Beckondale.
“Could you send someone for my horse and maybe a packhorse so I can take some supplies?” Lotto said.
“More birds, but they’ll be yours. You’ll get two cages. One for Piroff and one for the charmed crate that Restella will have, although I think she’ll give it to Captain Silver.”
“Why?”
Mander shrugged his shoulders. “Perhaps she’s head over heels in love, Lotto. The problem is she doesn’t understand her relationship with you and that puts you in jeopardy. Her way of dealing with emotions is to fight against them. When she didn’t and she offered you a hand in friendship, that’s when the dreams ended, didn’t they?”
Lotto nodded yet again. He felt like a chicken pecking grain. “I don’t love her, Mander. She’s never affected me like Sally did.”
“I know, you told me, but that’s an issue you’ll have to work out on your own, later. I can’t offer you any advice. I love my Anna, but look how I have to treat her.”
Lotto looked at his mentor. “You don’t, you know. If everyone knows you’re married, she’s at the same risk. It’s not that big of a secret.”
Mander’s eyebrows rose. “No one has told me that before.”
“They’re probably afraid of you.”
“And you aren’t, Lotto?”
“No. You mentioned love. I love you as if you were my own father.” Lotto nearly choked on the words. Why did he have to get so emotional—residue of the link, perhaps? However he’d always admired Mander, more than any other. Next came Kenyr and Gully. He thought of Sally and a different kind of feeling came, but somehow it didn’t compare to the men who had shaped his emergence. Fessano might be added to the list. Fathers all. He had one surrogate mother, Jessie and she now was as far away from him as his real mother. Mander’s Anna was, still, just a friend.
They finally arrived at the bookshop. “Here’s where I’ll leave you, Lotto. Your horse and supplies should be here in an hour or so.” Mander put out his arms and the two embraced in a hug. “Use your mind first, Lotto, but don’t let your heart be far behind. You know the plan better than I. Good luck, though I know you won’t need it and don’t worry so much about the princess. I sent her a little present that she’ll receive in the field.” He laughed, clapping Lotto on his shoulders, and sauntered off.
Lotto stood in the bookshop wondering if Mander had misplaced his confidence and Restella’s little present just mystified him. His mentor certainly played his own game, but Lotto had no doubt that Mander acted in the best interests of Valetan. 
The afternoon sun slanted in making the dust motes dance in the light. He blew them away and watched them cavort some more. Is that what we all did—move with the slightest breeze? Is that what he did with Sally and Restella? He’d have to think of his problem on the road south, since he wouldn’t be able to solve anything daydreaming in the shop.
He looked through the books of magic that Mander had originally given him. Lotto hadn’t gone through all of them before he signed up for the army. He thumbed through the old folio and found that it talked of magic as a creative force and that mundane spells could be used for extraordinary purposes. The concept felt right.
He pulled out his little handbook and read through the spells and thought of his own experimenting in Prola. He made a few notes in the margins about new applications, so he could do some thinking on his way back to Gensler.
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CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE
~
THE MESSENGER SALUTED AS HE ENTERED General Piroff’s office. General Reallo put his hand up for the message, but he placed it Restella’s hands.
“What message do you have?” Reallo felt a bit peeved about reading the message to the two generals.
“Lotto Mistad has left the city.” Restella said. The sky hadn’t even begun to darken and he had certainly taken her orders to heart. She had expected another horrible night dreaming of him and she realized that now she didn’t even need the Moonstone to feel the pull of the link towards the south.
“I hear you ordered him to stay away from Crackledown,” Piroff said.
She frowned at the amusement in the general’s voice. “The town of Harveston is on the best road into Happly. We haven’t prepared our battle wizards yet and he is to meet up with Gensleran scouts first.”
“Do you think he can do it?” Reallo said.
Restella shrugged. Did she even care? Perhaps his death would end the torment that she felt and yet she shuddered at the thought of him getting hurt.  She hated the conflict of feelings. “We need to reduce the number of wizards that the Duke of Happly employs in his army or we won’t stand a chance.  We need Lotto to attack the Ropponi wizards and then any others in Happly.” She turned to Piroff. “Can you spare any more troops from Oringia?”
Piroff lifted a piece of paper. Restella looked at the writing and it looked like a supplies list rather than a message, but then he said, “Happly expected an Oringian contingent, but Shortwell went ahead and intercepted them. Oringia is on the run.”  Piroff didn’t seem very pleased with Shortwell. “I can’t take any troops out now that he’s got them retreating. I imagine his army will delay any Oringians thinking about reinforcing Happly.” Piroff didn’t seem exultant about Shortwell’s success.
“What about new troops?”
Reallo laughed. “They will only feed the swords of our enemy.  We will train them for another month and then let them return to their farms for the harvest. But they will remember enough so we won’t have to train an army in the spring.”
Why was it always the spring? If men were willing to kill each other, why did they stop campaigning in the winter? Certainly the conditions were severe, but they were severe for all. Perhaps Restella didn’t measure up as a noble and rejected their silly protocols.
“So I’m on my own?”
“I hardly count nearly two thousand troops as being on your own, Captain-General.” Piroff said and then sighed. “Mander Hart said he had some ideas, but he wouldn’t share them. I don’t trust the man, never have.”
“That’s because he’s smarter than the three of us combined and he knows how to use that intelligence,” Restella said. She’d never voiced or even thought much of Mander Hart, but her words rang true in her mind. She trusted him more than the two men in front of her.
“Enough of that talk, Captain-General,” Piroff said. His face filled with a moment’s anger until he controlled it. 
“Yes, sir.” She tried to look intimidated, but these men didn’t intimidate her like Lotto Mistad did. Sir Mistad. Her father had refused to take his title away even though she had insisted.  She knew her request was petty and she felt ashamed for making it. As far as she could get was her father’s concurrence that Lotto’s immediate return to Gensler to continue his Happly preparations made military sense.
~
The inn at Harveston didn’t look any different as mid-summer approached, but then why would it? Lotto had ridden through the town, without stopping a little more than a month ago, heading back to Beckondale. He tied up his two horses at the hitching post in the inn’s courtyard as Heartwell, the innkeeper came out to greet him.
“Lotto Mistad!  So you’re back.”
“Did you have a successful trip in the south?”
“I’ve been to Crackledown, further south, nearly to the border and then I returned to Crackledown on my way back to Beckondale and now I’m staying here for a week or so, if you’ll have me.”
Heartwell put his finger to his nose. “You stay as long as you like. I’m with you all the way.”
Lotto smiled at Heartwell’s excitement at being a conspirator. “I’m waiting for ten men. Five are Gensleran scouts and five men from Beckondale. We have a mission.”
“Histo or Happly?”
Lotto put his own finger to the side of his nose, “I’m sworn to secrecy!” He had to keep from laughing at the serious look on Heartwell’s face.
“The mercenaries have slowed to a trickle. This is a slow period since most farmers are tending to their planted crops and merchants won’t be buying for another month, so you can use the inn as your keep.” Heartwell smiled and rubbed his hands. “If there is anything I can do for you…”
“Don’t tell anyone that I’m here. Just have them sit in the common room and get me. I can verify if they are in my group.”
“Of course, of course.” Heartwell called for the redheaded groom. “Take care of this man’s horses and feed the birds. “
The boy groaned. “Not more birds, sir.” 
Lotto flipped him a penny. “One of those every day, just for you.”
His frown flipped around to a smile. “Yes, sir, happily sir.”
Heartwell showed him upstairs to a larger room that looked out on the street, so he could spot his friends easier. Lotto liked the room because it had better light for studying the folio and his field spell book. He opened the one he had been studying in Beckondale and learned more about the principles of using power to shake the earth. That would be a better way of toppling trees. He wondered why magicians didn’t clear farmland that way. Maybe it took too much power. If it didn’t, perhaps he could make a breach in a castle wall. 
He took out some paper and an inkbottle and a quill and began taking notes. He’d have plenty of questions ready for the battle wizards when they arrived. In the meantime, he’d tromp through the fields to the woods to the west and try out the spells. Lotto didn’t see the point of scaring the good people of Harveston.
After four days, with the concepts of the folio, he’d created some interesting effects with his spells. He started when someone pounded on his door. He rose and grabbed his sword before opening up the door slightly.
A body slammed against the door, throwing Lotto back, he held up his weapon, ready to fight.
“Put that down!” Morio Jellas said. “Come on in boys.”
The five rangers that Lotto caroused with at the Duke’s palace filled Lotto’s room.
“We’ve come to save you.”
“I didn’t expect you. Morio.”
The duke’s son shrugged. “When the boys told me there’s a good fight brewing in Happly, how could I refuse?”
Lotto felt heartened by the man’s presence. He always seemed larger than life and their campaign would certainly take on a more festive air.
“Let me buy you all a drink,” Lotto said.
Heartwell poked his head around the door.  “Is everything all right?”
“Drinks! Then we’ll be all right.” Morio laughed and put his arm around Lotto’s shoulders. “Just put the sword away, okay? Someone might get poked!”
Heartwell held his hands to his chest as the Gensleran scouts grabbed his arms as they walked down the stairs.
“They are who I waited for,” Lotto said. “I suppose you’ll make a lot of money tonight, for they know how to have a good time.”
“Do we!” Anton Whisperwood said.
Lotto led them to a corner of the common room where they had less chance of being overheard and less chance of bothering Heartwell’s patrons.
“So I heard of your exploits in Happly and that you met my friend, Gully Workman,” Lotto said. “Why don’t you tell me your version of the story? Gully’s been with Captain-General Beecher’s troops at the border.”
An hour later and after three rounds of drinks, they had brought each other current. Morio had been silent about Princess Sallia.
“I’ll wait for the wizards from Valetan to talk about our strategy. You won’t remember a thing I say tomorrow morning, anyway.” Lotto said, laughing along with his friends. He felt at home among them. Mander, Kenyr and Fessano were like fathers, but these men were like brothers, except he wished Gully sat at the table. Then his band would be complete.
Morio crowded a little closer to Lotto, when a woman bard began to sing in the common room. “I have news of the princess.”
Lotto’s heart flipped a little. 
“She’s written to that Anchor fellow, the one who nearly died the day you saved her. I think you have a rival for the woman’s affections.”
“I don’t know how much affection Princess Sallia had for me. I’m just a common soldier.”
“You’re the first son of a duke and a Knight of Valetan. That would be enough for anybody. But there was something between the two. There are linked somehow. Not like you and your princess, but, I don’t know!  I certainly failed to pique her interest.” Morio laughed, but Lotto didn’t share in the amusement.
“She is well and Anchor has recovered?”
“The man only wrote to the princess. Father shipped him out to join Travelwell at South Keep. That’s just off the road to Happly from the Red Kingdom and not too far from Learsea. I’d count it as a dangerous place to be in these times, but Anchor looked forward to it. He sent a message of thanks to my father as well.”
Lotto snorted. “I have no claim on Sally.”
“She really let you call her by that name?  She didn’t let me!” Morio winked at him and took a drink.
“All the way to Crackledown and she asked me to use the name when we were alone in your father’s castle.”
Morio shook his head. “I don’t understand women. Wait, I do understand women when they bat their eyelashes at me. By the way, what are the serving maids like here?”
The man had charm, of that Lotto couldn’t deny. “I’ve kept to my rooms, so I don’t know.”
Morio rubbed his hands when a maid appeared. 
“Dinnertime, for you lot. We have some fresh venison stew that Master Heartwell recommends.”
“Then it’s stew for everybody,” Morio said giving the woman a huge grin and puffing out his chest. The other men just laughed at him and shook their heads at Morio’s antics.
After they had eaten, Lotto told them that tomorrow they’d go into the forest and he would show them some of his new tricks.
~~~



 
 
 
CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO
~
THE DAY DAWNED GRAY AND MISTY. Restella had noticed groups of farmers already out in their fields as they broke camp at a crossroads. In this section of Valetan, farmers worked together tending the fields in large groups and moved from field to field until all of the crops were tended.
She wondered if she could apply that kind of thinking to her strategy. Perhaps concentrate the magicians…  Restella called the leader of the small group of magicians that were about to set out directly south to Gensler while she would turn east towards the border of Happly.
“Talk to Lieutenant Mistad about concentrating your efforts into groups rather than spreading them thinly around.”
“We will, princess.” He bowed to her. “It’s time to depart, if we have your leave.” She didn’t like the look in the wizard’s eye and wondered if her message would reach Lotto. The man didn’t seem too respectful of her rank.
“Certainly. Good luck and we will see you in Happly.” Restella never could get wizards to call her by her rank of Captain-General, even if they had been assigned for years to the Valetan army. 
Lotto. She wished his mission well, now that his face didn’t trouble her dreams. She resisted touching the Moonstone to check his location. She considered that a personal weakness and refused to do it again unless she needed to know from a strategic standpoint.  She had gotten over the hurt and the misery of their last encounter.  Restella only found peace when she thought of Lotto as a friend.  As long as she regarded him as a comrade and not a romantic interest, her emotions settled down.
Two weeks later, she arrived at her camp. Everything seemed in order, but the army had definitely grown. She sought out Silver.
“Where did the men come from?”
“And greetings to you, Captain-General,” Silver said with the monotone he used ever since the Oringian debacle.
Restella unsuccessfully tried to repress a blush. “I’m sorry. I had a difficult time in Beckondale.”
“Lotto Mistad?”
Silver knew her too well, so she merely nodded. “I’m focusing on our mission, here.”
“We’ve had a few visitors in our camp while you were gone. A band of merchants with a few wizards for guards came by and here comes the big surprise.”
A tall blond man with short curly hair walked up. 
“Councilor Lessa, this is Captain-General Restella Beecher. Ma’am, this is Councilor Lessa of Prola. He has brought twenty-five hundred men and ample supplies to join us. I’d now call us a proper army.” She had expected Silver to show a bit more excitement, so perhaps he didn’t feel well. Regardless, she now had reserves, even without the men from the Oringian front.
This Lessa had a roguish cast to his face and the hint of a smile as they waited for orderlies to set up a table and chairs in front of her tent.
“I understand that Captain Mistad is under your command?” Lessa said.
Restella grunted. Lotto, again! Could she not rid herself of him? Friends, she chided herself. She forced a smile and said, “Lieutenant Mistad leads a small force of rangers and battle wizards assigned to harry the Duke of Happly’s forces and reduce the number of mages at the duke’s disposal. They will enter Happly from Gensler. Why have you come to help us?”
Lessa waved his hand and tilted his head. That smile of his broadened and Restella didn’t know if a man with such a casual attitude could be trusted. “I tired of leading the reconstruction of Prola. I’m a military man, always have been, and since Lotto saved us from a bad, bad king, I thought I would repay the favor. Mander Hart asked me to join you in Happly. I thought I’d have to chase you south, but I see you haven’t invaded yet. I’m more than pleased to help since Prola is better off without my bureaucratic ineptitude for a while.” His face turned deadly serious. “I know what you are up against. You fight a dark empire from across the sea and they don’t even have to use their own army, but Bessethian soldiers as puppets. I’m no puppet, Captain-General, I assure you.”
Lessa’s intensity nearly blew her over. She marveled at his personal power and had to change her instant opinion of him. The man likely ran roughshod over his council and yet he withdrew to join her forces. Restella looked into his blazing eyes overlong and pulled away. What kind of spell did he just cast?
“Captain Silver has told you of our strategy?”
Lessa looked at the Happly map on the table. “Without our forces, your chances of success relied solely on Lotto’s efforts. Now you might have an even chance. My men are not rangers, but they are here and yours to command. There are only a few potential battlefields in Happly since the terrain is mostly forested hills. The Duke can fortify those battlefields, lay traps along the way; do all kinds of mischief.”
“General Lessa,” Silver said, but Lessa waved his words away.
The Prolan nodded to Restella, “While with your forces, I subject myself to the Captain-General’s command. You could refer to me as Captain Lessa, but we are friends, are we not? I am Armand. Captain Silver is Tori and you, if I may be so bold, are Restella. Please suffer me this one affectation to call you by your given names.”
Restella cleared her throat. “Certainly… Armand. Carry on,” she looked at Silver with raised eyebrows, “Tori.” She had never, ever called Silver by his first name. Not ever, but Lessa… Armand… requested it so gallantly, how could she refuse? She looked for a trace of the usual amusement in Silver’s eyes, but found them without emotion. Perhaps the failed Oringian battle had affected him differently than it did her.
“We have been training the men for more informal fighting as we penetrate the forests on the other side of the Fargo. Our scouts have seen no evidence of the enemy for four leagues from this fording spot,” Silver pointed to the map, “If we just march in, the Happlyan army can just pick us off from the sides or set traps that the entire army will fall into.”
“Groups.” Restella thought back to the farmers. There were strengths in acting as a group, but her mind expanded to think of all Valetan and there must be tens of thousands of farmer-groups bringing in the harvest. She called for an orderly. “Bring Lieutenant Workman here, please.”
“I have met Workman before. He traveled with Lotto. A competent man,” Lessa said.
Restella rose from her seat and stretched. “Perhaps I can rest for a few minutes. Today’s ride was a bit overlong. We can assemble back here in a quarter of an hour.” She didn’t like the way Silver and Lessa looked at each other, like two gaming cocks, one smiling and the other serious. To blazes with them. 
There were certain niceties she had been forced to follow, being the lone female among men, she thought, as she walked back to the tiny alcove that made up her personal quarters. She lay down and took the shortest of naps.
She returned to find Lessa entertaining Silver and Workman with a story. The laughter and the story stopped abruptly when Restella approached. Something unfit for a princess’s ear? Armand exuded a studied masculinity along with his jolly demeanor. Her heart began to pound a little harder even if the man might be barely old enough to be her father.
“Workman,” Restella rubbed the sleep out of her eyes and began as she sat down. “I’d like you to help us with a strategy to break down our army into smaller groups as we move through Happly. A column a mile long will leave us awfully exposed.”
Workman smiled with a look of relief. “I happen to agree with you.  We don’t have enough scouts to protect a column as long as what we have now. What do you have in mind, ma’am?”
“Can we break down into smaller units? I don’t know what an appropriate size would be. Perhaps Captain Silver can help you with that. Captain Lessa can travel with me and go over tactics for when we get to Happly Keep.” Restella noticed her own hesitancy in trusting Silver’s strategies alone.
“Of course, ma’am. Workman, let’s stroll to your part of camp and talk to your men. They will have to train Lessa’s officers as we proceed. We don’t have the time to stay here much longer.”
Restella nodded and turned to Lessa. She brought out another map of the capital city, Happly Keep.
Lessa put his hand to his chin. “An odd defensive strategy. There are no straight roads in the town, but that’s not particularly novel. The largest ones are defended by towers.” He pointed to the squares with the big x’s inside. “The city fills the space from the walls to the castle itself. I wouldn’t call that a keep, at all.”
“I look at the buildings as a moat. There is no room the lay siege to the castle itself.” Restella said.
“But in another sense, we have superb cover all the way to the actual walls of Happly’s residence. The buildings can work both ways. Mountsea’s castle has a cleared ring of two hundred yards around it on the three accessible sides”
“And it fell easily,” Silver said.
“No. We captured the castle because of two things. I held the army’s loyalty, so we drew them away from the castle and convinced them that they were on the wrong side,” Lessa said.
Restella could easily see Lessa being able to convince any soldiers to follow him. He had been their standard bearer and Lotto had just followed on the man’s force of personality.
“The second and more important factor ended up being Lotto’s Affinity. He froze the gate open. Imagine that, the gates could not be closed. I’ve never heard of such a thing and then he destroyed the gate defenses of hot oil. Strategically, men defending the castle could rain down rocks and arrows, but that defense had been totally thwarted when Lotto burned the skins, making the upper walkway an inferno. Our losses and Valetan’s losses under Captain Applewood would have been significant otherwise. Lotto is quite a man and to top it all off, after while he barely recovered from fainting from the loss of his magical power, he followed us into the open gates and slew our evil king.” Lessa smiled and shook her head in amazement while the images must have played out again in Lessa’s mind.
Suddenly, Restella found herself stiffening up in her chair. Could she not rid herself of Lotto Mistad? Who really led her army, the Captain-General or Lotto? She took a deep breath to get herself a bit more centered. Jealousy could not rule her.  Lotto’s exploits with both Lessa and Princess Sallia had ruined her concentration.  She could not let that happen.  She looked up and found Lessa in his own mind as well.
“So what do you recommend?” She disturbed his thoughts.
“What? Oh, excuse me, Restella. I keep thinking of those days, nearly a year ago.”
“Your idea to send the army out in groups.” He put the Happly map on top and looked at the scout’s version of the terrain. “We will have to spread out, but find a way to stay in contact, as if we were walking through a thick fog.” Lessa waved his hand in front of his face. “Tori and Gully will come up with something, I’m sure.”
Tori? Gully? Restella furrowed her brow and realized he talked about Silver and Workman. She didn’t feel too comfortable with the casualness that Lessa lent to her leadership, but perhaps that was what attracted her to him. Did she just think that?
Lessa stood up. “I need to get back to my men. I eat with them every night and continue to convince them of the merits of fighting in a foreign country for another foreign country. He bowed and took Restella’s hand and kissed it, “Princess, may I be excused?” 
She had to smile, she just couldn’t resist. “You may, Captain Lessa.”
“Armand,” he said.
“Captain Lessa.” She looked him in the eye.
“Of course.” He bowed again and left her. She had an orderly roll up the maps and went into her tent for another quick nap before dinner but she couldn’t sleep as she tried to characterize Lessa. He certainly was more flippant than Mander Hart, but he shared a similar intellect and concern for his country and he loved his life. She could see that the man was open as well. She wished more males that she interacted with were like that. 
Lotto crept into her mind and she rejected a comparison. Could Lessa be the man to make Lotto jealous? Lotto’s familiarity with Princess Sallia had made her miserable. She stamped her foot on the carpeted floor of her tent bringing up a puff of dust. How did Lotto become so effective at putting her in a bad mood? Now he made her think of using Lessa to get him mad. A fool’s goal. She would banish Lessa out of her mind as a man and show Lotto her superiority. Her thoughts sounded so rational, yet why did they bring tears to her eyes? Restella sat down hard on her cot and cried as silently as she could. Damn that Lotto!  He defies me at every turn.
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CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE
~
“I’M GOING TO SHOW YOU WHAT I CAN DO and I want you all to think about how I can use it on the Happlyans,” Lotto said to his fellow scouts. “Stand back.”
They stood in the middle of a glade that had grown around a deserted farm. The forest had reclaimed most of the land, but the stone walls still stood upright in a meadow of knee-high grass. The warmth of summer seemed to wash over Lotto in bands of warmer and cooler air. It reminded him of the forest close to Heron’s Pond.
“Here is what I used in Mountsea.” He turned a rusty hinge a bright red and then let the glow fade and then he turned to rock wall and made the earth shift until the wall tilted over. “I’m not removing dirt but making it more compact on one side.” He took his sword and poked into the soil on one side of the all, plunging it in six inches. He walked to the other side and couldn’t get more than an inch deep.  “If I tried to move the dirt, I’d be lying on the ground in a faint, but making it more dense, involves moving the dirt together and that takes less power. The key is using techniques that don’t sap power, but achieve the same results.”
Miro laughed. “But what do you do if the foundations are twenty feet deep or on bedrock?”
That question had bothered Lotto at first, but he had worked out an answer. “I can’t do this from a distance.” Lotto knelt down and put his hand at the bottom. He cast a spell to make particles in the rock vibrate against each other. The sound that he sought began to reach his ears.
“What’s that buzz?” Pillo said, his brows furrowing. “The ground isn’t shaking.”
“Vibrating,” Morio said, “Like a shiver.” Morio shimmied his shoulders getting laughter from the group.
Lotto stood up and pushed the wall over with a slight push.
“How did you do that?” Pillo said, but then he knelt down and grabbed a handful of what looked like sand. “You ground the rock like a miller grinds wheat into flour.”
That made Lotto grin. “Exactly. But the farther I get from the rock, the more power is drained.”
Morio squinted at Lotto. “What’s all of this about preserving power? If you’ve got it, don’t you just use it?”
Lotto shook his head. “It’s not about me. It’s about the power. A person can store only so much with their Affinity. Once it’s all used up, you have to wait to absorb more from the earth.” He wouldn’t get into the concept of the magical nexus. A lecture of that type would put them to sleep and it wasn’t time for a nap yet.  “What do you think? Will that work on the walls?”
Creeden Halfround’s eyebrows went up. “What about punching a hole in the wall. Happly castle is right against the city. If we could get all of you magicians to make a hole in the walls, or at least work on the mortar…”
“Mortar?” Lotto put his chin in his hand. “That should disintegrate even faster.” He walked over to the farmhouse wall built with mortar. He stood in front of it and put out his hands and muttered a spell. In just a moment, he saw the mortar fall like sand from the wall. “Look,” he said with a grin on his face. He pulled out the rock and others fell out as well. “Great idea!  That will work. One more thing, this is more traditional for a battle wizard. He stood in front of a tree and it fell where Lotto pointed. “One thing that will work in the woods. Again, I moved the soil away from the root ball so the tree couldn’t stand up. That is less taxing than the traditional method of splintering the trunk.”
The five scouts scooped up the fine dirt that had once held the tree’s roots in the ground. 
“No explosion, the tree just topples and that particular technique just requires line of sight,” Lotto said. He wanted the scouts to see what he could easily teach the wizards. The pressure hadn’t let up since he left Beckondale. Valetan couldn’t allow a Happly army of any size get out into the farmland of Valetan. Every day meant more grain harvested and processed for winter and that meant that people wouldn’t starve during another fighting season. General Piroff spanked Oringia, but the Red Kingdom, once Histron had consolidated his armed forces with Happly and Oringia, represented a serious threat to both Valetan and Learsea.  Sally had told her that Unca had worried about that happening and Lotto had no reason to doubt her.
Lotto and the scouts spent the next few days, waiting for the wizards by returning to the glade and practicing with their weapons. None of them had ever seen Lotto in action and had all lost to him no matter what weapons they used.  They all gave him a good accounting of their skill, though.
“How did you get so good?” Pillo asked as they headed back to the inn.
“I had a good teacher,” Lotto said.
“I caught some odd techniques. Sort of exotic for a fighter from Valetan,” Morio said.
“My weapons master came from Serytar.”
“Where your parents were from, right?”
“Right. Kenyr actually worked for my father and checked up on me as I grew up in an obscure village up in the northern part of Valetan.”
“You’ve never talked about your growing up.”
Lotto felt his face warm. “I didn’t have a normal childhood. Kenyr looked on, but I was an orphan and a bit of an urchin in Heron’s Pond. I’ve learned most of what I know in the last few years in Beckondale.”
Morio clapped Lotto a bit too hard in the back. “Brought up as a commoner. I wouldn’t have thought it. You learn quickly.”
“Hey, I’m a commoner, you noble pig!” Pillo said.  They all just laughed.
Indeed Lotto picked up a lot of information quickly, but then his head hadn’t been filled with much of anything while he grew up, so he guessed he could absorb more than most. Morio’s commoner comment bothered him. He thought of Sally and wondered what she would think if and when she found out about his early years. Lotto couldn’t explain away his childhood and he shivered when he thought of where he had found his food as a half-wit. He wished he could have said the experience made him better, but the Moonstone had rescued him from the memories of a miserable life. 
Who would have thought he’d be leading men older and much more experienced than he? But he never detected anything other than the normal give and take these men gave each other. They had accepted him without question. The sparring had established him as the more formidable with weapons, but he respected their knowledge and after the magic show in the woods, they had freely given him some additional ideas of ways to use the magic.
As the six of them approached the inn, horses were being led into the stableyard. The redheaded groom brightened when he saw Lotto and thrust a message in his hand that had come in by bird. He hoped the magicians had arrived and as they walked in, five men huddled together in the common room.
“Are you men of Valetan?” He walked over to them. The oldest man, perhaps approaching fifty stood. “Lotto Mistad? You match the description Fessano gave us.” 
Lotto didn’t like the pinched look of the man’s face. He put out his hand for the man to shake, but the battle mage didn’t take it. The others barely met his eye. Not a very good beginning. He’d never worked closely with battle mages and wondered if they were all this surly.
Lotto grabbed a chair from another table and sat down with them. He looked at Morio, motioning for him to take the scouts to another table. The wizard’s leader eyed them as the other men sat down.
“We are not happy to be here. I, for one, don’t believe that you are qualified to lead us. You’ve barely studied with the Court Wizard for three years and then only part time.”
Lotto put a flame on the unlit candle in the middle of the table.
The leader snorted. “I learned to do that when I was a boy.”
The comment didn’t faze Lotto. He’d been studying the folio, which talked about manipulating techniques, something that Fessano’s books never did and he had done a bit of practice. He lifted his hand and the flame followed his hand, rising into mid-air. He whispered spell after spell, changing the color of the flame and finished making it burn upside down and then he clapped his hands and the flame disappeared. They were still little more than creative parlor tricks, but perhaps the battle wizards wouldn’t realize it.
“Could you do that as a boy?” His question met with silence. He didn’t tell them that the flame had been an illusion from the start and that he felt drained after going through all of the variations of the spell. He wished that the little trick didn’t take so much power or it could have been used on the battlefield, if scaled up.
“My name is Lifton,” The older wizard said before he introduced the other wizards. 
Lotto could see that they didn’t trust him any more than they had before, but he wouldn’t be accused of a lack of talent, not from the look of awe in their faces after he performed his trick. He thanked Mander, wherever his mentor was at the moment, for letting him take the folio, his key to creative magic.
“We have another two or three days for you to master the techniques we will be using when we arrive at Happly. Our mission is to destroy the magicians that the duke has retained before they can use their powers against our army.”
“We left Captain-General Beecher at the crossroads two-thirds of the way to the Gensleran border,” Lifton said. “I’m not sure she had much of an army.” The man nearly sneered as he gave him the information. Could a battle mage be more disagreeable?
“I just received this message on my way in.” Lotto unrolled it and read the tiny print. “Restella’s army has more than doubled by the surprise arrival of a force from Prola.” He couldn’t resist smiling. “A friend has returned with help.”
“Restella?” Lifton said, as his lip curled. “You are rather familiar with the princess.”
“As I am with Fessano, Mander Hart and the King himself. The princess has given me permission to call her by her first name.”
Lifton colored a bit and straightened out his vest. Battle wizards dressed as common as possible in the field so they wouldn’t be targets.
Lotto had tried to be as cordial to the man as possible. But his every effort seemed to be rebuffed. The man’s behavior would not be tolerated in the field. Perhaps tomorrow, he’d be able to make things right, if Lifton’s position had been given based on power rather than seniority.
Heartwell came into the room and Lotto rose from his chair. “I want our little group to eat together. Could you set up the tables where the scouts are so we have one big group?”
“Anything you wish. Those are really Valetan battle wizards?”
Lotto turned back and looked at Lifton’s group out of the corner of his eye. “I think so. We’ll be heading out for a day trip tomorrow and I’ll know by the time we return. Our group leaves day after tomorrow, in any event.”
“Happly?” Heartwell said.
Lotto put his finger to his nose and kept a smile off of his face. “A secret for you to bear.” He nodded and Heartwell called his maids together and they began to move tables.
The leader of the battle wizards looked over at the commotion. 
“We will be spending the evening getting to know each other. If you would take your drinks over to the scouts in our band, I will make introductions.
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CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR
~
THE FIRST DAY ON THE ROAD EXHAUSTED RESTELLA. How could her idea turn out any worse? Men were scattered all over the northern edge of Happly. With Workman’s rangers performing as messengers and troubleshooters, the second day’s travel became a bit more coherent and the third day on the road, a relieved Restella could finally worry about strategy more than logistics.
“Send a bird to Mistad that we are heading to Happly and expect to meet the first elements of the Happly army within the week.” The lieutenant in charge of the birds rushed off to follow her order. Lotto should be heading for the border by this time. She couldn’t do anything more. At this point, archers were assigned to every traveling unit, ready to bring down any wizards that the Happlyans put in their path. The Generals had only given them three battle wizards and she wanted them in the main column to remove any trees from the primary road they would use to retreat. Lessa had demanded that and she concurred.
Restella picked her way through the forest. She didn’t travel at the head of the main column, delegating that responsibility to one of her lieutenants. Most of her army traveled on foot, threading their way through the forests that covered most of the country. Lessa traveled to her west and Silver managed the group to the east. She focused on the main force that wound its way along the main road and a few miles on either side.
Each of the groups had men assigned to draw maps and obstacles along the way. If the Happlyans compromised the road, she wanted alternate exit paths. She refused to think of using them, but better Happlyan maps would serve Valetan for many years. What she had seen that had been made a generation ago hadn’t even been very accurate and only displayed a small swath not much wider from the road on either side from Happly Keep to the border.
A scout rode through the forest and pulled up in front of her. “A small force five miles to the east. Captain Silver said there is no need at this time to converge. They are traveling south, like us, in a column on a parallel track. He thinks he will set up an ambush with his groups.”
Restella thanked him and gave him permission to ride back to Captain Silver. She called one of the scouts assigned to her and scribbled down the message to send to Captain Lessa. Armand. He had certainly made an impression on her and she had missed his antics at their meals after splitting up. 
The invasion would take nearly twice the time, but the delay would pay off if she arrived at Happly Keep intact.
Three days later, Restella’s group met armed resistance. As all groups converged on the enemy, they quickly put down the few men who harried them. Reports from both of her wings indicated the same thing. Skirmishers. Restella wondered if she had missed something. She had expected a major action by now and all of the skirmishes had seemed more like tests. She decided to stop their progress and meet with Lessa and Silver before moving forward.
Her soldiers had stopped for the night when her two captains rode into her camp. She had a meal prepared for them, sitting on her camp table. The nights were colder in the midst of Happly’s unending forests, so she threw a cloak around her shoulders despite the daytime heat.
Lessa arrived first and sat down to regale her with war stories before Silver showed up. But he only had told her one before Silver rode into camp.
“I’m afraid that we’ve missed something,” Restella said after they exchanged reports of their skirmishes. “We should have had encountered a major force before now.  Could they have possibly gotten around us?”
Lessa sat up straighter. “I agree, but how could they do that?”
“I know,” Silver said, “They could have traveled into Valetan territory before we separated and we wouldn’t have known it. All we’ve done is look forward. I propose that we send scouts to our rear and assess our position.”
“Where is Lieutenant Workman?” Restella said with a growing fear that she might have gotten them into trouble.
“I’m here, Captain-General. I rode in with Captain Silver.” Workman stepped into the torchlight. “I will have my scouts out within the half hour reconnoitering forward positions and rearward positions.”
“Stay here tonight, Captains. We will wait here for word.”
Workman left on horseback. He had a squad of six scouts who took off in different directions. 
Restella retired for the night, after eating a bit without appetite. Could she bear another blunder? She tossed and turned on her cot and it didn’t take much to hear the challenges and the passwords. Sleeping in her clothes, she rushed out of her tent.
“We have an entire army following our tracks.”
“Head out. We will converge,” Restella said, ducking back into her tent for her maps. By the time she came out, a bleary-eyed Lessa and a composed Silver stood at the table. “We’ve walked into a trap. We can expect the same report from our forward scouts.”
Silver spoke up. “Where are they?”
“Less than half a day’s march. If we hadn’t have split up, they would already be harrying our flanks. How could we have missed them?”
She looked down at the map for a suitable battlefield.
“Here,” Silver pointed to a small plain beneath a set of cliffs the scouts had found. “We have to avoid being surrounded, so we can make our stand here.” He pointed to the spot. “If we can meet them here, then, if we have to, we can use this edge to funnel our troops to the west, and escape towards Gensler.”
“What about Lotto and his men? He’ll show up at Happly Keep and there won’t be anyone there,” Lessa said. “He needs to know what’s happening. We should send a bird.”
“Yes, yes.” Silver said. He looked down at the map and then up at Restella. “We’ve been fools.”
“Too late for regrets, Captain. Let’s get our troops together into large units and then get to this spot. If something goes wrong…”
Workman rode into camp and jumped off his horse, nearly slamming into Lessa. “Wizards are part of an advance group, but they aren’t the Ropponi. The force from Happly is only a few hours away.”
“I can’t rely on a bird. Workman, head west. You know Lotto’s intended path as well as anybody. Warn him.”
Lessa rubbed his chin. “We stand a chance with our increased numbers, but if I hadn’t have joined you…”
An orderly ran into the circle of torchlight.  “Our battle wizards have run off along with half of Captain Silver’s lieutenants!  Conflicting orders have been left; our men are wandering around the forest. It will take some time to assemble them.”
Treachery!  Did Lessa betray them? But that couldn’t be true since the disappearing men were under her command. She didn’t have time to find out. “Captains, work through your sergeants and get our soldiers to the cliffs. There is no time to lose.
“Anything else for Lotto?” Workman said as he led his horse to Restella. Lessa and Silver had just departed.
“Tell him we’ve been betrayed and he is on his own to take care of Happly’s battle wizards, but there may be traitors among us, including the wizards that travel with him. That message is only for him and not for anyone else, not even Captain Lessa or,” she paused, “…Captain Silver.”
~~~



 
 
 
CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE
~
NARK SENDER RODE INTO THE SMALL CLEARING as they set up a rude camp deep in the Happlyan forest. “The army stripped the village of recruits. I didn’t see any able bodied men. I offered to buy supplies, but they asked me if they could buy anything off of me. That’s the third one like that.”
Lotto thought about it. The duke had stripped his own land to populate and supply his army. The man had supreme confidence that he could achieve a quick victory, or he would starve out his own population.
Lifton only sneered. “They are only serfs. What do we care about them?”
Even though Lotto had worked with all of the battle wizards, Lifton still put up every barrier he could. All of the other wizards had bonded in some measure with the scouts, but Lifton? What game did he play? If Lotto were a cruel man he’d kill Lifton before he got to Happly Keep, since he was sure intentionally or not, the man actively resisted their mission.
Dinner didn’t have the usual sense of camaraderie. Lotto could feel that something wasn’t right. No birds had arrived since they left Harveston. The rest of the men had retreated to their tents, but Lotto couldn’t sleep. He walked over to the cage and examined the charm that attracted the birds. Someone had drained the device of its magic. He tore the twine that held it on the cage and clutched it in his fist. Lifton!  The battle wizard knew all of their strategies. 
Lotto sought the man out, but the mage had left an empty tent. He roused all of the men in camp and found that another of the battle wizards had gone with him, the strongest. 
“We’ve been betrayed!” Lotto said. “The wizards must be found. They can return and kill us in the night. Take your bows. They can kill you with a touch. If you can’t bring them back, you must treat them as the enemy and,” Lotto took a reluctant breath, “take their lives.” The order didn’t bring anger or joy to Lotto, just dismay. “The wizards will either head straight for the keep or they’ll stay around to kill the rest of us.” Could Restella have been betrayed as he had?
Lotto searched out for the link and found her. She was close to the Keep by his reckoning. Either she had been very successful or captured. His shoulders slumped and then Morio pushed him. 
“Don’t be so glum. You hold the world in your hands. If it begins to slip away, pursue it!” He laughed and then ran into the forest. “They didn’t take their horses! Spread around the camp and I’ll take the road.” The sky began to lighten and he found that the scouts had tied up the other wizards. 
Lotto looked at the three wizards, their hands and feet bound. “I wish I could trust you, but I can’t until I find the others. I’ll be back to let you go.” He took off on the track they had followed.  Neither of them had appeared to be particularly adept on their march. Didn’t those two have any sense? He had no doubt they would find them, after all Gensler possessed no better scouts that these, and that included Morio, for all of his joking around.
As Lotto rode, he stopped to listen in the forest.  He heard voices up ahead. “Where’s Lotto?” He could barely hear the words, but who would be calling him Lotto? Lifton only addressed him as Lieutenant Mistad.
He rounded a bend and in the middle of the path stood one wizard standing ten paces or so from Gully, who held a bow with an arrow ready to fly.
Lifton began to raise his hands, when Lotto recited his heat spell. Lifton began to yell. The man wore metal bracelets and had metal buckles. That would do. 
A flash of light headed towards Gully, who easily dodged the errant bolt. Lotto slew Lifton by using his battle staff as a thrown spear. 
“Lotto. I only paused because I knew you had battle wizards with you. I thought I was a dead man.”
Gully rode towards Lotto and jumped off of his horse. “Am I glad to see you!” They embraced as Anton Whisperwood exited onto the road.
“I see you’ve found your Restella.” Anton thought the comment very funny and so did Gully.
“Anton, are you Lotto’s nursemaid in the big, bad forest?” Gully said, still laughing.
“I see you’ve met Anton Whisperwood. There are four more rogues just like him in our group. You’ve already met my Gensleran scouts. You’ll fit right in.  Get the others back to camp, Anton. We’ll get rid of Lifton’s body. He travelled by himself, so the other undoubtedly had been waiting for us to go to sleep.”
As the three of them reached camp, Morio stood over the body of the other wizard.
“It figures that Lifton wouldn’t dirty his hands with killing us.” Morio said. “We made quick work of this one, lurking in the woods. I imagine that you took care of the head man?” Morio squinted his eyes and looked at the mounted man. 
“Gully, what brings you here?” Pillo said.
“Bad news. The princess sent me to find you. She’s been betrayed by Valetan officers and her battle wizards. Looks like it’s contagious.” Gully kicked at the body. “I don’t know what’s happened. She sent me to tell you to be careful and not to trust anyone. Except me, of course.” He grinned.
Lotto nodded. He looked at the three remaining wizards, now standing and rubbing their wrists. “If you were in on the treachery, I don’t know why they’d leave you behind.”
Two of the men looked at each other and then at their remaining companion. “Diller is one of them.”
Diller took off into the forest, but one of the scouts put an arrow through his back before he got too far.
“How did you know?”
“They were always conferring, the three of them. Kept us in the dark and treated us like dirt. I think Gaskon was going to attack us from the outside and Diller would fight from inside the camp.”
“Why didn’t you tell me?” Lotto said.
“Lifton gave us orders to stay silent. All we know is his orders were to delay your departure from Gensler, and then follow you around and do what Lifton told us to do.”
Lotto believed them. “I don’t know if you are with us or not. I’ll let you go back to Gensler, but if we catch you following us, you’ll be killed just like Diller, understand? I can’t fully trust either of you.”
They both stood a little straighter. “We talked it over while you were gone. Even Diller agreed that you were a real wizard and had more power than any of us,” one of them said, looking at the other.  We’ll return to Gensler. I’ve fought for Valetan for seven years and I’m loyal to the crown.”
“Who were they loyal to?” Lotto said, looking towards Diller’s body.
“Maybe we’ll find out,” Gully said as he took Lifton’s scorched pack off of his horse. He rummaged around and found a note. He handed it to Lotto.
“General Piroff.” Lotto said. “It’s a pass. ‘Battle Mage Lifton and his companions have permission to enter Happly Keep’ and it’s signed by Piroff.”
“So if Restella wins, no one will think anything of it, since the General sent the men off,” Gully said.  “The rot goes all the way to the top.”  He whistled and shook his head.
“She either did really well fighting the Happlyans or she’s been taken prisoner,” Lotto said. There were no changes in the link but Restella was definitely further south than the last time he checked. “The Captain-General is well on her way to the keep. We’ll just have to kill all of Happly’s wizards and rescue the princess.” Whoever pulled the strings, underestimated Lotto Mistad and his band of five, no, six rangers.
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CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX
~
THE FIGHTING NEARLY ENDED. Lessa had led an escape to the west of more than half of the men, mostly his own, when they were attacked at the cliffs. Restella wished him well as she continued to fight a losing battle with the Happlyan army.
The duke must have stripped his lands of every able man. The rabble came from the north and from the south and hemmed the army against the cliffs as if they knew that’s where her forces would make their stand, leaving an escape route for her forces.
Before Lessa could rally the fleeing troops, Happly’s battle wizards, or maybe the ones she had formerly commanded cut off the defile that Lessa used to escape. Her command had dwindled to a few hundred men and that included Silver, who refused to leave.
“You must surrender, Restella. Think of the men.” She looked at the fighting and told Silver to ask for terms. Two failures. It didn’t matter if someone had betrayed her. She should have ferreted the person out. She looked at Silver talking to the officers of the opposing force, a white scarf tied to his sword. He took it off, letting the scarf flutter to the ground and put his sword in its scabbard. He turned around and pointed.
Restella knew at that point who had betrayed her. Silver. Tears came to her eyes as she gave the command for her forces to lay down their arms. Silver had taught her all that she knew. But then, her defeat in Oringia had been due in part to his advice. He had probably let the Happlyans know of their strategy before her army implemented it. Silver knew just what to do to counter the groups. The cliffs. She remembered when Silver put his finger down on the cliffs. He knew they’d be pinched off. But why did he let Lessa go? Was the Prolan a traitor too? She’d know soon enough.
“Your sword,” Silver said. He no longer had friendship in his eyes. 
“When did you turn? Before Oringia, I imagine?”
“Just before. General Piroff took me aside. We thought we had a chance to grab you then, but you fought too hard. Daryaku’s man counseled patience.” He gave her a sinister grin. “Daryaku will be pleased.”
“The Dakkoran emperor here in Besseth?”
“No, but his wizard, Peleor, is. He convinced us of the errors of our ways. The wars will soon end. We’ve taken measures to stop all of the conflicts. The price of a future in the Dakkoran order is only your sword with its Moonstone. The Emperor has sought it ever since ascending to power. He will soon possess the Bloodstone and then the forces of the new empire will converge on Roppon to look for the lost Sunstone. Daryaku will rule all of Goriath with the four war stones in his hand.”
“Where do I fit into all of this?” Restella had been duped by her most trusted friend. Her eyes couldn’t resist filling with tears as much as she fought them.
Duke Happly rode up. “You don’t! I will have you as my concubine until I tire of you. Won’t that make King Goleto angry!  But then perhaps he’ll be dead soon and it won’t matter.” He laughed and laughed. “I’ve been promised south Valetan for the stone. I take very good care of my friends and I just take care of my enemies.” The man laughed again. “Your father’s days are numbered.” He clapped his hand on Silver’s back. 
Restella drew her cherished sword from its scabbard and let it drop to the ground. She would let them pick it up from the dirt. Silver pushed her to the ground where a soldier bound her hands and threw her on her horse. She struggled to sit up in the saddle and then he led her away, south, towards Happly Keep.
~
“There are soldiers in the woods, lots of soldiers, heading west,” Creeden said as he rode onto a different track that led them northeast.
They hid in a little draw with bushes hastily piled up to shield them. Soon the sounds of men and the clinking of harnesses and weapons grew louder. Lotto hid at the top of the draw and observed the troops. The force didn’t look like they were in pursuit. He squinted and through the trees he saw Prolan uniforms mixed with those of Valetan.
Lotto jumped down into the draw and mounted his horse. “They are friends!” He rode out and asked for Captain-General Beecher, but he knew she wasn’t with them. He noticed that their heads hung low in defeat, but he didn’t see injuries. 
“Lotto!  I hoped I’d run into you.” Lessa rode up to him and clasped his arm. “It’s a bad business. We were betrayed.”
“I know. Gully’s with us. Three of my five wizards were traitors as well.”
“You killed them?”
“We did. If you tried to communicate with us by bird, you failed since one of the wizards deactivated the location charm. You’re headed for Gensler?”
Lessa sighed. “Gensler and then on to Prola. Where else would we go?”
“To save Restella. I still have three hundred Ropponi battle wizards to kill and a princess to save.” Lotto hadn’t seen Lessa so dejected before. “Come with me. How many men do you still have?”
“Four thousand, both Prolans and Valetans. They just let us go. Their battle wizards closed off pursuit. They were only after Restella. I suspect betrayal at the highest level.”
Lessa obviously got to know the princess rather well. Lotto nodded. “I know. General Piroff. I have proof. I can’t send a bird to Beckondale because they go to the army’s coop. 
“I can send some of my men,” Lessa said. 
“No it has to be a person who is familiar with Beckondale and I know a trustworthy person or two who will know what to do with our information.”
In minutes, one of Gully’s trusted rangers headed west to Gensler and then north to Beckonvale, taking a message to Kenyr who’d find a way to get it to Mander.
“We can’t wait for help. There might even be fighting in Beckondale—civil war just like the Red Kingdom,” Lotto said. “It’s up to us to save Restella first, and then worry about Valetan.”
“That’s my Lotto,” Lessa said. “She’s a little stiff for my taste, but I’m up for it. I have copies of the Happly maps so we can come up with a little strategy.”
Lessa assembled the army. There were many men and they had most of the supplies spread out amongst them due to splitting into groups from traveling in parallel columns.
“Back to Captain Mistad?” Lessa said.
Lotto couldn’t even bring himself to smile and only nodded. He looked at the maps along with Gully and Morio at his side.
“Captain Silver suggested the cliffs?”
“He did,” Lessa said and then looked shocked. “I remember the moment. It was if he had already made his mind up.”
“And Restella trusted him completely? Then he betrayed her.” Lotto shook his head. Such duplicity and he could see how easily Restella could be manipulated. If Mander chose to do the same to Lotto, he wouldn’t know it until after it happened. Oh, poor woman.
“She’ll be a bargaining chip to persuade her father to surrender,” Lessa said.
“No.” Lotto shook his head. “I know King Goleto well enough that he’d not jeopardize the kingdom even if it meant his daughter’s life. They did this for some other reason.” Could it be the Moonstone? Was that what Daryaku wanted? It would explain the revolution in the Red Kingdom and the pursuit of Sally and the purposeful capture of Restella deep in Happly territory. Magic! But the Sunstone was still  lost. He wouldn’t worry about that. With the Moonstone taken, they had no use for Restella and that meant nothing but unpleasantness for the princess. He couldn’t let that happen and shivered at what might happen to him if she died or if the Moonstone fell into the Dark Lord’s hands.  Lotto would have to fight to save his own life!
He called the other rangers over who had been in Happly Keep and went over possible approaches. Lessa contributed much the same observations that he had when Silver, Restella and he had discussed invasion.
“What was Silver’s opinion?” Lotto said. Perhaps they could get a glimmer of a counter-strategy.
“He discounted the use of the buildings as cover, that’s as far as we got. We soon left and never conferred on specifics, for then we were under attack.”
Lotto knelt on the ground, concentrating on the layout of Happly. He looked up at Lessa. “What kind of shape are your men in?”
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CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN
~
RESTELLA NEVER KNEW WHAT HAPPENED to her forces. As soon as they entered Happly Keep, the duke’s men threw her into a dungeon. She could climb up and look out of the barred opening at the feet of soldiers in a courtyard, but she didn’t know which one. The keep had a few. Her maps didn’t include the inside of the keep. 
She stamped her feet on the straw-covered floor, her body filled with anger and recrimination. Those two emotions had been constant companions in the days after her capture. She sought out Lotto and found that she could barely make out the link to the west or maybe a bit to the southwest. The contact gave her a little comfort. Even though she still tried to wish him goodwill, it had become harder to do so in her captivity. Silver told her of General Piroff’s orders to his wizards. She expected to notice Lotto’s demise at any moment, yet he still wandered through the forests of Happly. A person could get lost in those forests. She knew firsthand as they first headed south from the border, but Lotto led the scouts and they had already come east from Gensler.  But it looked more and more like her hopes were granted, as the thread of linkage seemed to become stronger.
She continued to go over her ill-fated strategy time and time again. Restella didn’t feel the sting of defeat in quite the same way as she had in Oringia.  Still, the thoughts of Silver’s betrayal left a bad taste in her mouth.
It wouldn’t do her any good, but as she traveled to the keep, she assessed the armed forces of Happly. Most of the men, she’d say, were impressed serfs, woodcutters and miners. The duke must have stripped his lands of able-bodied men. If Silver hadn’t so skillfully shunted Lessa and the bulk of the forces away to the west, they would have actually had a chance to defeat Happly’s army. At least that rogue had escaped with a fair number of Valetan and Prolan lives. She wondered how many Valetan soldiers had been misdirected into traps by Silver and his co-opted lieutenants in the few days before her capture? She’d gladly kill the man if she ever got the opportunity.
A scratching at the dungeon door interrupted her musings.
“Princess?”
The voice had a strange accent. A Ropponi?
“I’m here.”
“My name is Shiro. I lead the Ropponi wizards. Why did they capture you?”
That was a strange question coming from one of Happly’s minions.
She didn’t feel like lying. “I had a rare gem called a Moonstone in my sword. They captured me for that. The Dakkoran Emperor wants it as well as the Bloodstone of the Red Kingdom.”
“I thought as much. We were surprised why the Happly duke wanted our help in the first place. I’m afraid I don’t have enough people to assist in your escape. Had you arrived with your army, perhaps we could have changed sides.”
Restella smiled. Perhaps she might yet get her revenge. “There are others heading to Happly.” She tried to find the link again and found it a little further south. Lotto was either lost or he intended to infiltrate into Happly Keep from a direction other than the west.
“Go south and then west. There is a wizard-warrior who is heading our way. His name is Lotto Mistad. Tell him they have the Moonstone and have no use for me.” She didn’t tell him that the Duke likely did. She sunk back into misery. The Ropponi would believe her story.
“I have heard of him. This man has Affinity?”
“Yes. A lot.”
“I can find him then. I make no promises, but I will attempt to locate him and bring Lotto Mistad to you.”
She stayed by the door for some minutes further, but the man had left. What a strange conversation. Could she believe him? The strength of Ropponi sorcerers was legend. Fessano had confirmed the fact to her more than once. Perhaps she could hold on to a thread of hope.
The door opened and a guard brought her a tray. The food surprised her since she expected water. She toyed with the idea of a hunger strike, but what would that prove? Restella had no leverage at this point. She forced herself to eat and wished she could communicate with Lotto. He represented her only chance to get out of the dungeon and she couldn’t bring herself to throw anger in the way of hope. The jealousy and whatever else that boiled within her seemed as dim as the light in her cell. Lotto represented her only thin thread of salvation.
~
“Someone is looking for me,” Lotto said to himself, in the middle of the night. They were now a day’s journey to the south of Happly Keep and he wanted to get a bit more on the east side before they tried to enter the city. 
He put on his boots and exited out of his little tent. The signal, if that’s what it was, came from the north and seemed very close. He would check on the watch, and then move towards the call.  Lotto pulled on some clothes and his boots and only took his long knife.
“I’m going to relieve myself,” Lotto said to the guard, probably waking him up.
He stepped into the darkness of the wood and felt another surge of the calling power again. He walked away from the source for a bit before he headed towards it from the east.
“Lotto Mistad?” A voice spoke in his head. “Come further, you are among friends.”
How did the wizard, for he must have been a powerful wizard, know his name?” He stepped into a clearing. 
“Ah, there you are.” A man rose from a tiny fire. “Sit with me, there is much to discuss.”
The man looked like he came out of one of Mander’s picture books. The man wore a series of short robes and baggy pants. His dark hair shone in the light. He twisted it into a knot on the top of his head and still had enough for it to trail down the back of his neck. He gestured for Lotto to sit on the ground.
“My name is Shiro. I am a sorcerer from the land of Roppon. I must admit, I’m a bit of a renegade, but for good reasons, I hope. I have something to show you.” He pulled a little pouch from within his robes. It hung on long cords from his neck and he pulled out a gem.  It caught the light from the fire and looked as yellow as a daffodil. “Touch it once you are sitting.”
Lotto didn’t know what to expect, but he did as Shiro asked. He felt like he entered a tunnel and found himself thinking in gibberish. It gradually resolved into something understandable and he could feel Shiro’s thoughts.
“I am a powerful sorcerer,” Lotto heard in his mind, “and what you are touching is the Sunstone. You are thinking in Bessethian, but I can see your intent better this way and you can see mine.” 
From that point, they did not think in any language but searched each other’s minds for truth. He could hold no secrets from the man, but in return, the Ropponi’s secrets became his own. The link broke and Lotto fell right back into the dirt, his mind still a jumble as it recovered from the experience.
“You believe that I am on your side?”
Lotto nodded. He did. “You’ll help me save the princess?”
Shiro smiled. “Of course. All I have to offer are my three hundred sorcerers to add to your army. The duke doesn’t trust us and for good reason. He is a dishonorable man and what I saw through the stone only reinforced my feelings. I am surprised. I thought that you might be a middling wizard, but your power rivals mine, although somewhat unschooled. In general, Bessethian wizards have lost much collective power through the centuries.  
“We Ropponi have known about Besseth’s weakness in Affinity bearers for hundreds of years, but our culture is insular, bureaucratic and vicious. My people regard all others as barbarians—no better than cattle. The Ropponi have no interest in conquest and perhaps it’s better to leave them to their delusions.”
“So why did you leave?”
“To escape a place that holds no future for me. Other Ropponi sorcerers provided us with a way out of my country. However, there is an enemy that we both share. Emperor Daryaku desires all four of the stones. He wishes to use them as war stones to conquer all of Goriath.”
“So we know where three of the stones are,” Lotto said.
“The Bloodstone is lost,” Shiro said.
Lotto shook his head. “Hidden, but not lost.” He didn’t know if Sally or Unca possessed it at the moment. “I imagine that the Emperor carries the Purestone?”
“Purestone, no longer. It became the Darkstone at the time of the cursing of Ayrtan. Because of that we all call him the Dark Lord.”
Lotto thought of Daryaku as the Dark Lord for a different reason. “We can speak of this later. You will help me?”
Shiro nodded with his hands placed just so on his knees. His actions seemed measured and formal. The Ropponi culture was built on formalities, so he had read.
“You know my goal was to disable the Ropponi wizards.”
“No need. The Happlyans have treated my people as offal. We will take care of Happly’s wizards and then the rest of the army camped outside of the city. My forces are mostly comprised of sorcerers, but there are some without power. All of them are proficient with military weapons.”
Lotto knew the feeling of demeaning treatment, thinking of the traitor, Lifton. “Then I intend on entering Happly Keep from the east and make my way to a building that adjoins the castle. I have a spell that will turn mortar into sand so we can silently get into the keep and essentially go through stone walls, a brick at a time.”
“Good. I don’t know of such a soundless spell. I would probably go crash! Boom!” Shiro clapped his hands together and laughed with his entire face. His Bessethian was somewhat limited, but Lotto had warmed up to the man. He seemed to be older than Lotto, but not nearly as old as Lessa or Mander. He had detected the sadness in his self-imposed exile and it came through strongly while their minds were linked, but he could trust him.
“Then go back. When our army attacks, disable the Happlyan soldiers. Can you heat up their weapons?”
Shiro chuckled. “We have our own ways. Don’t worry. Just don’t have your men shoot arrows at us. We will be dressed as I am. Red robes and uniform jackets for my wizards. We call ourselves the Red Rose.” He got to his feet and walked into the woods, leaving Lotto sitting on the ground wondering if he dreamed it all up, but the fire remained glowing and he knew that Shiro had just significantly increased his chances of success.
Lotto crept back to the man on watch and told him that he had returned. “Sorry, it took longer than I thought.”
The watchman just laughed and waved Lotto through.
In the morning, he sent a message to Lessa describing his meeting with Shiro. Lotto’s biggest worry had just been eliminated. Now he could concentrate on saving the princess. Tomorrow night he’d lie in a pool of his own blood, or he’d be pummeled with Restella’s angry thoughts. Feeling her frustration with him would be a blessed event. Then the both of them would speed north to Beckondale to expose the traitors.
~~~



 
 
 
CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT
~
THE GUARD THREW IN A BLANKET as night darkened the cell. No lights for her. She wished she had a shred of Fessano’s magical power. She always enjoyed watching Fessano lighting candles with his spells when she was a girl. Before deciding to spend the darkness sleeping, she checked on Lotto. The link shouted out his southern location. Lotto closed in with his men!  She finally held out some hope. If  the man, Shiro, spoke the truth and hadn’t visited her as a taunt from the Duke of Happly, then she might find a way out of this mess.
A different guard roused her from her sleep in the morning and set a tray in front of her and threw a dress on the floor. “Put this on. The duke will receive you this evening.”
The duke!  Restella spit towards the closing door. She looked up at the window and wondered how awful the day would be. The duke had often referred to her as his concubine on their way to Happly Keep. She had just discounted the talk as boasting, but she looked at the deep red silk dress that sat in a wad next to her. The boasts might not be so idle, after all.
She shivered in the dim cell and drew the blanket around her. The only hope lay in Lotto, but a siege to take Happly Keep could take weeks, even if Lessa had found Lotto. What help could they expect from the Ropponi wizards? Shiro, the mysterious? She lifted her chin trying to concentrate on confidence, but it began to quiver and she began to weep.
~
Since Happly Keep had no city walls, but was surrounded by a maze of houses and shops.  Lotto looked at his copy of the map, memorizing the way to the street where he would find his entryway into the castle. He traced the route that Lessa would take. There were towers spaced on all of the main streets, but, if the map had been accurately drawn, and the Gensler rangers swore that they had done a masterful job, then they found a path avoiding the towers by taking a spiraling route on four parallel paths from the south to the north.  Lotto could only hope that no one had designed the streets to create a trap. The Gensler scouts and Lotto intended to invade the keep and rescue Restella before Lessa attacked.
He discounted Shiro’s help in the actual fighting but he had to count on him to neutralize the other battle wizards. If not, many would die this evening while they invaded the city at sunset. 
Lotto and Morio walked into the city, not furtively creeping from alley to doorway, but conversing like the two friends they were. The other four, also in pairs came in through different entry points. Clearly, no one guarded this side of the city. To the north, the few soldiers remaining of the Valetan army sat behind a hastily made stockade surrounded by the camp of the Happlyan army. Such an oversight seemed like feckless arrogance. Silver should know better, but then Lotto had no idea who made the decisions in this mad war.
A few vendors had just set up their carts to sell their wares, early in the morning in near-empty marketplaces. A woman sold the sausages and bread that Lotto and Morio ate, paid for with Gensleran coinage. The chain mail peeking from their shirts and Lotto’s staff should have been enough to show that these men were part of the army. Lessa told him that most of Happly’s army dressed no better than they did now.  Lotto thought of the mercenaries he had seen in Heartwell’s inn.
Morio had no problem acting the part of a bravo. Lotto cringed from time to time as they passed cowed city-dwellers. While moving closer to the city center, they avoided the towers, walking through the myriad alleys and short narrow streets. A group of men dressed like themselves walked across a larger street in front of them.
“You there!” one of them said from fifty feet away. Lotto gripped his battle staff and tensed up.
Another cried out, “What have you found?”
Morio laughed and took another bite of his sausage. “An open vendor five or six streets that way,” he said with his mouth full, holding up his food. Lotto followed suit and tried to grin. It wasn’t very easy under the circumstances.
“Thanks!” a few of them said as they changed direction and walked right past them going back the way Lotto and Morio had come.
Lotto noticed the way they were dressed and smiled. “We look just like them.”
Morio leaned over and sniffed at Lotto. “Smell like them, too!” Both of them laughed partly for effect and partly because the encounter had been so absurd. 
They took their time, just as they planned, and they soon walked the street of houses built next to the castle wall. These had no rear yards since the owners used the keep’s wall itself as the back part of their homes.   
“Morio!” The words were spoken softly from within an alley. Pillo, Nark, Anton and Creeden leaned against either side of the alley walls.
“Did you find a likely house?” Lotto said.
“Two blocks down. There is a shuttered bakery shop. The baker is probably on the other side of town baking bread for the army.” 
Lotto and Morio continued on and found the bakery. They entered a side yard, littered with supplies and used as a trade entrance. Lotto fiddled with the lock and soon let the other five inside. Now to find the back. A few climbed the stairs to the third floor attic and Lotto went by himself into the basement. They had a choice of four walls.
“I say do the bottom,” Creeden said as they found some very stale bread, but used it along with a couple bottles of wine that Lotto discovered in the basement to eat. It looked like the bakery hadn’t been used in a number of days.  The fires were out in the ovens.
“How do you make a wall?” Morio said.
“You build a base…” Creeden’s squeezed his eyes shut as he realized he gave the wrong answer. “The bottom of the wall is likelier to be a lot thicker.”
Morio grabbed Creeden’s ear and pulled. “Right you are.”
Lotto smiled and headed up the attic. “You’ll have to take the stones away. We might fill up this room and make the floor collapse,” he said as he spread his hands on the wall. 
Mortar flowed down like water, pooling at Lotto’s feet. He tried to work on one stone at a time, so they wouldn’t deal with broken toes from rocks falling out of the wall. 
The morning turned into afternoon and by the time Lessa would be ready to invade, Lotto could see threads of light through the last little bit of the tunnel he had made, now looking at a thin wall of dressed light stone. That kind of facing would only be used in habitable spaces, so at least they had access and then he began to expand vertically to find a floor or ceiling. 
The height of the wall was waist high, but Lotto opened up the little cavern so they wouldn’t have to crawl through. The castle wall had been eight feet thick. Blocks of stone sat on all four levels of the bakery. The time had just about come to invade the castle. 
When they entered, they would head down to the dungeons. Shiro’s directions were sketchy at best. The Ropponi wizards had been confined to the eastern area, but Shiro had said that Restella’s cell had been in the southeast. Hopefully they’d be above it.
“Are you ready?” The men’s faces no longer held mirth as they checked their weapons. Lotto closed his fist around the battle staff and finished the last destruction of mortar. He braced his back on the wall and pushed. Stone bricks tumbled on the wooden floor and Lotto jumped into a library filled with books. Large half-round windows ten feet above them provided natural illumination. The others climbed up into the uninhabited room.
“Throw the stones back in and move one of the bookshelves in front. We may need to keep that hole for an escape route,” Lotto said and while the scouts covered up their work, Lotto looked frantically for plans to the inside of the castle.  He walked around the corner of shelving and saw diamond shaped shelves, hopefully holding rolled up maps. 
Nark and he began to go through them when he poked Lotto in the ribs. “Here.” Nark held a roll of maps. He flipped through them showing the plans of the castle floor by floor from the bottom to the top.
Lotto called the men over. “What can we do with this?”
They all gazed down at the maps. Lotto found where Shiro had described his path to Restella’s cell. It matched up. He went through the maps. Just down the corridor outside of the keep’s library, where they stood, a small circular stairway wound up and down to all the levels. They could navigate through the castle without taking a step on the three major staircases.
“Where are the duke’s quarters?” Morio asked.
Pillo flipped the pages. “Up one level and to the north.” They were on the east side of the keep and Lotto frantically memorized different routes he could take. He’d make sure the Duke would pay once he found Restella.
“Can we do anything to the gate?” Morio said as they concentrated on the other side of the keep.
“Two of us need to go there first,” Lotto said. “If we can get unimpeded access to this room,” Lotto pointed to a room above the gates, “where the chains go over the gears, and jam them, then nothing will be able to stop Lessa.”
“Then I’ll take Anton and Creeden and rescue Restella,” Morio said. Lotto was about to contradict his friend and then he remembered the link. In the haste of the escape, he couldn’t risk touching her.
“Let’s see if she’s there.” The link activated immediately. Restella was… Lotto looked down at the map. “She’s in the duke’s quarters. We have to get her now!  Morio, do what you can at the gate. Pillo come with me.”
Lotto grabbed his battle staff and opened the door to the corridor. A few guards were casually talking as they ambled towards the circular staircase and Lotto ducked back in.
“There are two guards about at the staircase. Help us attack them, and then get to the gate.” He looked at the windows and saw a darkening sky. “We have no time. Lessa might now be running throught the city’s streets.”
He grabbed Pillo’s shirt as they exited the library. Lotto refused to turn around, even after the guards ran up to challenge him. Pillo turned after they heard the sounds of a scuffle and then clapped his hands together. “My brothers do such nice work.” He grinned.
Lotto didn’t feel like grinning. He could only think of one reason why Restella now stood in the duke’s chambers.
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CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE
~
THE WANING AFTERNOON SUN BEGAN TO SHINE in her window. Restella figured on one more hour of daylight. The guard had said ‘evening’. They would come for her soon. She paced in the room and exercised as well as she could with her hands bound. Perhaps she could fight the man off, but sorely missed the Moonstone sword at her waist. She looked for anything that could be a weapon in her cell and found nothing of use, unless a short straw shaft would do anything.
A guard came and cut the bonds at her wrists so she could put the dress on. The stupid man stood at the door leering at her. She went into a corner out of his sight and changed clothes. A fabric belt cinched up the front, so she tucked a few long pieces of the thickest straw into the belt. What could she do with something not quite as stiff as a stick? Her makeshift weapons didn’t give her any additional confidence, but they might be useful. She wondered where Lotto might be and tapped into the link. He was above her somewhere, maybe even in the castle or close by. She couldn’t tell, but having him close fueled her hope. 
Sitting on the stone bench, she fidgeted with her hands and wondered what she could have done differently. The only thing she discovered was how frustrated she could become. Silver had positioned her this way and that way. His guidance had helped her become a credible commander, and she still felt that she possessed leadership skills, but her two biggest failures were at his hand and that is where she had failed to understand that she had to make her own decisions and not rely on blind faith alone.
She shook her head, discounting that thought. Blind faith gave one hope and courage when there might be no other source and every decision carried risk and the threat of failure. She had never thought of the risk of poor advice and she vowed never to… what was she thinking? Her death might await her in the duke’s chambers. She faced torture, perhaps with Silver to look on, gloating about her fecklessness. 
She didn’t fear death, but the emotions of her perilous position began to overcome her and unbidden tears began again and dripped on the dark red silk. She couldn’t rely on Lotto to be her strength. She’d have to rely on her own, as she always had done.
The door opened and two guards entered. One carried black silken cords. “I see that we didn’t have to dress you. Our misfortune.” The other guard sighed and they both laughed at the taunt. “One for your wrists and another for your ankles,”
The guard bent over and hobbled her tying her ankles about a foot and a half apart. The wrists were bound tightly together. The man tied admirable knots, Restella admitted. They yanked her outside into the corridor and one led while the other followed.
Castle-dwellers stared as the tiny procession made their way through the keep.  The sun’s final rays lit up their path, casting ominous shadows along the keep’s cold stone floors. Not quite evening, Restella thought, as she tried to blank her mind. Up they went until they were on the third level above the castle’s ground floor. Silver stood outside of a door. Lotto was somewhere back the way she came, but she couldn’t pinpoint where. Could he be in the keep?
“So it’s time for a meeting with the duke. He’ll hardly talk strategy,” Silver said. Restella looked into his eyes and didn’t see the gloating she expected, but refused to respond. She merely looked the other way.
“The duke commanded me to stand guard. He thinks it’s an honor, but I think it’s a punishment. I didn’t want you to end up this way,” Silver said.
“Is that an apology? If it is, you’re a little late.” Restella said, her face still turned away and then she thought of her strength and looked at Silver. “Thank you for helping me at the beginning. It’s too bad your tutoring comes at such a high price to me.” She felt anger overtake her and she wanted to say more, but the door opened.
“My little sweetness,” Duke Happly said, holding her chin. “Say goodbye to your old friend. You won’t be the same woman that leaves my chamber.” He yanked on the bindings and pulled her into his chambers. She couldn’t gather her feet underneath her and she fell to the floor. “Before I subjugate your father, I will subjugate your father’s daughter.” 
Restella wanted to run the man through. Here was all of the gloating malevolence she had thought Silver might have done in front of her. The duke, powerfully built, still stood shorter than Restella. She rose from the floor and put her hands to her belt. 
“I have the Moonstone.” The duke looked on a bench by the window where the sword still lay in its scabbard. “I’m sure you would like to feel it in your hands, but that won’t do for now. There are other things I want to touch.”
She had no difficulty following what the duke meant. He came closer and put his hands on her shoulders. She grabbed two straws and jammed them into the duke’s nostrils. Blood came out along with the straws as the man actually whimpered in pain. Restella stood resolute, but the duke wound his right shoulder back and slammed his fist into her own nose before she could dodge the blow. Her face exploded with pain and she shouted out Lotto’s name, surprising herself despite it all, for the brief moment before blackness came.
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CHAPTER FORTY
~
LOTTO LEFT PILLO BEHIND as they encountered two guards walking down the broad stone stairs to the Duke’s level. He used the staff horizontally to push both of them to the ground and bludgeoned one while Pillo cut the throat of the other. He ran up the stairs to find Silver listening in at a door. Those were the duke’s quarters.
“Haven’t you been paid enough gold?” Lotto asked. Pillo ran up behind him as the alarm in the palace went out that an army had invaded the city. 
“Not gold, Lotto Mistad,” Silver said as he pulled out his sword. “Glory and power.” He attacked Lotto with his sword while pulling a knife from a sheath hidden by his back. 
Lotto slashed with the sharp end of the staff and ripped the fabric of Silver’s tunic, revealing the chain mail shirt below. He slashed at him again, keeping the man at bay. Lotto never had any trouble with a sword against his staff, but a man with two blades in his hand could get to him as he recalled the guard who had pierced his hand at Mountsea.
Lotto twirled his weapon as Silver kept back. Pillo called to him that guards were coming. Lotto waved his staff until he changed places with Silver in the corridor. The ex-ranger now fought with Lotto at his front and Pillo fighting guards at his back. The day’s light began to fade as sparks from Silver’s blades on the staff began to brighten. 
What could keep the duke from seeing what happened outside his door? With Restella inside, he fought with renewed energy. Lotto pushed Silver back, but saw Pillo about to be overcome with guards. He took two steps back and threw the staff, poker end first into a guard. The staff went through Pillo’s opponent and knocked the one behind to the ground. 
Silver turned to watch the path of the staff while Lotto quickly pulled out his own blades and took a different fighting stance.
“Serytaran.” Silver said. The older man seemed winded, but Lotto had seen Kenyr use the same ploy. Silver attacked him with the expected vigor. Their blades sang in the air while the clashes of battle began to reverberate all the way to this part of the castle.
Lotto couldn’t afford another break in concentration as Silver slipped his knife across his shoulder. Pushing his opponent back, he checked to find his mail shirt had fended off the blade and presented a different stance to Silver, who furrowed his brow. 
“Hamkand Elite,” Lotto announced his stance. It only took him three steps into that particular fighting sequence before Silver had lost his edge and Lotto plunged his sword into his chest puncturing through the chain mail.
Lotto kicked the man away and used the mortar spell on the door. He’d never tried it on wood before, but the thought of termites came to him and the wood began to dissipate into sawdust. His mouth opened in horror as he saw the duke on top of Restella, choking the princess of Valetan. Lotto wasted no time. The duke didn’t deserve any kind of chance. Lotto ran him through from the back and threw the Duke of Happly off of Restella.  The man had blood streaming down from his nose.  Restella lay still on the bed with blood of the Duke all over her dress.  Lotto didn’t hesitate to cut the duke’s throat.
Lotto fought through his fear of touching Restella.  He found a carafe of water and washed off Restella’s face and cleaned the blood off of her to see if any were hers, only to discover a broken nose and the bruising at her neck. Her pulse faint, he could barely detect any breathing. Lotto had to fight away tears as he held the princess in his arms. Had he come too late to save her? The duke had throttled her as evidenced by a face full of bruises, not to mention her broken nose. Fighting continued outside, but all of his thoughts were on the woman linked to him. He carried her body to the window seat and sat down, noticing the Moonstone sword.
Lessa stuck his head on the room, “We’ve taken over!” The Prolan looked at the body of the duke.
Lotto didn’t care and waved him away. He held Restella in his arms, castigating himself for not arriving sooner. He sat on the Moonstone sword.
“Was it worth it, Restella? We touched and nothing happened, did it?” When her breathing stopped, he could hardly breathe himself through the unexpected grief that he felt. Her skin felt unexpectedly smooth for someone who had spend the better part of three years in the field as he pulled up the sleeve of her dress that had fallen off her shoulder, and saw a battle scar. He sighed again and, holding her bruised neck, feeling the link fade. The sword’s hilt jammed into his bottom, so he grabbed the sword’s hilt to remove it, putting his thumb on the stone, the first time he had touched the thing since that night in Jessie’s cottage.
A bright light flashed in Lotto’s eyes. His back arched involuntarily as a shock ran through his entire body. As his wits returned, he no longer felt quite like himself. Restella felt warmer and her breathing had returned. The tenuous link with Restella had turned into a thick cable and he felt her stirring around in his head. Two had become one, for better or worse.
The next thought in his mind wasn’t his own, but of the princess’s feelings of gratitude.  Restella’s eyes opened with a delicious smile, but they quickly closed as she put her arms around Lotto and smothered his lips with her own.
Lessa poked his head in the room again. “Please, both of you. We still have a city to fight over.”
Lotto disentangled with Restella and gave her the sword. “Do you feel up to it?”
She ran into the duke’s dressing room. “Don’t laugh, but I didn’t want to be caught dead in that dress.” Her words betrayed the blocked passages from her broken nose. Lotto refrained from saying that he did, but he couldn’t avoid smiling. He’d kept her from being caught dead, or at least the Moonstone had.
She came out wearing the duke’s rather baggy pants and swam in a chain mail shirt over an overlarge tunic.
Lotto laughed with relief. He picked up his sword and pulled Lessa into the room. “What’s the situation?”
“Shiro, the Ropponi wizard, and a few of his bank of pretty wizardesses, a lot of them are women, you know, helped Morio with the gate and with the wizards in the castle. Another contingent of his Red Roses circled the army grounds and kept them confined while we boiled up from the city. Do you like that term, ‘boiled up?’  The Happly men didn’t do a thing but looked dumbstruck.”
“Looks like the castle is secure?”
“Once they knew a real army had invaded, most of the fight left them. I imagine there are a few rogues around, present company excepted,” Lessa said.
Lotto wrapped the Duke’s body in bedclothes and proceeded to drag him out of the chamber while Restella buckled on her sword.
They stood on a porch at the top of the steps, looking down at the main courtyard, Happly’s body still wrapped up in a bloody blanket. Shiro waited for them with Morio, who looked grim.
Lotto raised enquiring eyebrows at Gensleran duke’s son. 
“Creeden didn’t make it.”
Lotto clamped his lips, but didn’t have time to mourn. “What happened to Pillo? He looked around and found him standing with his arm wrapped to his chest. “There you are. Thanks for keeping the guards off of my back.”
He nodded and saluted Lotto with a single finger touching his brow.
“Their two thousand best fighters, mostly mercenaries, left a few days ago, heading south to the Red Kingdom. Are you interested in pursuing them?” Shiro said. “The rest were about to head north to Valetan, but that threat is gone. ”
Lotto shook his head and looked at Restella. “We still have problems in the north to attend to. Let’s round up the surviving Happlyan nobles and pick a leader. We need this domain on Valetan’s side. I’m not worried about the rest of the Happlyan army. The villagers probably can’t wait to get back to their families and we’ll give them all a share in the supplies that Happly stripped from their villages. There’s no use letting Happly starve.”
Lessa laughed. “Spoken like more than a Captain, Lotto.”
Restella stepped up. Lotto knew her words before she said them and he’d have to get used to this new relationship. He shuddered to think if Lessa or Morio had been the ones to link with her.
“So do I,” Restella said. “I concur with Lieutenant Mistad,” she put her arm through his, obviously no longer fearing to touch her former irritation. “If you wish to stay for a few more weeks, Armand,” she smiled as she said it. “I think that you can bring enough order to the domain to head back to Prola.” She looked at Shiro. “I suggest that you take your band of wizards and Morio’s scouts and head south. There is a narrow border between Happly and the Red Kingdom. It would be worth your while to close it up, working with the King of Learsea.”
Morio brightened, “Anchor is down there. He’s a good man and we can start from South Keep and set up defenses from there all along the southern border of Gensler.”
Lotto smiled. He hadn’t thought of the alliance, but it made good sense to him. If Learsea and Gensler secured the southern border, they would create a buffer for Valetan while it dealt with internal treason. He wished he would be the one to visit Anchor, but he had much more important matters at hand.
“If nothing else, your wizards can create a barrier from the forests.”
Shiro smiled. “We can do more than that, but we will be happy to help organize a frontier. My group came up through the Red Kingdom, and they are preparing for war. We’d rather be on your side than Emperor Daryaku’s.”
“Then we will part for a time,” Lotto said. “Thank you for helping us secure a victory. It might not seem like much, but the Happly Keep campaign allowed us to discover more than the enemy wants us to know.”
~
Lotto had a few birds that were given him to send to Mander, so he sent one off with minimal information. They both felt that no bird could be completely trusted to bear any messages. Gully had taken command of the remnants of the Valetan army, since Restella couldn’t trust any of her captured lieutenants. While Gully’s troops headed north, Lotto and the princess rushed ahead with a small contingent of rangers to Beckondale. 
Lotto regretted leaving his Gensler friends, but the circumstances didn’t permit much camaraderie. Along the way he had as difficult time getting used to the new link as Restella.
“This is a blessing and a curse,” she said as they rode along. “If I don’t keep track of my thoughts, you’ll pick them up.”
“I agree. We will have to practice.” He looked over at her. He cared for the princess, but he didn’t feel for her the same way he had with Princess Sallia and doubted if he ever would. Not with Restella linked in this way. He could see how the link truly did function best between a husband and wife.”
Restella looked at him. “You’re thinking of marriage?”
Lotto fidgeted with his reins. “Not exactly. I don’t know how this works and evidently no one else does. I thought that the link worked best when the man and woman were married.”
“Oh.” She looked a bit crestfallen. Restella couldn’t pick his thoughts out as well as he could obviously detect hers, but he didn’t need the link to see the confusion on her face. “The kiss.”
He smiled. “Yes, the kiss. How do you feel about me now that you’ve been saved and the anxiety level is down.”
“Down for now,” she said. “But we’re only two days out of Beckondale, if we ride through the night.”
Lotto planned to do that. He knew the entire group had just about reached the edge of their endurance, but they’d stop at an inn for dinner and would take off again if they could exchange horses. “You dodged my question.”
She managed a wistful smile. “I’ve been so bound up with you, Lotto, that to have you right there, at my darkest hour, felt like so much comfort. Perhaps the Moonstone caused it, but I have no regret.”
A smile crossed Lotto’s lips. “I have an idea.”
Restella blushed. “We do care for each other. I don’t call it love and neither do you.”
“True, indeed. Fate has thrown us together, ready or not, and I don’t think either of us would qualify as ready, but when I didn’t fight against the link, I slept better,” Lotto said. He had known before he left Beckondale for his first trip to Gensler, that it had been the same for her.
“Well, at least there’s that. Perhaps we’ll have to find ways the link can be to our advantage. The stones were made for communication. Maybe we can communicate over large distances to the army’s advantage.”
“Just my knowing your location saved you in the end,” Lotto said.
She reached out for his hand, “And gave me hope while I traced your travels on your way to me.” Restella leaned over and kissed his hand.
Now Lotto blushed and he had to admit that his own feelings towards Restella were very confused and he didn’t know if it was the link or something else. Nothing had prepared him for the muddle in his mind.
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CHAPTER FORTY-ONE
~
THEY RODE IN FROM THE EAST SIDE OF BECKONDALE, taking the Great Ring Road that circled the city and stopped at Kenyr’s place. The weapons master rushed them into the shop as he instructed their escorts to take the horses to a nearby inn and wait there for instructions. All of their uniforms were packed away and they wore common clothes.
Restella had never been in Kenyr’s shop before, but she’d heard of his trainees and had fought a few on the training grounds. He took them up to his apartments.   She walked into the different world of Serytar and sat down where Kenyr told her.
“I’m sorry Princess, these aren’t times for protocol.” The man wore a worried face and that, in turn, concerned her.
“It’s of no consequence. My recent treatment has been much worse,” she said.
Lotto remained standing for a moment. “The Duke of Happly nearly killed her. He threw her in a dungeon and had taken her to his apartments. If it wasn’t for the Moonstone, she would have died.”
Restella looked up at Lotto. He had never told her that. “Died?”
He nodded. “The Moonstone must have some kind of restorative properties. I think that was what started my transformation at Heron’s Pond and it’s what brought you back to life. Your breathing had stopped and I was about to try to revive you when I touched the stone, quite by accident, just moving the sword while I held you in my arms. The power overcame me and when I recovered, you were wide awake and we were well and truly linked.”
Kenyr leaned forward. “It might have been a transfer of power during the final link.” He shook his head. “I don’t know how the king will take to that, Lotto.”
The brows knitted on Lotto’s forehead. Restella felt an aura of fear within him.
“Tell us how it works. We’ve experienced it, but you’ve seen the link among two people who knew all about the Moonstone.”
“Quickly, for there is much else we need to discuss. Your father and mother realized that the link takes a while to get used to. They were able to shield their thoughts from each other, but were able to learn how to speak to each other over great distances.”
“How did the shielding work?”
Kenyr grinned. “Something you two will have to figure out. I hate to say this, but I think it would be better for you to get married. I don’t think that either you have the flexibility of personality that will tolerate a certain freedom in relationships.”
“You’ve heard about my tantrums in the castle, haven’t you?” Restella fought off getting angry.
“It’s well known, your highness. No one would be surprised if you two… you know,” Kenyr said. “Seeing the both of you, I think you two can use it to your advantage. The duke did, but that was why they had to leave Serytar together. The other side is that when one is in danger, life becomes worse.”
Restella looked at Lotto, who did the same. “We’ve already experienced that.”
“We’ll change the subject. Mander has been accused of treason and is under house arrest. It happened before the ranger arrived at my door,” Kenyr said.
“Which house?” Lotto asked.
“His own and it’s under watch all the time.”
Restella could feel Lotto work through his thoughts, but she couldn’t read them.
“Fessano and the king?”
“The king?” Kenyr shrugged. “No one has seen Fessano after you left.”
Could the Generals have killed the wizard?
“What about my mother and my brothers and sister?” Restella said.  Visions of being the only member of her family left alive became a crushing feeling.
Kenyr let a smile cross his lips.  “Your mother is with your father.  As far as we know they are prisoners in the castle.  Mander had already taken your siblings out of the city not long after you left.  They are safe, for now.  General Piroff has members of his forces looking for them throughout Valetan.  He doesn’t know that Mander arranged for their escape.”
Restella let out a sigh of relief.  Now they just had to break into the castle and rescue her parents before Gully brought up his troops.
“Piroff has suddenly become capable of anything,” Kenyr paused, “May I see the stone?” Kenyr said.
Restella reluctantly pulled her sword out of its scabbard and presented it to him.
He gazed at the Moonstone and lowered his eyes, looking without seeing.  
“It’s been quite some time since I have seen this.  I think I have a stone downstairs similar to this. If you are going to attempt a rescue, I suggest that we switch stones on your sword. We can hide it in a drawer that contains over a hundred cheap gems that I have for decorating pommels and scabbards.”
Lotto looked at Restella, who knew that she’d have to do such a thing, now that the Emperor Daryaku sought the Moonstone.
Kenyr fixed a quick meal as Lotto filled him in on what happened. Restella knew the story and spent pacing downstairs in Kenyr’s empty training hall. She would first have to locate Fessano or, she shuddered, his body. Mander would have to be set free, but not before they both learned how thoroughly infiltrated the castle had become. The Generals would soon know that the remnants of her army marched back up from the south. They needed intelligence, but had little.
They stood over a chest of drawers in Kenyr’s workshop. The Serytaran opened the drawer filled with decorative stones. Restella could see that there was any number of stones that looked enough like the Moonstone. She touched it and could hear Lotto’s thoughts.
‘She has to agree to do this. I can sense the stone, so it won’t get lost in the drawer. If Fessano is lost, they may not have anyone who can detect the fake.’
“If I touch the stone, I can hear your thoughts even better, Lotto. I’ll let you replace the stone, weapons master.” She ran her hand through the drawer. Hiding it in plain sight. I like your idea.” She smiled and appreciated the practicality of Kenyr and handed over her weapon.
Lotto took her into the front of the shop while Kenyr worked on Restella’s sword. “It’s not too late, so I’ll visit the Lady Anna,” Lotto said. “Restella, you’ll stay here and wait for me to return.”
She bristled at the thought of Lotto doing it all, but realized that he could pick up her emotions.
“Okay. We’ll go together. Restella should wear a dress.  Kenyr, I suggest that you get the rangers that we brought with us safely ensconced in an inn.”
Restella felt her face redden.  “Now where am I going to find a dress now? All of the shops will be closing.”
Kenyr cleared his throat and said from behind the curtain to his workshop. “I’ve had ladies here before. I’m sure I can find something.”
Minutes later, the pair walked through the streets, Restella’s sword was hidden in the folds of her skirts. Her home, the castle, had always been so familiar, now seemed sinister and alien as the twilight deepened. Lotto led her to the alley that ran along the back of the row of houses of which Lady Anna’s residence was a part and knocked on the door. A maid opened it.
“Master Lotto!” she said. “Please come in.” She ushered the pair of them in and took them to a windowless study. “The Lady will be right down.”
Restella walked around and observed Anna’s decorations. “I’ve been in this house a number of times,” she said. Anna Terriso had often hosted luncheons and Restella had attended as a teenager.
Anna rushed in and bade Restella to sit down. “When did you arrive? I’ve received no—” She looked at Restella’s clothes. “You haven’t been to the castle.” 
Restella shook her head. “We went straight to Kenyr to find out the situation in the capital and it’s a good thing we did.”
“Quite so,” Anna said. “Mander is trapped in his house. He forbids me to visit. General Piroff has taken over everything. He holds your mother and father under arrest.”
“Where’s Fessano?”
A familiar shape appeared at the door. “Why here, of course!”
Restella ran to him and gave him a hug. “We’ve linked.”
Fessano looked at Lotto, who nodded. Lady Anna showed Fessano to a seat next to her as she took a poker and began to play with the small fire in the large fireplace.
“What is it like?” Fessano said.
“We can feel each other’s emotions. It’s much different from before—much more than knowing Lotto’s around. If I touch the Moonstone, I can hear his thoughts.”
A look of surprise crossed Fessano’s face. “You brought the gem with you into the city? I thought Happly took the sword from you.”
“A lady needs to defend herself,” Lotto said. Restella sensed caution in his mind. 
Fessano nodded. “Of course, of course. Now what?”
“Happly didn’t turn out very well for the duke. An interim government rules and his army has been disbanded, back at work preparing their families for winter. It appears that three hundred Ropponi wizards didn’t turn out as well for Happly either.” Lotto rose from his chair and paced the small room. “Did you escape before Piroff took over?”
“A few weeks after Restella headed south with my wizards.”
“Your wizards? Lifton performed half-heartedly as we fought Duke Happly’s army,” Lotto said. Restella wondered why he told Fessano a lie.
“He leads better than he spells.” Fessano chuckled. “They weren’t the best wizards I’m afraid.”
“And where are the best? Can we get them to help us?” Restella said, picking up Lotto’s lead. He led Fessano on and she could tell Lotto thought Fessano had turned into a traitor. Her heart sank. First Silver and now him? Could her old friend be so untrustworthy? 
“They serve to the east under Captain Shortwell.”
“And Captain Applewood is still roaming around Ashdown?” Restella said.
Fessano nodded and turned to her. “He is.”
“Then the generals don’t trust either of them.” Lotto slammed his fist into his palm. “Where is General Reallo in all of this?”
“General Reallo disappeared just after you left, my dear.” Fessano looked consolingly at Restella. His eyes gave him away. She now knew that Fessano had gone over to the other side.
“Why have you betrayed us? What do you hope to gain by aligning with these awful men? Did my father treat you so roughly?” Restella could play the game no longer.
Lotto had his sword out. “I’ve already invoked a protection spell, Fessano. Lifton betrayed himself. If he was your man, then that makes you both Piroff’s”
The old wizard smiled and folded his hands in his lap. “I always left the secret stuff to Mander and for good reason,” he said and then sighed. “The Emperor of Daryaku promised me access to the great library in the capital of Baku and its Sorcerer’s Tower. They have the most wonderful books on magic. It makes my library seem like it’s filled with ladies romances.”
“You’d sell out your king for that?” Restella felt her anger rise and she didn’t stop it. “And me? You agreed to sell me to Happly?”
Fessano cleared his throat. “That wasn’t my idea. Piroff quite enjoyed the thought of getting rid of you. Where is your sword?” He looked directly at Restella.
“Here,” she said taking the sword from behind her.”
“That’s not the Moonstone!”
“And what difference does that make?” Lotto asked. Restella could feel a wave of disappointment and anger from him.
“I’ll show you!” Fessano grimaced with anger and raised his hand, but the Lady Anna turned with the glowing tip of the sharp poker and drove it into Fessano’s side.  Lady Anna grunted as she pushed the poker in deeper.  The smell of burned cloth and flesh filled the room.
Restella couldn’t believe the depths of his treachery. She turned her head away to wipe away a tear. Lotto walked over to her and put his hand on her shoulder. She put her hand up to his.
“The bond really worked, didn’t it?” Fessano gagged as Lady Anna pulled the poker from the wizard’s chest.
“Amazing that I swallowed his story to use my house as a refuge. Perhaps he wanted to know if I mounted any kind of an action to spirit away Mander.” Anna sniffed and wiped away a tear of her own.
“Teena!” Anna called from the doorway. “I’ll leave it to you to clean up this mess. Don’t expect me back soon.” She looked at Lotto and Restella. “I never knew why Mander told me not to use the back way to visit him while under arrest. I do now. We’ll have to act quickly.”
In minutes, Lotto escorted two commonly dressed women through the alleys of Beckondale. Anna led them this way and that way until they neared Mander’s house. In the shadows, Restella noticed black shapes with faces pointed towards Mander’s windows.
Anna pulled them around to the back of a carriage garage. “Through here.” They walked into a garden shed and she pulled open a trap door. “Mander had so much fun building this before his back gave out. Did it all himself, from the woodwork to the digging. No one knows except for the two of us,” she looked up at them in the gloom and giggled, “the four of us.” Anna’s performance absolutely amazed Restella. How could a dainty noble lady so deftly run the Court Wizard through while Lotto and her distracted Fessano? Mander Hart and Lady Anna certainly were a matched pair!
~
The closet smelled of soap and lye, when Anna opened the false back. Lotto could see slivers of dim light along the door edges that led to a corridor outside. He let Anna open the door and the both of them entered a hallway in the basement of the house. A single oil lamp burned on a sconce just opposite the door.
Anna took them around a corner to the bottom of a stairwell.
“You took your time coming to visit, Anna,” Mander sat on the top stair, wearing an open collar linen shirt under an unbuttoned vest. Sticking out at the bottom of his trousers were his stockinged feet. Lotto spotted a hole by his big toe.
Mander’s eyes lit up as he realized that Anne had no come alone. “Lotto!  Restella!  Come up. Where’s Fessano?”
Anna gave her husband a peck on the cheek and said drolly, “I poked him to death.”
Mander looked astonished. “No!” He crooked his finger and led them into his parlor. The drapes had already been drawn and they told him what happened. “Yes. I can see now.  He changed just after Lotto returned from Gensler, beginning to do more reading and complaining about his library. That had something to do with it? I’m glad I didn’t take him into my confidence. Well played, my sweet,” Mander said kissing his wife on the lips.
“The Emperor bribed him with spending his last days immersed in the advanced sorcery books in Baku.”
Mander sighed. “I guess we all have our price, but I thought Fessano to be more clear-headed than to be swayed by such a trifle. The problem is my price was the freedom of Valetan and that, my friends, is too high for the Emperor. Reallo’s counted as dead. The castle is stripped of all but the most loyal men to General Piroff.”
“Silver was one of them,” Restella said.
Mander put his face in his hands. “Even Silver. His price?”
“Power. Probably a title and more,” Restella said. “Lotto took care of him. I lost a friend, but someone turned him before my Oringian expedition.”
“The Emperor does good work. I assume that Duke Happly doesn’t have the Moonstone? You two have bonded, I can see.”
“How?” Lotto said.
“Restella has a different light in her eye when she looks at you,” Mander waved away his comment. “It doesn’t take a magician to see that.”
“Kenyr said the same thing.”
“You went to him first? Good thinking. That man will never betray you.”
Lotto nodded, confident in that one thing, at least. “I’ve made other friends and we have other allies.”
“Who? I need some encouragement,” Mander said.
Lotto again related his story and this time included the Ropponi sorcerer. “Without Shiro, I don’t know what would have happened. I imagine that Learsea is still on our side. Happly won’t be a vassal to the Red Kingdom.”
“Sort of…” Restella said.
“Gensler and Prola. Histo is neutral, I think. Princess Sallia,” Lotto looked sideways at Restella, who narrowed her eyes and then smiled, “seemed to think that the Red Kingdom would rise up if invaded.”
“What of the rest of my family?” Restella had to ask.
“Safe.  Even I don’t know where.  I had trusted townsmen take them away so if tortured, I couldn’t reveal their hiding place.” Mander laughed. “So all we have to do is take over the castle, the four of us.”
“And the eight men who accompanied us to Beckondale, Kenyr and about twenty of his students and Gully’s army which is still over one thousand strong and heading our way. I’ll bet there are guards in the castle who would turn on Piroff as soon as they could.”
“We have no wizards,” Anna said.
“One and he is awfully good,” Restella grinned at Lotto, “And I know of at least four ways into the castle. All of the castles I know have them.”
Mander squinted his eyes. “Lotto, do you have any ideas?”
“Rescue the royal family, kill Piroff and any officers. It worked at Happly, there’s no reason to think it won’t work here.”
“And what if your secret passages are now known by Piroff, Restella?”
“Lotto broke into Happly Keep with his magic. He could do so again,” Restella said.
“He did, did he?” Mander said. “I’ll love to hear that story.”
Excitement built within Lotto as he thought of more approaches to the problem.
“I’m afraid for my parents.” Restella said.
“Are there any servants you can trust?” Lotto said, looking for leverage.
Restella shook her head. “My manners do not elicit loyalty.” She frowned and brightened when Lotto took her hand. 
“We all have our weaknesses,” Lotto said.
“What’s yours?” Mander asked.
“The past,” Lotto said. “I’m afraid of what I was and afraid to return to that dark place. If someone destroyed the stone, my greatest fear is that I’ll revert.” He looked into Restella’s eyes. “Not a pretty sight, was it?”
She turned away.
“In a sense, I’ve developed from a blank slate. You’ve written the most on it, Mander, so I’m primarily your creature, with a bit from Fessano and Kenyr. The Moonstone forced me into this bond.” He squeezed Restella’s hand to reassure her. “It isn’t a burden, however, and it gives me strength to know I’m not alone and won’t be as long as the link holds up. I’ve never been so reassured, but with that reassurance comes more to lose. Racing through the forests of Happly, I didn’t really have anything to lose if I died or if my link to the Moonstone destroyed. My life would end knowing that a few people would mourn my loss, but my memory would soon fade. I knew my lot. And then this,” he held up Restella’s hand, “Now I feel like there is a kingdom to lose. There is a power trying to take away my life. I fear giving up the Moonstone more than death.”
Restella rose from her seat and threw her arms around Lotto. He could feel the pain that she felt for him. Nothing had prepared him for that emotion and it overwhelmed him.
“Well, if they can do it so can we,” Mander said, looking at his wife. The lightness in his voice cut through the dense miasma that Lotto felt. His mentor put his arms around his wife and they held each other as close as Lotto clutched Restella.
Was this love, Lotto thought, feeling for another and sharing in their hurt? It must be part of it as he clung to the princess. He kissed her on the forehead and pushed her gently away.
“We need a plan.”
~~~



 
 
 
CHAPTER FORTY-TWO
~
“HOW COULD THEY DO THIS?” Restella said, frowning. Lotto had come back to Mander’s house with the bad news that all of the secret passages had been bricked up.
“If it’s of any consolation, none of the work looked new, so you lost your secret access long ago. So much for our plan,” Mander said, with half of a grin.
“It’ doesn’t mean we can’t get through,” Lotto said. “If you recall, I learned how to remove mortar and we can do the same thing here, if the walls aren’t too thick, but we should pick the best passage.” He looked down at Mander’s plans of the castle.
“Do you know if General Piroff is still using his office in the barracks?”
Mander nodded. “The last I knew, the king and queen were confined to the king’s apartments.”
“We need to get the king and queen out of the way first and that means…” Lotto pointed to a back stairway. “This storage room.”
The five of them, with Kenyr now joining them, followed the path of Lotto’s finger. “We will have to break through and fight our way to the king’s chambers, but it’s not too far. Lady Anne can escort them back through the tunnel to safety and the rangers and Kenyr’s students will protect the king and queen when they emerge to find a safe place.”
Restella stated the obvious. “And if we can get that far, we need to take care of General Piroff.”
Her statement brought nods from the others. She would like to be the one to kill him. Usurpers never deserved to live.
“Fessano’s disappearance is soon to be noticed,” Anne said. “So perhaps we go now?”
Mander raised his finger. “Right after one of my spies drops by.”
“With all of your minders looking on?” Kenyr said.
“You know I don’t like to cook? A castle maid, whose family lives nearby, brings me a basket of food every other day. She’s due in a few minutes.
The wait became interminable for Restella, but seventeen eternal minutes later, a knock came to Mander’s door. He let the maid in. The other four crowded into a closet while Mander spoke to the woman.
His front door closed and they all tumbled out. Restella looked at Anne pinching her nose and pointing at Kenyr’s back. She had to nod.
“The king and queen are still in their apartments, but General Piroff has taken up quarters in the Blue wing.”
The Blue wing was on the other side of the castle, where visiting nobles stayed. She knew just what suite the General would occupy, but would he be there when they took care of her parents? It didn’t matter. They had to act quickly before someone missed Fessano.
In a few minutes, they all ate a hasty meal from the basket and emerged from the shack, following Mander along back alleys and short streets all the way to the exit of the proper passage.
It didn’t take Lotto long to take down the brick wall, since it was only two courses thick. They stepped into darkness, finding the storage room filled with old furniture. The space had been used some time in the past, but years worth of dust told them that the stores were forgotten. Kenyr passed the single torch to Anna as he slapped oil on the hinges and poked his head out of the door. “Not a soul,” he said, creeping out onto the landing.
Restella, rubbed her finger over the false Moonstone, but nothing happened. She looked at Lotto’s back and felt the bond directly. Kenyr had done a marvelous job with her sword and she knew no one without power would know the difference. 
Mander pushed her from behind. ‘You’re our leader, Captain-General.”
She looked at Lotto, but he peered back up the stairs for any sign of trouble. She stepped past them as they climbed the bare stone steps. 
Two guards stood by the back entrance to the apartments. 
“More will guard the primary entrance.” She slipped up to them and ran the first one through while Lotto quickly overpowered the other.
Mander searched them for a key, but they didn’t possess one. Lotto went to the door and worked the hinge and latch area. Restella knew, first hand, how he had saved her, since he used the very same technique.
Lotto staggered back and motioned for Kenyr to push the door in. “That drained me more than I thought, thick wood.”
Kenyr grabbed the door before it crashed to the floor and let it down gently as Restella ran past him into the apartments. Before Lotto collected himself, the king and queen stood at fallen door. King Goleto had armed himself and stood straight.
“I’m proud of a daughter who knows how to rescue her foolish father,” King Goleto said, hiding his arms out for Restella.  His embrace felt so good to her.
“I’m at least as foolish as you,” Mander said, bowing his head.
Restella hugged them both again. Her behavior surprised her parents. “You must flee. Go down two flights on the back stairs. There’s an old storage room. Lady Anna waits there to let you out of the castle.
“I’ll show them,” Lotto said. ‘Quickly.”
In a few minutes Lotto returned. “I froze the hinges. I can get through, but anyone else will think the old door rusted shut.” He grinned. Restella gave him a quick kiss. 
“Now on to the Blue wing.” She led them along back ways through the palace that astounded even Mander.
“I never knew these passages existed.”
“They are for servants and the royal family when they don’t want to be seen in public.” Restella said, holding Lotto’s hand as they walked. He smiled and Restella hit him in the arm. “I know why you’re smiling.” She had been thinking about running through the halls in her nightgown and forgot about how strong their bond had become when they touched.
“Around this corner the corridors intersect. We’ll have to walk past the throne room to get to the Blue wing.” She shook off Lotto and unsheathed her sword, holding the scabbard in one hand and the sword in the other.
Just as they passed an open door, a shout rang out from a dining table and men rushed out and quickly surrounded Lotto’s group. With over twenty halberds pointed at them, they lowered their swords. General Piroff walked towards them accompanied by a guard from the direction of his quarters.
“What have we here? Where is the king?” Piroff said.
“Long gone,” Lotto said. “Out of the castle.”
Piroff turned red. “Impossible!” he ordered half of the men to search for the king.
Restella shrugged, battling to look complacent, “You won’t find him.” At least her family could escape whatever plans Piroff had for them. She didn’t discount the resourcefulness of her father once out of his confinement.  Without Lotto, however, the students and rangers wouldn’t be able to rescue them.
“Take their swords, except hers.” Piroff personally took Restella’s sword, running his thumb over the Moonstone and put it back into its sheath. “Follow me,” he said, walking down the large staircase. “You won’t be staying in such nice surroundings.” He nodded towards Lotto. “Kill him if he raises his arms or opens his mouth. He’s a powerful wizard and Fessano knows his wizards.”
“You’re all traitors,” Restella said, walking erect, “especially General Piroff. You’ll be executed when my father returns to power.” She saw some of the men’s eyes begin to look nervous. 
“Gag her and Mistad,” Piroff said.   
One of the guards, who didn’t look nervous at all, took out a pocket square and tied it around her mouth. He took another and tied up her hands and then did the same to Lotto. Mander and Kenyr looked on impassively and continued to walk on. 
They stopped at the large door leading down a stairway to the dungeons. “Mander, I don’t know how you escaped, but I halfway expected to find you roaming around the castle as some point. Fessano is at your wife’s house and will kill her at my command.” Piroff gloated while he nodded at one of the guards and whispered loudly in his ear. “I think we’ll get that out of the way now.”
“She’s innocent!” Mander said, as he struggled with his bonds. “Anna’s done nothing to hurt you.” Restella admired Mander for his performance at being shocked, knowing that his wife had escaped along with the king and queen.
Piroff merely laughed. “She married you and that’s enough for a death sentence. Fessano promised me he could do it.”
Mander tried to get to Piroff, but the guards restrained him. Restella shivered to know that Fessano had been so thoroughly enthralled by the emperor’s promises. Even now she couldn’t conceive of Fessano harming anyone, but Anna, as it turned out, acted in self-defense, more than Restella knew at the time.
After walking down a number of steps, they came to her father’s dungeons. There were few prisoners kept in the dungeons anymore. The straw was always kept fresh and most of the cells contained discarded pieces of furniture for the prisoners to use. Valetan had become a peaceful kingdom under her father, but Restella feared the dungeons would fill up again one way or another. 
All four of them were put in the same small cell. The guards removed the chairs and table, put irons on their hands and feet and left. They threw Lotto towards the opposite end of the cell.  The only illumination was the flickering light of a lamp sconce on the far wall of the corridor shining through the small barred opening in the door.
Kenyr rose up and tried to pull off his shackles only making his wrists bleed. He pounded on the walls and then sagged to the floor. Mander just looked at them impassively.
“Mander is that you?” They all heard General Reallo’s voice from a few cells down.
“Ah, you’re not dead. That’s a pleasant enough surprise. Indeed, it is I, Mander Hart, General. Look! I brought along a few of my friends.”
“I’m not thrilled that I’ve got company,” the general said and then went silent.
Restella tried her own bonds, but couldn’t budge them. Lotto sat in his dark corner. She couldn’t see his features, but his emotions seemed resigned. She couldn’t share the feeling as she burst into tears. She didn’t care if they saw her cry. They couldn’t save the kingdom from the dungeon. With Lotto gagged and bound, he couldn’t use any magic and Kenyr had already tried to struggle with his bonds and failed to free himself. 
How could they have been so hasty, but what else could they have done? At least Piroff now thought he had possession of the Moonstone.  She couldn’t lose faith.  She just couldn’t.
Kenyr finally laughed. “They have no idea.”
“I don’t expect they do,” Mander said with a grin on his face.
Restella struggled to her feet, getting very angry. “What are you two laughing about?” she mumbled through her gag.
“How many people reside in Beckondale?”
“Forty or fifty thousand,” she said.
“Of those,” Mander said, “how many are Piroff’s men and how many still hold allegiance to the king?”
“Oh,” Restella knew her father could raise the people against Piroff long enough for Gully to arrive with his soldiers, putting the castle under siege.
“I don’t think Mander or I couldn’t make them fight, but the king could and I think he will. Allowing us to spirit the king away will prove to be Piroff’s undoing.”
“But they’ll put us to death before he gets the chance.”
“Aye, there is that,” Kenyr said, turning serious. “But I’ll die happy, if I’m with Lotto.”
The gag at Lotto’s mouth turned to shreds and he shook it off, spitting out threads.  A globe of flame appeared in the center of the cell, making it bright. “Thank you, Kenyr, but I don’t think we’re done yet.” Restella could hardly hear his voice, but she could feel his confidence grow. “Piroff obviously doesn’t realize that I don’t need to trace or utter spells or move my hands. Those are aids to concentration. I can do simple spells with my mind.” Restella’s gag disintegrated and her bonds began to move on their own and within seconds all of their shackles were piled in the center of the cell beneath the unwavering flame.
The others stood up, but Lotto remained sitting in his corner. None of them knew how drained he felt—but Restella did. He fought off fainting and put his head back against the wall. “What took the most strength was working out how to move the locks in the shackles. We can walk out of here at any time, but we need a new plan,” he said. “Something that will give us a bit more time than the last one.” He thought of his father’s weapons, now sitting somewhere, perhaps newly worn by one of the guards. He curled his fist and let anger build up his energy. Restella sat beside him and put her hand on his arm.
She nearly pulled it off. “You’re angry.”
“You’ve probably never felt me feel this way before.” 
“When you saved me from the duke?”
“Despair, isn’t a very good motivator, Restella.” He patted her hand. “Anger clouds the mind, however strong it makes you. Resolve. Resolve is what you need… what we need to motivate us. I will end Piroff’s life tonight, but we should wait.”
“I agree,” Mander said. He rubbed his wrists and gazed at nothing. “We rest until the middle of the night and then we attack. I’d rather not have the people storm the castle. Too many will get hurt. Let’s cut off the head of this serpent.”
“We can’t do that from here,” Lotto said, closing his eyes. “The Emperor of Dakkor is the head. The Ropponi call him the Dark Lord. I think the term is quite fitting. We can only save Valetan from the venom of one of his minions. I found that a sorcerer named Peleor has been at work, turning the minds of the heads of state and Piroff, of course. Perhaps Silver and Fessano fell under his spell.”
~~~



 
 
 
CHAPTER FORTY-THREE
~
LOTTO DREAMED OF RESTELLA and quite enjoyed whatever it was that they did together when Kenyr kicked his foot.  He charmed another light and saw Restella with a faint smile on her lips, still sleeping.
“It’s time.” Mander said. “Let us out.” 
Lotto tried to move the lock on the cell door, but nothing happened. He tried to heat it up, yet nothing worked “It’s charmed or resistant to magic.” Lotto had never seen such a thing. It must be some kind of ward. Bessethian wizards didn’t use them very much, so this must be Peleor’s work. He examined the ward and realized it was structured differently from any other enchantment he had ever seen.  It repelled power. He thought he could replicate it, but at another time.
“We’re stuck.” Restella said. Lotto felt the fear in her voice.
“I don’t need locks, remember?” He worked his crumbling magic on mortar and they removed the door from its frame. The hinges and lock remained intact. 
“They thought that would be enough to keep us here. Must be Fessano’s doing,” Mander said.
But Lotto remained silent about the non-spell on the lock. It definitely wasn’t Fessano’s work. He continued to puzzle it out until the others called to him. He freed General Reallo as well.
Up they went. The few guards they found awake were quickly subdued and they stood in the dimness at the door to Piroff’s apartments, all of them held weapons, again. Kenyr’s damaged wrists were now wrapped with linen from a guard’s shirt.
Nothing protected Piroff’s door and Lotto easily moved the lock’s workings. They stepped in.
A dark figure sat in a large easy chair, lit up with the flickering light of the fire.
“Ah. You passed my test.”
Lotto didn’t place the accent, but he lit a ball of light in the room, revealing a man dressed in loose clothing. His black hair hung down his shoulders underneath an intricately folded turban. He looked at Lotto with dark hooded eyes and grinned. His white teeth showed the swarthiness of his skin.
“I am Peleor, the Emperor’s most trusted wizard and I have been waiting for you two to arrive.” He rose and stood nearly as tall as Kenyr and Lotto. “Now where is the Moonstone?” He threw Restella’s sword across the floor.
She put her hand to her neck and gasped for breath. The sheer terror that Restella felt nearly drove Lotto to his knees. He looked to Mander, Reallo and Kenyr to attack, but they were frozen into place. Lotto threw off Peleor’s attempts to incapacitate him as the Dakkoran wizard had done to his friends. The sword in his hand began to heat up and Lotto dropped it smiling. 
The wizard wore cuffs of gold at his wrists and Lotto knew he could play the same game. He charmed the cuffs and they began to heat up and Peleor yelled in pain. Restella dropped to the floor, gasping.
“You have learned quickly,” Peleor said, breathing heavily. “However, Fessano was no match for me and I quickly showed him that his knowledge did not match mine. You are merely his pupil.”
“You laid a glamor on him, didn’t you? On all of them, Fessano, Piroff, Silver. Fessano didn’t really think clearly once you had him in your grasp and now he’s gone.” His demise now became tragedy and the unnecessary loss of the wizard cut into him. That was another count against the Dark Lord.
The wizard laughed as a wind pushed Lotto back.  
Lotto thought of a shield and created one out of the air that rushed towards him. He couldn’t be bound with what spells he knew, but would have to combine them and use them differently as he did in Gensler and Happly. He pushed the shield ahead of him as fast as he could and reshaped it into a battering ram, slamming into Peleor and pushing him over the chair and into a heap on the other side.
A ball of flame shot towards him and Lotto did the simplest thing he could think of, he ducked and rolled, picking up Restella’s sword as another bolt of flame singed his left arm. He built another shield that stopped yet a third bolt. Mander and Kenyr remained standing like statues and Restella again clutched at her throat, fighting for breath. He could feel the terror echoed from her experience in Happly.
Time seemed to flow slowly as Lotto rose and shredded the clothes off of Peleor as he had Restella’s gag in the dungeon cell. The man gasped at his nakedness as the cloth fell off of his body and as the cloth of his turban turned into threads, his hair and the fibers fell down his shoulders and over his face. 
Lotto ducked another fireball and threw a knife at Peleor.  It hit the man point first, but was repelled by something and clattered to the floor.
“You can’t pierce my shield.  Give up and I’ll reward you with more than you’ve ever desired.”  Peleor gloated and threw some kind of compulsion spell at him
Lotto could feel the pull of the power on his mind, forcing him to accept Peleor’s offer.  He resisted as much as he could and started throwing all manner of objects at the Dakkoran sorcerer.  The spell let up, giving Lotto a chance to put a coating of something that he had just named ‘anti-magic’, the stuff that Peleor had been put on the lock in the dungeon around Restella’s sword and walked up to the wizard and plunged it into Peleor’s chest. 
“I am protected, you can’t kill me!” Peleor said in obvious disbelief and began gasping for air. Piroff peeked around a corner and fled from the room before Lotto could do anything with his weapon still in Peleor.
Lotto twisted the sword and the dark eyes dulled.
Kenyr and Reallo both fell over as the Dakkoran’s spell faded. Mander ended up cutting his leg with his sword as he crashed to the floor. 
“Did you see Piroff run away? It looks to me that he’s just discovered he made a bad mistake. We just took care of Daryaku’s creature.” Lotto said fighting for breath, fell on his knees and couldn’t keep his eyes open as his physical and magical strength left him.
~
The barest hint of dawn lit up the room. Lotto started and rose from the bed and felt his tightly wrapped left arm. 
“You’re alive!” Restella said, leaning over and kissing him. “For a bit, I couldn’t feel you.” He could hear the hint of a sob.
“I didn’t dream either. I used up most of my power fighting that man. I don’t think I can even light a candle,” he said, trying to do so, but couldn’t. “What about Piroff?”
“He slid out the door when you fought the wizard,” Restella’s hand went to her throat. “Kenyr and Mander have men out trying to find him. Once the wizard died, a lot of the men realized that they had been put under a spell like Fessano. At least that will be their story.”
“You heard what Peleor said?” Lotto knew she did as soon as he said it.
Restella nodded. “Most of it. I could hardly breathe, but I heard. Silver probably had been put under a spell as well. Duke Happly, Forthwith, Ashdown and the king of Prola. That’s pretty potent magic.”
“It is and we’ll have to find a way to stop it. Perhaps we need to send a bird to Duke Jellas in Gensler and have him summon Shiro. The sorcerers of Roppon are as practiced as Peleor. I think we all have our different ways.”
“What is your way?” Restella asked.
Lotto shook his head. “I’m not sure. Bessethian magic has regressed over time. Peleor has his own tricks and so does Shiro and his Red Rose contingent.”
“I can’t imagine magic that will turn a man so quickly. Who can we trust?”
Lotto rubbed his chin. “I don’t think Peleor had to entirely put his victims under his spell. I’ll bet they all had weaknesses that the man exploited. Fessano’s books, Silver’s estates, Happly’s rule of Valetan.” Lotto laughed. “I’ll bet a bunch of them thought they’d rule Valetan. I think he just had to exploit what was already there.”
“We all wondered what you did to defeat the Dakkoran wizard?”
“I had to react and think quickly. Time seemed to slow up so I could think.  I decided I would put a coating of, all I can think to call it is anti-magic, the spell that kept me from opening the lock of the dungeon. His shield didn’t work on the coated sword. Peleor showed me the way to defeat him. I had just about reached the limit with my power and had to risk it. I’m relieved that it worked, for I couldn’t have fought him for a minute longer.”
Restella smiled. “I liked your diversionary tactic removing his clothes. How did you think of that?”
“I couldn’t throw anything at him, so I remembered shredding your gag in the dungeon.” Lotto shrugged and they both laughed. “I can think of other uses for the technique.” 
She looked alarmed. “No!  I know what you’re thinking. No!  At least not until we’re…”
Lotto stood up, strong enough to gather her in his arms. “We’re what?”
She hit his wounded arm. “It’s no fun when you can see right into my mind.”
He winced. “There are other ways to have fun,” and then kissed her. 
 
~~The End~~
 
The Story Continues in Book Two of the Warstone Quartet: Sunstone | Dishonor’s Bane
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