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A Sip of Magic

   

CHAPTER ONE

 ~ 
 POL CISSERT LOOKED AT SEVEN MONKS AND VALISO GASIBLI, whom Pol called Val, sitting around the table where he had taken magic lessons from Vactor before he left Deftnis. Searl Hogton, the Master Healer, and Pol had already given their account of what had happened in the foothills of the Wild Spines, and Val had backed up their adventures in the Listyan capital of Alsador, where Pol had eventually saved the life of King Landon, his estranged brother.

 “So what are we going to do with you?” Abbot Pleagor, the head of Deftnis Monastery, asked Pol. 
 “Searl cured me,” Pol said. He didn’t know if it was an appropriate answer, but the vast improvement of his health had been all he could think about since he had returned to Deftnis Isle from his quest to find Searl. 
 “You are cured, but I can’t have a fifteen-year-old Seventh Level magician roaming around the monastery.” 
 “Gray? I’m just a Fourth Level, and I’ll be sixteen in a few months.” 
 The Abbot waved the list of Pol’s ten tests that Searl had insisted he pass before they could leave the Spines. “This is a set of Seventh Level attributes.” 
 Pol looked at Vactor. “Tell them it isn’t so,” Pol pleaded.  
 Vactor shrugged. “It is. In addition, you can color your hair and create your own spells.” 
 “Val made disguises,” Pol said. 
 “I would hope he could. Val is Eighth Level.” 
 “A Black?” Pol glared at Val. “You lied to me.” 
 Val looked back with emotionless eyes. “So?” 
 Searl raised his hands to calm things down. “Steady, boy. Listen to Val.” 
 “Yes, listen to him,” the Abbott said. 
 “Actually, I told you that I didn’t ride all the way to Deftnis just to accompany Searl back to the monastery,” Val said. “The Emperor is concerned about South Salvan, and King Astor’s ambitions will not end with the death of his daughter. I had intended to find a suitable Second Level magician, but with your improved health, you are the ideal candidate to help me fill a vital mission for the Empire.” 
 “I just returned,” Pol said. “I spent the last three months finding a way to stay here, and now you want me to leave? King Astor wants me dead, and you want me to go to Covial, the South Salvan capital, to spy on my worst enemy?” 
 “Yes. Except you won’t be going Covial, but Tesna,” Val said. 
 “That’s where Coram, the Tesnan spy who tried to kill me three times, came from!” 
 “You won’t be going as Pol Cissert, or Poldon Fairfield, but under the guise of a young noble’s son, already accepted to Tesna. He is sixteen, and now that you are growing and filling out, you’ll be able to take his place.” 
 Pol frowned. He didn’t want to leave the monastery when he had fought so hard to return. “I still want to stay here.” 
 “As much as I enjoy seeing you learn, Pol, you present problems at your age,” the Abbot said. “Your education is still somewhat of a patchwork. The next youngest Gray is twenty-two years of age, and he is considered a brilliant prodigy. You are adept at many spells, yet you have no idea of what else you might accomplish. Your previous ill health prevented you from even attempting some basic Third Level spells—” 
 “Like magician lights?” Pol never could muster the energy to tweak the pattern of air that would generate a cold, white light. He agreed with the Abbot. “So, that means I need to spend more time learning. That’s what Vactor and I were doing before I had to leave last spring.” 
 “Val can help with that,” Vactor said. 
 “But I don’t want to go,” Pol said. He felt like a child who had been given a new toy, only to have it confiscated by his parents. “I looked forward to coming back.” 
 Silence met his comment. Pol looked at the faces, all of them reflecting back some level of disappointment at his reluctance. 
 “I’ll be doing more Seeking?” Pol said, watching his former Seeker teacher nod. He knew he couldn’t back out of this task, but he did enjoy Seeking, so he would concentrate on that. He reluctantly said, “I’ll do it. I suppose I have plenty of time to return, now that I won’t be dying anytime soon.” 
 “At least not from your formerly bad heart,” Searl said, with a sly grin.  
 ~ 
 Pol felt uncomfortable walking around Deftnis Monastery wearing the gray cord of a Seventh Level magician around his waist. He still slept in the dormitory, but the Abbot told him that would end when he returned from Tesna, no matter what happened. He had no classes to attend since the summer term had started in his absence. 
 Paki, his companion from Borstall Castle, and Kell, who accompanied them to retrieve Searl, took his elevation in stride as Pol sat down with them for dinner. They had already met with Darrol Netherfield and Searl Hogton to talk about what went on after they had left Pol with Searl, the minweed-addicted Master Healer. 
 “There is talk about you leaving us at Harvest Break,” Kell said. 
 Pol could only nod. “It’s a secret mission, but I’m heading east.” 
 Paki squinted as he worked his brain, probably thinking of what Pol’s mission could be. “Is it dangerous?” 
 Even still, Val had been closed-mouth about the details other than the fact that he would be headed for the monastery at Tesna, and that it would, indeed, definitely put him in peril. “I don’t know much more than that,” Pol said. 
 “Can we go with you?” Kell asked. 
 Pol shook his head. “I don’t know yet. I do know that I won’t be going to Borstall. You can understand that I’m relieved about that.” 
 Paki made a face. “More political stuff, huh? At least you don’t have to take summer classes like Kell and me. I feel like I’m in jail.” 
 “Life always changes,” Pol said. He didn’t tell them that politics wasn’t what Val was drilling him on. “Anyway, when Harvest Break starts, you can go down to Deftnis Port any time you want.” 
 Paki grinned. “That’s right. I can hardly wait, but that might not happen.” 
 “Oh?” Pol said. 
 “I’m going home to see my mother.”  
 “Borstall Castle might not be a welcoming place.” Pol worried about Paki returning to where they both had grown up. Even though Pol wouldn’t be with them, he worried about vindictive siblings. 
 “Not to worry. I’m taking Kell with me,” Paki said. “He has an uncle who has a family trading office in Borstall. They have ships that go back and forth from Volia, and I’ll be staying away from the castle.” 
 “Yeah,” Kell said. “My father won’t mind me visiting Uncle Wester. He’s always wanted me to know more about the family business. We will be living with him.” 
 Pol smiled. They would be all be heading east, but to different destinations. “I’d be more than a little uncomfortable in Borstall.” 
 “So your mission works out for everybody,” Paki said. “We’ll miss you, but then you’ll probably miss us.” He laughed. 
 “Probably,” Pol said, knowing that he envied them their freedom. 
 ~ 
 When Pol walked into the little classroom off the Monastery library, Darrol stood and greeted him. 
 “How are you, Pol?” Darrol said. “We haven’t been together very much since you returned.” 
 “What are you doing here?” Pol said. “Are you going to join my classes?” 
 The former Borstall Castle guard nodded. “Val asked me to come by and listen in. It looks like we are going to do some more traveling together.” 
 Pol raised his eyebrows. Val didn’t say they would be accompanied on their trip, but Pol was glad of it, and he broke into a smile. Val continued to intimidate him, since the Seeker was full of information that he seemed reticent to divulge, so Darrol would leaven the awkwardness that Pol was sure to feel traveling alone with Val. 
 Val walked in then and told them to sit. He looked at Darrol, and then at Pol. “We are done with catching you up on Third and Fourth level magic with their accompanying patterns and tweaks. Now that Darrol is coming along, let’s summarize the mission. You are already accepted into Tesna Monastery as an acolyte from a noble family in Boxall.  Your mission is to find out how King Astor intends to use the monastery to rebel against the Empire.” 
 “But Darrol—” 
 “Darrol is coming along to keep me company. We’ll be camped close by, and you’ll be sending us messages on your progress.” 
 Darrol narrowed his eyes at Val. “I’m going to be your nursemaid?” he said. 
 Val turned up a corner of his mouth. His smile always looked like more of a sneer to Pol. “I need someone to tuck me in at night, Darrol.” 
 “I’m happy to do that, if it will help Pol,” Darrol said. A year ago, he had become Pol’s sworn man, no matter if Pol wanted him or not. 
 After nodding, Val said, “It will. I don’t want to become a fixture in the town that supports the monastery. We won’t have a good plan for communicating, since I’ve only been to Tesna Monastery once, and that was years ago.” He looked at Pol. 
 “I’m ready,” Pol said. He said it, but he was still a reluctant participant. 
 “No, you’re not. Now that you know all about your new family in Boxall, we concentrate on Tesna. I’ve got the latest plans of the place. I want you both to listen carefully…” 
 ~ 
 Searl looked down on Pol as he lay on the familiar examination table in the Deftnis infirmary. “Everything looks stable to me,” Searl said. “I do good work. You’ve already started to catch up on your growth, and you’ll be seeing more changes in your body, so don’t be too alarmed when you begin to grow as tall as other fifteen-year-olds.” 
 Pol took a deep breath and jumped off the table. “No chance that your fixes will reverse themselves?” 
 Searl mirrored Pol’s sigh. “We can all die tomorrow. I can’t be certain, but there isn’t any deterioration, and it’s been weeks since I did my work. You are feeling better, aren’t you?” 
 Pol nodded. “I feel stronger every day.” 
 “You’re smart enough to look out for yourself.” 
 “Just like I looked out for you?” 
 Searl smiled and nodded. “Same thing.” He put his arm around Pol. “I owe you more than I can say. I knew I was wasting away in that cabin, but minweed changes the way one thinks. You arrived to save me.” He kept nodding his head. “Now I have better things to look forward to than lying on my bed to welcome minweed oblivion.” 
 “I’m happy about your daughter’s pregnancy, too,” Pol said. 
 That brought a broader smile on the monk’s face. “Come back safe and sound, Pol. You have lots of friends who are looking for you to succeed.” 
 Pol smiled. Indeed he did have friends; even the Emperor had helped him, and now he went on this mission to pay back Hazett III, the Emperor of Baccusol, for saving him from certain death in his former home, Castle Borstall, although he would have to go into the heart of an enemy, Tesna Monastery.  
 At least he wouldn’t have to worry about running out of strength in critical situations. 
 ~~~ 
 



   
   

CHAPTER TWO

 ~ 
 NEARLY A YEAR AGO, POL HAD RIDDEN THROUGH A SIMILAR SLICE of the flat, rolling plains of Boxall and Finster. The rockier parts were given up for cattle and sheep, but there were large flatter areas which were used for farming. From higher vantage points, he could see large patches of different colors and textures from the crops in various stages of growth. 

  When he had fled from Borstall Castle in North Salvan to escape from King Colvin and his murderous children, Pol was a disinherited prince on the run. Harvest was in full swing at that time. Now as he approached from a different direction, the fields were green or yellow with ripening crops at the end of mid-summer. 
 Val and Darrol rode ahead of him, leaving Pol alone, but he had the companionship of Demeron, his Shinkyan stallion. Only Shinkyan horses had the ability to communicate with humans, but those humans had to have the magical strength to create a mental link. As far as Pol had been told, Shinkyans were jealous of those who could tap into that ability and did not allow members of the Baccusol Empire to purchase Shinkyan horses.  
 Pol had received a special dispensation from Emperor Hazett III to own Demeron, and his horse had saved his life a number of times. Pol couldn’t ask for a more special friend. 
 “Do you remember this ride?” Pol asked. 

I do. When we came through here last, I enjoyed smelling all the ripe grain and being frustrated that I couldn’t eat any of it. 

 “You had more of it than you remember. I fed you grain as much as I could while we rode.” 

Perhaps. I don’t see much ready to eat now. 
 “That’s because summer is still in full swing, and the grain isn’t quite ripe. I’ll make sure you get plenty of grain as long as I am with you. We will be separated while I’m at the monastery.” 

Darrol will keep me well fed. I’m not so sure Val would. He doesn't see horses as friends, but as servants.

 Pol nodded, but he had to smile when he realized that Demeron couldn’t see his expressions “Behave with both of them.” 
 ~ 
 A few days later, the three of them arrived at the Grainell farm. It was quite a bit more than a farm, Pol realized, when they rode through the large gates leading into the estate. Woods grew a few hundred paces on either side of the road leading to the house. 
 Pol couldn’t see the manor from the gate, and it took a while until they rode around a bend. The road widened like the large end of a funnel, and the manor house stood on top of a rise. A cluster of buildings sat on the level ground below the house.  
 The manor itself was impressive.  Pol had visited manor houses of his stepfather’s liegemen before. This was as large as any of those. The stone was yellowish gray made into large dressed blocks. They looked like they were fitted very tightly. The roof was high and painted green, covering three stories, with dormered windows poking out from the roof. 
 For some reason, Pol had thought the boy he would replace was an impoverished noble, but obviously, this wasn’t the case. Val took them along the right-hand side of a split in the road. This part of the approach was paved with cut stone the same color as the building. The horses clopped over the pavement and proceeded along a drive lined with manicured gardens on both sides. They stopped under a large portico. 
 “We are here. This is not where your adventure begins, but your time spent in this house is yet another stage in preparation,” Val said as he dismounted and walked up the steps to the large double doors. 
 Pol looked back and observed a sea of fields below them, stretching to the horizon, shimmering and shining under the cloudless sky. He wondered if Lord Grainell owned all the land in view. 
 A voice called to Val, making Pol turn around. 
 “You have arrived. Come in and meet Nater,” a man said. He dressed in court clothes, but they were made of plain linen rather than velvet or silk. His shirt was white, and he wore tan pants and a dark vest. At least he didn’t wear long linen stockings. The man looked up and down at Pol.  
 “Even riding a Shinkyan stallion, to boot. I’ve a Shinkyan scholar teaching Nater. He’ll be interested in your horse, young man,” the man said, addressing Pol directly. 
 The three of them walked into the mansion. The thick stone walls seemed to block out much of the summer heat. They passed a butler holding open the door and followed their host, who obviously was Lord Grainell, into the house,  
 They exited on a covered verandah on the eastern side. A table had been laid out for ten, but he showed them to a group of chairs set farther along the porch.  
 “Nothing formal, if you don’t mind. I’m not one for formal entertaining, unless I am in court with King Weremont or the Emperor. Sit while I get you some cool drinks, and I’ll bring Nater and his teacher.” 
 He nodded to them and left the trio to find seats. Pol took one pointed towards another view of the fields.  “Does Lord Grainell own all that we can see?” 
 Val gave Pol a smirk. “That’s why he’s a lord. This hill was built long ago. A castle once stood here, but the political situation was different then. Lord Grainell is a strong supporter of Hazett and spends more time in Yastan, the Imperial capital, than in his own.” 
 A serving woman brought cool drinks for them. Pol’s was a slightly darker color.  
 Darrol took a sip. “More alcohol in ours, I’d bet,” he said. 
 Pol tasted fruit juice, but he also tasted a hint of something else. 
 “Maybe we can introduce each other now,” Lord Grainell said, entering the verandah with a boy much the same height as Pol and a black-haired man. Pol had seen pictures of Shinkyans before, and this man fit the general look with his narrow eyes and wide cheeks. 
 “I am Valiso Gasibli. This is Darrol Netherfield, Pol’s sworn man, and, of course, Pol Cissert.” 
 Grainell bowed to Pol. “Prince Poldon. I saw you once when I visited Borstall over a decade ago. I remember you clinging to your nursemaid’s skirts.” 
 “I’m disinherited,” Pol said, “no longer a prince. I’m sorry, I don’t remember that far back.” 
 Grainell smiled and shrugged. “I’m sure none of us do,” he said. “This is my son, Nater, and his teacher, Karo Nagoya.” 
 The teacher bowed deeply to them. “You ride the Shinkyan Stallion?” His gaze bore into Pol. 
 “The Emperor has allowed me to own him.” 
 “You are a magician. Have you tried to link with him?” 
 Pol didn’t quite know what to say, but obviously Karo knew all about Shinkyan horses speaking with their masters. He nodded. “I had no idea Demeron could do such a thing when I first rode him. We learned about each other at Deftnis Monastery.” 
 Karo nodded thoughtfully before bowing to them again. 
 Pol turned his attention to Nater. “Do you do much farming?” 
 The boy gnashed his teeth, showing a lot of emotion among new acquaintances. “I haven’t much until now. I’ll be working in the fields while you are at Tesna, so my father says.” 
 Pol didn’t like Nater’s attitude, but then Pol wondered how much choice Nater had in the decision. 
 Grainell chuckled uncomfortably. “Nater hasn’t known about our agreement until today,” he said, looking at Val. “He will be fine once he discovers that we have other plans for him.” Grainell looked meaningfully at his son. “Karo will be accompanying you as well to the West Fields in order to spend some time with Pol.” 
 “We can have parties?” Nater asked. 
 “Your trip is not for pleasure, but to get a feel for how the harvest will be this year. Fallhead will be escorting you out to the fields. That is something we have talked about before. After that, you get to attend Deftnis.” 
 “Yes, father.” Nater gave his father a look that was tinged with a bit of defiance in Pol’s opinion, but then he brightened. “You said Deftnis? I thought you intended me to stay as West Fields until after the harvest.” That brought a grin to Nater’s face. 
 “When Pol leaves us, you do, too.” 
 Nater took on a smug look as he nodded to the Shinkyan.  
 Pol would have to learn to mimic this boy? He could see a bit of Grostin’s personality in Nater. He felt he could learn Nater’s face and superficial habits to pass for him at Tesna, as long as no one knew Nater intimately. 
 ~~~ 
 



   

CHAPTER THREE

 ~ 
 POL LOOKED AHEAD AT NATER AND KARO as they rode together, leaving Pol riding by himself. 

 “Not very polite,” Pol said to Demeron.  

Neither of them are, Demeron said. I don’t like the Shinkyan, but then I don’t like any Shinkyans. He looks at me like he owns me.

 “I shouldn’t trust Nater’s teacher?” 
 Demeron nodded his head. 
 “I agree,” Pol said, as he followed the pair around a bend in a little wood that separated two fields.   
 On the other side of the wood, a good-sized two-story house made out of the same yellowish stone as the mansion appeared. A white painted fence circled the house and a small stable off to the side. Pol noticed the thin trail of smoke rising from a chimney in the rear of the structure.   
 Karo and Nater sped ahead and rode through a gate and into the yard. Demeron kept to his own pace. Pol felt the same. He wasn’t liked by either of the two, and Pol didn’t particularly like them, although he didn’t feel overt hostility from Nater. Karo was a bit harder to read. 
 A man at the stable took Demeron. “That is a very fine horse, young sir.” 
 “He is. Give him some grain, and he’ll be your friend,” Pol said. “Take good care of him, Demeron.” 
 The horse nodded and stood patiently for the man to approach. Pol took off his saddlebags, noticing that Nater and Karo had left theirs on their horses. He lugged his bags into the house where they would be spending the next week.  
 “Why did you bring those in the house?” Nater asked, looking at the saddlebags. Pol heard the derision in the youth’s voice. 
 “I’ve learned to fend for myself,” Pol said. 
 Nater snorted. “Not the kind of thing I’d do, that’s for sure.” 
 Pol noted the behavior. He would have to rely on servants as much as he could when he entered Tesna. Nater didn’t want to get his hands soiled from doing much for himself.   
 Pol’s childhood had consisted of his wanting to do as much for himself as he could as an act of defiance. He had grown up weak and ill, and he had fought against it. He doubted weakness would have made a difference in the way Nater approached life. 
 “This way, sir,” a woman said. She was dressed more like a housekeeper than a maid.  
 He followed the gray-headed woman up the stairs and down the hall into a small bedroom. 
 “I suppose there are a few larger bedrooms available?” Pol asked. 
 She merely nodded and didn’t reply. “Washroom is down the hall, but we keep a pitcher of water and a basin ready. There’s no servant bell available in this room. She looked at Pol’s saddlebags. “It looks like you can fend for yourself, well enough. There’s plenty of food in the kitchen, and I can help you at any time you’re hungry. The Little Lord and his teacher eat at the same time they do at the big house.” 
 Pol smiled and thanked her. “I can make myself comfortable. Don’t worry about me.” 
 “I can see that I won’t need to.” She gave him a tight smile, curtseyed, and left Pol alone in the room.  
 He unpacked his things and put clothes in the dresser and tried out the bed. It was a bit lumpy, but he’d slept on worse. He smiled at the thought of Nater adjusting to life at Deftnis. Even this bed was miles better than the one he’d left at the monastery. 
 After throwing some water on his face and rubbing it hard with a towel, he changed his dusty clothes and walked down to the main level. Nater and Karo had taken up residence in a large study lined with books and a few scroll cubbies. They ignored Pol as he strolled along the shelves, examining the titles.  
 “I didn’t know there were so many books on farming,” Pol said, but received no response.  
 He spied a thin book titled Patterns of Agriculture and pulled it off the shelf. Thumbing through the pages, he verified that the book talked about magic and farming. Giving the two others the briefest glance, Pol found a chair and settled down to examine the book more closely.  
 It seemed that one could improve crops by a very judicious use of magic. It talked about a technique that Pol had already mastered fighting with a sword.  

A sip of magic. He smiled at the thought. Large displays of magic had their place, but Pol took to the notion of lightly-applied power. Nudges. A light touch. Gentle persuasion. A sip. Pol could assemble a number of good examples.  
 He placed his hand on the book. The monks of Deftnis never had taught this kind of magic, at least not to Pol. He suspected that Searl would have had to practice it when he healed. It was the difference between a two-handed sword and a thin knife blade. They each had their place, but Pol was drawn to the subtle move. 
 The book droned on about seed germination and the ideal time to push growth. He recognized that sips of magic couldn’t be applied on a large scale, or they wouldn’t be sips. No matter how admirable the idea, practicality removed the theory from an application to larger scale agriculture. However, the monks at Deftnis could use the technique in cultivating herbs, and Pol hadn’t seen any evidence of that during the first half of the term before he had left to find Searl. 
 He turned a page and sensed the sun setting. Pol looked up to find the study empty. He hadn’t even noticed when Nater and Karo left.  Pol thumbed through the rest of the volume and slapped the book shut. He had read the best part of the book and slipped it back into its place on the bookshelf before he left to find his antagonistic host. 
 He readily found the kitchen. The same woman who greeted him seemed engaged in making dinner.  
 “Do you need any help?” Pol asked. “I’m not a good cook, but I’ve enough experience being an assistant.” 
 The woman batted her eyelashes with a confused look on her face. “No, no. You’re a lord like Master Nater.” 
 “Not really,” Pol said. “I’ve given all that up. I’m more than happy to give you a hand. What can I do?” 
 “Do you know how to set the table?” 
 Pol had to think. “What is customary here?” 
 She told him and showed him the location of the dishes and cutlery. “You can use the placemats that are currently on the table.” 
 “Will do,” Pol said. The task took a few minutes, and then he returned. “Too easy,” he said. “I can do more.” 
 He actually got a relaxed smile from the woman, and she proceeded to let him help her. They had dinner well underway when she stopped to look at him. 
 “It’s time for you to leave,” she said. “You need to get ready for dinner. The Little Lord generally doesn’t change for dinner, so I imagine you don’t have to change, but it’s better if you return to the library or the study and wait for the dinner bell.” She gave him a light curtsey. “I thank you for your help.” 
 Pol smiled at her and left to use the washroom and clean his hands and face again. He didn’t have to wait long for the dinner bell. When he entered the dining room, Nater and Karo had already begun to eat. Pol pursed his lips, trying not to be annoyed with the utter rudeness. 
 The housekeeper took his plate and returned it full of food. 
 Nater looked up. “Why are you serving him more food than you served me?” Pol didn’t like the whine in Nater’s voice.  
 The twit treated Pol as if he wasn’t even there. He’d endured that kind of treatment before, and he wouldn’t get the information he needed if Nater behaved like a little child. He reminded Pol of Grostin, his stepbrother at Borstall Castle.  
 “A magician needs more sustenance,” Pol said, putting a big piece of meat in his mouth. “Magic uses up energy.” 
 “So you think you’re a magician? Karo here is a magician, and I am, too. You can’t be much of one if we’re the same age.” 
 Pol took another bite and chewed and swallowed before he replied. “Actually, I’m a bit younger.” He willed himself to disappear. No one had taught him that at Deftnis. He enjoyed watching the astonished faces of the boy and his tutor.  
 “Can you do that?” Nater said to the Shinkyan. 
 Karo narrowed his eyes. “Is this some trick? I don’t know of anyone who can manipulate the pattern so well. It’s well above my meager abilities.” 
 “Then I guess you should be treating me with the same respect you treat better magicians at home,” Pol said. “I have lots of other tricks I’ve picked up along the way, that I’d rather not show you.” He tried to sound more confident than he felt in this hostile place. 
 Nater turned to the Shinkyan. “Are you going to let him get away with that?” 
 Karo didn’t look at Nater, but kept his eyes glued to Pol. “Are you an older monk disguised?” 
 Pol shook his head. “No, I’m a bit of a prodigy, and the monastery doesn’t quite know what to do with me, so they sent me to replace Nater at Tesna.” 
 “You are young to have such power. In my country, men with such power don’t live very long lives.” 
 Pol raised his eyebrows. “Are they put to death?” 
 “No. Their bodies wear out from using the power, I suppose. Our best magicians are women.” 
 “I had some health problems, but I had help in getting them taken care of. Now that I’m healthy, I am more confident about my abilities.” 
 Karo nodded involuntarily. “I can see why. What can we do to help you succeed?” 
 “Succeed?” Nater said. “I thought—” 
 “It doesn’t matter what you thought. Pol would be considered a Master at the least in Shinkya, at least until his health deteriorated.” Karo turned back to Pol. “You are highly ranked at Deftnis?” 
 “Too high for my comfort,” Pol said. “I am able to do disguises; just learned, as a matter of fact. I need to learn about Nater and how to look like him. Between the two of you, we can accomplish that.” 
 Karo bowed his head. “I had no idea. Forgive our previous treatment.” 
 “There is nothing to forgive,” Pol said, now that Karo had exhibited genuine respect. “It’s hard to follow instructions without knowing all the facts.” 
 “Indeed,” Karo said. 
 Nater looked from Pol to his tutor in amazement. “You accept him just like that?” 
 Karo glared at Nater. “Show some deference to your betters. Haven’t we talked about that enough? I am nothing compared to this youth.” 
 Nater closed his eyes and bowed to Karo. “I will.” Pol didn’t detect any sincerity in Nater’s voice. His eyes swiveled to Pol. “Can you teach me to become invisible?” 
 “When I return to Deftnis after my mission, we can see how you’ve progressed. I would guess you’d need to wear a Red cord to try.” 
 “What is a Red cord?” Karo asked. 
 “It is the Deftnis Fourth Level,” Pol said. “I don’t know how you rank magicians in Shinkya. At Deftnis there are eight magician levels.” 
 The Shinkyan tutor nodded his head and counted on his fingers. “Novice, Apprentice, Journeyman, Master, Elder, High Elder. There are junior and senior levels in each classification. So a Senior Journeyman might be the equivalent of the Fourth Level at Deftnis. All of the Elders are women.” 
 “And your level?” 
 Karo bowed his head. “I am a Junior Journeyman and am happy to be that and not be so strong that my health fails.” 
 “Can you speak to horses?” Pol asked. 
 “A senior Master can do so. You have bonded with your stallion?” Karo looked surprised. 
 Pol nodded. “I have. His name is Demeron. He can keep me company while I travel.” 
 Karo’s face told Pol that the Shinkyan considered Pol’s words. “Can you give us a demonstration?” 
 “Tonight?” 
 Nater shook his head and yawned. “Tomorrow. We have to go inspect the fields. You can show us then.” 
 The other two stood at Nater’s words. “I am tired,” Nater said, yawning. Karo did the same, and it took all of Pol’s concentration to keep his jaw still. 
 “When do we leave in the morning?” Pol asked. 
 “After breakfast, an hour or two after sunrise,” Nater said, looking at Karo. 
 They left Pol alone with the remnants of his meal.  Pol quickly finished and began clearing up.  
 “You don’t have to do that,” the housekeeper said.  
 Pol grinned. “I don’t, do I? I help because I want to. What time will Nater and Karo leave in the morning?” 
 “The farm steward will take them out at sunrise,” she said. 
 “I’ll be down to help you with breakfast.” Pol smiled. “I think I might want to serve them.” 
 ~ 
 Pol looked through the slit in the door to the dining room. The farm steward sat with Nater and Karo, while Nater crowed about fooling Pol.  Now that he knew Karo a little better, he could see the magician tolerated Nater’s boasting. The talk continued about what fields they would tour this morning.  
 The housekeeper nudged Pol. “My Lord, it is time they were served.” 
 Pol gave her half a smile and took two of the plates into the room. Nater’s eyes grew as Pol served breakfast.  The housekeeper followed with two more plates, one for Pol and one for the steward. 
 “I hope you won’t mind if I join you?” Pol said. He nodded to the farm steward. “I’m Pol Cissert from Deftnis Monastery.” 
 “Ankus Fallhead,” the steward said. “You heard our conversation?” The steward bowed from his seat. He didn’t look angry or shocked, but amused. 
 “I did,” Pol said, slathering some butter on a biscuit. “I will be joining Karo and Nater on the tour. I hope you will be kind enough to give me a good, long lecture on farming, and especially farming on these lands.” He looked at Nater, who rolled his eyes.  
 Karo’s eyes narrowed into slits as he regarded his student.  
 Pol looked at Nater. “I honestly don’t understand you. I’m here to help the Empire, and you seem to perceive I’m playing some kind of a game. I assure you that I’m not doing this to have fun. I’ve been in danger before, and I expect the same at Tesna. I’m going rather than you, Nater, because I have a few more tools at my disposal.” He turned invisible and back.  
 “You seek to impress him?” Karo said. “I’m not sure you can do enough to satisfy Nater.” 
 The steward looked plenty impressed. 
 Pol lifted his chin, playing at being Valiso Gasibli. “Let’s put our feelings aside and eat our breakfast, and then we get on with things. I promised to show you Demeron.” 
 Nater straightened his vest. “Yes. There is that.” 
 After breakfast, they walked out of the house to find three horses waiting. Ankus, the steward, sent for Demeron. Pol normally would have just gone and saddled his horse, but if he did, Nater might command the others to take off without him. 
 Pol halted the stable hand bringing Demeron. “Go to the Shinkyan,” Pol said. 

Do I have to? Demeron asked. 
 “Please do.” 
 Demeron walked to Karo and turned around with his tail swishing in the Shinkyan’s face.  
 “Write a command for Demeron on a slip of paper and give it to me,” Pol said. 
 Karo took a notebook from his bag and scribbled something on it and then gave it to Pol.  

Walk to the porch, it said. Pol relayed the command mentally. 
 Demeron followed Karo’s instruction, walking to the porch, and then turned to look directly at the Shinkyan. 
 Karo bowed to the stallion. 
 “Your turn, Nater,” Pol said. 
 “Turn around four times,” Nater said. He folded his arms not expecting Demeron to follow his instruction, but the horse did and walked over to nuzzle Pol. 
 “He even counts?” Nater shook his head with amazement.  
 Karo looked at Demeron. Pol could see him appraising the horse in his mind. “I’ve seen plenty of Shinkyan stallions, but that one might be unique.” 
 “Are you unique?” Pol said, rubbing Demeron’s jaw. 

There is only one of me, but then there is only one of you, the horse said, tossing his mane. 
 Pol wondered if Demeron’s abilities were related to binding with him. He’d asked Demeron on one of their conversations on the road, but the horse had no idea. 
 “I have heard that working with highly intelligent Shinkyan horses is very difficult due to their independence,” Karo said, “but it looks like you two are the best of friends.” 
 “We are,” Pol patted Demeron on the flank before he vaulted into the saddle, which was always an adventure with the tall horse. 
 ~ 
 Karo and Nater didn’t mix with Pol very much on their ride, but that was fine with Pol as he spent most of the time listening to Ankus, the steward, fill his mind with the intricacies of running just part of the large estate. Pol had to remember details in order to pass as Nater at Tesna. 
 “We have just started rotating our crops. An Imperial representative has been meeting with large farmers throughout the Empire share the Emperor’s great success in keeping yields up. He passed through Boxall last fall. It already looks like it has helped in the sections where we’ve experimented rotating in our fields.” 
 “I’ve never heard of such a thing. The Emperor gives agricultural advice?” Pol said. 
 “You’re not a farmer.” Ankus smiled and looked out at the crops. “Hazett pays us for innovative ideas and then spreads them to other farmers through a corps of agricultural specialists from Baccusol University in Yastan. The cost to the Emperor more than pays back the increased taxes from higher farm production in the Empire.” 
 That surprised Pol. He had lived too sheltered a life. One exciting mission retrieving Searl for the monastery didn’t give him a very complete worldview. His lessons from Farthia Wissingbel at Borstall Castle hadn’t given him common details like this.  
 The thought dawned on him that information was more important to the running of the empire than magic would ever be. He knew about spies and observation, but now he realized the benefit of information flowing both ways, and that benefited the stability of the Baccusol Empire.  
 Pol had to shake his head to retain his focus. He looked as Nater joked with Karo and realized that his impersonation target wasn’t very interested in what Ankus had to say. 
 They returned to the house just after mid-day and sat down to eat. The housekeeper had brought a young woman along to serve. Perhaps she felt uncomfortable letting Pol help her.  
 “Did you learn anything new?” Pol asked. 
 Nater’s face had a blank look. “New? What would I learn that was new?” 
 “What do you know about crop rotation?” 
 Ankus smiled indulgently, an indication that he didn’t think Nater had listened. 
 “I don’t bother about any of that. Father, Ankus, and the other stewards do; that’s good enough.”  
 Karo narrowed his eyes. He seemed to do that a lot around Pol, even though the man had definitely been impressed by Pol’s abilities. The man displayed his suspicion rather openly, Pol thought. 
 “Did you pick up anything from your tour?” Ankus said. 
 Nater nearly giggled. “A bit of a sunburn.” He laughed, and Karo’s expression reinforced Nater’s little joke. 
 After their meal, Pol walked with Ankus out to the yard. The housekeeper joined them. “Is he always so inattentive?” Pol asked. 
 “Nater?” Ankus looked back at the house. “Yes. He picks up a bit more than you might think, but not enough.” He kicked at a little rock. “Not enough.” He looked at Pol. “My wife says you helped her with the meals.” He took the housekeeper’s hand.  
 Pol felt a bit of a blush. “I did, and she helped me.” He couldn’t repress a smile. “Is this your house when a Grainell isn’t around?” 
 Ankus nodded. “There is a little guest house over that rise.” 
 Pol followed Ankus’s gaze and saw the tops of a copse of trees. 
 “Generally, Lord Grainell takes the guest house when he visits, but Nater insists on living here when he visits. It is his privilege.” 
 Pol had to agree. It wasn’t particularly fair, but King Colvin, his stepfather, might just do the same thing. He was certain that Grostin could very well displace people on a whim. Perhaps that had been  the source of the housekeeper’s chilly reception when he first arrived at the farm. 
 “I, for one, appreciate your hospitality. I will be leaving tomorrow morning, even if I’m not accompanied by Nater.” 
 “You’re a good Lord. I can tell,” the housekeeper said. “Good luck to you in whatever you’ll be doing.” She gave her husband’s hand a two-handed squeeze and left them. 
 “Is there anything about Nater that I should know? I’ll be impersonating him on my mission to the East.” 
 “I hope this won’t go any further than this conversation, but he is much as he appears. I would say he’s a bit brighter, and left to his own devices, shows a bit of a better character. In my opinion, his Shinkyan minder has not been a good influence. Nater is not the strongest of personalities and is apt to purposely show off bad behavior to sycophants. The Shinkyan fills that kind of role. I’ll say no more.” 
 Pol bowed to Ankus. “I won’t either. I’ll leave you here.” 
 A stableboy brought the steward’s horse. “I’m impressed by your mount. Demeron, you said?” 
 Pol nodded.  
 “I’d keep a close eye on Demeron, then. There are those who desire such a horse, and that includes Karo. I saw him look your way on our tour. His eyes always drifted to your horse.” Ankus waved to Pol as the steward turned his mount and left the front yard. 
 Dinner was a non-affair. Karo and Nater played some Shinkyan game for two in the evening. Pol sat with a notebook in his hands, while he observed Nater. He picked up some unique phrases Nater used and made some notes on his talking cadence. His laughter generally started with a giggle.  
 Finally he sketched Nater’s face and spent a full page documenting his expressions and what made his features unique. After getting what he needed, he slapped the notebook shut, causing Nater and Karo to look at him.  
 “I don’t know what you two have planned for the rest of your week here, but I’m leaving tomorrow morning after breakfast. I wish you both a good night.” He bowed and left them to their game. 
 Pol wasn’t very surprised to see his traveling companions sitting at the breakfast table, ready to leave along with him. It was easy to see that Nater grasped Pol’s departure as an excuse to leave. Pol shrugged to himself. It didn’t matter to him either way. Nater’s returning early was a matter between father and son. 
 ~~~ 
 



   

CHAPTER FOUR

 ~ 
 VAL LOOKED OVER POL’S NOTES ON NATER. “These should be sufficient. Do you have a good image of Nater in your mind?”

 Pol nodded. “More than enough.”  
 “Then this will be the first time you will assume a disguise. Set a name for the pattern of Nater’s face and hair. His name should work well enough. You’ll need to sit down since the transformation takes a lot of energy. It always helps to eat something before or after.” 
 Pol lifted an apple from a bowl on the table and took a large bite. “A little apple upfront won’t matter, then.” 
 Val grimaced his version of a smile. “Food needs to be digested first, its energy is not instantaneous.” 
  Pol knew that, but remained silent. 
 “Make sure the image is locked in and then tweak the pattern. You’ll be affecting your features, which is why there is some pain involved. Sometimes it’s a lot of pain.” 
 Pol closed his eyes and called up Nater’s face and then ran through his notes adding every variation of the youth’s face to his mental image. He took a deep breath and then tweaked. 
 His face felt like someone had bludgeoned every inch of his skin and bones. Pol couldn’t help but moan. He opened his watering eyes and looked at Val.  
 The Seeker nodded and put his hand to his chin. “Not bad for a first attempt.” He lifted up a mirror. Pol’s spirits sunk when he didn’t recognize the face that looked back at him.  
 “That’s not Nater.”  
 Val shook his head. “It’s closer to Nater than it is to you.” He held up the drawing Pol had made. “This is who you look like.”  
 Pol narrowed his eyes to focus on his sketch and then he looked at the mirror. “Oh.” He hoped the dejection he felt didn’t come through. 
 “Let’s go through the sketch,” Val said.  
 They both pointed out improvements to the sketch. Val evidently had a better memory for faces than Pol did. Perhaps years of practice made the practice more accurate, Pol rationalized to himself. 
 He made up a new name for the Nater image, Tesna, and tweaked again. The pain wasn’t as bad as the first try, but then his face was closer to Nater’s image this time.  
 “Better. In fact, I’d say passable,” Val said as he lifted up the mirror. “Good job with the hair color.” 
 Pol had to agree. “Can I tweak blemishes and things without redoing the whole face?” 
 “You can,” Val said.  
 Pol referred to his notes as he added a few skin anomalies that he had left off of his first two transformations. 
 “Not bad. Let’s bring in Lord Grainell,” Val said. “Nater would be useless evaluating his own face. People generally are. They subconsciously make themselves look better in their minds.” 
 Pol examined his features and used a brush to change his hairstyle to match Nater’s while he waited for Val and Nater’s father to return.  
 Lord Grainell walked into the room. “What are you doing here?” he asked when he first saw Pol. He squinted and looked more closely at Pol. “You’re not my son.” 
 “Of course I’m not.” Pol said in his regular voice.  He tried to imitate Nater’s laugh at the end of his statement.  
 “You have his ridiculous tittering down,” Grainell said. He leaned over with his hands on his thighs. “That is a good job. Not perfect, but good enough to fool me when I first walked into the room. You need to put on more weight. You are thinner than Nater, and that was the first thing that made me suspect you weren’t my son.” 
 Val asked Grainell a number of questions about his encounter with the Tesnan monk who had recruited Nater.  He verified that Nater knew no one at Tesna. 
 “Then if Pol puts on a bit of weight in the next few weeks, he will pass?” 
 Grainell shrugged. “He might pass anyway. Stand and walk around.” 
 Pol did as Grainell said. They spent the next hour going over Nater’s mannerisms. Val wrote in Pol’s notebook while they worked on honing the transformation. 
 The effort drained Pol. He sat down and finished his second apple. “How did you expect a Second Level to transform?” 
 Val lifted a corner of his mouth. “I didn’t. It would all be hair color and mannerisms. I must say I feel better with you on the job.” 
 Was that a compliment? “Could Nater run into someone he knows?” 
 That brought a shrug from Val. “One can never tell, but you can’t over-prepare for a mission.” 
 “Do you do that?” 
 “I don’t get a chance to over-prepare very often. We did for this mission. I imagine your notes on agriculture exceed Nater’s total understanding.” 
 “They do, but he’s brighter than he lets on,” Pol said. 
 “Sixteen-year-old boys generally are, except for you.” 
 “I’m not sixteen.” 
 Val grunted out a laugh. “You will be soon enough and you’d better be thinking of being sixteen when someone asks you.” 
 Pol took his notebook and flipped to the front where he reviewed the information that Val had gone over with him in Deftnis. “It’s all here.” 
 “Notes don’t make the mission,” Val said. “Never make the mistake to rely solely on a plan. If you can carry it out, that is good, but things change, and you must improvise.” 
 “I think I’ve proven that I can do that,” Pol said.  
 “You have, haven’t you?” 
 Pol took a bite out of a third apple. “I’ll change back.” He thought of himself and let the pattern change on his face. His face exploded with pain. 
 “What have you done?” Val asked, the astonishment plain on his face.  
 Pol lifted the mirror to his face. His hair and eyebrows were silvery white, lighter than his normal color. Even his eyes, nose, and mouth were different, yet he could still see traces of himself.  
 “You don’t look quite human,” Val said. “Where did you get that pattern?” 
 The features looking back at Pol were harsh and in some ways more like Karo, the Shinkyan. He couldn’t imagine what had happened, but then he grasped the pendant that his mother had given him. He had non-human ancestry, and this must be what his ancestors looked like. He memorized the face and labeled it ‘ancestor’ before he thought of the face he always imagined himself to look like.  
 Agony filled him, but his face had returned to normal when he looked back into the mirror, totally out of breath.  He didn’t know if it was from the shock of the alien face or from all of the transformations. 
 Val sat back in his chair. “Where did you ever see that face?” 
 “I never have. Maybe it was from a novel I read once. It was me, but it wasn’t me.” 
 “Not you.” Val said exhaling. Pol had never seen him so shocked. “I’m glad you look like yourself again.” 
 ~ 
 “I don’t want to return to West Fields. Ankus Fallhead was so boring.” Nater made an ugly face and glared at Pol, who wore Nater’s face. “Send him. He looks enough like me.” 
 Lord Grainell turned red, making Pol feel uncomfortable during his last dinner at Grainell’s manor house. “That’s not the point, son.”  
 Pol looked at Darrol and Val. Darrol looked as uncomfortable as he did, but Val continued to eat as if Nater hadn’t said a word. 
 “He won’t be needing my services, then?” Karo said. “If he’ll be learning how to prepare for the harvest, then I will be taking my leave. Nater will no longer require my services while he is at Deftnis.” The tutor-magician bowed his head towards Grainell. 
 Nater groaned. “Please come with me to the West Fields.” 
 “As you wish, Nater. I can leave for Shinkya when you depart for Deftnis.” 
 Karo’s words seemed to calm Nater down. Pol didn’t have the confidence that he could act being so easily overwrought as the person he’d be replacing. 
 The Shinkyan took Pol aside after they were finished for the night. “I wish you well. I am still astonished that you can assume a disguise. I thought you were just going to mimic Nater’s mannerisms, but…” He paused for a moment, shaking his head. “Only women have the power of disguise in Shinkya.” He smiled at Pol. “I would like to warn you about visiting my country. Especially with your horse. It can be a very dangerous place, especially for foreigners.”  
 “I’ll bear that in mind,” Pol said, although he had no desire to take Demeron to a place that he didn’t like, and Demeron never had anything good to say about his life in Shinkya. 
 “Do,” Karo said. “May you find what you seek. We have always been leery of the South Salvans.” 
 ~~~ 
 



   

CHAPTER FIVE

 ~ 
 VAL HAD TAKEN DARROL AND POL DOWN through Finster and cross-country towards a pass in the mountain range that made up the border with Shinkya from the very south of Eastril, and then halfway up into North Salvan. 

 “North Salvan. It’s been a year,” Pol said as they looked from the top of the narrow pass into his former home country. He shivered as the cold wind sheared through his light cloak. He had to admit he still felt an affinity to the land that spread out beneath him, but the treatment his siblings had given him seemed to cover North Salvan in a fouled fog. 
 He realized that he had forgiven Landon and now knew that Amonna had been innocent of the intent to kill his mother. The weakness that Landon showed when Lord Tomio was about to kill him, actually brought out sympathetic feelings. Still, he had a hard time thinking of Grostin, Honna, and his stepfather in the same terms. He would rather forget all about them, but here he was about to trespass through North Salvan, even if it was just a means to get into South Salvan.  
 The Seeker pulled out maps of the mountains that made up the borders after they had dismounted to give the horses a rest just before they turned east into North Salvan. 
 “Southern Finster is very arid, as you can tell,” Val said. 
 Pol looked around at the countryside. The grass was brown, and there hadn’t been woods of any size for the last day’s worth of travel. He leaned over and patted Demeron.  
 “Is Shinkya this dry?” 
 Demeron nodded his head. Dry, but we know how to find water. It’s not a hospitable place because other animals eat up all the grass, which only grows in the spring. I like Deftnis much better, even the south side of the island.

 “In fact, the dry climate extends all the way south through Shinkya.” Val looked ahead, and then pointed to a place on the map. “We head to this village in North Salvan. A small road branches south from there to the border. The local guards should pass us through easily enough,” Val said. “It will soon be time to get you disguised.” 
 Pol instinctively put his hand to his face. He felt a hollowness that he recognized as fear in his stomach. He didn’t have to do this, he told himself. 

Yes, you do, Demeron said. You are paying back what the Emperor has given you.

 Pol laughed. “You?” 
 Demeron nodded. Among other great and noble things…

 “Me?” Darrol asked. 
 “Demeron and I were talking.” 
 Darrol shook his head. “You and your horse.” 
 Val lifted his head from the map. “Don’t antagonize Demeron, Darrol. You’ll be the one taking care of him while Pol is in the monastery. It might be for a season or more, so you two will have to be friends.” 

Don’t worry. I like Darrol.

 “Don’t worry, he likes you.” Pol shook Darrol’s shoulder. 
 His friend gave Pol a playful stare. “Actually, I like him, too.” Darrol looked at Demeron close by. 
 Val grumbled and glared as he rolled the map back into its leather case. “We won’t get to Tesna talking about who likes whom.” He mounted and left Pol and Darrol looking at the dust thrown up by Val’s horse, dwindling as it headed down the trail. 
 ~ 
 They rode into a little South Salvan village twenty or so miles south of the border. The road had skirted the foothills of the mountain range that went north to south. Val put them up at one of the three inns. It held four or five rooms, but the stable had attracted Val.  
 “You’ll need another mount,” the Seeker said. “When we cross into South Salvan, I’ll be riding Demeron, if he’ll let me, and we’ll put camping supplies on my horse. Is that all right with you, Demeron?” 
 The horse bobbed his head up and down. 
 Pol regretted leaving Demeron behind, but only Darrol would accompany Pol, disguised as Nater, once they got close to the monastery. They entered the inn, actually a tavern with a small wing of rooms.  
 Their abode for the night was larger than Pol had expected. Three beds hugged the walls with a table and chairs in the middle. 
 “Now, let’s check on your disguise.  You’ll leave the inn as Nater,” Val said. 
 Pol closed his eyes and concentrated on calling up the pattern of Nater’s face. He had memorized it at the Grainell manor. The more times Pol changed, the less pain he felt. 
 Darrol laughed. “It tickles me every time I see you do that.” 
 Pol squinted at his friend. “It doesn’t tickle me. It hurts to change my face.” 
 After nodding his head, Val touched Pol’s features. “I want to make sure it feels real. Sometimes you apply a pattern to your face, and it’s more of a glamor than a change. You’ve done it right. It will look like Nater until you change back.” 
 “What if I’m sleeping or if someone knocks me out?” 
 “That’s why it hurts if you’ve done it right. You’ll look like that until you change the pattern of your face,” Val said. “Now talk like Grainell.” 
 Pol complained about the meal they had just eaten in the small tavern and described the ale as salty piss. 
 Darrol curled up on one of the beds in laughter. “Just like the little toad,” he said. 
 “Don’t address me as a toad!” Pol said. He broke into laughter as well.  It lasted long enough for him to notice Val’s face. The Seeker obviously didn’t think much of Pol’s joke. 
 “Just keep in your role. Falling out of it could cost you your life.” 
 Val’s comment sobered Pol quickly. “I understand,” he said. “I suppose Tesna doesn’t allow for laughter.” 
 “They’re all nobles with whatever they use for weapons shoved up their…” Darrol said. 
 Pol put up his hand. “That’s enough. I understand. You didn’t know Coram, the South Salvan that stole Demeron and I killed, but I spent quite a bit of time with him learning Level Three magic at Deftnis. He behaved just like you described.” 
 Val nodded. “The whole monastery is full of Coram’s, then.” 
 ~ 
 Pol said farewell to Demeron, who didn’t seem very bothered that they would be separated. It disappointed Pol just a bit, but then Demeron was a horse, after all. He thought differently than a human. Pol had noticed that often.  
 His horse and Val had gone on ahead and taken a trail just to the north of the monastery. It would be up to Val to get messages to him. If Pol needed to escape, he was to take the road north and then just go up the trail to Val and Darrol’s camp. The map that Val carried noted a rough trail they could use to escape over the mountains to Shinkya. Since the Baccusol Empire had uneasy relations with the Shinkyans, they would have to flee to the north rather than make contact with the reclusive people. 
 ~ 
 After a quick meal in Gobbleton, the town that supported the monastery, Darrol clung to Pol’s side as they took the road up towards Tesna. He wore a tabard in Lord Grainell’s colors that he had pulled out a few miles down the road. “I don’t like you heading into the bear’s den. I’m not so sure Val will be able to contact you.” 
 “If he doesn’t, I know my way well enough to seek you out,” Pol said. He had memorized the map that included Val’s intended location. 
 Pol rode up to a gate some distance from the monastery, which he could see perched above. The road was in good repair. He guessed that merchants in Gobbleton would want to make sure they could go up and down without difficulty. 
 Two guards rose as Darrol and Pol approached.  
 “What is your business?”  
 Pol leaned down from his horse with the letter from Tesna monastery. The guard looked at him and at Darrol. 
 “Get what you want from his horse, and you can proceed to the monastery. Your man-at-arms has gone as far as he can.” 
 Darrol made to protest, but Pol held up his hand and giggled like Nater. “Father will be glad to get rid of me and you can tell my mother that I am safely ensconced at the monastery.” 
 The two of them transferred a few things to and from their saddlebags, and Darrol bowed deeply to Pol. “Good luck to you, Master Nater.” 
 “Be gone,” Pol said, waving his hand in dismissal. He turned to the guard. “I suppose I just ride up this road?” 
 Pol didn’t exactly like the mocking smile from the guard, but the stupid question received the expected reaction. 
 “You can’t miss it.” The guard pointed a thumb behind him to the monastery perched up behind them on the mountainside.  
 With his heart in his throat, now that Pol was really alone, he kicked his mount to get it headed up the road. He missed Demeron already, and now he would have to rely on himself. The thought scared him. For the first time in his life, he was without parents, friends, or mentors.  In Listya, he had Searl to visit, even though the monk was in jail. 
 Pol took a deep breath and nudged the horse forward. Another rider passed him by, and Pol caught up to him. The rider gave Pol an appraising glare as he turned.  
 “One of the last acolytes?” the man said. He didn’t ride away from Pol, so he took that as a non-hostile gesture. 
 “Last?” 
 The monk shook his head. “Forget I said that. What’s your name?” 
 “Nater Grainell, from Boxall. My father is a Duke,” Pol said, feeling his way towards acting like a nervous Nater. “I’ve been accepted into the monastery.” The man must have been a monk since he looked Darrol’s age. He had the darker hair that might indicate South Salvan. 
 “All of our fathers were something before we entered Tesna. Boxall, eh? How are you at washing dishes and cutting wood?” 
 Pol didn’t like the monk’s smile, but he purposely looked at his hands. “I’ve done the both once or twice camping. I can do it, but why?” 
 The man laughed at Pol’s words. “I hope you haven’t forgotten.” He kicked his horse and ran ahead. Pol would let the monk leave him in the midst of the dust of the road.  
 At Deftnis, the acolytes were enlisted into performing menial tasks. Pol had chopped wood and dishes plenty of times, but that didn’t fit in Nater’s narrative. He wondered more at the monk’s description of him as one of the last acolytes. Perhaps Val would be interested in that answer. 
 He never caught up to the monk, but he eventually approached the open gates of Tesna Monastery. Unlike the discreet displays of the Deftnis symbol, Pol looked up at the large metal rendition of Tesna’s: a triangle with an eye above a simple grid of lines mounted on the stone. He guessed it meant seeing into the pattern. 
 A guard stepped out of a shack just inside the gate.  “Business?” He wore a dark blue tabard with the Tesna symbol embroidered in white.  
 Pol pulled out his invitation and showed it to the man. “Master Nater Grainell of Boxall,” he said. 
 “Master no longer, and certainly not a master here, acolyte,” the guard said. “It will be some time before someone calls you by anything but your first name. Take this to that wooden building over there.” The guard pointed to a four-story building. Dark stone went up the first floor, replaced by black painted wood.  A gilded Tesna triangle showed above the main double doors. 
 Pol nodded to the man and tucked his invitation into his cloak and then tied his horse to the rail in front of the building. Pol had been through this before in Listya when he became Regent Tomio’s aid. He could have walked out of Castle Alsador at any time, but now bearing the responsibility of finding information gave his presence unexpected weight. 
 He entered into a dark reception area. Magic globes provided the light, but they were all small, except for the few that hovered over the big desk in the middle of the room. Monks walked to and fro, all with shaven heads. Pol’s hand immediately went up to his hair. He feared he wouldn’t have it for long. They dressed in different-colored robes. As far as Pol could tell, they were all made of velvet. Each robe sported an embroidered patch of the symbol of Tesna. Some symbols were gold and some were silver, and Pol even noticed a white version like the guards wore. Deftnis monks only wore a colored rope or belt to signify their status. 
 “Excuse me,” a monk said, bumping in to Pol, who stood in front of the door.  He shuffled to the desk, eyes on the busy monk who took a set of stairs to Pol’s left.  
 “I am…” Pol nearly said ‘master’ again and smiled. “I am Nater Grainell of Boxall. My father is Duke Grainell.” 
 The monk at the desk looked up, visibly unimpressed. Pol didn’t expect anything else, so he set his invitation in front of the man. 
 “Acolyte, of course,” he said as he pulled the paper close to his eyes. “Hmmm. Boxall.” The man pursed his lips and opened a drawer. “Here. Use this to get you around.” He gave Pol a wooden plaque with a burned-on Tesna symbol. Then he pulled another paper out of another drawer. “One side is a map of the monastery, and the other has the rules.” He grabbed a red pencil and circled a building. “This is your next stop. Leave your horse where it is. I hope you weren’t attached, since it is now the property of the monastery and yours no longer. You may go.” The man flit his hand towards the door. He looked at Pol again. “Go. Go, go, go.” 
 Pol wanted to say something, anything to object to the rudeness, but he bit his lip and moved on. So far, Deftnis suited him much more than this place. He shook his head while he lifted the saddlebags from his horse and looked back. A monk removed the reins from the hitching post and headed in another direction with his mount. 
 He wondered if Seeking was more like this, working in a foreign place, left to oneself.  At least Val and Darrol weren’t that far from the monastery, but that did him little good. Since he had memorized the monastery layout, he had no difficulty navigating through the maze of multi-story buildings. There seemed to be two classes of monks, those that wore robes of velvet and those that didn’t. 
 The building certainly looked like a barracks building. He stepped inside. Gone were the velvet robes of the administration building. Just looking at the rough woolen robes of younger-looking acolytes made Pol itch. 
 He stopped an acolyte roughly his own age. “I’m new here. Do you know where I should go?” 
 The acolyte stifled a laugh. Pol could guess the boy had just told himself some sort of joke. He could think of a few. “Sit over there.” 
 Pol followed the acolyte’s eyes to a pair of wooden chairs hugging the wall next to a window. 
 “The house monk will be by within the next hour. Be patient and enjoy the rest, while you can.” He hurried out the door. 
 Occasionally, a monk in a velvet robe strode through the lobby among the stream of bald, wool-clad acolytes. If anyone looked Pol’s way, they sniffed and averted their gaze, moving on just a bit quicker. His wait gave Pol a chance to absorb the room into the pattern he had been creating of Tesna. He felt a tension in the air that had rarely been evident at Deftnis.  Rope sandals adorned their feet. No boots at this place.  
 A short man wearing a faded orange robe with a white symbol walked up to Pol. 
 “Nater?” 
 Pol nodded.  
 “This way.” 
 Pol rose and threw his saddlebags on his shoulders. He paid attention to his escort as they walked through a labyrinth of corridors. Here he passed a few acolytes scrubbing floors and washing windows that looked out and windows that looked into rooms.  
 The monk led Pol down stone steps to the basement, creating a magician’s light as they descended. “First years’ burrow,” the monk said. He stood in front of a row of doors and tapped each one as he walked past. He opened the door to a windowless bedroom. Four beds were arranged along the walls with a table in the center. It reminded Pol of the room at the South Salvan inn, but without any light. 
 “Here. You can put your belongings in here,” the monk pointed to a wardrobe in a corner. “Take the key and find something to attach it to, so it doesn’t get lost. Don’t waste candles. You can do quite a bit in the dark, once you get used to where everything is.” 
 Pol pulled the key out of a very simple lock. Anyone with a metal pin could probably break into his locker. He shrugged off the saddlebags and shoved them into the confines of the cabinet. After twisting the key in the lock, he spelled the lock with his back to the monk.  
 The monk stood by, tapping his feet and looking away and didn’t show any notice of Pol’s use of magic. “At present there is only you. Another acolyte is scheduled to arrive within a week or two” 
 Pol noticed a rack with one robe and a pair of rope sandals on one of the beds. 
 “That is yours. Put it on when I leave. Go back up the stairs, if you can find them.” The monk’s mouth twisted into a little smile. “Off the lobby is the assignment room. Your name will be posted and your work stations for tomorrow. The rules are on the back of the map that you were given when you arrived. Your first task is to get that mop cut off. Do that today. We want all Tesnans to be clean-shaven from the top of your head to the bottom of your neck. Got it?” The man raised his hand to ward off a non-existent objection from Pol. “All of the monks are noble-born. We have learned to submit ourselves to the greater glory of Tesna as we are given glorious instructions on the ordered life.” 
 “Ordered life?” Pol said, echoing the monk. 
 “You might have heard of patterns. We use the term order in the monastery. Once you find the order to something, you can re-order it.” 
 “Re-order is the same as tweaking?” Pol asked. 
 The monk nodded. “Evidently you have been instructed by some heretic or other. Don’t use those terms here. Understood?” 
 Pol raised his hand like a pledge. “Understood.” He wouldn’t want to call attention to himself inside the monastery. A flower by any other name was still a flower.  
 “I know a few spells using order,” Pol said. 
 “Don’t use any non-sanctioned spells. We don’t encourage show-off acolytes.” 
 Pol nodded. The monk grunted his acknowledgement and walked out, leaving him in the dark. He spelled a magician’s light. Before he left Deftnis, Val had taught him more about making fire and light. Now he even could create the magician’s fire that he remembered Malden Gastoria using to make his mother’s funeral pyre burn quickly.  
 Pol tried each bed, wondering if one was any better than the others. One seemed to be less lumpy, so he sat down on that one. The basement didn’t smell too bad, not at all like a jail cell. Perhaps the principle duty of the acolytes was keeping the monastery perfectly clean. 
 He looked about the room and closed his eyes. He sought to locate those around him. Only a few dots moved on the basement floor, but the next floor up was very active. 
 He took a deep breath. He had finally reached Tesna, and his mission was about to begin. Val had told him all he had to keep his eyes and ears open and report what he discovered. Pol knew he could do that. 
 He took off his warm outer clothes, but he would wear something underneath the robe to keep from being scratched to death by the rough wool. The weave looked thicker than it was, and the loose fibers only made the robe’s surface more irritating. He noticed that someone had drawn a triangle on the left side of the robe. Acolytes didn’t even rate a patch. The sandals were about the right size. He had never worn sandals in his life and wondered if his feet might chafe from the rope. 
 Tesna seemed like a very odd place. He pulled his saddlebags back out of the wardrobe and emptied them on the bed. He folded his clothes, sliding them underneath his bed. As he did so, he found a low, wide, open-topped box. Pol pulled that out and put his clothes in there.  He leaned down on his hands and knees and saw similar boxes underneath the beds.  
 Now dressed like everyone else, Pol made his way up to the ground floor, using his locator skill to find the room the monk described. He hoped he would fit in as he walked into the narrow room. One wall was covered with papers tacked to the wooden surface.  
 He began to examine all of them. There were assignments to clean, to wash clothes, to assist in the kitchens, clean the bathrooms, and work in the stables, as well as other duties. It was obvious that everyone had spoken the truth: acolytes were the servants. He wondered if the monastery employed help. Probably just a few, he thought. He couldn’t imagine noble men of any ilk trusting their meals to acolytes. 
 Pol didn’t mind. He had put in a little time serving before, and he knew that servants were typically ignored. He’d learn more doing menial work than toiling in a classroom learning things he already knew, but he knew there would be time for both.  
 Nater Grainell’s name didn’t show up yet, but then the monk said he’d be on the lists tomorrow. He wondered how Nater would have handled this stricter environment. Pol couldn’t help but smile at the thought of Nater reduced to tears. 
 “What’s funny?” another acolyte, a bit older and taller, said as he entered the room. 
 “It’s ironic,” Pol said. “I left home to become a magician, a role that seemed to be easy, and now I’m doing the work of my servants.” 
 The acolyte nodded his head. “That’s the same for all of us. You’re new. Your head tells me that.” 
 “Arrived not more than two hours ago.” 
 The boy snorted. “Since we all wear the same thing, there are no ranks after your head is shaved. Then you’ll have to go through regular testing.” 
 “What is the testing?” Pol asked.  
 “It starts not long after you’ve arrived. No matter how long you’ve been an acolyte, you won’t progress to monk until you pass the tests.” 
 “When do you learn magic?” 
 The boy shook his head. “I’ve been here nearly three years and have gone to classes, but I haven’t bloomed yet, so here I am. They like to keep the servant pool as large as possible for as long as possible. That’s fine with me, since I’m better at sweeping than perceiving order.” 
 Pol noticed a rumbling in his stomach. “What about food?” 
 “Rule #4.” The young man tapped his finger on a sheet of paper that Pol hadn’t gotten to yet. “Food and personal hygiene. Even though we dress like waifs, the monks want us healthy.” 
 “What’s the food like?” Pol thought that question would be something that Nater might lead with. 
 “We’re all nobles, so it isn’t bad. We can’t eat until the monks are served, and there’s room in the dining hall. So it’s not hot, but we can eat all of what’s left.” 
 Pol ostensibly looked at his map to find the dining hall, although he had the locations memorized. 
 “There,” the boy pointed to an unmarked building. The monks certainly didn’t make the first impression a priority. “There are shifts for us.” 
 Pol nodded when he noticed the eating shifts. He thought they were for helping out in the kitchen.  
 “So what do I do?” 
 “First day? Once you get your hair shaved, you can walk around the monastery, but carry that map with you. Familiarize yourself with where things are. You’ll definitely be on the lists tomorrow.” The acolyte looked up and down at the papers and found what he was looking for. “Gotta run. Welcome to Tesna.” 
 Pol smiled. Finally, he had met a friendly person. He walked out of the assignment room and headed out the front door.  
 “There’s the new guy,” the acolyte he had just met yelled. Pol stood there while he was mercilessly pelted with eggs. 
 ~~~ 
 



   

CHAPTER SIX

 ~ 
 POL HAD TO USE THE MAP TO FIND the washing building before he could go to the tonsorium, the place where they shaved heads. He threw his robe in with others that he was given to wash. Acolyte robes were interchangeable, so Pol put on one already dry and walked over to the tonsorium. He had to wait in a long line to get his turn.

 “A newbie, eh?” an older servant said. He had to be a servant since he wore hair down to his shoulders. Evidently they used outside help to keep the monk’s heads shaved.  
 “I am that. I arrived midday,” Pol said. 
 “Make sure you visit me once a week or so. If your hair becomes visible from across a room, it’s time to make it smooth again.”  
 Pol kept a straight face. How could he possibly see his hair from across a room? “Can’t the monks use magic to shave their heads?” 
 “The better monks do, but it takes a monk a number of years to progress in the use of order to do it. You can wait. I like this job, so don’t learn too soon!” the man said, smiling. 
 “Okay,” Pol said. “Do your job.” 
 The man slathered on foam that he worked up in a mug and coated Pol’s head. At least he was very experienced. Before he knew it, Pol walked out of the tonsorium. His head was much colder, as he walked through the outside air. 
 So much for his day to roam the monastery. It wouldn’t surprise him that his schedule was full of menial assignments. With the exception of classes, Deftnis was actually set up much the same. He shook his head, wondering what Nater might have done when covered with broken eggs.  
 When he made it back to the dining hall, someone had poured salt into his water cup at the evening meal.  He was ready to slide into bed, but found that another acolyte had stolen the covers and pillows from all of the beds. 
 Hazing was a punishable offense at Deftnis, but he tried to take his current indignities in stride.  
 Pol woke that night to someone pounding on his door.  
 “Services. Get up and don’t dawdle.” 
 After rubbing sleep out of his eyes and spelling a tiny magic light, Pol donned his robe and joined the flow of acolytes out of the building into a large meeting hall. Once inside, it looked more like a church of some kind.  The acolytes took the back rows, and Pol blinked away the sleep that threatened. He noticed that others had succumbed to slumber. He looked ahead to see robed monks scamper to take seats closer to the front.  
 An older monk in a white velvet robe trimmed in ermine and gold bands around the sleeves approached the lectern. He raised his hands and the clatter ceased.  
 “The time is nearly upon us,” the monk began. “The great god Tesna’s work is in its final stages, and you are all enlisted in the task to rebuild the world.” 
 Pol furrowed his brow. What was all the nonsense? Rebuild the world? A god named Tesna? He had never run across such a religion in the text that he had studied a bit more that a year ago. It was supposed to have been comprehensive, but the author missed this. With all the monks Tesna had, Pol was surprised this hadn’t gotten out.  
 The man in white raised his hands again, and Pol sensed a pressure in his head. He immediately raised a shield against the truth spell that Val had taught him on the way from Boxall around his head, but the pressure remained. He could see all those around him closing their eyes, so he did the same. 
 “You are part of a great undertaking where Tesna and his servants will rule the world. You are to tell no one of our plans to conquer the land.  You are to be diligent in your pursuit of magic, and if you are an acolyte, you are to be diligent in your service to others in the monastery.  You will always speak the truth to a monk and do whatever he tells you.  
 “Monks, carry out your duties with energy and with an eye singled to the glory of Tesna. Our great and awful purpose is to spread his grace throughout the world. Be kind to your friends and merciless to your enemies. You will internalize my words, and act on them silently and willingly.” 
 The monk clapped his hands, and after a moment of silence, the congregation clapped in response. The rest of the service consisted of another monk spouting off on the inward attribute of Tesna, the Three-Sighted God. Pol noticed the other acolytes beginning to yawn, which made him do the same thing. 
 With the service complete, the acolytes filed out first and drifted more than anything else towards their barracks with the lure of more sleep. 
 Pol lay back in his bed, a pair of rolled up pants for a pillow. He used his cloak for a blanket when he finally became chilled in the middle of the night. Luckily, being in the basement meant some protection from the chilly night. 
 Now he knew why he hadn’t learned very much about the Tesnan religion in the book of religion. Other religions worshipped a three-sighted god. Not all of them looked in the same directions. What the man said about diligence wouldn’t change Pol’s behavior, since he intended to abide by the rules wherever he could. 
 Coming out of his room in the morning, he stumbled over the room’s bedding. He didn’t have much time, so he threw the bedclothes on the table and closed the door. 
 His fellow acolytes, uniformly younger than those at Deftnis, weren’t particularly unfriendly, but made good-natured jokes about their pranks. Pol found it easy enough to laugh along with them, not something that Nater would have done, but Pol didn’t want to antagonize his peers. 
 After an early breakfast, acolytes crowded into the tiny assignment room, searching for their assignments. Pol noticed that Nater’s name now appeared in a few of the duty postings. He memorized his work for the next few days and found that he had only two classes to attend.  
 Another sheet had him scheduled for a meeting. He had to hurry to visit Monk Harian. Pol had to push his way out of the room and then made his way to Baster Hall. Pol had no idea who Baster was, but he entered into the stone building, not much warmer than the cool morning outside.  
 A monk stopped Pol. “Who are you to see?” 
 “Monk Harian.” 
 The monk pointed up one of two stairways that rose from the lobby. “The left one. His name is on a door midway down the corridor.” 
 Pol bowed. He had no idea how to act in the presence of monks and soon knocked on Monk Harian’s door. 
 “Come.” 
 Pol used his locator spell to identify two individuals inside. He pulled on his robe to straighten it out and entered.  
 “Nater Grainell?” 
 Pol nodded. “Yes, sir.” 
 Harian pursed his lips. “Yes, monk.” 
 Pol nodded again, and now that he was corrected, he gave him the correct honorific. “Yes, monk.” 
 “That’s better. This is Monk Castall who will be your mentor for the next year. Castall has an office on the top floor of the barracks. You are here to be welcomed to our community.” 
 Pol nodded. “Thank you, monk, sir.” He added the ‘sir’ to exhibit nervousness, but he really was a bit nervous. Castall wore a blue velvet robe with a silver stitched symbol. Hadrian outranked him with a dark emerald green robe, since his symbol was gold colored. 
 Harian reddened a bit. “What do you think of Tesna?” 
 “It’s quite different from home and something unexpected,” Pol said, rubbing his bald head. “I’m not used to being a servant.” 
 Harian relaxed and smiled. “We are all the servants of Tesna. What did you think of the service last night?” 
 “It’s all new to me. I wasn’t aware that Tesna was a god.” 
 “Don’t you believe in Tesna?” Harian asked. 
 “I believe that I need to work hard for Tesna, but I don’t know Him well enough.” 
 Castall nodded. “That is a very good answer, Nater. Monk Harian would like to test you for magic, now.” 
 Pol just gave the monk a curt bow with his head. 
 Out came a grid. It looked like they were going to make him move pennies. He could do that. Lord Grainell said Nater could move a penny two spaces, so he would do the same. 
 “Move this coin from here to here.” Harian placed a large coin on the grid, much larger than a penny. He wanted Pol to move it four spaces.  
 Pol looked at the grid and recalled how Paki looked when he was tested at Deftnis. He squinted his eyes to show his concentration, and moved the large coin a space and a half. Pol could have done all kinds of things to the coin, but Val warned him against showing his magic. 
 “Better than I expected,” Harian said, looking up at Castall, who nodded. 
 “Can I sit?” Pol asked. 
 Harian pointed to a chair against the wall.  
 “Don’t be worried about our instruction. You won’t be overly taxed. Most acolytes are not into their full magic when they arrive.” 
 “I understand.” 
 “You do?” Castall raised his eyebrows.  
 “I do. I had a Shinkyan for a tutor. He did magic tricks for my father and shared a few things with me. I know a few spells, and that was one of them.” Pol nodded to the board. “He urged patience, but I’d like my learning experience to be accelerated. I want to move as fast as my abilities let me.” Pol knew Nater would say something similar. 
 “It is not something we encourage at Tesna. Magic is all about controlling order. You identify the order of things and then change it, re-ordering we call it. You are too young to understand that.” 
 Pol nodded, although he understood exactly what Harian had said. 
 “Welcome to Tesna. You will grow into a monk within these walls. Patience, for you will be called upon to do great things sooner than later.” 
 What did that mean? Pol thought. 
 “Castall will walk you back to your barracks and will be your guide from here on out.” 
 Pol looked at the other monk who gently turned Pol around and pushed him towards the door.  
 On the way back Castall said, “Do you have any questions?” 
 “I have lots of them.” Pol kicked a tiny rock along the paved courtyard. “How do I address monks? Do I just call you monk or Monk Castall?” 
 Castall laughed. “Monk Castall will always work. You bow, just like you did to Monk Harian. We don’t have a special salute within the monastery.” 
 “Do I resign myself to working hard as a servant? Do I get any time off?” 
 “If you look at the roster for Sevenday, there are fewer duties and no classes are held. When you are between assignments, you can do what you wish.” 
 Pol nodded. “Is there a library?” 
 Castall patted Pol on the shoulder. “Getting a jump on your magic education?” Pol didn’t see any guile in the man’s smile. 
 “I don’t think it would hurt.” 
 Pol noticed a pause in their banter, but then Castall shrugged. “The library is open to anyone with a proper pass. I warn you, the subjects will be beyond your comprehension.” 
 “My Shinkyan tutor, Karo Nagoya, taught me a few concepts. I’d like to see if I can learn a bit on my own.” 
 “Shinkyans.” Castall said. “They think they own the world. That will change soon enough. You’ll be getting a Shinkyan roommate in the next week or two. You will notice no other Shinkyans among us, but since we knew you had one for a tutor, we thought it would be best to put the new acolyte with you. There are some within these walls who do not like Shinkyans, for a number of reasons.” 
 Pol didn’t have any idea why that would be the case. He knew that Shinkyans had a closed society, but that only made them more interesting. “Why do they think they are superior?” 
 “The Baccusol Empire stops at their borders. They successfully fought off Hazett’s ancestors and forced a treaty.” 
 “I know about Shinkyan horses. Karo told me about them.” 
 Castall nodded his head. “He might not have told you that their most powerful magicians can actually command them with their minds.” 
 “He said something to that effect. Is that why they aren’t allowed in the Empire?” 
 That question got another nod from Castall. “It is. Shinkyans are a reclusive race. They are a matriarchal society. Did your Shinkyan friend tell you that?” He stopped Pol before they entered the Barracks. “I want you to report anything interesting you learn about the Shinkyan, and I would like a report of what you picked up from your Shinkyan tutor.” 
 “Will I learn magic any sooner?” Pol gave Castall a Nater-like grin and giggled. 
 “Perhaps. I’ll write out a library pass that won’t expire. How would that be?” 
 Pol rubbed his hands and felt like an idiot doing so, but anything for the Empire. “I can’t wait.” He cringed inside as he giggled some more.  
 He didn’t say anything more and followed Castall up to the third floor of the barracks to a small office. Castall scribbled out a pass on a pink slip of paper and slid it across to Pol, who sat on the other side of his desk. Pol folded it in two.  
 “There you go, Nater. Now don’t forget, I’d like a weekly report slipped under my door.” 
 Pol bowed with the pass clutched to him like a valuable bauble. “You can rely on me.” Pol nearly gagged while he said it. He hurried out the door and rushed down to his room. 
 He clutched at his robe at chest level and sighed. How could Val stand doing this kind of thing? Pol had to take a deep breath before he unfolded the pass. He smiled at getting access to the library. The pass made his dissembling nearly worth it. He hoped that some research could help him understand the Tesnans better and give clues about what the monks intended. 
 ~~~ 
 



   

CHAPTER SEVEN

 ~ 
 POL WONDERED HOW A CLASSROOM COULD BE SO COLD and so stuffy at the same time. The Tesnans somehow managed that. He sat with twelve other acolytes. They all looked older than he, but not that much older.

 A monk walked in wearing wood-framed spectacles. Pol hadn’t seen too many of the devices. The man looked over the tops of them more than he looked through them, and then Pol realized that the monk used them for reading. 
 “We have a new student. Acolyte Nater, would you stand?” 
 Pol stood and then sat down, feeling conspicuous. 
 The monk looked at him. “You will have to catch up. The rest of the acolytes began their studies on Summer’s Day.” 
 From what Monk Harian inferred, the instruction couldn’t have gotten very far. 
 “Do you know anything about order?” He motioned for Pol to stand. 
 Pol heard murmuring in the classroom. The others might think Pol didn’t know anything. He would change their opinion of him. 
 “My tutor was a Shinkyan magician. He told me of patterns, but that was his term for order. To do magic, you need to feel order. When you can, you can change it, re-order is the term you use?” Pol looked at the instructor who nodded. “The re-ordering is the actual operation for any spell.  The better one can perceive order, the more magic he can do. People have different abilities in how well they can perceive order and how strongly they can re-order.” 
 The monk clapped his hands together. “Very good. Can you perceive order?” 
 “I can a little bit. I can move a penny on a grid.” 
 “Good, good,” the monk said. “You will fit in well with the class. You may sit. Be observant, for you will learn much in the coming year.” 
 When the class ended, Pol’s greatest challenge would be to look and act interested. Malden Gastoria, Pol’s first magic tutor and his stepfather’s Court Magician, had taught him much more in his first session at Borstall Castle. 
 His second class was as much about Tesna’s religion as anything else. The interesting part about Tesna was that it wasn’t portrayed as a cult in the religion book that he read, but Pol got the impression that it must have recently evolved into one. The instructor talked about Tesna’s impending worldwide growth.  
 Other than his two courses, Pol spent the rest of his time washing the monks’ clothes (velvet robes had to be gently washed) and scrubbing floors. 
 After nearly a week of drudgery, Pol finally had time to slip across to the library on Sevenday. Few monks and no acolytes walked among the stacks of scrolls and books. He presented his pass to the librarian, or at least the monk who sat at the desk guarding the books. 
 “An acolyte in search of further light?” 
 Pol nodded. “I want to learn more about the history of Tesna.” 
 The monk narrowed his eyes. “And something about magic?” He shook his finger at Pol. “You aren’t the first and won’t be the last. Let me tell you, acolytes never understand much of what they read. So go inside. Feel free to give it a try, despite what every monk will tell you, including me.” 
 What kind of lame acolytes lived at Tesna? It seemed that no one had much respect for magical knowledge picked up before arriving at the monastery entrance. Harian didn’t think Pol was capable of determining how to identify and tweak patterns, and neither did this man. He squashed his indignance when he realized the wisdom that Val had pounded into him. Feigning ignorance gave him cover. 
 He began his tour with an inspection of what books Tesna had to offer. As he passed the bookshelves and scroll cubbies, he realized that he might be able to learn about the coercion spells that Coram used to twist Sakwill’s mind at Deftnis.  
 It was obvious that the man in white, Abbot Festor, used some kind of spell in the midnight Tesnan sermons that were held every few days. Could that be what Coram used? Pol felt a bit lost, since he had never learned any spells that controlled the mind, even truth spells he had seen administered. He had observed truth spells before and wondered if the Abbot tweaked something similar. 
 He had no idea what the Tesnans would call such magic, but he perused the books. He stopped at a title, Order of the Mind. There were five copies. Pol pulled the oldest-looking one from the shelf and noticed the Tesnan symbol on the cover. He began to flip through the pages. This was it. They would never let an acolyte take this book from the library, so he sat at one of the small tables littered between the shelves and began to read. 
 Tesnans freely used the term order, but it didn’t serve to hide the theory of patterns that permeated through the text. Mind-control. Pol could see that the Tesnans perceived control as an ordered net over the mind. It was just a pattern that overruled some aspects of thought.  
 Truth spells were used at a point in time, and this spell might be a more permanent technique of controlling a mind. Even if the Deftnis monks knew something about Coram’s spells that controlled Sakwill, but Val had never spoken of mind-control. Pol wondered if the Deftnis monks might have an understanding of the pattern and the tweak in the book. He wouldn’t be able to find out, so he would have to continue to learn. 
 He could read more about the theory, but he really wanted to find a shield technique that might be less cumbersome than the one Val had taught him for truth spells. Pol read through the part that talked about the ‘re-ordering’ that made an impermeable barrier in the mind. He used it on himself, but nothing happened that Pol could detect.  
 Not wanting to be caught, he didn’t go any further and replaced the book. He grabbed one about the history of the monastery and took it to the front desk.  
 “Can I remove this from the library? I’d like to read more of it,” Pol said. 
 “An acolyte?” The monk turned up one side of this mouth in a smirk. “Hardly. You read what you want here inside this building and be happy you’re able to do that.” 
 Pol made himself look offended, but then he bowed to the monk and replaced the book. The monk glared as he left. The monks didn’t welcome him into the library, but he would become a fixture, if he could.  With such antipathy towards individual learning, he was surprised there were any acolytes in the library. 
 He had kitchen duty in the afternoon and while he washed dishes, his mind evaluated the patterns involved in mind-control. Pol loathed trying to use a mind-control tweak on another person, but eventually he would have to. He practiced structuring the shield and removing it until protecting himself was like second nature. He didn’t see any reason why he couldn’t place a shield on another person. 
 ~ 
 While he scrubbed the floors in the classroom building, he overheard two monks at a window talking about the beginning of compulsion training. Was compulsion different from mind-control? 
 “We’ll be late for class,” one of them said.  
 Pol put his washing tools in the bucket and followed them to their class. He magically enhanced his hearing as he dropped to his knees and began washing the floor. Another few monks passed by Pol in the corridor and dashed into the room.  
 With the corridor empty, Pol listened in, curious about compulsion. He found the limit to his hearing range and got down on his knees to scrub the floor.  
 “Now that we’ve covered mind-control, we move to the related topic of compulsion,” a voice said. “In mind-control, we overlay the mind. The subject’s thinking is influenced by suggesting a change in their attitudes about certain notions. Compulsion goes deeper. The re-ordering is more extensive and changes the physical behavior of the subject. If you command a mind-controlled person, they will think about what you want them to do. Mind-control can be resisted quite easily with a shield.  
 “With compulsion, the subject has no choice but to obey. Shielding for compulsion is much more complex. Although compulsion can be resisted, it takes a much stronger spell to compel a fellow magician.  There is danger using compulsion, since re-ordering isn’t a surface thing. The compulsion plunges into the mind of the subject and grabs it.” 
 Undoing a compulsion is difficult for us to perform at Tesna. It requires the expertise of a high-level healer, and there are only two healers at Tesna with the ability to remove compulsion. Grand Masters or above generally have this ability. The rest of you are given this knowledge, so you can understand what has been done to subjects that you might be dealing with in the future.”   
 Let me remind you. You are forbidden to attempt compulsion on your fellow monks and acolytes. A thorough compulsion spell takes away the identity of the subject; however, in the near future you will be able to practice in the field.” 
 The lecture droned on, but once the re-ordering was described, Pol knew he could perform compulsion on another person. He thought mind-control was unethical, but compulsion alarmed him. The tweak turned a person into a slave. The statement of practicing in the field scared him. Something truly was stirring within the monastery. Now he had another book to look for in the library. 
 The monk stopped his lecture, and Pol began to scrub the floor even harder. Monks began to leave the classroom.  
 “What are you doing here?” a green-robed monk asked. Pol recognized his voice as the lecturer. 
 “I’m scrubbing classroom floors today.” 
 “Did you listen to what I had to say?” 
 Pol shook his head. 
 The monk forced a spell on Pol, putting pressure on his forehead before he had a chance to put up a shield. 
 “Did you listen to what I had to say?” 
 Pol looked uncomprehendingly at the monk. After the pressure released, Pol found his tongue. “Not exactly. I just had a blinding headache,” Pol said putting a hand to his forehead. “What did you have to say? I heard voices in the other room, but I couldn’t make out more than a few words, I’ll admit to that.” He shrugged his shoulders. 
 “Are you a resister?” the monk said. 
 “What is that? Am I supposed to be resisting something?” Pol tried to give the monk a confused look. 
 “Bah!” The monk walked past Pol, who returned to his scrubbing. As the monk turned the corner, he gave Pol a glare. 
 Pol must be a resister. He could feel the application of the spell, but it didn’t take. He wondered if he even needed a shield in the midnight meetings. Perhaps the monk had administered a truth spell. Could Pol be immune to those as well? 
 He fingered the amulet his mother had given him back at Borstall Castle, before Bythia, his dead sister-in-law, murdered her. What made him different? 
 Pol knew he had some measure of alien blood coursing through his veins.  The Deftnis monk, Searl, had identified malformed organs. So perhaps he had an innate resistance to truth spells, mind-control, and compulsion. Pol could certainly tell when the re-ordering was attempted.  
 He rubbed his forehead as he thought about it. At least the monk let him know that there were individuals who could avoid the spells. He wondered if Coram had attempted any spells on him during Pol’s stay at Deftnis. If he had, maybe Pol would be dead right now and Demeron would be in the hands of the South Salvans as a result of Coram’s attempt to steal Pol’s horse. 
 ~~~ 
 



   

CHAPTER EIGHT

 ~ 
 POL ROSE EARLY AND FOUND THAT HE’D START WORK in the stables, but had time off in the afternoon, which he could use in the library. He dragged himself to the stables after breakfast and began to muck out the stalls.

 “You’re the new guy, huh?” an acolyte said. He seemed to enjoy the work as much as Pol did. 
 “I am. How long have you been at Tesna?” Pol said. 
 The acolyte stood up and stretched his back. He was taller than Pol. Other than some of the first year acolytes, everyone was taller at Tesna. “A bit over a year. No one’s noticed yet. If I’m still doing this by Winter’s Day, I’ll be writing my father.” 
 “Does he have any influence over the monastery?” 
 The boy shrugged. “He’s a Count in Galistya. He paid a pretty penny to get me here, so I’m sure Abbott Festor will listen.” 
 “Don’t like the work?” Pol asked. 
 The boy’s eyes blinked. “I love working here. Tesna is here to bring the world out of its current awful state.” His eyes blinked again. Pol wondered what the obvious mind-control would do when the acolyte would actually sit down to write his father. “I’d like to learn magic so I can really help.” 
 “Help doing what? I still don’t know how this place runs,” Pol said. 
 “You will learn soon enough. Great things are happening, and we’ll all be leaving the monastery soon.” 
 Soon. Everyone talked about something happening soon, thought Pol. “Soon enough that you won’t be learning any magic to help?” 
 The acolyte shook his head. “I’ve been told we will learn what we need to know along the way.” 
 “Where are we going?” 
 After presenting Pol with a stare, he shook his head and shrugged his shoulders. “I don’t know, just that it will be soon.” 
 No one had ever said anything about the Abbot’s re-ordering in the midnight meetings. Perhaps he would have to ‘serve’ for a bit longer before he would know. Pol needed to exercise patience. He wondered how much patience Val had to endure in his assignments. The Seeker didn’t strike Pol as the patient type. 
 The two of them went back to work. The other acolyte never said another thing, which gave Pol a lot of time to place their conversation into a pattern. 
 Towards the end of the shift, Pol was putting the tools away when the monk in the faded orange robe who had shown him around the barracks walked up.  
 “Nater, isn’t it? Fancy a ride into town?” the monk asked.  
 “I’m allowed to leave?” Pol said. “I thought we had to stay in the monastery.” 
 “You do, except if I take you with me down to Gobbleton.” 
 “Gobbleton?” Pol feigned ignorance. 
 The monk chuckled. His demeanor had changed from when Pol first arrived. “That’s the name of the town at the bottom of the hill. They raise turkeys. Gobble, gobble, gobble.”  
 “Oh, I went through there on my first day. I’d be happy to go with you,” Pol said. He quickly finished his work. The monk, who introduced himself as Willam, stood while Pol hitched a horse to the cart that Willam pointed out. 
 “Are you leading this fine young acolyte astray, Willam?” the guard at the monastery gate said.  
 “More like the opposite, to my way of thinking,” Willam said. 
 That made the guard laugh, and he waved them through. Willam glanced behind and nodded his head.  
 “I can always get through if I joke with the guards,” Willam said.  
 “You’re not on official monastery business?” Pol looked behind him and then on the twisting road down from the monastery. 
 “Not at all, lad. I hope you don’t mind my deception. Don’t think you can tattle on me. I can twist your words around my little finger.” 
 Did that mean mind-control? Pol wondered. “So what happens when we return without any supplies?” 
 Willam grinned. Pol felt pressure in his mind. Willam was using the spell. “Not something you have to worry about. Just stay out of my way and be back at the wagon in three hours. If you want to stretch out in the back and sleep the afternoon away, be my guest. If anyone asks, we just went to pick up supplies and came directly back to Tesna.” 
 “How did you know I had the afternoon off?” 
 “The lad is just full of questions,” Willam said. “Who do you think writes up the assignments? If you wouldn’t go with me, I had two more like you lined up to help get me out the gate. At Tesna, you’ve only got to be a step or two ahead of the big boys.” He chuckled to himself. The man didn’t share any kind of joke with Pol. “You won’t remember any of this after we’re back at the monastery, anyway.” 
 Pol realized he’d just been given an opportunity to do some Seeking. He could roam around Gobbleton and learn about the monastery from a different point of view. Pol had expected Willam to gloat all the way down to Gobbleton, but all he did was hum to himself. Willam waved to the guards at the bottom of the road. He leaned over to Pol. 
 “You’ll be in big trouble if you’re not at the cart when I’m done with my business. Got it?  If someone comes by with boxes to load, you help them, hear?” 
 Pol nodded. “I’ll be back, but I’m going to look around. I never did have the chance to see what a South Salvan town looks like. On the way to Tesna, I was too nervous to notice.” That wasn’t the case, but Willam wouldn’t know. 
 The monk looked at Pol a little funny. Perhaps the mind-controlled acted differently that he had.  
 Willam held up three fingers. “Three hours. You will be here before three hours are over.” 
 Pol nodded at the command. Perhaps that would be enough time to get some useful information. They rode into town. Willam took a right hand turn into an inn’s stableyard. 
 A stableboy came up. “We’ll watch it as usual, Monk Willam.”  
 The monk placed some coins in the boy’s hand and jumped off the cart. “Three hours.” He disappeared into the inn, leaving Pol still sitting on the cart’s seat.   
 The boy climbed up. “I’ll be moving the cart around the building,” he said while he grabbed the reins and moved the cart. 
 “Does Willam come often?” 
 The boy squinted with thought. “Maybe two times a month, sometimes three. He’s got two lady friends that keep him busy.” That made the boy giggle.  
 Tesna was no different than Deftnis in that respect. He wondered if other Tesnan monks came to the town to drink and carouse.  
 “I’ll be back,” Pol said. He jumped off the cart and headed back out the gate into the street. Pol shrugged off his robe since he always wore clothes underneath his scratchy robe. He looked down at the rope sandals on his feet and wondered if that would mark him as an acolyte. But with a shaven head, everyone would know he came from the monastery, anyway. He put the robe over his arm and walked into town.  
 Pol always kept a gold, a silver, and a copper Boxall coin in his pocket, so he went to a general store to buy a treat for himself. He entered the store and walked around, looking at what was offered.  
 “A monk?” The storeowner looked perplexed. 
 “An acolyte. I’ve been at Tesna for a few weeks. One of the monks came to pick up supplies, and he wanted someone to ride with him.” Pol shrugged and continued to look around. 
 “I don’t like your kind in my store.” The owner came around from the counter and stopped close to Pol.  
 “Why not?” 
 “You don’t know now, but you’ll become just like the rest of them.” 
 Pol looked at a display of knives across from another counter. “How is that? I’ve only just started.” 
 “The monks will teach you how to force our women.” 
 “You’re not serious,” Pol said. “I wouldn’t do such a thing.” 
 “There are enough of you that do, so you’ll join with them soon enough.” 
 “Can’t your local guard do anything?” 
 The owner shook his head. “I think you don’t really know, do you?” 
 “I don’t.” 
 “The monks do something to their victim’s mind. The women said they…  I shouldn’t be talking to you about this.” 
 “No, go ahead. I need to know.” 
 “You seem like you might be a good boy, after all. The women said they don’t remember, but they are sure something happened.  It’s not right for a monk to mess with the minds of defenseless women.” 
 So Pol now knew the mind-control spells also were used to make subjects forget. Deftnis had reasonable standards, but obviously Tesna didn’t. “I’m sorry,” Pol said. “I really don’t know about any of this. Acolytes my age aren’t taught much magic. It’s a disgrace for magicians to take advantage.” 
 The owner snorted, “It is indeed. Maybe you aren’t tainted yet.” His anger seemed to soften. “So what do you want?” 
 Pol wanted to verify if the Abbot had meant a spiritual war or an actual one where Tesna would dominate. He heard such things often enough at the midnight meetings. “I heard something about an army close by? I’m not in a position to get much news.” 
 “An army?” The owner scratched his head. “Funny that you should mention that. There are rumors in town about men and boys leaving their farms. With the harvest coming in I don’t think they would leave their families voluntarily, but that might be the case.” He shrugged his shoulders. “What exactly have you heard?” 
 “I overheard a couple of monks talking about leaving the monastery soon. I can’t think of another reason why they would say such a thing unless the monks went on a campaign of some kind.” 
 The owner laughed. “Maybe you heard wrong, but maybe not. With what you might have gotten from a conversation and the rumors I’ve heard, there might be something to it. I suggest you keep such notions to yourself. You wouldn’t want to be looked at as a traitor up there. Not even King Astor can compel a Tesnan monk to so much as blow his nose. Not in the monastery, anyway.” 
 “I guess we shouldn’t even be talking,” Pol said. 
 The man smiled. “Maybe not. What were you looking for?” 
 “Something sweet. The monk’s don’t eat any kind of sweet things.” Pol looked over at the other counter and saw a row of jars and a glass-windowed cupboard with pastries.  
 “Like those over there?” 
 Pol nodded.  
 “What kind of coin do you have?” 
 “Boxall coinage. That’s where I’m from. A gold, a silver, and a copper coin.” 
 “I can weigh the silver. Pick something out. I’ll give you a good price for the pastries. It’s late enough in the day.” 
 Pol selected enough to treat the rest of the acolytes in the first year’s basement. He gave the owner his silver and received change in South Salvan currency. “Thank you for you candor, sir,” Pol said as he left the general store.  
 As he walked down the street, he passed a familiar face and turned back. 
 “Carlon Winters, what a surprise to see you.” Pol said. Val had used the same disguise when he met up with Pol and Searl Hogton on the way to Alsador, the capital of Listya. 
 “Nater Grainell? I hardly recognize you without your hair.” Val gave him one of his sneery smiles. “Why are you here? I had some business with the turkey growers in this area.” 
 Pol looked around. “Is there some place we can talk of home?” 
 “Follow me.”  
 Val took Pol to a bench in the little park by a church. The god was not Tesna. 
 “Is this a coincidence?” 
 Val folded his arms and looked intently at Pol. “Hardly. Darrol and I have been down here walking Gobbleton’s streets often enough. We can’t just sit around waiting for you. What have you learned?” Val said.  
 “The Tesnan’s talk about leaving the monastery to go out and dominate the world,” Pol said. 
 Val snorted. “There’s hardly enough of the monks to staff a castle guard.” 
 “No, you’re wrong. They have developed something worse than mind-control. They call it compulsion, and I learned how it’s done, but I can’t see how I’d ever want to use the kind of magic where the victim can’t really think for themselves.” 
 “That’s not a good thing, Nater.” 
 “Mind-control gets you to think differently. Compulsion forces you to act involuntarily. The shop owner told me about how women that the Tesnan’s use can’t remember a thing. Can mind-control erase memories?” 
 Val smiled. “Sometimes women will lie about that, but who knows? There are spells that you don’t know that will bring forgetfulness, so they might be tweaking a bit differently. There is a technique that isn’t magic, but we don’t have time to talk about it. It looks like Tesna has a specialty that we never knew. Perhaps that’s why they think they don’t need pattern masters.” 
 “They don’t practice arms. Acolytes aren’t taught much, nor are servants. As they serve longer in the monastery, they are taught more magic. It’s even a slower process than Deftnis.” 
 “I suspected that. We shouldn’t be seen talking for long. I found a path from our camp that takes us close to the monastery, so we’ll find a way to get in touch. We will need to keep you there for a bit longer.” 
 Pol nodded and noticed a couple walking past them. “Please give my regards to Father, when you pass through our manor,” he said. 
 “I’ll do that. Take care of yourself, Nater.” 
 With that Pol walked back towards the stable. When he arrived, there were three monks standing by the cart. 
 “Acolyte Nater?” 
 Pol nodded. He didn’t like the look on the monks’ faces.  
 “You came with Monk Willam?” 
 Pol looked from monk to monk. “I did. He told me he was coming to pick up supplies. I was to help him load.” 
 “Where is Willam?” one of the monks said. Pol felt the pressure of a spell. 
 Pol shrugged. “He told me to be here before the third hour ended. I suppose the supplies haven’t arrived yet.” If the monk wanted the truth, Pol could give it without forcing. “If you ask the stable boy he might know. Willam’s been here before.” 
 One of the monks disappeared into the inn and came back out holding the boy by his collar. The boy protested a bit, but didn’t need to be dragged. 
 “Willam?” the monk who had found the stableboy said. Pol again felt the pressure of a spell, and the boy blinked.  
 “What about Willam?” the boy said.  
 “Where is he?” 
 “He is with a woman or two,” the boy said. “Upstairs. The innkeeper can tell you what room.” 
 The monk looked at Pol. “Did this Acolyte know about it?” 
 “I don’t think so. He asked me where Willam went when he came here.” 
 The interrogator nodded to the other two monks. “Fetch Willam, now.”  
 Pol could see the man’s anger as his eyes followed the monks. The angry eyes swiveled to the stableboy.  
 “I don’t want Willam to see you,” the monk said to the frightened boy. He turned to Pol. “You, on the other hand, stay here. I’ll want you to verify what Willam says.” 
 “As much as I’m able,” Pol said.  
 “Oh, you’ll be able.” 
 Pol wondered what would happen to him. Would the monastery evict him from Tesna? Perhaps he was ready to leave, after all. He looked for Willam and saw Val strolling past the open gate to the stable. The Seeker turned his head towards Pol and gave him the barest of nods. 
 Pol felt like he was on his own with that nod. He bit the inside of his lower lip, trying to calm down. Maybe he shouldn’t. Nater would be more upset.  
 “What are you going to do to me?” Pol said, rising to his role. “I’ve only been at Tesna for a few weeks. I didn’t know I did anything wrong. Willam acted like it was a joke coming to town, but I don’t know the man. I really don’t.” 
 “Calm down. This isn’t the first time for Willam. We have rules about when we can come to town, and he violated those.” 
 “What about the women?” Pol asked. 
 The monk shrugged. “What he does here is his own business. Willam is not to take an acolyte out of the monastery to make it look like his trip was authorized.” 
 Pol had to keep his eyebrows from shooting up. The monastery condoned Willam’s behavior once he was in town? Pol had thought the shop owner might have been mistaken, but those thoughts were erased by the monk’s attitude.  
 Willam walked out of the inn. His face looked flushed, but he didn’t struggle.  
 “You are in trouble,” the interrogator said. 
 Willam bowed his head. “I know I did wrong.” He looked at Pol. “Sorry, boy.” He looked at the monk. “This lad didn’t know anything. I picked him for that.” 
 The interrogator looked at the other two monks. “I’ve already found that out. The women?” 
 The other monks nodded in reply. It was obvious to Pol that their minds were probably tampered with.  
 “You drive,” one of the monks threw Pol the reins. Willam ended up riding behind Pol inside the empty cart. 
 Pol followed the monks riding back up the road to the monastery. Willam didn’t say a word. Pol looked at the sack on the floor. He had lost any desire for the pastries. 
 ~~~ 
 



   

CHAPTER NINE

 ~ 
 POL RETURNED TO THE LIBRARY and decided to learn more about the god Tesna. He asked a different monk sitting at the front desk where he could find out more.

 “Tesna is an admirable subject to research,” the monk said, directing Pol to the right.  It didn’t take long for Pol to find a shelf full of thin books on the monastery’s personal god. 
 Pol took a thicker one down and shuffled through the pages. This book was a collection of sermons. That wasn’t what Pol hoped to find. He looked at the spines for something more practical and found a book called The Principles of Tesna.   
 He opened it up and thumbed through the pages.  Religious doctrine. He smiled as he walked to a table and began reading.  
 Tesna was a god, but not an omnipotent one. There were no rituals.  Pol went back to the bookshelves and found none of the Tesnan religious texts older than thirty years.  
 He continued his reading. There couldn’t be a more derivative religion than this. The monks took the roles of priests, but there was no gathering of the common people. This was a religion solely practiced at the monastery. The great reward that most religions offered was a new order, and Tesna worship didn’t offer anything new, but Pol could tell that Tesna was ‘destined’ to rule the entire world. That matched with the rhetoric Abbott Festor had spouted, but Pol had thought that was figurative until he verified that it might not be when he talked to the shop owner. This book was very clear, indicating the literal domination of the world, but without the actual presence of a god named Tesna. The Abbot would be his mouthpiece.  
 How would the monks in this out-of-the-way monastery do such a thing on their own? He wished that Val were sitting at his side to help him put a proper pattern together. His conversation in Gobbleton had been much too brief, but an outside army would have to do the fighting. 
 Everything else in the book had the same religious window dressing he had read about enough times. Diligence, hard work, faith in their god, and obedience were almost universal.  He glanced through a few of the sermons to verify what he had read, and it all fit, at least for now. He had read enough about the monastery’s divine master. 
 Pol didn’t have the time to search for volumes on compulsion, so he put the book back and headed off to lunch. The task board ordered him to polish furniture in the administration building in the afternoon. Maybe he could learn more there. 
 ~ 
 There were three other acolytes in the afternoon crew. They all grabbed rags and dust cloths and split up. Pol took the upper floor where the Abbot had his office.  Other acolytes were assigned other cleaning duties like washing windows and floors. 
 There were worse tasks. He located the inhabitants of the fourth floor and saw that there must be a meeting of some kind. No offices were occupied. Pol started at the west end and entered a room.  

Pol?

 Demeron spoke! 
 “I’m here, Demeron,” Pol said. 

Val and I had to sneak close to the monastery. I can only ask yes or no questions since I can’t talk to your friend.  Are you all right?

 “I am, and you are all doing fine?” 

We are. Val said you looked well. Have you found anything else yet?

 “Something is up, but I don’t have any new information yet. I told Val that the Tesnans are adept at mind-control, like Coram, and even use it on themselves,” Pol said. “How often will you be coming close to the monastery?” 

Val told me that we would be doing this every other day in the afternoon. Val doesn’t have any other questions other than to make sure we can communicate.  

 There was a pause. Pol continued to dust the desk. 

He wants me to ask if everything was all right when he saw you in the stable yard.

 Pol told Demeron that he was fine.  

If you ever want to leave, let us know. 

 “I will, but not yet. There is a mystery here that I need to solve first.” 

That is all for now. I’ll talk to you in two days.

 Pol smiled as he did his work. He felt relieved that he wasn’t quite so alone at Tesna.  
 He entered the Abbot’s office and began to clean. Pol heard the latch rattle and looked up in surprise as Abbot Festor walked in. 
 “Acolyte, what are you doing here?” 
 Pol held up the dust cloth and the bag of rags. “I am at work for the monastery, Abbot.” 
 The man squinted at Pol. “You’ve done my desk?” 
 Pol nodded. 
 “You’ve done enough in my office for today. I’ve a meeting in here right now. You may leave.” 
 Pol bowed to the man and stepped aside as three other monks stepped in. All of them had gold embroidered symbols on their chests. 
 “Close the door,” Abbott Festor said, as Pol was about to leave.  
 He stepped into the next office and began to spread his things around to look busy. He used his magic to enhance his hearing. He didn’t recognize any of the voices except for the Abbot. 
 “The last acolyte, the lad from Shinkya, finally arrives today,” a voice said. “Then we can start training the monks and acolytes to participate with the army as troops.” 
 Troops? Pol thought. He furrowed his brow. 
 “Onkar has added 5,000 men to the army from villages far to the south. We are in scour mode now. With King Astor…” 
 The door latch rattled and Pol, rag in hand, began to clean as a monk in deep purple robes walked into the room. 
 “Oh, cleaning day. I won’t be long,” the monk said. He wasn’t one of those from the Abbot’s office.  
 He stayed long enough to keep Pol from listening to any more. There was an army of over 5,000 soldiers in flagrant violation of Imperial law.  But he didn’t know what kind of soldiers or whom they were going to fight.  
 Would the monastery invade Shinkya? That might make some sense. As far as he knew, the Emperor might condone such an act, only if it succeeded. But then he remembered all the talk about a world order. What if they were about to go north and absorb North Salvan and Tarida?  Then… 
 It wasn’t worth extending the pattern with what little knowledge Pol had. He didn’t know how he could get that information out to Demeron and on to Val.  
 ~ 
 He ate dinner with a few of the first-year acolytes and verified that he didn’t have work scheduled for the evening. That brought a thin smile since he was utterly worn out. Pol trudged down the stairs and opened the door to his room. 
 A thin acolyte looked up from one of the beds. His features reminded him of Karo Nagoya. The Shinkyan’s head was already shaved, and he looked very young. Still, there was something off about him. 
 “You are my new roommate?” Pol said. 
 The acolyte nodded. “My name is Shro.” He had a stronger accent than Karo with a clipped cadence evident even in the short sentence, albeit in a much younger, higher-pitched voice. 
 “I’m P—, I’m Nater Grainell, but we go by first names here, so its just Nater.” 
 His new roommate stood and bowed his head in a short curt way. “I am glad to meet you, Nater. It is my wish that you will take good care of me.” 
 That must have been a Shinkyan phrase. When the acolyte looked up, he thought he detected a disguise. Would he be able to detect Pol’s? The thought alarmed him.  
 They both looked at each other for a few moments.  
 “You are Shinkyan.” Pol said it as a statement. 
 Shro gave him a ghost of a smile. “You can tell,” he said sarcastically, “and you are from Boxall?” 
 Pol nodded. He felt like he was in a duel as they both traded banter back and forth.  
 “I am familiar with your tutor, although I don’t know him,” Shro said. “Is he really your tutor?” 
 Karo must have gotten word back to Shinkya about Nater’s true destination. Pol was in over his head. This monk obviously knew he wasn’t Nater. 
 “You are a talented magician already. Why are you here?” Pol asked. He didn’t need the verbal sparring, as tired as he was. 
 His roommate laughed. “And so are you. We both wear disguises. In Shinkya, that indicates a high level of talent.” 
 Pol nodded, but there was something Nagoya had said about Shinkyan magicians. Pol was so weary that he couldn’t remember and didn’t want to continue this verbal duel. “If we are to survive, I think we need to share a bit of information with each other. I have no animosity towards Shinkya. One of my best friends is from there.” 
 “Someone other than Nagoya?” Shro asked. He looked confused. 
 “Ah. Actually, it’s my horse Demeron,” Pol said. 
 “You have a Shinkyan horse?” 
 “One of the few in the Baccusol Empire.” 
 A light came into Shro’s eyes. “You are Poldon Fairfield, then? He is the only magician we know who rides a Shinkyan horse. Your emperor sent a message notifying us of his approval of ownership. There are those among us not happy about that, but your emperor has the right to do such a thing.” 
 Pol couldn’t help but blush. Even the Shinkyans knew of Demeron. He shook his head with dismay at his gaffe. Shro had quickly discovered his identity with a single slip of his tongue. He cast the unhappiness part of Shro’s statement aside. “I see you know who I am. What about you?” 
 Shro took a deep breath and changed his disguise. Even with the shaven head, Pol could tell Shro was a female.  
 Pol gasped. “You are a woman!” He had to keep his voice low. 
 She smiled in a very feminine way. “I am. I only show you in order to prove trust. I pledge to keep your identity secret, if you do the same for me.” Nagoya’s words came back. Only advanced Masters could make a disguise, and all those in Shinkya were females. If she was as young as she really looked, Shro might be as much a prodigy as he. 
 Pol nodded, trying to collect his wits. “I don’t mind having an ally at Tesna.” Pol went through the agony of removing his disguise and then went through the pain of applying it again. 
 “Even a Shinkyan?” She looked at him with curious eyes. “You could nearly pass for a Shinkyan if it wasn’t for your nose and coloring.” 
 Pol looked at her change back into Shro. She didn’t wince like Pol did, but then her face didn’t change a lot, mostly a stronger chin and a heavier forehead.  
 “Perhaps we can start by you telling me why you’re here? I’m trying to find out information for Hazett III,” Pol said. He couldn’t get her pretty face out of his mind. 
 “It looks like you’ve already started.” She smiled. It didn’t come across as provocatively as before, falling back into her role as a male acolyte. “We are nearly sure that the monks are organizing an army. Shinkya has always worried about South Salvan. We don’t know who King Astor is going to attack, and we’d like to know if it’s my country. It cost a great deal of money to place me here.” 
 “But you’re a woman,” Pol said. 
 “Not yet twenty and the youngest among us who can assume a disguise.” 
 “Who is ‘us’?” 
 “I am from Shinkya’s capital, and my orders come from the Queen.” 
 “I know about the army. I just found out recently, as a matter of fact. All I know is that they added 5,000 to a standing army. I don’t know how large the force is now. The monks said they are going to start weapons training. I don’t think they are accepting any new acolytes after you,” Pol said.  
 “How did you find that out?” 
 Pol smiled and didn’t tell her. “I discovered that you were the last. Do you know about Tesnan mind-control?” 
 Shro looked puzzled. “What is that?” 
 Pol told her about his experiences with mind-control and the Abbot’s use of it in the midnight meetings, as well as his suspicions about coercive magic and memory erasure. He didn’t tell her that he might have the ability to resist the mind-control spell.  
 “Do you perceive patterns in your magic?” 
 She nodded. “As do you,” Shro said. 
 “The Tesnans call patterns ‘order’. Instead of tweaks, Tesnan call their magic ‘re-ordering’.” 
 “We speak a different language in Shinkya, but I am familiar with the Baccusol terminology. I haven’t heard of order magic—” 
 “Since there isn’t any. It’s pattern magic with a different name. I think their concept limits their thinking.” 
 Shro looked at Pol for a while. “You’re well-versed for a boy years younger than me.” 
 “As I grew up, I spent a lot of time in the classroom. I lived in a hostile situation in my father’s castle, and learning was my refuge.” 
 Shro snorted in an unladylike fashion. “We have the same royal disease in Shinkya. I am thankful my mother was a simple merchant.” 
 “Do you have monasteries?” Pol asked. 
 “No. We have the Academy. There are branches of the Academy throughout Shinkya. I attended the one in our capital after I showed my abilities. That is where I heard of Nagoya’s trip north. He is backed by a powerful faction, but not mine. Shinkya is full of factions, plots, and subterfuge.” 
 Pol yawned. “Let me teach you how to shield your mind before I go to sleep. I’ve had a hard day. Acolytes are Tesna’s servants, and the monks keep their servants busy.”  
 Shro quickly caught on to the concept of mind-control. It took some practicing, but she said she had mastered the shield. Pol asked if he could tweak her with a light spell of mind-control. 
 “Now touch your toes,” Pol said. 
 Shro bent over and touched her toes. Pol was disappointed his instructions on the shield didn’t work, but then she broke into laughter. “Fooled you. I felt your spell press into the ‘order net’ as you said Tesnans call it, and I was able to resist. Will there be one of those night meetings tonight?” 
 Pol nodded. “Likely. They are every few days, but the frequency varies. We had one three nights ago.” 
 “Then go to sleep. I will reflect on your instructions. I must admit I am impressed,” she said. “You picked all this up from a book?” 
 “I’m a quick study.” Pol yawned again. “You aren’t so bad yourself.” 
 “I don’t know about me, but you certainly are.” Now she yawned. “I have traveled far today.” She blew out the two candles lighting up the room. 
 ~~~ 
 



   

CHAPTER TEN

 ~ 
 POL STRUGGLED TO RISE AT THE CALL for the midnight assembly. Shro snored, which made Pol smile. He pushed her. Whoever woke him up had left the door open and acolytes still were passing by the door.

 “Wake up. It’s the assembly.” 
 She sat straight up and rubbed her eyes. “Let’s go, then. Net?” 
 Pol guessed she meant the mental shield that he had taught her. He nodded and set one in place for himself.   
 The pair of them sat in the back, shivering. It was a cool night in the mountains, and fall was rubbing out the vestiges of summer’s lingering warm weather. Pol smiled. He wondered if there were any other spies at Tesna.  He looked over at Shro, who looked around absorbing it all.  
 The Abbot entered the room wearing the elegant white robe. Pol knew he wore a gold-trimmed black one during the day. The crowd hushed as he raised his hands. Pol felt the pressure on his shield, but he could tell it held, not that he needed protection. 
 “Tomorrow we will change our activities in the monastery. The last acolyte of this year’s class has arrived today, so we can shut the gates and begin to show the great god Tesna how we can become literal soldiers of our faith in changing the world.” 
 Pol scoffed at the Abbot’s boast, but he listened intently. 
 “You begin warrior training tomorrow. You will fight for the glory of Tesna.” Abbot Festor raised his hands and the monks and acolytes repeated his words ‘glory of Tesna’. “We will join our army in two weeks, so train hard. You will train hard?” 
 “Yes.” All the attendees answered in unison. 
 “You will give your minds, magic, and lives to Tesna?” 
 “Yes.” 
 “You will tell no one of our activities?” 
 “No.” 
 The Abbot smiled.  
 “Acolytes will receive their instructions from Monk Castall.  The Acolytes are dismissed. I have further words for the monks.” 
 The acolytes rose as one. Pol and Shro scrambled to their feet and followed their compatriots out the door. When the pair reached their room, they closed the door, but neither lay down. Shro produced a magician’s light. 
 “That was interesting,” Shro said. “Scary, too.” 
 Pol shook his head. “He means what he says. Did you feel the pressure of the spell?” 
 Shro nodded. “I did. I would have been there right with them if you hadn’t shared your shield. I had no idea they were this close to marching. We thought there might be something happening in the spring.” 
 Pol’s friend Val didn’t. The Seeker knew something was up. Pol nearly shared his link with Demeron to Shro, but thought he needed to exercise a bit more discretion. Shinkya might still be an enemy, for all Pol knew, since he didn’t have any real understanding of their culture.  
 “Do you have any military skills?” Pol asked. 
 “A few. I am best with a bow and arrow, but I can swing a sword well enough to defend myself for a few minutes.” 
 “I am what we call a pattern-master.” 
 “You? There are only a few of us who can boast the ability to use magic in an actual swordfight.” 
 Pol shrugged. “Being a pattern-master doesn’t mean I’m the best swordsman around. It only means I can think quickly enough to anticipate the pattern of my opponents’ moves and swing a blade a bit faster than others.” He thought of Regent Tomio, who certainly could have defeated Pol. Even Darrol and Regent’s sword master could give Pol a good fight. 
 “So you won’t be demonstrating your skills?” 
 Pol shook his head. “I’m not supposed to know very much magic. Neither are you. The monks like to keep us ignorant for as long as possible so we can perform all of the menial tasks that need to be done around the monastery.” 
 “What else can you do?” Shro said. 
 “I can throw knives.” 
 Shro giggled. It startled Pol to see such a thing from the male image until he thought of Nater’s laughter. “I never could get the hang of using knives.” 
 Pol didn’t think she was telling the truth. Knives were weapons that didn’t require as much strength, but he had no reason to challenge her.  They were still careful exchanging knowledge with each other and that might continue until they had to leave Tesna and go their separate ways. 
 Shro extinguished the light. Pol reclined on his bed and looked up at utter darkness at the ceiling. He used his locator senses to perceive the room. Shro made sounds of snoring. They seemed natural enough to Pol.  
 He didn’t quite know how to place Shro into his pattern. Pol couldn’t look at her as the male version of herself or as the fleeting vision he had when she revealed her true identity. He took a deep breath and realized he might never put Shro into a proper place in his mind. 
 ~ 
 Pol could hear Castall and another monk calling the acolytes into the main courtyard. No one stood in formation. Pol had to remind himself that Tesna wasn’t a military order, so they all just milled about until monks began to arrive in the courtyard. The monks stood at the side carrying weapons and waiting for the acolytes to leave. 
 “Follow me,” Castall said. The acolytes obediently trailed behind the monk through the courtyard and into a large field just outside the monastery walls. Pol hadn’t even known the field existed until they stepped onto the newly-cleared area. 
 He could sense disrupted patterns on the ground. So the monks had recently cleared the field by re-ordering or tweaking, as Pol still thought of it.  
 “Line up as best you can,” Castall said. “In lines of fifteen.”  
 Pol stood in the back along with Shro, and they just stayed where they were, letting the last row form around them. 
 “Has anyone had any kind of sword training?” 
 Pol raised his hand, wondering what would happen, but he was surprised that well over half the acolytes had held a blade in their hands. “Noble children are trained,” he said to himself. 
 A guard wheeled in a cart filled with wooden swords bearing blunted tips.  
 “Take one and split into groups of ten. I’ll choose leaders for each group.” 
 After an extended period of confusion, the groups finally formed. Shro had stuck by Pol’s side. Pol’s leader was the acolyte who had originally led him on in the assignment room, just before he was assaulted with eggs. Today’s change in routine had evidently spared Shro from a similar experience. 
 “I am Menkin,” the leader said. “I noticed that most of you raised your hands.” He looked at Pol and pointed to him with his sword. “I know you did. Let’s spar and show these cretins how it is done.” 
 Menkin’s request revealed more of his true personality, Pol thought. He didn’t feel like dissembling to the rude acolyte. 
 “Raise your sword, first year,” Menkin said.  
 Pol did. After slapping Pol’s sword, Menkin sunk into a crouch. Pol shrugged and stepped away from Menkin. 
 “Scared?” Menkin grinned like a bully. 
 Pol looked his opponent in the eye. “No, but I’d like to stretch for a bit before we start.” Pol went through a few forms, keeping an eye on Menkin. After three forms, Pol sensed that Menkin was going to attack.  He used a sip of magic and hit the edge of his sword against Menkin’s knee. The youth went down, not knowing whether to laugh or cry. 
 “You hit my funny bone!” Menkin’s face showed the single track of a tear down his face.  He jumped to his feet and hobbled around for a bit. “Luck.” 
 Pol just said, “Whatever.”  
 That incensed Menkin, who attacked. Pol used a sip of magic to slip away.  He heard Shro laugh behind him. 
 “You’re fast,” Menkin said. 
 Pol nodded. “I am.” He put out his hand. “We are on the same team. I didn’t mean any offense or injury.” Nater would never do that. He’d be the one doing the rushing, but Pol didn’t want to draw too much attention to himself, since Castall was strolling past.  “Why don’t you show us how to use these things?” Pol looked at his sword as if he had never seen one before.  
 Menkin scowled, but did as Pol said. Soon they were all working through a simple form. 
 After an hour of work, most of the acolytes could barely hold up their swords. Castall called an end to the training. “Return to the field half an hour after lunch for another session. Take the rest of the morning to rest up.” 
 The acolytes dragged off the field, depositing their blades in the cart. Pol stayed behind with Shro, ostensibly showing her an additional element of the form they had been learning. 
 “You are very adept with your magic. I wouldn’t have noticed had you not told me you are a pattern-master. I’ve never seen such small spurts of magic,” Shro said. “You have mastered control.” 
 Pol just laughed. “Not really. I’m better than I was, and I only picked up sipping magic last summer.” 

Pol


What is it? Pol thought. 

That is a Shinkyan you are talking to, Demeron said. 

I have eyes that can see. She is here in disguise just as I am.


She?

 Pol nodded. Listen carefully; I don’t have any more time. I’ve confirmed that the monks have raised a large army and will likely be attacking North Salvan. I’m not certain, but that makes the most sense. Can you get that information to Val?


I will do what I can. Perhaps I can bring him to this field tomorrow. 


Please do.
I miss you, horse.


As do I you. Val and Darrol are silent in my mind and I’d rather converse with you.

 Their conversation ended. 
 “What were you doing? You sort of went silent on me,” Shro said. 
 “I communicated with Demeron.” 
 “Your horse?” Shro swung her sword in the precise pattern that Pol had shown her. She had too much control for a novice swordsman. 
 “It’s my only way of communicating while I’m in the monastery.” 
 Shro nodded, and then smiled. “I’ve heard of such bonds before.” A funny look came and went from her face. “I envy that ability.” 
 “Let’s get back and see what assignments we’ve been given for the rest of the morning. I don’t believe that Castell’s promise of rest is real.” 
 ~ 
 Pol looked anxiously towards the forest edging the practice field. He couldn’t locate anyone stalking in the trees, but that didn’t mean Val wasn’t there. It wouldn’t surprise Pol to learn that Val could defeat any location spell.   
 “What are you doing?” Shro said. 
 “Looking for friends,” he said and turned back to practicing the two new forms that Menkin had taught his team.  
 Shro knew the forms as well as did Pol, so they went through the motions.  Pol sensed a very faint approaching dot of color in the woods. He faked twisting his ankle.  
 “I hurt myself,” Pol said raising his hand. “It will be okay if I can sit for a little bit.” 
 He hobbled towards the forest and sat against a tree, massaging his imaginary injury. 
 Pol heard a voice. “What do you have to report? Demeron’s communication skills aren’t particularly accurate.” 
 “But he got you here.” 
 “That he did.” Val’s response wasn’t negative. “It took awhile to get that part of your message out of him.” 
 Pol looked out at the acolytes and lowered his head to his ankle to cover the movement of his mouth and gave Val a detailed rendition of his time at the monastery. 
 “Do you trust the Shinkyan?” 
 Pol hadn’t told Val that Shro was a woman. “Enough for now. We are both withholding a bit from each other, but we have the same goal of finding out what’s going on. Of that I am certain. My roommate is concerned about an invasion of her country.” 
 “Hazett wouldn’t stand for South Salvan to invade Shinkya. I am sure he would feel it necessary to fight with the Shinkyans,” Val said. That was a different perspective that surprised Pol. 
 He went silent as Castell approached. The monk knelt down and felt Pol’s ankle. Pol winced a bit. “You should get back up and continue. If you just sit, your ankle will swell up and get worse.” 
 “In another minute,” Pol said. 
 “Don’t waste much more time,” Castell said and went back to observing one of the other groups. 
 “I have enough information for now. I’ll ride Demeron here every other afternoon at the beginning of the second hour after noon. Let him know if we need to talk.” 
 “I’m pretty sure we’ll be doing this for a few weeks, and then we can return to Deftnis.” 
 “I’m gone,” Val said. “Rejoin your group.” 
 Pol struggled to get up and walked around, ostensibly working out the pain and joined Shro. 
 She looked at him with narrowed eyes. “You talked to your contact?” 
 Pol nodded. “He knows nearly as much as I do.” Pol suddenly scowled. 
 “What happened?” she asked. 
 “I forgot to tell him about the mind-control shield.” 
 Shro smiled. “He doesn’t need to know right now, but you certainly do.” 
 ~~~ 
 



   

CHAPTER ELEVEN

 ~ 
 NOTHING HAPPENED FOR A WEEK. Demeron would ask if there were any new developments, and Pol would shake his head so Val could see his answer. 

 The acolytes had improved to the point that they had learned the rudiments of handling a sword that a common man drafted into the North Salvan army might have.The better swordsmen didn’t learn anything new, so the overall capability of the acolytes improved little with all of the training. 
 Pol could tell that the Abbot’s nightly meetings worked to keep them focused on improving.  He heard less complaining than he had about the menial tasks they still had to complete, although the monks let more time go between tasks. 
 It was after midnight when he woke, noticing Shro sneak out of their room. Pol followed her after making himself invisible. She pulled something round from her robe along with a contraption of some kind.  Pol tweaked the pattern to improve the light his eyes saw and recognized it as a slingshot.  She put a round ball-shaped object, probably with a message wadded up inside, in the web and launched it over the monastery wall.  
 He rushed back towards the barracks and was back in his bed before Shro stole back into their room.  
 “You saw what I did?” she asked in the darkness. “I know you’re awake. Admit it.” He heard her giggle. 
 “How?” Pol asked.  
 “Your breathing is faster than when you sleep.” 
 Pol considered that and realized that Shro was right. “I did. I wondered how you were communicating with your people.” 
 He heard a soft laugh.  
 “I don’t have a talking horse. What have you communicated so far?” 
 That might be a revealing question. “Nothing other than what we have discussed. There hasn’t been anything to add.” 
 “I’m sure my people are both assured and alarmed at the same time, just as yours are.” 
 The conversation died with her last comment. Pol tried to slow his breathing and he noticed Shro giggling in the dark.  
 “What?” he said. 
 “Your breathing still isn’t natural. Perhaps that is something you should practice.” 
 Pol pursed his lips and tried to tamp down his temper. He turned to the wall, facing away from the Shinkyan.  Who listened to how people breathed? Probably Val. That made Pol a bit more upset. 
 “If you can’t go to sleep, let’s find out where the army is headed,” Pol said. 
 “And how do you think to do that?” 
 Pol smiled in the darkness. “I’ve been to the Abbot’s office before, and we can get in and out unobserved. I’m sure there is no one in the administration building. Do you want to do some Seeking?” 
 “What is seeking?”  
 “Spying, in this case. A Seeker finds the truth. Sometimes it’s for the Emperor or a king. This time we are Seeking for the Empire and for Shinkya.” 
 Pol thought Shro sat up.  
 “So why don’t you just go yourself?” she said. 
 Pol wondered why himself. “If I’m taking all the risk, then I’m not sharing what I find with you. We aren’t partners, you know.” That sounded more like Nater, but Pol couldn’t think of another rational reason. “You have done spying before, I imagine?” 
 The room was filled with silence. 
 “Maybe,” she said eventually. “As I said, Shinkya is filled with factions.” She didn’t elaborate.  
 “Then let’s go. People are asleep. If we continue this conversation it will be dawn before we leave the barracks.” 
 “Lead the way. Is there anything I should know before we approach the wolves’ den?” 
 Pol smiled. “I can tweak invisibility. So if someone comes and I get a bit intimate, I only do it to save our skins.” 
 “You can?” Shro said. He could hear amazement in her voice. 
 Pol didn’t know if she was putting him down. He thought she might be. 
 “Don’t get too familiar. I can merge with the shadows,” she said. 
 ~ 
 They didn’t wear robes as the pair made their way from building to building. They found the administration building locked. Pol took care of that and led Shro inside. He locked the door behind them.  
 “Fourth floor,” Pol said. “I found out the location of Abbot Festor’s office during a stint as a maid.” 
 “Maid?” 
 “I jest, but first-year acolytes spent most of their time performing domestic duties before you showed up.” He spelled better vision and led Shro up the stairs. She stumbled a few times, but they eventually made it to the top floor.  
 Pol stopped and tried to locate others in the building. “No one is in the building,” he said. 
 “I know,” Shro said. “You’re not the only…Seeker, is it?”” 
 At least Shro wouldn’t see Pol’s blush. “The Seeker and the Spy,” he said. 
 “That’s us until we get caught standing in the corridor talking,” Shro said. “Where is the Abbot’s office?” 
 Pol began to walk. “Down this way.” He stood in front of the door and reached out towards the latch. 
 “Stop!” Shro said in a loud whisper. She grabbed his wrist and pulled it away from the latch. “Look at the door with your pattern sense.” 
 Pol closed his eyes and could see faint lines of energy surrounding the doorframe. “What will that do? I didn’t know anyone could do something like that.” 
 Shro looked at him with a disgruntled expression. “You really aren’t trained.” 
 Pol pressed his lips together with embarrassment.  “I told you that I wasn’t. Don’t you believe me?” 
 “I suppose your reckless act just proves it. It’s obvious you’re not a fully-trained Seeker.” 
 “Hardly. I only learned how to use magic last year.” 
 Shro snorted. “I thought you were misleading me, but I guess not. You are too powerful for your age and experience.” 
 Pol considered her words. “I have to agree, but what am I to do? I was drafted to be here.” 
 She grumbled something that Pol didn’t understand. He had no idea what the Shinkyan meant. “Observe what I do,” she said.  
 Pol watched as she put her hand up to the top of the door and moved it around the frame. The pattern of energy began to disappear.  
 “I get it. You are restoring the door to its original state. I can do that,” Pol said.  He looked closely at the lock. “This is spelled as well.” 
 “We call them wards. Protective spells are wards,” Shro said. “Try to eliminate that one.” 
 “It’s already done,” Pol said as he unlatched the door.  He stepped inside and found the floor covered with the energy traces. “I can’t move my feet!” 
 “Silly boy,” Shro said. “I think we’ve done enough damage for the night. Whoever confronts the door in the morning will expect a monk stuck in magical mud.” She tapped a finger to her mouth. “Should I just leave you here?” 
 Pol looked at her mocking smile. “Not at all.” He pointed towards the floor and eliminated the ward that held him.  Pol had to do the same all the way back to the door. “I suppose our foray has ended.” 
 “Not quite yet,” Shro said. “Step out.”  
 Pol did as she said and looked on as she extended the spell on the floor to cover the empty spots.  She shut the door and asked Pol to lock it again.  
 “I don’t know how to manipulate locks,” Shro said, while she worked on the wards so it appeared that they had never opened the Abbot’s door. 
 Pol heard voices drift up from the lobby. 
 “A disruption, you say?” 
 “That’s exactly what I said,” Abbot Festor said. “The perpetrator will be stuck to the doorframe, you wait and see.  
 “They are coming up the stairs!” Shro whispered.  
 Pol looked around. His heart beat in his chest reminding him of how it always used to pound like that. He shuffled Shro into a corner and made the both of them invisible. 
 “Don’t move,” Pol breathed more than spoke in Shro’s ear. He turned his back to the corridor while Shro peeked over his shoulder just as a flurry of magician lights flooded the corridor. Pol noticed that he cast no shadow against the wall. He had never thought that the invisibility spell would allow light to shine through him. 
 “You said you felt the ward stop?” 
 “Of course I did. I’m not the Abbot because I have white hair.” The man was very angry.  
 Pol hoped none of the monks could hear his knees knocking with nervousness. He didn’t want to turn and look at the Abbot’s inspection, but he shook at every pause. 
 “The wards are still in place,” the Abbot said. Pol could hear the astonishment in his voice. After another pause he said, “I don’t understand. We had to unlock the front door.” 
 “Should we look inside?” a monk asked.  
 “If they didn’t get through the door, they’d have to climb up a sheer wall to get in, and then they’d be stuck to the floor. If anyone is in my office, they can rot until tomorrow.” The Abbot didn’t like being awakened in the middle of the night and it showed in his voice. 
 The same monk spoke up. “Perhaps we should meet now rather than wait until tomorrow.”  
 Pol’s eyebrows shot up. That would be fortunate. If he couldn’t get in the Abbot’s office, he could use his hearing to listen in. 
 “Fool! I’m tired and am going back to bed. I want you three with me when I open my office tomorrow.  I may need help to confront the intruder.” 
 The whisperings of rope sandals on the floor moved to the stairs and down to the lower levels. 
 “You can let me go now,” Shro said. 
 Pol had forgotten about Shro. All of a sudden he realized that his arms encircled a woman. He jumped back. “Sorry. I didn’t know if they could detect my magic or not.” 
 “I know I’m not strong enough to hold that spell. Do all the Deftnis monks know it?” 
 Pol shrugged. “I don’t know. I made it up. Val knows I can do it, but he’s never talked about using something similar.” 
 Shro put her hand to her chin. “I can camouflage myself. Assume the pattern of whatever is behind me, but invisibility?” He saw her shake her head in the darkness. “The monks looked right at us and just moved on.” 
 “I’ve used it once or twice before,” Pol said.  
 Shro smiled. “Just don’t use it while I’m changing my clothes, all right?” 
 Pol felt his face heat up. “I wouldn’t do anything like that.” 
 “Don’t start now. I wouldn’t put it past any man to do it in the future.” 
 The words struck Pol as too cynical. “I’m not any man.” 
 “You aren’t a man,” Shro said. “Are we going to stay up here arguing?” 
 That was unfair. She had brought up the subject. “I’m not arguing,” Pol said. 
 “No, but I was about to start,” Shro slid past him and started towards the stairway. 
 ~ 
 The next morning’s practice ended a bit earlier than normal. Evidently Abbot Festor wanted a cleaner monastery, so Castall sent them off to spruce up the buildings. To Pol’s pleasure, he wasn’t on any list, so he took the opportunity to head over to the main courtyard. Monks practiced in a much more disciplined fashion than the acolytes. He heard cadenced shouting and the clatter of practice swords hitting at the same time.   
 He rounded a building to see the monks stripped to the waist going through the same forms. Pol wondered how Shro’s disguise would handle stripping to the waist, and that brought a smile to his face. Maybe he would be tempted to sneak a look at his roommate at an inopportune time. A monk, the leading monk of the three from Pol’s adventure in Gobbleton, called the practice to a halt. 
 “Time to spar. Pick a partner,” he said. 
 There were an odd number of monks. Before Pol could hide, the practice leader called to Pol. “Acolyte, you can practice with Bettlor.” 
 “Me?” Pol pointed to himself, hoping that the monk meant someone else, but the man nodded his head and motioned Pol over. 
 Bettlor appeared. He wasn’t much taller than Pol, but had more body mass. He looked to be in his mid-twenties, so the man probably knew Coram. He sniffed at Pol. “A measly little acolyte, eh?” 
 Pol knew a nasty monk when he saw one. There were enough in the monastery. Pol was more experienced in dealing with spoiled brats than he ever wanted to be, even if they were ten years older, like Bettlor.  The leader shoved a practice sword in Pol’s hand and clapped him on the shoulder. 
 “I remember you from when we found Willam in town. Don’t embarrass me,” the leader said with a smug smile. 
 “I won’t,” Pol said. He looked at Bettlor. “I’m not without training, Monk Bettlor.” 
 The man leered. “We’ll see about that.” He raised his sword. 
 “Not a touch first?” Pol said. “Isn’t that bad form?” 
 Bettlor ground his teeth, but Pol glanced at the practice leader who stayed to observe. Pol detected a faint smile on his face. 
 After a reluctant touch, Bettlor began to press until Pol jumped back to gather himself. Should he win this match? Pol wanted to teach Bettlor a lesson, but the cost might be too high, so he would win, but not with his normal proficiency. Perhaps he could get by without augmenting his speed, but rather by staying with anticipation magic. 
 This was no duel, so Pol quickly slapped his sword on Bettlor’s elbow. His opponent’s face displayed a perpetual scowl. Pol let a thrust brush past his side, but then slapped Bettlor on the neck with the flat of his blade. With Bettlor’s snail-like speed, Pol had his way with him.  
 “He’s getting the better of you, Bettlor,” the leader said, standing with his arms folded. 
 Bettlor grimaced at the taunt. Pol noticed other monks stopping their sparring and observing Pol’s match. Bettlor began to put all he had in his swings, but Pol slipped his sword along his opponent’s edge enough to lighten the blows that he took. 
 The monk didn’t share Pol’s superior conditioning, so Bettlor began to tire. Pol didn’t want to inadvertently injure his opponent, so he stepped away.   
 Pol wiped his brow. “I’ve had enough.” 
 Bettlor lunged, but Pol was ready. He had been pummeled once before when he stepped back from a match and that would not happen again. Pol slipped to the side and took Bettlor’s wrist and pulled with all his might, this time adding the tiniest sip of magic to let the man stumble past. Bettlor tripped on his own feet and sprawled on the courtyard’s pavement. 
 “That’s not fair,” Pol said. He tried to keep any hint of mockery out of his voice. “I’m sorry our session ended this way,” Pol said to the trainer. 
 “You did warn him,” the monk said with the ghost of a smile. 
 Pol nodded. He gave the practice sword to the trainer and made his way through the monks standing around them, and then headed to the washroom. Bettlor might not have been a great opponent, but trying to keep the man from looking too bad wore Pol out. 
 Shro threw a towel around her in the empty washroom when Pol quickly turned his back to her.  
 “What are you doing here?” she said. 
 “I wanted to stick my head in a bucket of water. I was drafted into a sparring match with a monk.” 
 “You won?” 
 Pol nodded and poured water over his head. “I won’t turn around until you tell me. Watch, I won’t even turn invisible” He smiled to himself as he grabbed a towel and rubbed it over his head and finished wiping his face.  
 “Okay,” she said. 
 Pol turned around while she dried off her shaven head. “Are you always here when it’s empty?” 
 Shro nodded. “If it’s not, I come back. If you’re wondering, parts of my body are disguised, but that still doesn’t make me comfortable around the others.” Her cheeks turned a little red. 
 A body disguise? Really? How did that work? Pol shook his head. He really didn’t want to know. “I didn’t mean to intrude.” 
 “I believe you,” she said. 
 Well, perhaps she has a bit of trust in me, after all, Pol thought. “Good.” 
 They walked back to the commissary.  
 “Did you show them your magic?” Shro said. 
 “I showed them that I was quicker, in better condition, and better trained than the monk I fought. I used a sip of magic only once, and then not with my sword.” 
 “A sip of magic. You used that term before. Is that a technique?” 
 Pol wondered if he should tell her, but he decided that he would. “You can anticipate your opponent’s moves by tweaking a mental pattern of what you think he, or she,” Pol cleared his throat, “will do. We call it anticipation magic. That is typically transparent. The other part of being a pattern master is to enhance your strength. That’s the sip I talked about. If you use too much magic while you fight, you wear out more quickly, plus it becomes obvious to spectators.  You’ve seen that when I fought Menkin.” 
 “Very, very fast. I know. I used to try to use my magic to jump high. It didn’t take more than two jumps for me to lose too much power.” 
 “It’s the same principle. The less magic you use, the better. Disguises take a lot of strength.” 
 “They do, but you can’t use sips, then.” 
 Pol shook his head. “No, you can’t. Sips work really well with weapons. You don’t need to be lightning fast in a sword duel, just faster than your opponent.” 
 “I’m sure there’s more to it than that,” Shro said. 
 “A lot of practice is involved.” That was as much as Pol wanted to say about the subject. “There really aren’t any pattern masters in Shinkya?” 
 Shro shook her head. “The male magicians who could do such a thing die young in Shinkya. They aren’t physically strong at all. We live in a matriarchal society.  Didn’t you know that?” 
 “Karo confirmed that women were at the top of the hierarchy and you mentioned a Queen. When I learned about your county, I didn’t study it in any detail. I used to be like that, weak. I thought I would die before I reached twenty.” 
 “Are you going to?” 
 Pol smiled. “No. I spent the earlier part of this year finding a monk who could fix me.” 
 “Did he? You look healthy enough to me.” 
 “He had to do a lot of work to heal me. I wonder. Do you have any legends of where you came from?” 
 “Volia. A long, long time ago, we were supposed to have come from northern Volia. The Great Cataclysm, we call it, separated us, and we made our way to Shinkya on the opposite side of the world.” Shro paused in thought for a moment. “That’s all I know.” 
 “I should have Searl examine one of your sick magicians.” Pol smiled. “Karo Nagoya isn’t very powerful. He looked too healthy.” 
 Shro looked surprised. “You’re right, he is too healthy. How did you know?” 
 “I put a few things together from what Karo and you said about Shinkyan magical society. I’m still ignorant of most of it. I’ll share my observations with you another time. We need to get to the assignment room to see what we will be doing once we’ve completed afternoon training. 
 ~~~ 
 



   

CHAPTER TWELVE

 ~ 
 POL STOOD WITH HIS TEAM when the monk’s practice leader walked up to him.

 “You’re promoted,” the monk said. His smile this time was better than the sneer from before. “Don’t worry, I won’t put you with Monk Bettlor. I could tell you were playing with him. Come on.” 
 Pol nearly interrupted the monk. He scanned the forest, but couldn’t detect anyone as the monk pulled him away from the acolytes. Pol looked at Shro. He knew his eyes were round with panic. How would he communicate with Val? The Abbot would soon announce their destination. He’d always relied on Demeron getting close, but now how could he predict where he’d be?  
 “Don’t look back. You’ll be playing with the big boys, now,” the monk said. 
 The monks were back at their group forms when Pol arrived with the trainer. “In the back at the west end.” 
 He walked to the empty spot in the back and found a wooden sword on the ground. He picked it up and began to move with the others. Now Pol would have to walk around the perimeter of the monastery where he first communicated with Demeron.  What a way to ruin his mission. 
 After going through forms not much more advanced than the acolytes, the trainer said, “Now we spar.” 
 Pol didn’t move, rooted to his position, when a tall, lanky monk walked up with a bundle under his arm. He was probably in his mid-thirties. 
 “Nater?” 
 The man’s address confused Pol for a moment. He shook his head. “That’s me. Are you my partner?” 
 The monk nodded. “Spinner’s my name. You don’t have to put a monk in front. I’m a backyard noble, not like most of the others here.” 
 Pol nodded.  
 “I’m pretty good with a sword. I heard you were, too.” 
 “I had some recent training,” Pol said, thinking this was some kind of setup. This time the forms had warmed him up. “Shall we begin?” 
 “Wait,” the trainer said. “Here’s something to make it more interesting.” He threw padded jerkins and metal swords on the ground. 
 “Real blades?” Pol asked. He looked down. These were thin swords, but that would suit both of them. 
 “Going to back out?” Spinner said, with a grin. He didn’t look malicious. 
 “No. I’ve fought with a blade before.” 
 “You said you’ve trained, not fought,” the trainer said. 
 “I’ve trained and fought. We had bandits on the property last spring. I did my part, just like I’ll do my part for the Great God Tesna.” 
 “The Great God Tesna,” the monks in hearing range said together. 
 “No blood, or I’ll stop the match,” the trainer said. 
 Pol wasn’t so sure that would happen with the other monks making a ring around them. Was he going to be a sacrifice to Tesna?  
 He picked up one of the blades and swished it around, getting a feel for the balance, and then he picked up the other while Spinner struggled to don his pads. He couldn’t tell much difference between the two swords. This would be a better test than with Monk Bettlor, and Pol would probably have to chance a little magic against Spinner, by the looks of the way the monk swung his sword. 
 “You may begin.” 
 Pol jumped back like he always did and saw that Spinner did much the same thing. He laughed and Spinner joined in. “You’re not new to this, are you?” 
 Pol shook his head. 
 Spinner took a step and then another with the same lead foot. He whipped his sword from right to left in a diagonal slash. Pol didn’t need anticipation magic to tell what Spinner would do. He telegraphed his moves with his gangly body. Pol parried the slash and backhanded one of his own, slicing into the jerkin. The sword cut segments of the coarse thick cloth in a line. The weapons were sharp. 
 His opponent put his sword down and looked at his jerkin. “Not new at all,” he muttered. His easy-going expression left as he attacked in bursts. A parried thrust here, an escaped lunge there. Spinner was just as fast as Pol without using sips of magic, but he wasn’t as experienced, Pol found out. Pol didn’t think. He just reacted. 
 “You can do better than that, Nater,” the trainer said.  
 Pol looked at the monk, and the distraction gave Spinner a chance to cut into Pol’s left arm. The pads didn’t cushion the blow enough not avoid a bruise. He grit his teeth and began to push Spinner back with a series of quick slashes and backhanded blows when he pulled his sword back.  
 As fast as Spinner was, Pol’s technique made him more effective against his lanky opponent. If this was the best of the monks, he wondered how the Tesnans intended to take over the world. 
 A band of pressure began to squeeze Pol’s head. Spinner was narrowing his eyes. Mind-control. The monk’s concentration on his spell didn’t last long as Pol took advantage of the spell’s distraction and thrust three times into Spinner’s stomach, forcing the monk to fall on his rear end, poking hard enough to make it hurt, but not enough to pierce the padding. 
 Spinner dropped his sword. “He’s too good,” the monk announced to the circle of monks.  
 The trainer looked at Spinner and then at Pol. 
 “What about your spell?” the trainer said to Spinner. 
 His opponent shrugged. “It didn’t work on him. That’s when he began to poke me.” Spinner still held a hand to his stomach. 
 “A spell?” Pol asked. “That’s what it was.” Pol feigned amazement. “I had the worst headache and had to finish the match before I lost sight from the pain.” He rubbed his forehead, although he felt fine. 
 “A resister,” one of the monks said. Pol felt another bit of pressure and put his hand to his forehead again. 
 “Do you get headaches often?” 
 Pol nodded. “For some reason, I get them when I go to the midnight meetings. I’m not used to rising in the middle of the night.” 
 The trainer looked at Pol. “You’ll train with the monks from now on. I’d say you’ve earned it.” 
 Pol looked around at monks nodding their heads in agreement. Even Spinner gave him an encouraging look, although he hadn’t yet gotten up from the ground.  
 What had Pol gotten into? 
 ~ 
 “So much for maintaining a low profile,” Shro said, referring to Pol’s description of his sword fight at dinner. 
 “I noticed I haven’t been removed from the task lists,” Pol said, rubbing the painful lump on his upper arm. “Do you want to visit the library with me? I need to do a little research on what ‘resisters’ are.  That’s what the monks called me when I used my mind shield.” Pol had been called a resister before, but with events accelerating, he wanted a better understanding. 
 She shrugged her shoulders. “Neither of us have night duty, so sure.” 
 They left the barracks and made their way to the library. No one sat at the desk, so Pol and Shro walked right in.  Pol led her to the mind-control shelf and each of them took a copy of the instruction book.  
 “You start at the back, and I’ll scan the pages from the beginning,” Pol said. 
 “Here it is towards the back,” she said. “There are certain people who are resistant to mind-control spells. They might exhibit some physical expression of the spell’s effect, but will retain their will. These are known as ‘resisters’. They retain the ability to influence other minds.” Shro looked over at Pol.  
 “So we are resisters?” She grinned. 
 Pol nodded. “Before you came, I was involved in a, uh, situation. One of the monks tried to put a spell on me, but it didn’t work. I could feel pressure in my head, similar to the shield I taught you. I’ve pretended to get a headache when the net has been cast by a monk.” 
 “Your magical abilities go much further than just being a good learner, don’t they?”  
 There might be a reason,” Pol said, smiling. “Something in my ancestral past.” 
 “We all have echoes from the past shaping our futures,” Shro said.  
 Her words sounded like something she had read.  They continued to read until after dark.  
 A monk caught them. “You two shouldn’t be here.” 
 Pol pulled the pass out of his pocket. “I have a pass.” 
 “Let me look at it.” He ripped it up as soon as Pol let go. “With all of us training, you don’t have library privileges anymore. Take those books back and leave immediately.” 
 “At least he didn’t even look at the books,” Pol said as they returned the volumes to the right place on the shelves. 
 “I’m sorry.” Shro said. 
 “No reason to be sorry. I invited you, and it’s my fault. If we really are leaving the monastery soon, there isn’t any harm done.”  
 They walked out the door. Pol looked back at the library. Before they left Tesna, he vowed he would have one of those copies in his bags, as well as any he could find on compulsion. The monks at Deftnis needed to know about the Tesnan mind-control techniques. 
 Pol didn’t say anything else while they returned to the barracks and their room. 
 “You haven’t been in contact with your friends?” Shro asked as she rubbed her face and sat down on her bed.  
 “No. I don’t know if I’ll be able to now. At this point I’ll be lucky if I do, since I won’t be returning to the practice field.” Pol wondered why the fates had instigated an unwanted promotion. He shook his head and got under the covers. “I’ll slumber, hoping my dreams will lead me to my countrymen.” 
 “That’s so exclusionary,” Shro said.  
 “Ok, they will lead me to my countrymen and you to yours.” 
 “Better.” He heard a muffled giggle. 
 ~ 
 Both of them were rousted from their beds for another midnight meeting. Pol rubbed his eyes and put his robe over his clothes. With Shro in the room, he slept fully dressed. It seemed more proper, since she did, too.  
 They shuffled through the buildings and across the courtyard to the assembly hall. Pol thought of the place as more of a temple or a church in the late hours. The pair of them took their customary seats in the back. 
 Abbot Festor entered. Even from Pol’s vantage point, he noticed the Abbot’s tired, red eyes. The man must have had a hard day or little sleep. He raised his hands and silence ensued.  
 Pol felt the customary pressure of the mind-control spell and put his hand to his forehead to fake a headache. He had new acquaintances that might be looking his way, so he had to present physical evidence of his resistance.   
 He didn’t think Abbot Festor had said anything provocative other than to spout off about Tesna’s divinity and to be obedient. Pol had always worked as hard as everyone else in the monastery.  
 “Is something wrong?” Shro whispered.  
 Pol gave her a dirty look to keep her quiet and continued to hold his forehead. She bumped him and he gave her a wink. That settled the Shinkyan down. 
 “After breakfast, travel packs will be available around the monastery. There are three sizes: small, midsize, and large. Inside will be a uniform. We are marching for our god tomorrow. Don your uniform and meet in the courtyard outside. Monks will ride and acolytes will march. Before leaving the monastery, you will select weapons and helmets. We fight for Tesna, and He says we will prevail. Hail the Great God Tesna!” 
 “Hail the Great God Tesna,” the monks and acolytes intoned. 
 As Pol left the meeting, the trainer monk pulled Pol aside, while Pol still held his hand to his head.  
 “Here.” He handed Pol a large travel pack. It weighed a lot more than he expected. “You see me in the morning. You’ll be riding with the monks.” 
 “But I’m just a new acolyte,” Pol said, protesting his elevation. 
 “I’d rather have you at my side than any of them.” The trainer looked at the monks passing by. 
 “Yes, monk.” 
 “I’ll have a military title tomorrow. You can call me Captain Horker when we’ve left Tesna.” 
 “Yes, Monk Horker.” 
 The monk smiled and rubbed Pol’s shaved head. “You’ll be riding with me.” 
 Pol continued on, by himself, now that he lugged a heavy pack. The acolytes were always the last in and the first out of the meetings.  
 He set the pack on an empty bed. 
 “What’s that?” Shro said. 
 “They gave me my gear early.” Pol said.  He made a magic light and examined the pack.  There was a tag that read ‘Monk-Small’.  
 He opened it up and smelled the acrid odor of oiled chain mail. Pulling out the chain mail, he held it up to him. It was a long short-sleeved tunic.  
 “Nothing to protect the neck,” Pol said, shaking his head. The pack had a pair of leather pants that fit well enough together with a thin suede tunic cut smaller than the chainmail. At the bottom was a thick woolen tabard in maroon with a silver-embroidered Tesnan symbol on the chest.  
 Shro whistled. “You did get a promotion. We acolytes will be lucky to get anything. I’m thinking the acolytes are front-line fodder.” 
 “You know about battle?” 
 Shro smirked. “I’ve read books, just like you. You’ve never been to battle before, not at your age.” 
 “Last summer. I accompanied a campaign to the Taridan border. I ended up fighting my enemy.” He didn’t want to get into the details with Shro. “I also have read lots of books,” he smiled as he began to remove his uniform. He rummaged around in the pack. He found a bag with oiled cloth inside, presumably to clean his chainmail shirt. 
 “Now I know why the Emperor chose you, of all people, to come here.” 
 “The Emperor didn’t choose me; one of his Seekers did.” 
 Shro scoffed at his words. “The only magician with a Shinkyan horse in the Empire chosen at random?” She snorted and folded her arms. 
 Pol ignored her. “I suppose we’ll be doing a lot of walking tomorrow.” He didn’t want to tell her that he thought he’d be riding along with the monks. Breaking that news would wait until morning. 
 After lying awake for a long time, Pol sat up. He couldn’t leave the monastery without taking one of the books on mind-control. The Emperor and the Abbot at Deftnis had to know about the casual use of the technique on the monks themselves.  
 Pol slipped out of the room and spelled himself invisible as he made his way out of the building and slipped through the shadows to the library. He stood looking at the library from the building on the other side of the walkway.  
 “Out for a stroll?” Shro asked quietly as she slid beside him. “I can guess what you are after. Want any help?” 
 Pol looked at her and felt alarm. “How do you know I’m here? I’m invisible.” 
 Shro pointed down at the gravel walkway and at Pol’s tracks. The girl showed Seeker skills.  
 “Do I have a choice?” he asked. 
 He could see her teeth shine in the darkness. “No,” she said matter-of-factly. “I’ll go first.” 
 Before Pol could say another word she ran quickly and pressed herself next to the door. He could see her suddenly become hard to make out. If he hadn’t known she was there, Pol would have ignored her.   
 Pol used a wind pattern to obliterate the tracks behind him as he walked towards the library. He’d have to eliminate their tracks on the way back. 
 “You’re better at locks than I am. This door isn’t warded,” Shro said as Pol stood beside her, backs to the building. Her camouflage was interesting. It was different than Pol’s invisibility in that it seemed like she drew the pattern of the background in the front with her magic. 
 “I erased my tracks,” he said. 
 “That would be useful to know.” 
 “Maybe we can do some trading later.” He turned and opened the door for her.  
 They both stood in the dark silence of the library. “Let’s make this quick.” Pol knew where the books were. He lit a tiny magician’s light and cupped it in his hand while he walked right to the shelf that had held the books on mind-control.  
 “All of these shelves are empty,” Shro said.  
 Pol’s spirits shrunk. He looked at the blank spaces and wondered. “They must be taking these books with them or storing them in a more secure space when the monastery is empty.” Doing such a thing didn’t make much sense to Pol. He would have just secured the library, but he was far from making decisions on behalf of the monastery. 
 Shro left him, and he followed towards the back of the library. Both of them stopped when they heard voices.  
 “One more load, then we padlock the place up,” a voice said, getting louder.  
 Lantern light illuminated the back of the library. Pol and Shro hugged the shadows while two guards walked past them and around some shelves. They quickly slipped out of the library through the rear door. 
 “Where are the carts?” Shro asked. 
 “I don’t know,” Pol said, but then he lit another magic light and carefully shielding its light, he saw fresh footprints. “I guess I do know.” 
 They followed the traces until they came to a fenced area. Shro tried the padlocked gate. 
 “I’ll get us through.” 
 Pol couldn’t lock it from the inside so they wouldn’t have much time. They ran to three wooden-covered carts filled with carefully stacked books. 
 “I found them,” Shro said. She straightened up and had two of the books in her hand. “One for me and one for you.” 
 They heard voices approaching. Pol looked around for an exit, but couldn’t find anything. He gestured to Shro, but she shook him off.  
 As the two men opened the gate, one accused the other of not locking up. Then all of a sudden they froze. 
 “Let’s get out of here,” Shro said.  
 “What did you just do?” 
 “It’s a simple enough spell. You just lock the pattern. It has a thousand uses,” she said, smiling. “It doesn’t last long, so we need to leave.” 
 “I’m looking for one more volume.” Pol frantically rummaged through the books until he found one on compulsion. “Done.” Pol looked down at the ground. “Footprints?” 
 Shro shrugged and waved her hand on the dirt. “Not a complete erasure, but if we did that, the monks might suspect something.” 
 ~~~ 
 



   

CHAPTER THIRTEEN

 ~ 
 NO ONE MENTIONED THE LIBRARY THEFT, and Pol could see why. The monastery was in an uproar when they emerged from the basement barracks. No military camp would put up with the chaos. Pol dressed in his uniform and took his pack including his normal clothes and sought out Captain Horker. 

 “There you are.  You’ll have to find boots and a helmet that fits over there.” The Captain pointed to tables covered with gear. “Find weapons you can get used to in the assembly hall.” 
 Pol observed monks walking out with shiny swords. He hoped would find some knives to carry. First, a helmet, he thought. The boots that he wore to the monastery were better than any in the pile. 
 The monks had to have planned for this for some time to assemble all these uniforms and arms. There were no socks, so he found a pair in his pack and put them on. Other monks were putting the stiff, new boots over their bare feet. Obviously, someone had never marched in the army. 
 The helmets were heavier than what he wore in North Salvan. They were a simple design of four sections rising from a short brim that went all the way around the bottom to the peak. A bolted plate joined each of the four edges.  A tiny medal of the Tesnan symbol adorned the center of the brow.  
 Pol looked inside and pulled out a felt liner.  He could see light from the seams. He would use pattern magic to bind the metal when he was alone. The rest of the monks would have water seeping onto their heads when it rained. He shook his head. At least the monks would look nice.  
 The weapons hall, as Pol now thought of it, was filling up with acolytes and monks. Acolytes had their own section, but he saw a few sets of bows and quivers of arrows, along with knives, swords, and many spears. Shro would like that. Stacked shields were next to the tables. Each acolyte had to carry a spear and a shield. Pol nodded to himself. Front-line fodder. Shro was correct. Castall, unfortunately, had spent all their time training them with swords when they should have teamed up with long poles. 
 The monks looked to have a much better selection. He found a box of knives that few monks bothered to examine. Pol found a brace of throwing knives at the bottom. They were brand new and sharp. He quickly snatched them and shoved them in his pack. The swords were laid out on the tables with new scabbards. The monks had trained with straight-edged wooden swords, but there were many different styles on the table. Double-edged swords, curved, narrow, and wide. It didn’t make sense unless monks were used to the different weapons. Having practiced with many of the monks, he doubted that. 
 He found a long, thin blade with a slight curve. Only a few monks took their blades out, selecting their weapons based on how the scabbard looked. Pol didn’t care about what they thought. He pulled the sword out. It was obviously used, but in perfect condition. He wondered where they found this unique sword. He found an empty spot in the room and swished the sword around to check the grip and balance. It was a superb weapon.  
 He found an extra-long knife in the same style as his sword, but with a different design on the scabbard. The grip was similar. All he had to do was find a belt to mount the scabbard, and he was ready.  
 Shro passed him, walking in as he walked out.  
 “That doesn’t look like boiled leather to me,” Pol said. 
 She bit her lip. “Waxed canvas. Stupid.” 
 He looked down at her boots seeing the skin of her shins. “No socks?” 
 “Why do you need socks?” 
 Pol pulled out another pair of socks. Now he only had a spare pair. “Blisters. Trust me. Put them on. The boots should be snug, but not tight. If you have the chance, get another pair of stockings.  By the way, there are bow and arrows for those so inclined. See if you can grab something you like.” 
 She eyed his weapons. “How did you get a Shinkyan blade?” 
 “Shinkyan?” Pol said.  
 “Your sword. Can I look at it?” 
 Pol handed it to her.  
 She looked at it really hard. He suspected magic. 
 “This had to be stolen.” 
 “Why?” 
 “It is first quality.” 
 Pol looked back into the weapons hall. “I suspect that much of those are. You can find quite a variety of things in there.” 
 “Nater!” a voice called from outside the doors. 
 “Yes, Captain Horker.” 
 “Come with me. Time to find a mount.” 
 Shro narrowed her eyes and looked at Pol. “Mount?” 
 Pol shrugged. “I guess it comes with the uniform. If you’ll excuse me,” he said quickly, catching up to the Captain. 
 “Who is that acolyte?” 
 “My roommate, sir. Former roommate, I guess.” 
 Horker looked at Pol as they walked. “You get a two-man tent, but no monk would deign sleep with an acolyte. If you want, you can share it with him. He’s even shorter than you are.” 
 “Shinkyans are small-statured, I guess.” Pol said. 
 “I couldn’t care less,” Horker said. The man’s personality seemed to have changed now that he wore an officer’s uniform. He even carried himself more stiffly, somehow. 
 Once Horker selected a mount for Pol, he found his personal horse. “I assume you know how to ride?” 
 “I do, Captain.” Pol smiled.  
 “Good. Tie these nags up over there and get some more food in you. We’ll be leaving in an hour or so.” 
 Pol did as the Captain requested. He sat down next to Shro with his tray of food. She had just about finished.  
 “We don’t even merit tents,” Shro said with her mouth full, waving a half-eaten roll. “I’ve got a bow and quivers to carry, along with a knife, a spear and a shield, a bed roll, and my regular clothes. My monk’s robe, I’ll gladly leave behind.” She shook her head in despair. 
 “You have half a tent,” Pol said. I’ve got a two-man tent of my own and a horse to carry it. As long as I’m riding, I can carry your bow and quivers.  Go grab a long knife or a short sword. I’ll take those as well. If you’re not trained with a spear and shield, you’ll die too quickly. If we have to fight, throw those away and use your other weapons.” 
 “Do you care if I die?” 
 Now those were words spoken by a female, Pol thought. He remembered Amonna, his stepsister, asking him things like that in the past. 
 “You’re as close to a friend as I have in this place, so yeah, I would be disappointed to step over your body on the battlefield,” Pol said.   
 That seemed to mollify her. “Eat quickly and help me pick out a suitable sword.” 
 Pol ate and Shro watched him. It was quite unnerving, and it felt like Honna, his oldest stepsister, hovered over him, tapping her toes. 
 They walked together towards the assembly hall. Menkin pushed Pol from behind.  
 “Who do you think you are, wearing a monk’s uniform?” 
 “Captain Horker gave me this uniform to wear.” 
 “Horker? The monk’s trainer?” 
 Pol nodded.  
 “I thought he pulled you out of practice to sharpen weapons or something.” 
 Pol shook his head. “I defeated two monks in sparring matches, and one thing led to another.” 
 “You’d think you were a prince or something.” Menkin gave Pol a little shove and walked away. 
 Shro smiled. “Isn’t the term you use in the Empire something like ‘My Prince’?” She gave him a little bow. 
 “Disinherited,” Pol said. “It’s been over a year.” 
 “But that doesn’t change the fact that royal blood flows through your veins.” 
 And alien blood, too, Pol thought. “Let’s go. They’ll likely be calling us to move out soon enough.” 
 Pol found another Shinkyan blade, shorter than his own sword, among the weapons left behind by the monks.  
 “Stolen, too,” Shro said quietly, but she accepted it. “Yours are better.” 
 “Hey, what’s an acolyte doing over here?” Bettlor, the monk who Pol first defeated, said. 
 “This is a Shinkyan blade, and he is a Shinkyan. I want to make sure he has a good weapon.” 
 Pol slid it in his belt. Now he felt over-armed with three scabbards as they walked out. Shro accompanied him to his mount. Pol began stashing weapons on his horse. 
 “And these,” Pol said, pulling out the throwing knives. “These are decent quality. I think I can make them work.” He put one in each boot.  
 “Can you really use those?” 
 Pol nodded. “Come with me.” 
 He escorted Shro to the stable and stood in front of an empty stall. “Point out a spot.” 
 She pointed to a knot in the wood at the end of the stall, some fifteen feet away. 
 “Easy.” Pol pulled out the two knives and tossed them up and caught them to get a feel for their balance.   
 He threw the first, hitting the knot and then the second ended up right by the other. 
 “You are very good.” 
 “I’ve spent a lot of time using these things. Thrown weapons have saved my life more than a sword has.” 
 “You really are quite capable,” Shro said. 
 “Indeed he is,” Captain Horker said. Pol looked back to see the monk standing a head taller behind Shro. “Showing off your talents? I’m impressed, if your Shinkyan friend isn’t.” 
 “I’ve had some talented tutors,” Pol said. 
 “I’d say they’ve been more than successful. You’re probably the best knife thrower among Tesna’s Guardians.” 
 “Guardians?” Shro said. “I haven’t heard that term before.” 
 “You will. In a few days, we will no longer call ourselves monks. Nater now calls me Captain. We will be Guardians once we are on the march. You must be Nater’s former roommate.” 
 Pol could see the gleam of fanaticism in Horker’s eyes that wasn’t there before. He wondered if Horker had just returned from a meeting with the Abbot. 
 “We are about to leave. Retrieve your knives. I wondered if anyone would be daring enough to choose those. Most of the knives were left.” He turned and left Pol and Shro standing there. 
 Pol nodded and pulled out his knives. He could do the same thing from a much longer distance. What possibly caused him to show off in front of Shro?  He shook his head and had returned to his horse when he heard a bugle sound. They used bugles now? He guessed that he’d have to get used to a lot of strange things that the monks did from here on out. 
 “Scary,” she said. “I have a note to shoot before we leave.” She took her bow and an arrow from Pol’s horse. “A practice shot.”  
 “Be my guest.” 
 She winked at Pol and tied a note to an arrow and quickly drew her bow and fired the arrow in the same direction as she had with her slingshot. 
 “Do you still have your slingshot?” 
 Shro smiled and nodded. 
 Pol tried one last time to contact Demeron but didn’t hear anything back. He couldn’t help but feel uneasy about not getting word to his friends.  
 ~ 
 “Does this mean I’m a monk?” Pol asked Horker as they rode down the road from the monastery. 
 Horker laughed. “No, not in the slightest. I want a soldier who can protect my flank,” the monk said. “You are the perfect acolyte to suit my needs. You can’t ride unless you wear a monk’s uniform, but don’t get any fancy ideas.” 
 Pol couldn’t help but blush. So he wore a monk’s, no, a Guardian’s uniform in order to fetch and carry. Pol vowed to himself that he wouldn’t be raising his sword against North Salvans, regardless of how he felt towards his stepfather, King Colvin. 
 “I am happy to serve the Great God Tesna,” Pol said to appease Horker. 
 “The Great God Tesna,” Horker intoned the words just like he would in the midnight assembly.  
 All these monks were addled. Pol would soon find out where they were headed, but what could he do about it?  He twisted in his saddle and looked back at the monastery, still filling up his vision. Pol hoped Val and Darrol had noticed the mustering of the monks. 
 Shro tapped Pol on the foot. “Thanks for the stockings. I think I will need them.” She touched her bow, securely tied to Pol’s saddle.  “As long as you carry my weapons, I’ll stick with you.” 
 Pol nodded. ‘That’s all it takes? 
 She nodded back. 
 He looked over the rabble. That’s what the monks were. They marched as rabble. There were no straight lines, or lines of any kind, actually. Horses mixed in with the acolytes as they took their way down to the town at the bottom of the road, more of a horde than an army. 
 He moved over towards Horker. “Shouldn’t we be marching in some kind of formation?” 
 Horker raised an eyebrow. “Why? We’re Guardians, not soldiers.” 
 “If we carry weapons, the enemy will think we are soldiers. A spy would look at us and wonder.” 
 “Wonder what?” 
 “I went along on a training campaign with my father, once. The army marched with discipline and fought with discipline. What kind of discipline are we showing anyone who’d care to watch?” 
 Horker laughed. “There aren’t any spies within miles of us. We’ve cleared out all the hiding places. Don’t worry about spies. They are our soldiers now.” 
 “How?” Pol furrowed his brow. Part of it was an act, but he also worried about Val and Darrol, not to mention Demeron. 
 “Magic of the mind,” Horker said, pointing to his head, although Pol knew the real term. “That’s how we will control a vast army. Even our South Salvan allies will be forced to pledge their allegiance to the Tesnan side. King Astor thinks his generals run the army.” Horker laughed. “We do. You’ll meet our most powerful Guardians tonight.” 
 There had to be quite a few monks to handle thousands of men, but then he remembered the Abbot’s spell worked on over the three hundred or so monks and acolytes during night assemblies.  
 Pol looked down at Shro, who tapped his shoe with her spear. She nodded and pointed to her head. Perhaps they were the only people within miles who could resist the monks’ secret weapon. 
 ~ 
 Shro had a hard time carrying the shield and the heavy spear, so Pol took the shield from her and tied it to the top of the gear behind his saddle.  
 “Thank you. I thought I was in better shape,” she said. 
 Pol looked back at the trail of acolytes who had stretched from a bunch into a long line in the late afternoon. Shro still kept up with Pol, walking close by with the hardiest of the spear-carriers.  
 “Our evening camp isn’t far,” Horker said. “The Shinkyan needs a bit of help, eh?” 
 Pol nodded. Horker talked as if Shro couldn’t hear his every word. “At least the servant will have a servant.” Pol gave the Captain half of a grin. 
 Horker laughed. “Good thinking. I’ll make a proper monk of you before all of this is over.” 
 Pol shuddered to contemplate what ‘over’ meant. He was tired enough just riding at such a slow pace for six hours. His stomach grumbled something about missing lunch. He drank a few sips of water from his skin. 
 “Water, Captain?” 
 Horker smiled and ambled over to take the skin from Pol. He took big gulps from Pol’s waterskin and ended up draining the thing. He handed it back. “Good job, Nater.” 
 At least the servant in Pol remembered to graciously receive a compliment. Pol took the empty skin and hooked it around a knob on the front of his saddle. He didn’t perceive Horker as a bad person, but a product of living at Tesna. There were good and bad monks at Deftnis, too.  
 He wondered how controlled Horker had become. The man certainly needed to get out in the world. A stint in King Astor’s army might do him some good. The thought made Pol laugh. Horker was an enemy. What was Pol thinking? He was part of an army of mind-controlled humans.  
 Pol shuddered at the blood that would be spilt. He wondered how much thought and how much initiative Tesna’s army had. Among the ranks, too much independence led to a lack of discipline, but among the officer corps, lack of initiative often led to poor decisions. Pol had read enough about that when he studied under Farthia Wissingbel at Borstall Castle. 
 Another life. He hadn’t even thought of his old, frail body on the march until now. He still had energy. Searl, the healer monk, had done an admirable job on him. At least Pol admired his job. He smiled and flexed his arm. He now possessed a strength that he never could develop when his deformed heart kept him back. 
 The column began to slow, and the riders and marchers began to overflow the road, like a river breeching its banks.  
 “We have arrived. Ride ahead and find the command tent. I’ve been told there is a space set aside for my tent. I’ll want you next to me, so make out enough space for the both of us. Your Shinkyan friend is welcome to join you in your tent.” 
 He had already been told that. Pol looked down at his ‘Shinkyan friend’. 
 When he threaded his way through the Guardians ahead of him, he came upon a roped-off field. Signs led to the officers’ section. The officers’ camp was organized. Pol didn’t know if he should have been impressed or disappointed.  
 He set up his tent at the side of the spot assigned to Captain Horker. He scribbled a note saying he had taken ill and fastened it to a tie-down on the tent. Then Pol took a deep breath and looked around at the chaos. This might be his last chance to talk to Val, so he would take it now or regret not doing something for days to come. 
 He took everything off his horse except for the waterskin, and then headed west, intersecting with the route he had taken to the monastery weeks ago. Pol alternately walked the horse and then galloped his way west, finding a track that led him in the direction he wanted to go. He raced against being labeled a deserter, but Pol knew he had to take the risk.  
 His path intersected with the north-south road, and Pol continued north a little to the turn-off that Val made him memorize. He rode up into the mountains, remembering the spot on the map where Val said they would camp. 
 It was still light when he found a likely spot. It was as if whoever stayed there had left in a hurry. Pol dismounted and began to use his seeking skills to determine what happened.  He recognized some of Darrol’s cookware left behind, so this definitely was the Seeker’s camp. Additional hoof prints were evident, different from Demeron and the other horses. Demeron had clearly taken off towards the west, farther up the mountain, but he was alone. Darrol or Val might have ridden him off, but Pol couldn’t find any evidence of that. 
 Pol called for Demeron with his voice and with his mind, and the lack of response frightened him. He was in no position to go off to find them. He sat on a fallen log someone had dragged up beside the cold fire pit and put his head in his hands. His friends were gone. Demeron gone. He rummaged around the camp in the approaching twilight and could find no other evidence that might help him understand the utter abandonment that he currently felt.  
 He made another round of the camp to see if he could note any traces of fighting or blood, but came up with nothing. Pol reluctantly filled up his waterskin at a nearby spring and mounted up with a goal to make his way back to the army’s camp before midnight.  
 The ride back was filled with pain. His bottom hurt, the horse was abused and inside, deep inside, Pol felt deserted and confused. Where had his friends gone? He could find no note at the camp, not hidden under a rock or written in the dust. 
 He didn’t know if he’d ever find his friends again. Doubt began to roil in his head. What could he do now? He would have to figure something out. He couldn’t return to Deftnis and abandon Shro. Pol had to find some way to salvage his mission, but he didn’t know what that represented without Val’s guidance. Fatigue had drained his thinking, so his mind didn’t want to work, but putting off making a decision for another day, he finally made it back to the camp. 
 “Where were you?” Shro asked. She had already laid her bedroll out. 
 “Like my note said, I ate something bad this morning. I tried to hold it in, but I was sick not too far from here for hours. I finally fell asleep and…” Pol said. The excuse sounded lame, but he couldn’t come up with any other reason to write down on the message he left behind. 
 “You missed a lovely meal.” 
 Pol shook his head. “No, I didn’t.” His hungry stomach told him otherwise, but Pol had to keep from saying that he went back to Val’s camp. The walls of the tent did little to stop voices, and he slept in the midst of his enemy. 
 Shro snorted. “Horker kept me busy with your duties, but he didn’t think you had deserted. I think he likes you.” 
 Pol just grunted as he collapsed on his bedroll in the dark, and tried to sleep. With the disappearance of Val and Darrol, the escape of Demeron, and not eating a bite for sixteen hours, he couldn’t keep his eyes closed for long. His mind kept whirring, but his thoughts didn’t lead him anywhere productive. 
 Outside, a conversation between two men got close enough for Pol to listen in. 
 “Sometimes Onkar talks so long. I think it’s because he’s in love with his own voice. He could have just said we won’t be leaving for a few days while his forces continue to muster.”  
 Pol recognized the next voice as Horker’s. “He never would have dared keep us up so late before he left the monastery. There are those of us unhappy that he has risen so high so fast.” 
 The other monk laughed. “It’s because he knows good people and takes the best ones from us to help him.” 
 “I found a gem in the acolyte, Nater. He can beat any of us with a sword. I had him spar with Spinner.” 
 “He defeated Spinner?” 
 “He did,” Horker said. “He’s much smarter than his records showed. I was surprised that out of all the monks, he was the one who selected the few Shinkyan weapons that we had collected. He had a Shinkyan tutor, so he must have picked up some tricks from him.” 
 “Shinkyans,” the other monk snorted. 
 “Quiet. That Shinkyan roommate is sharing his tent. His parents must have filled the Abbot’s pockets to get accepted.” 
 “Oh. Maybe that’s why your acolyte picked that weapon.” 
 Horker made some kind of sound in disagreement. “That roommate isn’t any better with a sword than the rest of the acolyte rabble. I’m afraid the monastery will have to stock the barracks with a lot of new acolytes when we are finished.” 
 “When we’re finished, we’ll have the pick of all Baccusol, maybe all of Eastril, eventually.” 
 Pol heard a pause. “I wonder if the boy made it back from wherever he went.” 
 At that Pol closed his eyes and breathed a little heavier. He heard the tent flap pulled back. It closed.  
 “Good. He’s asleep.” Another pause from Horker. “It’s time we both slept. I’ll see you in the morning.” 
 Shro moved closer to Pol. She whispered in his ear. “My work is nearly done,” she said. “It sounds like Shinkya is on their list, but after they have taken down the Empire. Where were you, really?” 
 Her whispering in his ear gave Pol goose bumps. He didn’t know why, but it felt kind of nice. He turned and whispered in hers. “My contacts have left, and my Shinkyan horse has escaped. I nearly rode all the way to Tesna and back. I guess we are both on our own.” He hoped his voice didn’t convey the dejection that he felt. 
 ~~~ 
 



   

CHAPTER FOURTEEN

 ~ 
 POL’S OUTLOOK HADN’T IMPROVED A WHOLE LOT by morning, but a full stomach helped take the edge off his worries. He found that he wasn’t welcome among the monks, so he ate next to Shro with the rest of the acolytes.

 Someone nudged him in the back. Pol turned around to see Horker standing above him.  
 “Are you through with your meal? It’s time you did some work. What happened to you yesterday?” 
 Pol told him about his upset stomach.  
 “It probably won’t be the last. Soldiers have to develop strong stomachs,” Horker said. He laughed to himself. “Or so I’m told.” He nudged Pol again. “Up. I want you with me when I attend the morning briefing. General Onkar talked into the early morning hours, and now he wants us again.” 
 Pol quickly shoved the last of the food in his mouth. “Can you?” he looked at Shro, who nodded.  
 “I’ll take care of your stuff,” she said. “I am the servant’s servant, after all.” She gave him a smile to indicate that she didn’t mind. 
 He followed Horker back to the officer’s section and entered a large tent. Pol noticed that some of the other officers had assistants standing back next to the wall of the tent behind them. The officers all had chairs. Horker sat down and put his hands in his lap. 
 They all stood for the Abbot’s entrance and remained standing until Onkar strode into the tent.  
 “You may be seated,” the General said.  His eyes scanned the room. They paused on Pol, but then moved on. He bowed to Abbot Festor and then began to speak. “We talked about the state of the army last night. I’m afraid there will be another delay. We will be headed north next week.” 
 “Why is that, General?” Abbot Festor said. Pol could sense tension between the two men. “Tesna will not appreciate any holdup on our timetable.” Pol could feel the pressure of the Abbot’s mind-control. He put his hand to his head, still playing the role of resister. 
 “I am sure Tesna will understand,” Onkar said. Pol suspected the General used a shield to keep the Abbot from controlling him. “We can’t train all of our forces in the same place. There are too many of our allies, so we train them apart. Some of our units have fallen behind, and others have added more men than anticipated. It adds up to another week before we combine our armies.” 
 Pol knew a solution to that, but kept his mouth shut. There was no good reason to travel as one large army. Logistically, splitting the armies meant less impact on the food supply along their respective paths. A large army would devastate the farms and the farmers’ recently laid winter food storage. 
 South Salvan had a longer growing season than North Salvan, but that wouldn’t mean anything to the thousands of mouths to feed along the way. He hadn’t seen much in the way of supply wagons. Again, he questioned the experience of the Tesnans.  
 After some banter about the arriving soldiers, Onkar waved their objections aside. “King Astor will be joining us in ten days close to the North Salvan border.” 
 “We don’t need him to clutter up our chain of command,” Abbot Festor said. 
 Onkar shook his head. “He’s bringing with him two hundred wagons of food and supplies. That is an important reason to wait. Until that happens, I want you to train the acolytes and monks to use pike and shield. I have taken the liberty of reorganizing the command structure.  When you exit the tent, take the roster of your trainees and get them working right after the midday meal. That is all.” Onkar nodded to the Abbot and walked out. 
 Horker lifted his finger and crooked it. “Here, Nater.” 
 “Yes, sir.” 
 “Do you know anything about using spears and shields?” 
 Pol shrugged. “I’ve read books about tactics, sir.” 
 “Then spend the rest of the morning coming up with a training regimen. Have your Shinkyan friend assemble our acolyte troops. I’ll work on the monks under my command.” 
 This was a heck of a time to train, but they had a few days more than a week to teach the acolytes enough to give them a chance in the field. 
 ~ 
 As he looked across at the acolytes assembled on a fallow field a mile away from the camp, Pol realized that he was the only one wearing a monk’s uniform, but it didn’t make him feel any more important than those he addressed. All of them were older than Pol, but then he realized that he had probably fought more than all of them combined. 
 “How many of you have killed another man with a weapon?” Pol said from atop a wagon that held their midday meal.   
 Four hands went up, including Shro’s.  
 “That makes five of us. I have another question. Would you rather kill or be killed?” 
 “Kill,” most of the acolytes said. 
 “What did you say?” Pol asked. He restrained a smile. Monks had used the same technique at Deftnis to have the acolytes state the obvious in a single shout. 
 “Kill!” 
 Pol nodded and bent down to pick up a shield and a spear.  “How many of you picked up a sword on your way out of the monastery?” 
 About half of the hands went up.  
 “You will need a long knife or a sword with you. Why? When you confront the enemy, if they have any experience, they will try to pull your spear out of your hand in the formation that we will learn.  If that happens, you need another weapon to keep the enemy from killing you.” 
 “What about our shields?” 
 Pol thought about that, going through the tactics that he had remembered. “You can use a shield to push a man away, but it doesn’t take him out of the fight. He just gets up and comes at you again.” 
 The acolytes began to talk to each other, but Pol pulled his sword out and pounded the hilt against the shield to get their attention.  
 “We will fight in teams of six soldiers. Captain Horker calls us Guardians, but we are using soldiers’ weapons, so I’ll be calling you soldiers. If you link your shields in a line, you protect each other from the enemy. Would you rather have an arrow hit the soldier’s shield next to you or strike you in your exposed arm?” 
 “Exposed arm,” a few acolytes said.  
 “What?” 
 “EXPOSED ARM!” Most of acolytes shouted out the wrong answer. 
 Pol hopped off the cart, shaking his head in dismay after sheathing his sword. He took Shro’s spear in his hand. All of them weren’t long enough to be called pikes since the spears were only about six feet long. 
 “I want you to stand like this.” 
 Pol tucked the end of the spear under his arm and held onto the shaft with his hand. He then exaggerated moving into a position with his shield in front of him and the spear pointing directly ahead.  
 “Now you practice getting in and out of that stance.” 
 Pol walked among the soldiers standing and then assuming the stance that Pol had demonstrated. He inspected the acolytes’ foot positions and grips on their spears. Every few inspections he tugged on the spear, and most of the time he was able to pull it out until the acolytes caught on. 
 “Stand at attention.” He grabbed Shro’s weapons again and put the end of the shaft on the ground, with his eyes above the top of the shield. “Then get into the ready stance.” 
 He drilled them for an hour going from at ease to attention to the ready stance and back to at ease.  Pol smiled. He really had no idea if his training was effective, but he had read tactical books and even novels that helped him figure out what these acolytes needed to do to become soldiers. 
 “Break into groups of six soldiers according to your height,” Pol announced, once he was standing on the cart again. He jumped down and helped speed up the process until everyone had a group.  
 “Now I want you to come to attention and show your arms at my command,” Pol said. The unit spent another hour moving as a group, walking forward, backwards, and to the side, while keeping their shields together.  
 “Time for a break,” Pol said.  
 He and Shro distributed food and waterskins from the cart. The recruits would have to share the water.  Shro sat down with him, leaning against either side of a wagon wheel. 
 “Why are you drilling these soldiers? They are the enemy, after all,” she said. 
 Pol gave Shro a blank look. “I guess so. I suppose I want to give them a chance to live. Just thrown into a battle with a shield and a spear would guarantee their deaths. I can’t take responsibility for that.” 
 “Give them a fighting chance, then, so your Emperor’s army can kill them?” 
 Pol nodded. “A week’s worth of training isn’t enough to do much good, but they’ll be able to recognize when their lines break down, as they probably will. Then they can defend themselves rather than be stranded on the battlefield with a heavy shield and a spear.” 
 “But you are training them to fight with those weapons,” Shro said. 
 Pol didn’t have a good answer other than he was doing as he was ordered.  
 After eating, the acolytes regressed a bit and Pol dismissed them. “Practice your moves back at camp, but don’t fling your spears around.” 
 Pol and Shro clambered on board the meal cart after all the acolytes had left the field.  As they rode down the track back to the camp, Captain Horker joined them. 
 “I couldn’t have done as well as you,” he said. “You’ve never used a spear and shield before?” 
 “I’ve seen my father’s troops training with them,” Pol said. He really had, but those were North Salvan troops heading towards the country of Tarida. “A shield line has its uses, but if our opponents, whoever they are, use mounts, the acolytes will be in trouble.” 
 Captain Horker turned in his saddle to see the practice field disappear behind a bend in the road. “They will be in trouble anyway. Having acolytes fight in the front line is a waste of valuable magical talent.” 
 “I agree with you, Captain. Can’t they be assigned to logistical duties like they are at the monastery?  Armies generally have a number of their troops not directly involved in the fighting, at least not at the start of a battle. You can use South Salvan farmers in the front lines,” Pol said. “Then the acolytes are used for fetching and carrying water and grooming horses rather than facing trained soldiers. They have been trained to do that.” 
 Horker raised his eyebrows. “That’s an effective case to make. I’ll bring it to the Abbot’s attention first and have Abbot Festor talk to Onkar.” 
 Pol pressed his lips together. “With all due respect, sir, I think Onkar would be a better place to start. It seems he might have experienced battle before and understands the big picture better than the Abbot. It’s not about gaining battle experience for the acolytes, since I don’t think they’ll be ready to do much more than stop an enemy for a few minutes.” 
 “If your suggestion works, it won’t get you out of battle. I want you by my side.” 
 “I do have a tiny bit of battle experience and know how to fight. It’s different for me,” Pol said. He thought that Horker would be disappointed at the point in time when Pol would ride over to the other side, but that was for a day that would arrive sooner than later. 
 ~ 
 “Out!” Captain Horker said. “I have orders for us.” 
 Pol rubbed his eyes as he emerged from the tent. The sun hadn’t yet risen. “What do I need to do?” 
 “We do. I talked to Onkar, and amazingly, he agreed. We will take our unit to Covial to accompany King Astor’s supply train back to our forces. On the way, the acolytes will continue their training, but that will change once we get to Covial. Then they will be taught how to support the army by King Astor’s support troops.” 
 “Are you disappointed about splitting off the main force?” 
 Horker laughed. “We’ve never been part of the main force. If you’re worried about not getting a chance to bloody your sword, don’t be. There will be more than ample opportunity as we move through the Empire.” 
 Pol forced a grin. 
 “Get our tents broken down and have Shro assemble the acolytes.” Horker nodded to Pol and left to find his horse. 
 Pol crept back into the tent. “Did you hear that?” 
 Shro nodded.  
 “We are heading west, away from Shinkya. If there would be a good time to leave, now is the time,” Pol said quietly. “You’ve learned enough, haven’t you?” 
 The Shinkyan rubbed her eyes. “I can’t leave you.” 
 Pol couldn’t believe his ears. “What nonsense is this?” 
 “We still don’t know the strength of King Astor’s army and neither of us has had the time to read all of the spell books.” 
 “You’ve got your own copy of mind-control,” Pol said. “Isn’t that enough?” 
 Shro looked up at Pol. “No.” She took a deep breath. “You stand a better chance of survival with me by your side.” 
 “Not really,” Pol said. He felt like a ten-year-old having an older sibling telling him that the sibling would protect him. Pol could feel his pride being challenged. 
 “Don’t be an infant,” Shro said. 
 She was acting like an older sister. 
 “I’m not an infant.” 
 “No, you are sixteen years old. You are probably the youngest person in the entire army, and yet you think you can defeat them all.” 
 Pol snorted as he could feel himself lose control. “I’m not here to fight. I’m gathering information…Seeking. When I get enough information, I’ll be leaving, too.” 
 He had to take a deep breath, and then he remembered how he learned to control his temper at Castle Borstall. Pol didn’t want to regress in dealing with his anger. He looked out the sliver of the open flap at the colors of the dawn. He sighed again.  
 “Okay. We are together in this. I’ll protect you, and you will protect me.” 
 Shro giggled. “We’ll have each other’s backs. Isn’t that a Baccusollian term?” 
 “It is,” Pol said. “I don’t know how much yours is worth, but I’ll take it.” He finally smiled. He still thought she’d be better off leaving now, but he realized he only had a single friend, if he could call her that, in the army, and it would be a good thing to keep her for a while longer. 
 Pol didn’t say another word while he dressed and took down Horker’s tent. The Captain still rated a cart for his tent. By the time Pol finished, Shro had theirs rolled up and put their bedrolls and the tent at Pol’s feet. He tossed his tent in with Horker’s stuff.  No sense carrying it on his horse, if he could help it. The poor beast likely still suffered from his ride two days ago. 
 The prospect of visiting Covial didn’t improve Pol’s outlook. He still hadn’t found a purpose for staying in the midst of the enemy army, but then he didn’t have the specific information that he’d need to help anyone else, other than the report of an illegal army mustering in South Salvan.  
 Perhaps Val was on his way to Yastan, the Imperial capital. But why not leave Demeron and Darrol to tell him? He failed to find a pattern that worked, other than Val and Darrol being captured and Demeron escaping. Where would Demeron go? Pol shook his head at the unanswerable questions.  
 Patience. He’d been counseled enough times to exercise patience, and Pol thought that he’d be patient until the army crossed the border with North Salvan. Val and Darrol might have escaped whoever invaded their camp, and he’d give them the chance to find him. 
 ~~~ 
 



   

CHAPTER FIFTEEN

 ~ 
 TWO RIVERS FLOWING DOWN FROM THE MOUNTAIN RANGE that Tesna called home converged in the middle of the country. The rulers of South Salvan built Covial right at that spot. Pol could see a haze in the distance where the capital should be.

 With his disguise, Pol had no qualms about being spotted by King Astor. Most of the monks had begun to let their hair grow out, and Pol kept adjusting his Nater hair color when Shro told him light roots began to show.  
 Shro’s hair grew much faster than Pol’s, and she already sported a dark head. “Have you been there?” she asked, driving Horker’s cart, a task that she had suggested since she shared Pol’s tent. It didn’t get her out of the sporadic training Pol was tasked with by the Captain.  
 It had taken them nearly a week to get all the way to Covial. “No. I’ve never been to South Salvan before arriving at Tesna.” He was in earshot of Captain Horker, but it was true, anyway. “I heard it’s a unique city,” he said. 
 “Indeed it is,” Horker said, obviously listening in. “The architecture is unique and said to be reminiscent of Shinkyan buildings. I suppose Shro can judge that.” 
 She nodded and grinned. “I can and will, but I suspect that the Shinkyan influence will be restricted to flourishes rather than the actual structures. Buildings match the culture, and the Shinkyan culture is…different than the Empire.” 
 “What’s different about the culture?” Pol asked. 
 “Food, clothing, we are a different race with a different language. The Baccusolians all speak the same language, and we speak our own. That translates into a different value system. We just don’t think the same,” she said. 
 “That’s not true,” Horker said. “You are still humans. You laugh, you cry, you get angry, and mothers still love their babies. That’s universal, even if you speak a different language.” 
 Shro blinked and her eyebrows went up. “I never thought of it that way, but you are right. We are basically human, but believe me, there are differences.” 
 “Of course. There are differences between men and women, and between monks and farmers. Our perspectives are different, but our reactions to those perspectives are based on the same set of emotions that we all have.” Horker held up his hand. “Four fingers and a thumb. With similar hands and bodies, much of what we do will necessarily be similar. Not matching, I’ll grant you, but similar.” 
 That was an interesting concept that Pol hadn’t thought of before. He looked on as Horker continued talking to Shro and realized that the man had more depth to him than Pol thought. He wished he would have had the opportunity to know Horker better, and now Pol would be looking for chances to betray him.  
 Seekers probably had to do a lot of that in the course of their work. He could understand better why the Seeker instructors at Deftnis had left the profession. Pol would have to let this adventure play out before he could make any judgments concerning his future. He currently traveled with the enemy, maybe two enemies, and had already mentally started to become one of the monks when Shro pointed out that he had been training traitors to the Empire. 
 Life couldn’t be simple. Maybe farmers led a simpler life, but Pol thought that farmers just might have a different set of problems.  
 They began to pass through the outskirts of Covial. Horker commanded less than one hundred, but that included all the acolytes. People would stand by the side of the road and gawk at them as they went by.  
 Pol didn’t see any friendly faces. He wondered if the monks had already scoured the countryside for younger men. If Tesna hadn’t done it, then King Astor certainly would have. The column continued until the city walls of Covial came into view. Landon and Amonna had both been here with Bythia. At least he wouldn’t be staying at the castle that he could now see poking above the surrounding roofs. It looked like it had been built on a manmade hill. There had to be a lot of artificial hills in the empire. 
 The city of the King of South Salvan did look different than the sprawling castles Pol had seen before. The towers had jutting roofs on each floor that made them look like someone stacked each level on top of another. A pointed steeple topped each one. He counted eight towers rising from the castle. 
 Shro must have followed Pol’s eyes. “The towers look like Shinkyan, but our roofs are not steepled like those.” 
 Pol thought back to their previous conversation not far back on the road about Shinkyan design and Shinkyan-inspired design. He wondered what other differences Shro might find. Maybe Covial was a mixture of styles. He’d seen such things on a lesser scale during his travels throughout the Dukedoms in the spring and summer. 
 Horker spoke, interrupting Pol’s musings. “We will travel through Covial and then take the Northwest Road out.”  
 Pol didn’t say another word as they passed through shabby buildings built outside of the protection of the city wall, but he knew that no one had invaded Covial in centuries. It was too far out of the way, and no one ever passed through South Salvan, for there wasn’t anything but water on the other side.  
 The column continued beneath the gates to the city. Pol didn’t see buildings significantly different-looking than what he had seen in other parts of the Empire, except he noticed more bare wood showing on timbered buildings. Some of the roofs had a low pitch and curved up at the ends. That was different, but that didn’t extend to a different architecture underneath.  
 “Do Shinkyan roofs curve up at the ends?” he asked Shro. 
 She nodded. “Not like this.” He could see a smile on her face. “These are affectations.” 
 Horker turned around and raised an eyebrow. “I’ll enjoy seeing Shinkya, perhaps when we finish up destroying the Empire,” he said and faced front again. 
 Shro scrunched up her mouth and looked up at Pol. “I’ll enjoy seeing Shinkya again,” she said, echoing Horker’s comment, but hers was filled with a different meaning. 
 A rider in the livery of King Astor rode up to Horker. He gave the Captain a message case. 
 The captain slipped the message out of the leather tube and read.  
 “Do you know anything about Seeking, Nater?” 
 Pol colored a little. “There was a Seeker that looked into a murder at one of our villages. My father thought it was political, and the Seeker found that it was. My father insisted that I trail the Seeker as he went about finding the culprits. The Seeker found five, actually.” 
 “Well, I don’t know a damned thing about Seeking, and neither do any other monks that I know of. It looks like we are going to live a bit better at Covial than spending our nights in a tent.” Horker looked at Shro. “Want to come along? I know you and Nater are close.” 
 “Certainly.” Shro managed a smile. “Anyplace where I don’t have to sleep on the ground.” 
 Looking at Pol, Horker said, “Untie the extra horse and take anything you need out of the cart.” The Captain called another acolyte over to drive the cart and called for Spinner. 
 “Take our unit into the city center and out along the Northwest Road. I’ll make sure one of Astor’s officers guides you to our assigned camp.” 
 Spinner grinned at Pol. “Wish I would sleep on a bed tonight, but I don’t care much for hobnobbing with my betters. Good luck.” 
 Shro quickly gathered her bow and quiver of arrows. She buckled her Shinkyan sword to her waist and jumped on her horse with her bag on her shoulders. “Ready,” she said tying her things to the horns on her saddle. The spear and shield she left in the cart. 
 “I always have my gear with me,” Pol said. And indeed he had, in case he had to leave the army quickly. 
 Horker nodded after retrieving a larger bag. “Let’s go.” He nodded to the waiting messenger, and the three of them headed to King Astor’s castle. 
 Pol couldn’t understand why Horker would be pulled away from the troops, but the monk seemed to be all right with it. Knowing King Astor, Pol suspected a hidden motive. With Horker’s invitation, he realized that the monk did like him and must have thought that Pol had something to contribute. 
 Horker slid back to ride alongside Pol. “King Astor’s request is unusual, to say the least. I suspect that our presence has a purpose other than solving a crime. Why ask us when the King has his own staff? I want you with me because you are a resister and know how to use weapons. Shro,” he looked back at the Shinkyan, “is our messenger if something untoward happens. You know how people ignore servants.” 
 Pol nodded. “I do.” By now he had plenty of practice. Horker’s suspicions relieved some of the worries that were building up inside. With Shro, he had an ally just as Horker thought he did. This time, he didn’t have to approach the Seeker assignment alone, but Val was gone with Darrol and Demeron. Pol bit the inside of his lip. He had more than misgivings. If Pol had any influence on Horker, he would have suggested that they just ride on through Covial and stay at their camp until called to arms. Perhaps Horker didn’t have the option. Pol certainly didn’t. 
 It seemed to him that the monks were uncertain allies of King Astor, but that didn’t make King Astor any less of an enemy to his stepfather King Colvin. He looked up at the castle, getting larger and larger with each step of his horse.  
 ~ 
 Somehow Pol had thought they would be treated better than being assigned servant’s quarters. Horker had his own space next to Pol and Shro, but it was the same size and layout, both rooms had two beds.  
 “This mattress isn’t any better than the one at Tesna,” Shro said. “Nevertheless,” she smiled, “It’s much better than sharing a tiny tent.” 
 Pol nodded. “So much for living like royalty.” 
 “You’d know,” Shro said, a corner of her mouth curled up in a smile. 
 “Shhh,” Pol said silently, putting his finger to his lips and glaring at the Shinkyan. He spoke a little louder. “We rarely made it to court and when we did we stayed in an inn.”  
 Shro’s mouth turned into an ‘O’. “My life wasn’t so grand in Shinkya. There is being of noble birth and then there is being as rich as one. If it wasn’t for my uncle, I would have never been at Tesna,” she said.  
 “You never told me that,” Pol said. Had she told the truth or did she lie like Pol just had? 
 Shro lifted her eyebrows and sighed. “I still don’t want to say anymore about it.” 
 They heard a knock on the door. “Nater? It is time to make an appearance. Shro can find something to eat in the kitchens.” 
 “What should I wear?” He plucked at the dusty tabard. 
 “What you rode in on. I’ll be doing the same. We’ll present a united front.”  
 “I’m not wearing that stinky thing,” Shro said quietly to Pol. She had taken off her waxed canvas cloak when they first reached their rooms. “I’ll be wearing what I’ve got on,” Shro said. “Is that all right, too?” 
 “Suit yourself,” Horker said. “You can pretty much do what you want until we leave.” Pol opened the door for the Captain, who then pulled two wooden plaques from his belt. “These are passes in and out of the castle grounds.” He gave one to each of them. 
 If Horker looked at Shro as a messenger or a helper if something odd happened, Pol couldn’t have positioned her any better. Horker crooked his finger. “We don’t want to be late, and I believe we will be walking past the kitchens.” 
 Horker was right. Shro bowed to the Captain and nodded to Pol as she stepped inside the large kitchens. Two guards joined the pair to lead them on to King Astor. 
 “We will escort you to the King’s Little Chambers.” 
 Pol guessed it was a smaller throne room, but when they arrived he saw that the chambers consisted of a large wide table with twenty or so chairs along the sides. There were six men seated when they walked in. Pol recognized King Astor, but none of the others. 
 “You may sit over here,” one of the men said, pointing to an empty space between others. All were men except for one woman, who sat a few chairs from King Astor across from Horker and Pol. He knew she wasn’t Astor’s wife since Pol had met the Queen Isa in Borstall. 
 “I have a dilemma,” King Astor said, “but first, why did you bring a youth along with you? I thought your aide would be older.” 
 Horker chuckled. “My King, he has some Seeking experience, and that is something lacking at Tesna. Isn’t it Manda?” The Captain looked at a chubby man about Horker’s age. 
 “He is too young,” Manda said. His long black beard wobbled when he talked. Pol took an instant dislike to him. 
 “I’ve been on a few Seeker missions for my father,” Pol said, “and I’ve been complimented on my clear thinking; plus I’m good with a sword for my age.” 
 Astor shrugged. “Every young man thinks he’s better with a sword than he really is, but if you think his word is good enough, then we will proceed.” He looked at Manda across the table from Pol.  
 The man gave a curt bow to Astor. “My King.” He turned to Horker. “We have a delicate situation where we need a more independent investigator. A North Salvan citizen has been accused of the murder of Lord Gartor.” 
 “Who is?” Horker asked. 
 “A special friend of the Queen,” Manda said. 
 Pol quickly looked at King Astor, who turned red at the admission. 
 “Who is this North Salvan?” Horker said. 
 “He says his name is Kelso Beastwell.” 
 “What?” Pol said. The men in the room glared it at him, so Pol lowered his gaze to the highly polished tabletop.  
 “Do you know this Beastwell?” the bearded man asked.  
 “Isn’t he the Captain of the Guard at Borstall Castle?” Pol said. He fought to remain calm. Even though he wore Nater’s face, Pol realized he might have made the mistake of saying too much. Now he had to scramble to answer, to lie, properly. 
 “How did you know that?” King Astor said. 
 “My father, Lord Grainell of Boxall, took me to Borstall Castle three years ago. Captain Beastwell introduced me to the prince there, Poldon Fairfield.” 
 The King scowled at Pol’s mention of his name. 
 “The disinherited prince?” Manda asked. 
 Pol nodded. “I didn’t like him very much, too sickly and whiny for me. Beastwell had me learn what the Borstall guards did for the two days we stayed in Borstall. My father was in North Salvan arranging for grain to be shipped from Boxall to Volia.” 
 “I didn’t think you looked South Salvan to me,” King Astor said. “What did you think of Beastwell?” 
 “I only met him a few times. He didn’t hesitate to have other guards escort me, but I thought he treated me well,” Pol said. 
 “Do you think him capable of killing a man?” the bearded man said. 
 “He is a professional soldier. They are trained to kill, so he can do such a thing, but the question would be why?” 
 The bearded man smiled. “That’s what a Seeker would say. Beastwell is here on behalf of King Colvin. So we wouldn’t want to use a truth spell on him.” He looked meaningfully at Horker.  
 To Pol that meant that the South Salvans wouldn’t administer a truth spell, but if a Tesnan monk did, perhaps that might be acceptable to King Astor.  It still didn’t make much sense. If King Astor was about to invade North Salvan, why adhere to niceties? Something still wasn’t right. 
 “I understand,” Horker said. “I’d like to talk to the criminal.” 
 So Kelso was a criminal already? Did Horker know why Beastwell was accused of the murder? What would be the motive? Kelso was happily married with children in Borstall, but he couldn’t tell Horker that. 
 Was the murder going to be the provocation for the invasion? Pol thought King Astor might be the one to kill Lord Gartor for being familiar with the Queen. Pol didn’t get the impression that Bythia’s mother was that kind of person, but then he had never seen the woman in her own environment. Perhaps she had restrained herself in Borstall. 
 “I will arrange for you to visit Beastwell in the morning. Until then feel free to enjoy Covial Castle and the city. I am unavailable tonight, but perhaps a time might arise for you join us for dinner during your stay. I don’t think this matter will delay your joining General Onkar.” King Astor stood, as did the others at the table. Horker rose and left while Pol scrambled to his feet to follow. 
 Horker stayed silent until the guards deposited them back outside the doors to the kitchens… the servants’ entrance. The slight didn’t go unobserved from the look on Horker’s face. 
 “Outside,” he said, pushing through the doors and out into the open air. He stamped on the ground. “So much for a meal in conference with the King. What do you think of this mess?” 
 Pol worked his lips at the thought. He wanted some time alone to calm down and think. King Astor was both a personal and a political enemy. Pol’s nerves had reached the fraying point towards the end of the meeting. He took a breath and blinked a little longer than was necessary.  
 “It’s a set-up. We use a truth spell so the King can blame the monastery rather than his own magicians for breaking their side of their relationship with North Salvan. Beastwell still gets blamed for the death, and that is the spark King Astor uses to invade the north.” 
 Horker looked at Pol with amazement. “You are two steps ahead of me. You left me back at using the truth spell. I understand that, but what of this treaty with North Salvan?” 
 Pol bit his lip. He really did go too far this time. He would have to construct a scenario based on Pol’s experiences with Val in Borstall. “While I was there, Captain Beastwell caught an assassin who tried to kill Queen Molissa. He enlisted the help of Malden, Malden…” 
 “Gastoria. The Court Magician at Borstall until a year ago,” Horker said. Pol was surprised Horker would know Malden, but it seemed that Horker caught on that Pol didn’t really know the magician. 
 Pol nodded and smiled, lifting a finger. “Right.” He shook his finger as if he suddenly remembered. “He enlisted the Court Magician to apply a truth spell. From the way Beastwell told the story, truth spells are not encouraged in North Salvan. I asked him about it and he said there was even a treaty forbidding them for nobles between North and South Salvan. He didn’t look too comfortable even using it on a common assassin.” 
 Horker smiled. “I am glad I brought you along. I thought you were a lot smarter than you looked, and I was right.  So you do think it’s all a setup?” 
 Pol nodded. “I do, but it still doesn’t seem enough to start a war. There must be more to it, and we need to get more information. That’s what the Seeker kept telling me over and over. Try to put everything in a pattern. King Astor is going to invade the north anyway, so the treaty can’t be the only reason. There must be some internal positioning going on for this to make sense.” 
 Horker nodded. “Did you know that’s a tip-off that the Seeker was a magician? If he was from South Salvan, he would say put everything in order.” 
 Pol furrowed his brow in mock confusion. “But the Seeker was from Yastan. That’s not South Salvan.” 
 Horker looked sideways at Pol. “Are you playing with me?” 
 Pol smiled. “Maybe a bit.” He laughed along with Horker. 
 “Enough. We’ll talk again after dinner. I suppose we’ll be stuck eating lunch in the kitchens or out of the castle.” 
 “Let’s try the kitchens first. I’m starving,” Pol said. 
 ~~~ 
 



   

CHAPTER SIXTEEN

 ~ 
 SHRO STOOD UP TO LEAVE when Horker and Pol walked into the kitchens. Pol was surprised by the size of the place. The space for food preparation dwarfed the kitchen at Borstall Castle.

 “This is the assembly room,” Shro said. “There is a bakery, a carvery, and another kitchen for everything else. Food gets brought in here for assembly onto plates.” She smiled. “The food is much better than Tesna, even for the servants.” 
 Pol looked at the empty tables in the room. 
 “And this is the servant’s dining room unless there is a large dinner, then the tables are used to stage the meal.” 
 Horker inspected the room. “And if a body wants something to eat?” 
 “There are always three or four cooks in the assembly room to get you what’s available. Generally, the menu consists of what the King and his retinue ate at previous meals. It might be a little strange, but…” She shrugged her shoulders.  
 “What is available now?” Pol said, rubbing his complaining stomach. 
 “I had a stew made from last night’s roast beef. I’m sure there is some left. King Astor held a state dinner for a noble from Finster, I think.”  
 Pol’s mouth watered at her words. He walked up to the two rows of tables. Cooks with arms folded, chatting away, stood by doors leading into the kitchens. 
 “Something for you and your friend?” One of the cooks approached Pol. 
 “If you wouldn’t mind.” 
 That got a laugh from the woman. “That’s what I’m here for, to do things that I mind.” She patted Pol on the shoulder and led one of the women back through the doors. 
 “You can find a seat; we have plenty to choose from today,” one of the remaining cooks said. 
 Pol looked back. A trio of young women dressed like maids of some sort sat at one of the tables talking away. It looked like they shared some juicy gossip, from their cackling. 
 Covial Castle was much larger, and more organized than Borstall, at least between meals. He walked back and sat down with Shro and Horker. 
 “I’ve been filling Acolyte Shro in on what happened. He might be able to put some Shinkyan perspective on our situation.” 
 Shro grimaced. “Now I know why the Captain included me. I think the both of you, especially Captain Horker are in trouble.” 
 “I agree, unfortunately,” Pol said. “Can’t we just withdraw to the Guardian forces?” Pol quickly discounted that path before the Captain said anything. He had to rescue Kelso if he could. 
 Horker shook his head. “Not now. Once we arrived we were committed.” The self-confidence that Horker typically showed was missing. 
 Pol wondered if he needed to show Horker some of his abilities. If they were in trouble, all three would need to work together. He learned that in his Seeker class back at Deftnis, but he missed consulting with Darrol, Val, or even Paki. Perhaps he’d have to rely on Shro to give him an honest reading, but he was still leery of fully relying on a potential enemy.  
 He still didn’t know where Demeron had ended up. Could her contacts have taken him? Pol doubted if she would even know. Perhaps Val, Darrol, and the Shinkyans were at a tavern somewhere else in South Salvan swapping stories. The thought brought a smile to Pol’s face, but he knew it couldn’t possibly be true. 
 Shro punched him on the arm. “Wake up. You’re daydreaming.” 
 Pol sighed. “I’m just thinking of friends that I left behind.” He took a deeper breath. “I’d like to go out of the castle and look around. I’ve never been to Covial before, and I may never return.” He hoped he’d never return, but in order to return, they would have to leave first. Pol was all for leaving first and not coming back. 
 “I’d like that,” Shro said. “Your meeting was so short I never did get an opportunity to see the sights.” 
 “Sights,” Horker snorted. “Would you mind if I tagged along? I’d like to do some thinking about our situation and sitting in this castle…” He shook his head. “Manda’s attitude is not reassuring. That’s all I’ll say of that here.” Horker looked around the nearly empty room. “Finish eating, and then I’ll give you a tour. I’ve visited Covial plenty of times.” 
 They exited out the front gate wearing clothes that didn’t emphasize that they were monks, although all three of them had short, short hair, especially Pol. 
 “This way,” Horker said. “King Astor likes citizens buying their goods in shops, but there is one good open-air market for out-of-town vendors.” 
 Like Borstall and the other cities Pol had been in, they walked through the best neighborhoods tucked in close to the castle, and then watched the buildings become less ornate. The Shinkyan influence began to wane by the time they approached the market.  
 It looked to Pol that the people of Covial were buying necessities. The food carts were nearly empty, but the other vendors still had more than enough to sell. The citizens of the city weren’t much happier than those they saw on the way in. 
 “Do the people always wear such glum expressions?” he said to Horker. 
 “No.” 
 “There aren’t a lot of working-age men and boys either,” Shro said. 
 Horker looked down at her. “Are you turning into a Seeker, too?” 
 Shro’s lower lip extended into a pout. She had better watch her mannerisms now that she was constantly with Horker, Pol thought.  
 “Maybe. I’m smarter than the average Shinkyan, and we are a very intelligent race,” she said. “I have eyes to see and a mind to make sense of what I observe. Don’t you?” 
 Horker laughed. “No ‘Captain, sir’?” 
 “That would be inappropriate if we are trying to maintain a civilian profile…sir.” 
 “Go ahead and maintain, Shro. I am satisfied with the brainpower that accompanies me,” Horker gave Pol a sideways glance and then looked down at the Shinkyan sword, “and the protection as well.” 
 All three entered the marketplace. Pol pointed out stockings sold at a stall and nudged Shro.  
 “You’ll need those when you start marching. Dry socks keep your feet warm and help prevent them from blistering,” Pol said. 
 “How did you know that?” Horker asked. 
 Pol shrugged. “I saw it a number of times when I read about logistics and infantry tactics.” 
 “How many books have you read?” Shro said. 
 “Hundreds,” Pol said. 
  Shro shoved the stockings that she had bought into her clothes. She led them around the market where she spied a weapons tent. “Speaking of protection,” she said. Shro went inside, and Pol and Horker followed.  
 A Shinkyan of all people sat behind a counter. His black-haired head barely poked above the top. The man stood up. He wasn’t quite as tall as Shro. That would help Horker continue to think she was a male. 
 They all examined the weapons for sale for a bit.  
 “Have you any good throwing knives?” Pol asked. He had the six that he picked up at the monastery, but like arrows in a quiver, he could use more at hand if he had to fight. 
 “It depends on how proficient you are,” the man said with an accent similar to Shro’s.  His eyes turned to her and looked at Shro up and down. 
 The Shinkyan said something in a singsong language that Pol couldn’t understand. Horker blinked his eyes with surprise. “I don’t think I’ve ever heard Shinkyan spoken before.” 
 “Then count your blessings my words are said in peace,” the man said. 
 Shro laughed. “A typical Shinkyan saying meant to intimidate. I would say he doesn’t quite mean it. We are an insular race, after all.”  She then spoke Shinkyan. Pol didn’t think a person could speak so quickly. 
 As she spoke, the man’s expression changed. They conversed and the Shinkyan merchant’s face relaxed. Pol thought he knew what happened. He looked over at Horker, who had already started rummaging through the boxes of weapons. 
 Shro grinned. It looked genuine to him. Seeing a fellow countryman probably lifted her spirits. Perhaps she even got a message off. 
 “I had asked what do you have in throwing knives before Shro interrupted,” Pol said. 
 “Shro?” 
 Evidently she must have used a name that Shinkyans didn’t generally use. 
 “Oh, Shiro, right?” He looked at Shro and she nodded back. “Shiro. We often barely breathe the first sound. Shiro, Shro.” 
 Pol had never noticed, but he could catch the man saying ‘Shiro’ better than when Shro said it. 
 “Okay. Throwing knives?” Pol said. 
 The Shinkyan looked at Shro. “Is he any good?” 
 “An expert, by my eye,” Horker said, walking up beside Pol. 
 The man put a hand to his chin. “You will have to practice to use these, but they are attacker weapons.” 
 “Attacker?” Pol looked at Shro. 
 “Assassin.” 
 “I’d like to see them,” Pol said. Plenty of people had looked down on his ability at knife-throwing and often called them what the Shinkyan referred to ‘attacker’ weapons. Pol looked at knife throwing as something equivalent to using a bow and arrow.  
 The man rummaged around the tent and found a small wooden box. Pol didn’t recognize the script that covered the top. It must have been Shinkyan writing. He smiled as he opened the lid. Knives filled the cavity stacked tightly together, each separated by a thin piece of paper. 
 “Those don’t have any handles,” Horker said. “Do you put your own on?” 
 Pol shook his head. “I’ve seen this style before. The Seeker had a bagful of knives. He had four knives like this.” Pol picked one up and waved it in front of him. “These are meant to be hidden on your body. A handle of any kind would make them more visible and destroy the balance.” 
 “There are a lot of knives in there,” Horker said. 
 “How much for all of them?” Pol said. 
 “All?” 
 “If I use these in battle, am I going to spend time retrieving them?” 
 Horker’s eyes lit with understanding. “Like arrows in a quiver.” 
 “He is an expert,” Shro said to the man. 
 “A Lion for the box,” the Shinkyan said. 
 “That’s a pretty steep price,” Horker said.  
 “I wouldn’t sell them to a man who didn’t know how to use them. I will make you a wager. If you can hit that tent pole over there four out of five times, I will give them to you. Otherwise, a Lion.” 
 Horker blew out a breath. “That doesn’t even give you a chance for a lucky throw.” 
 “Deal!” Shro said, beaming. 
 Pol nodded and took out five of the blades. There must have been thirty or forty in the box. He hefted each one. They were weighted exactly the same way. He threw the first right into the tent pole. 
 “Is that one?” Pol said. 
 “You did it one time. Can you do it again?” The Shinkyan smiled. 
 Pol looked back at him out of the corner of his eye and noticed something funny about the man. He wore a disguise, as well. Pol let that fact roll around in his mind for a moment. He turned and sank another knife in the pole.  
 The lack of a handle affected the throw, so if he bought them, he would have to change the way he threw these. 
 “That’s two!” Horker said, grinning. “Two more to go.” 
 Pol took another. The blades were made out of a very good steel, likely the same kind that someone had used in his sword. He threw. 
 This time the blade veered and pierced the tent.  
 Horker sighed, but Pol looked back at the smug look on the Shinkyan. He nodded to the man and sunk another blade in the pole, using a sip of magic to fight the pressure that the Shinkyan had put on the pattern of Pol’s throw. 
 Pol heard a grunt behind him. He looked to see the Shinkyan put a palm against his forehead. The merchant had just revealed herself as a powerful magician, another strong female Shinkyan magician wearing a disguise, he thought. Pol looked at the merchant a little more closely and noticed that he looked a bit off. He recognized that he’d have to identify a disguise better than he now did.  
 He’d show Shro something. Horker stood in front of him, so he couldn’t see Pol’s throw. His attention was on the pole with three knives sticking out. Pol smiled at Shro and nodded to the merchant and held the knife, point first, towards the pole and teleported the blade into the wood.   
 He heard a crack and the pole began to bend. Silence filled the tent until Horker clapped his hands. “I didn’t think you could get enough force without a proper handle.” He turned around beaming. 
 Shro gave the merchant a warning look and pointed towards Horker with her chin. The Captain missed her signal. She clapped her hands. “See? He is an expert. More expert than even I thought.” 
 “You have a rare gift, young man,” the merchant said. 
 “I’m going to go find the knife on the other side,” Horker said. “You can meet me outside with your knife box.” He left the three of them. 
 “A gift,” the merchant said. “I’ve never seen such a thing before and certainly not from a man.” 
 “I thought I’d show you that my third throw wasn’t a mistake on your part.” 
 “Indeed. I have been schooled.” The Shinkyan bowed. “The knives are rightly yours. I only ask that you don’t use them against a Shinkyan unless in self-defense.” 
 Pol bowed back. “I will give you my word.” 
 “Let me look at your sword,” the merchant said.  
 Pol had left his long knife in his room, but he slipped the sword from its scabbard and presented it to the weapons merchant. He walked to the pole and removed the knives. Since Horker wasn’t there, he ran his hands along the pole, matching the pattern of the wood and making it whole. The knife holes were gone.  
 “My penance for winning our wager,” Pol said. 
 Shro walked to the pole and ran her hand along the surface. “You are a surprising person.”  
 “More than surprising. I will see that others receive your message, Shiro.” The merchant said the name correctly as Pol would do in the future. “This was someone’s heirloom, a very good sword. Take good care of it.” 
 “You were lucky you didn’t hit anyone. The knife ended up in the next tent, stuck to a box,” Horker said, meeting Pol and Shro as they stepped out of the tent. “I thought he’d make us pay for breaking the tent pole.” 
 “He’s had it happen before,” Pol lied. “So he knew how to get it fixed.” 
 “As good as new,” Shro said. 
 Pol could feel his face color. He still wasn’t comfortable lying like Val was. Pol didn’t know if he ever could. He clutched the box. 
 “I’ve never seen throwing knives like that. I’m sure you have, Shro.” 
 She nodded. “Sometime they are not made like knives but like a spiked wheel, still flat. It requires a different technique,” Shro said, looking around as the market tents ended and a shopping district began. 
 Val had something similar he called throwing stars. Maybe he had bought them from a Shinkyan weapons merchant in a far city. Pol wouldn’t be surprised if Shinkya had a number of merchants selling weapons around the empire, all shorter than the average man and looking a bit ‘off’. 
 ~~~ 
 



   

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

 ~ 
 HORKER TOOK THEM INTO AN INN JUST BEFORE SUNSET. 

 “Other than architecture in the ‘Shinkyan style’, I didn’t see anything that other cities might not sell,” Shro said. “I should show you Tishiko, our capital, where the Queen lives.” 
 Pol smiled and pronounced it like the merchant had pronounced Shiro. “Is that it?” 
 Shro giggled. “It is. Nothing ‘in the style of’. Just the real thing.  
 Horker went to the bar counter and ordered food.  
 “I thought strangers weren’t allowed in Shinkya,” Pol said. 
 Shro kept smiling. “I’m sure I could keep you safe in my country, although you wouldn’t want to travel into Shinkya on your own. We Shinkyans are a funny lot.” 
 Pol laughed. “You are a funny person…at times.” He made a straight face to let her know he wasn’t serious. He looked at Horker across the room and leaned towards Shro. “You were looking for that tent.” 
 Her face lost the look of amusement. “Now you’re not the only one cut adrift by losing their friends. I can now do what I wish.” 
 “And what is that?” Pol asked. 
 “Follow you to see what you will do. I believe you can do more to save Shinkya from these rancid monks than I ever could.” 
 “Rancid? Did I hear rancid?” Horker said, speaking over Pol’s shoulder. “No, no, no. This inn serves the best food I have found for sale in the city.” He sat down between the two, staring at each other from across the table. Horker rubbed his palms together. “Roast goose tonight. They do a wonderful job with the gravy, which is served over rice.” 
 “I don’t like rice,” Shro said. “Our land is too dry to grow rice. It’s like glued chaff in my mouth.” 
 “With the gravy they make here, you’ll like it,” Horker said. He looked around the inn. “This place won’t fill up for another hour. We have just enough time to talk.” 
 “What do we have to say?” Shro said. 
 “I’d like to talk about our next steps,” Horker said. “The three of us should understand what we intend to do.” 
 “What is that?” Pol asked. 
 Horker ground his teeth in frustration. “That’s what we are about to talk about. You’re the Seeker. Isn’t that what a Seeker team does? We need to agree on our goals. Agreed?” 
 Actually, Pol did, and he nodded. 
 “So?” Horker said, looking from Pol to Shro and back to Pol. 
 “Don’t look at me,” Shro said. “I wasn’t privy to your meeting with King Astor’s magician. Pol was.” 
 Pol lifted up his hand. “One, we need to talk to Beastwell and find out his side of the story. His version might differ from Manda’s.” 
 Horker looked blankly at Pol. He blinked his eyes. “Two?” 
 “Two, we should find out the official version. Three, we check out both stories to see if they hold water. Four, four…” Pol didn’t have a four. “Four, we collect our evidence and then see what our fifth step is.” The plan sounded pretty lame, even to Pol’s ears.” 
 With bright eyes, Horker shook his head. “I don’t know how you do it. Brilliant. I would have just talked to Beastwell and disregarded everything he had to say. The truth spell would tell me all I needed to know.” 
 “But we can’t use the truth spell,” Pol said. 
 “I know. I can’t see an alternative to solving the mystery. Your methodology is superior to mine. I was just going along with what Manda wants.” 
 Where was the severe training instructor in the monastery? Horker changed before his very eyes. 
 “Are you feeling all right?” Shro asked the Captain. 
 Horker’s face fell. “No. I will admit it. I am scared. Give me a sword, and I will cast all emotions aside, but this?” He shook his head. “My father took care of the politics and shipped me to Tesna when I was sixteen. He had a brilliant weapons master that taught me well, as yours did you, Nater. I’ve read all I could about training swordsmen.  There wasn’t much call for it until the Abbot and Onkar discovered the great god Tesna’s will.” 
 “The great god Tesna’s will,” Pol and Shro both said quietly, reacting as they had learned to do. 
 Horker closed his eyes and bowed his head. “You instinctively know more than I do. That’s why I wanted you by my side. I trust your swordsmanship over any other.” 
 “Are you better than Spinner?” Pol asked. 
 “I am.  I will beat him six times out of ten.”  
 To Pol that meant the two monks were roughly equal.  
 “Here you go, lads,” a serving lady said. She had two plates in her hands and another maid served Pol and then left. “I’ll bring some warmed wine presently.” 
 “Time to eat,” Horker said, and didn’t say another word until he had cleaned his plate. “Good, huh?” 
 Shro nodded, her mouth still full. 
 “It is very good. Even the rice,” Pol said. 
 Shro nodded again. A few white grains of rice adorned her lips. 
 “We’ll have another serious talk after Pol has talked to Beastwell.” 
 “Me?” Pol said.  
 Horker’s stern face reappeared. “You know the man. You’re the Seeker. You interrogate. That’s an order from your Captain.” 
 Pol nodded. 
 Horker got to his feet. “Time to go.” 
 Pol shoveled down the rest of his food and signaled to Shro that she still had food on her face. That got him a dirty look, but he just smiled. He tucked a few of the new throwing knives in various places as discreetly as he could and followed Horker out the door, leaving Shro rushing to finish. 
 The early evening had turned into a dark night while they had consumed a good meal. Pol shivered a bit since he hadn’t worn a cloak when they set out in the sunshine. Now the air had chilled a bit. The walk to the castle would warm him up. 
 Shro caught up to Pol and pinched his side. 
 “Hey! What are you doing?” 
 “Punishment.” 
 “I didn’t do anything wrong.” 
 Shro looked at Horker’s form up ahead and whispered. Pol could hear the anger in her words. “You aren’t supposed to tell a lady she has food on her mouth.” 
 Pol groaned. “Right now, you are not a lady. You are my servant, while I am performing the same service to Captain Horker.” 
 She pinched him again. “Watch yourself. I’m not the happy companion that you think me to be.” 
 “Ow! Whoever said you were happy?” Pol said. He twisted up the corner of his mouth away from Shro. 
 Horker turned. “What are you two chattering about? If you are going to say something in my presence, say it!”  
 He resumed walking at an increased pace. Shro sped up to walk just behind him. Pol let some space develop while he tried to figure out why Shro was so upset. He shook his head, thinking he might barely understand. Paki wouldn’t have come at him that way. 
 Pol saw motion from the side. Men with swords began to approach Horker and Shro. They drew their weapons, but Pol was far enough behind that he only saw the assailants’ backs.  
 Pulling out his own weapon, he began to poke the men in the back with his blade.  
 “Leave if you know what’s good for you!” Pol said. 
 One of the men turned around. “There are three of them, not two.” He drew back his sword, but Pol didn’t give him a chance to say another word.  
 There were seven men, two of which were already down. Seeing one of their own bleeding out on the ground, two of the attackers turned to fight. Pol stepped back to give Horker and Shro more room.  
 Pol had fought thugs before, and these were no mere thugs. He worried about Shro and Horker. Gone was his reticence to keep his anticipation magic a secret. He now fought to survive. The two men worked as a pair.  Pol had to quickly take care of these soldiers. He couldn’t account for their expertise any other way. 
 One swung high and one swung low, as Pol used his magic to quickly retreat, missing both blades. He quickly reacted by slashing at the one with the high swing with a rip to the belly. His blade slid along a chainmail shirt.  
 Pol jumped back again. He had never fought armored men in a real fight since he had become healthy. Pol’s anticipation magic told him the men were going to do the same thing again. He slashed at the face of the one who was going low on the right with a blow that went outside to inside. He ducked the high swipe and lifted his sword to thrust into the exposed neck of the man.  
 Pol lost his breath as his sword went in too easily. His opponent grabbed the sword as the man collapsed on the ground. Both of the men were out of the fight, but one of the other men pulled back his blade to strike Horker, who had been driven to one knee.  
 Taking one of the throwing knives, he flung it into the thug’s hand. The sword went flying. Pol used his magic the move the sword into the side of the other attacking the Captain.  He retrieved his sword just as the last man dropped, holding his upper leg. Shro looked at him as the man went down and gave Pol a grim nod. She certainly showed she could use a sword. 
 A squad of four guards showed up. “What has happened here?” 
 “We were set upon by armed men, that’s what,” Shro said, breathing heavily.  
 “Are any alive?” one of the guards asked. 
 “Look at that, three have bit their tongues off. They won’t be lasting long,” another guard said. 
 Pol looked down at the carnage, glad that it was dark. The Guard would now have the task of ridding Covial of the bodies. 
 “Nater…” Horker said, collapsing to the ground.  
 Pol quickly retrieved his throwing knife and his sword. He found the box of knives where he had left them a few paces down the street before he rushed to Horker’s side. Shro had already found two wounds. Pol could see she didn’t use her left arm. It was covered with blood, but Horker needed life-saving attention. 
 She looked up at him and shook her head. “I can’t do anything other than staunch the flow of blood.” 
 Pol asked the guards to move Horker to a paved sidewalk and off the bloody cobbles. He took a cloak from one of the dead assailants and rolled it up to support Horker’s head. 
 “We’ll call for a healer, but it’ll take a while,” a guard said. 
 This would be a night of revelation for Horker, Pol thought. He rolled up his sleeves and knelt next to Horker. He used the sight of a healer and looked into the wounds. Searl had taught him how to treat such injuries when he had traveled with him during the first days of summer. 
 A thrust had nipped Horker’s lung. He teleported the welling blood from the organ, and used the other lung tissue as a pattern to close it up. Horker would have to use his own inner defenses to do the rest in there. He did some additional repair work, but told Shro to hold something against the cut while he saw to the rest of Horker’s wounds. 
 The Captain had suffered another large slice to his thigh. It went in a bit deep, but Pol was able to restore some muscle before evacuating the blood. He saw two large vessels that were cut. Pol joined those up and sealed the wound.  
 Now the chest wound could be sealed. Pol warmed up the blood at the site of the wound to help kill infection as he finished up. There were a few other cuts that Pol quickly repaired.  “I’ve done all I can for him,” Pol said.   
 He looked up at Shro. “What about you?”  
 She turned to show a bloody left shoulder. She bit her lip. “It does hurt a bit.” 
 “It’s going to hurt a bit more,” Pol said, ripping the sides of her shirt.  
 She had received a nasty slice that cut into the bone. One tendon had been severed, but Pol didn’t see anything else. That didn’t mean there wasn’t more damage, but Pol’s experience wasn’t very extensive. 
 He moved her to the side of the wall closest to Horker and went to work on her shoulder. Compared to Horker’s chest, this was relatively easy. Joining a tendon wasn’t any less difficult than a blood vessel. Shro winced as Pol went to work, healing the wound as best he could. Pol doubted a non-magical healer could do a better job.  
 “There. You are not completely healed. I just gave you some first aid, right?” Pol said, minimizing the restructuring he had just done. 
 She nodded, but said. “You missed some wounds.”  
 Pol was confused. He didn’t understand all her words.  
 She showed him the cut in her shirt and pulled out the pile of stockings. “I’ll have to learn to darn.” She pulled one out and put her finger through a cut. “They wouldn’t have stopped a thorough thrust,” she said, “but they gave me a tiny moment to move away.” 
 “Good for you. Already the socks have proven their worth. You do know you should take it easy for a few days?” Pol said. He noticed his words were slurred.  
 She nodded again.  
 “And no back talk.” He shook his finger at her, but he couldn’t remember why he did so. 
 Horker began to moan. “Wha?” He shook his head. “Am I still alive?” 
 Pol got up to step over to him and collapsed in a heap. 
 ~ 
 Horker and Shro were sitting on either side of Pol when he shook his head. 
 “How long was I out?” 
 Shro groaned. “Not long.” She looked over at the empty street. “The guards wouldn’t have anything to do with us once Horker told him we were staying at the castle. The healer they summoned said you just fainted. From looking at all that blood, right?” 
 “You could say that,” Pol said rubbing his forehead. It did little to staunch the headache he felt. Searl hadn’t ever had Pol do so much healing, but he had done parts in the past. Working on both Shro and Horker without any practice had worn him down. 
 “Then let’s help each other to the castle. It isn’t that far away,” Horker said. “Now we have even more to talk about, don’t we?” He looked at Pol, who nodded. 
 ~~~ 
 



   

CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

 ~ 
 THE THREE OF THEM SAT IN A CORNER of the kitchen assembly room, holding mugs of hot cider. They shared a plate of cold meat cut into small pieces and a small basket of rolls.

 Horker took a bite. “Roast beef tonight again for the royal family, I guess.” He let Pol get some food in him. “I suppose you need to stoke up on food after your efforts tonight,” he said after chewing. 
 “They were under a compulsion spell weren’t they?” Pol asked. 
 “You know about compulsion spells?” Horker said. He looked a bit uncomfortable. 
 “I do, and mind-control. I am sure you realized those were trained fighters. Soldiers, most likely. The pair that I fought had practiced fighting as a team, and then, those that survived bit off their tongues. Mind-control won’t cause that.” 
 Shro nodded. “Mind-control for behavior, compulsion for action.” 
 Horker stared at Shro. “You, too?” 
 “You know now that we are not what we seem,” Shro said. Pol wished she hadn’t been so blunt about it. 
 “Deftnis? You healed the way I imagined a Deftnis healer would go about things. We don’t have anyone in Tesna with your skills. I’m pretty much drained of energy, but I’m alive.” 
 “I didn’t learn how to heal within the walls of Deftnis Monastery, if you must know,” Pol said. “I’m not very practiced. That’s why I fainted. It was a habit that I thought I had cast off a while ago. I do know the theory and used it on you. I hope it worked. Just don’t overdo things.” 
 “I’ve been healed before.” Horker touched his wound. “I was out for the worst of it.” 
 Pol nodded. “You were. I imagine if you had been awake, you would have awakened the neighborhood with your yelling.” 
 Horker’s stern face broke a little. He smiled at Shro. “You’re a very good swordsman, Shro.” 
 “Just good enough to keep from being killed, and long enough to take care of two, I think.” 
 “Compulsion. So that means Manda or Onkar. North Salvans don’t have compulsion magic,” Pol said. “Those men were well-trained. Does Onkar have any soldiers like that?” 
 Horker looked away and shrugged. “Who knows what kind of soldiers Onkar has?” 
 Pol wasn’t sure who had directed the assassins. “Then we look for motives,” Pol said. “We have to place the event within a pattern. What would prompt Onkar to have us killed? Those were assassins, not men with a message.  I heard one say he was surprised that there were three of us.” 
 “Onkar doesn’t care about Beastwell, and this Manda person does?” Shro said.  
 Pol nodded. “Unless we are pawns used on two different boards.” He needed to talk to Kelso in the morning, if he could get rid of the headache that rang in his head. 
 “Do you know how to undo mind-control or compulsion spells?” Pol asked. 
 “You shouldn’t be asking your superior officer such things,” Horker said. “You need to be turned in.” 
 “To whom?” Pol said. “You do realize that your life is at stake, not just mine.” 
 Horker looked like a defeated man. “I give up. I can’t show you here, but I will in your rooms. Eat up. You’re going to need your strength, I imagine, Nater or whoever you are.” He looked at Shro. “And who are you? Certainly not Shro. In league with that Shinkyan merchant, I’ll gather.” 
 “Today was the first time I ever talked to him,” Shro said. “You should settle down.” 
 Horker took the bowl of meat and his mug. “I’m going to my room.” 
 “Not with my meat, you’re not,” Pol said. “With due respect, sir.” He grabbed his own mug. Shro brought the bread. 
 Pol’s door was ajar.  Someone was inside. He set down his food and drew his sword. Putting his finger to his lips to instruct the others to silence, he slowly pushed the door open.  
 Menkin, the angry acolyte, looked up from pulling items from Pol’s pack.  
 Shro raised her hand and the young man froze. “Possible compulsion spell.” They retrieved their food. Horker quickly inspected his own room and found it pulled apart. 
 Pol thought Manda was responsible, but the Court Magician would have had his own men looking at their things. His fragile construct of a pattern of recent events fell apart with the familiar face. 
 Horker looked at Pol. “You’re the Seeker. What should we do, kill him?” 
 “Can he hear us in this state?” Pol said to Shro.  She shook her head. 
 “What can’t you two do?” Horker said, exasperation filling his voice. 
 Pol lit a magician’s light after pulling the curtains. 
 “We release the compulsion,” Pol said. “If we don’t, he’ll be biting off his tongue as soon as Menkin realizes he’s been caught.” 
 “Very well.” Horker noticed a bag of books that Menkin was about to take out of Pol’s pack. He grabbed the texts from the library. “You didn’t have permission to take these!” He said with an indignant whisper. 
 Pol just looked at him.  
 “Oh. You really are a Seeker.” 
 “An apprentice, at best,” Pol said. “I don’t have time to read that.” He pointed to the book in Horker’s hand. 
 “Very well, listen carefully. Mind-control influences thinking. It’s most effective if applied a number of times. It can be eliminated by a command for order to return to the brain. One visualizes a brain without a net. That’s how I learned.” 
 “That seems easy enough.”  
 “It’s hard enough to do. You have to re-order slowly, with power. Not all magicians can do that. I barely can. Compulsion is a much deeper step. With mind-control, the subject retains normal behavior except that which has been suggested by the one who performs the re-order. Compulsion distorts the personality. If you know a person under compulsion, they will not know you or act the same.” 
 “And removing compulsion?” Shro said. 
 Horker looked timid, maybe fearful. “It involves pulling the compulsion out. It’s not too bad for a non-magician, but for one with talent, there are barriers and the solution isn’t always successful.” 
 “Is the person still under compulsion?” 
 “Anything can happen. I don’t know how strong Menkin is. As young as he is, there probably hasn’t been too much training.” 
 “I’ll see what I can see,” Pol said. He took a drink of his cooling cider and a bite of the meat.  
 Pol closed his eyes and put his hand on Menkin’s head. He didn’t see anything. He opened his eyes again. “I’m not doing this right.” Thinking back to what he’d been taught, the dots on the board came to mind. He wasn’t relaxed enough to let his mind perceive what was there. 
 “I’ll do it again,” he said, and then took a deep breath. He closed his eyes and relaxed. He located Horker, Shro and Menkin in the room and then focused on Menkin. He kept his mind open and noticed a film over Menkin’s brain. “I see a film.” 
 “You do?” Horker said. 
 Pol looked around at the brain and saw a brighter spot. In his mind it looked like a deep, deep purple patch. He could barely detect it.  
 He opened his eyes. “Okay. I’ve found the film that I mentioned and a patch that might be compulsion. I’m sorry, but I am far from what I know for sure.” 
 Back into Menkin’s brain, Pol could see the film better. He tweaked the film away, leaving the brain intact. He heard Horker’s breath close to his left ear, so he tried to picture Horker’s mind. Pol didn’t say anything, but he found a thicker film, if he could call it that, overlaying Horker’s brain. There was no patch of purple.  
 Without asking, he removed Horker’s film. It wasn’t much of a challenge for Pol. 
 “What have you done?” Horker sat on the bed, with his head in his hands. “I can hardly sit up.” 
 “Quiet, sir,” Pol said. “I’m going for the compulsion,” He concentrated on the compulsion in Menkin’s brain and saw tendrils leading down from the patch disappearing in the crevices. Pol hesitated for a moment and pictured compulsion as a weed and the tendrils as the root of the plant. He had pulled enough weeds as a result of his training to know how to coax the roots out of the ground. He tweaked the patch of compulsion in the very same way.  
 He could feel resistance in his head. Pol had never had such a thing described to him, so he didn’t know if he made progress or not until the patch pulled away with the tendrils hanging from the bottom. It fragmented into mist and then dissipated.  
 Menkin moaned, although he was still frozen. 
 “I’ve done what I can.” Pol stepped back, spent from his work, and drained a tankard of cider. 
 “That’s my mug,” Shro said. 
 Pol colored. “Sorry. You can release him.” 
 She casually waved her hand. Pol would have to learn how to do that.  
 “Why didn’t you freeze someone when we fought the thugs?” Pol said. 
 “I need to be calm, or I can’t work the pattern.” She shrugged. 
 Menkin swayed on his feet. Pol held him steady. Menkin looked at Pol, but stiffened up when he saw Horker. “Captain!” he said. “I’m sorry. I couldn’t stop myself.” 
 Pol breathed a sigh of relief. Menkin didn’t bite off his tongue.  
 “Who told you to go through our belongings?” Horker said. 
 “Who?” Menkin shook his head. “I don’t know. I was at the camp, going to sleep early. There’s not much to do right now. I woke up and felt I needed to come here and find anything incriminating.” He looked at the books on Pol’s bed, and then he looked at Pol. 
 “Those are mine. Pol is carrying them for me,” Horker said.  
 Pol and Shro turned astonished eyes in his direction. 
 “To whom were you going to give your evidence?” 
 Menkin thought for a moment. “I don’t know. I was to return to my tent.” 
 Pol nodded. “Then the person who put him under compulsion would retrieve them somewhere along the way.” Pol reached down into his boot and gave a conventional throwing knife to Menkin. “Take this and say you found it in my things. I have plenty. If you don’t have anything, who knows what they will do to you?” 
 “I have to go back?” 
 Horker stood up. “Indeed you have to, Guardian. There is something amiss in Covial, but all you have to do is return to your tent.  Don’t tell them you’ve been caught, and do whatever they tell you, except to take your own life.” 
 “Someone will really kill me?” Menkin looked at all three of them with panicked eyes. 
 “Not if you follow the instructions I just gave you.” 
 Menkin tucked the knife into his boot. He gave Pol a nervous smile. “I always wanted to do that.” Menkin nodded to Shro. “I’ll be on my way, then.” 
 Horker patted Menkin on the shoulder. “We’ll be talking to you again after our job at Covial Castle is completed.” 
 Menkin left Pol’s room. Horker put his head out the door to make sure Menkin headed in the right direction. He shut it and turned on Pol.  
 “What did you do to me?” 
 “I removed a film of mind-control. It was much thicker than Menkin’s” Pol said.  
 “A film?” Shro said. 
 “I think magicians may see the pattern differently from each other. The Captain might see it as a net. That’s too abstract for me, I guess. I saw a silvery-gray film. The compulsion was like a weed on the brain and much, much harder to remove.” 
 “How powerful are you?” Horker said. 
 “At Deftnis, I rated a gray robe, if you know what that means.” 
 “If I remember correctly, that’s one level down from the highest.”  
 Pol waved his comment away. “I’m very inexperienced. I didn’t know about compulsion or mind-control or Shro’s freeze spell. I’m just sort of making it up as I go.” 
 “I wouldn’t put it that way,” Shro said. “You don’t make things up. You are creating solutions. That’s a different technique than blindly experimenting.” 
 “It doesn’t matter. Menkin was a test, and I suppose I passed. The thing is, he was definitely compelled, but we didn’t learn anything other than whoever hired the thugs and Menkin knows that Captain Horker is in charge of the monks…” 
 “And that doesn’t help us at all. Does it, Pol?” 
 “No. I can see Onkar using the thugs and Menkin if he doesn’t want the castle to know he’s meddling, but I can’t see a motive for him,” Pol said. “Manda has the resources of the castle behind him. If wanted us dead, he could just do it while we slept.” 
 “He still can,” Shro said. 
 Her comment brought a shiver down Pol’s spine. He really wished Val was peering over his back, advising him as he went, but that was fantasy. “I can manipulate the locks,” Pol said. 
 Horker gave them a weak smile. “I can’t. Most magicians that can compel, and I can’t, can break a lock.” 
 Pol shook his head. “I can secure the door to the frame in a different way,” Pol said. He would just join the door to the frame. He’d done something similar enough before, repairing the merchant’s tent pole. 
 Shro narrowed her eyes. “I’ve seen you do that before.” 
 Pol nodded. “Today.” 
 Horker looked at the both of them with uncomprehending eyes. “So, where does that leave me?” 
 Shro furrowed her brow. “You?” 
 “I removed the Abbot’s years of mind-control from you.” Pol turned to Horker. “How do you feel about the wonderful great god Tesna?” 
 Horker raised his eyebrows. “Like I always…” He rubbed his hands over the stubble on his head. “I don’t.” 
 “Don’t what?” Pol said. 
 “I don’t feel the same way. I don’t know what I feel, but,” he looked at Pol, “what have I become?” 
 “You are free to think the way you want,” Pol said. “Don’t change the way you behave, or you’ll be caught out.” 
 “You’re not a resister?” Horker said. 
 “I am, as it turns out. I found the mind-control book before Shro came and taught the proper shield to him,” Pol said. 
 Shro nodded. “You do know about the shield?” 
 “I’ve never used it on myself, but I know the technique.  Are you really Nater?” 
 Pol shook his head. “No. I’m an Imperial spy, and Shro is a Shinkyan one. The Emperor, and I suppose the Queen of Shinkya, heard something happening at Tesna and engineered our acceptances. I’m not an assassin, if that’s what you mean.” 
 “You could fool me with the way you can throw those knives around. I saw the knife appear through the attacker who was about to kill me. That’s about the time I fainted.” 
 “I was taught by a man who probably had killed for the Emperor before. I’ll admit to that,” Pol said. He noticed that Shro had remained silent.  
 “Are you going to kill me?” Horker asked. 
 “Of course not. Why would I have worn myself out trying to heal you? I could try mind-control on you, but I have a better idea,” Pol said. “Join us. Do you really believe in Tesna dominating the world with an army of compelled soldiers? Is that a proper use of order?” 
 Horker looked away for a minute, thinking. “I admit, now that I have my full faculties, it is doomed to failure.” 
 “I don’t know about that,” Pol said, “but it isn’t moral at all. It is a misuse of order and a misuse of power. It’s a lot harder to rule a kingdom than a bunch of mind-controlled monks. Hazett III may look foolish to some, but I think his father trained him well for his role. He has his pet projects and his periodic processions, but he snaps into a pragmatic frame of mind when it’s needed.” 
 “Have you met the Emperor? You seem to know him.”  
 Pol nodded. “I met him during the summer a year ago. He knows my real name,” Pol grinned. “You’ve guessed where I was trained. Deftnis would welcome you, if you choose to continue the monastic life.” 
 “And if I don’t?” 
 “Then you don’t. Freedom is a wonderful thing. I just wish everybody had it.” 
 Horker turned to Shro. “And what about you?” 
 She snorted. “I’m not going to Deftnis, but I’m interested in what Pol’s going to do next.” 
 Pol restrained a smile. She was a spy like him, and if she saw Pol as someone important, then she would stay with him. Pol scoffed at the notion of importance. He wondered how Horker would react when she shed her disguise. 
 “What is your plan?” Horker said. It looked like he had made the right decision, but Pol wouldn’t rely on a change of mind until circumstances tested Horker. 
 “It hasn’t changed, but we need to stay alive, for one. I’ll talk to Kelso Beastwell in the morning. We should find out who’s behind the thugs and Menkin before we leave. At the right time, we will slip away from the army and head for Borstall, but that would be easier once the army is on the march north. They need to be warned.” Pol still held out hope that Darrol and Val were on their way to Yastan to warn the Emperor. 
 ~~~ 
 



   

CHAPTER NINETEEN

 ~ 
 KELSO BEASTWELL LOOKED RAGGED. He had certainly been beaten, but not recently. Pol wanted to reveal himself to his stepfather’s Captain of the Guard, but that would likely be counterproductive. Horker knew Pol was a spy, but he still didn’t know Pol’s identity other than he had been at Deftnis.

 “What do you two want?” Kelso said. “It’s barely daybreak.” 
 Pol could hear that his voice matched his looks. 
 “We represent an independent party investigating the death of Lord Gartor.” 
 “Tesna monks, by the looks of you,” Kelso said. 
 “This is Nater Grainell. You’ve met him before,” Horker said. 
 “I’m wearing a disguise, and I didn’t use the same name,” Pol said. He looked at Horker whose eyebrows went up even though he had suspected that Pol wasn’t really Nater. “I have met you before. You can ask me any questions about Borstall Castle, and I’ll be happy to answer them.” 
 Kelso still looked at both of them suspiciously. 
 Pol wanted to touch Kelso’s skull, so he put him to sleep. 
 “What have you done?” Horker looked at Kelso and then at Pol with concern. 
 “I need to put my hands on his head. It’s much easier to have him asleep, believe me.” 
 Horker raised his hands and dropped them. “Go on.” 
 When Pol felt Kelso’s head, he realized the man still suffered from a concussion caused by multiple injuries. Pol fixed those first, letting the swelling be carried away by slightly dilated blood vessels. Searl had taught him the same method for treating bad headaches. 
 He waited for the inside swelling to decrease and then relaxed as he looked for mind-control. He found that, but no compulsion. That made sense since Kelso had acted like Pol thought he would.  
 Pol wondered what the real process looked like. He didn’t for once think he physically removed anything. He found a light layer of mind-control, which was easily removed.  The process wasn’t as difficult as Menkin’s. He barely felt taxed after taking care of Kelso. 
 “You may wake up, Kelso.” Pol said the words for Horker’s benefit. 
 “My head doesn’t ache. What did you do?” 
 Pol smiled at Kelso. “I have a few healer skills. Your mind was tampered with.” 
 “It was?” Kelso looked around the cell as he considered Pol’s words. “It was.” He nodded.  
 “Why were you in Covial?” Pol asked. 
 “I came to see what was going on in South Salvan before King Colvin appointed a new ambassador.” 
 “King Colvin waited this long to discharge you from being Captain of the Guard?” 
 Kelso looked at Pol. “What’s this about a discharge?” 
 “I heard about the disinherited prince. He had to leave quickly and thought you might be caught for aiding his escape.” 
 “You know Poldon?”  
 Pol had to nod. “I am familiar with the story.” 
 “The King covered up my involvement. He regretted treating Poldon’s mother so shabbily after Bythia and Landon left for Listya.” 
 “Bythia’s dead.” 
 “You do get around. Word came to the castle a couple of months ago. Landon seems to be doing fine after her loss.” 
 Pol withheld telling Kelso about his involvement, since he didn’t know what had become common knowledge.  
 “You came to Covial to spy?” Pol said. 
 “I…” Kelso took a deep breath. “I was told to keep my eyes open, of course. I’ll admit I was exposed befriending Queen Isa, but there was never anything between us. She’s a cousin, but not by blood. I didn’t kill the lord. If you know me, I’m a more honorable man than that.” 
 Pol walked around the dark cell for a moment. “How did they catch you?” 
 “They framed me.” 
 “Who are ‘they’?” 
 “I was talking to the Captain of King Astor’s guard when Manda’s men came for me.” 
 “So Manda framed you?” 
 Kelso shook his head. “I don’t think so. He interrogated me, much the same as you are doing.” 
 “When did you confess?” Pol said. Manda had never quite said Kelso confessed, but Pol needed something more than a vague accusation. 
 “I was going to,” Kelso said. “Funny, I don’t need to anymore. I felt that I had to tell you that I killed Lord Gartor, who was quite the lady’s man, I was told.” 
 Horker asked a question. “When did you feel that you had to confess?” 
 “Yesterday sometime.” Kelso shook his head. “I don’t remember. I woke up from a nap.” He looked at Horker, “There’s not much else to do in this cell.” 
 “Go on,” Pol said. 
 Kelso stoked his beard. “I seem to remember someone in the cell with me. He might have told me that I needed to confess to the crime to the Tesnan monk. Is that you?” Kelso looked at Horker. 
 Pol thought for a moment. “So it would look like we used a truth spell on you? I remember you using Malden Gastoria to administer a truth spell.” 
 “You know about that?” 
 “Poldon said something about it.” 
 “It’s true, then. You really do know Poldon. How is the lad doing?” 
 “Much better, now that he’s been at Deftnis. The healers have done wonders for him.” 
 Kelso sat back against the wall. “I’m glad for that. The boy deserved much more than he got at Borstall. That’s for sure.” 
 “You said something about a truth spell being used on you?” Pol said. It was hard to be so distant with his erstwhile friend and mentor. 
 “Oh, right. I suppose it would look like that to someone. Once a person is broken with a truth spell, they generally don’t go back on their word. They’d only get a worse punishment if those in charge had to use another truth spell.” Kelso shivered. “I always hated having someone administer one.” 
 “You are going to hate it more when I tell you that the tampering in your mind was a mind-control spell. Whoever administered it would probably use it again at some point. A truth spell that lasts as long as the interrogation, but mind-control stays with you until it’s removed.” 
 “Why me? Why now?” 
 Pol shook his head. “I don’t know, and it looks like you don’t, as well. With your permission I’m going to place two shields on your mind to prevent mind-control or a compulsion spell. I don’t know how long they will last or if anyone in the castle can beat the shield.” 
 “Go ahead. I don’t think I was headed for a happy ending.” 
 ~ 
 Horker leaned over towards Pol at a late breakfast. The food tasted good, and Pol was hungry. Kelso’s mind was easier to work with than Menkin’s, and Pol decided that his first impression was right. Magicians needed more powerful compulsion spells than commoners.  
 “I’m certainly seeing an uglier side to magic,” Pol said. “I knew there were magicians who weren’t particularly nice people, but it’s one thing to spout nonsense in the middle of a monastery and another to treat others so badly.” 
 “Certainly you’ve seen magic misused before,” Shro said. 
 “No. I’ve seen nasty men doing nasty things, but nothing like this. When you use sips of magic, it’s different than this compulsion spell. It’s, it’s,” Pol shivered. “I can’t put my repugnance into words. I can see why Kelso didn’t want Valiso Gasibli or Malden Gastoria to administer a truth spell to an assassin that needed questioning.” 
 “Who is this Valiso Gasibli?” Horker asked.  
 “One of the Emperor’s Seekers. He was a mentor to Pol Cissert. He taught him lesson’s on Seeking.” Pol said. 
 “So who is Pol Cissert?”  
 “Oh, Poldon Fairfield changed his name when he became disinherited and fled Borstall Castle.” 
 “Poldon Fairfield?” Horker said. “You know him?” 
 “What I said in the Little Throne Room was a fabrication. He came to Deftnis about the same time I did. He was undersized and looked malnourished, but he’s a good little magician. The monks did wonders with his puny body. We talked a lot, and that’s how I made up my story about Kelso.” 
 “You’ve never been to Borstall?” Shro said. 
 Pol didn’t know why she would ask him that when she knew his identity. “I didn’t say I’ve never been there.” 
 “How old are you?” Horker asked. 
 “I’m as old as I look, but I’ve been around a bit, for one my age,” Pol said. “Hey, this isn’t interrogate Nater time.” He looked seriously at Horker. “Captain, sir, the truth will be revealed when it’s ready to be revealed.” 
 Shro gave Pol one of her enigmatic looks. He suspected she wasn’t as intimidating as a man as she would be in her female form. 
 ~ 
 Although they waited for a summons, one didn’t come until sunset. Manda summoned Horker, specifically without Pol.  Before Horker left, Pol placed shields on Horker, with his permission.   
 Shro and Pol watched Horker leave as they walked to the kitchens. One-third of the tables were occupied.  
 “You sit, and I’ll decide what we will eat.” Shro sauntered up to the assembly cooks and walked back to the end of an empty table. 
 “What did they have available?” Pol said. 
 “It’s a surprise,” Shro said. 
 Pol didn’t like the smile on her face, but then she didn’t know what Pol would or would not eat. 
 “Are you going to show me how to do that freeze spell? What did you call it?” Pol snapped his fingers. “Right, locking the pattern.” 
 Shro hit Pol on the wrist. “Quiet.” 
 Pol nodded, but he didn’t think he had said it that loudly. 
 She leaned forward, too far forward for Pol’s comfort. He hadn’t ever forgotten her feminine features. “You picture the person’s pattern becoming locked up, like rusted in place.” 
 “Or frozen?” 
 “It doesn’t freeze that often in Shinkya, but that might work.” 
 Pol nodded. “I find it easier to find a pattern I’m comfortable with and tweak that.” 
 “So you think that different magicians are tweaking different patterns? I hadn’t thought of magic like that.” 
 “I haven’t either, but I’ll bet you would see compulsion spells differently than I do.” 
 “I don’t know that I could ever get to the point to see into a person’s body.” 
 Pol nodded. “The instructor I overheard in the class on compulsion said it takes a skilled healer to remove a compulsion spell, but I used a weed concept when I did it.” 
 “Weed?” 
 Pol moved back a little bit. “I saw the spell as a patch of color on the surface of the brain and pulled it out along with long roots, like I’d pull a weed. Menkin’s was much more difficult than I would have guessed.” 
 “Are you really sixteen?” Shro asked. “Was the face you showed me really you?” 
 Pol smiled. “That’s me.” 
 Two assembly cooks brought out their meals.  
 Pol looked down at stewed fowl with rice on the side. 
 “It smells delicious,” Pol said.  
 “I am going to show you that I can eat rice without having it stick to my face.” She looked around and stuck her tongue out at Pol, and then Shro laughed. 
 Pol didn’t know what to think. He looked at this guy across the table from him and all he could see was Shro’s real face. He shook his head. “I’ll be watching,” he said. 
 “How do you live in the capital city?” Pol said. 
 Shro plucked out a chicken leg and cleaned the meat quickly, leaving a bone in her hand. “It’s more like the Tesnan monastery than anything, but I have real classes and no drudgery. There are one hundred students in each class who attend for four years, but only fifty or so are magicians.” She waved the bone around for emphasis as she went on about the rigor of the classes, without mentioning the subjects. “We learn to ride. Next year we’ll go to Southport and learn to sail.” 
 Pol let her talk throughout the meal. He could tell she loved her life in Shinkya, but because she still had classes left at the Academy, he posed a final question. 
 “How young do they permit students into the Academy?” 
 “Oh, everyone is fourteen. Education is regimented in Shinkya,” Shro said without thinking. 
 “So that means you can’t be older than seventeen,” Pol said looking down at his meal. 
 “What?” Shro went silent. “I can lapse into stupidity, can’t I?” 
 Pol looked up at her. “Everyone lapses into stupidity at one time or another. I seem to do it on a regular basis.” 
 She covered her eyes with a hand. “I’m a prodigy, just like you. I thought if I put four years on my age, you wouldn’t notice.” 
 “I only saw the real you for a moment,” Pol said. “It’s not like I studied your face.” Yet, he remembered every detail. 
 After waving her hands and wiping them on a napkin, she said, “Let’s change the subject. I’m done talking about home.” 
 Pol hadn’t finished yet. “How do I unlock the freeze?” 
 “You think about your tweak dissolving. It’s simple really. If you leave it in place, the spell will dissipate in less than ten minutes. It works that way, even with our best magicians. Sometimes it’s just easier to put your subject to sleep.” 
 Shro looked away from Pol, biting her lip. Pol knew well enough to drop the subject, for a while anyway. He wasn’t very keen on practicing the spell on another person and wondered if there were any animals close by.   
 Horker walked in. A hand covered an eye. “Pol, if you have a moment,” Horker said as he left the assembly kitchen and walked back to their rooms with Shro keeping pace behind. 
 Shro opened the door to his bedroom as all three of them walked in. 
 “Not a peaceful meeting?” Shro said. 
 The Captain shook his head slowly. “Manda wanted to show me where I fit into the pecking order. He was especially incensed when he found I could resist a mind-control spell. That’s when I got this.” Horker took his hand away from his eye. It was swollen shut. 
 “What did he hit you with?” 
 “One of his assistants, a big man with big fists. Knocked me right to the floor.” 
 Pol did what he could for the injury. He took away most of the swelling, but stopped his healing. “You can’t show up with this fully healed,” Pol said. 
 Horker nodded as he took a deep breath. “That hurt nearly as much as the punch, like it always does.” 
 “Healing is like that. Be glad you were out when I mended you in the street.” 
 Shro felt her once-damaged shoulder. “I agree. The pain is nearly as bad as the injury, but it doesn’t last. I’ve already forgotten mine.” 
 “What did he ask you? Did he want to know if you used a truth spell on Kelso?” 
 “You’re on a first name basis with Beastwell now?” 
 Shro hit Pol in the shoulder. “Don’t be too familiar with your betters. That’s been pounded into me enough in Shinkya.” 
 “I’m sorry,” Pol said. How could Val keep his stories straight when he performed Seeking assignments? He tried to be careful. Pol could tell Shro had just told him that he could make mistakes, too, but he had already admitted doing so.  
 “Not doing so upset him. Manda does not like to be crossed, and he’s only become worse since he left the monastery.” 
 “So do we suspect him of being the source of Beastwell’s condition?” 
 “I’m not so sure unless his interrogation was all an act. He really did want the truth spell administered. He talked about Kelso Beastwell’s story not being reliable.” 
 Horker looked at his hand with his injured eye. “It works. I was afraid I’d never see out of that eye again.” 
 Pol gave his Captain a smile and shook his head. “It wasn’t damaged that much.” 
 That brought a sigh. “Good. I told him all that we know, except for the removal of the spells, of course. Manda’s more intent on the truth spell than what Beastwell has to say.” 
 “That’s his intent. His actions don’t indicate someone who would want you killed before you interrogated the North Salvan,” Pol said. “He wants a provocation, and of course you are intended to be the provocation. I think we have to look elsewhere. What about the relationship between Gartor and the Queen?” 
 “Why is that important?” Shro said. 
 “Why isn’t it? What if the Queen killed him in a pique of anger and needs to pin the murder onto someone else? Wouldn’t a North Salvan be a good choice for a few reasons? Kelso Beastwell’s conviction remains a convenient reason to go to war with North Salvan. It takes everyone’s eyes away from her as the culprit, and she has the resources to hire a powerful magician to compel soldiers to kill us. Beastwell’s actions under mind-control might implicate him, although I don’t see a motive.” 
 “Does the Queen need a motive?” Shro asked with a little accusation in her words. 
 “I wonder if we removed the planted motive from Beastwell’s mind,” Pol said, ignoring Shro’s comment. 
 Horker knit his brows. “What is going on between you two? Dinner didn’t agree with either of you?” 
 “A lingering disagreement,” Shro said. 
 “If you want to call it that, be my guest,” Pol said, feeling a little angry for being solicitous to the Shinkyan. “I was saying, I could have removed the motive without knowing it. Since there is no way any motive will come from Beastwell now, we can look for it to appear from somewhere else.” Pol looked at the ground in concentration. “It’s a pattern, anyway.” 
 Horker looked at Pol with amazement. “How did you come up with that?” 
 “I read a lot,” Pol said, somewhat embarrassed that he was the one coming up with the questions. Even if Shro was three years younger, assuming she was in her fourth year at the Shinkyan Academy, Pol still remained the youngest of the three. 
 They all started at the knock on Horker’s door. Shro rose from sitting on the other bed in the room and opened it. General Onkar of the Tesnan forces rushed in. 
 ~~~ 
 



   

CHAPTER TWENTY

 ~ 
 “I DON’T HAVE TIME FOR SOCIAL NICETIES, and I am not here, understand?” Onkar wore plain clothes and now looked more like a merchant than the leader of the Tesnan army.

 All three of them nodded their heads in unison. Horker jumped up.  
 “Sit, sit, sit,” Onkar said. “What is going on here? I thought you had a minor task to perform in Covial, but what’s this about murder and Astor’s justification to invade North Salvan? I don’t need any reason to invade. We do as Tesna guides.” 
 “As Tesna guides,” Pol said. The other two followed along. Horker definitely needed more practice, but he still held his hand to his eye. 
 “What’s with your hand, Captain?” Onkar said. He talked with impatience. Pol had never seen him act otherwise. 
 Horker took his hand away to show the black eye. 
 “What happened here? My officers are not supposed to engage in fighting.” 
 “Not only that, we were attacked by seven competent soldiers.” 
 Onkar narrowed his eyes and pressed his lips together. “And you lived to tell the tale?” 
 “Do you want to see my two scars? Luckily a competent magical healer attended to our wounds. What is important is the culprits who survived all bit their tongues off and died from their wounds. I suspect compulsion,” Horker said. 
 Onkar grunted. “What else could it be? You really haven’t been out much, Horker, even though you aren’t bad with a sword.” He looked at Shro and Pol. “You said ‘we’?” 
 “Nater and Shro are both tolerable at swinging swords. Nater defeated Spinner in a sparring match.” 
 “Which of you is Nater. You, I suppose?” Onkar looked at Pol, who nodded, but kept his mouth shut. “What about this murder?” 
 Horker filled him in about most of the information, liberally sprinkling in Nater’s name in handling the investigation. 
 Onkar looked up and down, appraising Pol. “A budding Seeker, eh? You might have been better served attending Deftnis; however, this Captain would be dead on the streets without you.”  
 “I live to serve Tesna,” Pol bowed. 
 “Live to serve Tesna,” Horker and Shro said. Horker’s timing was better, and Pol noticed that Onkar remained silent. 
 Onkar grunted. “So, Seeker Nater, what do you think I should do?” 
 “You?” Pol said in a squeaking voice. Onkar had a very intimidating presence, but quite a different feel to him than the Abbot, who also intimidated Pol.  
 “Me.” 
 Pol thought for a moment. “Do nothing. No, do what you are doing. It’s likely Astor wants a reason to head north and might think that reason will let him move independently of your army.” That little flash of enlightenment hit Pol just as he said it. It helped fit into the pattern and perhaps gave him a lead that he hadn’t thought of before. 
 “Captain Horker was abused by Manda, the Court Magician, which could mean the Queen’s independent involvement. Both the King and Queen might want Kelso Beastwell to admit to the murder, but for different reasons. Queen Isa could cover up Lord Gartor’s death and would want us killed. King Astor wants the Captain to administer a truth spell to a North Salvan rather than you that will spark his leading the war against North Salvan. I can’t come up with a better pattern.” 
 “Pattern? We deal with order at Tesna.” 
 “I followed around a Seeker while he solved a problem for my father. They use the pattern term. Please forgive me, General Onkar.” Pol bowed. 
 Onkar waved his hand. “Order, pattern. Let’s face it, they get us to the same place,” he said. “I think you are right. I won’t have Astor Hairo coming up with some scheme to use as an excuse to take command of the Guardians. That means getting the North Salvan out of Covial for a week or two until the Guardians are ready to march. Can you remove this Beastwell fellow from the dungeon, Horker? Without him, they won’t be able to claim a thing.”  
 “It might be difficult to get any cooperation from Queen Isa if she is behind this,” Pol said. “Captain Horker can keep an eye on Beastwell with the supply train. We can secure him inside a wagon.” 
 “I’ll take care of the Queen.” The General paused to think. “A covered wagon, so no one sees him. I like the idea.” Onkar slapped Horker on the shoulder. The Captain winced. “Injury? Sorry, Horker.  You’ve gained some battle experience on this little diversion.” Onkar nodded with approval. “That is your plan. Execute it as soon as you can and move Beastwell to your camp. Keep him out of sight. I’ll figure out how he can best serve Tesna later.” 
 “Yes, General Onkar,” Horker said. 
 Onkar looked at Pol. “You’ve got a good head on your shoulders. If it stays on in the coming days, I see why Horker kept you close.” He eased the door open, and after looking both ways, slid out of Horker’s room. 
 Pol sat back down on the bed. “He’s a whirlwind,” he said. 
 “Likes you, though,” Shro said. “You can go far in the Tesnan army. He nearly said so.”  
 Pol could tell she was needling him, but Horker just looked impressed. “Are you sure you want to leave the Tesnan army? Onkar is a great leader. And what exactly is the Abbot? He’s a great leader, too, isn’t he?” 
 Horker bit his lip. He looked like a schoolboy caught doing something naughty. “Yes.” 
 Pol made fist out of both his hands and hit them together, knuckle-to-knuckle. “That’s what is going to happen to the Tesnan army. In the meantime, thousands of mind-controlled and compelled innocent men will be killed. That’s not my idea of a noble enterprise, regardless of how strong the leaders are.” 
 Shro looked at Pol in a disturbing way. Horker just nodded.  
 “I got carried away, I guess. He doesn’t need mind-control to get someone excited. I’ll bet you’ve complained about Onkar before.” Pol remembered Horker’s midnight conversation at camp that Pol overheard. 
 “I have, I’ll admit it. I’m sure you have some criticisms of me, best left unsaid.” Horker glared at Pol. 
 “There might be an odd one or two,” Pol said. “But I’ve been as open as I can with you.” 
 “That you have,” Horker said. “So do you agree with Onkar about spiriting Beastwell away from Covial?” 
 “I do, but what are the consequences to us? Leaving at the same time will point everyone’s fingers right at us,” Pol said. “At least we can eliminate Onkar as the one who sent the assassins.” 
 “I know how we can keep pointed fingers at bay. That’s easy. We don’t leave at the same time,” Shro said. 
 Horker looked at Shro with disbelieving eyes. “But how do we get Beastwell out of the city?”  
 Pol smiled and gave the answer. “We let him walk away on his own. I know he’s smart enough to make it to the camp.” 
 Horker snorted. “He won’t go to the camp. He’ll head directly north to Borstall.” 
 “No, he won’t,” Pol said quietly. 
 The Captain blinked his eyes before he understood that Pol was right. “You move too fast for me. Why won’t he?” 
 “We all travel with the army until we reach North Salvan. Why sneak through miles of enemy territory when we can be escorted to the border?” Shro said, with a smug smile on her face. “Can we convince Beastwell to go to the camp?” 
 Pol nodded. “Leave that to me. I’m certain I can convince him…without mind-control.” 
 Horker’s face darkened. “That leaves how we get him out.” 
 “Leave that to us,” Shro said. “Make yourself conspicuous while we break him out tonight. Can you do that?” 
 “I guess I can ask to see Manda, but I don’t see the point.” 
 “You already have,” Shro said, rubbing her own eye.  
 “Do you know anyone else in the castle?” Pol said. “Access to the library? Spend the night at the castle infirmary?” 
 “The infirmary sounds like the safest to me. I’ll leave now. If they won’t let me stay, I’ll think of something, maybe get drunk and spend the night in the assembly kitchen.  There is always a cook on call.” 
 Pol didn’t like any of Horker’s options, but the Captain needed to be someplace else.  Shro and Pol wouldn’t be expected to rescue Kelso, but it shouldn’t be too hard with Pol’s invisibility and Shro’s camouflage technique. 
 Pol and Shro left Horker locking his door and heading to the infirmary. 
 “We’ll need black clothes,” Pol said. 
 “Surely you can change their color.” 
 That brought a smile to Pol’s lips. “I never thought of doing that. See? I am inexperienced.” 
 She smiled back and put her hand on Pol’s shoulder. “Stay with me and you’ll learn a lot that you don’t know.” She patted his face and went out to find the washroom. 
 Pol touched where Shro patted as he sat down on his bed. He wondered what kind of an invitation she had given him. He shook his head and grunted. Pol had no experience with girls, and with Shro’s disguise, he acknowledged that he was totally confused. 
 ~ 
 Hours later, both clad in black, Pol led Shro through the castle to the dungeons in stocking feet. They both decided that it would be better not to use their magic unless an emergency arose.  
 The guards were inattentive, it being so late, making it easy for Pol to cast invisibility for both of them, and they slid past three guard stations. No guards walked down the corridor leading to Kelso’s cell. 
 Pol made quick work of the lock. He opened the door. 
 A figure slumped in the corner. Pol lit a magician’s light. Horker smiled wryly. 
 “Welcome. King Astor has a certain reticence on using a truth spell on Beastwell, but he has no such restriction on a Tesnan monk.” 
 Pol turned around as Shro collided into him, and the door clanged shut. 
 “Sleep tight. We will have an interesting conversation with each of you in the morning,” Manda said.  
 Pol listened to the footsteps fade down the corridor. He used his location sense to find two guards stationed outside their door. One other occupant shared the dungeon level with them, presumably Kelso. 
 “How much do they know?” Pol said. 
 Horker looked up at them reluctantly. “A healer sent a message to Manda, who woke me up in the infirmary. He asked me about Onkar, who was seen leaving the castle.” 
 “Then came the truth spell?” 
 “I told them that you were going to attempt to rescue Beastwell. That seemed to be all he wanted to know. He still thinks you two are who you say.  I’ve already vouched for your ability as a Seeker.” 
 “So the guards just ignored us?” 
 Horker nodded. “If you blatantly walked past them, the guards would have let you pass. They were told to do nothing. Manda was in a nearby cell, sitting and sipping wine or something with a few other guards, waiting to hear your voices.” 
 “Stupid,” Pol said. 
 Horker nodded. 
 “What happens next?” Pol asked. 
 “I suppose we’ll find out in the morning.” 
  Shro looked around the cell. “How will we know it’s morning?” She wrapped herself in her arms. 
 “We won’t,” Pol said quietly. He laid a hand on Horker’s head. “No compulsion, no mind-control. Well, I learned something tonight. Mind-control shields do not stop truth spells.” 
 “So they could have used a truth spell on Kelso?” Shro asked. 
 “They probably did before we got here. Manda wanted to catch Horker using a truth spell. Now I would guess they’ll just lie about it.” 
 “They’ll have to because we will still be leaving tonight, except this time all of us leave  Covial together,” Pol said, his voice nearly a whisper.  
 “What about the guards?” Horker said. 
 Pol looked at Shro. She nodded back. 
 “What guards?” Pol said. He walked up to the cell and tweaked the lock. “Shall we see if Kelso is in that cell?” 
 The guards were frozen in place. 
 Pol looked through the tiny window into the other cell. Kelso huddled around a single candle.  
 “Kelso?” 
 “Who’s there?” 
 Pol looked at Horker. “Give me a minute. He’ll come with us willingly.” 
 After unlocking Kelso’s cell, Pol walked up to him. “You’re coming with us.” 
 “Why would I go with you? Manda caught you easily enough.” 
 Pol had to agree with him. “But I’m here. I want you to watch my face change, but don’t cry out. Can you promise me?” 
 First, Pol checked to see if Kelso’s mind was clear. The shields were still in place. “Here goes.” He changed his face into Pol Cissert. 
 “My Prince,” Kelso whispered. 
 “It hurts to change,” Pol said. He winced as his facial structure changed again. “Now will you come with us?” 
 “Willingly. Where are we going?” 
 “First of all, we are going to join the other enemy force.” 
 “There are two?” Kelso said. 
 Pol nodded. “There probably are three. We’ll be joining the Tesnan forces. King Astor has pledged to join them, but there are power struggles. We can talk about it later.” 
 “You look really fit.” Kelso stood and put his hands on Pol’s upper arms. “It’s really good to see you.” 
 “I am Nater Grainell to everyone else. Make sure you don’t trip up.” 
 Kelso nodded and made a little salute. “Let’s go.”  
 “Stay close. I’ll be tweaking invisibility.” 
 “You can do that?” 
 “I’ve learned a lot at Deftnis and elsewhere. I’ll tell you later.” 
 Pol led Kelso across the corridor. The former Captain looked at the frozen guards and nodded his head. 
 “This is Kelso Beastwell,” Pol said. “You can call him Kelso. This is Captain Horker, but he’s one of us, and this is Shro.” 
 “Shinkyan, eh? I haven’t seen too many of you.” 
 “I’m all you need to see,” Shro said. 
 Pol winced. She was talking more and more like a female. 
 Kelso just shook his head and smiled.  
 “Let’s go. Stay close to me. Shro will trail Horker and Kelso.” 
 The guards were still frozen when Pol locked both cells back up. That might cause some confusion and consternation. They walked past each guard post, and then Pol led them out along a corridor close to their rooms. 
 “I’ll have to retrieve our possessions. I’ll not leave my arms behind,” he said, and then looked at the Shinkyan. “Shro?” 
 She nodded and nearly disappeared.  They continued to their rooms. Horker’s had already been cleaned out, and two women were in the process of doing the same to Pol’s room. He nodded at Shro, who froze them in place.  
 “We take our weapons and leave most of our clothes. Can you handle that?” Pol said. 
 “I can.”  
 They quickly retrieved their personal treasures. Pol didn’t know what extra things Shro carried in her bag, but Pol took the Shinkyan sword and long knife. He shoved the Tesnan books in his own bag, along with the box of knives and his cloak.  
 “We should change our clothes back to their original colors,” Shro said.  
 Pol nodded, and then they walked out of their rooms to the alcove where Kelso and Horker waited. 
 “It’s time to leave,” Pol said. He used his location spell and found ten dots moving their way from the direction of the kitchens.  
 Pol looked back at the corridor that they had used. They couldn’t go back where guards might be waking up. 
 “I won’t go back,” Horker said. “I suggest we surrender gracefully.” 
 Pol shook his head. “I won’t go back. It’s forward and out of the castle or not at all.” Only Shro and he had weapons, but Pol knew he was better with a sword than Kelso now. 
 “We’ll have to fight.” Pol checked the dots that were just a few turns in the corridor away. He tossed his Shinkyan sword to Kelso and his long knife to Horker. “You’ll have to make do. It’s too late.” 
 Kelso held the Shinkyan sword in one hand and the scabbard in the other. Horker looked at Kelso and did the same.  
 “I’ve never used one of these before,” Horker said. 
 Kelso said, “Learn quickly or you’ll never use a sword again.” 
 “But Pol?” 
 Pol held throwing knives in hand. “Don’t worry, I’ll do my part.” 
 The advancing dots finally turned the corner.  
 ~~~ 
 



   

CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

 ~ 
 “QUEEN ISA,” POL SAID. ALL OF THE DOTS WERE WOMEN.

 “Kelso, I see I won’t have to rescue you.” She looked at Pol. “Who are you to know my name?” 
 “We were introduced once some time ago. I didn’t think you would recognize me.” 
 “Well, I don’t. What foolishness Astor foists upon us all. I only found out tonight that he wanted all of you dead. He didn’t even consult Manda.” She looked at Kelso. “I’m sorry you had to be falsely accused. Astor killed Gartor in a jealous pique. At least he had the sense not to do it in my presence.” She looked up at the ceiling. “The trials he has put me through, playing his stupid little games with Kelso and you Tesnans. And now I no longer have to pretend that Bythia was my daughter, horrid child.” 
 “She’s dead,” Pol said. His thoughts were jumbled, and he fought to understand what had just happened. 
 “Of course, she is. Whoever killed her did the world a service. I know the true story, no matter what swill Astor has fed to any of you.” Queen Isa looked at Kelso. “Take me with you. I refuse to live in this castle a moment longer.” 
 Kelso bowed. “As you wish, My Queen.” 
 Pol noticed that the women wore serviceable clothes and carried bags. 
 “But—”  
 The Queen waved away Horker’s objection before he voiced it. 
 “Quickly, I have carriages outside. It will be a tight squeeze. A few of my ladies have chosen to remain in this madhouse.” 
 Pol saw a few women blush and bow their heads. 
 “We must move quickly,” Shro said. “Please lead the way.” 
 “No bare blades, if you please,” Queen Isa said. 
 Horker and Kelso shoved Pol’s weapons at him, now sheathed. 
 “Follow me, and look as if you are part of my retinue,” she chuckled, “because you now are.” 
 Pol put his cloak over Kelso’s shoulders. It barely fit, but Kelso wasn’t very presentable after his stint in the dungeon cell.  
 The Queen stopped and looked at the four of them. “This won’t do. You all look like criminals.” She clapped her hands. “Quickly now, give them dresses and bonnets to wear.” 
 The wardrobe change happened quickly, and the ladies that were going to stay bowed before Queen Isa and took their leave. 
 “Slump! Bow your heads! You are all too tall, except for the Shinkyan boy,” Isa said. She crooked her finger and walked purposefully down the hall.” 
 “Now we can act normal,” Pol said to Horker. 
 “This? This is normal?” The Captain shook his head and then bowed it again as they walked in the midst of Queen Isa’s entourage. 
 Pol didn’t mind dressing as a woman to escape. It was a much better outcome than he had envisioned moments before. Val might enjoy the recounting. He looked over at Shro walking next to him. 
 “Is this more comfortable for you?” Pol whispered.  
 She hit him in the arm. “I hate dresses.” 
 Pol had hit a nerve in the Shinkyan. He’d have to remember in the future, if there was a future. 
 Queen Isa led them to a corridor that Pol had never walked and out doors Pol had never passed through into a castle courtyard. Three carriages were lined up. They piled in, four to a carriage.  
 Isa looked at Pol and Shro. “You two and Kelso in mine.” Horker looked at them with a hopeless expression as he joined three strange women in the last carriage.  
 “Now, you, sir will be wearing a mourning veil.” She pulled one out of her own little bag. “I had to wear this for a month when we learned of Bythia’s death.” She made a face and gave it to Kelso. “Now the discomfort is all yours, friend.” 
 Pol looked at Kelso and at the Queen.  
 “We are cousins. My mother and his were sisters.” She gave Kelso a little grin. “He was visiting, poking around for Colvin, pretending to prepare for the arrival of an ambassador when the unfortunate event occurred.” The Queen glared at Shro, who was hanging on every new revelation. “Yes, Lord Gartor and I had a relationship. Astor is…” she waved her hand, “you know.” She gave her head a tiny shake. 
 Pol thought he knew what the King was, but he didn’t say anything in case he was wrong. It would have been rude, in any case. 
 “Are these boys to be trusted?” Isa looked at Kelso as she yelled to the driver to head on the west road out of town. 
 “Him, I trust with my life,” Kelso said, pointing to Pol with his head. 
 “Why is that?” 
 “It’s a secret,” Pol said. The Queen was the only one in the carriage who didn’t know Pol’s identity, but it wasn’t time to tell her. No one said a thing until the carriages clattered on the cobbles of Covial heading out of the city. Pol didn’t waste any time in shedding the dress that he wore. 
 The Queen leaned out the window. “Now north and out along the Northwest Road.” 
 “There. We will be free once we leave this cursed place,” Queen Isa said.  
 “You seem different from when I last saw you,” Pol said.  
 “And where was that?” 
 “It’s a secret.” He said to the Queen’s laughter.  
 “You’d think you were royalty in hiding. Are you related to Lord Gartor?” 
 Pol shook his head and stopped when he realized that Queen Isa baited him. “Not that I know of, but you know the habits of royalty.” 
 The Queen’s eyes bulged. “You are out of your place, young man.” She laughed at Pol’s shocked face. 
 Pol colored when she teased him. This was a different woman than the one he had met at Borstall Castle. He didn’t dislike her then because she seemed to be friends with his mother, Queen Molissa. Her mother would never be so, so boisterous, he thought. He liked Queen Isa better this way. 
 He glanced at Shro, who sat beside him, with her hands folded demurely in her lap. She looked like she was holding back a smile.  
 Kelso looked intently at Shro. “You perform your role quite well, as a woman,” he said. 
 “I don’t know what you mean,” Shro said, nearly breathlessly. 
 The Queen patted Shro on the knee. “Your secret is safe with me.” She gave Shro a wink, and then she tapped Kelso’s knee. “So observant, Cousin.” 
 Shro looked cornered and gazed with pleading eyes at Pol.  
 “I’ve shared quarters with Shro since he arrived at Tesna. I assure you he is quite capable as a monk.” 
 The Queen looked at Shro with lidded eyes and smiled, swaying to the rhythm of the carriage.  
 The guards at the gate poked their heads in either side of the carriage and recognized the Queen.  
 “I am going to my sister, Lady Blossom. She is about to give birth. Quickly, let us pass!” 
 “Of course, My Queen. I would have expected an escort.” 
 She threw her hand at the guard. “My word, no time for that. Let us pass!” 
 The guard nodded, and soon they were on the road to the Tesnan camp. 
 “The Tesnans are on this road,” Pol said. 
 Queen Isa laughed. “Of course, they are. That’s where we will be staying the night. Onkar has arranged everything.” 
 “General Onkar?” Shro said. 
 She nodded. “He told me about Manda’s plot to take over both armies and gave me the strength to leave. Astor played his own game.” 
 Pol closed his eyes and saw a light film of mind-control on the Queen’s mind. Pol removed it, although it cost him some strength tweaking at such a distance. 
 “What did you do, young man?” 
 Pol bowed. “I hope you will forgive me, but someone influenced you with a spell. I removed it.” 
 Queen Isa sighed. “Now I can tell you. Onkar spelled me to give me the strength to do what I’ve always wanted to do tonight.” 
 “You agreed to the mind-control?” 
 She looked at Pol. “How old are you?” 
 “Sixteen.” 
 “Precocious. Just like Poldon Fairfield was.” She looked at him more intently. 
 “Are you wearing a disguise?” She squinted her eyes. “I’ll bet you are. Reveal yourself. That’s your secret. Are you Poldon?” 
 Pol took a deep breath. “I won’t change my features, but you have caught me where others haven’t.” He heard Shro snort. “Few others haven’t.” He looked at the Shinkyan. 
 “I heard you were there when Bythia died. Landon said he confronted you, but you ran away.”  
 “She killed herself,” Pol said.  
 “Bythia? That little girl would never have done herself in.” 
 Pol pursed his lips. “I switched the poison…remotely when she wasn’t watching. I used my magic. Otherwise she would have killed Landon. I was in the room the entire time.” 
 “I thought you hated your older brother. He hated the disinherited prince, I can tell you.” 
 Pol shook his head slightly. “In the end, I couldn’t let him die. There were other circumstances that night. I let Bythia die and saved Landon’s life, twice.” 
 Isa snorted. “And I thought I knew the true version. I suppose you killed the pattern-master? Landon concocted some story about how he defeated the Captain of the Guard who had forced Bythia to drink poison. How did you do it?” 
 “Not in a duel. He was much more accomplished than I. I used my magic to place a knife in his heart. From behind, I’m afraid.” 
 “I’m not,” Queen Isa leaned over and took Pol’s face in her hands and kissed him on the lips. “You did the Empire a service.” 
 Pol could hear Shro snicker. The kiss left him speechless. He looked over at Kelso who grinned, but looked away. 
 The carriages stopped. 
 General Onkar opened the door to the carriage, surprised to see Pol and Shro sitting with the Queen. “Who rescued whom?” he said. 
 “Those two rescued me, and the Queen took us out of Covial,” Kelso said. 
 “And Captain Horker?” 
 Queen Isa smiled at Onkar. “The other gentleman is undoubtedly having a good time in the last coach.” 
 “To each their own,” Onkar said. “Hurry and get out. We are sending these coaches, unoccupied, to your sister’s manor.” 
 ~ 
 Onkar sat in his large tent with Queen Isa. Pol, Shro, a slightly disheveled Captain Horker, and a few of the Queen’s ladies-in-waiting all stood. 
 The General rubbed his hands together. “That worked out acceptably,” he said. “I had a backup plan in case Captain Horker failed, which I expected.” Onkar looked at Horker and waved off any objection. “I had no idea your two assistants were so accomplished.” 
 Pol looked at Queen Isa, hoping that she had kept her mouth shut. That Onkar had ‘encouraged’ her departure with a touch of mind-control meant he might do something similar with a truth spell on the Queen if he suspected Pol was someone other than Nater Grainell. Now that she knew his identity, Pol felt very exposed, and Shro might feel just the same way after being outed by the unexpectedly shrewd woman. 
 “You may say goodbye to the Queen,” Onkar said. “She is moving on to my personal estate—” 
 “Not so fast, Lord Onkar. I am traveling with you north. I intend to walk in the lovely gardens of Borstall Castle once more.” 
 “But we are heading into battle, My Queen,” Onkar said. “Borstall will not be a safe place for you. 
 “I’ll take the risk. I can always escape by sea. Do you think I would escape Astor’s clutches only to stay at your manor? That would be the first place my husband would look once he knows I have met with your forces.” 
 Onkar’s face turned a little red. “And how would your husband know?” 
 “Oh, let me see, castle guards, gate guards, whoever else saw three carriages travel the Northwestern Road. Manda is not without intelligence. What do you think?” 
 Onkar pursed his lips and bowed his head. “Perhaps I can reconsider my plans—” 
 “My plans, not yours. I am not one of your soldiers, and I definitely am not one of your subjects.” 
 “But you are under the protection of the Tesnan Guardians.” 
 “Your Guardians or the Abbot’s?” Queen Isa narrowed her eyes. 
 “My Guardians. The Abbot may well be one of the King’s men.” 
 “You wish, Onkar,” she said. “The Abbot is as tied to Tesnan domination as you are.” 
 Onkar’s expression darkened. “And who are you tied to?” 
 “No one,” Queen Isa said. “I merely want to walk in gardens like I once did with a dearly departed friend.” Her eyes drifted to Pol, and then they turned to Onkar. “You have my promise to be neutral in all of this.” 
 “Very well. Neutral, for now. You travel with Horker and his acolytes. Beastwell will, too, in different conveyances, unfortunately.” 
 “I appreciate your indulgence.” The Queen nodded her head. 
 A soldier entered the tent. “The Queen’s tents are ready, and her ladies have finished preparing her bed, General.” 
 “Your lodgings, such as they are, will be rough, like a common soldier’s. Any time you wish to improve your sleeping accommodations, I can have you escorted to my estate. Enjoy your evening, what is left of it.” 
 Isa clapped her hands with feigned joy. “What an adventure this will be!” She rose from her chair and crooked her finger for her ladies to follow. 
 Onkar looked at the four remaining. “I’ll be leaving just after breakfast. I am instructing you, Captain, to restrain Beastwell in a covered wagon. It’s for his own good in case one of King Astor’s men come round.” Onkar stepped over to Kelso. “You may well be used as a bargaining chip in Borstall, so I will keep you fed and comfortable. That may change if you misbehave. Riding in the back of a wagon is better than sitting in a dungeon cell waiting for your next beating or for a beheading.” 
 “Is that all?” Horker asked. 
 Onkar barely nodded his head. “Be on guard at all times. I will send over some of our recent converts as an additional escort for the Queen. My eyes are on you, Horker.” He looked at Pol and Shro standing together. “You are Horker’s assistants, still. Make sure the Queen is safe and Beastwell secure. It is time for you to find your tents.” The General yawned. “Dismissed.” 
 ~~~ 
 



   

CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

 ~ 
 HORKER’S TENT HAD BEEN SET UP, but Pol and Shro had to run to the Captain’s cart to find their own. 

 Horker had his uniform on when captured, but Pol would have to find another, and so would Shro. Perhaps Horker would promote Shro to a monk-level uniform. She certainly had proven her worth during their short stay at Castle Covial.  
 After finally spreading out his bedroll, Pol looked down at Shro. “I don’t know how safe your secret is, or mine.” 
 She turned away from him. “I thought I had wrung the feminine gestures out of my role as Shro. It must have been the dress.” 
 “It was how you wore the dress and how you held your hands. Kelso is a very observant man, and the Queen…she is something else, isn’t she?” 
 That brought Shro turning over to face him. She propped up her head with her hand. “I had to keep from laughing a number of times. There is something about someone in power that separates them from you and me.” 
 Pol had to think about that. “It’s not just royal blood, is it? She and Onkar aren’t intimidated by anyone. My stepfather, when he wasn’t angry, could be like them. Emperor Hazett might not seem that way at first, but he is, as well. Supreme confidence.” Pol shook his head. “That’s something I don’t have.” He felt just sixteen at that moment. 
 “You grow into it, I think. I’ve seen it at the capital. Our own Queen has the same presence, but definitely not the sense of humor,” Shro said giggling. “I hope Queen Isa doesn’t betray us, if she hasn’t already.” 
 Pol sighed. “We will have to be ready to cut Kelso loose of whatever bonds Horker demands and leave. 
 “I thought you were going to bring Horker?” 
 The tent was silent for a moment. “If he still wants to. Once he is back in command and among the monks, he might feel differently than he did in the castle. We were all under a lot of stress in Covial.” 
 “And for good reason. We were nearly killed by King Astor’s men. All I could discern was a lot of irrational behavior.” 
 Pol shook his head. “My Seeker mentor told me that sometimes the simplest pattern turns out to be the right one. A jealous husband.” 
 “A jealous powerful husband. I wonder if Manda even knows,” Shro said. 
 “Probably. I don’t care now that we are out of there. We are back to our original plan, except we will have others fleeing with us.” 
 “You know Kelso that well?” 
 Pol nodded. “I wouldn’t call him completely trustworthy, but he was my first sword master. He knows about my anticipation magic. He also is very good with a sword and won’t be a hindrance, unlike Horker, who was exceptional at the monastery, but he had little competition.” 
 “Horker is a good man, I think,” Shro said. 
 The compliment surprised Pol. Shro generally kept her opinions close. 
 She continued, “He needs some seasoning, out in the world, but he was totally out of his element, and I could see him struggle with it all.” 
 Pol smiled. “We give him a chance, then.” 
 She nodded in the dark. “Go to sleep. You’ll need it.” 
 Pol got under two thin blankets. “We’ll see what surprises tomorrow brings.” He went to sleep thinking of how Shro had folded her hands and placed them on the lap of her dress. 
 ~ 
 Morning arrived much too quickly for Pol. He turned to see that Shro was already up. After stretching, he crawled out of his tent and found her adjusting a monk’s tabard. She held a heavy bag and threw it at him.  
 “Good timing,” she said. “I suggest you get that chainmail on. Who knows, Astor might send a company of archers to kill us before noon.” 
 “And a good morning to you,” Pol said. He rubbed his eyes and focused on Shro. “I like the look.” He crept back into his tent and donned his uniform. Unfortunately, Shro might be correct in warning him, so he came out of the tent fully armed. 
 “Have you seen the Captain?”  
 She shook her head. “I think Onkar called him to his tent for final instructions before he left.” 
 “Have you eaten?” 
 “No. Perhaps we can do so. I don’t know where the meal line is.” 
 “Let’s find out,” Pol said.  
 They walked through the camp. It had a very different feel from the army camp. Perhaps without Horker in command, the acolytes weren’t pushed as hard. 
 “Poldon.” 
 Pol looked around to see Kelso sitting in the back of an empty covered wagon. His hands were tied and one end the rope led to a knot on a hook in one of the support posts.  
 “Surely they don’t think…” 
 Kelso chuckled. “They do. I should be chained.” He showed Pol his bonds. “Do you have any idea how quickly I could throw this off?” 
 Pol smiled. “All you have to do is unhook the knot. Just be patient and call me ‘Nater’.” 
 Kelso saluted Pol with both his hands. 
 “Have you eaten?” Pol said. 
 “I have. It beats the food King Astor had me eating, barely.” 
 Pol nodded. “I’ll check back with you later.” 
 “I’ll look forward to it.” 
 They began to walk towards the meal line after asking a passing acolyte for directions. Off on the side Pol noticed a copse of trees that surrounded four tents guarded by uniformed troops, none of whom looked like monks.  
 Shro and Pol were a bit late to breakfast, but agreed with Kelso’s description of the food being edible and not much else. 
 “General Onkar told us to mind the Queen’s protection. Let’s see what kind of troops are her guards,” Pol said. “I wonder what their orders are and if they are under Captain Horker’s command.” 
 Pol noticed something odd about the men. They acted stiff and emotionless. He walked up close and found what he had suspected. One of the men had the patch of purple on his brain.  
 “Compulsion,” Shro said. “I don’t need to see their brains to notice.” She walked up to another of the guards. “Whom do you report to?” 
 “Colonel Harian.” 
 “What are your orders?” Pol said. 
 “Protect Queen Isa from outsiders.” 
 Pol looked up into the dead eyes. “Am I an outsider?” 
 The man shook his head. “You are a Guardian.” 
 Shro put a hand to her chin. “What is your name?” 
 Confusion flitted over his face. “I don’t know.” 
 “Compulsion certainly overlays the subject’s memory,” Pol said. “Nasty.” 
 He walked around the tents and abruptly stopped, looking at two of the guards. 
 “What is it?’ Shro asked, bumping into Pol. 
 “I’d like to introduce you to Darrol Netherfield and Valiso Gasibli,” Pol said. He walked up to both of them and asked them for their names. Neither recognized Pol. 
 Pol walked off a bit and sat on a fallen log. Shro joined him. 
 “Who are those two men?” 
 “My contacts. Valiso is my Seeker mentor and the other is a friend.” He still wondered what had become of Demeron. Pol lowered his head. He feared that his Shinkyan stallion was lost to him. 
 “So you’re going to remove their compulsion?” 
 Pol nodded. “I hadn’t expected to see them as loyal members of the Guardians.” He looked at his friends. Their eyes scanned the woods, occasionally stopping at Pol and Shro, but then moved on.  
 The Tesnans were creating an involuntary army of mind-controlled and compelled soldiers. Pol didn’t know how well they would fight, but this was totally immoral to his way of thinking. He had no doubt that Deftnis monks would feel the same way he did. 
 Pol walked over to Darrol and put his hand on Darrol’s head. “Bear with me soldier. I’ve been commanded by General Onkar to protect the Queen of South Salvan as you have. I am a monk and need to see if our training has set in your mind.” 
 Darrol nodded with his impassive face.  
 His friend’s patch wasn’t very large, smaller than Menkin’s. Pol removed it, as well as a film of mind-control.  
 Darrol staggered and fell to the ground, holding his head. He looked up. “Pol?” 
 “Nater is my name, soldier. Are you all right? You must have fainted standing guard.” 
 Looking at his surroundings, Darrol stood up. “I must have.” He rubbed his head. “I’ve got quite a headache.” 
 “I’m sure you do. This is Shro. She is an ally.” 
 Darrol still looked confused. “What happened? The last thing I remembered was hearing someone poking around our camp. Did Val and I fight them?” He looked at Val. 
 Pol frowned. “He doesn’t even know his name, and neither did you. Just stand there while I work on Val.” 
 “I helped your friend,” Pol said to Val.   
 Pol realized that he now stood as tall as his mentor. He must have grown in the last month. Val looked at him suspiciously. 
 “Don’t worry. Nater is just checking the training spells,” Shro said. 
 Val nodded.  
 Pol put his hand on Val’s head. Unlike Darrol, Val’s patch was huge. Pol removed a thicker film of mind-control and attempted to pull off the purple mass that covered a third of Val’s brain.  
 Pol now knew that it was all a mental picture, just like the colored dots that he imagined when he located. The mass didn’t budge. Pol tried more magic and pulled hard. Part of the patch ripped. Some of it came off and dissipated, but over half of it stayed on his brain.  
 Val blinked, and then his body began to shake with some kind of seizure. He fell to the ground and lay still. 
 “Darrol, help me take him to the wagon where we have Kelso.” 
 “Kelso? As in Kelso Beastwell? What is he doing here?” 
 “You’ll know soon enough.” 
 They picked up Val, and Shro led the way back to Kelso’s wagon. 
 “Val. What’s happened to him?” Kelso said. 
 Pol looked at his mentor. “I did this,” he said. “He was compelled, but since he’s a powerful magician, the monk who applied the compulsion had to use a lot of power.” He shook his head again. “I couldn’t get all of the compulsion out.” 
 “What are you going to do?” Darrol asked. 
 “Keep him here while Shro and I figure something out. You’ll have to go back and guard the Queen’s tent.” 
 “I’ll go with him,” Shro said. “You get a blanket or something to cover the body. Your friend needs to hide.” 
 “Yes, sir,” Pol said.  
 Shro gave him a dirty look. For a moment it looked like she might stick her tongue out at him or do something worse, but she nodded. “Do it quickly. That is an order.” She smiled at her command. “Sorry,” she whispered, her lips brushing his ear.  
 Pol blushed and turned away. “Get going,” he said.  
 A couple of older acolytes passed by. “I need blankets for the prisoners,” Pol said.  
 The pair looked at Kelso and glanced at the prone form of Val. “Come this way.” 
 ~ 
 Pol sat next to Val inside the covered wagon. He put his hand on Val’s head and tried to pull off the rest of the patch. It didn’t want to come off. Pol noticed a tendril sticking underneath the area of the portion that had broken off.  
 Pol gingerly pulled out the tendril.  
 Val began to shiver again, but finally stopped. 
 “Do you even know what you’re doing?” Kelso said. 
 Pol had to shake his head. “I can remove compulsion from a non-magician or a neophyte, but Val’s affliction is much different. I might have damaged him.” Pol felt awful. Searl had told him that healing had a lot more aspects than working on wounds. Evidently removing the patch was one of them. 
 “I don’t think I should do any more.” Pol looked down at Val. “I’m sorry, Val.” 
 “He can’t hear you, lad,” Kelso said.  
 “I know,” Pol said, but it made him feel a little better. “I’m going to talk to Darrol.” 
 Pol walked through the camp, watching a few quartermasters of King Astor teach the acolytes in smaller groups. He paused to listen in and found that he had already picked up those lessons, traveling with the supply train two summers ago when he accompanied his stepfather’s troops on a trip the Taridan border with North Salvan.  
 “Nater!” Horker called. 
 Pol had to turn around to find the Captain. 
 “What are you doing?” 
 “I just checked on Beastwell and am heading to the Queen’s tent.” 
 “Good. When you are done, come see me. I’ll be in my tent filling out paperwork.” 
 “Yes, sir,” Pol said. 
 Horker narrowed his eyes at Pol. What did that glare mean? He continued to wonder when he found Darrol.  
 “Anything happening?” Pol asked. 
 Darrol shook his head. “There is a lead guard at the front who orders us around. I just follow. I told him that Val was sick. He asked me who Val was, but honestly, he’s as thick as he looks. I told him I made up a name for Val so I could distinguish him from the other guards. He thought that was a good idea.” Darrol chuckled.  
 “What are you specifically going to do?” 
 After shrugging, Darrol said, “I think something is up, but I don’t know what it is. I’ll fetch you when I can. What’s the progress with Val?” 
 Pol took a deep breath. “There isn’t any. I think we are going to have to take him all the way to Deftnis. Searl might have a better method for removing the compulsion. The stronger the magician the harder it is to pull the compulsion out.” 
 “Like a magical tooth?” Darrol said. 
 That made Pol laugh despite the sense of failure. “Exactly like that. I’m going to see the Queen. I’m still trying to figure out what our next steps are.” 
 “I’m your man and will do as you say.” 
 Pol put his hand on Darrol’s shoulder. “Thanks.”  He walked around the large tent and called to Queen Isa. 
 “Come in,” he heard her say. 
 Pol slid the tent flap aside and stepped in. It looked like the Queen had it better than anyone in the camp. “How are we going to transport this?” There were expensive rugs on the floor and non-folding furniture. 
 “My nursemaid tried to teach me at an early age not to become attached to worldly goods. I admit I didn’t listen to her. But now I see the wisdom of her words.” 
 “You weren’t royalty then?” Pol asked. 
 Isa laughed. “No, but I was a Count’s spoiled daughter.” Her voice lowered. “Rest assured, when you are ready to go, I won’t make any demands, and I’ll sleep on the ground with the rest of you.” She rubbed her hands together. “When do we leave?” 
 Pol shook his head. “I still think we should travel with the army until we reach the North Salvan border. It will make it easier to travel through the countryside.” 
 Isa sighed. “I suppose that’s a good plan, unless circumstances change.” 
 “They often change,” Pol said. He looked at the Queen. “I’ll come up with alternatives. We have a problem. I came upon two friends who were captured and put under compulsion. One of them didn’t respond well to the healing and will be traveling in a wagon.” Pol looked around. “Where are your ladies-in-waiting?” 
 “Sleeping. I suppose it’s their naptime. I don’t spend much time sleeping, and sitting in this tent is getting boring. When I am bored, I get anxious.” 
 Pol nodded. “I understand. I’ll talk to Captain Horker. He might have changed his mind about coming with us.” 
 “A change in circumstances can do that to a person.” 
 “In fact, I have to see him,” Pol said. “I trust your needs are met?” 
 “As long as I don’t have to go to General Onkar’s estate. That would be like prison. I mean that.” 
 Pol bowed to her. “I’m sure you do. If you will excuse me, My Queen.” 
 “Certainly,” she said. “My Prince,” she said with a whisper and a smile, then she shooed him out. 
 Walking back to the Captain’s tent, Pol wondered how sincere the Queen was. He didn’t understand why she would be driven to go to Borstall Castle unless that was where she would feel the safest from her husband. That still didn’t make sense, given the army was headed that way.  
 Did she think the issue with who ran the army would be taken care of before the King Astor’s army arrived? Pol couldn’t come up with a consistent pattern that wasn’t built primarily upon sheer speculation. Not much logic held up. 
 Shro joined him at his side. “Your friend isn’t doing any better,” she said. 
 “I think I made matters worse.” Pol couldn’t help shaking his head. “It’s not too hard to get ahead of myself. I’ve done it before.” 
 “What else could you do?” 
 Pol thought for a moment before he said, “I really don’t know. I’m seeing the Captain.” 
 “I know. He wants to talk to the both of us.” 
 A drop fell on Pol’s face. He looked up at the gray autumn sky. Another drop fell. 
 “Let’s hurry,” he said.  
 They hustled through the camp, and by the time they reached Captain Horker’s tent, the ground was turning to mud. 
 “Shoes off,” Horker said, when Pol called to him from outside the tent.  
 Pol grunted as he slipped off his boots and put them by the door flap, underneath Horker’s awning.   
 Both of them entered the tent. The Captain had a tiny desk set up in the middle with two uncomfortable-looking folding stools.  
 “Sit,” he said, without looking up from his desk. He worked on two stacks of papers. The left pile was smaller than the stack on the right.  
 “I’m nearly done.” He continued to sign papers until he had finished. 
 “There. Those are the last of the supply requisitions. King Astor’s quartermasters are making us jump through hoops. They are like leeches.” 
 “If they are that way, won’t the quartermasters tell the King that his wife is staying with us?” 
 “He knows. Onkar sent me a note. Actually that’s why I called you here. We have to leave soon. The General wants us to join the army and will order the guards under Colonel Harian to escort the Queen to his estate, even if she protests.” 
 “I just came from her. She has no intention of being incarcerated in a prison, even if it is a nice one.” 
 Horker nodded. “Precisely. So,” he threaded his fingers together and leaned on his desk. “When do we leave? It has to be soon.” 
 Pol sat back. Either Queen Isa was prescient, or one of her ladies had given her some advance warning. “I need to think for a few moments. We will need a wagon to transport the Queen.” He actually thought about Val. 
 Shro lifted her finger in the air. “Perhaps one of her ladies can impersonate her. Wear her clothes and use that veil again.” 
 Pol and Horker both nodded. Horker seemed serious, and Pol couldn’t detect any deception on the part of Horker.  
 “We have a complication,” Pol said. “Two of my companions were absorbed by the army. I removed the compulsion spell on one of them, but the other is a powerful magician, and I’m afraid I exceeded my capabilities. He’s unconscious.” 
 Horker nodded. “Hence the wagon being for Queen Isa and your friend?” 
 Pol bit his lip. “Darrol will be another competent sword should we need one. We will need to leave in the night after removing the Queen. I can do that. We can go tonight.” 
 “I’ll scavenge supplies,” Shro said, “and ‘requisition’ some horses.” 
 “We will need six: two for the wagon, three for us, and one for Darrol, my friend, or Kelso. The other will drive the wagon. Do you have a map to guide us to the border with North Salvan?” Pol asked. 
 “Of course,” Horker said. He unrolled a message case and showed the map.  
 Pol looked it over. “Is there a way we can get across the river to our north? The army will have to march west to the bridge here, won’t they? Onkar is probably mustering his troops close to this town.” Pol pointed to a drawing of larger buildings not far from a bridge. 
 “There is a ferry going back towards Covial that you can reach from a turnoff not far from here,” Horker said. “I took it once when I visited another monk’s family one Harvest.” 
 “Do we have any money?” 
 “I have enough,” Horker said, pointing to his cot. Pol guessed it was under the thin mattress. 
 “Good. We leave not long after dinner. The watch is on either side of the road. Where is the ferry?” 
 Horker pointed to a triangle on the map.   
 “So we head back to Covial for a mile or so, and then take the road north?” Pol said. 
 “It’s a plan,” Horker said. His eyes lit up, probably thinking about the adventure. Pol just thought about getting caught again. 
 “Can I check your mind? I just want to be certain everything is of your own free will.” 
 Horker leaned back, making the chair creak. “Check away.” 
 ~~~ 
 



   

CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

 ~ 
 Pol COULDN’T BELIEVE HOW EXCITED Queen Isa and Horker were. The mattress from the Captain’s tent acted as a cushion inside the covered wagon. Shro did a good job of collecting supplies, blankets, and pillows. Pol took down their small tent and stowed it in the wagon. Horker gave a monk’s tabard to Kelso.

 It was time to head towards Covial. Darrol drove, while the others wore their monk’s uniforms. Horker had his hood up. The Queen sat in the covered cart with Val. A guard stepped out of the darkness. 
 “Where are you headed?” 
 Pol dismounted. “One of the guards took ill. He won’t wake up. We’re taking him to a healer’s in Covial.” 
 The man threw back a flap and poked his head into the back of the covered cart. “That’s him?” 
 “Yeah,” Darrol said. 
 Pol lost his breath. He looked inside, alarmed about the discovery of Queen Isa, but he noticed the guard squeezing Val’s boot. “He’s out cold,” the guard said. 
 “Of course, he is,” Pol said. Boxes were piled on a lump of blankets. The Queen had hidden herself, quickly and silently. He smiled as the guard withdrew and nodded. 
 “Go on with you, then.” 
 Darrol snapped the reins. Kelso, Horker, and Shro rode on ahead. 
 “Have a good evening.” 
 The guard grumbled. “It will be if the rain ends.” 
 Pol mounted and followed the wagon for a while in the dripping darkness. 
 “Here’s the road,” Kelso called back.  
 Pol continued on and stopped at the marker, looking at the muddy crossroads.  
 “Go on. I’ll spend a little time erasing our passage,” he said to Horker. Kelso nodded. 
 He tied his horse about one hundred yards up the muddy track and walked back through the weeds and dead growth that lined both sides. After spelling a magician’s light, he examined the mud. Only a few wagons had traveled the road since the afternoon rain started, so he used his magic to erase the pattern that their wagon had made. He walked backwards along the road to the ferry, carefully preserving the horse’s tracks but eliminating the wheel ruts.  
 He mounted his horse and looked back, exhausted from using so much magic for such a mundane task. Pol could assume invisibility more easily than he could move mud.  
 He heard horses sloshing through the muck on the Northwest Road and extinguished his magician’s light. A few squads of soldiers rode at speed from the direction of Covial. Did he see the glint of a crown on one of the riders? Perhaps King Astor had finally learned where his wife had gone.   
 Pol didn’t waste any time heading towards the ferry. He hoped that the conveyance was at the other side of the river before the King interrogated the guard that knew they headed towards Covial. 
 “We can’t delay. I think pursuit will be heading our way before long,” Pol said. 
 Horker nodded. “Quickly, then. We’ll have to be on the ferry, even if we have to commandeer the thing.” 
 ~ 
 Pol and Shro continued to obliterate the passage of the wagon by duplicating patterns in the mud as they continued to Loron’s Landing and the ferry. 
 The mud gave way to rough cobbles when they reached a sleeping town save for sounds of raucous laughter from a tavern. They slowly rode past and proceeded to the ferry. Two ferry boats floated at the dock. The Queen exited the wagon and held the horses with Shro as the others loaded the wagon.  
 “They’re coming!” Isa said. 
 Pol looked up the single lane that defined Loron’s Landing and hurried to take the horses from the Queen. Shro led hers onto the ferry.  
 “You go,” Pol said. “Get the Queen to Borstall.” He pressed his lips together, looking at Val’s body in the back of the wagon. “Darrol, when everyone is on their way, take Val to Deftnis.” He took his bag of Tesnan books on coercion and mind-control. “Make sure these accompany him. Searl, hopefully, can cure him.” 
 Kelso returned after securing the wagon. “I’ll get the other ferry floating downstream. Shro and you will have to delay the king’s men. I noticed a skiff pulled up on the shore under the dock. Use it, if you can.” 
 The responsibility of protecting Val and the Queen had taken on a grave aspect. How could Pol fend off the riders?  
 Shro stood next to him in the faint light from the tavern, bow in hand, with three quivers of arrows planted in the ground at her feet. 
 Pol drew his sword and long knife. He already had a number of knives on his body. “You don’t have to stay, Shro.” 
 “We’ve become a bit of a team.” She smiled at him. Pol could see the grimness behind it. “I won’t die as a man.”  
 Pol looked towards the road as the riders approached. He glanced back to now see the feminine features she had shown him at the monastery. It seemed so long ago. 
 She already had an arrow in her bow. 
 “Are you shielded?” he asked, as he set his own in place. He suspected a magician or two might have ridden with the King. 
 Shro nodded her head. Pol looked back, and already the ferry was only a vague black shape moving across the river, following the cable line that kept it from drifting downstream towards Covial, like the released ferry was currently doing. 
 “Get back,” one of the riders said. “I am on the King’s business.” 
 “Show me proof,” Shro said. 
 Pol felt the pressure of mind-control. “You won’t change our thinking. We will let you through to the dock once our friends have made it to the other side.” 
 Five of the six riders dismounted while the sixth, the magician of the bunch, stayed on his horse. They drew their swords. 
 “Two young Tesnan monks?” He looked closer at Shro. “Are you a girl?” 
 “No, I’m a wasp. Want to feel my sting?” She raised the bow and pointed the arrow at the man’s chest.  
 The man raised his hands. “No need to get nervous.” Pol thought the man was doing a good job of showing anxiety.   
 The other men began to spread out and slowly advance. Pol plunged his sword into the soft, sanding mud and pulled out three of his throwing knives. “No further,” he said.  
 A soldier sneered and ignored him.  
 “I am warning you,” Pol said. 
 “You don’t scare me.” The soldier began to lift his sword.  
 Pol threw a knife that plunged into the man’s thigh. The soldier clutched his leg and went down.  
 “Who is next? Do you want a knife or an arrow? Or should we choose?” Shro said with taunting in her voice. She pulled on the bow and pointed it at the magician.  
 The man wasn’t a monk, since he had long hair. Pol thought he must be attached to Covial Castle and Manda, or even the King’s personal creature who had put the compulsion spells on the assassins. Another soldier ran towards Shro. She shot and her arrow barely sunk into the chain mail showing through the new rip in his shirt. Pol threw his second knife into the man’s neck. 
 The magician charged at the same time. Pol tweaked a block of air. The monk’s horse hit it, throwing the man over its head. He slid to the ground and yelled out in pain when the horse stepped on his leg.   
 Shro pointed out more horses coming their way.  “Can you expand that block of air? We can’t hold them all off.” 
 Pol nodded. “Now!” He staggered towards the dock, as the men slammed into the barrier.  
 Shro grabbed her quivers and ran, jumping into the water, which was waist high, and untied the boat. She slipped it out from underneath the dock. Pol didn’t trust throwing himself into the boat, so he tossed his weapons in and jumped into the water.  
 They kicked their way out from the dock. Pol tried to move the boat and themselves with his magic, but he was nearly spent. He struggled into the skiff and stood up to grab the cable.  
 “Can you cut the cable just after my hands?” 
 Arrows began to pelt them. Some stuck in mid-air.  
 “No. I have to maintain the shield.” 
 Pol took a deep breath and tweaked the ends to separate. The lack of tension was more than Pol could compensate for, and he fell into the river and swallowed water. He bobbed up gasping, but in his distress, he concentrated on holding the ferry rope under an arm and grabbed the boat with his other hand. 
 Arrows began to fall around them, but Pol could see them deflect from Shro’s shield. The boat continued to drift downstream until the rope had paid all the way out. They were at least one hundred yards from the shore, and the buildings of Loron’s Landing slowly faded into dark shadows.  
 Shro helped him into the boat. Pol lay down exhausted, in the bottom of the boat, and then realized the craft was taking on water.  
 “Can you get the rope secured?” he said. “I need to fix the hole.” 
 Shro tied the rope to a cleat in the front. Pol put his hands under the growing puddle of water and found the leak. He closed his eyes and began to grow the wood together. He had used up so much of his power that he could barely move.  
 “Teleport the water out of the bottom. I’m spent,” he said. 
 Pol closed his eyes and let Shro work on the water level. He could feel it go down as his physical strength returned enough to begin pulling on the rope, hand over hand, moving the boat closer to a framework he now saw sticking out of the water. 
 Light flashed from the shore and more arrows came their way. Pol tried to create a shield, but his magic was just about gone. He felt an arrow slice through his trousers, pinning his leg to the boat.  
 “Shield!” he said.  
 He looked towards Shro and saw her slumped over the edge of the boat, an arrow in her shoulder.  He quickly pulled her back and laid her on the bottom, relieved to hear a moan. Pol kept reeling in the rope.  
 After what seemed like hours, he reached the framework and maneuvered the boat so the wooden platform gave them protection.  He looped the rope and tied it off. He needed to rest for a bit, but Shro needed his attention.  
 With a little buildup of magical strength, he teleported the arrow out of her shoulder and repaired the arteries. The wound would seep, but Pol no longer worried about her situation deteriorating. He stood up and grabbed the next section of rope above his head and severed it with his power. Pol didn’t think he would be able to do it again.  
 The pain in his leg began to increase. As he began to pull, the pain became excruciating.  Pol didn’t have an alternative, so he grit his teeth and continued to pull. He finally made it and tied off the boat. He couldn’t go any farther. The pain in his leg overcame all other thought.  
 The next thing he knew, someone jostled his leg, and he moaned. 
 “We’ve got you now,” a voice said. 
 Pol shook his head. “I won’t let you get past me.” 
 “This is Kelso. We wondered about you two, so Darrol and I took the ferryboat back to see what happened. You’re on the ferry now.” 
 Pol thought he understood Kelso’s words, but he wasn’t sure. He felt pressure on his leg and then a flash of pain. He yelled and sank back with relief. 
 “I’m sorry, Pol,” Darrol said. “There’s no good way to remove an arrow.” 
 Pol didn’t care to disagree at that point and nodded. He lay back. “How is Shro?” 
 “I’m alive,” she said. “That is more than I can say for you.” 
 With his strength depleted, Pol sat back and closed his eyes, not really listening to the conversation. He felt another jolt of pain when the ferry docked.  
 “Make sure you cut the cable,” Pol said. 
 Kelso laughed. “We’ve been removing it as we go, so don’t worry. Horker thinks we will be at least a day ahead of the army and at least half a day from any mounted pursuit.”  
 Horker hurried over and helped Shro off of the ferry. “You’re a woman!” 
 “Of course I am. Queen Isa saw through my mannerisms.” 
 Isa walked up to help Shro to the wagon. “Indeed. I am a perceptive woman.” She eyed Horker, challenging him to dispute her. 
 “We are all a little surprised. Pol didn’t even catch what we discussed on the way in. Poor Horker thought all along that Shro was a male, but he’ll get used to it. Won’t you, Horker? I like the new Shro better,” Darrol said. 
 Horker grumbled something as he tied Pol and Shro’s horses to the wagon. 
 “Shouldn’t we be leaving?” Pol asked. 
 “We will now. I’ll have you tucked in one corner and Shro in the other at the back of the wagon. Val, of course, slept through it all.” Pol could hear the pain in Darrol’s voice. He felt it along with his friend. 
 The wagon lurched into motion, bringing a bit of pain, but with his leg wrapped tightly, Pol just ground his teeth together and put up with the ache.  
 “I must thank you,” Queen Isa said. “You both put your lives on the line for me. Something that I’ll never forget.” 
 “All of our lives are on the line if we get caught,” Horker said. Pol looked up and saw him driving the wagon.  
 “I need some rest, and then I can finish up with Shro.” He looked over at her, but she was already asleep. 
 ~ 
  “Maybe Val might know how to grow hair, but I only know how to grow one hair at a time,” Pol said to Shro. “I always wanted to know, is Shro your real name?” 
 She rubbed the growing stubble on her scalp. “No, It is Shira, not quite pronounced the same way as Shiro. Male names are contracted more that female names.” 
 “Do you have a last name?” Queen Isa asked.  
 “Yes,” Shira said, but she didn’t volunteer it. 
 Horker stopped the wagon. “It’s time to rest the horses,” he said. “I’m hungry, too.” 
 “I’ll not complain,” Kelso Beastwell said. 
 “Good. I think I’m recovered enough to help Shro, uh, Shira’s shoulder,” Pol said.  
 He looked at Val and wished he had the courage to work on him again. For the next few days he would think about what he could do.  
 Kelso walked over. “Let’s clean that wound again,” he said. “You don’t want it to get infected. Who knows what had been in that water?” He unwrapped Pol’s leg and went silent.  
 “That doesn’t look good,” Shira said.  
 Pol leaned over to get a better look at the angry red streaks beginning to move up from the wound. 
 “Give me a lot of food,” Pol said. He’d seen wounds before, and his looked as bad as any he had seen. It took his breath away. “I think Val is my only hope.” He could hardly get the words out, as he put his hand to his head. “I’m getting a fever.”  
 Pol knew all about inflammation, and he could picture his body fighting the infection that had turned so ugly on his leg.  
 He ate as much as he could. “Wake me in an hour and then stop the wagon.” 
 ~ 
 Shro looked into his eyes while she gently shook Pol. “It’s been an hour.”  
 Pol struggled to awaken. He felt listless, but he looked over at Val. He sat up, and then crawled to the front of the wagon. Putting his hands on Val’s head, he reviewed the technique that he had thought of earlier in the day and closed his eyes. 
 The purple mass over Val’s brain hadn’t changed at all since the last time he looked. Pol took a deep breath and visualized a straight razor. He began to tweak the purple mass, by shaving a thin layer from the mass rather than trying to pluck it out.  
 He looked on as a mist of purple dissipated. Pol opened his eyes to see if Val had any physical reaction.  
 He looked up at Shira. “So far, so good. I am going to shave the coercion spell. Let me know if Val shivers or has any other kind of physical manifestation.” 
 She nodded to Pol. “You concentrate on what you are doing.” 
 Pol sighed and closed his eyes. Again and again, he ran the mental razor over the mass, carving it down. It became thinner and thinner, but Pol could feel his strength diminish. He knew he fought a battle that he couldn’t lose.  He grit his teeth and continued until only a thin layer remained, but the tendrils still plunged into Val’s brain. They hadn’t shrunk at all.  
 He opened his eyes again and sat up. “I need some water and a bit more food. I don’t know if I can do this.” 
 “We are relying on you, Pol,” Darrol said. “Whatever we can do.” 
 Pol hadn’t even noticed that everyone had crowded around him looking on. 
 After another short nap, Pol rose and crawled over to Val’s body again. Did his Seeker mentor seem better? Pol’s perception could easily be a product of his imagination. He coughed, alarmed at the congestion in his lungs, and put his hands on Val’s head. The pattern looked the same. He had to do something to shrink the tendrils. He counted fifteen of them.  
 Pol shook his head to clear his mind. What if he tried to suck the spell from the core of each tendril, shrinking them? They might come out more easily if he did that. He tried it on one. He pictured a straw that a child might use to drink from a cup and plunged it into a tendril. It took a lot of strength to picture the core of the tendril. Then he tweaked the insides of the tendril to flow up though the straw.  
 At first nothing happened, but then the disappearing twinkling purplish mist erupted from the straw. When he had let it flow for a while, he tried to pluck the tendril, and it came out easily, like a limp noodle that quickly turned into the mist. 
 Pol had no idea how many of the tendrils he removed before he passed out. 
 ~~~ 
 



   

CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

 ~ 

“YOU’RE WAKING UP?” A FAMILIAR VOICE ASKED, tugging Pol from a deep, deep sleep.

 Pol’s eyes opened to see Val’s face. “You’re alive.” 
 “And you are barely alive,” Val said, his lips pulled back into the grimace that he always used in place of a smile. “You will pull through. I don’t know healing as well as you obviously do, but enough to bring you back from near-death. Whatever you picked up in that river was nasty.” 
 Pol nodded. “Could I have some water?” 
 Val sat back. “Someone else fetch him something to drink. I’m still as weak as a kitten. I can’t say how weak Pol is.” 
 “I feel as limp as a dead fish,” Pol said, “but I’m alive.” 
 “Shira told me what you might have done. She’s an interesting addition to our group,” Val said. “Why don’t you tell me what you’ve done to me in your own words?” 
 Pol described what went wrong when he tried to pluck the spell out, and then went into how he succeeded by removing thin layers. “I wouldn’t have been able to muster the strength to do it any other way.” 
 Val nodded. “I’m not sure others will see the pattern of the spell like you do, but I’ll make sure the word gets spread.” 
 “I have books…” 
 “They don’t mention how to eliminate coercion. I skimmed through them. They are going straight to the Emperor. I hope you don’t mind.” 
 Pol shook his head weakly. “I already have them memorized.” He looked around and didn’t recognize where they were. “How far have we gone?” 
 “It took half of a day for me to regain my senses, and then you were out, so we continued on. We’ve gone about fifty miles from where we had stopped. Horker and Shira are still out eliminating the wagon tracks as we go. Darrol is with them for protection.” Val looked past Pol in the direction they had traveled. “If they even know we are here, they aren’t within detectable range.” 
 “How did you get caught?” Pol asked. 
 Val’s face darkened. “In our sleep. I thought we were remote enough that we didn’t have to worry, and then we both ignored Demeron’s neighing. I can’t tell you anything after that. I don’t know if we fought or what happened. Neither Darrol or I can remember what happened when under compulsion.” 
 “You did nothing. I went to the camp. Demeron had left and wasn’t close enough to contact me. The camp didn’t show any signs of struggle. I had to get back to the army, so I couldn’t go looking for him with you two gone.” Pol shrugged, which wasn’t very effective in his position. “I think I can sit up now.” 
 Queen Isa helped him to a sitting position, leaning against the closed tailgate of the wagon. They began to move again.  
 After a while, Pol sat up straighter and looked out at the passing scenery, and then spied the back of Kelso’s head, driving the wagon.  
 “Horker knows this part of South Salvan well enough. He says we should cross the border by the end of tomorrow,” Val said. “Shira has filled me in on your adventures. You don’t disappoint, lad.” 
 Pol nodded. He looked at his hand and felt his forehead. The fever was gone. He didn’t care to ask Val for the technique he had used, but his leg just ached now. Pol wondered how close he had come to dying. He still didn’t know how much magic he had used to cure Val, but whatever he did had totally exhausted his body of physical and magical strength. 
 “What now?” he asked. 
 Val looked out the wagon. “First, check to make sure I’m free of that compulsion. I think Demeron is gone forever. I’m sorry about that, Pol. Darrol and I are going to head west towards Yastan. Hazett has already mustered an army, and by the time you entered Tesna, it should have been camping on Lord Grainell’s fallow fields. We already suspected that Onkar had started recruiting, but we needed more information about how he did it and where they were headed, and now we know.” 
 Pol put his hand on Val’s head and didn’t detect any of the purple compulsion threads. He nodded to Val. “When do we leave for Yastan?” Pol said. 
 “We?” Val shook his head. “You’re not coming with us. You need to go with Kelso. King Colvin might be controlled, as well as your brother and sisters. You are the only one who can remove the spells. Borstall needs to be warned, and any defense can’t be burdened by leaders under South Salvan control.” 
 Pol snorted. He had a hard time accepting Val’s words and really didn’t want to confront those in Borstall Castle again. How would he convince his stepfather to even meet with him? 
 “In addition, you and I are the highest level magicians friendly to King Colvin. I need to travel west, and as the leader of our little band of spies, I am giving you an order to protect your father. I am speaking in the Emperor’s behalf.” 
 Pol went silent, trying to control the anger that he wasn’t really strong enough to maintain for very long. He told himself that he could always leave the others and join Val later. What could Val do?  
 “The books will be devoured by the Emperor’s magicians.” 
 “I hope that’s a figurative statement,” Pol smiled, wondering how he could think of anything humorous with Val and Darrol deserting him. “Any mind-control can be removed from a short distance by a mid-level magician, I read,” Pol said, “but compulsion will take a high-level magician.” 
 “Hazett needs to know that,” Val said. “You have concurrent missions. Queen Isa should be escorted to Borstall, and you need to bring them word on what the Tesnans are doing. With Kelso and Horker, you should be able to handle any small patrols. You and Shira can deal with any magicians. You’ve already proven adept at that. Past that, do what you can to save your father’s kingdom.” 
 Pol saw the wisdom of Val’s instructions, but it was hard to be separated from his two friends now that they had reunited. Val and Darrol were capable of taking care of themselves. He had to admit that as much as he had shared experiences with Shira, Pol was the only one who could be trusted look into a King’s skull to detect compulsion or mind-control. 
 “What happens if Hazett’s army doesn’t show up in time?” 
 “You can always get on a boat and sail north to Tarida,” Val said. 
 Queen Isa giggled. “Can I come sail with you? As I have reflected on my hasty escape from Covial, I might not want to see my husband quite so soon.” 
 “The more the merrier,” Pol said. Maybe by going on to Borstall, he could make up a bit for putting Val in a comatose state in the first place. He ground his teeth in frustration. This mission was not ending the way he would like. “Maybe tomorrow I can ride.” 
 ~ 
 Riding presented no problems for Pol’s leg at the pace they traveled, but the wagon was slowing them up. He rode alongside to talk to Val, who drove. 
 “Shouldn’t we all ride? We can travel faster without the wagon,” Pol said.  
 Val looked behind him at Queen Isa, who had turned around, listening to their conversation. “This wagon carries some very important cargo,” Val said. He made a face at Pol to end the conversation.  
 Pol understood. “Perhaps we can increase the speed just a bit.” 
 Queen Isa smiled when Pol looked at her. “I know how to ride. It’s a little hard with this dress,” she said. “There is a border town up ahead. Perhaps Horker and Shira can find me some clothes. Actually she could use something a bit more suited to her figure, too.”  
 “How are we on money?” Val said. “The Tesna Guardian appropriated all of my weapons and other possessions. The ones the Tesnans issued to Darrol and me can hardly be classified as such,” 
 Isa lifted up a heavy bag. “I did some hunting before I left and killed a number of lions.” She winked at Val. “I can probably buy the town ahead and still have plenty left.” She was talking about South Salvan Lions, the famous cubes of gold that they used as their most valuable coin. 
 “Can you go with Horker, too? Maybe disguised as that old man?” Pol said. 
 “Carlon Winters?”  
 Pol nodded. 
 “I’ll have a talk with Carlon and see what he thinks,” Val said.  That was as close to a joke as he ever had gotten from Val. 
 “I bought a case of throwing knives. They are in the back. You can take five or six.” 
 Val raised his eyebrows. “I’d be interested in looking them over.” He turned back to the Queen. “You have a long way to go, Queen Isa. Riding that far might bring some discomfort.” 
 “What I don’t want is my husband, King Astor, bringing discomfort. I’m tougher than I look,” she said. “I rode quite a bit when I was but a young lass.” She smiled with her eyes narrowed. Pol guessed she was teasing them or testing them. He lacked the experience with the woman to know which. 
 Horker, Darrol and Shira, rode up. Shira looked at Pol. “What’s wrong?” 
 “Nothing is. We are going to leave the wagon and ride the rest of the way to Borstall.” 
 Shira shrugged, Evidently she wasn’t satisfied with Pol’s answer and replied, “And you’re still upset that your two companions are going to leave you behind?” 
 Was he that transparent? Pol wondered. “I guess I must be, if it’s engraved on my face.” That sounded more petulant than Pol intended.  
 Shira made a face at him. “You’re trying to desert us because you don’t like me?” 
 Pol began to feel his face get hot. “I didn’t say that.” 
 “Or me?” Queen Isa said. 
 Now Pol felt surrounded, even though there were only two of them. “I didn’t say that, either. Do you think I want to see my stepfather again after what happened?” 
 “No one wants that, but we can’t always get what we want, can we?” Val said. 
 Pol had nothing to say. He pressed his lips together and knew he should be silent before he let his temper rise. He reminded himself that when they started north from Covial, Borstall was their destination. Pol took a deep breath.  
 “No, we can’t. I lost my special horse, I’ll be losing my Seeker companions, and I think I’ll lose my mind before I get to Borstall.” 
 “Better that than your head,” Darrol said. His friend had been mostly silent since they had left the quartermasters’ camp. 
 Pol thought the chances of losing his head were actually pretty high, but it looked like no one sympathized with him. He would have to change his attitude. A good Seeker couldn’t do the job feeling sorry for himself, and Pol wanted to become an excellent Seeker. 
 “Then let’s not focus on me and instead get ready to make a drive for Borstall,” Pol said. 
 “That’s better,” Horker said. “I was worried I followed the wrong person.”  
 “Followed?” Pol said. 
 “I’ve taken a big risk in your behalf. So has My Queen, if the truth be known. I have deserted from Tesna and the Guardians because I believe that you represent a better path.” 
 Pol shook his head. “Not me. I’m just a sixteen-year-old novice Seeker.” 
 “You won’t always be sixteen,” Queen Isa said. “You have gifts no other young man has, and that brings responsibility. It’s no different than being called to rule at an early age.” 
 “But I’m not ruling anywhere,” Pol said. 
 “You’re smarter than that last comment,” Shira said. “You don’t have much time to adjust your thinking, or you’ll lose us.” 
 “Lose you?” Pol immediately thought of Darrol and Val leaving, but then the gravity of what they said hit him. They saw him as their leader. It was more than Darrol proclaiming himself to be Pol’s sworn man. Darrol was leaving, but the pattern that Pol needed to comprehend what they were saying dropped into place. “Very well. I’ll act like more like a prince than a petulant teenager.” 
 “That’s my Pol,” Darrol said. 
 ~ 
  Val led them across the border in much the same way he had led Pol cross-country when he had fled from Borstall more than a year ago. Demeron’s absence tempered Pol’s enjoyment, but it still felt like fun.  
 He looked ahead at Shira and Queen Isa riding together. Who knew what they would be talking about? Pol had to admit that Shira looked better each day as her hair grew out. She also filled the riding clothes nicely that Val had picked out for both of the women.  
 Even Queen Isa looked surprisingly fit and energetic in her new outfit, and he realized that she might even have been younger than his mother. Perhaps she hadn’t seen forty yet and was probably even younger than Val. Pol wouldn’t dare ask her. Wearing a fancy dress with her hair up made her seem much older, or perhaps, more mature. Isa even looked happier riding a horse rather than being tossed around in the back of the wagon. 
 Val rode back towards Pol. “What does your locator sense tell you?” 
 The comment surprised Pol. He had thought they had lost their pursuit by traveling away from the army’s projected path and covering their tracks. He closed his eyes and opened them quickly. 
 “Riders coming our way from the South.” 
 Val nodded. “Keep looking and make sure your weapons are easily accessible.” 
 Pol nodded.  
 “I’ll tell the others. We’ll be picking up our pace.” 
 They had traveled faster than the wagon would have permitted, and they were traveling in places where it could not have gone. Pol worried about his magical strength. He hadn’t really tested it since removing the coercion spell from Val. 
 Shira rode back to join him. “Val says we might be overtaken by visitors.” 
 Pol looked up at Queen Isa, now escorted by Horker and Kelso. “Can she ride faster?” 
 “She is a good horsewoman. Don’t worry about her keeping up,” Shira said, looking at Pol. “Are you fully recovered?” 
 Pol shrugged in his saddle. “I hope I don’t get tested.” He looked ahead and noticed the other riders pulling ahead. “Here we go.” Pol snapped the reins and kicked his heels into his mount. 
 The pace picked up, and Pol wished he had Demeron underneath him. The horse not only was faster than any other he had ever seen, but the stallion knew no fear in a fight. He sensed the closing riders, alarmed that they were catching up. 
 Val would know that, so Pol just made sure he brought up the rear, just behind Shira. They couldn’t converse at this speed. Val ducked into a long stand of woods, and Pol followed.  
 They hadn’t gone far when the horses up ahead stopped.  
 “We’ve gotten ourselves backed against this cliff of rocks. It probably runs the length of the woods,” Val said, shaking his head. “We’ll have to make a stand here.” 
 “Can’t we follow this to where it ends?” Shira said. 
 “While we pick our way, those that follow will catch us,” Kelso said. 
 Pol looked at Darrol. “No Demeron, this time.” 
 His friend shook his head, but smiled. “We do have an archer.” They both looked at Shira. 
 “What do we do about Queen Isa?” Val asked.  
 Isa glared at Val. “Don’t talk about me as if I’m not here.” She looked up at the rock cliff. It was about twenty feet high. “I can climb up that and throw rocks from above.” 
 “Then you…you better get going,” Val said, emphasizing that he talked directly to the Queen. “Let’s find a suitable place as our last stand and one that has easier access to the top.” 
 Val rode along the base of the cliff. The brush at the bottom made it difficult, so they followed. The dots had entered the woods and were gaining on them. 
 “Here,” he called to them. “Someone has made a camp here before.”  
 They rode their horses into a clearing surrounded on three sides by rocks. It had indeed been made into a camp of sorts, but not recently. Probably bandits had made this their home for a season. It made a nice camp for bandits, but Pol thought that any time you had to make a stand, the odds were not in your favor.  
 “Shira. I want you to stay outside, guarding the entrance at maybe fifty paces within the woods. You can find a good spot with a clear aim and a reasonable escape route.” 
 Once Pol looked around, there was even a horse line with rope that hadn’t quite rotted in the back of the clearing. He jumped off his horse and tied it up. 
 “Where are your knives?” Val asked.  
 Pol pulled them out of his saddlebag. “Here they are.” 
 Val’s eyes lit up. “These are Shinkyan throwing knives. I’ve never seen so many in one place.” 
 Pol nodded. “I got them from a Shinkyan merchant.” 
 Val selected about ten of the knives, and after secreting some in his boots, he put the rest in a back pocket. “I just hope they won’t cut a hole in my pants.” 
 With as many knives as he could reasonably stow on his person, Pol put the box behind a rock near the wall and covered it with bit of brush. 
 “I made it,” Isa called, waving from a crouch at the top of the wall. She disappeared, probably gathering rocks to throw down. 
 “Here they come,” Kelso said. He had the least protection of anyone, since he was too big for the chainmail that Pol and Shira now wore. Pol moved closer to him, ready to set up a shield. 
 He looked back up to see Queen Isa with two big rocks in her hands. She just had to throw them far enough out from the cliff and let gravity do the rest. Pol had an idea to help with her throwing, depending on how the fight went.  
 Pol could sense the riders approaching. He didn’t know how they had found them, but perhaps it was a simple pattern, like sending out squads to all the border crossings with a magician who could locate. If that were the case, then the riders wouldn’t have to be expert scouts. 
 Val mounted and rode out from the opening of the camp to meet the oncoming riders. None of the pursuers could see any of them. 
 “Stay where you are,” he said. Val waved a sword at the troops who stopped and then spread out. 
 “You are deserters from King Astor’s army,” the officer, who obviously led them, said. 
 “No we’re not. There is not one person among us who has pledged to fight on behalf of South Salvan. I’ll submit to a truth spell to verify that.” 
 “Then why are you running from us?” 
 “Wouldn’t you, if mounted South Salvan troops were chasing you in King Colvin’s kingdom?” Pol could hear the ice in Val’s voice.  
 The officer went silent. 
 “Conferring with the magician who is the real leader between you?” Val said. 
 “There are those in your party who are fugitives.” 
 Pol wished he could see the faces. He gripped his sword harder in frustration. Words were just not enough to figure out how the parlay proceeded. 
 “I won’t deny that,” Val said. “I will admit we have traveled from South Salvan. Each of us had their own reason for leaving your country, but I reiterate, none of us were members of King’s Astor’s forces.” 
 “There are seven of you, and seven are no match for all of us.” 
 Val laughed. It sounded forced to Pol, but then he’d rarely heard any real laughter from the Seeker. “You don’t realize whom you are fighting, do you? Did anyone bother to tell you who is in our party? Three of us are Deftnis-trained. Three magicians, including two pattern-masters.” Pol had to smile at that misdirection, but Darrol and Kelso were more than competent fighters. “We have two other magicians, both of which are trained in arms, and another swordsman with significant skills. What of you? One magician, who can obviously locate, and your swordsmen. Are you up to fighting us?” 
 Pol could hear confidence, bordering on arrogance, in Val’s words.  
 There was another pause.  
 “Shira, two of them are in the process of outflanking you. Shoot the magician first, and then take care of the others when they attack.” 
 Obviously, Val didn’t have any hope that the force would back down. Perhaps they were all mind-controlled or compelled. 
 “You have archers?” 
 Val laughed. “Why not? I don’t see any among you, but the two riding through the trees might be. It’s obvious you wanted them in position before you attacked. Be my guest. This is my last warning.” 
 Pol looked around the corner of the rocks as the officer conferred with his men, while the magician looked up at the cliffs and sent two of the men back the way they had come. He had no question that the magician had found Queen Isa’s location. 
 That was enough for Pol. He took a knife out of his boot and threw it at the magician. The way the knife sunk in his chest, he wore no protection.  
 Shira cried out, as she must have found at least one of the flankers. 
 “That’s two, at least,” Darrol said. He grinned at Pol. 
 “Twelve to go,” Pol said.  
 Kelso looked at the two of them. “What are you doing?” 
 “Counting,” Darrol said. “It makes it more fun.” 
 Val rode around the corner. “Why did you attack the magician?” 
 Pol felt his face burn. “I thought—“ 
 “You thought! I wanted the magician.” He gave Pol one of those sardonic smiles. “Someone needs to climb that cliff and help the Queen down. She’s about to get a couple of visitors.” Val looked at the four of them. “Pol?” 
 “I don’t know if I’m strong enough.” 
 “I’ll go,” Horker said. “She’s my Queen.” 
 Val nodded. “She is that.” He looked at Pol and muttered, “strong enough,” and grunted. 
 They heard a horse approaching. “Got ‘em both,” Shira said as she jumped off her horse. She looked at Horker adjusting himself to climb the cliff. “You stay here, monk,” she said.  
 “It’s up to the ladies to protect themselves. I’ll go.” She slung her bow over her shoulder and ran to the cliff. 
 “Is she good enough?” Val asked Pol, who nodded. 
 “Here they come,” Pol said. He plunged his sword in its scabbard and pulled out throwing knives. “They’ll retreat after I sting them a little.” 
 “We have eleven left,” Darrol said. 
 Val pulled two knives out. “We’ll cut that number down soon enough.” He ran to the other side of the clearing and hugged a rock as the first of the soldiers rode into the clearing. Horker, Darrol, and Kelso stood back from the entrance. 
 The officer led the charge and was the first to fall to a blade in the neck from Val. “Ten, Darrol,” he called. 
 Pol found the backs of two soldiers bearing down on the trio at the back of the camp. He didn’t bother throwing, but tweaked the blades into the soldiers’ hearts. He gasped at the reduction of his magical strength but called out. “Eight!” 
 A body, pierced by an arrow, fell from the cliff. “Seven!” Shira said. “Even up.” 
 Less than that considering that a few minutes ago they were outnumbered two to one, and still not one sword had been swung.  
 The rest of the soldiers milled about the clearing, while all five of the men spread out. Another soldier dropped from his horse with a knife in the back of his thigh. Val had struck again. 
 Shira yelled and fell to the floor of the camp on top of a soldier. She fought for breath and rolled over. “Six,” she said before she gasped again and fought for breath.  
 Pol wanted to run to her, but he drew his sword and began to attack the men on horseback. Using his anticipation magic and his enhanced speed, he took care of another.  
 A soldier turned and rode out of the camp. Pol jumped on a riderless horse and gave chase. He used location to find the soldier once he exited into the forest. He didn’t see any other soldiers, but he didn’t want this one to give away their position immediately.  
 He bent low over his horse as relied on the animal to pick its way through the forest and branches low enough to knock a man off his horse.   
 The dot stopped in Pol’s mind to see the soldier rolling over his horse standing close by. The man wasn’t as fortunate as Pol.  
 As Pol dismounted, the soldier jumped up, sword in hand, and swept it at Pol, who ducked. The soldier smiled at his little trick and thrust at Pol, who created a thick air shield just in time to let the very tip of the sword cut into his chainmail, but steel didn’t touch flesh as the move gave time for Pol to draw his Shinkyan blade.  
 “Give up,” Pol said. “I am a pattern-master.” 
 The soldier sneered. “I don’t know what those are, but true steel is what I’ll decorate your insides with.” 
 Pol felt pity for his opponent. He parried another thrust and sliced through the man’s sword hand. His blade fell to the forest floor. With the tip of Pol’s blade at the man’s throat, Pol commanded the soldier to sit.  
 “I asked you to give up,” Pol said. 
 “No man or boy should be able to move so fast,” the soldier said.  
 “Take off your helm,” Pol said. 
 The man did so. By following instructions, Pol was convinced the man wasn’t under compulsion. 
 “Sit on your hands and don’t move. I know more than how to wield a sword.” 
 “I saw, but you are out of your knives.” 
 Pol shook his head and pulled one from his back. “Like this?” 
 The soldier’s eyes grew wide. “Are you an assassin?”  
 Pol felt like he was playing with a ten-year-old. “I am one of the Emperor’s Seekers. I’m going to put my hand on your head. Don’t move or it will be your last, understand?” 
 The soldier finally looked afraid. “I do.” 
 Pol removed a mind-control spell.  
 “You are your own man again.” 
 The soldier blinked. He looked even more afraid. “What did you do?” 
 “I gave you some common sense. We’re going to go back to the camp. You are not to try to run away.” 
 He nodded, and then shivered with a touch of fear. “I won’t. I won’t.” 
 When the pair of them arrived back in camp, Pol noticed thirteen bodies lined up in a row. 
 “Did they kill themselves when wounded?” Pol said. “I don’t know if the magician laid it on them, but I suppose none of them surrendered?” 
 Val nodded. “I think some were compelled and some…” Val shrugged his soldiers. “It doesn’t matter now. How did you get this one?” 
 “I defeated him, but he’s not under compulsion. I removed a mind-control spell before he was in a position to fight me again.” 
 “Spell?” the soldier asked. 
 Horker stepped up to the man. “You and your friends were under a spell. I don’t know if it was Manda or Onkar.” 
 “Kansor was one of King Astor’s personal magicians,” the soldier said. He kicked the foot of the magician that Pol had stopped.He wondered if there were three groups of magicians: Onkar’s, Manda’s, and King Astor’s personal ones. 
 “He dragged himself back into the fight, but Shira took care of him.” 
 Pol looked at the cliff to see Shira helping Queen Isa finish her descent.  
 “Not very sporting of me, eh?” Shira said. 
 Queen Isa inspected the bodies with a look of distaste. “No, but then war really isn’t very sporting, is it?” 
 Pol had to agree. “Damage?” 
 “Kelso and Darrol have a few cuts, Horker, too. Shira has bruises that I don’t think she will let you touch,” Val said. 
 Pol nodded and fought off a smile. “I’ll take care of this man first.” He knelt down and repaired the soldier’s cut hand.  
 He looked up at Pol’s face with astonishment. “And a healer, too?” 
 “Val warned you,” Pol said. 
 “I follow orders,” the soldier said. “I fight for King Astor and Queen Isa.” 
 Isa stepped up. “And who do you think I am?” 
 The soldier scrambled to his feet and then bowed. “My Queen!” 
 She put a hand on his shoulder. “There will be lives lost because of the treachery of my husband and the Tesnans.” She glared at Horker. “We will let this man travel with us to our final destination. We might have use of him.” 
 “You can let me go,” the soldier said. 
 “I can kill you, so you can join in with your friends’ silence. The choice is yours,” Val said. “Personally, I’d rather not have Pol take responsibility for you.” Val looked grimly at Pol. 
 “I will follow the Queen’s advice. We have some horses we can sell in the next town,” Pol said. 
 Val shrugged. “By then it will be time for Darrol and I to head west.” He looked at Darrol, who nodded.  
 “We are a fearsome bunch,” Horker said, pulling back a smashed section of chainmail, revealing a blood-soaked shirt.  “Maybe Pol can help me with this before we go on our way.” 
 “I’ll take care of everyone, but some of you will have to bury these soldiers in the woods,” Pol said. He looked at Val to see if the Seeker would countermand his suggestion. 
 “Then let’s get going. I’d like to be well away from this place before dark,” Val said. He bent over and took one of the soldiers by the heels and began dragging him out of the clearing. 
 ~~~ 
 



   

CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

 ~ 
 POL HAD BEEN TO HILLTOWN BEFORE with his father and mother on a short tour to the south of Borstall the same year they had made the trip to Alsador in Listya. They had stayed at a noble’s manor just outside of the town, but Pol couldn’t remember the lord’s name. He wouldn’t be spending the night there. They split into groups and stayed at different inns. There were six or seven in the town, and Kelso picked the three best after they accumulated plenty of North Salvan coinage from selling the soldiers’ horses.

 Val and Queen Isa let Shira pretend to be an adopted daughter at one inn. Horker and Pol were father and son at another and Kelso and Darrol decided to spend one last night together talking about old times in the Borstall Castle guard, while the captured soldier, Seen, remained tied up in their room. The man understood and agreed to be trussed as long as they brought him some food and ale.  
 Kelso claimed that inn where Pol stayed was the best of the three. Pol looked in a mirror for the first time in days and changed back into Nater’s face. After the inevitable pain settled down, he colored his hair beginning to show light roots. A few white-looking whiskers were evident on his chin and upper lip. He fixed that quickly and lay down on his bed.  
 Too many changes, Pol thought. He thought of Shira and how she fought at the cliff. She had plenty of courage. Probably more than he did. He would have more personal patterning to do in the very near future in order to work in the changes in his life, his body, and his attitude.   He looked over at Horker already asleep after a satisfying meal in the tavern side of the inn’s common rooms. What would he do about him?  
 This was the last night they would all be together. Pol wanted to talk to Val, but that opportunity wouldn’t come. He felt disappointment and had thought Val was a better friend. Perhaps Val would never be a real friend, knowing the man.  
 Pol looked at the eventual parting with dread. Borstall lay less than a week to the north, and his reunion with his stepfather and stepsiblings could only bring anger or pain on both sides. They had to be warned. Even in the inn, there was talk of the South Salvan army at the border.   
 Pol hoped that the Imperial army to the west had heard the same rumors. It might end up being a race of two armies to see who would end up with Borstall. If the Emperor arrived too late, Pol’s life would be forfeit and who knew how the Tesnans would treat Horker and Isa? 
 Shira and Kelso could just disappear, but he doubted that Horker would allow Queen Isa to do the same. He sighed and realized that there was nothing he could do until the pattern of the conflict became clearer. Malden Gastoria had told him months and months ago that deciphering a pattern in time of war was an imprecise effort. 
 Horker woke Pol before the sun had risen. “Val is outside, ready to go.” 
 Pol sputtered for a bit, jerking out of a deep sleep. He had been dreaming of something, but the vision evaporated as soon as he opened his eyes. He pulled on his clothes and grabbed his bags. 
 Down at the inn’s stable, the seven in their party stomped around in the cold of the morning. 
 “Darrol, I’ll miss you,” Pol said. He hugged his friend. “Not so ‘sworn’ this time?” 
 “I’ll be by your side soon enough, My Prince.” He laughed. “It’s funny calling you that in North Salvan. By the time this is over, we can talk to Paki about it at Deftnis, right?” 
 Pol nodded and thought that he also wished he could talk to Demeron at Deftnis, but the horse was long gone. 
 Val put out his hand. Pol shook it. “You’ve done well, this time. I think changing back to Nater’s appearance is the right thing to do. Choose the appropriate time to announce your true identity. The Emperor will be pleased with my report.” 
 “He won’t be if you don’t get those books to him. They have to come up with a way to remove the compulsion on a large scale, or it might take a hundred magicians to settle down the Tesnan Guardians.” 
 “If that’s what it takes, Hazett will find a way. If he doesn’t, Ranno Wissingbel will do it for him,” Val said. “We’ll be leaving first.” Val mounted and nodded for Darrol to do the same.  
 “Good luck,” Pol said. 
 Val turned back. “I don’t think it’s us that’ll be needing luck.” He waved to them, and Pol’s two friends trotted out of the stable yard. 
 “It’s time for us to leave,” Pol said. “We can make it to Borstall in three days if we don’t dally.” 
 Isa nodded. “I’m one for not dallying.” She climbed up on her horse. Pol mounted and brought up the rear with Kelso leading the way. The Queen didn’t look like a Queen any longer. She reminded him more of Kolli, the scout who helped Pol on his trip to the Taridan border when he was still a prince of North Salvan. 
 As they rode through the sleepy town, yet to fully wake, the departure wasn’t the tearing apart of the group who had shared hardship and adventure in their flight that Pol had thought. There was an anticipation of more adventure to come, but perhaps their hardships were over. 
 ~ 
 Each night they spent in another town or village. Every stay they duplicated what they had done in Hilltown, sleeping at different inns in different combinations. On the morning of the fourth day, Pol’s stomach flipped a hundred times as they entered the gates of Borstall and rode to the castle. Pol looked around at the familiar sights. He felt the absence of his mother’s presence in the city and expected to be arrested.   
 Kelso was no longer Captain of the Guard, but he had been commissioned by King Colvin to see what was stirring in Covial, even if he hadn’t really been appointed ambassador, so they decided to let Kelso go on ahead, and hopefully, prepare the way for them.  
 “Are you nervous?” Isa said. “I am. A hard-riding messenger could have reached Borstall days ahead of us.” 
 “Did you tell anyone else you wanted to go to Borstall?” Shira asked.  
 “My ladies all knew. It wouldn’t take much for Manda to crack through their loyalty,” Isa said. “Although I’m hardly able to present myself as much of a queen dressed like this.” She felt her face. “My appearance is hampered by being so long in the elements.” 
 “I can help you, Isa.” 
 Shira called the Queen, Isa? Pol thought of the woman that way, but he had always used her title. They must have grown quite close. In the Empire, only peers would think of shedding honorifics. 
 “How is that?” 
 Shira smiled. “I am a magician, after all.”  
 Pol shivered a bit at her crafty expression. He didn’t know why he reacted like that, but he wondered how many things he didn’t know about his former roommate, probably a countless number. 
 “Along here,” Pol said, shifting them to a different lane, a shortcut to the road leading to the castle’s main gate. If Pol wanted a discreet entrance, he knew of a few, but it wouldn’t help convince King Colvin of the truth if he sneaked into the castle he had spurned. 
 They threaded their way through throngs of North Salvan citizens. Not very long ago, Pol would have been instantly recognized as Prince, but not now. Five weary horses plodded along the street. Up ahead loomed the castle gate.  
 Pol had a notion to turn around and head west to the Emperor’s army. Now that he had delivered Kelso and the Queen, the warning would be delivered. He looked back and saw a squad of the Castle Guard clear the street, two rows riding four abreast. 
 Looking for a way out, Pol could see none. The crowds melted as the mounted guards approached. Looking ahead, there was another set of eight mounted guards doing much the same in the other direction. Without Val and Darrol, they had little hope of fighting these men.  
 “Carry on as if they are a welcoming escort,” Pol said. “You’ll get lost if you veer from this main road.” His stomach sank. This was what he feared most. 
 The guard approached. An unfamiliar man in the livery of the Captain of the Guard rode up. “Queen Isa Hairo of South Salvan? Welcome to Borstall. We will escort you to the King.” 
 What else could they say, riding among the people crowded along the sides of the road? Pol heard the murmurings of ‘queen’ on the lips of astonished citizens. Shira shrugged her shoulders and let Pol and Isa lead their little group squeezed between two squads of King Colvin’s guard. 
 They weren’t stopped at the castle gate like Pol had originally expected, but rode right through to the main courtyard. On the castle steps, King Colvin looked impassively on. Kelso stood by his side. Pol couldn’t read the former Captain of the Guard’s expression, and that worried him. 
 The current Captain dismounted and helped Queen Isa down from her mount as the others did the same from their own. 
 King Colvin walked down the steps and stood in front of the Queen. “I understand you seek an asylum of sorts?” He barely glanced at Pol and the others. 
 “I do. My husband has assembled an army, joining with the monks of Tesna, heading this way. I wanted to warn you and walk the gardens of Borstall Castle.” 
 “I’m sure there is more to it than that. We have had a messenger. Astor said that you suffered a breakdown of sorts.” The King glanced back at Kelso. “Somehow, the truth is between the two.” 
 Pol’s heart leapt to his throat. He wore a disguise, but in his mind, he was stripped naked of all illusions in front of his stepfather.  
 “Isa, would you introduce me to your companions? Kelso, I know well enough.” 
 “I would be delighted. This is Shira. She has recently become my current lady.” 
 “A Shinkyan. I haven’t heard of you having such an exotic person at your side.”  
 “She has hidden talents, Colvin. I owe my life to her.” 
 Colvin’s eyes passed by her and looked at Horker. “A lapsed monk, by the look of his hair.” 
 “Indeed. He helped me escape from the midst of the Tesnan army.” 
 Pol held back a smile. It was a quartermaster camp, but he guessed the guards around her tent were Onkar’s soldiers. 
 “A common soldier?” Colvin asked. 
 “His name is Seen. We captured him when we fought the South Salvans,” Isa said. 
 “What?” King Colvin glared at Kelso. “You put Queen Isa in danger?” 
 The Queen giggled. “Don’t fuss, Colvin. We took care of them. Nater is a magician.” 
 King Colvin glanced at Pol, but turned back to talk to Horker. “I want to thank you, Nater. It must have been an honor saving your Queen.” 
 “Actually, I did, My King,” Shira said, raising her hand. “I’m rather good with a bow and tolerable with a sword.” 
 Isa giggled again. “She’s a magician, too, but Horker didn’t save me, Nater did.” 
 King Colvin finally understood who was who and turned to Pol. “You? You’re just a boy.” 
 “Sixteen, and if I may be so bold, a prodigy at Deftnis,” Pol said.  
 King Colvin’s face darkened. “Deftnis. My son lives there.” It wasn’t a very enthusiastic confession. 
 “Poldon?” Pol said, trying to keep his heart from pounding in his ears. He took a deep breath. “He has done well. He found an errant healer, who helped him with his heart.” 
 “I heard. He helped King Landon with a, uh, difficulty.” King Colvin looked at Queen Isa. “I am so sorry, Isa.” 
 The Queen rubbed her hands briskly. “I’m not. Let’s move inside where it’s nice and warm and there might be a bit to eat.” 
 Colvin blinked his eyes. “Of course.” He led the way up into the castle. 
 Pol had endured a partial return. At some point he would have to change his face, but perhaps he could put that off for a time. Was he a coward for thinking that? Pol shook his head. He hoped not. 
 ~~~ 
 



   

CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

 ~ 
 POL DIDN’T MIND NOT GETTING HIS OLD ROOM. Still, he had a nicer room than any he had stayed in since he left Borstall. It still had two beds, like his room at Castle Covial, but it was twice the size and every item was well-made. Queen Isa occupied his mother’s quarters. At least Honna hadn’t seized that prize yet. Shira had one of the two ‘ladies’ rooms’ adjacent to Isa’s suite.

 Isa and Pol’s stepfather ate a private lunch in the family dining room. Seen occupied one of the nicer cells in the castle guard’s jail, and Horker was in a room down the hall. Pol stepped out into the corridor to see a servant disappear in the monk’s room, carrying a tray. Pol had begged off lunch in his room and decided to make friends with the Borstall kitchen. He had fond memories of seeking refuge among the delicious smells with his friend Paki.  
 He walked down familiar corridors, still dressed in his chainmail. King Colvin had promised them fresh clothes before a more formal dinner that evening. Pol wondered why the King wasn’t sending out forces to attack, or at least slow down, the South Salvan army. 
 His feet followed his nose, and with relish he pushed the swinging door that led into the kitchen.  He spied Paki’s mother testing a soup of some kind. She hadn’t changed a bit, but what did Pol expect? He’d only been gone for a bit more than a year. 
 “Can I help you?” one of the cooks asked. Pol recognized her, but couldn’t remember her name.  
 “I just arrived today from South Salvan—“ 
 Her eyebrows flew up. “You were one of those who saved Queen Isa!” She looked a bit confused. “We don’t know who you saved her from. Can you tell us?” 
 Pol smiled and took a seat. “Soldiers. I’m not at liberty to give you many details, but the Queen scaled a rock cliff, ready to throw rocks down on the attackers. Unbeknownst to her, two of them sneaked up the cliff in a different place and tried to rush her. That’s when her lady used her bow to take them down.” 
 “Not true,” Shira said as she entered the room. “I see you beat me here.” She smiled at the cook. “I took one down with an arrow and the other felt the sting of my sword.” She narrowed her eyes to look fierce. 
 Pol had to keep from laughing. Both of them were being a bit boastful, but he enjoyed seeing the cooks’ eyes light up.  
 “You’re a Shinkyan! We’ve never entertained one at Borstall Castle, for as long as I have been here.” 
 “And you’re a North Salvan Imperial, and I’ve never seen you before until this instant!” Shira said and then laughed. “My name is Shira, and yours?” 
 The woman coughed, hiding her fluster. “I am Addy, My Lady.” The woman blushed. 
 “I am pleased to meet you. Can we get something to eat, Addy?” Shira said in a much more amiable voice. 
 Paki’s mother came over. “You’re the Deftnis boy?” she said to Pol. “Word gets around the castle quickly. You must know my boy, Pakkingail?” 
 “I’m good friends with him. I understand Kell Digbee and he were here during Harvest Break.” 
 “If you must know, they are still here. I’ll send him around.” 
 “What? Why didn’t they return to Deftnis?” 
 Paki’s mother waved her hand. “Something to do with Kell’s uncle. He took sick and Kell had to help run their business. They’ll be returning to Deftnis just after Winter’s Day.” 
 “So can I see them?” Pol said, without thinking.  
 “Just wait here for half-an-hour or so. They generally come at that time, begging like puppies for some of my wonderful food.” She giggled. “In the meantime, Addy can get you whatever you want, fresh, too, not leftovers. We’ll treat you just like the royal family.” 
 Shira looked like she enjoyed the food that seemed to taste like paste to Pol. He hoped he could keep his stomach from roiling with nerves. What would he do about his Deftnis friends? Would they see through his disguise as easily as Shira and Queen Isa had? He looked around the kitchen. He had better memories away from the formal corridors in the castle.  
 He looked at Paki’s mother, who kept asking if they needed anything else to eat, and thought of Siggon, Paki’s father, who had died helping Pol at his first sword tournament. That was a bitter memory that had made Pol stronger. He felt that was the start of the end of his childhood. He wiped a tear from his eye. 
 “Onion? Spicy?” Shira said. 
 “Memories,” Pol said, sighing. “I was overcome for a moment. My life hasn’t been all happiness. Just because you are a prince doesn’t mean you are happy.” 
 “I know that,” she said. 
 “How? I thought you said you’re a merchant’s daughter.” 
 Shira smiled and turned red. “Of course I am. There are royal students at the Academy. I knew a few of them. As I said when we first met, there are palace intrigues and politics in Shinkya. One only needs to stand still and notice all of it boiling around you like a stormy sea.” 
 “Have you been on the sea?” 
 Shira giggled. “Never, but I’ve read about it. Our capital is inland like Covial.” 
 “We can walk to the docks tomorrow, if you’d like. This time of year, the waves are higher, but I really hadn’t been on them until I took the boat from Mancus to Deftnis Isle. You should ride the waves in a small boat if you want a taste of your stormy sea. Ask Paki when you meet him.” 
 She beamed at Pol, evidently happier with her current surroundings than the melancholy that Pol fought.  
 “He’s right over there,” Paki’s mother said.  
 Kell and Paki walked over to Pol. “My mother said you knew us at Deftnis,” Paki said.  
 Pol stood up. “My name is Nater Grainell. You don’t remember me?” 
 Shira stood as well. “He just told me to ask you about your first boat ride to Deftnis Isle.” 
 After a moment’s thought, Paki grabbed Pol by the arms. “Nater?” 
 Pol nodded.  
 “How could I ever forget that little voyage? I remember when Val put you to sleep, and you woke just in time to help me up the ladder.” 
 “Yes. I knew you’d remember,” Pol said. His melancholy vanished in an instant as he hugged his best friend. “It’s good to see you. Being in this place is a trial for a humble farm boy.” 
 “Humble?” Kell said. “It’s good to see you, although you’ve changed in the last three months.” 
 “We all can change. Shira has changed quite a bit since the first time I met her.” 
 She smiled, but Pol didn’t know how much mirth was behind it. “I hope you like the way I’ve changed,” she said through her teeth. 
 “Sit down, we have a quite a story to tell, but not if anyone comes near, got it?” 
 Kell and Paki’s heads bobbed up and down. Pol wondered of Paki had been an appropriate influence on Kell.  They listened to Pol’s story, punctuated with comments by Shira as he told them of his adventure.  
 “So Demeron’s really lost, eh?” Paki asked. 
 “I have to assume so,” Pol said. “There is no way he knows where I am. I just hope he is doing well.” He looked at Shira. “How are horses like Demeron treated in Shinkya?” 
 She shrugged her shoulders. “As well as any other horse,” she said. “It’s not as if we regard our horses as people.” 
 Pol had to say, “Demeron was more like a person than you might realize.” 
 Shira moved her lips as she thought. “Maybe if I ever bonded to one like you did, I’d gain your understanding.” 
 “You’ll have to try to when you return to Shinkya,” Paki said.  
 “If I get the chance, and if I return.” 
 “Don’t be so negative,” Kell said. “Pol will get us out of this.” 
 Pol had to clear something up. “You are already. I suggest that you take Shira and head west. She can turn south when she gets to Boxall, and you two can carry on to Deftnis. Isn’t your uncle healthy again?” 
 Paki looked at Kell, who nodded, and then at Pol. “We can’t desert you like this. We three have been through a lot together, and we are with you to the end this time. I never did feel right leaving you alone with Searl, even though that ended up for the best.” 
 “I won’t leave either,” Shira said. “We might as well see our missions finished.” 
 Pol looked at Shira. “You should go, all three of you. What if the Emperor doesn’t get here in time?” 
 Kell laughed. “We can always swim to Volia.” 
 “Ah, the sea,” Shira said. 
 Pol nodded. “Shira hasn’t ever taken a boat on the ocean.” 
 Paki scoffed. “It’s not something I’m very fond of.” 
 Horker walked into the room. “Queen Isa needs you now, Shira. We are all to dress for dinner with the King in an hour. 
 Pol looked out a window at the darkening sky. “I guess our story took longer than I thought. Horker?” 
 The monk nodded.  
 “These are my two friends, Pakkingail Horstel and Kell Digbee. We call him,” Pol pointed at his old friend, “Paki. It’s shorter and somehow it fits better.” 
 “Good for you,” the monk said. “When I was younger the bullies used to call me Horker Porker.” 
 “Were you a chubby one?” Paki said with a smile on his face. 
 Horker narrowed his eyes. “Do I look fat?” 
 Paki shook his head. “No. No, sir.” 
 “I see Pol has shared a few stories with you,” Horker said. “Don’t keep the Queen waiting, Shira.”  Horker said it kindly enough, but Pol understood the message, and so did Shira. 
 “We’ll get together tomorrow,” Pol said. “You haven’t told me about your adventures in Borstall.” 
 ~~~ 
 



   
   

CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

 ~ 
 POL WIPED HIS HANDS ON THE NEW PANTS. They must have kept the royal seamstresses busy during the day. A servant that Pol recognized led him to the family dining room. He couldn’t tell the man that he knew the way. He had walked these halls thousands of times.

 Pol could have thought that the castle hadn’t changed, but there would be no Queen Molissa to call him ‘son’ during the meal. He couldn’t help but sigh. The servant stopped.  
 “Is there anything wrong, sir?” 
 No ‘My Prince’ from anyone in the castle. Pol just shook his head. “It’s been a tiring day.” 
 “I heard you have traveled far,” the servant said. 
 No servant or guard leading one of the royal family would chat with them as they walked through the castle. Pol had to smile. His status had diminished, but he didn’t feel bad about it at all. 
 “Through here,” the servant said and left Pol standing in front of the doors to the family dining room. Grostin and Amonna were on the other side. They were the ones he really didn’t want to see. King Colvin would spend the entire meal talking to Queen Isa. He’d been to such gatherings often enough. 
 “Excuse me. Are you going to grow roots?” Grostin said from behind. 
 Pol stepped aside. “Forgive me.”  
 He let Grostin strut into the room. Grostin looked taller and older, but Pol realized that he didn’t look up to his brother in a literal sense quite as much as before he had left. He had done some growing as well. Pol used his stepbrother’s entrance as cover for his own. 
 Grostin sat to his father’s right, across from Queen Isa, who was looking like her old self. Wearing less-formal clothes made her look younger and more attractive. Pol liked the look of the more casual Isa. Shira sat next to the Queen. She wore a dark green dress and her black hair looked a bit longer banded with a wide white ribbon. Pol’s eyes lingered on her for a bit until he tore them away when Amonna walked into the room. 
 Amonna had been the instrument of his mother’s death, but she looked as pleasant as ever, although Pol sensed weariness behind her smile. It looked like Pol would be seated next to her. He longed to put his hands on her head to see if South Salvan mind-control still ruled her actions. But mind-control could be sensed from a short distance. He vowed to remove it during or after their dinner conversation. 
 Horker, Kelso, and Honna finally arrived. Honna sat next to her brother, and Horker sat next to Honna, with Kelso facing Pol. At least Kelso, who had risked his life in Covial, had earned a seat at the table. 
 Colvin signaled to a servant to commence serving. The food was familiar and good.  His meals in the past year had been marginal at best, but Pol knew that Paki’s mother knew how to run a good kitchen. 
 Being at the end of the table, no one expected Pol to contribute to the conversation dominated by King Colvin and Queen Isa.  
 Amonna turned to him. “I understand you know my brother?” 
 Brother? Pol thought.  
 “Poldon.” 
 “Oh, Pol. Yes, I know him quite well. Not as well as Paki, but we have had our adventures.” 
 “Really? I hadn’t heard talk of him until we received word he was in Alsador.” 
 Pol nodded. “He saved King Landon, you know.” 
 “Oh? That’s not what I heard.” 
 “Pol had revealed himself to the King when the Captain of the Guard took advantage of Queen Bythia’s poisoning to attempt to kill his brother. Pol ended up killing the Captain and saved Landon.” 
 “My brother, the King, claims otherwise.” 
 Pol was about to say ‘you know Landon,’ but he bit his tongue. “I only know what Pol thinks he did. I’ve never known him to take credit for something someone else did.” 
 “True.” 
 Shira asked about Pol, diverting Amonna’s attention. Pol took the opportunity to observe Amonna’s brain. He saw a thick film of mind-control, but no evidence of coercion. He removed the spell while Amonna conversed with Shira. 
 “I feel a little faint,” Amonna said.  
 “You will be fine if you just sit still for a bit,” Pol said. 
 “How would you know?” 
 Shira touched Amonna on the arm. “He is the best sixteen-year-old healer I have ever seen.” 
 Pol smiled. “Have you ever met another sixteen-year-old healer?” 
 “No,” Shira gave Pol a seductive look that made him stammer. “But he healed my arrow wound.” 
 “I didn’t know you were in danger.” Amonna blinked her eyes. “Queen Isa, were you attacked when you journeyed to Borstall?” 
 Isa nodded. “Twice. Nater saved Valiso Gasibli from the Tesnan Guardians and Valiso saved Nater. I am honored that both were part of my protection.” 
 “We know Gasibli, although I didn’t think he could heal,” Grostin said. “He was Poldon’s bodyguard two summers ago. I’m just glad he didn’t try to set foot in Borstall. I would have clapped him in irons and put him in our deepest dungeon.” Grostin’s expression looked as nasty as ever.  
 “It is my understanding that there are no dungeons underneath the castle, just cells at the Guard headquarters,” Pol said. “Isn’t that right, Kelso?” 
 “How dare you contradict me!” Grostin said. 
 “I only meant to say—” 
 “Nater is correct. I can contradict you, Grostin,” the King said. “These are our guests, and I command you to treat them as such.” 
 Grostin didn’t acknowledge the instructions, but went silent. 
 “I am sorry to have brought up a sore subject, My King,” Pol said. He knew it would be better to be as silent as his stepbrother. 
 “Did you help heal Pol?” Amonna said. Her face took on the sparkle that he had remembered.  
 “No. He found a great healer who had once been part of Deftnis in the Wild Spines. Pol’s health has improved since then.” 
 “What of the horse he stole? Does he show it off to the monks at the monastery?” Honna said. Pol remembered the constant edge she always had in her voice. Her way of showing ill humor differed from her brother’s. 
 “I can’t say. He never did such a thing while I was there. I haven’t been in Deftnis since the end of the summer.” 
 Horker smiled at Pol’s statement. Nothing that Pol said was a lie. 
 “Enough talk of Borstall’s disgrace,” Grostin said. He managed a smile. “What will you do now, Queen Isa?” 
 “I’m not sure. Your kingdom is in danger. I came this way in part to warn your father of the South Salvan treachery and to visit the gardens that I remembered with so much pleasure. It’s a shame Queen Molissa won’t be showing me around.” 
 Not one of Pol’s family said a word, but Amonna’s breath caught. It sounded like an arrested sob to him. Did the mind-control harden their consciences? If so, Amonna might be shedding a few tears in the night, now that the mind-control was gone. 
 “My Court Magician is not particularly adept at magic, I’m afraid,” King Colvin said. “Queen Isa says that magicians need to remove the coercion the Tesnan monks are using to force good men to do their bidding. I thought that Horker, Shira, and you, young Nater, could see what you could do to stall their advance.” 
 “As you command,” Horker said. “We can leave first thing tomorrow.” 
 The King nodded to Isa, and it seemed that it wouldn’t be right for Pol to request a change in the King’s decision just to reunite with his old friends, Paki and Kell. 
 “Pish!” Honna said. “There is no army, and there are no Tesnan monks leading an army of mindless soldiers against Borstall.  I think it’s all a fiction. Perhaps they are on maneuvers or something. The idea that King Astor would send an army to Borstall is preposterous. You three can stay here until Queen Isa has settled and found suitable ladies-in-waiting,” Honna gave Shira a particularly dismissive look, “then you can leave us. We don’t care to listen to fables.” 
 Fables? Pol thought. Not even the word of Queen Isa had credence? Honna was certainly under the influence of Tesna or Covial. No rational person would behave that way, but Pol hadn’t ever considered Honna to be a reasonable person. 
 Talk turned towards happenings in North Salvan. Nothing was mentioned about Landon and Bythia. Pol thought that might be due to orders from King Colvin. 
 Dessert was served, and the small talk ended with King Colvin escorting Queen Bythia out of the room. Grostin and Honna followed.  
 “I’m surprised I enjoyed talking about Pol, my half-brother, tonight. I wish we could have talked more about my stepmother, too. I feel badly about my role in her death,” said Amonna. 
 “What role was that?” Shira said.  
 “I was tricked into giving her…” Amonna waved her hand in front of her face as if to push away a bothersome insect. “I’m sorry. I think I want to spend some time alone.” She curtseyed to both of them and left the room.  
 “I’ll be spending the night with Jamey, the current Captain of the Guard. We have some, uh, matters to talk about.” Kelso winked at Pol and left with Horker.  
 Pol stood with Shira, but she sat back down, and indicated that he join her. 
 “I’m not particularly happy about being drafted into the North Salvan army,” Shira said. 
 Not quite knowing what to say, Pol nodded. “At least we’ll be together in the field again.” 
 “And you’ll like that?” she asked. 
 The room felt a bit close at that moment. Pol nodded. “It shouldn’t be a secret that I have enjoyed working with you. I’ll be sorry to see you go.” Pol could feel his face warm. Emotions that he had never felt before burned within him. “I—” 
 Shira put her finger to his lips. His chest began to feel like it was constricting. She leaned over and removed her finger, and kissed him. “I’ll be sorry to leave you as well, but that time hasn’t come yet,” she said. “Let’s enjoy each other’s company until then. I like you, Pol, and I think you like me.” 
 Pol nodded and stammered, “I do, uh, like you.” 
 She smiled and kissed him again. 
 Amonna walked back into the room. “You called him Pol.”  
 “I thought you had left.” 
 His stepsister walked up to him with her fists on her hips. “I felt like I wanted to ask more about how my brother was doing, and now it appears that somehow you’ve learned to disguise yourself, Poldon. Does father know?” 
 Pol shook his head. He would have to reveal himself at some point and he couldn’t think of a better person to be the first to see his true self. “I’ve learned a lot of tricks since I left Borstall.” 
 “Stand up,” she said sternly. 
 Pol stood along with Shira. “Are you going to tell Grostin?” Pol said. 
 His sister shook her head and wrapped him in her arms. “I’m sorry. I never wanted to treat you badly. I don’t know what came over me. I love you, Pol.” She held him so tightly, Pol could feel her sobs. “You always were my favorite.” 
 “I thought I was supposed to say that,” Shira said. 
 “Do you really love him?” Amonna asked, looking at her over Pol’s shoulder.  
 Shira smirked. “No, I wouldn’t say that, but I like him.” 
 “I saw you show how much you liked him.” 
 Pol gasped, but it was in fun. He felt a great relief. “You were peeping in on us?” 
 She laughed and let him go. “It was a good scene. Like out of a book.” 
 “You won’t tell anyone?” 
 “I won’t, but you’ll have to let father know that you are here. Was what you said about Landon true?” 
 “I was there. Bythia was in the process of poisoning him. I temporarily had the run of the palace, working as a messenger for Regent Tomio, the Captain of the Guard.  I found out she was planning something that night and slipped unnoticed into Landon’s study and switched the poison. She drank the wrong cup of wine. Regent was going to blame the deaths on me, a jilted heir to the Listyan throne, but as he was about to kill Landon, I took care of Tomio instead. He intended to kill me next.” 
 “I believe you. We both know Landon well. His last letter to Father, after Bythia’s funeral, was different, more humble? I know that’s a stretch for Landon, but I think you started a change in him.” 
 Pol nodded. “Believe me when I tell you that I wish him all the best in his reign.” 
 Amonna grabbed Pol by the arms and looked into his face. “I believe you. But then I’ve always believed you and believed in you.” A tear rolled down her cheek. 
 Shira pulled Amonna down into a chair and asked Pol to sit. “I’ll sit here to round out our little party if anyone peeks in. I think it’s time you brought each other up to date.” 
 ~~~ 
 



   

CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

 ~ 
 POL LOOKED OVER AT SHIRA, and then quickly turned his head when she shifted her eyes toward him as they rode out of Borstall. Horker rode on ahead. Pol had enjoyed his talk with Amonna, even as Shira watched. He had been confused, if that wasn’t the best word, about his relationship with the Shinkyan. In his eyes, everything had changed between them with those two kisses. 

 Fortunately, Amonna walked in on them before Pol said anything awkward. He was comfortable liking Shira as a friend, but as a girlfriend, he was totally out of his element. Was she playing around with him? He didn’t know if she was sincere. As for himself, he couldn’t rely on his own feelings either. 
 He had read about relationships in the novels that Farthia Wissingbel, his tutor, had made him read as part of his schooling, but nothing prepared him for the confused emotions that now roiled within him. He could always push away any girls who looked his way by thinking of his limited lifespan, but now that he didn’t fear dying before his twentieth birthday, he couldn’t rationalize avoiding all relationships with the opposite sex.  
 Pol smiled at the patched-up relationship with his sister. The thought of Amonna under mind-control made him seethe inside, but then he wondered who had cast the spell? Had Bythia had any magic potential? Could she have been the culprit? He would have to ask Queen Isa when they returned. Shira leaned over and flicked her finger against his arm. They hadn’t put on their armor yet. 
 “What are you thinking about? Me?” She smiled at him. It seemed different. She looked ahead with the corners of her lips upturned. It seemed genuine. 
 “Actually, I am,” Pol said. “I’m not used to having a boy-girl relationship. My previous life was, uh, sheltered.” 
 “Mine was, too, to an extent,” Shira said. “I have two older sisters and picked up the basics from them.” There was that grin again. She looked like she mocked him, but there was something else Pol couldn’t put his finger on. The thought made Pol put his hand to his lips at remembering her kisses.  
 “It was all real last night,” she said. “I meant what I said. I can see you doubting something. I know you like me.” 
 Pol just didn’t know how to respond with any confidence. It wasn’t as if he didn’t have any, but in this case he felt like he was lost at sea. “I do, but I lack the, uh, perspective that you have.” He returned her smile with an uncertain one of his own. 
 They rode on in silence and stopped by the road to rest their horses and have something to eat.  
 Pol used his locator skills and found too many people in range, moving in different directions. He looked for clusters of people moving more quickly than others, but nothing notable. 
 “We should put on our armor,” he said. “I can’t locate a danger, but that doesn’t mean there isn’t any.”  
 He pulled off the bundle of chainmail and a helm, this time one of North Salvan design rather than the ones they all wore coming out of Tesna. They all wore simple leather tabards tanned into a natural color.  
 They finished their hasty meal and continued on their way, passing traffic, mostly heading in the opposite direction. 
 “Heard word of an army coming out of South Salvan?” Pol asked a family riding a full wagon.  
 “Three against thousands?” the man asked. “Are you the full extent of King Colvin’s response to the invasion?” 
 “Did you see the army?” Horker said. 
 The man scoffed at him. “The whole point is not to see the army. I’ve a brother north of Borstall. We’ll wait there until this is all over, then we’ll return to my farm. There isn’t much to do until spring, anyway. I sold my livestock to a friend, who I suspect will be selling them at higher prices to King Astor’s men.” 
 “Or they will just take them,” Horker said.  The monk had told Pol that Onkar intended to live off the land and take what they wanted. 
 “That’s his problem now, isn’t it? I’ll just buy new when this all boils over. The Emperor will fix this. You three leave a few of the soldiers for King Colvin, eh?” The man laughed as he pushed forward. 
 Pol watched him leave. Another wagon filled with goods passed them going south. “They are looking to make money,” Pol said. 
 Horker snorted. “Good luck with that.” He finished adjusting his tabard. “I suppose we could run into scouts at any time.” The monk looked out at a stretch of woods across the fields from the road. 
 Pol followed his eyes and smiled. “Let’s ride cross-country. There are too many eyes on this road.” Pol led them, but just before they got to the edge of the forest, Shira pointed behind them. “Men are riding hard toward us!” 
 “Seven of them wearing North Salvan livery,” Horker said. “Are we being betrayed?” 
 Pol nodded. “I don’t know by whom.  We stand a better chance in there.”  
 He took off, leaving Horker and Shira to follow. Pol suspected that Horker might want to talk while whoever chased them approached. He slipped into the woods first and used his location skills to thread his way through the thick undergrowth. Horker rode close by, but Shira tried to cover their tracks. 
 “I don’t think they will give up,” Horker said. 
 Pol shook his head. “We don’t know anything.”  
 He sighed with frustration. Horker was a poor substitute for Darrol, he admitted. Shira wasn’t a substitute for anyone, but he would rather have Val at his side, a futile wish.  
 “Can we come up behind them?” Shira said. 
 Pol put a fist on his hip, while letting his horse rest a bit. “I don’t know what their intentions are, but I don’t want to take a chance. We could easily have enemies in Borstall that we don’t know about. King Astor has had plenty of time for subversion.” 
 “We can’t fight seven soldiers,” Horker said. He looked at Pol’s face and spoke again. “Yes, we can and have.” 
 “That’s better,” Shira said.  
 “Follow me,” Pol said. He looked at Shira, holding onto her bow. He was going to say ‘swords out,’ but that wouldn’t work. “Weapons ready.” 
 He located the men, not far from where they stood. They threaded their way through the trees. For once, Pol was happy Demeron wasn’t crashing through the woods. How he missed his horse! 
 The squad had slowed down, trying to find a way through the underbrush and the woods. Pol tweaked them all invisible. It was easier than he thought as their foes approached.  
 “Don’t kill the last man,” Pol said to Shira. “We need to find out who sent them.” He ran over and over in his mind what Val might do in the circumstance. 
 Were they being too foolhardy? Pol shook his head, answering his own thoughts. Between his thrown knives and Shira’s arrows, he judged any fight might be more than even in their favor. He cast his location spell around and gasped. “There are ten more riders coming from the south. We’ll have to head back to Borstall.” 
 Now that the seven riders had passed by, Pol led them out of the woods and through the fields back towards Borstall. He breathed heavily as fear took hold of him. They had been set-up. With the second group, Pol had no doubts they had been betrayed. He knew they had no chance against seventeen opponents.  
 They reached the road when the armed men exploded out of the woods. Pol knew there would be a race back to Borstall, but they might have an advantage, knowing how crowded the road had been. He led them across the road and traveled up the other side.  
 He called back to Shira. “Can you shoot from horseback?” 
 She nodded. “Do we have a big enough lead?” 
 Pol shrugged and put his attention back on the road.  The ride wasn’t much different from riding in the woods, dodging the riders and walkers on the roadway.  He looked back and saw a mixture of North Salvan and South Salvan uniforms. The men held their swords high.  
 The crowds quickly understood that they were in the middle of a pursuit and began to flow off the road, making it easier for the attackers. As their enemy drew closer, Shira shot an arrow over one hundred yards into the crowd of riders. She let fly another four arrows until their pursuers spread out. 
 Pol sensed that three of the riders had slowed. They couldn’t turn and stand against fourteen. Horker rode further ahead, and now that they had outpaced the thinning crowds, the three of them had put a tiny bit of distance between their pursuers. 
 After a while, Pol could feel his mount begin to flag. All of the horses behind were slowing as well, except for a North Salvan, who pushed his horse closer to them. He turned around and sought out the pattern of the air and the location of the charging horse, and then used his magic to push the man off his mount. Without a rider, the horse bolted forward and nearly reached Shira before veering away. 
 They reached the outskirts of a village, and the pounding hooves on the road became the clopping of horseshoes on the cobbled payment. Pol used his magic to move stacked wooden boxes onto the road behind him. He looked back to see a few horses leap over the boxes, but more balked at the obstructions, resulting in most of the mounts milling around.  
 Only four horsemen were now close enough to represent a threat. Three wore South Salvan colors, plus one North Salvan rider. The chase had reached an equilibrium. The soldiers couldn’t gain on Pol, and Pol’s group couldn’t pull away.  
 They continued towards Borstall and finally reached the city gate. As they passed through Pol yelled, “Close the gate!” He jumped off his spent horse and ran to the ramparts while Horker and Shira made sure the guards closed the way. 
 The four men looked up at Pol. The three South Salvan’s turned and trotted away. With the gate closed, there would be no speedy pursuit. Pol leaned against a flagpole and lifted the North Salvan from his horse and teleported him all the way up to the rampart where he dropped him from about ten feet onto the ground. 
 His vision began to cloud up as he drew his sword. Shira was suddenly at his side. “We need to interrogate now. Use a truth spell,” Pol said as he collapsed to the ground and leaned against a parapet, watching Horker administer the spell. He could barely move from the effort, but fought off passing out long enough to coach Horker’s questions. 
 “Who sent you out to find us?” Horker said. 
 The man struggled with the spell, but said two words. “Princess Honna.” 
 “Ask him if she notified the South Salvans and how she did it,” Pol said.  
 Horker repeated Pol’s words.  
 “Princess Honna sent one of us to deliver the message last night.” 
 The captive struggled to his feet and jumped off the wall. Those on the wall rushed to the edge to see the body below. 
 “Will anyone believe us?” Shira said. 
 “Yes, they will,” Kelso said. His head bobbed as he walked up the stairs. “Honna.” He spoke it like a curse. 
 Pol gathered enough strength to make it down the stairs. They all followed Kelso out the now-open gate to examine the body of the soldier. He wished he could determine if the man was under mind-control. If he was, that meant a Tesnan magician lurked within the Borstall walls. 
 “Do you know him?” Horker asked Kelso. 
 “I do. He’s a new member of the Castle Guard. I’ll have a talk with Jamey.” 
 “He used the term ‘one of us’. That means there could be more. Can I come along?” Pol said. He wanted to know if Kelso’s replacement was under any kind of magical influence. 
  “Why were you at the gate?” Pol said. “You couldn’t have possibly gotten word and mounted up so quickly.” 
 Kelso handed over a note. 
 Pol opened up the message. He recognized Amonna’s handwriting. “Something might happen to Pol,” she wrote. 
 “I was just about to head out to the closest town to see if they had noticed your party passing through, but I didn’t expect the gate to be closed. How did you get the culprit up on the battlement?” 
 “I tweaked him.” 
 “You moved him all the way from the ground?” Kelso said, his eyes filled with astonishment. 
 Pol nodded. “It took a lot out of me. I also moved a man off his horse, but that is a shift of three feet or so.” 
 People began to surround the dead man. Kelso flipped him onto his stomach to hide his face. A couple of city guards ran up.  
 “Take him to the Castle Guard building, but cover him with something first.” 
 They both saluted. “Yes, Lord Beastwell.” 
 Kelso rubbed his hands on his clothes. “You saved me a long ride,” he said as they retrieved their horses and rode to the castle. 
 All four of them rode directly to the guard headquarters. Kelso introduced them to Jamey Carter, Kelso’s replacement, who ushered them into the Captain’s office. Pol remembered seeing him when they first entered the city. 
 “So tell me what happened.” 
 Pol looked at Horker and nodded, so the monk told the story.  
 “Would you mind if I checked your head?” 
 Jamey grinned. “Do you think I have lice?” He nodded his consent. 
 Pol smiled. “Something worse.” He put a hand on his head and didn’t detect mind-control or coercion. “Good. You’re clean.” 
 “I did take a bath this morning,” Jamey said.  
 “The Tesnans have developed a spell for mind-control and a worse one for coercion. I can tell if your mind has been tampered with.” 
 Jamey raised an eyebrow.  
 “As I said, you’re clean. I’m almost sure the soldier who jumped from the city wall was coerced. That would mean there is an unfriendly magician or magicians in Borstall.” 
 “Who would have done such a thing?” 
 Kelso’s face turned very grave. “Honna. Horker put the man under a truth spell.” 
 Jamey looked at Horker. “Good thinking!” 
 “Actually Pol told me to administer the truth spell. He’s a former monk from Tesna.” 
 Jamey looked at Kelso. “And him?” He pointed at Pol. 
 “Deftnis.” Kelso said. 
 The Captain nodded. His light approach to the interview had ended.  “So Honna arranged for the ambush? She must have, unless the King himself is involved. Kelso said that King Colvin announced your task for today at an intimate dinner last night.” 
 “He did,” Horker said. “Unless the walls have ears, Honna is definitely a possibility.”  
 “She’s a possibility even if someone listened in,” Kelso said. 
 The conversation sure sounded like a Seeker problem to Pol. 
 “You’ll need more evidence than the utterance of Princess Honna’s name from a man who seconds later committed suicide.” 
 “I suspect that it’s not just Honna, then. She wouldn’t be associating with common soldiers,” Kelso said. 
 “Could Prince Grostin be involved?” Horker said. 
 Jamey nodded. “Anything is possible with him.” 
 Pol thought for a moment. “Has there been a recent influx of new men?” 
 “There has,” Jamey said. 
 “Any from South Salvan?” 
 Kelso looked at Jamey. “A number came with excellent references.” 
 Pol rubbed his chin, surprised to find some whiskers. He wondered what color they would be. “Bythia planted a number of South Salvans in various posts at Alsador.” 
 “You mean Queen Bythia?” Jamey said. “How did you know that?” 
 “I had an opportunity to go to Listya before her death and had a talk with Regent Tomio about it.” 
 “For a youngster, you do get around.” 
 Pol nodded. “I do. I wonder if there has been some seeding of the enemy under your noses.” 
 Jamey rose from his chair. “Are you accusing me—” 
 “I’m trying to help you, Captain Carter. When the South Salvans come, wouldn’t it be convenient for their spies to cause mischief in Borstall?” Pol said. 
 Kelso put his hand on his friend’s shoulder. “Jamey, think about it. Honna is instrumental in getting word to the South Salvan forces. North Salvan soldiers, if they are North Salvans, attack Pol’s, uh, Nater’s group from both the north and the south. They would probably need magicians to find where the three of them headed. It wasn’t happenstance.” 
 “You called the boy, Pol.” Jamey looked at Kelso.  
 “I don’t know what I was saying. It’s all so shocking, isn’t it, Nater?” 
 “Indeed it is. I suggest if the other three soldiers who wore North Salvan colors return, that you detain them and call me.” 
 Jamey folded his arms and smiled. “I certainly will.” The four of them headed out the door. “Another word with you, Kelso, my friend.” 
 Pol groaned inside, but just kept walking. It might be time to talk to his stepfather. 
 ~~~ 
 



   

CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

 ~ 
 HORKER SAT WITH POL AND SHIRA at a table in the kitchen. It seemed to be a quickly-formed habit. 

 “I don’t want to move from this table,” Pol said. “Kelso. Why did he have to slip up?” He groaned and covered his eyes with a hand. 
 “You’ve been very lucky, so far. If you spent any time at all with your Deftnis friends, the mistake probably would have been made by them.” 
 Pol nodded. “You’re right.” He sighed. “I have some Seeking to do, it seems. I’m going back to the Captain and offer my help.” 
 “Rather full of yourself, I see?”  
 Pol looked up into the eyes of Grostin. They all scrambled to their feet. “My Prince,” they nearly said in unison. Pol and Horker bowed while Shira performed a curtsey wearing pants. 
 “I have some experience. That’s why I ended up here,” Pol said. He quickly reviewed the conversation that Grostin might have picked up, but nothing they said indicated Pol’s identity. 
 Grostin nodded, but he didn’t look satisfied with Pol’s answer. “What happened that brought you back to Borstall? I had expected you three to be gone for four or five days.” 
 Horker bowed his head again. “We were set upon by soldiers. Seventeen, if our count was correct. That is too many, even for us.” 
 Pol endured Grostin’s condescending laugh. “A fable,” the Prince said. 
 “Kelso Beastwell saw one of them.” 
 The Prince snorted. “Kelso. A has-been if there ever was one.” 
 “Four or five guards saw the men ride right up to the gates as they were closing in on us. Nater teleported one of them onto the castle wall, but he jumped off.” 
 “I suppose he ran away?” Grostin pushed out his lower lip, imitating a pout. 
 Pol pursed his lips. “Quite the contrary, My Prince. His body was taken to the Captain of the Castle Guard. Feel free to inspect him, to see if he is real or not.” 
 Grostin’s hand moved to slap Pol in the face, but Pol used his magic to avoid the blow. The Prince’s hand swiped through thin air. 
 “You are quite fast,” he said. 
 “I am a pattern-master,” Pol said. “Do you know what they are?” 
 That brought out a grunt. “Another fable?” 
 “It is no fable,” Shira said, and then amended her statement with a hasty ‘My Prince.’ 
 “I will do my duty and inspect the body,” Grostin said. A tiny bit of his confidence seemed to fray as he left them standing in the kitchen. 
 They all sat down, and one of the cooks rushed to them. She beamed at them. “Impressive! I’ve never seen anyone stand up to the Prince before, except for the disinherited one, whose name I am forbidden to utter. What can I get you?” 
 Pol had lost his appetite, but he let the others get him something. While they waited, Queen Isa stepped into the room. 
 “Ah, there you are,” she said. “I heard you had returned under distressed circumstances. I think you three might want to report to the King. He sent you, after all.” She looked at Pol more closely. “You really moved one of the attackers to the top of the city wall?” 
 Pol nodded. “Word travels fast around here. I did, but it just about did me in.” 
 “Oh,” she put her hands up in the air and let them drop. “I’ve never heard of such a thing. Have you, Captain Horker?” 
 “No, My Queen. It was an impressive feat. There would be few Tesnan monks who could perform such a feat.” 
 Isa snorted. “More than likely none could,” she said drily.  
 She sat down on the bench. Just like a common person, Pol thought. The cooks brought their plates.  
 Isa looked at the food and then smiled at the ladies. “Would you mind getting a plate for me? Maybe not quite so much.” 
 “Certainly, My Queen,” one of them said with a curtsey and a shocked face. 
 “I’ll just take a few morsels from Horker’s plate.” 
 “I’d be honored,” the monk said, smiling and pushing his plate over. 
 “Would you mind me asking a question about your daughter, Bythia?” Pol said. 
 Isa’s smile disappeared. “What do you want to know?” 
 “Did she have magical talent?” 
 The Queen pursed her lips. “Don’t tell Colvin. We do have our secrets, right?” 
 All three of them nodded. 
 “She was quite accomplished, but it was a state secret. I’m only telling this because of our open relationship.” 
 Pol nodded. “That makes a lot of sense. I am certain she used mind-control on Landon and Amonna. Grostin probably doesn’t need any persuading, and Honna is likely responsible for our distressed circumstances. The soldier told us Honna sent news of our ride just before he jumped off the wall to his death. That seems to be more indicative of coercion. Would you agree, Horker?” 
 The monk nodded. “Not that I am familiar with coercion as an observer, but from what I have been taught, a person can break mind-control, but coercion is a different thing altogether.” 
 “And Valiso,” Isa smiled at some memory. “He was coerced.” 
 Pol nodded. “There is probably at least one magician in the castle turning a few soldiers’ minds.” 
 “This is serious. You should tell Colvin.” 
 ~ 
 Pol stood in front of the doors to his stepfather’s study. His meetings with King Colvin had never been overly pleasant, but sometimes encouraging words were said. Pol didn’t expect any this time.  
 “I am here to see the King,” Pol said to the guards, who knocked. One of them poked his head in the door and announced Pol.  
 He took a deep breath and entered. This was the first time he had been alone with the King since he petitioned for disinheritance over a year ago. 
 “Nater Grainell?” His stepfather’s voice hadn’t changed at all. 
 “My King.” Pol put his hand to his heart and bowed. 
 “No honorifics required. Have a seat and tell me about your experience today.” 
 Pol looked at the King and sat down in front of the large familiar desk. “You’ve been briefed?” 
 King Colvin nodded. “Captain Carter has spoken to me. I was told that you, not the Tesnan monk, led the party.” 
 “I did, sir.” 
 Colvin smiled. When did he ever smile at Pol before? “Sir, works just fine. Relax. It’s probably not often you live among royalty.” 
 Pol took a deep breath. This would be the best time to reintroduce himself to his stepfather. He looked at his hands. “That’s not true. I grew up in a royal household.” 
 The King’s eyebrows lifted. “That’s a surprise. In what capacity?” 
 “I used to be a prince.” 
 “Used to be…” the realization of what Pol had just said changed the look on King Colvin’s face. “Poldon?” 
 Pol had expected a look of anger, but shock was the expression.  
 The King’s eyes began to grow moist, and his voice grew rough. “You saved Landon? Queen Isa said the facts weren’t quite the same as she had originally understood them.”  
  “I did. He had two chances to die that night, and I thwarted both of them.” 
 “But your face.” 
 Pol gripped the arms of the chair. “A moment. This doesn’t look pretty.” Pol changed his features, but left his hair darker. He let the pain subside for a few moments. “Are you convinced? If you aren’t, ask me anything, Father.” 
 The King looked at Pol for a few moments. Pol could see the shock leave his face as he regained control. “You look…healthy.” 
 “I am. I went on a journey to find a monk who had the ability to cure my health problem. Part of that journey took me to Alsador. The timing was fortuitous for King Landon.” 
 Colvin looked stunned. “I would never have thought you would have saved Landon after the way he treated you. You say you’re cured?” 
 Pol nodded. “The monks at Deftnis were able to determine that I had a bad heart from the moment I was born. They couldn’t fix it, but Searl Hogton could, and did.” 
 The King narrowed his eyes. “Are you back to get me to rescind your disinherited status?” 
 The two of them looked at each other, and then Pol shook his head. “If I wanted, I could have usurped the crown of Listya, but I don’t have any desire to rule. I never did, and that’s the truth.” 
 “So what would you have of me?” The King looked unconvinced. 
 “Not much,” Pol said. He raised his finger. “I want permission to test Grostin, Honna, and you to see if your minds have been tampered with. I think they have. The soldier that we captured claimed that Princess Honna sent them out to kill us. A messenger had to have gone out last night to notify South Salvan soldiers that we would be traveling along the South Road.” 
 King Colvin sat back. “You mean I sent you out to be killed? That was not my intention, mind-controlled or not.” 
 Pol pressed his lips together. “Let me touch your head. It won’t hurt.” 
 “What if you put a mind-control spell on me?” 
 That brought a smile to Pol’s lips. “That would make everything easy, wouldn’t it? But no, I’ll reaffirm my disinherited status before I do it, if you want. It will only take a moment.” 
 Colvin rubbed his beard and shook his head. “You’ve never lied to me. It’s not in your nature.” 
 Pol could agree with that, but he didn’t remind his father that his whole existence had been a lie for the last few months. He went around the King’s desk and put a hand on his head, seeing the expected thick film of mind-control. He saw no evidence of coercion, but the mind-control would explain his stepfather’s irrational behavior of a year ago. 
 “I’ve removed it. You might feel a little disoriented, but it will pass quickly.” 
 The King put his head back in his chair, holding his palm to his forehead. “How long has this been on my mind? Gastoria never told me.” 
 “Deftnis doesn’t know about these mind-control spells, and certainly not about coercion. I doubt if Malden even suspected.” 
 Colvin closed his eyes. “I can remember my decisions, but the reasoning of them eludes me.” He opened them and looked up at Pol, who still stood by his side. “I’ve wronged you. I wronged your mother, and now that my mind is clear, I don’t know if I can forgive myself for that.” He looked distraught.  
 “What’s past is past,” Pol said. “Allow me to set up a shield that should keep another attempt from happening.” 
 Colvin nodded. He smiled grimly when Pol stepped away. “I didn’t feel a thing.” 
 “You shouldn’t.” 
 Pol endured a long, hard look from this stepfather. 
 “Well, then, I’ve just picked up a burden that I hadn’t expected to bear.” The King took a deep breath. “What are we to do?” 
 “Give me free reign to root out the South Salvan spies. That will begin with Grostin, Honna, and your new magician. He may be more powerful than you suspect,” Pol said. 
 “You’re only sixteen. I still can’t believe that you’re you, but the attack tells me that we are not as secure in Borstall as I thought.” 
 Pol nodded. “Let Kelso work with Captain Carter in preparing the town’s defenses. I don’t know how successful we will be, if the Emperor’s forces are late. As Queen Isa probably told you, King Astor and General Onkar boast of a fifteen thousand man army.” 
 The King nodded. “It is hard to believe anyone would create such a large army. It will be a death sentence for Astor.” 
 “He might be mind-controlled as well.” 
 King Colvin nodded. “I will do what you ask. I suppose you wish to be a free agent in all of this?” 
 Pol nodded. “Just don’t let Grostin clap me in irons. You might emphasize that I’m helping to save the kingdom that he will inherit.” 
 “Grostin won’t see it that way, you know.” The King spoke with all seriousness. 
 “I agree. Let me examine them at dinner tonight.” 
 “We’re not eating in the family dining room. But leave that to me. Can you assume your disguise again? I want you to reveal yourself at the dinner. There is no reason that I can see to keep it a secret after that.” 
 “Whatever you decide, My King.” 
 Colvin curtly nodded. He seemed to be back in control again. “I am thinking more clearly now, thanks to you. I really wasn’t intending on putting up a defense, and it may already be too late.” 
 “I’ve also eliminated a similar spell from Amonna’s mind. I helped her last night.” 
 “I thought she looked happier today. Go, I have things to do. We will talk again, Poldon.” 
 Pol left the study after changing his face back into Nater, relieved that his father now knew, yet dreading having to reveal his identity at a state dinner. His meeting had gone better than he could have ever imagined, but he knew his trials at Borstall were far from over. 
 ~~~ 
 



   

CHAPTER THIRTY

 ~ 
 “IT’S TIME TO TALK TO THE SOUTH SALVAN SOLDIER that we brought with us,” Pol said.

 Shira raised her eyebrows. “I forgot about him.” 
 “We both did, but perhaps he can give us some good background information.” 
 They walked over to the Castle Guard and found Kelso discussing fortifications with Jamey Carter. 
 “I’d like to visit Seen, the soldier we brought with us.” 
 Jamey looked at Pol. “I assure you he hasn’t been mistreated.”  
 “This isn’t an inspection. I want to ask him some questions on background.” 
 “On background, eh?” Jamey smiled. “That sounds like Seeker talk.” 
 Pol smiled back, not knowing if Jamey was needling him or if he was sincere. He ignored the comment. “Feel free to join us,” Pol said. 
 Jamey called for a guard to escort Shira and Pol to the soldier. Seen hadn’t had breakfast yet, so Shira brought up the tray, while Pol talked to the guard. They didn’t walk to the basement where Pol had been before, but went upstairs. Just as the guard put the key in the lock, they heard a disturbance. The door seemed to be stuck. 
 Pol threw open the door to see a rope with Seen dangling from it. He lifted Seen with teleportation. “Get him down,” he said. 
 Shira grabbed Seen’s feet and looked up. The rope frayed, as she must have tweaked the pattern of the rope and staggered around with Seen flailing. 
 Pol helped get him on ground and put him to sleep. 
 “Someone must have tampered with his mind,” Pol said. He put his hand on the soldier’s head. “Compulsion, this time,” he said as he removed it. “Probably had him triggered to hang himself the next time someone tried to enter the room.” 
 The soldier’s eyes grew wide when he woke up, and Pol helped Seen sit on the simple sofa in the room. 
 “I was spelled again, wasn’t I?” 
 Shira sat beside the captive and took his hand. “Who was it?” 
 The soldier put his other hand to raw throat. “I don’t remember. I should, though, right?” 
 “Not if he or she came while you were asleep.” 
 Seen nodded. “Right.” He looked at Shira, who still held his hand, and Pol. “What are you here for?” 
 “I’d like to get some background information on South Salvan.” 
 “For some reason I had thought I shouldn’t talk to you, but that was what someone put in my head, because I don’t feel that way anymore.” 
 “Right,” Pol said. “We’ll find out who did this. But first, tell me how your army works. I know there are magicians in the King’s service, but do they travel with the army?” 
 “No. The generals don’t trust them. King Astor uses them in his personal guard, and then there is the new Tesnan army, but you know all about them.” 
 “What role does Queen Isa play with the army?” Pol said. Shira’s eyes widened at the question, but Pol shook his head quickly to keep her from saying something. 
 “None that I know. King Astor would take Princess Bythia out with his magicians and do their own maneuvers while we trained.” 
 “How many magicians were under King Astor’s command?” 
 “Ten or eleven. We knew them all. One of them disappeared last year and another during the winter.” 
 So Borstall wasn’t flooded with enemy magicians, but one had already inflicted quite a bit of damage. Pol thought the pea-shooter whom he killed just before he had to flee Borstall would be the one missing last year. He wondered about the second one. 
 “I’m going to invite you to a state dinner tonight. Look at the other diners and tell me if you recognize any of the men. You’ll have to shave your beard, I’m afraid.” 
 “Anything I can do for you, sir,” Seen said. 
 Pol laughed. “I’m no sir.” 
 “Yes, you are,” Shira said. 
 Pol scoffed at the notion and returned to Jamey. 
 “Do you have any visitor logs? Someone put a coercion spell on Seen.” 
 The guards kept records, but no one that Jamey didn’t personally know logged in. Whoever it was entered without being noticed. That made sense since that person had to have been a magician. 
 ~ 
 Before the dinner, Pol inspected Seen again, bringing suitable clothes and Horker to shave Seen’s beard and head.  
 “You’ll stand a better chance at not being recognized if you change your appearance. Horker and I have come up with a simple story about your background and why you’re in Borstall, should anyone ask. Make sure you memorize it.” 
 Seen nodded.  
 Pol clapped Horker on the shoulder and left to talk to Queen Isa. She had a servant deliver a message that he could find her wandering around in the gardens. 
 He rushed outside and found Queen Isa sitting on a bench in the thin fall sunlight.  
 “Sit with me,” she said. Her eyes drifted across the path. “Look.” She pointed with her finger. The figure of a woman in white marble stood on a simple black plinth of polished rock surrounded by new shrubbery.  
 “That wasn’t here before,” Pol said. He used to work the gardens with Paki often enough in his days at Borstall.  
 “What does it say on the base?” 
 He had to walk a little closer. When he read the single word, he shuddered and whispered, “Molissa”. 
 “Not Queen Molissa, so that means your father came to his senses enough at some time through the mind-control spell to erect a memorial.” 
 Pol dropped to the bench beside the Queen. He rubbed wet eyes. “I never knew.” 
 Isa nodded. “This is a personal memorial, without the presumption that you would ever return to see it.” 
 “Since it doesn’t say ‘Queen,’ then perhaps Grostin will let it stay when he takes over from my stepfather.” 
 Isa nodded. “One never knows with Grostin.”  
 “No.” Pol stared at the statue. It wasn’t a particularly good representation of his mother, but it didn’t matter to him. He suddenly felt a bit, a tiny bit, softer towards King Colvin. Especially since he knew Bythia likely controlled the King. 
 “I wanted you to see this and ask you if you’re ready to announce your identity tonight?” 
 “My father?” 
 “He told me all that you told him. He wanted to warn me before so there wouldn’t be a scene when you revealed yourself. I struggled to keep a smile off my face.” She smiled at Pol, anyway. “I let him know that I already had guessed your identity. I think that disappointed him a bit.” She chuckled at her words. “You really surprised him this morning.” 
 “I needed to know if our coming here would do any good. At a critical time, I was afraid the King would make the wrong decision.” 
 “You still have an attachment to North Salvan, don’t you?” 
 Pol hadn’t expected such a personal conversation. “It was my home. I suppose I’ll never shed those emotions, but my attachment is to the past.” 
 “Is that really true?” 
 Pol shook his head. This meeting was much too personal for comfort. “Mostly, but not entirely. I have a connection to Landon, Grostin, Amonna, and even Honna, although she is the hardest to think of as a sibling. I realized that when I saved Landon’s life.” Pol took a deep breath. “But I’m afraid we have come too late.”  
 Pol cleared his throat and had to change the subject, but Queen Isa asked him a question first, instead. “I have a request to make.” 
 “If it is within my power,” Pol said. 
 “King Colvin will ask you to check to see if his key people are controlled. You will start with him, and then me. I don’t want to be surprised, so could you examine me for outside influence? You checked me once, but anyone could put another on me.” 
 That wasn’t expected. “It won’t take a moment,” he said. He put his hand on the Queen’s forehead and found nothing. 
 “Am I clean?”  
 “You are.” 
 The Queen shivered. “I am not happy about being used. What if I was a magician? Would anything show?” 
 Pol shook his head. “I can’t tell if a person is a magician or not. Perhaps others can, but I’ve never been taught how to do that. Coercion spells are thicker on a magician, but I don’t know about mind-control.” 
 “So if King Colvin’s magician isn’t mind-controlled, he could be the controller?” Isa shrugged her shoulders.  
 “Maybe I’ll ask Horker.” Pol didn’t think that Horker would know. If someone could, wouldn’t that obviate the testing procedure? 
 Pol’s eyes drifted back to his mother’s memorial. “I’ll come back here before I leave,” he said, mostly to himself. 
 The Queen slapped Pol on his knee. “Be prepared for a ruckus tonight. King Colvin will have guards ready for whatever happens. I’d best be going to look my Queenly best.” She flashed a large smile to Pol and walked away. 
 Pol watched her turn a corner and disappear behind shrubbery. Pol never had an aunt, and he thought that perhaps that was the role the Queen had just assumed when they looked together at Queen Molissa’s memorial statue. Queen Isa had grown into a real person as he had gotten to know her since their escape from Covial, and Pol found that he liked her. She had taken a huge risk in leaving King Astor and with the encroaching South Salvan army, he worried as much for her survival as he did his own. 
 ~~~ 
 



   

CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE

 ~ 
 HORKER OPENED POL’S DOOR just as Pol slipped a few knives into his clothes.

 “Expecting trouble tonight?” Horker said. 
 Pol nodded. “It is my unveiling. I know of two people who will be extremely unhappy, as will the magician who has been working with Honna within the castle. My father hasn’t said anything to me, but perhaps he will arrest his oldest daughter tonight when she is exposed.” 
 “I’d be nervous.” 
 Pol grimly smiled. “I am, for sure. I keep telling myself that, but now I won’t have to avoid my friends Paki and Kell. In some ways, I’ll feel freer after tonight than ever before.” 
 Horker put his hand on Pol’s shoulder when he finished stashing away weapons. “I hope you are.” 
 Pol was surprised at Horker’s friendliness. He still remembered him as the stern drillmaster in the monastery, but then his deportment could have been out of frustration with the ineptitude of many of the monks. He wondered how Horker would fare when he met his trainees on the battlefield. Pol hoped that wouldn’t have to happen, but the chances were high that they’d be drawn into the fight. 
 When they exited Pol’s room, a servant stood by to show them the way to the Throne Room where the dinner was to be held.  
 “I know the way,” Pol said. “Find something else useful to do.” He tried to give the servant a warm smile and left him standing in front of Pol’s door.  
 They were both silent as they walked through the corridors of the castle to the throne room. Guards in dress uniforms stood at the open doors to the throne room. King Colvin’s Chamberlain, a man Pol had known all of his life, asked them who they were, and then announced them. 
 “Captain Horker of Tesna Monastery and Nater Grainell, a Tesnan acolyte.” 
 Hostile eyes turned their way. King Colvin hadn’t told many of their presence, and Pol guessed that few were told of their dramatic entrance. It felt filled with drama to Pol, anyway. 
 A servant stood by the Chamberlain, who consulted a seating chart. His eyebrows rose, as he must have found their names and pointed to a drawing of the tables. The servant led them to the front of an outside table next to the high table where King Colvin would sit with Queen Isa and his children. 
 The room began to fill. Pol guessed there were about one hundred diners. Kelso sat next to Jamey Carter in the back middle along with Seen. Both of them wore swords, evidently ready to lead if something untoward happened. Pol looked back when Grostin, Amonna, and Honna were announced. The Court Magician’s name was called, and Pol watched him sit one seat down from the Queen at the high table, leaving an empty seat next to Isa.  
 “Please stand. His Highness, Our King Colvin enters escorting Queen Isa of South Salvan.”  
 The diners rose and clapped as the King led Queen Isa past Pol on his way to his spot. Unannounced, but following, Shira dropped from behind the regal pair, and sat next to Pol. She looked exotically pretty wearing a formal dress and an excited face. 
 “Are you ready?” she whispered into Pol’s ear.  
 Pol nodded, although he had grown increasingly nervous. She grasped his hand and squeezed it. It turned his worried frown automatically into a smile. 
 Pol again noticed the empty seat next to Queen Isa. Would he soon be occupying it? The King sat, signifying that the rest of the diners could as well. 
 The King tapped a knife against a crystal goblet. The room quieted. This was it, Pol thought. He took a deep breath. He squeezed Shira’s hand so hard she tapped on his wrist. Butterflies and assorted other insects flew around inside his stomach as the king stood.  
 “I have an announcement to make.” He looked over at Pol and motioned him to stand beside him. Pol took each step slowly and stood beside his stepfather. “This youth and his group saved Queen Isa. He came to Borstall as an agent of the Empire to warn of King Astor’s designs on North Salvan. Queen Isa came with him providing me with the credibility to believe him.  
 “I had a hard time doing that because the South Salvan magicians have developed a mind-control spell that I’ve been under for a long time.” 
 The crowd began to murmur. The King held up his hand. “This youth is a powerful magician. Even though he is young enough to be my son, he removed the spell from my mind. I wish him to do the same to all those currently sitting on the dais, including me.” 
 The King sat down, and Pol took a deep breath. He put his hand on the King’s forehead, and Pol was relieved that the shield had held, and no one had replaced the spell.  
 “The King is free of the spell.” 
 He did the same for Queen Isa and moved to the Court Magician. 
 “You’re no magician. This is all a charade,” he said.  
 “Is it?” Pol lifted the magician’s plate into the air and out from the table and put it back in its place. “Are you satisfied?” 
 The magician’s face turned a little white. “What level are you?” 
 “Gray,” Pol said quietly. 
 “Impossible,” he said.  Evidently he had no close ties to Deftnis. 
 “Let me see if you have a spell.” 
 Pol was surprised to see a thick film over the magician’s brain.  He had no difficulty removing it. “You may feel a little faint,” Pol said. 
 “What did you do?” 
 “I just removed a South Salvan mind-control spell. If you think back, you may wonder what your thought process was for some of your previous decisions.” 
 Pol had expected the magician to be clean. So that meant that he might not be the South Salvan plant. 
 He walked over to Grostin, who looked at Pol as if he had nothing to hide. Maybe he didn’t need a spell, Pol thought. Sure enough, Pol found no trace of mind-control. Grostin was just naturally mean. 
 Honna put her hand to her mouth, as expected. “No! I will not permit it. Don’t touch me!” 
 The King stood. “If I can submit, you will, too, daughter.” 
 Pol put his hand on her forehead. She swatted it away, but the King, still standing, came over to Honna and put his hands on her shoulders. He nodded to Pol and sighed. “Do what you need to.” 
 He put his hand on the top of her head and found the thickest layer mind-control of any yet, which he removed.  
 The crowd began to murmur, and then Pol finished. “She is free of the spell.” 
 Honna fainted. Pol checked to see if she was faking, but her blood pressure had gone down and now began to recover.  
 “Have someone take my daughter to her rooms. I will talk to her later.” The King said. 
 Pol then went to Amonna, who gave Pol an encouraging smile while he examined her brain, finding nothing. Pol looked out at the diners. Most of them appeared fascinated by the show. 
 King Colvin looked over at the magician. “Have your wits returned?” 
 “I think I was influenced when we traveled to Alsador this winter when King Landon was installed. There are other facts better discussed in private, My King.” 
 Bythia, most likely, Pol thought. But that meant a magician still lurked somewhere in the Castle or close by who controlled both the King and Honna. 
 “I have an announcement regarding this magician.” King Colvin nodded to Pol.  
 This was it. He took a deep breath and changed back to his regular self, including changing the color of his hair. The crowd gasped. 
 The magician’s eyes bulged when he saw the transformation. “Definitely Gray,” he said quietly, but loud enough for Pol to hear over the crowd’s astonishment.  
 “I present to you Poldon Fairfield, the disinherited prince. I will also inform you,” the King looked at Grostin, “that he has been restored to my family, but remains out of succession.” 
 “You! You tricked me!” Grostin said. 
 “It was necessary. If you want to know why, ask your father, the King.” 
 Grostin shot a glare at his father. “I want him removed!” 
 “Be quiet, or I’ll have you removed, Grostin. He hasn’t come to claim the throne. He has no right to do so, do you, Poldon?” 
 Pol nodded and turned to the diners. “I’m sorry we did this before you had a chance to eat, but I hereby reaffirm that I have no intentions to inherit. The disinheritance petition is still in force. My destiny lies elsewhere than either the throne of Listya, which is King Landon’s, or the throne of North Salvan, which is King Colvin’s. We have talked in private, and now we both verify that publicly.” 
 Grostin ground his teeth and looked away. 
 “Since one of my sons has returned, I will ask that he sit next to Queen Isa for the duration of our meal.” 
 Pol took his place, relieved that the King hadn’t commanded him to sit in Honna’s seat next to Grostin. 
 Queen Isa patted Pol on the hand. “You did well…My Prince.” 
 “I’m no prince,” Pol said. “All I have is royal blood, but no inheritance.” He looked over at King Colvin, who had instructed the servants to start the meal. 
 Pol looked down at Shira, who smiled back up at him. Evidently his announcement hadn’t deterred her feelings. He nodded rather than smiled back.  He looked out at the attendees. Some gave him furtive looks, others gazed at him with curiosity, and yet another segment had fear in their eyes.  
 “I’d still like you to scout the enemy,” King Colvin said, “but you leave on your own timetable.”  
 “I will,” Pol said.  
 A plate was put in front of him, and he began to eat. The relative silence in the Throne Room began to dissipate as dinner conversations finally got underway. 
 Pol felt a tap on his shoulder from the Court Magician.  
 “How did you learn so quickly?” He still looked amazed. 
 “I started at Borstall with Malden Gastoria. He taught me patterns, and then instead of teaching me the basics, he stretched my abilities. I was born with natural talent, but my failing health hid my potential.” 
 The man nodded. “So that was the ‘luck’ that Grostin talked about during the events two summers ago.” 
 Pol smiled. “Luck and a lot of hard work. The power was there, but I had no stamina. One spell, and I would faint. The luck was finding a Deftnis healer who restored my health.” 
 “Magic is about control. I’m sure you know that since it’s obvious you have it in abundance,” the magician said. “I didn’t learn at Deftnis. Gray is the highest rank, right?” 
 Pol shook his head. “Just below the highest which is black. You’ve got to be a high-level magician to assume a disguise.” 
 The magician laughed nervously. “I know that, but I’ve never seen a demonstration. It’s…” 
 Pol heard the twang of a bowstring and the magician bent over with an arrow through his heart. Pol quickly created a shield of hardened air to protect the rest of the table. Another arrow stuck into the shield, intended for Queen Isa. 
 She was about to stand. Pol pushed her down. “Stay seated.” 
 Kelso and Jamey stood, drawing their swords, and rushed the doors as the archers reloaded. They didn’t get another shot off. Horker joined them, grabbing a sword from one of the dead attackers.  
 Pol looked around the room and located two dots behind the throne. He maintained the forward shield while he pulled two knives out of his boot. He slipped off the platform that held the high table and quickly moved behind the throne and threw a knife at one assassin. The other turned around and charged Pol, raising his sword.  
 Pol backed up and had to use anticipation magic to keep from being skewered. The opening came that he sought, and he tweaked his other knife into his opponent. Both of them wore the uniform of the Castle Guard.  He checked both of them for a pulse and found a faint one in the first one. Before he died, Pol put his hand on his head and confirmed the man had been coerced. 
 “I’ve never seen you move so fast,” King Colvin said. 
 Grostin stood speechless and then muttered. “You saved us all.” 
 Pol smiled. “I’ve just learned a few new tricks, while I’ve been gone.” 
 ~~~ 
 



   

CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO

 ~ 
 THE DINERS WERE SENT HOME. Jamey Carter approached the king. “All were new guards, who were recommended by Lord Riverdale.”

 “He has a son at Tesna,” King Colvin said.  
 “Horker or I have probably met him, but everyone goes by first names there.” Pol didn’t need to develop much of a pattern. “Was Riverdale here tonight?” he said. 
 “He was, but everyone is gone,” Kelso said. 
 Pol squinted in concentration. “Is Honna still in her room? Did the Lord leave Borstall? I can’t see him staying. You are under siege, My King,” Pol said. 
 “I agree. I know what to do,” Jamey said.  
 “First.” Pol put his hand on Jamey’s head. “We need to trust you.” His mind was still clean.  
 The Captain grinned at Pol. “Good thinking.” He and Kelso ran out of the Throne room, dragging Seen, the South Salvan soldier, with them. 
 “Shira can protect the Queen, and I’ll protect the royal family. I suggest that we finish our meal in the family dining room.” 
 “We can all stay there until this intrusion is sorted out,” King Colvin said as they began to march out of the Throne Room. “What a mess,” he muttered.  
 Amonna took Pol by one arm and Shira, the other. 
 “You must be tired,” Shira said, baiting him. 
 “I’m not tired,” he said.  
 “That’s all right. I want to hold onto my brother’s arm. I’m so glad Father introduced you,” Amonna said to Pol. 
 “Doing so at a state dinner wasn’t the wisest choice. The magician must have remembered who put the spell on him and paid for it with his life. The archer’s second target was Queen Isa.” 
 “What about me?” King Colvin said, turning around. 
 “You were probably the target of the assassins who took advantage of the chaos and sneaked behind the throne. The attack on Queen Isa probably means that the archers are truly South Salvan, or under their control. Just because the assassins are dead doesn’t mean your life and that of Queen Isa are out of danger. Do you disagree, My King?” 
 “Right now, that is as good an analysis of the situation as any.”  
 They entered the family dining room. Four guards stood in front of the door, with two more on the other side of the door that servants used. Pol tested them for spells before he sat with the others. 
 King Colvin commanded them to sit while he paced. “Grostin, what do you think?” 
 “I agree with you, father. Poldon’s description is as good as any until Captain Carter reports back. I am disappointed in my sister, if she is complicit.” 
 That didn’t ring true to Pol, but he let it slip. Grostin had never seemed oblivious to his surroundings in the past, and Pol didn’t believe he was now. Still, his stepbrother wasn’t under any mind-control. 
 “Shira and I will go out tomorrow. Horker will stay here,” Pol said. “I won’t tell you where we are going. The South Salvan army could still be days away, but you’ll have to watch out for more attacks like tonight. In fact, you might think about preparing a ship for Queen Isa, Amonna, and Grostin. If the Emperor is late, the city may fall.” 
 “You suggest that I stay?” King Colvin said.  
 Pol smiled grimly. “Wouldn’t you take it as an insult if I assumed you would leave Borstall?” 
 Colvin nodded. “You do know me, after all.”  
 No one said a thing for a few minutes. There was a knock on the servants’ door.  
 “Cook Horstel, My King.” 
 “Let her in.” 
 Paki’s mother entered. “I have personally supervised preparing food and drink for you. I am sorry for the events of tonight, My King.” She curtseyed. 
 “Send it in.” 
 Pol grinned as Paki and Kell entered, carrying food, along with two serving maids. 
 “I heard you acted too much the hero, as usual,” Paki said, after he put the platter on the buffet in the room. He nodded to King Colvin. “I am sorry for intruding, My King,” Paki bowed. “May I talk with my friend?” 
 “You may. Who is your companion?” 
 “I am a Deftnis acolyte and a friend of Pol’s, as well, My King.” Kell bowed, too. 
 “They accompanied me during my search for the healer monk who restored my health. I sent them back to Deftnis before I traveled to Alsador.” 
 “Then tell me of Pol’s adventures. We need something to distract us from tonight’s events until Captain Carter returns with word,” King Colvin said. 
 Paki and Kell took seats at the table and began to talk about Deftnis and Pol’s quick advancement. Then they described the start of their trip to Searl Hogton’s cabin. When they reached the adventure in the small town inhabited by Hinkleyites, Captain Carter entered. 
 “We might call upon you another time to finish your story, but I must ask you to leave,” King Colvin said.  
 Paki winked at Pol as they left via the servants’ door. 
 Jamey Carter waited for the pair to leave. “Pol’s friends?” 
 Pol nodded.  
 “Honna is gone, just as Nater, uh, Poldon suggested. The guards at the gate let them out among other nobles who left the city after the attack in the Throne Room. Honna must have hid in Riverdale’s carriage.  He did have men at arms with him, some of whom we have subsequently found out were men he sponsored for the Castle Guard.” 
 “Even though the magician who controlled Honna and the North Salvan soldiers, might have left dressed as a guard,” Pol said, “we must assume there is still one or more magicians in Borstall.”  
 “Is there any way to ferret them out?” King Colvin said. 
 Jamey shook his head and looked at Kelso. “All we can do is make sure we know of any South Salvans who have entered the city, but if they didn’t say who they were, we have no idea. That will change.” 
 Pol knew that there were plenty of places in Borstall where people could live, especially in the poorer parts of the city. He remembered the pea-shooter, who disrupted the tournament when Emperor Hazett III visited Borstall two summers ago. He ended up being a Seeker-magician, who was part of King Astor’s retinue. Pol looked at Queen Isa. 
 “Do you have any ideas, My Queen?” Pol said. 
 She waved her hand in front of her face. “I’m nobody’s queen,” she snorted. “Especially now. But I expected something like this from my sneaky husband.” Isa shrugged her shoulders. “I’m afraid I can’t help.” 
 ~~~ 
 



   

CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE

 ~ 
 POL AND SHIRA HAD JUST LEFT BORSTALL when Pol heard a commotion behind him. Paki and Kell emerged from the gate and galloped to their sides. 

 “You didn’t think you’d get out of the city without us, did you?” Paki said, grinning.  
 Pol couldn’t greet his friends with the same joy. “We are heading into the teeth of the enemy,” he said. “The last time, we were nearly killed. There is no Demeron to protect our rear.” 
 Kell smiled at Pol’s statement, and even Shira giggled. 
 “You know what I mean,” Pol said. 
 “I’ll bet we’re both better with a sword than Horker Porker.” Paki didn’t look as if he’d be dissuaded. 
 “You’re at least as good. We might as well all die together,” Pol said, sighing as he relented. In the end, he knew they wouldn’t leave him.  
 Paki still grinned. “I brought fresh supplies straight from the King’s kitchen.” 
 Pol didn’t say another word and wondered if part of his frustration with his friends was due to having two more people to keep him from talking to Shira. He clamped his lips together as they came to a crossroads that Pol remembered from when he had left Borstall before. 
 “Remember that grove?” Pol asked Paki, pointing to a group of trees beside the road. 
 “I do. That’s when our Deftnis adventure started. I brought supplies along with me then, too.” 
 “You did. We’re going to take the same route. That knoll where Val had us rest—” 
 “Where we could see the soldiers heading south in pursuit?” 
 Pol nodded. “That’s the place. It has a good view of the surrounding area. We’ll stop there and see if we can detect evidence of the army.” 
 The ride brought back memories of Pol’s flight from Borstall. In the intervening months there had been some good times, but more had been challenging events in his life. Pol was physically and mentally stronger now, but he felt more exposed, even surrounded by people he trusted.  
 The world was bigger and had the potential to be nastier than he had imagined. Even though his stepsiblings had tried to kill him, he knew there were worse things lurking in the Empire and probably beyond. He looked over at Shira and wondered what her life was really like. She obviously avoided talking about it, and with Paki and Kell around, he couldn’t initiate a conversation. Now that he could openly talk about his background, they weren’t ever alone. 
 He led them off the road after Shira covered their tracks when no travelers were in sight and sped up through the woods. Pol kept locating, but didn’t find any dots lurking in the thick trees. 
 They finally reached the knoll that overlooked farmlands and woods with Borstall barely visible in the misty distance. 
 “I remember Val’s laugh,” Paki said.  
 “Yeah,” Pol said. He turned and looked to the south. “See that ridge?” Pol pointed to high ground barely visible. 
 “Our next stop?” Shira said.  
 Pol nodded. “First we feed ourselves a bit, and then we’ll find water for our horses along the way.” He shivered and wrapped his cloak around him. “It’s a heck of a time to be marching. Maybe the farmers won’t mind soldiers trampling on their fields this time of year.” 
 Kell shrugged. “I’m not a farmer. My father would look at a war and talk about the opportunity to replace all those clothes ruined in the fight.” 
 “But there are less people to wear them,” Shira said. 
 Pol’s friend looked at her. “Are you against war?” 
 “You should rather ask am I for senseless death? I am not. But I don’t believe in rolling over like a dog who sees something with a longer sword as a master. War is an inevitable result of the dark side of humanity. I don’t embrace it, but I will fight for what is mine.” 
 “I guess I agree with all that,” Kell said. “I’ve never fought in an actual battle before.” 
 Pol nodded. “I have, and it’s not fun. If you came out here just looking for adventure, now is the time to go back to Borstall,” he said, hoping his friends would take him up on it, but neither did.  
 “If you are through talking, then I’ll have a slice of that turkey, Paki.” Kell said. 
 Pol took some. “Any salt?”  
 Paki grinned and pulled a small tin from his pack. “Here.”  
 Pol took a pinch of salt and sprinkled it on. He smiled and relished the fowl taste. “We’ll leave in a few minutes,” he said, still chewing.  
 Paki imitated Pol talking with his mouth full, and broke into laughter. Pol and Kell joined in, but Shira looked bemused, rather than amused. 
 “Boys, right? This is a boy thing?” she said. 
 “You didn’t have any brothers?” Pol asked. 
 She gave Pol an unreadable look. “I didn’t grow up with any males,” she said. 
 “You came to Tesna disguised as a young man and hadn’t ever lived around any?” 
 “There were a few men around, but no brothers. You didn’t notice.” 
 Pol laughed. “That’s because the first time we met, we revealed ourselves to each other.” 
 “Reveal?” Kell asked, his eyebrows rising. Paki grinned, and now the entire conversation was getting a bit out of hand. 
 “Our identities only, Kell. She dropped her disguise.” 
 “Dropped?” Paki grinned again. 
 Pol stood with his fists clenched. “If you want to joke around, stay here.” He got up, feeling very uncomfortable, mounted, and headed down the knoll to another stretch of woods. The other three soon caught up.  
 “Is your skin that thin?” Shira said, out of earshot of the other two. 
 “Maybe it is,” Pol said. He took a deep breath. He didn’t want to lose his temper. He thought reacting badly to goading was in the past when he had to deal with his siblings. Now he knew he’d have to work harder to maintain his composure around his friends.  
 “I’m sorry,” she said. 
 “Don’t be. I’m the one who needs to be sorry. In some ways, my upbringing hasn’t prepared me to grow. Give me a chance, and I’ll improve.” 
 “It’s not up to me to give you time. It’s up to you to figure things out, but I’ll help you when you need help.” 
 That didn’t sound like a person who was about ready to desert him and head back to Shinkya. He hoped her words were sincerely spoken. 
 ~ 
 The sun disappeared behind gathering clouds, making the air chill as they entered the woods at the base of their next vantage point. Pol stopped them by a stream after he checked the area for other travelers.  
 “Get your mounts watered and fill your water skins,” Pol said. “It wouldn’t be prudent to spend much time at the crest.” 
 Pol led them up through the trees, blazing his own trail. He picked up no one in the woods, but saw a few dots at the top. He put up his hand.  
 “Three people around the top. They must be scouts,” Pol said. “We’ll have to tie our horses up and go the rest of the way on foot. Make sure you aren’t making any sound as we get closer.” 
 Pol adjusted his Shinkyan sword and long knife in their sheaths and checked that his throwing knives were where he thought they were. He used his location skills to pick his way through the trees, keeping the four of them out of the line of sight of any scouts. 
 This was how their first trip was supposed to be until Honna betrayed them. Pol stopped their progress, not far from the top. 
 “I’ll put shields on you two. Shira and I wouldn’t want you to attack us from the rear.” Pol grinned, but he was serious.   
 “I don’t feel anything,” Kell said. 
 “Neither do I,” Paki said.  
 “You won’t, but you are shielded. Draw your weapons.” 
 They all slid their weapons out with the exception of Shira, who nocked an arrow in her bow. Pol pointed where the three dots were. “I suggest the pair of you attack the one just over the ridge that way. Get close enough so there is no alarm. Shira will take the one in the middle with an arrow, and I will take the one out on the left.  Watch for Shira’s target to fall.” 
 Paki and Kell nodded.  
 Pol followed Shira, intending to veer off towards the tree line. They walked together along the forest floor. When they had nearly reached the top, Pol spotted the middle scout. Shira looked in the other direction towards the south. She pulled back her bow, ready to shoot.  
 The scout turned towards the left, and Pol gasped. He recognized the scout. She wasn’t South Salvan, but Kolli Haverhill, the woman who protected Pol when he traveled to the Taridan border.  
 He heard the twang of Shira’s bow before he could say a word. 
 ~~~ 
 



   

CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR

 ~ 
 KOLLI TURNED AROUND AS POL TWEAKED the pattern of the arrow. 

 Pol jumped from the tree line with his hand up. “Come out,” he called.  
 “What are you doing?” Shira muttered to him. 
 “Kolli, it’s Pol.” 
 Her eyes widened. “Pol! How did you get here?” 
 “It’s a long story. Call in your other scouts. I have two others in the woods. 
 Paki and Kell walked out onto the grassy area on the hill.  
 “Kolli!” Paki said and ran to the scout, with Kell following, looking very perplexed. 
 “You know her?” Shira said. 
 Pol introduced his band, and Kolli gave them the names of the man and the woman who accompanied her.  
 “I’ve come to scout out the South Salvan army,” Pol said. 
 “We’ve been out doing the same thing at General Wellgill’s orders,” Kolli said. She and Shira looked each other over. “You shot the arrow? I’m glad you missed.” 
 Shira didn’t look friendly. “I didn’t.” 
 “Uh, I changed the arrow’s course,” Pol said. 
 “I thought so,” Shira said, grinding her teeth.  
 He looked back at Shira before turning to Kolli. “What have you found?” 
 “South Salvans, but something is odd about the army. They aren’t very disciplined.” 
 Pol nodded. “That’s because most of them are under coercion spells or undertrained.” 
 “What?” Kolli said.  
 “The Tesnan monks know how to use mind-control spells, which change your attitude, and coercion that forces you to act. They’ve raised an absolutely loyal army,” Pol said. 
 “I didn’t know that,” Paki said.  
 Pol ignored his friend. “I can shield you and your scouts.” He looked out from the hill and saw a cloud of dust or smoke on the horizon. “Is that the army?” 
 Kolli nodded, her face grave. “Ten thousand or more. North Salvan hasn’t seen an enemy force that large in centuries, maybe since the establishment of the Empire.” 
 “More are coming, if General Onkar is to be believed. He may be picking up more troops as they comb through the countryside.” 
 “So how do we engage them?” Kolli asked.  
 “The General shouldn’t. Val has headed west to bring an Imperial force that has been camping in Boxall. I don’t know if they will arrive in time. They have the magicians that will be needed to remove the spells.” 
 “If that’s the case, why are you here?” 
 “Two reasons: locate the army,” Pol looked out into the distance, “and see if Honna is with them.” 
 “I presume your father sent you? Have you been welcomed back?” 
 “Tolerated,” Pol said. “I removed spells from the royal family, as well as Queen Isa, and the Court Magician.” 
 “We heard of an attack in the palace, but we have no details.” 
 “Lord Riverdale put some men in the castle, and they did the attacking. They killed the Court Magician and nearly got to Queen Isa. I took care of a couple more assassins.” 
 Kolli shook her head. “The Queen isn’t a spy for the South Salvan army?” 
 “No. The Queen had a falling out with her husband and left South Salvan with Shira and me.” 
 “You were in South Salvan?” 
 Pol put up his hand. “Shira and I will tell you the story.” He used his location sense to see if anyone lurked near. “Where are you camped?” 
 “Down the mountain a bit.” 
 They all gathered together at Kolli’s camp as Shira and Pol told their story. 
 “You’ve grown quite a bit. I never thought you would have the strength to become a pattern-master,” Kolli said.  
 Pol shrugged. “I have unique genes.” 
 “You were always unique in my eyes,” Kolli said. “So, what are you going to do now? We have to return to General Wellgill’s camp northwest of Borstall.” 
 “Can you send your two scouts? I want to get closer to the army, and you know the North Salvan countryside better than I do.” 
 She nodded. “Why?” 
 “I want to see if Honna has joined the enemy.” 
 Kolli leaned back and looked up into the sky. “I’m sure she has. Why do you need verification?” 
 “For King Colvin,” Pol said. “How long do you think Borstall has?” 
 “Four days, maybe five. It depends on how quickly they travel. Most of the soldiers are infantry, so they will crawl forward,” Kolli said 
 “Can we get there tonight?” Pol asked.  
 She nodded.  
 Pol looked at Paki and Kell, who just didn’t have the stealth skills that Shira, Kolli, and he had. “I am asking you both to head back to Borstall. The King needs the information that you’ve just heard. Shira, Kolli, and I are going to visit the South Salvans tonight.” 
 “But they will recognize you, won’t they?” Paki said.  
 “No one in the army knows us. We were disguised before. Remember Nater?” Pol said. 
 Both Kell and Paki looked at Shira and at Pol.  
 “We’ll go,” Kell said. “I understand, even if Paki doesn’t.” 
 Paki gave Kell a dirty look, but then said. “We’ll tell the King. Let’s hope you aren’t far behind.” 
 “That’s the pattern,” Pol said.  
 Shira smiled at Pol’s comment. 
 They saw the other scouts and Pol’s friends off and then mounted up after having something to eat and clearing up. 
 “You’re a magician, too?” Kolli said. 
 Shira nodded.  
 Kolli gave her an apologetic smile. “I have a little magic, but not much. I was Pol’s bodyguard for a while and accompanied him on a military campaign that didn’t end so well for him.” 
 Pol had no idea what was going on between the two women, but he just let them talk for a bit. Kolli asked a few questions about Shira’s knowledge of scouting and had her demonstrate her camouflage technique.  
 “It doesn’t have so much effect in the dark, does it?” Kolli said. 
 “Less, but in some ways it works better out of the sun,” Shira said.  
 Pol didn’t know that. He knew so little about Shira.  
 “We probably should be going,” Pol said.  
 Kolli looked at Pol’s swords. “Before we go, can I swing your sword? That is Shinkyan, right? I know most of the Imperial designs.” 
 Pol slid his blade out and gave it to Kolli. She waved the sword around and smiled. “It has a nice balance, but it takes a different technique than what I’m used to.” She looked at Pol. “You’re a pattern-master with this? Do you care to give me a quick demonstration before we go? Not a sparring match, but I want to see how much faster you’ve become.” 
 Pol took his blade back, and she drew hers. She advanced on Pol, who stepped back using a sip of magic.  
 “You are incredibly fast.” 
 “Aided by small sips of magic. I can tweak speed and a bit of power.” 
 They made a few unaided passes, and then Pol applied sips of power and evaded all of Kolli’s attacks and kept pressing the dull side of his blade against a different place. 
 “You don’t look spent at all. You can tolerate magic better?” 
 Pol grinned. “I can go quite a while when I control the magic that I use.” 
 “I’ve tried to use magic to speed my sword, but they are crude power-wasting moves compared to Pol,” Shira said.  
 “Good enough,” Kolli nodded. “Let’s go. You can still locate?” 
 “I can. You lead us, and I’ll watch for the enemy.” 
 “Enemy,” Kolli said shaking her head. “I never did trust King Astor.” 
 “Neither did I.” 
 Shira looked at both of them, but her eyes lingered on Kolli. “That makes three of us.” 
 ~ 
 It seemed that Pol talked to both women, but they didn’t talk to each other, and Pol couldn’t see why.  He couldn’t figure out the cause since they were both very good at Seeking and scouting.  
 Night was falling. Pol couldn’t locate anyone close. Shira slowed up to ride at Pol’s side.  
 “Who is she to you?” Shira said, nodding her head towards Kolli. 
 “A friend.” Pol heard something in Shira’s voice that set him on edge, and it finally dawned on him what might be happening. “She is an older friend, my mother’s former bodyguard. She is like an aunt or an older sister. Is that what you want to hear?” 
 “Are you sure?” she said quietly. 
 “She must be ten years older than me.” 
 Shira ground her teeth. “Kolli doesn’t look it.” 
 Kolli turned around. “I’m eight years older than Pol.” She smiled, showing her teeth, and stopped. “If we want to be successful tonight, I think the air needs a little clearing. I am twenty-four-years old. I’ve been scouting since I reached the age of eighteen. I am very, very good at my job and I met Pol and Paki on assignment. I have no romantic intentions on a boy two-thirds of my age, but Pol is a friend. I admire him for his courage and his abilities. I also admire you, Shira. You are as close to being like Pol as I can imagine a person. Don’t think I am getting between you, because I’m not. I want to be both of your friends. Got it?” 
 Shira’s face turned red. “I, I lack experience in these things, personally. My sisters have—” 
 “You’ve learned all about boys from your sisters, is that it?” Kolli said. 
 Shira nodded, but looked embarrassed.  
 “You have excellent instincts, but just let things develop naturally, and don’t suspect others of taking over your position with Pol until Pol gives you an indication of losing interest. Has he?” 
 Shira looked confused. “No.” 
 “Then that’s that.” Kolli rubbed her hands together. “We are headed into dangerous territory, so put all that behind you and focus on finding out about Princess Honna and not getting caught. Okay?” 
 Shira nodded. Pol saw her confidence evaporate and couldn’t let that happen. 
 “I’m relying on you, Shira,” Pol said. He took her hand in his. “We’ll have time to figure out this other stuff tomorrow.” He kissed it and let it drop to her side.   
 His heart beat in his chest, wondering if he had done the right thing, and hoped that he had. They couldn’t be distracted until they were back in Borstall. He couldn’t afford to let their relationship affect them. Pol pushed away thoughts of Shira and focused on the mission. He had to.  
 He put out the location sense and saw four dots among the trees some distance ahead. 
 “People,” he said, “on foot.” 
 They tied up their horses, and the two women listened to Pol describe where the others were, and then they split up. Pol would take on the two dots that traveled the closest together.  
 He slipped through the forest as quietly as Siggon, Paki’s father, and Jonness, the Seeker monk at Deftnis, had taught him. He heard voices quietly talking to one another, complaining about the lack of good food.  
 When he was close enough, he put them both to sleep and tagged them with a tiny magician’s light, so he could find them again in the dark. 
 Pol proceeded towards Kolli’s target. When he found her, she had taken care of the guard, the non-magical way.  She wiped her knife on the dead man’s sleeve. Pol nodded, and they headed towards Shira.  
 A shout broke the silence in the woods, prompting both of them to run to Shira.  
 Pol threw a knife at the scout, but it slid off of chainmail from this distance. He had another in his hand and teleported it into the scout’s heart. The soldier fell silently onto the forest floor. 
 Kolli ran over to Shira.  
 “My bow tangled up in a branch,” she said, clutching her arm. The end of a crossbow bolt stuck out between fingers covered in blood. 
 Pol looked back and saw the crossbow still in the soldier’s hand.  He knelt next to Shira and reminded her that pulling out the bolt would hurt, but he teleported it to the ground. 
 “Ow!” Shira said. She shook her bloody hand and looked down at the bolt on the forest floor. “It still hurts, but not as much. Is that something new that you did?” 
 Pol nodded. “No. That’s how I removed the arrow from your shoulder on the river. I remembered that I didn’t want to do damage coming out and figured that I could do something else.” 
 “Good,” Shira said. “I’m ready. Do some more.” She clenched her teeth. 
 Pol pushed away her hand and worked on repairing her arm. The bolt had cracked the bone in her upper arm, but that was easy to fix. It had also done damage to some arteries, and that took Pol more time to repair. Her left arm had too many scars, he thought. 
 “Watch how you use that arm,” he said. 
 Shira glared at Pol. “I’ve been healed before,” she stuck her tongue out at him, “by you.”  
 She said it so petulantly that her words brought a smile to his face. “A healer has to say it,” Pol said. 
 Her face softened. “Then say it again, my healer.”  
 Pol’s face burned with the intimate comment. Shira looked defiantly at Kolli, who put up her hands.  
 “He’s your healer. I’m fine with that,” Kolli said. “I am beyond impressed, Pol. There are no healers in the North Salvan army who could do what you just did.” She shook her head in disbelief. “Are you ready to move, Shira?” 
 She nodded and let Pol help her up.He felt a little wobbly from the healing and scrounged the packs of the dead men for food. 
 “We should dress as these men,” Kolli said. She knelt down to inspect the scout and produced a tiny magician’s light, which surprised Pol. “I’m not without other resources,” she said. “There’s just a little blood. What did you do?” 
 “I teleported the knife into his heart. My first throw didn’t make it through the chainmail.” 
 Kolli gave Pol an astonished look. “All this in a year? You have grown.” 
 “Having a healthy body makes a big difference,” Pol said.  
 “I guess.” Kolli pulled off the tabard and the chainmail shirt. “They wore different colored pants, so we only need to put the tops on.” 
 Pol led them to the two soldiers who were asleep and began to strip one while Shira took care of the other.  
 “This seems to be smaller,” Pol said, tossing the chainmail tunic to Shira.  
 “Is that an insult?” Shira said.  
 “No, it’s called being considerate,” Pol said. He heard Kolli’s soft giggle. 
 Pol looked down at the soldier, wondering what to do. Kolli didn’t hesitate and put an end to both of them.  
 “They didn’t have to die,” Pol said. 
 Shira didn’t look shocked at all. “What do you think they would do if they woke in an hour and we’re still poking around in the camp? If they are under compulsion?” 
 Life wasn’t particularly pleasant, Pol thought, but he saw the necessity. He had to remind himself that this was war, and the time when he had the luxury of feeling awful was past. His mind went back to the time Valiso Gasibli had killed the Borstall Castle stable master. Perhaps Val thought it was war, too. In a sense it was the beginning of this one, Pol admitted. 
 “Which way?” Shira said. 
 Pol reached out and found a sea of dots faintly to the southeast. “This way.” He colored his hair dark before he extinguished his magician’s light. 
 ~~~ 
 



   

CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE

 ~ 
 THEY EASILY EVADED A FEW OTHER BANDS of scouts on their way towards the camp. Pol led them through a more lightly-populated area, and they soon realized why.

 “Nice strategic move,” Kolli said, gagging. “You led us to the enemy’s latrines.” She laughed and coughed. “If only there was some interesting kind of defensive trap we could lay here.” 
 “Quiet,” Pol said as they walked past and into the fringes of the tents.  Pol remembered that Honna had a green colored dot, and most of these were yellow. Pol had no idea what the colors meant in his mind, but he focused on finding a green one. How else could they find Honna, if she was even here? 
 “Don’t skulk,” Kolli said. “We are soldiers in the army. Walk casually. However, Shira, keep your head down so your Shinkyan features won’t be noticed.” 
 Shira grunted, rubbing her injured arm. She kept her head bowed a bit. She stumbled and let out a little groan before she straightened up. Pol’s mouth dropped open when she gave him a weak smile with a face that looked like Paki’s. 
 “I don’t know if my arm hurts more than my face,” she said as they walked towards the center of the camp.  
 The darkness and the flickering flames of torches served to hide the trio as they traveled farther into the enemy’s midst. Pol found a familiar green dot up ahead where the light became brighter. He pointed to a dark space between tents. 
 “Those are magician lights ahead,” he said to Kolli. “We aren’t here to save Princess Honna. We are here to observe.” His words were more for his benefit than the others’.  
 They walked slowly among the thickening crowd of soldiers. Pol motioned towards a pathway through the tent city and stood looking into an open area. He could see Honna and Lord Riverdale sitting at a dinner table in front of a large tent.  
 King Astor walked out with Onkar and sat on the other side of Riverdale. They spent an hour observing their dinner. The conversation didn’t bring them any information that they didn’t already know, except Lord Riverdale still had a few disruptors in the city. The traitor lamented that there were just a few. Pol took that as good news. 
 The General stood and called to some guards. “Bring out the prisoners.” 
 Pol’s mouth dropped open when Paki and Kell, bound and obviously beaten, were dragged into the open area and commanded to kneel in front of the table. 
 “You know these boys?” Onkar looked at Honna. “They were caught riding hard to Borstall from the south. I thought we might have some fun with them tonight.” 
 “I know the dark-haired one. He was my youngest brother’s friend, a mere servant,” she said, the distaste plain on her face. It made her look hard and ugly, Pol thought. 
 “The other?” 
 Honna shrugged and shook her head.  
 Onkar stood and walked from behind the table. “We’ll find out why they were rushing back to Borstall,” he said with a face filled with arrogance. 
 He put a hand on Kell’s disheveled hair and stood back. 
 “Why were you out and about?” 
 Kell looked at Onkar. His eyes were filled with terror as he struggled with the truth spell. Pol had protected them from mind-control, and hopefully from coercion. 
 “We rode to warn the King of North Salvan that you were close to the city.” 
 Onkar sneered. “Is that all? Colvin must know that, right, Princess?” 
 “He hasn’t been able to think clearly about the threat,” she said.  
 “But what about Nater, our little renegade acolyte? Didn’t he remove Bythia’s spell?” Onkar said. 
 “Nater doesn’t exist. He is actually Poldon Fairfield, the disinherited prince,” Lord Riverdale said. 
 “When I last saw him, if one even looked at him, he would start to wheeze,” King Astor said. 
 “The last time you saw him, he was disguised as the acolyte who accompanied Captain Horker. He was able to free Beastwell and the Queen under your very nose. Those aren’t the actions of a feeble boy,” Onkar said. “We will put an end to these spies.” 
 He pulled out his sword. “Honna? Will you do the honors?” 
 “If it pleases you, General.” 
 She walked around the table and took the sword from Onkar.  
 “I’ll kill Poldon’s little friend first.” She looked like she was going to enjoy killing Paki. She grabbed the sword with both hands, point down, and lifted it up.  
 Onkar nodded, and four soldiers each took one of Paki’s limbs and spread him out. 
 Pol shook the shock out of his mind and sighed. He didn’t want to kill his sister, but Paki was a true friend, and he would not let Honna kill him. 
 “Get ready to run.” He had three of the flat Shinkyan throwing knives in his hand and pressed his lips together, preparing himself for what he had to do. 
 Honna took a deep breath as she raised the sword a bit higher. 
 Pol sent a knife deep into her chest. Everything went in slow motion for Pol as he watched her eyes widen and her mouth open in surprise just before she collapsed over Paki. 
 Then Pol did the same to Onkar. When the General fell, the soldiers began to shout, and they began draw weapons, looking in all directions before they began to run out of the open area. Lord Riverdale pulled King Astor into Onkar’s tent, depriving Pol of the third intended target, the King of South Salvan. 
 Pol reached into the pattern of the camp and pictured eliminating mind-control on everyone before spelling himself into invisibility as Kell and Paki were left alone, sprawling in the dirt in the midst of growing chaos. He tried to expand his spell over his friends, cut their bonds, and took each by the hand. Pol pulled them back towards Kolli and Shira. 
 “Where did the prisoners go?” Pol heard behind him. Their disappearance only brought more confusion inside the camp. 
 Kolli threw a tabard over Kell, so Pol did the same to Paki as they began to follow groups of soldiers running this way and that way until they reached the latrine area again. 
 Despite their gagging, Pol led them through the stench and into the forest.  
 “How did you get caught?” 
 Kell shook his head in the dark. “They have roving bands on the south side of Borstall. We didn’t run into them coming out from the castle since we headed west first.” 
 “My scouts stood a chance, then,” Kolli said. 
 They reached their horses. Paki rode with Kolli, and Shira sat behind a heavier Kell.  
 “There are dots throughout the area, but less towards the west, away from Borstall,” Pol said. He led them through the forest and diverted them to keep from running head-on into the enemy. 
 Pol stopped them at dawn, and they rested in a copse of woods next to an old deserted farm. They split up what food they had left.  
 “How did you get us out of the middle of everything?” Kell said. 
 “Invisibility,” Shira said. “He’s the only magician I know of who can do it.” 
 “That you know of,” Pol said. “I’ve used it before. I had to kill Onkar to stir up the nest.” 
 “So that will stop the war in one blow, eh?” Paki said. 
 Kolli shook her head. “Not with King Astor to lead them.” 
 “Not to mention the Abbot of Tesna. They won’t be as strong an army without Onkar, though,” Pol said. “Onkar was a charismatic leader and played by his own rules. They won’t be as hard to defeat, but any army of fifteen thousand men, as Onkar claimed, will be a difficult foe.” 
 Shira grasped Pol’s arm. “I’m sorry that you had to kill your sister.” 
 Pol had tried to push that act out of his mind, but he’d have to face the consequences of ending Honna’s life. “She wasn’t under any coercion when she relished putting Onkar’s sword through Paki’s chest. I had to make a choice, and,” he looked at Paki, “I know I made the right one.” At what cost, he wondered? Pol knew he would always remember his stepsister’s startled face. He lost his breath at the image and couldn’t shake the guilt of ending her life. 
 “She was a traitor to your father and to North Salvan,” Kolli said. “I know you’ll not easily forget what you did, but you saved your friends and eliminated your father’s enemy. Do you think she would hesitate if you were underneath that blade? We know she was complicit with the assassins attacking your father, the King.” 
 “But that’s not the point, is it? She was my sister,” Pol said. He shook his head. “I’m sorry. I did what I had to do, and if I was confronted with the same situation, I would still do it again.” Except he wished King Astor would have rushed to the General’s side. The man had ruined his family, and his daughter had been the one behind his mother’s death.  
 There, he found the perspective within the pattern that he needed. He thought of his mother’s death and imagined how Honna must have gloated that Queen Molissa died. He sighed.  
 “I’m okay now. I’m sorry. I just needed a bit of time to talk it out.” 
 Shira looked at him. Her hand had remained on his arm, and she gave him a squeeze. “We are all here for you, Pol.” 
 “Right,” Kolli said. “Enough of that. If you are ready to ride, we need to get going. We are closer to the army’s camp than to Borstall. I suggest we head there first and take some soldiers to Borstall with us, if the General agrees. 
 ~ 
 General Wellgill stood in front of his tent as Kolli led the group through the encampment.  
 Pol still wore chainmail, but the tabards had been tossed away soon after they left the deserted farm a day ago. 
 “Poldon Fairfield,” the General said. “You have a different look about you since I last we last met at the border of Tarida.” 
 “I feel different,” Pol said. “We have to get to Borstall.”  
 “I know. A messenger just arrived from the west. The Emperor’s forces are about ten days away, so I can afford to give you five hundred men. That is half the forces under my command. The rest will wait for the Emperor and attack the South Salvan army from the rear.” 
 “Ten days!” Pol said. “Borstall will fall to South Salvan before then.” 
 “It’s out of my hands. The Emperor’s orders take priority over King Colvin’s. You know that. I’m risking reprimand sending any of my men. Tell your father that the Emperor has commanded Taridan forces to move through North Salvan territory to bolster the battle at Borstall. I’ve sent officers north to escort the Taridans, but they are farther away than the Emperor.” 
 “Won’t King Colvin object?” Pol asked. 
 “This is an Imperial emergency. An army over ten thousand? Hazett won’t stop until he destroys the South Salvan forces, believe me. Tell me what has happened over a meal, and then you can head out.” 
 Pol let Kolli do the talking. It looked like there was no way to avoid the siege that Pol feared. He rubbed his hands on his pants, anxious to head back to Borstall.  
 “I’d like a fresh horse,” Pol said. “I can’t wait for your men to follow as quickly as I can ride.” 
 “Then take Kolli with you. She knows the land from here to Borstall better than anyone I know.” 
 Before the sun had set, Kolli led Pol and his friends out of the camp. They would travel through the night.  
 None of them said very much as they pushed their horses at Kolli’s command, running them hard and then walking their mounts the rest of the way. The sun had risen over the land when they caught sight of Borstall.  
 Kolli led them north and then along a faint trail to a small gate. They were all weary when they convinced the guards above the wall to let them in. A thick iron portcullis slammed down behind them as Pol entered Borstall last.  
 They pushed their mounts to the main castle courtyard and wearily dismounted as King Colvin walked down the steps to greet them. Kelso and Captain Carter rushed up to Pol. 
 “What have you learned?” Colvin said. 
 Pol put his hand on the King’s shoulder. “Honna is dead. She was a traitor, through and through.” 
 The King stood speechless like a statue until he finally said, “Honna?” 
 “Without coercion and not being mind-controlled. I saw her with my own eyes, sitting with King Aston, General Onkar, and Lord Riverdale. The South Salvan army will be at Borstall’s gate in about four days. The Emperor’s forces will arrive in ten. There are five hundred North Salvan soldiers marching in from the west, part of General Wellgill’s army. The Emperor has ordered him to wait with the rest of his troops. Taridan forces are coming down from the north. They will all be too late.” 
 Pol had said it all. He felt numb as he handed over the Emperor’s message. He looked up to see Queen Isa and Horker standing by the main door to the castle.  
 “We’ve been riding through the night. I suggest you prepare for a siege.” 
 “Six days to hold. Do they really have fifteen thousand troops?” the King said. 
 “Close enough,” Pol said. “I need to sleep, as do my friends, including Kolli.” 
 King Colvin looked at Kolli, Paki, Kell, and Shira. “He speaks the truth?” 
 They all nodded. 
 “Go on. I’ll talk to you later. Honna really is dead?” He sounded heartbroken, as well he should, thought Pol. 
 Queen Isa rushed down the steps and took the King’s arm. “You need a good drink. Come.” 
 Pol turned to Kelso. “Get everything ready for a siege. There are still a few of Riverdale’s men in the city prepared to disrupt things. You know what to do better than I do.” 
 “We’ve already been planning,” Kelso said. “You get some rest.” 
 Paki and Kell gave Pol a hug and left the castle grounds on foot. 
 “I’ll rest in the Castle Guard building. I’ve done it often enough before,” Kolli said.  
 Shira still stood by his side. “Let’s get some breakfast in the kitchen and then we can rest.” She took his hand and led him around the castle.  
 “You must be as tired as I am,” Pol said. “Your arm must be pounding.”  
 She smiled at him. “It is, but one of General Wellgill’s healers gave me some additional powder for the pain. I can get it inside me when we eat.”  
 Hand in hand, with Shira doing some pulling, Pol let her lead him into the kitchen.  
 “My Prince!” Paki’s mother said.  
 “I’m not a prince. I’ve even changed my name to Pol Cissert.” 
 “That suits a mysterious young man like you.” She paused to give him a smile. “Breakfast is what you both need. Are those circles under your eyes, young lady?” she said to Shira. 
 Her hand went to her face. “Is she serious?” Shira asked Pol. 
 “I think so. They are faint,” He smiled, surprised that he could do so when he felt so tired. 
 They sat and ate a breakfast worthy of the royal family dining room. Pol made sure Shira took her medicine, and they walked the relatively short distance to his room.  
 He opened the door. Had he only been gone two days? It seemed like weeks. Shira followed him in and lay down on the other bed in the room.  
 “I’ll sleep in here, for now. Like old times, eh?” she said. 
 Pol wasn’t about to argue. He removed his weapons and his boots and lay down. He looked over at Shira who looked at him from across the room. Her eyes began to blink and lower and soon she was asleep. Perhaps it was the medicine. 
 It didn’t matter to Pol. He wondered about his feelings for her. In some ways, they were so alike, he thought. Bright, talented, yet both of them had lived a sheltered life. No matter what Shira had told him about being a merchant’s daughter, she had a narrow life experience, just like him. He smiled at the thought and let his eyes close. 
 ~~~ 
 



   

CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX

 ~ 
 POL OPENED HIS EYES. Shira had already gone, and that saddened him a bit. He sat up and stretched, but he felt much better. 

 Using the pitcher and bowl in the room, he washed up as best he could and changed into the clothes he wore for the state dinner. He left his room, seeking the King. The most likely place would be his study.  
 He rubbed his eyes as he went. How would he ever tell King Colvin about killing his daughter? It had to be done, and Pol expected to be expelled from Borstall before the day was over, if not something worse. 
 Four guards stood in front of the study, so he probably sat behind those doors. 
 “I’d like to see my father,” he said to the guards. 
 “He is in counsel with his closest advisors,” one of them said. 
 “I’ll be back. If he asks for me, I’ll be in the gardens.” 
 Pol returned to the small section of the garden that held the memorial to his mother. He sat on the same bench that he had shared with Queen Isa. As he looked at the statue of his mother, he smiled at the poor rendition of her, but then he wondered if King Colvin had done that on purpose. Grostin, Landon, Bythia, and Honna would probably have objected if the statue accurately depicted his mother. 
 It didn’t matter to him. Pol appreciated any remembrance of her. He pulled out the amulet she had left him. Throughout all this time, he had worn it beneath his clothes, and Pol felt it had given him strength.  
 The device had weathered a number of personal storms. There were more to come, maybe within the hour? he thought. What came after Borstall, if there was an ‘after Borstall’? Perhaps he could take Shira home to Tishiko, the capital of Shinkya, where she said she lived. Maybe Demeron would find his way there, too.   
 He laughed. Shinkya was at least as big as North Salvan. How could he find a horse in such a large country? Even if he did find him, how would he get the stallion out? Pol had no idea where the copy of his title was. His original papers had been left at Deftnis. 
 Pol could sense the beginnings of depression that led him into a state of melancholia. He stood up and took a deep breath. He didn’t want to get that way again. He bowed to the statue in memory of his mother and went back to the King’s study. 
 “He can see you now, Master Poldon,” a guard said.  
 No prince. Pol snorted. That was fine with him. Pol knocked and walked into the study.  
 He faced the King and the backs of Kolli and Shira.  
 “Sit down, son,” King Colvin said. His voice was subdued. “These two have already told me the story of Honna’s death and your rescue of your two friends.” 
 Pol took a chair and dragged it next to Shira’s. 
 “How do you feel about what you did?” his father asked. 
 Pol looked at Shira, who gave him a nod of encouragement. Kolli showed him a weak smile. “I wasn’t comfortable at all. I thought of disabling her, but that wouldn’t have saved my friends. It took a lot to take her life just before she would have taken the lives of Paki and Kell.” 
 “She was a traitor,” the King said. “You did say she wasn’t under compulsion?” 
 Pol nodded his head. “She knew what she was doing, sitting at dinner with your enemies.” 
 “And that includes King Astor,” Colvin said. It wasn’t a question. It was a statement. 
 “Isa told me all about Onkar. He deserved his death, and I suppose, so did Honna. She was in on the assassination, undoubtedly.” He looked at Pol. “I didn’t raise her very well.” 
 “My mother and you did the best you could,” Pol said. “There are unavoidable strains in a royal family.” 
 “I know that as well as you. Luckily, I didn’t have any siblings,” King Colvin said. “Kolli and Shira told me how anguished you were after your escape. That speaks well of you. You saved Landon’s life because you had the opportunity, and I have no doubt you would have done the same for Honna under other circumstances.” 
 “But there weren’t other circumstances, and for that I am sorry.” 
 King Colvin waved the comment away.  
 “Kolli will stay and protect Queen Isa, along with Shira. You will return to your former rooms in the palace. They have been used for guests, and they all exited the castle a few nights ago. Horker will take the room that Val used, if that is acceptable.” 
 “Is that all?” 
 King Colvin stood, making them all stand. “I’d like a few more words with Pol.” 
 Shira and Kolli left the room. The King motioned for Pol to sit again. 
 “Grostin knows that Honna died, but not that you ended her life. I’m not sure what he will do when he finds out. You are still under my protection, and I offer that to you as long as either of us lives. We’ve talked about him before, but I want you to try to make peace with him.” 
 Pol gripped the arms of his chair. “I’m not sure that is possible.” 
 “Then perhaps some accommodation. I will allow you to work with Jamey and Kelso in working out Borstall’s defenses. Farthia Wissingbel taught you extremely well, and you can help them more than I can.” 
 “I saw the memorial to Mother.” 
 The King sighed. “Isa told me. I made it less than what she was on purpose. I hope you don’t mind, but I didn’t want the statue desecrated. Now you know why I turned away from her. It wasn’t on purpose.” 
 “I was ready to execute King Astor.”  
 “Shira told me. That was unfortunate. I am confident that the Emperor will soon get the chance. I only hope we can hold out for a week’s siege. Borstall hasn’t been invaded before, but I am worried.” 
 “As am I.” 
 “One other thing.” King Colvin swallowed as if preparing himself. “I know that I am not your true father.” Pol could see his father’s eyes well up.  
 “If there was ever another person who could perform mind-control it would have been that Cissert fellow, your true father. I met him a few times, and I did not like him. Your mother had a hard time with her parents’ deaths, and he gave her the solace that I couldn’t.” 
 “I didn’t know until just before she died.” 
 The King put a finger to his eye. “She never knew I knew. Cissert was in poor health and died of natural causes before I decided what to do about him.” He looked directly into Pol’s eyes. “As far as I am concerned, you are part of me. You are part of Borstall, and even though you are disinherited, I am proud to have you for a son.” 
 Pol’s reply caught in his throat. “I, I am yours until death,” Pol said. 
 The King looked at him grimly. “I hope it doesn’t come to that, but,” he stood up, “I’d like to hug you.” He stepped around the desk and took Pol in his arms. “I’m glad you had the courage to come back home, Pol.” 
 Colvin called him Pol for the first time he could remember. “Thank you for receiving me,” Pol said as he tightened his arms around his father. 
 ~ 
 Pol let Horker walk around the city battlements with him. Kelso had given Pol the assignment to see if there were any weaknesses in the defenses. 
 Unfortunately, Borstall was built in the relatively peaceful times of the Empire. The walls weren’t particularly tall, although the battlements were designed to accommodate some weapons. The problem was there weren’t enough trained men in the city to fully man them.  
 The five hundred North Salvan soldiers that had just arrived in the afternoon would be spread around, but there were three shifts of soldiers needed for a siege, and up until now, the city and castle guards only had enough to man the various gates into the city and not much else.  
 Pol couldn’t rely on the death of Onkar to put the South Salvan army into disarray. If he were a general, he would concentrate his forces on two or three points and flood the city with men. He didn’t think the city wall could hold back the Guardians and the South Salvan army, even if they all weren’t compelled to fight.  
 He looked back at the castle and had a little better feeling about the siege. The walls were higher and the perimeter shorter, but over time multi-story buildings were built too close to the castle walls. 
 “What do you think, Horker?” 
 The former monk looked helplessly at Pol. “I am out of my depth here. I can fight as well as any man, but I learned magic, not defense.” 
 “What about defending the monastery? It looked like a fortress.” 
 “Not really. The walls aren’t particularly thick, and there were lots of small gates, not to mention the open gate to the new practice field that was made from simple wood.” 
 Did the monks really think they could take over the world using mind-control? He hoped that the Emperor’s magicians could find an easier way to solve the compulsion problem. 
 “It’s time to talk to Kelso.” 
 Horker nodded and followed Pol through the city streets. The people seemed skittish. The usual casual conversations Pol had noticed before he had left the castle earlier weren’t much in evidence.  
 He walked towards the Castle Guards and saw commoners with wooden swords in their hands. Jamey Carter had put General Wellgill’s soldiers to good use training the citizens to defend themselves.  
 Pol hoped it wouldn’t come to that. Onkar’s, now King Astor’s, mind-controlled army wouldn’t hesitate to cut down a poorly trained citizen. Pol shuddered at thoughts of the bloodbath to come. He hoped that Val and the Emperor’s army were closer than he thought.  
 He found Kelso on the other side of the practice field talking to a soldier.  
 “What’s your opinion?” Kelso said. He sent the soldier for Jamey, who wasn’t long in coming. 
 “We’d need the whole army to really man the city walls. You’ll have to have them pooled somewhere, ready to go where the greatest need is. Do you have any siege engines that can fire into the army? A ballista or catapults?” 
 Jamey nodded. “We have thirty or more with plenty of rocks and cranes that can drop burning oilskins on the attackers.” 
 That didn’t sound like enough to Pol.  
 “What about archers?” 
 “We are training men and women to shoot. With an army of fifteen thousand, they are certain to find targets.” 
 “And arrows?”  
 “Fifteen thousand arrows, I’m afraid. We always thought we’d be attacked by an army of two thousand.” 
 Pol groaned. “They won’t be good enough to hit a soldier with every arrow.” 
 “The fallback is Borstall Castle. We’ll have to have men assigned to fall back in a breach and rally to the castle walls. The new buildings are too close. For some, you’d just need a long ladder to make a bridge from a roof to the wall. I doubt we could tear down enough to make a difference,” Jamey said. 
 “It looks hopeless,” Kelso said. 
 “Until you realize that the Emperor will be arriving in four or five days after they arrive. Anyone alive by then will be saved by Imperial forces.” 
 Jamey looked at both of them. “Five days to hold.” 
 Pol nodded. “How secure is the harbor?” 
 “The castle cliff protects the south side, and there are also cliffs on the other. The maritime merchants will have their men protecting the ships. Unless King Astor launches a naval attack, that will be the last part of the city to be invaded,” Jamey said.  
 “So we’ll need the King and his son and daughter to be ready to ship out,” Pol said. He had already spoken to the king about such a possibility when he first revealed his identity. 
 “Colvin will never flee,” Kelso said.  
 “I know. But we can save Grostin and Amonna.” He would be speaking to Grostin next. “I don’t think I’ve helped any.” 
 Kelso put a hand on Pol’s shoulder. “No, but you’ve pretty much confirmed what Jamey and I have come up with. We’ll need a lot of luck.” 
 Pol nodded. “I have to find Grostin.” 
 Horker left Pol to see how Queen Isa fared. Pol was certain he didn’t want to visit Grostin any more than Pol did. 
 It took nearly an hour, but Pol found Grostin sitting by himself in Pol’s old classroom. It used to be the nursery where all of King Colvin’s children used to play.  
 Pol had learned quite a bit under the tutelage of Farthia Wissingbel, daughter of a high-ranking advisor to the Emperor. The books that he had studied still filled the shelves. Grostin ran his finger along a map of North Salvan, but Pol could see he wasn’t planning, but thinking of other things. 
 “May I have a few moments of your time?” Pol asked. His heart beat quickly, reminding him of days past when this kind of confrontation would lead to wheezing and a loss of strength. Today his heart just pumped away a bit harder than normal. 
 “Are you going to kill me, too?” Grostin said, listlessly. 
 “No. Honna was about to murder someone.” 
 His eyes, red-rimmed, swiveled towards Pol. “So you murdered her?” 
 “I don’t call it murder. She was a traitor to North Salvan. She betrayed Father and Honna betrayed you, if you must know. Do you think King Astor will have a Fairfield around if he succeeds in invading Borstall? He won’t hesitate to kill Honna, Father, and you. I’m already on his list for other crimes.” 
 Grostin gnashed his teeth and turned away. “We only have you to believe that Bythia was going to poison Landon.” 
 “That’s not true. Val was there.” 
 “Your friend Valiso Gasibli.” 
 “Ask Landon for the real truth. He might surprise you with it. Ask Queen Isa how King Astor really feels about us.” 
 “I already have.” Grostin went back to the map and idly traced something on the map with his finger. “It is my choice not to believe her.” 
 “But you do, don’t you?” 
 Grostin stood up with his fists clenched. “I refuse to accept you as my brother. I refuse to think that you are anything other than a murdering swine.” 
 Pol felt his temper rise. He took a deep breath, but it didn’t do any good. “And who murdered my mother? You? Amonna? No. It was Bythia, who used her magic to trick Amonna. She knew something was wrong, but Bythia never told her there was poison. I heard Bythia admit to it when she spoke to Landon. You just stood by and let it happen.” 
 “So?” Grostin said. 
 Pol let out his breath. Was his brother so closed to reason? “What will it take for you to believe me?” 
 “An impossible task.” He rose and walked to the window, looking down at the courtyard.  
 “Then do just one thing for me.” 
 “What would that be?”  
 Pol could hear the familiar venom in Grostin’s voice. 
 “Take a ship tomorrow for Tarida with Amonna. Come back after the Emperor’s forces have taken care of King Astor.” Pol didn’t mention that Grostin would likely return as the King of North Salvan. 
 “Father won’t go.” 
 Pol nodded. “He won’t.”  
 Grostin looked into Pol’s eyes, and Pol didn’t flinch one bit. “You mean it, don’t you? I thought you’d be one that would insist I stay.” 
 After shaking his head, Pol said, “I love my sister, Amonna. I don’t want another sibling killed, even you.” He looked around, trying to keep his emotions in check. “I love this room and the hours I spent learning.” 
 Grostin snorted. “You certainly were a good student.” 
 Pol was startled by the grudging compliment, but he continued. “I want North Salvan to survive. The only way to insure that is for you to leave with your sister.” 
 “What about you?” 
 Pol grunted. “Does anybody care about me?” 
 “Amonna does,” Grostin said.  
 “Can we agree that we must save her?” 
 Grostin nodded without looking Pol in the eyes.  
 “Then take her away and return. You’ll only need to be gone for two weeks. Sail north to Tarida, put in at a Taridan port, and return. By then it will all be over.” 
 “What if King Astor wins?” 
 Pol shook his head. “The Abbot of Tesna and King Astor are delusional. When the Emperor brings his forces to bear, they’re never defeated. He will bring more men than King Astor has. King Astor had men under compulsion, but most aren’t well-trained. The Emperor has the best trained fighting force on the continent.” 
 “You really believe that?” 
 Pol nodded. 
 “I wish Father would come with us.” Grostin said. 
 That was a surprising comment. Pol had always thought his brother couldn’t wait to sit on the North Salvan throne. “He won’t.” 
 “I know.” Grostin looked up at Pol. “If I become King, I will clap you in irons if you return. Believe me on that.” 
 “I do,” Pol said. “Take care of Amonna.” 
 Grostin nodded and began to play with the map again as Pol took one last glance back into the classroom. 
 ~ 
 Pol entered the Throne Room. His father had a table stacked with papers sitting by his throne. Four men sat at another table in front of the throne talking quietly. 
 “Pol, just a few minutes.” 
 King Colvin turned his attention back to his discussions. He still conducted the business of North Salvan in the face of an attacking army.  
 He found a wall to lean on. Pol’s own attention turned back to his talk with Grostin. He didn’t know what kind of King his brother would make, but Pol never had taken Grostin as a person with any depth. Their discussion showed him a different view. For some reason, he felt reassured by the introspection he viewed. 
 Perhaps there was hope for North Salvan under Grostin’s rule. There certainly wasn’t any reason for thinking Pol could return once this was all over, but then Pol had already resigned himself never to return, and here he was waiting for an audience with his father. Everything had been laid bare on this mission, and Pol wondered if he’d be around for any introspection on his own part.  
 King Astor wouldn’t let Pol live a minute once he conquered Borstall, not even for a day. King Colvin would certainly die, and Pol would be next. He sighed at the thought. 
 “Pol.” King Colvin drew Pol out of his thoughts. The men had left, along with most of their papers. A small stack still sat next to the King. 
 Pol approached the King. “I have spoken with Grostin. He has agreed to depart Borstall and linger in Tarida until this is over.” 
 Colvin nodded. “He must, you know.” 
 “I do. Is there no hope of you joining them?” Pol had to ask. 
 “No. I won’t let Astor taint my city without a fight.” 
 Pol shook his head. “It shouldn’t have been like this.” 
 “A lot of things have happened that shouldn’t have.” 
 Pol looked at his father. “Deftnis saved me.” 
 “It saved all of my family, except for Honna and your mother. I still love them both, you know.” 
 Pol had to change the subject. “I’ve gone over my analysis with Kelso and Captain Carter. We all think pretty much alike.”  
 “I was afraid of that,” King Colvin said. “It’s time you sought out that Shinkyan. I think she is an admirable girl. I’ve met few Shinkyans before, but she is very special, and she likes you.” The King immediately turned back to uncomfortable subjects. 
 “I like her. I’m new to this boy-girl stuff. Maybe it’s ill-fated,” Pol said. “She is not what she seems.” 
 “Oh? And what does she seem?” 
 Pol didn’t have an answer, but he’d have to get it out of Shira at some point. 
 “I’m glad to see your life take on so many new dimensions. Make sure you live to take on even more.” 
 Fatherly advice? Pol hadn’t engaged in a conversation so serious and personal before. The King had admitted he knew that Pol wasn’t his true son, but he acted more like his father now than he ever had. “I’ll do my best.”  
 Pol managed a smile and left his father to his paperwork. 
 ~~~ 
 



   

CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN

 ~ 
 KELSO AND JAMEY SHARED THE PLANS they had made with Pol. They had asked for his agreement, but Pol had to admit that with his lack of experience, he couldn’t add anything other than the obvious.

 Reports had come in about the advancing army. Supplies had dried up from the South and were just trickling in from the West and North. With Covial being an inland capital in South Salvan, King Astor had no navy to blockade the port of Borstall, so the capital relied on ships bringing in what the city needed. 
 What Borstall needed most was the miracle of the Emperor arriving days earlier than he claimed. 
 Pol walked back to the castle through the courtyard. 
 “There you are!” Amonna called. “I wasn’t going to leave without saying goodbye.” 
 “You’ve talked to Father?” Pol asked.  
 She nodded. “Grostin is having a few last words. You’ll see me to the docks?” 
 Pol gave her a smile that he didn’t feel. “I will.” 
 A carriage drove up packed up with trunks and bags. Grostin obviously expected the castle to be sacked by King Astor. 
 “There you are, Amonna,” Grostin said. He bowed his head slightly at Pol. “Poldon. Would you accompany us to our ship?” 
 “Of course.” The request surprised Pol. 
 Grostin helped Amonna into the carriage before he climbed in himself. Pol followed after. 
 The ride would only take a few minutes, but Pol wanted to remember his sister’s face as she held his hands in her own. 
 “Father insisted that we say our farewells,” Grostin said. “Our words in the old nursery still represent my true feelings.” Mercifully, Grostin didn’t recount them in front of Amonna. 
 “Take good care of her, Grostin.” 
 He nodded. “I will guard her with my life.” The words jarred Pol under the circumstances.  
 “What will you do after the Emperor comes?” Amonna asked.  
 Pol honestly hadn’t put much thought into that.  
 “I probably won’t be here when you return. I’ll either go back to Deftnis or perhaps take a tour of Volia.” 
 “Volia! Why would you do such a thing?” 
 “My mother said she had distant relatives from there.” Pol plucked his silvery blond hair. “That’s where we both got this.” He gave her a smile.  
 She grabbed his arm. “You are so grim. Everything will be all right.” 
 “Perhaps. I’ll make sure I think of you everyday.” He grabbed her hands again. 
 “And will you think of me, as well?” Grostin said. 
 Pol looked over at Grostin, baiting him at this last hour. “Maybe not you, every day.” He watched Grostin nod a bit too knowingly. 
 They reached the dock, and Pol helped the driver unload the bags, which were lugged aboard by sailors. 
 “One last hug. I’m so glad we were able to see each other again,” Amonna said.  
 Pol hugged her and looked over her shoulder at Grostin. His brother just smirked. Pol decided then that he would find a way to reunite with his sister, even if he had to beg the Emperor to grant Amonna an audience in Yastan. 
 With that thought, he broke off his hug. He shook his brother’s hand. “I truly wish you well, Grostin.” He looked the soon-to-be King of South Salvan in the eye. “I really do. You and Landon both.” 
 Grostin looked away and took a deep breath. “I believe you do, but that doesn’t change anything.” 
 “What?” Amonna said. 
 “Nothing. Something about Pol’s future. Father knows all about it. I’ll tell you when we return.” 
 Amonna looked confused and gazed at both of her brothers. 
 “Grostin is right. It doesn’t change anything.” Pol repeated Grostin’s words but put his own meaning behind them. 
 The sea captain walked up and bowed to Grostin. “We must be off, My Prince. The tide.” 
 Grostin took Amonna’s arm. “It’s time to sail.”  
 They walked up the plank walkway to the ship. It was raised, and the ship drifted out until the wind truly hit the sails, and with Amonna waving to him from the stern, Pol saw his sister off. He vowed he would see her again and even Grostin under better circumstances. 
 He stood and watched the ship disappear until someone bumped his arm. 
 “There you are,” Paki said, his face uncharacteristically somber. He looked out to sea. “Oh. Amonna was on that ship?” 
 Pol nodded. 
 “It’s a good thing she’s gone. The enemy has been spotted from the city walls. 
 ~ 
 Pol looked up at the men lining the city’s ramparts. His horse bucked a bit, while the gate opened, and he followed Banson Hisswood, King Colvin’s chief advisor, and Jamey Carter for a parlay. 
 His role was to provide a shield for the two men. The wind blew cold under a low overcast. The sun was up, but it didn’t have the strength to punch through the clouds. 
 King Astor, Abbot Festor, and Manda, Astor’s magician, sat on their horses beneath a white banner, rippling in the raw breeze. All of the men wore full armor. The Abbot had a maroon tabard with an extra-large embroidered symbol of Tesna worked in gold thread. The other two wore the powder blue colors of South Salvan. 
 “I see young Poldon has returned to his father’s side. Are you a prince again? It won’t be for long.” 
 “I’m no prince, but my father has asked me to join this parley.” 
 Astor looked around. “Where is Prince Grostin?” 
 “He is otherwise occupied, King Astor,” Hisswood said. His iron gray beard shook while he talked, but mostly it blew along with the banner. “My King requests you to leave North Salvan. Trespassing on his land with an illegal army will result in your deaths, all three of you.” 
 The Abbot smiled as Pol felt the pressure of mind-control. He had shielded both Hisswood and Jamey Carter before they left the city. 
 “Stop it,” Pol said quietly, looking directly at Festor. 
 “Stop what, boy?” 
 “The mind-control spell. That is an act of aggression during a parlay. Under Imperial terms it allows me to attack you.” 
 The Abbot sneered. “Attack away.” 
 The pressure continued. 
 “Kill the boy,” Abbot Fester said to Jamey. 
 “Why would I do that?”  
 The Abbot’s eyes widened.  
 “You might have known me in my disguise as Nater Grainell,” Pol said. “Actually I am Deftnis-trained, to your dismay.” 
 “My dismay? Deftnis monks are charlatans compared to the true might of Tesnan magic. You are nothing but a common traitor.” 
 The intensity of Festor’s spell pounded against Pol’s shields. “That is enough,” Pol said. “You are too arrogant.” 
 “Don’t you dare judge me,” Festor said. 
 “Stop it, Abbot,” Manda said, putting his hand on the Abbot’s arm.  
 Festor pulled his arm away. “You don’t command me!” 
 The pressure didn’t stop, so Pol pulled a knife out of his boot and teleported it into the Abbot’s heart. The man fell off his horse. 
 Manda looked at King Astor with astonishment. “My shield didn’t stop his knife!” 
 Astor’s eyes widened as he looked down at the body. “You killed Onkar and the Princess?” 
 Pol nodded. “And I was instrumental in Bythia killing herself with the poison she intended for my brother.” 
 “You!” King Astor said.  He reached for his sword, but then he lifted up his hand. “I haven’t done anything. You’ve made your point.” He again looked down at the Abbot’s body. “You will not surrender?” 
 Hisswood shook his head. “No.” 
 “Hand over my wife and this boy along with King Colvin’s head, and we will move on to Tarida without destroying Borstall.” 
 “No,” Hisswood said. He turned and led Pol and Jamey back to the castle. A flight of arrows bounced off Pol’s shield just before they passed through the gate. 
 King Colvin stopped them just as the guards sealed the entrance to the city. “You killed one of them?” He looked at Pol. 
 “Abbot Festor attempted mind-control. I asked him to stop, but he refused. I put an end to his personal dream of world-domination. Now all who is left is Manda, Astor’s Court Magician—” 
 “I know who he is. And King Astor, of course,” King Colvin said, “with his thousands of soldiers.” 
 “He said he would move on to Tarida if Queen Isa, Pol, and your head were delivered to them,” Hisswood said. 
 The King grew red in the face. “How I ended up liking him is beyond me.” 
 “You were forced to like him,” Pol said. 
 Colvin nodded. “I was, wasn’t I?” He shook his head and galloped back to the castle, letting the others follow. “Now we have to fight stall so Emperor Hazett will obliterate them. There are worse ways to die.” He turned his horse around and silently led them to the castle. 
 “When will they attack?” the King asked as soon as he dismounted in the castle courtyard. 
 “I don’t think they have any reason to wait,” Hisswood said.  
 The King looked at all three of them in turn and sighed. “I’ll be in the castle’s war room with a city map. You all have your defensive areas. I intend to make the decision when to pull back to the castle walls. The longer we can delay Astor’s army, the better chance the Emperor will have of getting here in time.” 
 Pol knew what delay meant. Thousands would be killed. Innocent Borstall citizens would suffer along with the armed men inside the city walls. He took a deep breath and left them talking about details.  
 He had his own personal duties. The King had put him in charge of protecting Queen Isa. Kolli and Horker would be by her side at all times. Queen Isa promised she would take one of the few ships left in port, a merchantman bound for Volia. Kell’s father owned the ship. Paki and Kell would make sure it was ready to go when the time came.  
 Pol hoped he would be able to convince his father to leave at the very end. He didn’t think the chances were good, but Pol had try. Until then, Shira and Pol would be at the city walls, fighting for as long as they could before retreating.  
 Pol walked to his old rooms through all the frenetic activity. Guards, soldiers, and servants rushed back and forth on errands. When he opened the door, Shira put her arms around him. Pol backed up a step with surprise. 
 “You’re alive,” she said. “I was worried that they would do something to upset the parlay.” 
 Pol wondered if he should attempt to hug her back, but he still had armor on. “Abbot Festor tried to apply mind-control. He was a bit too smug about violating Imperial parlay terms. I warned him three times and then took care of him. Shields don’t stop teleporting. Did you know that?” 
 “Just like Honna?” 
 Pol nodded. “And Onkar. It’s too easy. At least it’s too easy for me. When this is all over, I’m going to have to think about what is right and what is wrong. Teleporting weapons into someone’s body is effective, but…” He shook his head, wondering again what kind of person he had become. “That’s for another time. Get your armor on. We are headed back to the top of the walls.” 
 Shira disappeared into Horker’s room and came out fully armed. “Will you help me carry quivers?” 
 Pol smiled. “That’s the least I can do,” he said. “We can check on Horker and Kolli on the way out.” 
 They walked purposefully through the castle and stood in front of Queen Molissa’s old rooms. Kolli and Horker sat on chairs situated at each side of the doors. 
 “We’re heading out to the walls. Once you have word that they have been breached, take the Queen to the docks. You three can stay on the ship. I hope we can hold out for two or three days.” 
 Queen Isa walked out in the same outfit she had worn when they headed for Borstall. Pol noticed the sword buckled to her hip. 
 “You know how to use that?” 
 She looked at Pol sideways. “We’ve been through that before.” 
 Pol gave Isa a bit of a bow. “No heroics. King Astor asked for you and for me as conditions for surrender. I think he wants to enjoy killing us both slowly.” 
 “And painfully, if I know Astor.” She exhaled and nodded her head. “No heroics.” 
 “Good.” 
 Horker stood. “Are you sure you don’t need me on the walls?” 
 “Is the Queen more important than one additional man against thousands?” 
 The former monk nodded. “As always, you are correct. I will remain vigilant in my assignment.” He looked over at Kolli. 
 “Don’t worry about us, just go. I’ve already got our bags packed. Every soldier killed is one less that can get to the Queen,” she said. 
 Pol saluted the way the North Salvan soldiers did. Kolli was the only one who returned Pol’s salute. He took Shira’s hand, and they both left for the walls. 
 ~~~ 
 



   

CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT

 ~ 
 THE ARMY HAD STOPPED TO SET UP CAMP well away from the ranged weapons arrayed on the walls.

 Pol walked up to Jamey. “Where’s Kelso?” 
 “He’s getting his family out of Borstall. Astor hasn’t wheeled his forces around to the north yet. He will command that side of the city, and Hisswood will take the south.” 
 With Grostin as King of North Salvan, Kelso had vowed to leave the country, or at least Borstall. Pol expected the man to be true to his word. 
 “Have you shot any weapons yet?” 
 Jamey shook his head. “It looks like they know our range well enough.” 
 Pol smiled. “Want to give them something to think about?” 
 Jamey swiveled his eyes from the activity of the South Salvan army to Pol. “Magic?” 
 “I can give a little boost to a catapult. I might faint or something from the effort, but every bit of time that keeps them at bay works in our favor.” 
 That brought a grin to the Captain’s face. “Straight ahead. I can barely make out some large tents going up.” 
 The fact that the South Salvans were making camp gave Pol a shred of hope that they would lay a patient siege. “Let’s try,” Pol said.  
 Jamey escorted Shira and Pol to a catapult. The ones on the wall weren’t very large, but Pol had seen them in action while troops practiced using them.   
 He looked out and built a pattern of the terrain in his mind that terminated at the tents. He nodded to Jamey. Pol heard the ropes strain and the men who worked the pulley grunt with effort.  
 The catapult shook as the missile shot into the sky. Pol closed his eyes and located the ball and then tweaked it, putting the force of his power into the inertia of the rock. He guided it towards the tents, and just before it hit the ground, he shattered the bonds that held the rock together, hoping that it would rain fragments down on the soldiers, giving them a message of the power of Borstall’s defenses. 
 Pol staggered after that last blast of power. A few seconds later, he heard the sound of an explosion. His vision blurred, and he felt Shira help support him. Pol opened his eyes and could see the camp, but the large tents seemed to be flattened. He didn’t know if his mind played tricks, but he knew he didn’t have many augmented catapult throws in him. 
 “Amazing. I think you shattered the exact area you aimed for,” Jamey said. Pol could hear the excitement in his voice. He stood in front of Pol. “Are you all right?” 
 “Not really,” Pol said. “Moving large objects saps a lot of power. That was no exception. I guided the missile towards the right place.” 
 “You won’t be able to…” Jamey said.  
 “No. Only one or two times, if that, and then I’ll be useless for some time thereafter.” 
 Pol tried to think if there was anything else he could do. He looked at the catapult with disappointment. He pictured the rock flying through the air. Where had he seen something like that before? Recently.  
 He watched the camp for a while, and then looked back at Shira. He suddenly remembered how Shira communicated with Shinkyans outside the monastery.  
 “Do you still have your slingshot?” Pol said. He remembered the pea shooter that had helped Grostin cheat at the Emperor’s tournament two summers ago. 
 “I always have it with me.” She pulled it out of the bag of strings that she kept with her bow and arrows.  
 “Is there somewhere I can get metal balls made?” Pol said.  
 Jamey thought. “Like a ball mill? That’s what a potter uses to grind minerals for clay.” 
 Pol hadn’t heard of such a thing. “Can I get some?” 
 Jamey called for a soldier and gave him instructions and pulled out some coins.  
 “He’ll fetch what he can. I also sent him to a place that sells those.” Jamey said. He looked at the slingshot, and then gazed at the catapult. “Big rocks take a lot out of you, but smaller ones don’t?” 
 “We need all the arrows we can use,” Pol said, “but I think I can shoot a ball farther with a slingshot than I can throw a knife. We’ll see how long I can hold out.” 
 “I can help.” Shira said. “It will save some arrows. I always do a bit of course correction.” She winked at him. “What did you to do the rock?” 
  “With teleportation, you picture where it is to go and then tweak the path, which is the pattern in this case, pushing it along,” Pol said. 
 “What made the explosion?” Shira asked.  
 “A final tweak at the end. I released the bonds holding the rock together. That’s how I visualized it.” He shrugged. “I’ve never done such a thing before.” 
 “It worked.” 
 “Right,” Pol said. “And I nearly fainted. Even now that I can handle a lot more magic, there are always limitations.” 
 Shira put her hand on Pol’s shoulder. “Limitations are good, aren’t they? Isn’t that what you are seeking? Moral limitations?” 
 Pol nodded. Limitations on magical power and limitations to keep morally strong. Pol would have to remember that.  
 He noticed a shard that broke off from a rock and used a sip of magic to round the edges. “Could I use the slingshot?”  
 Shira gave him the little weapon. 
 Pol spied a signpost about one hundred yards from the wall. He could throw a knife with some accuracy about half that distance. He closed his eyes and located the post in his mind and pulled back the slingshot. He felt the rock between his fingers through the leather pad and let it fly. The rock began to wobble as it lost speed, but Pol picked it up within the pattern in his mind and used a sip of magic to guide it to the signpost. 
 He opened his eyes to the sound of the smaller missile hitting the signpost. The wood signboard split in two. He stood looking at the damage and flexing his fingers. A sip of magic. Pol could probably stand on the wall and fling rocks at enemy soldiers until his arms tired out. He didn’t use any more magic than he did as a pattern master. 
 “You try,” Pol said.  
 Shira beamed at him. “I like slingshots. They are sneaky.” 
 “There won’t be anything sneaky about this. The South Salvans used a pea-shooter with a metal ball, but those only stung. This will have more of a bite,” Pol said. 
 He picked up another shard and shaped it with his magic. That took more of his power than the shot. He gave it to Shira. 
 “Picture the flight?”  
 Pol nodded. “The intended flight becomes the pattern. You tweak the trajectory of the rock and add momentum.” 
 She sighted the same signpost and drew back the slingshot. She let fly and used her eyes to sight the post. They could hear the hit, and then part of the signpost split off and fell to the ground. 
 “I did more damage than you did,” Shira said coyly. 
 “Think of that all you want. I probably cracked the wood and your shot finished it off,” Pol said, smiling at her success.  
 “I think I used more than a sip. I could feel the power diminish.” 
 “We can do a little practice, so you can apply just the right amount.” 
 Shira stared at the broken signpost. “I hope your father doesn’t charge us for the damage.” She broke into a giggle.  
 “I have to try something,” Pol said. He ran into the city and found Paki and Kell. He had them experiment with the slingshot, but neither of them could do more than put a bit of direction on the shot.  
 He walked back to the wall and found Shira with a basket at her feet. 
 “Slingshot balls?” 
 “No, food.” She lifted the cover to show a well-packed lunch. “I waited for you.” 
 Pol noticed others were eating, so he sat down beside her, leaning against the crenellation. “No luck with Paki and Kell. They can change the path so that they would be able to correct the course of an arrow, but they can’t enhance the distance very much.” 
 “Your dreams of an army of magicians with slingshots faded like the mist.”  
 Pol nodded. “Crossbows have the power, but not the range.” He shrugged and began to eat.  
 Jamey walked up to him. “Good. Feed that magical body of yours.” He put a box down at his feet. “Five slingshots and about three hundred balls. Not enough to defeat King Astor, but you’ll wear out before you’ve shot all of those. I’ve got some blacksmiths making more. They won’t be perfectly round, but then the rock you shot wasn’t either.” 
 “No,” Pol said. “Have you had anything to eat?” 
 Carter shook his head. “How can I eat?” 
 Shira giggled. “You put this in your mouth and move your jaw up and down.” 
 He laughed a little and took a bread roll from the basket. “Like this?” he said with his mouth full. 
 She giggled again, and Pol ate, trying to savor that moment before the horrors of war descended upon them. 
 ~~~ 
 



   

CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE

 ~ 
 AT DUSK, THE SOUTH SALVANS ROLLED OUT A FEW SIEGE MACHINES. They weren’t much larger than the catapults on the Borstall walls. The enemy began to launch ranging shots, but nothing fell close. 

 Jamey brought Banson Hisswood to the wall. “See? Their catapults don’t have any more range than ours. Once they get in range, we can take them out.” 
 Hisswood noticed Pol. “I heard about your shot on the camp. Good work. Why don’t you keep pummeling them?” 
 “Even I have my limits, sir,” Pol said. 
 Hisswood grunted. “They’ll be on us soon enough. If they attack, make sure you get some oil burning down below to light up your work.” 
 “I will, Banson,” Jamey said. 
 “Will you really do that?” Pol asked. 
 “No. I didn’t want to argue with the man. All I need is to create a smoke wall to hide the enemy from us.” 
 “Good.” Pol remembered reading about sieges where the smoke generally benefitted the attacking army.  
 “Can you see in the dark with your magic?” 
 “Well enough,” Pol said. He actually thought Shira had better night vision than he did, but he didn’t mention it.  
 “I want you to keep watch tonight as long as you can. I wouldn’t put it past Astor to sneak up on us. Everyone will be sleeping on the wall tonight. Watching and sleeping.”  He walked away to talk to the other soldiers. 
 “We can alternate watches?” Pol said to Shira. 
 She nodded and yawned. “You start.” She settled in the blankets that were passed out to the soldiers along with an evening meal.  
 Pol noticed the tension building on the wall. Men talked nervously to each other. Some sharpened their weapons over and over, while others were successful in enlisting the oblivion of sleep. 
 He used his locator sense to monitor the battlefield in front of the city wall. From time to time he would try out another slingshot. None of them were as good as Shira’s, but with a sip or two of magic, Pol could make them all work.  
 He tried to move a ball without using the slingshot in the night towards the shards of the signpost. He could hear the crack of it hitting, but he could also feel that he used too much magic. Using the slingshot to generate inertia on the ball kept his energy drain down. 
 The idle time on watch prompted Pol to think of too many things. Honna’s death bothered him the most and Abbot Festor’s the least. His sister’s demise seemed to cut off another piece of his past. He sighed and mourned for her in his own way, and that train of thought led him to mourning for his mother. 
 Astor had caused all this. Twice he had the opportunity to take care of the king, but he hadn’t. Perhaps it would be fitting for the Emperor to have the privilege of executing the horrid man, rather than for Pol to kill Astor out of revenge. 
 Pol peered into the darkness. He saw other watchers looking outward. He gazed at the sky to see the dim shape of the moon lighting the overcast, and then something caught at his location vision. 
 “Attack!” he yelled. His alarm broke the stillness of the night. “They are coming!” Pol found a dot a little farther than the signpost and shot a ball.  
 He threw his senses out farther. “Catapults advancing!” 
 Jamey ran to his side. “Where?”  
 Pol pointed. “Two hundred yards.”  
 Jamey yanked him back to the catapult. “We’re smearing oil on the rocks. Can you set them alight as they leave?” 
 Pol smiled. That would solve the smoking problem. “I’ll give it a try.” 
 The oil-soaked rock shot into the air. Pol used his locator sense to track it and spelled fire on the dot. Fire lit up the sky, and it fell near a catapult. 
 “We have the range, now. Are there others?” 
 Pol walked along the front of the city wall with Jamey, directing the flights of flaming rocks. Soon there were enough of the rocks burning in the dry fall grasses surrounding the city that the defenders could see the troops. 
 Shira stood shooting arrows into oncoming soldiers. “I still like my arrows better,” she said. 
 Pol ran around the battlements to Hisswood, but the troops weren’t attacking that side. He returned, huffing and puffing. A year ago, Pol would be wheezing and curled into a ball, fighting for more breath and trying to concentrate on calming down his heart. Now he just leaned against the battlement, watching the last of the arrows fall among the attackers.   
 “That was as much a feint as anything,” Jamey said. “Probably no more than five hundred troops.” 
 Pol nodded. “To think they have thirty times that many.” 
 “We’ve bloodied them a little. They got one rock launched while you were notifying Hisswood.” 
 ~ 
 Morning dawned. Pol rubbed his eyes, looking up at Shira. She had circles under hers.  
 “You can get some more sleep,” she said as Pol joined her.  
 He looked out at the bodies still on the field. Not all of them were dead. Pol could still hear the moans that had kept interrupting his sleep.  
 Women flooded up the stairs, collecting some of the blankets and exchanging empty food baskets for full ones.  
 “We won’t have to worry about running out of food,” Pol said. “The emperor will be here in less than a week, or we’ll all be dead.” 
 “Don’t say that!” Shira said, slapping him on the arm. “We’ll be on the waves sailing on the ocean, heading towards Volia, most likely.” 
 Pol put that thought behind him. “Most likely.” He put his arm around her. He didn’t know why he did that, but she didn’t pull away, and it felt more like they were in this together. 
 “Will the wall fall today?” 
 “We will see,” Pol said.  
 “A strange place for lovebirds,” Kelso said as he walked up to them. 
 “You’re going to stay?” Pol asked as he abruptly took a step away from Shira. 
 Kelso nodded. “I have my family out and on the way north. If the Emperor fails us, they can move further west. I have a friend in Yastan who can take them in.” 
 “Grostin will be king,” Pol said. 
 “Right. I guess I should have said I have a friend in Yastan that can take us in.” He gave Pol a grim smile. “I wanted to see how you were doing before I headed back to my post. Jamey told me about the oil-soaked rocks. I have a magician that’s still in the city who thinks he can duplicate what you did. We’ll be giving it a trial. Fires are no joke on a city wall, so we won’t be lighting them before the rocks get thrown.” 
 Pol nodded. “Good luck. I hope we don’t meet up again at the castle.” 
 Kelso snorted and looked at the commotion in front of the tents. “They’ll be attacking soon enough.” 
 “That they will,” Pol said. 
 The old Captain of the Guard looked down at his boots. “I’ll be leaving Borstall as soon as the city walls are breached,” he said. “I don’t want to, but—” 
 “You’ve done enough. You don’t need my permission, but you have it. There’s a secret route that you know?” 
 Kelso nodded. “I didn’t want you to find out from someone else. I talked to Paki, the young scoundrel. He told me that you’ve got a ship ready to set sail for Volia.” 
 “I think the sails are already set, Kelso.” 
 “Make sure you are on it. If Astor doesn’t kill you, Grostin will.” 
 Pol wasn’t so sure about Grostin, after all, but he wouldn’t last a moment if he were captured. 
 Shira squeezed Pol’s arm. “I’ll get him aboard the ship if I have to incapacitate him to do it.” 
 “Don’t fail us, lass,” Kelso said. “I’ve got to get back to my post. Don’t tell Jamey.” 
 “I won’t,” Pol said. He watched Kelso hurry away. That must have been a hard decision for him to make. Pol looked at Shira, who looked back with squinted eyes. 
 “I know what you’re thinking, and don’t think I won’t put you to sleep when the time comes.” Her face turned solemn. She meant it. 
 Pol put thoughts of flight behind him as they stood and watched the enemy troops begin to assemble. Long ladders were now raised above heads. Other soldiers slapped boards on top of the ladders. Shields to protect them. 
 “No catapults. I guess they learned a lesson,” Jamey said in Pol’s ear, making him jump. “Get ready. They won’t stop until they swarm over the city wall. I have horses waiting for you at the bottom of the stairs for when the time comes.” 
 Pol nodded as Jamey clapped him on the same shoulder that Kelso had a moment or two ago.  
 “They’re coming!”  
 Pol heard a soldier shout. He turned to look upon a sea of men rushing towards the wall. Pol wondered if he saw the entire army or if Kelso and Banson Hisswood were seeing the same number of men. 
 Catapults began to smash into the enemy forces, breaking ladders as they hit, but there were many more ladders than there were catapults. The forces reached the signpost, so Pol and Shira went into action, shooting soldiers while arrows flooded the air.  
 Pol shot at faces and necks when he could find a target that wasn’t running. He had forgotten about men in motion when he came up with his bright idea. He met with less success than he had hoped for, but they both emptied out the bucket of balls before the first soldiers reached the city wall.  
 Pol looked down at the boards and the ladders and had no choice but to tweak them into flames. Shira nodded, and they ran in different directions, putting the wood to flame as they stopped and tweaked and stopped and tweaked. 
 He hoped that Kelso’s magician would be doing the same. Flame wasn’t very hard for a magician. Pol kept going towards Hisswood’s position, and soon all of the ladders were aflame. The soldiers pulled back. 
 Bodies littered the field. Some were burning and some not. There must have been a thousand of them, Pol thought. “Respite,” Pol said to Shira as they met up again above the main gate to the city.  
 “Kelso has a magician who began to burn the ladders when he saw me do it.” 
 Pol nodded. “I hoped he would.” He sat down with his back to the crenellation. She did the same and put her head on his shoulder.  
 “Are you as tired as I am?” she said. 
 “There are a few hundred monks and acolytes out there. They will figure out something. The soldiers fight like they are possessed, but that’s because many of them are under compulsion spells.” 
 “Yeah. All they need is metal over the ladders rather than wood and they will overrun us.” She shook her head.  
 A soldier ran to Jamey who stood twenty feet away. “Breach! The enemy returned quickly on the south with more ladders and there is fighting on the wall. By now there must be soldiers in the city!” 
 Pol got up to see another wave of men carrying even more ladders. He looked at Jamey. “I’ve got to go to the castle.” 
 “Get going, man,” he said.  
 Pol grabbed Shira’s quivers. “We have to go now. The castle is in danger!” 
 They ran down the steps to where the horses waited. The hitching post was empty. Someone had taken the horses as soldiers and citizens began to fill the streets like ants in a disturbed nest.  
 They fought their way through the craziness and looked up the boulevard leading to the castle. The doors were open. Men fought on the castle wall. 
 “Go to the Queen!” Pol left Shira behind as he rushed to the castle. He drew his sword and ran past clusters of fighting.  The soldier Seen, whom he had brought with him and Queen Isa, lay dead on the ground near the gate with both North and South Salvan bodies.  
 A castle guard stopped. “Your soldier opened the gate when he heard shouting. I guess you can’t call him a traitor, but he met a traitor’s end.” He took off again.  
 Pol took a deep breath. It was all happening so quickly. Pol had made a big mistake bringing Seen into the castle. Val had wanted the man killed, and now Pol could see why. The castle had been breached with little effort on King Astor’s part. He had made a mistake again, and that led to the bitter taste of betrayal.  
 ~~~ 
 



   

CHAPTER FORTY

 ~ 
 POL REALIZED HE COULDN’T BLAME HIMSELF at the moment and concentrated on finding his father. Whenever he saw a Guardian’s tabard, he killed monks without a pause. The breach didn’t result in a flood of invaders, but there seemed to be more than enough soldiers fighting in the courtyard. He ran up the steps and into the castle. 

 There were too many fights leading up to the royal chambers. Pol slipped through the kitchens. No one fought there, but the cooks, including Paki’s mother, were huddled in a corner, sitting on the floor.  
 “Stay there. Don’t try to fight,” Pol said. Any sane man would keep the castle cooks alive. 
 He ran out the door and into the gardens. Fewer instances of fighting stopped him on the way towards the back doors that led up to King Colvin’s study.  
 Pol turned down the path to his mother’s memorial statue and found King Colvin and two guards fighting off two or three times as many soldiers. Pol killed the monk who led them first. He tweaked the area to remove any mind-control spells. It didn’t seem to make a difference. One of the North Salvan guards went down. Three of the soldiers turned to fight Pol. He did all he could to use his pattern-master skills, but he couldn’t instantly defeat them all. He gasped when he saw his father pierced by two of the South Salvan soldiers.  
 The shock of that image put Pol into a frenzy of action. Time stopped as he moved in and slashed and thrust at the attackers. In a moment, only the remaining North Salvan guard and Pol stood, swaying from all of the activity.  
 Pol went to his father’s side. The King’s eyes flickered open. “Pol. My son.” He put his bloody hand on Pol’s face. “I’m sorry all this had to happen. I became greedy.” 
 “Astor…” 
 “No, I was greedy before him. It’s all my fault.” 
 “Not all,” Pol said, his eyes blurry with tears. He ran his senses over his father’s wounds, hoping to patch him up, but taken together they were beyond his skills.  
 “Whatever. Now is not the time for an argument. My last wish is to burn my body here, behind the statue. I took all of the ashes from Molissa’s pyre and spread them in this alcove. Burn me here, so I can join her in death.” 
 “You’re not going to—” Pol stopped speaking when he felt life leaving his father. King Colvin shuddered his last breath. 
 “My Prince…” the guard said. 
  “First, I’m going to make this alcove his funeral pyre. Help me hack some branches.” 
 In a moment, the King’s body was stripped of his armor and jewelry and covered with branches. The shrubs would grow back, Pol thought.  
 He put out his hands and created magician’s fire, just as Val had taught him a few months ago and just as Malden Gastoria had used on his mother’s pyre. The green fire instantly lit the branches, and soon the flames consumed his father’s body.  
 Pol and the guard looked at the conflagration. He looked at the guard and said, “Hide somewhere or surrender. Tell Grostin what happened here when he returns. It was the King’s last request.” 
 “I know it was, Prince Poldon.” 
 Pol didn’t have the strength to correct him. He left the smoking pyre and ran into the castle, back into the fighting. He didn’t have time to grieve, he told himself as he ran through the corridors towards Queen Isa’s quarters.  
 The enemy had clustered around the doors. Pol fought into their backs, making his way towards the door. He recognized Shira fighting on the other side of the soldiers. She gave Pol a solemn nod as they continued to make quick work of the cluster of attackers at Queen Isa’s door.  
 With the last soldier eliminated, Pol looked down at the body beneath his feet and gasped at the sightless eyes of Kolli. He bent down and closed her eyelids.  
 “In here,” Horker croaked. He bled in a number of places. His hand still held a sword, while he leaned against the doorpost. Pol quickly took care of the worst of his wounds.  
 “Wash him off,” Queen Isa said, as she dabbed at the blood on her clothes. 
 “We have to leave.” Shira said. “You don’t have time to find your father.” 
 “I already have,” Pol said. “I already have.” He grabbed a couple apples from the Queen’s quarters to give him some energy. 
 Pol led them out the door to the garden, past the memorial. The flames had died down, leaving a column of smoke and red embers. The guard had already left. 
 “My father’s pyre. He died defending my mother’s memory,” Pol said. He didn’t now if it was true, but it sounded right. “I know of a secret gate.”  
 Pol led them through sporadic fighting to the back gate where Paki and Pol had left the castle grounds more than a few times. He used his magic to lock it when they left. Pol led them through the small orchard.  
 “I used to play along here with Paki. I guess that ended up being very useful,” he said.  
 He found the gap in the dense vegetation and led them down the rough rock cliff that faced the docks.  
 “You’re not out of practice, Queen Isa,” Pol said as he helped the still-wounded Horker negotiate the steeper part of their descent.   
 They ended up in the fallow garden of a ramshackle house. Pol led them through some twisty lanes, and then they entered the large dock-facing square from behind a warehouse.  
 “You do know your Borstall,” Shira said. 
 “As I am sure you are quite familiar with Tishiko.” Pol looked at people filling the square. “The fighting hasn’t reached here yet.” That made sense, since King Astor’s goal was his father and Isa.  They moved along the edges of the square and then tried to fold into the crowds as they made their way to the only ship that still floated at the dock. People crowded around the gangplank, pleading for passage. Pol pushed his way through the crowds. He had to gently tweak a few people out of the way. Paki and Kell stood with bare swords at the gangplank, keeping the crowds back. 
 “The Prince,” one of the people muttered as the crowds parted letting Shira and Isa assist Horker aboard.  
 Pol stood alone at the bottom of the gangplank. “I’m sorry, but we must be off. This ship is headed for a distant port, so we can’t take any of you. Be cooperative to the soldiers. The Emperor will arrive in a few days, and then you no longer have to do what the South Salvans say.” 
 “Soldiers!” Shouts increased as the first units of the enemy ran into square.  
 The crowd began to rise up the gangplank. Pol jumped aboard, being the last to get on the ship, and tweaked the gangplank in half. It plunged into the frigid water, along with a few citizens. He ran to the stern, and patterning the air itself, he turned and tweaked a gust of wind. The ship lurched forward, away from the dock.  
 Pol created a shield to cover the back of the craft as spears, thrown by soldiers wearing the uniforms of acolytes, stuck in the hardened air until the ship had moved out of range. 
 As Shira put her arm through Pol’s, she said, “See? You taught them too well.” 
 “They are still alive. Maybe some will survive the Emperor’s army,” Pol said. He looked at the disheveled appearance of everyone in his party, and then back at the crowds at the dock. At least, he didn’t see any large-scale fighting. Perhaps his last words to them had sunk in. 
 As they moved farther out, Borstall Castle came into view, perched on the cliff that they had used to escape. Pol’s eyes were drawn to a thin trail of smoke. That could be the last vestige of his father’s pyre.  
 The burden of his failure weighed him down. Pol had made mistakes before, but this? He had killed his sister and allowed the South Salvans to end his father’s life. The trip to Borstall hadn’t made a bit of difference. 
 He couldn’t help but take a deep breath and wipe away a tear.  He hoped that history would be kind to the role he had just played.His body felt drained of energy and his spirits were every bit as low. 
 Shira stood by him. “Your father’s pyre?” She pointed to the smoke. 
 Pol nodded. “It was all for naught. In the end, King Astor finally got his way. He could be sitting on my father’s throne right now.” 
 “It will be a very, very short reign, if that’s the case,” Queen Isa said walking up to them, bracing herself as the ship bobbed on the waves. “Hazett will not tolerate his existence after this.” She patted Pol’s head. “You did what you could.” 
 “But it wasn’t good enough,” Pol said. 
  Shira looked into his eyes. “What was good enough? Did you expect to conquer fifteen thousand soldiers on your own? You weren’t commissioned to stop them, just get word to the Emperor. Only because of you did that happen, only because of you.” 
 Pol looked into her eyes and then at Queen Isa. Horker sat on the deck looking miserable, and Paki and Kell were already hugging the railing in distress.  He had just taken a first step downward towards melancholia, and the two women stopped that. His friends were alive, he had saved Grostin and Amonna, saved Queen Isa, and he had cured Val of the curse, which led to the Emperor beginning his march, albeit a little late.  
 In the Emperor’s eyes, he probably had achieved great success. His only blemish would be King Colvin’s death, but Pol had reconciled with his father and was able to carry out his very last wish. If he hadn’t accepted Val’s mission, his father’s head would be decorating the front gate. That was the perspective he had to accept. 
 He had just taken a first step downward towards melancholia, and the two women stopped that. His friends were alive, he had saved Grostin and Amonna, saved Queen Isa, and he had cured Val of the curse, which led to the Emperor beginning his march, albeit a little late.  
 Shira gently slapped Pol on the side of the head. “Don’t feel so sad. I can see it written all over your face. We made it out,” she said.  
 “And now we don’t know what will happen, but we will find out together.” He gave Shira a smile and put his arm around her to give the Shinkyan a kiss in front of everyone.  
 Behind him he heard Paki feed the fishes. It was going to be a long voyage to Volia. 
 ~~~~ 
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 Excerpt from Book Four of the Disinherited Prince Series 

The Sleeping God


~

 CHAPTER ONE

 ~ 
 SHIRA, THE SHINKYAN SEEKER, LOOKED FROM THE STERN OF THE SHIP. Her straight, and short black hair flitted this way and that in the cold ocean breeze. “I’ve grown to hate waves and whitecaps,” she said.

 “You wanted to sail on the ocean,” Pol Cissert said. He wore a knit cap, bought from a sailor to cover his light silvery-blond hair.  
 “But not for two-and-a-half weeks,” she said. Pol followed her as she turned around to gaze at the port city rising up from the approaching docks. “Do you have any idea where we are going?” 
 “The Penchappy Mountains,” Pol said. “Part of my family comes from there,” he shrugged his shoulders. “We’ll have to do some Seeking to find them.” 
 “Once that’s done, I’m anticipating a leisurely trip across all of Volia on our way back to Eastril,” Shira said. “I’m up for it. We’ll have a vacation, just like the adults.” She slid her arm through Pol’s. 
 “Adults?” Pol asked. 
 She nodded. “In Shinkya, the adults go on vacations, or maybe you might call them retreats, where they learn new things or meditate. Meditation is big in Shinkya. You and I need a diversion.” 
 Pol smiled at the thought of a pleasant diversion when the ship shuddered as it slid into the dock. 
 “Pol Cissert?” A man called out from the dock. He looked vaguely familiar. He was tall and looked very fit. Pol searched his memory to recall where he had seen him before. Then he remembered meeting Valiso Gasibli for the first time with another man in Malden Gastoria’s chambers in Borstall Castle. It seemed like ages ago.  
 “Namion Threshell?” Pol called out. 
 “Ah, I’m glad to see you. I have a message from Emperor Hazett III of the Empire of Baccusol.” Namion motioned that Pol come to him. 
 Pol was surprised at that. He made his way through the sailors, busy securing the ship, and ran down the makeshift gangplank they had to fashion after Pol destroyed the old one back in Borstall when they fled city to evade South Salvan invaders.  
 “You look surprised,” Namion said. “Birds take a week or so to make passage. The Emperor sends four or five, and usually three or more arrive. I have good news.” 
 “Wait for my companions,” Pol said.  
 It didn’t take long for Paki Horstel, Kell Digbee, Horker, Shira, and Queen Isa to cluster around the messenger.  
 “The Emperor arrived two days after you fled. His magicians had devised a way to eliminate the Tesnan spells, which reduced the fighting. I guess you know what they are; it isn’t mentioned in the message. Grostin will be King, and the Emperor invites Queen Isa to return on this same ship to assume the throne of South Salvan.” He turned and bowed to Queen Isa. “Actually, I made up the invite part. You are commanded to do so. South Salvan and the Empire need you, My Queen.” 
 “My husband?” 
 “Executed. That’s all the message says.” 
 “I guess we will all turn around and go back.” The Queen raised her hands and let them drop. 
 “Not me,” Pol said. “I’m going to tour Volia with Shira.” 
 “Kell and I will come along,” Paki said. 
 “So will I,” Horker said. 
 “No, you won’t,” Queen Isa grabbed the former Tesnan monk by his ear. “I need a guard among all those love-starved sailors. You’re coming with me. That’s a royal command.” 
 Horker looked helplessly at Pol.  
 “She needs someone to fetch and carry, Horker,” Pol said, remembering that was the reason why Horker had brought Shira and him along in his little retinue when they left the Tesnan monastery. 
 Shira giggled. “Pol’s right.” 
 Horker bowed to Queen Isa. “My Queen.” 
 “That’s better.” She looked at Pol. “You deserve more than being restored to your previous title, but as Queen of South Salvan, I will make you a Duke, with lands set aside. I am sure Onkar’s estate is empty. He had no family, so don’t worry about displaced heirs.” She took Pol’s hand. “I’ll have it supervised for you. Please make sure you spend some time at your estate from time to time, Duke Pol, on your way to visit me.” 
 Pol shook his head. “You don’t need to do that.” 
 “I am Queen. Don’t talk back!” she said. “I would be dead without you.” 
 “I know,” Pol said. He brightened up. “Kelso will be heading to Yastan without a real destination. Give him the estate. He’s a relation of yours, anyway. I won’t need it in Volia.” 
 Isa nodded. “I’ll give him some other title and have him manage your properties as well. Will that be acceptable?” 
 “Very,” Pol said. He knew he couldn’t win against the Queen. 
 Shira squeezed his arm. “Can I sweep the floors of your new manor, Duke Pol?” she said with a playful whine in her voice. “I’ve become an expert at fetching and carrying.” She looked at Horker and playfully narrowed her already narrow eyes. 
 Pol put his hand on hers and squeezed back. “We have a continent to tour with two other friends. We will need chaperones. One I trust and the other…” Pol looked at Paki, who couldn’t help but grin. 
 Namion looked amused at their conversation. “You anticipated the Emperor very well. Since Hazett III knew it would be awkward for you to return to North Salvan, he has commanded me to escort you through Volia. He thinks it would be an excellent idea for you to have an understanding of this continent. I promise to be a good guide, as I am not without capability.” He bowed again to Queen Isa. “I am sorry I won’t be accompanying you.” 
 Pol had a good idea of Namion’s capabilities. “You will teach the four of us a few Seeker tricks?”  
 “Tricks?” Namion said, feigning confusion. “You are all Seekers? Of course, I’ll be happy to be your guide since I know five of the major languages spoken in Volia.” 
 “Languages?” Shira said. 
 “There are seven spoken on the continent. You will allow me to accompany you? Please do, I’d rather not be punished for ignoring an Imperial directive,” Namion said. He didn’t look serious, but Pol would not expect the man to ignore an order from his Emperor. 
 Pol looked at his friends. Queen Isa actually looked a little disappointed, and Horker looked very put out. 
 “We will,” Pol said in behalf of them all, “but before the Queen leaves us and before the ship changes cargo, my first request, Guide Namion, is to find us a good place to eat and drink. The shipboard food was awful.” 
 ~~~~ 
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Sword & Flame 

 If you were a young woman who had just saved the family’s estate from ruin, you’d think your father would be proud, wouldn’t you? Sara Featherwood is thrown out of her childhood home and now faces life on her own terms at age seventeen. She returns to the Tarrey Abbey Women’s School and is drafted to help with the establishment of the first Women’s College in the kingdom of Parthy. Now in the King’s capital of Parth, life confronts Sara as she learns about family secrets, which threaten to disrupt her life and about resurgent political turmoil back home that turns her scholarly pursuits upside down as she must take action and use her magic to save her family and her beloved Shattuk Downs. 
   

Guns & Flame

 At nineteen, Sara Featherwood has done all she can to help establish the first Women’s College in the kingdom of Parthy. That includes a pact with the kingdom’s Interior Minister, to go on a student exchange program as payment for eliminating opposition to the college. Little does Sara know that her trip to a rival country is not what it seems and as the secrets of the true purpose of her trip unravel, she utilizes her magic to escape through hostile territory with vital secrets, but as she does, she finds herself drawn back to Shattuk Downs and must confront awful truths about those close to her. 
 ~ 
   

Hand of Grethia

 A nuclear cataclysm pushed Grethia, a remote planet, into a dark age. A religion emerged to suppress technology by calling it sacred, holy and not for the world. 
 A king broke the control of the priesthood in his kingdom and began to bring crude technology back to life. 
   
 A young man, his space ship sabotaged, finds himself marooned on Grethia. Through insight, courage and luck, he struggles with the static forces of the status quo and, together with the king, defeats the enemies of progress. His conflicts don’t end as he finds a way off the planet and confronts those who want to end his very existence and destroy the planet’s hard-won independence. 
 The Hand of Grethia takes the reader from a Galactic civilization of space ships and high technology to the dark ages and back in an exciting space opera adventure. 
 SCIENCE FICTION – SPACE OPERA  
   
   
 THE GUY ANTIBES ANTHOLOGIES 
   

The Alien Hand

 An ancient artifact changes a young woman’s life forever. A glutton gladiator is marooned in a hostile desert. An investigator searches for magic on a ravaged world and finds something quite unexpected. A boy yearns for a special toy. A recent graduate has invented a unique tool for espionage. A member of a survey team must work with his ex-girlfriend in extremely dangerous circumstances. A doctor is exiled among the worst creatures he can imagine.  
 SCIENCE FICTION 

 


The Purple Flames

 A reject from a Magical Academy finds purpose. A detective works on a reservation in New Mexico, except the reservation is for ghouls, demons, ghosts, zombies, and the paranormal. A succubus hunts out the last known nest of vampires on earth. The grisly story about the origins of Tonsil Tommy. In a post-apocalyptic world, two mutants find out about themselves when their lives are in imminent peril.  
 STEAMPUNK & PARANORMAL FANTASY with a tinge of HORROR 
   

Angel in Bronze

 A statue comes to life and must come to terms with her sudden humanity. A wizard attempts to destroy a seven-hundred-year-old curse. A boy is appalled by the truth of his parents’ midnight disappearances. A captain’s coat is much more than it seems. A healer must decide if the maxim that he has held to his entire career is still valid. A fisherman must deal with the aftermath of the destruction of his village.  
 FANTASY 
 ~~~ 
   
 Guy Antibes books are available at book retailers in print and e-book formats. 
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