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Magician in Battle
 
Chapter One
~
 
“I HOPED TO CATCH YOU HERE,” Asem Ferez said, opening the door in the same rooms where Trak Bluntwithe had recently been with Valanna in Asem’s tower. Trak shoved his few possessions into a bag.
Trak had to grind his teeth. He had no desire to talk to anyone in this darkest hour of his life, and he didn’t trust himself to respond to Asem. All Trak could do was shake his head. He had hoped the clothes he had brought with him to the palace were presentable, but the battle for Marom’s throne had rendered them unfit. Trak didn’t want to take anything away that reminded him of Balbaam, but he’d have to dress in Warish clothes, and he didn’t like it. He didn’t like any of it.
“Don’t you have anything to say?”
Trak turned on Asem. “I hate your king. Marom is…” Trak couldn’t finish the sentence. A red haze of anger filled his vision. How could such a man steal Valanna? He had only hours with her after they had met, and he finally realized that they really did love one another, and now? He gritted his teeth again and finished tying up his things. 
“…is not your king, but he is Valanna’s,” Asem said, finishing Trak’s sentence.
“So, she is his love slave?” The words were bitter in Trak’s mouth.
Asem barked out a mirthless laugh. “I’ll share a state secret with you. Marom is impotent. There is no possibility of any kind of love from that man, but he leads Warish and has made it what it is today.”
Trak turned on Asem. “And what is that? A country filled with traitors, a country of slaves? How much of a slave are you, Asem? If King Marom told you to become his sixth wife would you don a dress and divorce Kulara?”
“Don’t be ridiculous!” Asem said.
“Ridiculous?” Trak could feel the anger build. “Ridiculous?” His vision began to cloud. His emotions had drained him of strength, so he took a deep breath, and sat down on the bed. He pleaded with Asem. “I loved her, and she loved me. You know that.”
Asem nodded and folded his arms. “And I warned you not to trust King Marom.”
Trak snorted and looked at the floor, not wanting to meet Asem’s eyes. “You did, but I had no idea he would do something so uncaring, so cold-hearted. He just made an enemy out of the same person who saved his life. I had no political position and didn’t really care about Pestle and King Harl, but now?” Trak shook his head.
“Are we enemies?” Asem said narrowing his eyes. 
“Not until you and I are forced to think otherwise.” Trak stood up and finally made eye contact, but he let his frustration drain a bit. “I’m not angry at you.”
“I know,” Asem said and put his hands on Trak’s shoulders. “The story has not ended, in my opinion. Be patient, and you might be surprised how events unfold. You will be part of those events.”
“And you?” Trak said. He took another deep breath, and gently shrugged off Asem’s hands.
Asem looked directly into Trak’s eyes. “I will tell you this, and you must tell no other, now that Valanna is a Princess of Warish, my allegiance is to her first and foremost, and only after that am I King Marom’s man.”
“I’ll hold you to that.”
“Do.” Asem said. He took the purse from King Marom and forced it on Trak. “Take this, even if you hate doing it. If you must, use it to defeat King Marom, as long as you forgive Valanna.”
“Forgive?” Trak looked at Asem, confused about the concept of forgiving Valanna. 
“She is not your enemy.”
The meaning finally sunk through the roiling emotions playing out in Trak’s mind. “How could she be? I know that. I looked at her face when Marom…” Trak couldn’t bear to remember any more about the scene. “Tell her that I still love her, and I will support what she does when not under Marom’s orders.”
Asem nodded.
Trak took the heavy bag of gold and jewels and looked inside. Gold pieces and finely cut jewels might have astounded him, had he not felt so thoroughly defeated. He wanted to leave them again in the palace, but realized that would end up as an empty gesture to King Marom. There was no way he could hurt the man, no matter how much he wanted to do so. “I’ll use these to help those that need it.”
“You do that,” Asem said. “I must go. I hope to meet you again under better circumstances.”
“No more than I do,” Trak said. He struggled, but he ended up hugging the Ferezan Prince, and then shoved the treasure into his bag and re-tied it. Before the door had shut behind Asem, Trak had teleported out of the city.
~
Balbaam looked nearly peaceful in the early afternoon sun across from the wide River Pusuun. Trak pulled up the hood of his Benninese cloak and sighed. Had it really been less than one day since he stood on this very ground just before he rescued his friends?
He tightened his fists so hard that he could feel his fingernails biting into the palm of his hand. How easily it would have been to kill King Marom. He still had the capability to forcibly take Valanna from Balbaam, but then what would she think of him? What would he think of himself if he assassinated Marom for his own personal purposes?
Could he be that weak? Trak shook his head. He didn’t really know how he felt, but this retreat was much different from the time he stalked out of Valanna’s presence in Amorim angry and hurt. Oh, he still hurt, but this time he had left out of restraint, not out of frustration. He had friends to protect. Was that a rationalization? Trak had to admit that he didn’t know.
An order for Trak to leave wouldn’t have been any less effective than the cruel act by the Warish king. He sat on the ground and put his head in his hands. He had to pull himself together. As he stared out at the river, he watched a flock of birds fly up from the reeds on the other side. He looked at the birds flying to the south and began to think of his next steps. Trak had to move north towards Amorim to catch up with Tembul and Princess Pullia. Neel and Able still waited in Kizru. 
Trak stood back up and brushed off his cloak. He sighed again, and he realized he would have to stop doing that. He straightened his shoulders, and took a deep breath, knowing that he now faced a new stage in his life. His hope of reuniting with Valanna had vanished, and a kind of bleakness took its place. Trak would keep going and…what did Asem say? …Patience. Patience for something unseen in the future.
His thoughts turned to the north as he began his rapid journey toward Amorim. He found that he couldn’t go from horizon to horizon in his weakened state, but he found that shorter jumps did little to sap his strength. Onward he traveled, heading along the paved road that went from Balbaam to this particular journey’s end. Would he catch up to his friends before they reached Amorim?
~
Valanna had squeezed Trak’s hand before she walked up to King Marom’s throne. She couldn’t believe how happy she felt until Marom announced their marriage. Her emotions had deserted her. She stood cold and isolated, looking at the empty space where Trak had just been. Her mind had suddenly gone blank.
Marom jerked on her arm, startling her back to the present. “Follow me,” he said, but then he nearly dragged her out of the Throne Room. She looked back at the audience and saw Asem run out of the rear door before Marom wrenched her arm again, propelling her into his side. She nearly fell, but managed to stumble to an upright position against him.
He pushed her through a door in the back of the Throne Room and she tumbled to the floor. Valanna tried to rise but felt the tip of a sword prick her neck. “I know what kind of witch you are, Valanna Almond. No, not Almond, but Princess Valanna of the Ferezan. You won’t leave Balbaam until I want you to,” Marom chuckled, but Valanna couldn’t share in his mirth.
“Why did you?”
Marom slapped her across the face. “I said I have plans for you. What kind of person thinks to violate the King’s wishes?”
“I would have returned to serve.”
Marom put his face close to hers. “And leave your lover?” He shook his head. “That wouldn’t have happened, and I would have had to change my plans all because of a Pestlan’s wishes. Unacceptable, my fifth wife.”
“But we haven’t married,” Valanna said.
Marom dragged her to a low divan and threw her on it. Would he rape her here and now? Valanna put her hand to her mouth. Could she dare make a pose before he ran her through with the sword still in his hand? Her entire body shook with fear.
“I am the King and leader of my tribe, the Ferezan. In the Arid Lands, marriage only takes a declaration, and I’ve already done that, wife. Now you will have to follow my orders, or I will kill you.”
Valanna could hear the falsity in Marom’s words. The King didn’t need anyone’s permission to kill her, married or not. Rumanna had been a thorn in Asem’s side for years, and he had never once mentioned ending the burden of their marriage with death.
“You can kill me at any time, and you have had that ability all of my life,” Valanna said. She sat up, trying to get as far away from Marom as she could when he sat on the other side of the divan.
The comment made Marom’s eyes narrow. “So, now you can think a little.” The man laughed. “Never forget what kind of man I am,” he said. He just glared at her for a moment.
“What am I to do, join your wives?”
Marom laughed again. “For a little while, you will be restricted to assigned rooms in the Royal Tower. You are a Princess twice over, Valanna of the Ferezan. Only the first wife is Queen, but you know that. Princess of Warish and Princess of Pestle. I now have a legitimate claim on the Pestle throne, don’t I?” Valanna shrunk from his grin.
“King Harl has destroyed all evidence of my father’s relationship. All he has to do is reject my claim.” This was a topic that Valanna could use to gather her wits. Change the subject from her new relationship with the King to politics.
The King didn’t say a word for a few moments, while stroking his beard. “My father gathered sufficient documentation when he spirited you away from Pestle. There is also additional proof that Asem secured in Pestledown some time ago. When the time comes, I will take the throne of Pestle, and you will sit on it for me.”
Marom moved closer to her and took her hand, not too gently. He squeezed it hard, nearly bringing tears to her eyes. “Even though I am incapable of consummating our marriage, don’t think for a minute that changes the fact that you are mine to do with as I wish. Be careful whom you count as friends. Prince Asem is my cousin, but if you are imprudent in your actions, he will be crushed under my foot like a cockroach. Am I understood?”
Valanna’s nascent resolve crumbled under the sheer malevolent force of her new husband. She could only nod her head. 
“Go back to Asem’s tower and prepare to leave. I will send servants to pack your clothes, since you will be changing rooms in the palace. Go through that door.” Marom pointed to another door leading out. She only now noticed that this was the same study where she had met with King Marom before.
Without wasting any time, she fled from her new husband’s presence and found her bearings soon enough to rush to the tower.
What an awful man! She never did like the King, and now her regard bordered on hate. The guards bowed to her as she passed, something they had never done before. Such courtesy only made Valanna hurt inside even more. 
Valanna felt a great sense of relief when she reached her rooms in the tower. She sat down on her bed and cried, finally able to let her eyes water. She buried her head in the pillow and began to wail. 
A knock on the door made her sit up and wipe away some of the tears that stained her face. Kulara poked her head in the door and entered. She bowed quickly to Valanna, and sat down beside her, putting out her arms and letting Valanna collapse again into tears.
Valanna’s senses returned, and she finally broke her embrace with Kulara. “What happened to Trak? Did anyone see him leave? How awful he must feel!”
“Asem talked to him briefly before he left. One moment he was in his room, and the next he was gone. King Marom has sent out a search party for Trak, but he’s gone, to Kizru I imagine.”
Valanna nodded. “How could this happen?”
“Trak is an enemy in King Marom’s eyes. You know that. With that treasure, Marom paid Trak back for saving his kingdom and now thinks they are even, and Trak is an enemy that he can kill at his will, if they ever cross paths again.”
Valanna stood. “His will. I…”
Kulara put her finger to her lips. People could be listening. Valanna sat back down, and clutched her hands, feeling as miserable as she ever had. With her new status, she would have to be more careful than ever. She took a number of deep breaths to get back into control, but they still turned into sobs.
“I wonder where Trak headed?” Valanna said, trying to control her thoughts and her words.
“Towards Amorim and then to Torya. That’s what he told you before he left. I doubt he would want to linger in Balbaam, considering what just happened.”
“I suppose not. I wouldn’t.”
Kulara’s eyes grew angry, trying to signal to Valanna. 
“If I were Trak.” Valanna amended her sentence. “I wish him well, whatever happens.”
“Yes,” Kulara said. “Whatever happens.” They hugged, still sitting on the bed.
Their conversation was interrupted by another knock. A well-dressed servant poked his head through a crack in the door he had opened. If Valanna could, she would have locks installed on the doors of her new quarters.
“We are here to gather your things,” the man said. He opened the door wider and let in four servants, two men and two women.
Valanna stood up. “Leave until I summon you. I won’t be more than a few minutes.”
“But the King…” the man said.
“What is your name?” Valanna said in as commanding a voice as she could muster at the moment.
The servant sputtered, and he nodded his head, shooing the servants behind him out of the room. “We will be outside waiting for you to let us in.” He bowed and scraped a few more times before he shut the door.
Valanna turned red with anger. “Is this the way my life is going to be?”
“Get used to it, my dear Valanna,” Kulara said. “Take your personal belongings with you, like the reading you’ve been doing.”
Kulara meant Trak’s portfolio, of course. She nodded. “Will I be able to visit?”
“I’m not sure about the protocol. Asem knows more about these things than I do. Since he is now your cousin-in-law, there might be some restrictions, but it may be that his wife will have to accompany him to any audiences with Princess Valanna.” Kulara rose. “I will hope to see you as often as I can,” she said, and then left the room, leaving Valanna by herself.
Valanna sniffed a bit and quickly wondered what she wanted to carry on her own. She decided she would put the portfolio in with a bag containing a nightgown, a change in underclothes and her jewelry. After getting all of that together, she opened the door back up. The man who had intruded on her before leaned against the wall on the other side of the tiny corridor, but he quickly moved to attention. 
“Will someone show me to my new rooms?”
The man puffed up his chest. “I will do that. Let me take your bag.”
Valanna didn’t want to put Trak’s portfolio in the hands of a stranger, but she couldn’t think of a reason to carry it. The man snapped his fingers and directed the servants into Valanna’s former rooms. 
While Valanna walked the hallways of the palace, they already seemed hollow without Trak at her side. 
~~~
 



 
 
Chapter Two
~
 
FAR AWAY, TRAK COULD SEE SOMETHING IN THE SKY, lit up by the setting sun. It didn’t move like a bird. He began teleporting towards the speck, and in a few jumps it resolved into a large flyer. He dreaded telling his friends what had just happened in Balbaam, but he made the last jump and appeared next to Ferikan, a Vashtan of the Blue Swan clan. The magician broke his wind pose.
“Did you make your delivery?” he said.
Trak nodded. “It wasn’t quite the reunion that I thought it would be.” 
Tembul gave him an inquiring gaze. Trak continued, “I’ll tell you later, if you don’t mind. I’m pretty exhausted.”
“By all means, rest,” said Ferikan. 
Trak could feel a change in the group as he sat down. He was exhausted and his wound continued to ache. Perhaps their attitude was a reflection of his misery. Tembul sat down beside him.
“I expected two of you,” Tembul said.
“There were complications. I saved another country from the Vashtans and lost Valanna, all within a day.”
Tembul put his arm on Trak’s shoulder, but that caused Trak to wince. “There is an adventure there. Care to talk to me about it? As usual, you’ve been a busy boy. Pick up another injury?”
“An arrow in the shoulder.”
Tembul looked at a tear in his Benninese cloak. “From behind?”
Trak nodded. Ferikan joined them. Trak looked up to see the Toryan princess, Pullia, assume a wind pose.
“She’s helping?”
“Only for short periods,” Ferikan said. “Did I hear you say you destroyed Vashtans in Warish?”
Trak took a drink from a wineskin that Mori, the Benninese merchant woman, offered to him. “Why don’t you stop for the day, and I’ll give you all a complete account of my adventure, if you want to call it that, in front of a fire.”
Tembul rose and looked out from the front of the flyer and directed the princess to a certain spot where he spelled the flyer down to the ground.
Sirul, Hana, and Markik, the other Vashtan, took the waterskins, and a door they had converted into a floater, through a curtain of trees to a gurgling stream.
Trak helped Mori make a fire and got a meal going. Trak found that he still remembered how to use the spices to make the porridge that Mori had taught him to cook when they traveled together on the way south from Homiko, the port in Bennin, when he had sought out Princess Pullia.
“You can use the last of the water, since the boys are hiking to the stream to get more for us. It is cleaner than the river water, to be honest,” she said.
Trak looked at the still form of Lenis, his antagonist during his trip to Bennin. He didn’t want him on the trip, but Tembul had insisted. He still felt that bringing him back would be a mistake. He grimaced as the thoughts of his current trip merged with the discomfort he felt during his foray into Balbaam, the Warish capital.
When dinner was served, Trak became the center of attention while he told them of his adventure. His voice broke up a bit when he related the cruel way Marom had treated Valanna and him.
“This Valanna is your first love?” Princess Pullia asked. She seemed more interested than Trak would have thought.
“Other than village girls when I was just a young teenager,” Trak admitted. “We’ve been through a lot, just not together.”
“It sounds like a love lost, to me,” the princess said again in a way that made it seem she wasn’t too sympathetic about Valanna’s plight.
Trak tried to ignore the comment. “Here is the payment for my pain,” he said when he rooted around in his bag for the big purse. He scattered some of the contents onto the ground in front of him. 
“A king’s ransom,” Sirul said, his eyes wide.
Trak picked up an emerald the size of the tip of his thumb. “Are these worth anything in Torya?”
Tembul nodded. ‘A king’s ransom, like Sirul said. You are a rich man. The gold is nothing compared to these gems, but still…”
“I actually left it behind when I teleported out of the throne room. Asem brought it back to me just before I left. I suppose I’ll find a good use for it.”
“I’m a good use for it,” Sirul said, grinning.
Mori gave the Toryan a nasty look. “I know what Trak means.” She looked at Trak. “One of those gems could buy a small town in Bennin. You know that, don’t you?”
Trak shrugged. “I guess I’ll use some of it to defeat King Marom.” That would be ironic, he thought. “I’ll just have to find a way to take care of the King of Warish and still save Valanna’s life.”
“You can hire a lot of assassins with that,” Princess Pullia said. Her heartlessness irritated Trak.
Assassination. Trak hated the thought of such a thing. If he wanted to assassinate King Marom, he could do it any time he wanted on his own, and Trak, as much as losing Valanna pierced his very soul, wouldn’t do that. He put the gems away and gave a gold piece to each one of the others, even tucking one into Lenis’s clothing.
“Thanks for letting me go. At least I got the chance to see Valanna one more time.” He walked away from the campfire and sat on the shore of the Pusuun River, watching it flow in the moonlight. Trak picked up a rock and threw it into the water, watching the current swallow up the splash. His mind wandered from place to place, alternating between Balbaam and thoughts of Kizru and freeing his father and stepfather held hostage by the Toryans.
Someone sat beside him. He looked over and saw Derit, the Vashtan that fought with him to save Valanna. 
“Will you accept me into your company? I never really asked,” she said. Derit looked back at the tiny spot of light that was the campfire by the flyer.
“Of course. You are friends with Ferikan, right?”
She nodded. “A bit more than friends. I’m not needed in Warish, thanks to you, so I’ve decided to join Ferikan. He lost a member of his team.
“Boriak.” Trak looked at the Vashtan woman and thought her the prettiest Vashtan woman he had ever come across, all five or six of them.
“I only met Boriak once.” She joined him in his silence for a few more moments, but then stood. “I want to see Ferikan before I settle down tonight.”
Trak walked back to camp alongside her. “I can’t promise you that the Toryans will welcome you and your fellow Vashtans. I tried to warn Ferikan, but he wanted to go and, quite frankly, he’s been quite a help on this journey. I didn’t think I could deny his trying.”
Derit nodded. “I understand. After what King Marom did to Valanna, I couldn’t continue to stay in Balbaam.” She put her hand on Trak’s arm. “I am sorry about what happened.”
“That makes a bunch of us now,” Trak said, patting her hand. “I’ve got to retrieve my father and step-father out of Kizru and make sure that Princess Pullia is delivered properly, and then I might join your group wherever you go for awhile.”
Derit giggled, an unexpectedly musical sound, “I doubt that will happen. You are a person in great demand. If Marom was truly honorable, he would have given you lands and a title, rather than buy you off with a bag of gold.”
“Gold and gems. I don’t really need them.” Trak gave her half a smile as they walked in silence the rest of the way towards the flyer. 
Trak laid out his bedroll and gazed up into the starry night. He shook his head and let his thoughts drift fitfully. His shoulder still ached, and it reminded him of the scene in the Throne Room, which ran over and over in his mind until he fell asleep.
~
All looked to Trak in the morning when they boarded the flyer. Asking Trak to teleport was plain in their faces. 
“Maybe I can do short distances,” Trak said. His shoulder still ached, but he could sense that his power had grown during his rest. He would give it a try since he wanted to get out of Warish as soon as he could.
“What would it take to persuade you to wake up Lenis?” Tembul said. “We can’t keep him under for much longer.”
Trak thought a bit. “We take the first ship we can to Cokasan. What are the chances there will be a Toryan ship in port?”
“Not very good. Are you willing to go through Colcan?”
Trak nodded. “I am. We went through Colcan to get to your hidden port, didn’t we?”
“I thought—”
“I’m not that ignorant,” Trak said. “I think I might have some leather polish in my kit to darken my skin a bit.” He grinned and clapped Tembul on the shoulder. “We will wake Lenis when we get to Amorim. Deal?”
Tembul nodded.
The jumps weren’t even halfway to the horizon, but they jumped a lot and shorter jumps continued to be much less wearing on Trak than the longer ones. Soon the haze of the distant sea took up the horizon, and they floated a league to the east of Amorim over farmland.
Tembul lowered the large flyer.
Derit walked up to Trak. “Impressive. You are even stronger than Valanna, and that’s without a pose. I am stunned by your power and your inventiveness.”
Trak just smiled and accepted her compliment with thanks. “Everyone get your things off of the flyers. We are going to destroy them.
Mori looked at the flyer. “We can’t go across the ocean like we did coming from Bennin?”
“I’m not going to risk it. I was just about burned out when we crossed the Southern Sea, if you recall my collapse in the Arid Lands, and that wasn’t as far as Amorim to Cokasan.”
“I guess not,” Mori said. “I’m not a very good sailor.”
Trak looked at the rest of the group and hoped that a few of them were. The voyage would take two weeks, at least.
“Maybe we can help the ship along,” Trak said. “A little extra wind never hurt, did it?”
“If it’s not a gale,” Ferikan said with a smile on his face. 
Tembul woke up Lenis and stood him up.
“What have you done to me?” Lenis said, putting his hand to his head, wobbling as Tembul began to walk with him. 
The Vashtans and Mori obviously had no idea what Lenis had just said in Toryan.
“Just be happy you weren’t killed in Bennin’s capital city,” Trak said. “Tembul insisted that we bring you with us.”
“Princess Pullia. Command these people to put you in my care,” Lenis said, still bound, but standing
The Princess lifted up her chin and slapped Lenis in the face. Trak noticed for the first time that the princess was just as tall as Lenis. “That is for the many times you improperly approached my person.” She slapped him again. “And that is for presuming I would have anything to do with you.”
Lenis turned red with anger. “You’ll rue the day you rejected me, Pullia.”
Another slap toppled Lenis to the ground.
“You’ll rue the day I become Queen of Torya.”
Tembul and Sirul had to help Lenis up. 
“I’m weak, that’s all. That’s the only reason I fell,” he said to no one in particular.
“You wanted to return him,” Trak said to Tembul, “You help him all the way to Amorim. Let’s get going.” 
Sirul disassembled two small floaters and fashioned ropes and a board that stuck behind the platforms on a pivot. Tembul placed Lenis on one, since it was obvious he couldn’t walk very far. Sirul invoked the floater pose, and they set off for Amorim. 
Once they were fifty paces or so from the flyers, Trak turned back and destroyed them, using a destruction spell. Fragments of cloth, wood, and the food that they had left with the flyer pelted the ground in all directions, with some of it nearly reaching them. 
“If there is a war, please let me be on your side,” the princess said taking Trak’s arm.
~
Trak regretted landing so far away from Amorim. There wasn’t room for Hana on a floater, and she finally gave out before they reached Amorim, with the men taking turns carrying the woman, piggyback style. The princess kept reminding everyone that she should have been the one being carried, but no one really cared to give her much attention. Everyone was very happy that they finally made it to the docks. Trak found a decent dockside inn while Tembul went looking for a ship.
Trak looked over at a disgruntled Lenis. “Quite frankly, if you want to just leave and find your own way back to Torya from here, feel free. I won’t stop you. I don’t look forward to two weeks on board ship, looking at you mope around, but then I can always put you to sleep.” 
Lenis rose to pose, and Trak pushed with his finger and blew Lenis over with a focused gust of wind. 
“That’s not fair!” Lenis said.
“You’re the one to talk about what is fair? I spent four months in captivity because of you,” Trak said. 
Lenis didn’t say another word, but Princess Pullia clapped silently with her hands and smiled at Trak. The Vashtans still had no idea what they said and looked on with amused faces, as if they understood what had just transpired.
“I think you should have gotten rid of him,” Mori said. “He will be a danger to you all the while you are in Torya.”
“I know, but Tembul made me promise.” 
“There is a ship to Tachium that leaves this evening,” Tembul said as soon as he and Sirul walked up to them an hour later. “No Toryan ships due in for weeks. The last one in port left two weeks ago.”
“Tachium it is. Perhaps the Vashtans and I can dye our hair, at least,” Trak said.
“I’ll make inquiries,” Tembul said in Benninese.
“What did Tembul say?” Lenis gave Trak an angry look. 
“We leave for Tachium tonight. In about two weeks, we will be just days away from Torya.”
~
 Trak looked out over the whitecaps in the middle of the ocean. Princess Pullia stood just a pace or so away on the railing.
“You’ve behaved rather well on our voyage, Princess,” Trak said. “I thought you would be fighting us every step of the way.”
The princess laughed. “I have a persona that I like to maintain as the spoiled princess. It served me very well in Bennin and even in Zamiel, the western capital. I’m not that much of a harridan, but I have my moments where my bad behavior is not an act. I hate walking, so that wasn’t too much of an act on our way to Amorim.” She giggled again. “You can call me Lia. That’s what I’d rather be called by friends.”
“How many friends do you have?” Trak asked.
She turned serious. “I don’t know, maybe none by now. Western Torya has been unsettled ever since I left.” She moved closer to Trak, and looked up at him. “Could you be a friend?”
Lia. That certainly sounded better than Pullia. “I could be,” Trak said. “Actually I consider all of us friends except for Lenis.”
“You don’t like the lordling, do you?”
Trak shook his head. “I’ve had enough time with him to know he won’t ever be a friend of mine.”
“I think you are right, but since he is a noble and a Toryan, I will treat him with more respect than he deserves.”
“Those slaps were expressions of respect?” Trak asked.
She laughed. “That was the real me coming out. When we are in Torya, I may change my attitude towards him in public. Don’t be alarmed.”
Trak didn’t like having to act differently to others. He guessed he wasn’t cut out to dissemble to anyone. He hoped he wouldn’t be tested in Torya, but with turmoil everywhere, he felt that at some time he would have to become an actor, just like Lia. He smiled as he thought of her name. That fit the beautiful princess.
A flash of Valanna’s face went through his mind as it did multiple times during the day. He hoped she was doing as well as she could in Balbaam.
“If you will excuse me, I have to stain my face for our trip through Colcan.”
~
The ship arrived in Tachium in the middle of the night, after half a day of traveling along the coast. The navigator hadn’t done a particularly good job, but the late arrival suited Trak’s party. Tembul hired three coaches to carry them and their bags, since no one wanted to spend any extra time in the Colcan port city.
The coachman took them north, and then to the west to a town close to the informal border between Colcan and Torya.
Once Trak had paid for the inn, the party sat at three tables. The Vashtans took one. The Princess sat with Trak and Tembul, with Hana and Lenis seated at the other table. Sirul said he would work through the night to fashion two flyers to take them the rest of the way to Kizru. Lia looked bored and snapped at the waitress, who spoke a bit of Toryan.
The woman looked at the Vashtans. “What are those?” she said to Trak with a whisper in Pestlan.
“Vashtans. Good Vashtans.”
She stared at them again and said, “There are good and bad Vashtans?”
Tembul nodded. “Indeed there are, and it would be wise for you not to gawk. Vashtans of any ilk can tend to be dangerous.”
The server bowed and hurried away. Trak could see the edge of Lia’s mouth turn up, but Trak knew that Tembul didn’t trust any Vashtan, Blue Swans or the enemy Vashtans from the Yellow Fox clan. His words were not meant to scare the server, but he had expressed his true feelings, and that made Trak sad for both Tembul and the Vashtans who had become friends.
Derit had clung to Ferikan’s arm during the interplay and whispered in his ear.
Trak leaned over to her. “You can speak Pestlan?”
She nodded and gave Trak a meaningful look before glancing at Tembul, twisted in his chair, engaged in conversation with Hana.
When their meal came, Trak kept silent and concentrated on his food. Now that they were about to enter Torya, that meant the end of his quest to Bennin. He wondered how long it would take before their little company broke up. The acceptance of the Vashtans amidst the Toryans was far from a sure thing, and Tembul’s comment made Trak wonder what would happen to them in Kizru. 
Oddly enough, he worried the least about Lia and Hana. Trak intended on sending Mori along with Neel and Able out of Torya. Perhaps the Vashtans would end up going with them. That would leave him alone, and he didn’t know what would happen next. He knew he wouldn’t be welcome in Pestle or Warish, and he wasn’t ready to go back to Bennin. Perhaps he could chance a visit to Misson Dalistro in Espozia. At this point a visit with Honor, Nullia, and Ben looked very appealing.
~~~
 



 
 
Chapter Three
~
 
VALANNA WOULD HAVE NEVER THOUGHT it would take so long to get from one side of the Balbaam palace to the other.  She had imagined they would just walk across the vast courtyard, but it looked like they wouldn’t be going outside. After leaving Asem’s tower, she followed the servant carrying her bag, up and down numerous stairways, until she finally reached a set of rooms on the second floor of the Royal Tower on the south side of the palace. She had to guess that the Royal Tower could fit five or six of Asem’s towers into its massive girth. 
The windows of her rooms faced north across a number of courtyards and rooftops. Valanna wondered if Marom’s other wives had actual views of Balbaam, being higher in the tower. She could just see slivers of the city, but Asem’s tower was in her view. Teleporting to Asem’s library shouldn’t be too difficult, but she wouldn’t chance it in her current circumstances. 
The furniture, in the style of the Ferezan, looked well-used but of high quality, something that Valanna had expected of a Warish chieftain’s fifth wife. She shook her head at the title and wondered what life would bring in her new capacity. She wondered if Marom had falsely claimed that he was impotent and that he might be able to consummate their marriage. She shuddered at the thought of any intimacy from the Warish king.
Rather than moping about, Valanna struggled to think of the present and ignore the future. Her first task would be finding a suitable hiding place for Trak’s portfolio. She wandered around her new home. The sitting room was as large as the library in Asem’s tower. There was a bedroom with a huge wardrobe room and a bathroom that had a flushing toilet. There wasn’t even one of those in Asem’s tower. She looked underneath furniture and settled on taking the last drawer out of a chest and placing the portfolio on the panel that sealed the bottom. She tested the drawer and smiled when it slid smoothly. Unless one purposely removed the drawer, the portfolio was safe. That would have to be its temporary home until she settled in. 
She then started to examine every inch of all the rooms for secret panels or holes in the walls that would enable someone to watch her in secret. Valanna had to stop her investigations when the servants began to troop in carrying her possessions, which weren’t many once her clothes had been put away. 
The servants stood in a row with their heads bowed and their hands clasped at their waists, until Valanna realized that they were waiting for something. Did one pay palace servants? She thought not.
“You are dismissed. Thank you for your work,” she said, hoping that would work, and it did. They all gave her a deeper bow and then left. 
Valanna instantly missed Kulara. She needed a friendly person to talk to and answer questions. She had spent most of her life in Balbaam and had no idea what constituted proper behavior in the palace proper, other than what she had learned in Santasia, a country with no king.
She continued with her inspection for hidden listening holes, unfortunately finding a few, when someone knocked on the door.
“Yes?”
Two women dressed in the style of the Arid Lands rushed into the room and closed the door. 
“Sit,” one of them said.
Valanna, surprised by the abruptness of their arrival and behavior, did as instructed. 
The pair took other chairs in the sitting room. “I am Bashura and this is Panna.”
“I am Four,” Panna said. “Bashura is Two and you, Valanna, are Five.” 
Valanna’s heart sank to realize that these were sisters-in-law, if that was the proper term for King Marom’s other wives. Kulara had always referred to herself as the second wife. Valanna was the fifth wife, and the feeling of despair almost brought tears to her eyes again.
Bashura smiled warmly, an unexpected thing considering how Kulara thought of Rumanna, Asem’s first wife. “I am sure you have many questions, and we will do our best to answer them. First of all, let us give you some perspective on your new role.”
Valanna had wanted to ask these women about Marom’s nocturnal habits, but found herself too frightened to mention it. “I am sorry, but I have no idea how to serve you refreshments,” Valanna said furiously thinking about what would constitute proper deportment in front of these two women.
Panna rose and pulled on a thick tapestry ribbon hanging by the fireplace. Valanna heard a discreet knock at her door. “If you want anything, you summon a servant by pulling this. There should be another by your bed and one by the bathtub.”
“Thank you,” Valanna said, realizing that a servant sat by the door to her rooms at her beck and call in Asem’s tower, and she hadn’t even thought to put her head out of her rooms to find out. She felt embarrassed by her lack of knowledge. She would have to locate the other two calling ribbons when the ladies left. “I am a bit overwhelmed by events.” She looked down at her clasped hands, trying to keep composed.
“Look up, dear,” Bashura said. “We are not here to bite you, although Consula and Queen Herla would not hesitate.”
“Consula?”
“Three. She is not a very happy resident. Marom had impregnated her just before his…” Bashura looked at Panna with a mournful face, “…malady. She strutted around as if she were the King, before she lost the child.” Bashura shook her head. 
“What was the ‘malady’ that—” Valanna said
“Fever. Our husband nearly died about twelve years ago. His patriarchal capabilities never recovered, you might say. Panna and you will probably never have much to do with him except when he dines with all of us once each week.”
“I’m sorry that you had no children,” Valanna said, knowing how important progeny was to the Ferezan.
“My fault, I’m afraid. It appears that our dear Marom is fated not to have heirs.”
No wonder rivals would seek Marom’s life. What kind of turmoil would his death put Warish in? Did the Ferezan recognize queens? Perhaps Trak had done her country a greater service than he knew by preserving Marom’s life. Certainly, Marom didn’t see things that way, as evidenced by her current predicament and the way Trak was insulted in the Throne Room. Asem had forced Marom’s reward onto Trak, and she felt good about that.
“Enough,” Valanna said. “What is my role?”
“Role? You are Number Five. There is no role.”
These women didn’t know about her or her history. She hesitated saying anything to them. The wives’ relationships were really unknown and unpredictable. Valanna hoped that Kulara could shed some light on the situation. For now, Valanna couldn’t trust the women in front of her.
“Very well. I need to learn what my days will be like and what I must do. Can we start with getting up and go through what I should be doing each day?”
~
Bashura told Valanna that she was not to leave her rooms unescorted for any reason until told otherwise. Panna had taken her to the Tower’s library a few times, where Valanna had indicated books of interest that were later delivered to her rooms.
All of her other meals were taken in her rooms alone, with a lady in waiting looking on. The attendant refused to eat with her when Valanna asked. Her rooms in the Royal Tower had turned into a silken prison.
Her only exposures to King Marom were at the communal dinners where the King sat with the Queen on his right and Bashura on his left. The others were arranged by number, which suited Valanna just fine. The very sight of Marom still made her angry, but by acting inconspicuous, she hoped she could avoid talking to the man.
Panna often kept their conversation going as the other three wives talked about minor affairs of which Valanna had no interest. The world at large wasn’t discussed in the two weekly dinners that she attended. The doings of Ferezan wandering villages and the other five Arid Lands clans didn’t appeal. Asem had generally kept her away from the Throne Room before, so Valanna had no frame of reference to the court gossip that Bashura or Panna would bring up in their visits to her personal quarters every few days.
Valanna contemplated pulling out Trak’s portfolio and learning more power words until the Queen swept into her rooms and sat down on the largest chair in the sitting room. The woman had put on more weight than the other wives, and the voluminous silk layers that she wore only increased the appearance of size.
Two guards checked out Valanna’s rooms. It looked like they were checking for listeners. They nodded to the First Wife and then left.
The Queen’s small eyes and small mouth in a large face squinted and pouted and worked to make the Queen look even more disagreeable. A maid had woven matching silk ribbons in the Queen’s graying hair that made her look, in Valanna’s eyes, a ludicrous parody of a monarch.
The woman arranged her skirts, ignoring Valanna until she leaned over and glared at her. “Who is this Trak Bluntwithe?”
And greetings to you, thought Valanna. “He is a Pestlan magician that I met some time ago. Do you have any specific questions, Queen?” Bashura had let Valanna know that Herla always insisted on being addressed as ‘Queen’.
Herla pursed her lips and leaned back. Her tiny eyes whirred this way and that in thought. Valanna suspected that the Queen might not be a very bright person.
“Is he as powerful as my husband says he is?”
Now that was interesting. She referred to Marom as her husband, not ‘our’ husband like the other wives. Valanna resisted shaking her head. “I don’t know what King Marom has said, but Trak may be the most powerful magician in the world. He is certainly unmatched in Cokasan, Pestle, or Bennin.”
“That leaves Vashta.” The Queen grunted. At least she had a fundamental grasp on geography. “He knows how to perform magic without posing?”
How could anyone miss that while Trak single-handedly saved Marom’s life and kingdom? “He learned how to do that in Bennin. If he poses, I cannot detect it. Generally, magic always carries limitations,” Valanna said.
“Oh, that’s right. You were a magician, weren’t you?” Herla said dismissively.
“I still am. Do you want a demonstration?” Valanna fought to maintain her composure. This woman adeptly put Valanna’s emotions on edge.
The Queen’s eyes widened, and she put up her hands to stop Valanna from standing. “No, no! I believe you.” 
Herla’s imperiousness fractured. “Marom said he was dangerous. Is he?”
“Not to me,” Valanna said. “I’m sure that Trak didn’t enjoy King Marom’s trick declaring me the fifth wife, after the two of us had planned to visit Torya together. The rumors you might have heard about the way he fought that night when he saved Warish were accurate.”
The Queen looked a little frightened. “Do you think he will return with an army?”
Valanna narrowed her eyes. “He wouldn’t need an army. If Trak wanted your husband dead, he could have killed him on the spot, but Trak is an honorable person, and King Marom doesn’t appreciate that.” Valanna realized that she did, and that only made the pain of what Marom did more intense.
“Hmm. We should talk more, you and I,” the Queen said. “You may call me Herla when we are alone together, but not when the others are around. Am I understood?”
The softened approach surprised Valanna. “You are.” 
Herla stood with Valanna following. She gave Valanna a little bow before opening the door, leaving her stunned by the conversation. The woman at the end of the conversation seemed quite different from the one who had entered Valanna’s rooms.
~
Bashura, the second wife, followed the servants into her rooms for the midday meal a few days later.
“I understand the Queen abased herself to visit you,” she said sarcastically.
Valanna nodded. “She did.”
“Old windbag,” Bashura said, although Valanna estimated that the two older wives weren’t even ten years apart in age. “I’ll bet she just sauntered in and told you what was what.” Valanna could hear the venom in her sister-in-law’s voice. “What did she want?”
“I assure you it was a very short conversation about Trak Bluntwithe.”
Bashura narrowed her eyes. “Who?”
“The Pestlan who saved us from the traitors.”
“Your boyfriend?” Bashura said.
Valanna shook her head. “No more. I am Number Five. I suppose she wanted to know how powerful Trak is.”
“Is he?”
“Powerful?” Valanna nodded. “There is no magician with more power that I have ever seen, and I have seen quite a few.”
Bashura smiled. “That is right. You actually fought in the Santasian Civil War against their Magician’s Guild.”
The wives knew more than she gave them credit for. Valanna would have to adjust her preconception of their awareness of the outside world. “There were magicians on both sides, including me.”
Bashura’s eyebrows went up. “Oh, I forgot. You are an adept.”
“I am,” Valanna said, “and now I’m here.” The bitterness of her situation caught in her throat.
“Can you disappear like they all said your boyfriend did?” Bashura said. Valanna didn’t like the undercurrent in her voice.
“I don’t know of anyone else who can do that on a simple whim.” Valanna told the truth, since Trak had mastered poseless magic. Valanna didn’t admit that she could teleport, and she doubted that Kulara or Asem would give that information out to anyone. She could leave the Palace in a moment, never to return, but then Kulara and Asem would likely pay for her disappearance.
“Do you hate our husband for what he did?” Bashura said. Valanna thought that the woman had just asked the question that she came for.
“Hate? How can I hate my sovereign? I live to serve, no matter what. I am his, as a subject—” Her voice broke. The sorrow that lived so deeply in her heart made her eyes water. She took a deep breath. “—and as his wife.”
Bashura patted Valanna’s hand. “There, there. I’ve been exactly where you are. You will learn to thrive under your marriage. I did.”
“Will I ever get to leave this tower?” Valanna said, wanting to change the topic of their conversation away from loyalty.
“Oh, that? In a few more weeks, I imagine. None of us are really free, but we do get to go out to the markets and shops in the city from time to time. I hear rumors that Marom has some special project intended for you, but I wouldn’t have any idea what that would be. We think that you are here just to spite the Pestlan boy.”
Valanna didn’t believe that. Marom stole her loyalty by marrying her because he intended to use her, and sitting around the Royal Tower all day did nothing to promote the kingdom.
“So you suspect that I am a hostage?”
Bashura laughed and waved her hand. “Aren’t we all? Marom is stuck with us, and he’ll never have an heir. Enjoy your life while you can. We all escaped death when your boyfriend saved King Marom. If the coup had succeeded, we would have been killed to prevent any pretenders to the Warish throne from being born. Even Herla would die, as old as she is.” Bashura put her hand to her breast. “I shudder.” 
The way Bashura talked about their exposure to death didn’t sound right to Valanna. Could there be factions among the wives? Perhaps some supported the coup? Valanna’s initial impression of Bashura might have been correct. At that moment, she felt like she bobbed helplessly on the surface of the ocean surrounded by sharks, as Trak once was; however, no magic spell could solve her problem. She wondered if she could ever escape the dismal existence that these ladies endured.
“May I receive visitors from outside the tower? Kulara Ferez, Prince Asem’s wife is a friend.”
Bashura frowned for the merest moment, but then brightened. “Of course you can. You may send an invitation through one of your servants, I suppose.”
~
Days later, Valanna arrived at the dining room for a communal dinner a bit early and found Herla pouring herself a goblet of wine before anyone else had arrived. 
“I’ve been sending messages to Kulara, Asem Ferez’s wife, inviting her to visit, but I haven’t received a reply. Is there any reason that I can’t have visitors?”
“A visit from the wife of a Prince of Warish?” she shook her head. Herla looked around the room and spoke in a lower voice. “How have you been communicating?”
“Bashura said that all I needed to do was send a note through one of my servants.”
Herla narrowed her eyes. “She’s up to her tricks, again. When would you like Kulara to visit?”
“Tomorrow, to share a midday meal.”
Herla nodded her head. “Leave it to me.” Two more wives arrived and Herla said in a louder voice, “Don’t bother me with your complaints.” She winked before she abruptly turned away from Valanna.
Panna came over to Valanna and glared at Herla’s back. “She won’t help you, whatever you asked her about,” she said.
“I suppose you are right, I didn’t know what I was thinking.” Valanna sighed and wondered if Herla had just placated her, just like a mother might promise something to her child, never to fulfill the request.
~
Kulara showed up at Valanna’s door at noon the next day. Valanna now had a better idea of where she stood with the Queen.
“Ah, I’ve only been in the Royal Tower when I once had an audience with the Queen. We never lived in the same wandering village in the Arid Lands, so I never had the opportunity to meet her before.”
“I see her often enough,” Valanna said grabbing Kulara’s hands. What a relief she felt to speak with a friend. “How did you know to come?”
“A guard left a message with Captain Mizor. It wasn’t from you, but—”
“At my request,” Valanna said. She walked around her room and did her own checking for listeners. Valanna had already tried to plug up as many holes in the walls as she could, but she didn’t know how effective her efforts were. She sighed and took Kulara to her couch so they could sit next to each other. She turned to her and took her friend’s hands again. “I’ve been so lonely. You don’t know what it’s like—”
“I do. Asem only had two wives. Other Princes have had more, and I’m well aware of the way such things go. It is a close existence, isn’t it?”
Valanna felt her eyes well up and nodded. “It is suffocating, and I so needed to see your face and talk to someone I don’t have to worry about.”
“Worry?” Kulara smiled slyly. “It’s good to see you, too. All I really need is Asem, but I do like to get out and use the flyer from time to time. The King has even let us both go on short expeditions, you know, while Marom has been confirming his power, now that the executions have finally ended.”
“Any word from Torya?” Valanna said. This was the first time she had heard of executions, but she wouldn’t ask Kulara about them. The wives had never once mentioned them in her presence.
Kulara shrugged. “All I know is that Trak’s group took a ship bound for Tachium.”
“But he is under a Colcanan order of execution!”
~~~
 



 
 
Chapter Four
~
 
TRAK WOKE UP TO THE BARKING OF DOGS and the sounds of men and horses. He sat straight up in bed when heavy fists pounded on his door. He pulled on his trousers and slipped on his boots, as the door exploded into splinters. 
A magician still maintained her pose on the other side of the door, bathed in mage light, while guards filed in pointing crossbows at Trak. He sat back down on the bed.
“Trak Bluntwithe, you are a fugitive of Colcanan law.”
“No, I’m not,” Trak said, crossing his legs and leaned back with his arms supporting him from behind, trying to look much more casual that what he currently felt. “I was thrown from the tallest tower of Bitrium. The sentence was carried out. With some luck, I survived.”
Trak could see Lenis leering from behind the woman. He must have alerted the local guard. Trak couldn’t help but shake his head. The guard struggled with someone, and then Tembul came into view and pushed the magician out of his view.
“Take care of Lenis and bring my things. I’ll meet you in Kizru,” Trak said quickly, putting the Toryan lord to sleep before teleporting all the way to Able’s house in Kizru.
He staggered when he stood in the side yard where he had taken off in Tembul’s flyer months ago, and then fell on his back end.
“Who goes there?” a guard said running up to him. 
He let the man help him to his feet, while he got his legs under control. He didn’t think that he could teleport so far, but he did. “Are Neel and Able inside?”
The guard helped Trak to the front of the house and pounded on the door. “Master Fidelia and Master Bluntwithe!”
“What is going on?” Able said, wrapping a robe around him and blinking the sleep out of his eyes. “Trak! Come in, boy. Come in.” Able looked at the guard. “Thank you, Watul.”
The guard nodded and backed away looking at Able hugging Trak. 
“Neel! Our son has returned.” He yelled up the stairs before he nodded at Watul, who still watched them while he closed the door. 
Able took Trak into the kitchen and lit a fire in the stove after he helped Trak to a kitchen chair. “I’ll get you some tea in a few minutes. Where’s Tembul? I presume you rescued the princess?”
Trak put his hand to his forehead. The long teleport had created a big headache. “First, the tea.”
Neel rushed in and sat next to Trak. “I’m glad you’re alive. How did you get here? I thought the Toryans would know you were in their country days before you reached us.”
“Flyers.” Trak said. “Tembul, Princess Pullia, and my friends will arrive in a few days. I had to leave Colcan under pressing circumstances.”
“Colcan!” Able said. “They’ll kill you.”
“To kill me, they have to catch me first. I’ve learned a few things since I’ve been gone.”
“And grown,” Neel said, squeezing Trak’s biceps.
“That is what months mining iron ore as a slave does to you,” Trak smiled.
“A story for heroes, I would imagine,” Neel said. “I am so glad to see you.”
“As am I.” Able fussed with the teakettle. 
“You don’t have to wait,” Neel said, standing up and posing. The kettle began to shake and rattle with boiling water.
“You used magic.”
Neel shook his head and twisted his lips. “That’s the only way a foreigner has of getting respect in this place,” he said. 
“You both have been fine?”
“Making money,” Able said grinning, “Even if we are guarded all day and all night, the guards are friends, now.” 
Neel finished pouring tea into steaming mugs. “Here, it’s hot.”
Trak took a sip. The tea was strong, but he probably needed it that way. His fathers let him sip at his tea for a bit. 
“You probably want to hear my story first?” Trak said.
Both men nodded their heads. Trak started with an abbreviated version of his encounter with Valanna in Amorim and proceeded to tell them of his adventures in Bennin, ending with his teleportation to their house.
Neel shook his head. “Poseless magic. Ben always warned me aagainst trying to do it, and I nearly killed myself the two times I tried. The person who wrote that Pestlan book must have been a genius.”
“My grandfather and your father-in-law,” Trak said. “Jojo said the author was J. Youngblood.”
“All of those Youngbloods were more powerful than they let on.” Neel grinned. “Your mother—”
“I know,” Trak said, putting his hand on Neel’s arm, and then couldn’t repress a yawn.
Neel sighed. “We can talk more later today. I think we all need a bit more sleep. I’ll show you to our extra room.”
~
Trak woke to a heated conversation in Toryan downstairs. He found that Able had added one of his shirts to the pile of clothes that Trak had deposited in the only chair in the small bedroom. He quickly dressed, surprised at how well his father’s shirt fit him, and made his way downstairs.
“You!” a Toryan man said, angrily pointing his finger at Trak. “Where is my son?”
“Which one? Tembul or Sirul?” Trak noticed the man dressed like a Toryan noble, and he wanted to knock the man down a peg or two.
“Lenis,” the man said.
Trak continued down the steps as slowly as he could. “Lenis is a thorn in my side. He alerted the Colcanan guard that I was in their country. Luckily, I escaped and found my way here before the rest of the group.”
“Lenis is with them?”
Trak nodded. “Most likely. Lenis, Tembul, Sirul, Princess Pullia, Hana her maid, Mori Tamoda, a Benninese woman, and three Vashtans from the Blue Swan clan.”
The noble blustered while Trak announced the names. 
“They will be here in a few days. I came early to see if my fathers were intact. I’m glad to say that they are.” Trak put an arm around each of his fathers, who flanked him on both sides.
“Lenis should have come first. He deserves a hero’s welcome.”
Trak sat back on the stairs. “He deserves a prison cell. He left us in Homiko without means to get to the Bennin capital. Tembul, Sirul, and I were sent to a mining camp as slaves until we escaped and fled to Beniko. We rescued the princess while Lenis slept and returned to Torya.”
“Lies,” the noble said.
“As long as you let my fathers go, I don’t care what you call my story,” Trak said. “If you don’t mind, I need to wash up and start my day. Good bye.” Trak gently pushed the man out the door. “Your son will be here in a few days, so you don’t need to yell at us all that time.” Trak leaned against the closed door and put a hand to his head. 
“Lenis’s father hasn’t exactly been a supporter.” Neel said. 
“We can leave at any time,” Trak said. “I mean at any time, and we can be out of Torya in hours, not days.”
“I don’t want to go,” Able said. “It has taken me months to get my brewery in operation and now I have an  interest in three pubs in Kizru. We are making more money in a month than I made in a year in Greenbrook, and I don’t mind the Toryans at all.”
“Once you get past the aristocracy,” Neel said. “Toryans are actually nicer than I remembered, if a bit cold to strangers.”
“That’s the case with most people everywhere I’ve been. There is a nasty disease that afflicted nobles and the bureaucracy,” Trak nodded in agreement with himself.
“Even in Colcan,” Neel said. 
Trak nodded. “It’s the worst in Colcan. Until Lenis called the guard, I enjoyed my stay at the inn on the border.”
“You’ve grown,” Able said.
After a yawn that ended up being shared with the others, Trak grinned, “I’ve grown tired. I’m going back to bed, if you don’t mind, and then I’d like to hear how you’ve managed to crack into the ale market in Kizru.”
~
“You’ve been summoned to meet with the king,” a well-dressed noble said at the door. 
Trak looked past him to a carriage. “I don’t have suitable clothes for an audience,” Trak said. 
“Those will be provided. Please come with me.”
Trak liked the phrase ‘please’ in talking with the man.
“Go on,” Neel said. “We’ll have some dinner ready when you return.”
Trak looked back at the house as he left. He felt good about seeing Neel and Able again, but the situation in Kizru unsettled him, since he had no idea who was who without Tembul at his side.
When he reached the palace, he was shown to the same room he remembered on his first visit to Kizru. He changed his clothes and was soon in King Basiul’s study. There were six other men in the room sitting in chairs in front of the king’s desk.
“Sit, Master Bluntwithe,” one of the men said. 
“Welcome back,” the king said. 
Trak remembered most of the faces and decided that the two factions hadn’t changed since he had been gone. Lenis’s father glared at him.
“I am glad to return. Princess Pullia should arrive tomorrow,” Trak said.
“How did you get here so quickly?” Lenis’s father said accusingly.
“That’s something I’d rather not answer until my friends arrive. We all have our own personal stories, and you feel free to talk to them about theirs.” Trak shrugged. “I’ve learned some new magical techniques, is all.”
Basiul leaned over his desk. “How did you recover the Princess?”
Trak leaned back. “We were there to assist in a coup in the capital and helped the winning side. The Emperor lost.” 
The men couldn’t help but talk amongst themselves at that revelation. 
“Lord Jomio was in control of the Bureaucracy when we left, but Bennin isn’t a stable country right now, and might not be in the near future. The docks in Homiko were burned down. We had to make our way through Pakoa to get to Warish and took our flyer north to Amorim.  We found a ship to take us to Trachium.”
“Flyers,” one of the men said as if it were a dirty word.
Trak tilted his head. “They are just adaptations of the floaters that you Toryans use every day. I don’t know why you should disparage them.”
The man looked angry. Trak put him down as a Lenis supporter.
“You brought Vashtans with you?” another man said. He sounded more curious than the others.
“There are factions within the Vashtans as there are in every society,” Trak said, and that statement included Torya. “These Blue Swan Vashtans fought against the Yellow Fox Vashtans that had stirred up trouble in Bennin, and eventually Warish as well.”
“We haven’t heard of that.” King Basiul said. “You seem to have created trouble wherever you’ve gone.”
Trak didn’t think that was a particularly supportive comment. “That is incorrect. We put down a corrupt government in Bennin and saved the life of King Marom in Warish in an attempted coup. I fought on King Marom’s side. The Yellow Fox Vashtans were a common element of instability in each society. The Vashtans I bring are their enemies. I hope that you will welcome them in Kizru.”
“They will be treated like all aliens,” one of the men said. “You made a mistake bringing them here.”
Trak shrugged. “That may be the case. You might learn some perspective from them.”
“I’ll not have foreigners teaching me perspective, young man,” Lenis’s father said.
Trak ignored him. “What else would you like to know, Your Majesty?”
“That is all for now. If all of the Toryans are safely returned, then you have successfully filled your mission.”
“Can I keep these clothes?” Trak said. “I lost most of what I owned in Bennin.”
The king nodded and stood. All of the others followed. A courtier led Trak out of the study and back to the room where his clothes were. 
“I won’t need any help getting back to Able Bluntwithe’s house,” he said as he began to change. 
After the courtier left, Trak gathered all of the clothing and teleported to Able’s guest bedroom before he had even finished changing. He didn’t want to spend any more time in the palace than he had to.
He was so tired, he didn’t bother telling Able he was home and went to sleep.
Trak woke up the next morning to an empty house. He went into Able’s and Neel’s bedrooms, but they were both empty. The stove was cold, as was the teapot that Neel used. Neither of them had spent the night in the house. 
He stepped outside to find the house ringed with guards. He recognized Watul, the guard who Able had befriended. “Where is Able?”
The man took a step backward. “How did you get in there?”
“I had to sneak in. It was so late that I didn’t want to bother anyone. Are you here guarding me?”
Watul’s head bowed and the man had difficulty making eye contact. “I have to admit we didn’t expect you to come out of the house. We were posted her to keep you from going in. We are to take you to Lord Namiul’s residence.”
“Lord Namiul is Lenis’s father?”
Watul nodded his head.
Trak wondered what the price would be to free his fathers this time. He ground his teeth and stalked back inside the house before any of the guards had a chance to make a move.
He could hear Watul tell the others to leave Trak alone. They would escort him once he left the house. 
The flyer would be close to Kizru, so Trak decided to try something out. He thought of Derit and willed himself to teleport close to their conveyance.
~
“Trak!” Derit said, catching his arm. Trak had appeared on the wrong side of a crude flyer. Others came to drag him on board.
Trak might not try that technique again. The group had been separated. The Vashtans, Hana, and Mori traveled in this one. 
“Up ahead.” Ferikan pointed his finger to other flyer, some hundred paces in front of them. “Toryans, only, at Lenis’ insistence.”
Mori spit off the side. “Lenis talked Tembul and Sirul into following his orders. I thought Lenis had an exaggerated sense of self-importance, and I wasn’t wrong.”
Trak looked at them. “Are you five all right?”
“We are,” Mori said. She evidently had taken charge, something that fit quite well into her character. “Lenis wanted us to stay behind in Colcan, but none of them could stop us from following. We’ve traveled far longer each day.”
“I’m surprised Princess Pullia agreed to go with him.”
“The sleeping princess, you mean? Lenis refused to take Hana with them, so that was the final factor in our decision to follow rather than find another destination,” Derit said.
“I suppose we are ready to make a leap forward?”
Hana wailed. “I don’t want to see Lord Lenis again.”
Trak put her to sleep. “We don’t have a choice since I don’t know where Lenis’s father, Lord Namiul lives. Let’s just follow, shall we? Where is my sword?”
“In the other flyer,” Mori said. “Lenis nearly put it on, but then decided against it because of the scabbard. ‘Carrying something so plain is beneath me,’ he said.” She mimicked Lenis’s poor Benninese rather well. “Your weapons are better made than any he’ll find in Torya.”
“I don’t doubt it,” Trak said, grinning, but the smile quickly faded. “Lenis’s father kidnapped my fathers and wanted to do the same with me. He has gained in power since I left.”
“Yellow Fox influence?” Ferikan said.
“Possibly, but the Toryans are arrogant enough that they probably are doing so on their own. They have no appreciation for my powers, and that will end as soon as they,” Trak nodded towards the other flyer, “tell them what I can do.”
“Lenis still doesn’t know. He wouldn’t accept the fact that you just blinked out of your room at the inn. Tembul told him it was a Vashtan teleportation pose.”
Trak shook his head. “After all this time, but what will they tell him now? Sirul and Tembul must be thoroughly cowed.”
Derit sneered. “Tembul doesn’t like us at all. It’s not the hate that I get from Lenis, but—”
“Toryans don’t accept foreigners very gracefully. Able and Neel are the only ones that I know of who haven’t been driven off, but then good beer and ale is a powerful draw. They have opened a string of pubs in the city and have set up a successful brewery business to while away their time.”
“Good for them,” Mori said. “I look forward to meeting them.”
“I hope you get the chance.”
~~~
 



 
 
Chapter Five
~
 
IT WAS TIME FOR KULARA TO LEAVE, but Valanna didn’t want her to go after waiting so long for this first meeting after becoming the Fifth Wife. She summoned a servant, after pulling on the silk tapestry ribbon, who escorted Kulara out.
Life had turned into an awful existence for Valanna, but nothing seemed to change for Asem and Kulara. She let the tears streak her face, while she stretched out on her bed to let her emotions go. She wanted to feel that Trak had abandoned her, but in her heart she couldn’t bring herself to twist what happened into something that never happened so she might feel better. 
She sat up, and washed her face, and filled the bathtub with water. She used a pose to heat it, and took off her clothes, leaving them in a pile. Valanna thought of that pile as a tiny act of rebellion. If Asem and Kulara weren’t under King Marom’s thumb she would do more, much more, but Valanna felt powerless.
When the water cooled and the skin on her hands began to wrinkle, she dressed in something new that the servants had delivered that week. Evidently the King sent new clothes to his wives on a sporadic basis. At least he included her in providing something nice to wear. It made her incarceration a tiny bit more bearable. 
Valanna called for her dinner, and after the servants had left, she rededicated her efforts to learn all of the spells in Trak’s portfolio. She pulled out paper and pencil and began to write down a schedule. She needed something specific and something that would require discipline. Kulara had told her about waiting for something to happen, but Valanna didn’t want to wait forever. She needed some measure of control in her life where she had to stretch herself, and learning all the spells in the portfolio, according to a plan, would have to serve.
She wouldn’t put off her start and began by memorizing power words to match the poses that Trak had drawn. If she learned a pose a day, Valanna would need just over a month to catch up to Trak. Her heart skipped a beat when she worried about him traveling through Colcan. Their party couldn’t help but be noticed.
After a huge sigh, Valanna had to put her trust into Trak. He would prevail. He had to. Even as a married woman, she longed to see him again. She closed her eyes and relived their brief time together in Balbaam. Would she ever feel such joy again? 
She shook her head and pursed her lips together. Valanna would have to banish such thoughts from her mind if she were to succeed in her goal.
~
Another week in her captivity, another week in her life, but Valanna no longer moped around her rooms. She woke up early and practiced dancing from form to form, incorporating each new pose into her dance. Matching the power words to the form presented a bigger challenge. Her mind just wasn’t disciplined enough to easily remember the power words as she performed. She would have to work on that.
She stopped her work when she heard a knock on her door. 
“The Queen requests an audience, Number Five.”
Number Five. They didn’t even call her by her name. Kulara had told her to expect that. “She may enter.” Valanna said, her chest still heaving from her exertion. She wiped her face with the damp towel that she now had at hand during her exertions.
“What are you doing, Valanna?” Herla said as she entered, waving her hand in front of her. She motioned the two guards, now familiar faces, to check for listeners. They did their jobs, while the pair of them talked.
“Exercise. Since I am still restricted to my rooms, I don’t want to waste away.”
Herla smiled. “Like the rest of us?” The Queen definitely didn’t look like she had lost any weight.
Valanna wiped her face to hide her blush. “I’m used to a more active life and want to maintain my fitness. I am sorry if I offended you. I’ve found that if I make up dances that incorporate the use of my body and muscles, my exertions become more fun.”
“Fun,” Herla giggled, something that Valanna hadn’t expected of the Queen. “That’s a word I haven’t heard in quite awhile. Would you show me?”
“I am sure any performance I might present wouldn’t be pleasing.”
Herla narrowed her eyes. “Please perform for the Queen.”
Since she put her request to her that formally, Valanna didn’t think she could refuse.
“I am a magician as you know—”
“As am I,” Herla said. “I was going to be a water-woman just before I caught Marom’s eye.”
Valanna hoped she didn’t show surprise. “Kulara—”
“Asem found Kulara after she had become one, I understand.”
Valanna nodded. “I decided to link poses together with movements. I’m sure they aren’t very artistic.”
“They don’t have to be.” The guards stood together and nodded to the Queen, who pointed towards the door. They left the two women alone.
“They are gone,” Valanna said with relief.
“Obviously,” Herla said drily. “I really do want to see your dance.”
After taking a deep breath, Valanna launched into her movements, thinking of common poses. She ended with the water-woman’s pose.
Herla sat back and clapped her hands. “Kulara taught you that last one?”
Valanna relaxed. She wiped her face again. “She did in the Arid Lands. She wanted to show me that the Arid Lands isn’t a desert.”
After a shrug, Herla said, “I think of it as a desert. Kulara has the true spirit of a Ferezan in her. I must admit that I never did. I’ve always been more comfortable in Balbaam than in a village.” She rose and faced Valanna. “I’m not very powerful, but why don’t I come here on a regular basis and we can dance together. This old body needs to be more flexible, don’t you think?”
“I wouldn’t mind a partner, but I have a purpose to my dancing.”
Herla put her hands on Valanna’s shoulders and looked into her eyes. “You need a purpose, I think. Depression has surrounded you ever since you arrived among us. There are wives that enjoy your pain, but I am not one of them. Let us practice together. I imagine I don’t know many more than ten poses. I’ve forgotten precisely how many, it’s been that long.”
Valanna couldn’t hold back a smile. “I would be honored for you to join me.”
~~~
 



 
 
Chapter Six
~
 
TRAK COULD SEE LENIS STANDING WITH TEMBUL, who had provided the wind power for their flyer. Trak continued to follow behind. He had Derit stand in a pose, but he was the one who guided the flyer with poseless magic. He didn’t need to have anyone tell him how to head, since he could face forward and control steer the wind with his mind. After two hours, they had reached Kizru and flew over the city. Lenis ordered Tembul to stop, and then the flyer lowered to a large garden. 
Trak didn’t want to wait to catch up and teleported his flyer to the garden. He waited with folded arms as the Toryans descended.
“This is your father’s house?” Trak asked.
Lenis ignored him, but Tembul nodded. He looked ashamed, and that somewhat mollified the anger that Trak felt. He hadn’t expected betrayal on the part of his friend.
Trak looked up at the four-story house. Touches of the melted sand look of the Kizru palace could be seen around the casements of the windows and doors. The garden itself looked a bit strange to Trak, but then he had no feel for what might be in style among the Toryan nobility. 
“Trak, come here,” Princess Pullia said. She pointed down to the ground. 
Trak suspected she wanted him to stand in the exact spot she designated. He wouldn’t do such a thing, since he didn’t feel the least bit of desire to demonstrate fealty to Lia.
“Thank you for all you’ve done, Lenis,” Trak said. He walked up to Lia and took her arm. “Please take her things to the palace, Lord Lenis.”
Trak teleported her to the changing room he had used the previous day and then teleported into King Basiul’s study. 
The king toiled on paperwork by himself in the room and looked up with surprise. “Trak Bluntwithe, how did you get in here?”
Trak shook his head. “It doesn’t matter. I present Princess Pullia of Western Torya. Princess, this is King Basiul, the monarch of Eastern Torya. I thought it would be a good idea for the both of you to meet informally before Lenis takes all the credit for your return.”
“Lenis?” the king said.
Lia looked at Trak and nodded her head to the king. “King Basiul, regardless of what anyone might tell you, Trak arranged my release from the Benninese government. By his actions alone was I taken from Beniko to Kizru. Lord Lenis was not involved. As a matter of fact, Trak had put him to sleep for much of our journey to Torya. I sanctioned his actions.” She looked sideways at Trak and continued. 
“Lord Lenis betrayed Trak and his companions, which led to their captivity. I would still live in the Emperor’s palace if Trak hadn’t saved me. Indeed, he saved Bennin from a Vashtan-influenced takeover.”
Basiul narrowed his eyes and peered at Trak. “I suppose she is under a spell?”
“I worry that you are, Your Majesty,” Trak said, intoning the worry spell. He didn’t think he needed to say anything now, but it seemed to be a fair way of doing things.
The king closed his eyes and his head hit the pile of papers, scattering many to the floor. Lia put her hand to her mouth.
“More Vashtan interference?” she said.
“There are more than enough factions in Basiul’s government to do this. They just need to know the right spell. Imagine ensorcelling the king,” Trak said, shaking his head
They both stood until the king stirred from his imposed slumber. “What happened?” he said, rubbing his eyes. “Did you—?”
“No, he didn’t put a spell on you, King Basiul. Someone else has,” Lia said.
The king looked surprised at the mess he had made of his paperwork and began to put some order to his desk while he talked. “Namiul and his son Lenis arranged for my ensorcellment yesterday, as far as I can remember,” Basiul said. “Last night they had me sign an order assigning custody of Neel Fidelia and Able Bluntwithe to him.” He shook his head and ground his teeth. “I’ll rescind that immediately.”
“They were taken in the middle of the night while I slept in the house. No one knew I was there. I sneaked in so my fathers wouldn’t be awakened,” Trak said. 
King Basiul scribbled on a parchment that he slipped out of a drawer of his desk. “This countermands my previous order.” He gave the document to Trak and then walked over to a tapestry ribbon next to the wall and pulled. “I will have a servant show you to rooms, Princess Pullia. You may take your evening meal alone, if that is acceptable. Tomorrow morning I will assign two ladies-in-waiting.”
Lia raised her chin and sniffed aristocratically. “It will. Thank you for hearing out Master Bluntwithe. I emphasize that I have no relationship with Lord Lenis, nor do I desire one.” She looked over at Trak for some reason he didn’t fathom. “Don’t believe what Lenis says, Your Majesty.”
“Not now,” King Basiul said. “We have ways to detect ensorcellment, and I’ll subject myself to that on a daily basis from here on out.”
Trak bowed. “A wise decision.”
The king looked angrily at Trak. “I’ll not have a Pestlan judging me.”
“Of course,” Trak said, mentally clamping his mouth shut. Just because the king had been freed of a spell didn’t change his basic nature, and Trak was certain that Basiul wasn’t a friend.
The servant came, and Trak walked with Lia to her rooms. “You’ll be treated here in a manner more befitting your station.”
The princess squinted her eyes and nodded. “You may go now.” She flitted her hand indicating that Trak was no longer needed. 
As soon as Trak reached an empty corridor, he teleported to Lenis’s garden. Everyone was still there except for Lenis. 
“I have just come from King Basiul—”
“How could you just drop in?” Tembul said, but then he colored and stood silent for a moment. “I suppose you delivered Princess Pullia?”
“I did, and without any interference from Lord Namiul. I’ve never been formally introduced to Lenis’s father, but I have an order from Basiul,” Trak said, handing over the order.
“Why did Lord Namiul take your fathers into his own custody?”
“For the same reason King Basiul did. He wants to control me. Someone in his faction ensorcelled King Basiul and had him write the order that this countermands.”
Tembul looked at Trak with a serious look. “Toryans have rarely employed such spells up to now,” he said. “I hate to see them being used, since in my view, compulsion demeans the honor of Torya.” 
“Will you help me serve this?” Trak saw armed men coming from the house, led by an armed Lenis and an older man with a familiar face. Trak had already had a run-in with Lord Namiul. Trak walked over to his things, still bundled up in the flyer that the Toryans had used, and pulled out his sword and knife. A show of weapons might slow the others up. Both Lenis and his father would know of Trak’s expertise wielding a sword.
“What have you done with the princess?” Namiul said rather indignantly Trak thought.
“She is in the palace, under the protection of King Basiul, who I recently freed from a spell that someone used to influence the affairs of Torya,” Trak said. He put out his hand for the document that Tembul now held. 
“I have come to retrieve Neel Fidelia and Able Bluntwithe. I won’t leave without them.” He held up the document and let Lenis and Lord Namiul read it, but Trak did not let them touch it.
Namiul sneered, and Lenis became visibly angry. 
“Princess Pullia and I have already explained Lenis’s true involvement in her rescue to the king,” Trak said. 
“You—” Lenis ran towards Trak, who whipped out his sword before Lenis could get his half out of the scabbard.
“On your knees, Lenis,” Trak said, pressing the point of his sword into Lenis’s cloak.
The Toryan had no choice but to get down. 
“I will release your son when my fathers are escorted here.” Trak created a shield around the two of them and called out to the others in his group. “Shields everybody. Lord Namiul is not to be trusted.” 
An arrow flew and skipped off of Trak’s shield, while the others assumed poses. “See, Lord Namiul? We are not without defenses. Do you want to see some of your son’s blood on my sword? Quickly.”
Lenis’s father ordered two guards back into the house while he fumed, with hands clenched, swearing at Trak. 
“Lenis knows a few Benninese curses. After we are gone, I am sure he would be happy to share them with you. He didn’t pick up the language very well, but then he didn’t have to since our guide betrayed the rest of us and became his personal interpreter. Isn’t that right Lenis?”
The Toryan lordling nodded, eyes still focused on Trak’s sword. The pressure of the blade against his chest hadn’t lessened.
Finally, Able and Neel staggered out of the house, their hands bound. Their faces were swollen from the beatings Namiul had ordered, and they walked as if they were covered in bruises.
“On the flyers,” Trak said. He escorted them, dragging Lenis, and waited until the others had boarded as well. They went up thirty stories into the air. Trak teleported Lenis back down to his father and flew one to Able’s house followed by Tembul. They landed, and Trak showed the king’s order to Watul.
“Leave,” Trak said.
Watul nodded his head. “That’s the king’s order, all right.” He looked at the rest of the gathered guards. “I think that you should all return to Lord Namiul’s house for new orders.”
A few of the men wanted to inspect the order, but eventually all left.
“I’m going to leave you here,” Tembul said. “It appears you can take care of yourself. I’ll make sure Princess Pullia gets her belongings. Sirul can use the palace barracks, and we’ll find out what to do with Hana. You can have both of the flyers. Sirul said he would love to make a new and improved model, anyway.” He pulled Trak aside. “Get your fathers, Mori, and the Vashtans out of here as soon as you can, or Lord Namiul will find a way to get rid of them. For the princess’s sake, I suggest that you stay for a while.”
Trak didn’t want to hear that, but he had to agree. He hugged Tembul.
“Do you forgive me?” Tembul said. “I knew you wouldn’t be taken by the Colcanans.”
“We’re still friends, you and I,” Trak said. Although with the shifting alliances in Torya, Trak hoped they would stay that way.
~
“I don’t want to leave,” Able said, pressing a damp towel to his face. “I’ve put too much time in to learning this cursed language and establishing my business.”
Neel patted his friend on the shoulder. “Write out the instructions to our partners, but don’t have any hopes of Toryan coin shipping to wherever we will be.”
Trak rummaged around in his bags and pulled out the bag of money and jewels that Asem had forced him to take. “Here, hold out your hands,” Trak said.
Able did as his stepson told him and Trak poured a palmful of coins and jewels into his stepfather’s hands. “This should be compensation enough.”
“I’ll say,” Neel said. “I thought your treasure was a small pouch of gold coins. Any of these jewels—”
“I know,” Trak said. “They should make up for any losses you have sustained. Use them wisely. Just get out of here. You two are my biggest weakness.”
Mori nodded and put her hand on Trak’s. “Just as I was a weakness to my cousin, Lord Jomio,” she said. “I’d be happy to go with them. I can cook and keep books or anything else they might need me to do.”
“I can vouch that Mori is very resourceful and a good judge of character,” Trak said, smiling.
Neel gave Mori a long look and smiled. “You’ve convinced me,” he said.
Trak turned to Ferikan and Derit. “I’m sorry. I don’t think this is the time for Blue Swans to be presented in King Basiul’s court. It’s not time for me, even,” he said. “Pestle is more in need of you than Torya, and more deserving, I’m sure.”
Derit clutched Ferikan’s hand in both of hers. “He’s right. We have only a few Blue Swans in Pestledown, and there are still plenty of members of the Yellow Fox clan influencing their king.”
Ferikan ran his tongue around in his mouth and nodded. “We will go back with you, if that is acceptable, Neel.”
“We can travel through southern Santasia to Nikia and on to Pestledown. We can make contact with those who can help us there,” Neel said. “I won’t ask Esmera for any help until we know what has happened in the city,”
“You should leave before nightfall,” Trak said.
“Won’t take more than an hour or two. Are you sure you will be okay?” Able said.
Trak nodded. “Better by myself. Namiul won’t be able to take my friends hostage then, will he?”
“No chance of that, now,” Neel said.
~
Trak looked up into the sky and watched the two flyers disappear from view, heading east. He stood next to Watul, the Toryan guard. 
“I’ll miss them,” Watul said.
“So will I. Only a few days for a reunion, but I’m glad they’ll soon be out of Torya.” Trak left Watul sitting on the front porch and walked into the empty house. This time, he felt lighter with his fathers’ departure. He would help get Lia established, and then he would head to Espozia to visit Honor. Now that the civil war had ended, hopefully General Adolphus Niamo shouldn’t see him as any kind of threat.
The next morning Tembul showed up at Trak’s door, and Trak invited him in for a cup of tea at the kitchen table.
“You’ve caused quite a stir,” Tembul said. “Where is everybody?”
“Gone. I imagine they should be out of Torya by now,” Trak said. “I don’t suppose you will miss the Vashtans.”
Tembul shook his head. “I’m glad they left. They are nothing but trouble to anyone.”
“I disagree. Namiul is more trouble than they are. He’ll be making my life miserable as long as I’m in Kizru.”
“Then what is keeping you here? I thought you might have taken off with Neel and Able, even though the princess will need you.”
“Pestle is not for me, right now. It’s too close to Warish.”
Tembul put his arm around Trak’s shoulder. “I can understand that, but you’ll have to face going back to your home country some time.”
Trak nodded. “I will. For now, I’m going to help with Princess Pullia, just like you suggested. Everyone in Kizru is a threat to the princess.”
Tembul raised his eyebrows. “You don’t trust King Basiul?”
“Just a little more than Lenis’s father. I don’t think there is anyone in Kizru who has the princess’s best interests in mind.”
“Even you?” Tembul narrowed his eyes at Trak.
“Even me, although for some strange reason, I think she trusts me.”
“Not so strange. You are a hero, a unique hero, in her eyes.”
Trak didn’t want to think romantically about any woman. He still hurt from what Marom had done. “That is nothing I’ve encouraged.”
“Encouraged or not, she’s got her eye on you. Better Trak Bluntwithe than myself.”
Trak smiled. “You’ve got the lovely Hana.”
“My wife might dispute that,” Tembul said.
Trak sputtered. “Your wife?”
Tembul laughed. “I’m a good one at keeping secrets,” he said. “Wife, but my two children are grown.”
“Does she live in Kizru?”
“On the outskirts. It has been a gratifying reunion. Tears on both sides and all of that.”
Trak took his treasure out of a kitchen cupboard. “Here.” He put three jewels into the Toryan’s hand. “Make your return a bit more gratifying. I can’t think of anyone who deserves it more.”
Tembul stared at the jewels. “I can’t take this.”
“You already have.” Trak closed the man’s fingers around the gems. “She’ll think better of me if you give her one in some kind of setting. On a necklace, maybe?”
“If it wasn’t from you—”
“But it is. I have plenty more.”
Tembul opened his hand and moved the gems around in his palm with a finger. “Has the princess asked for one of these?”
Trak shook his head. “No, and I don’t intend on giving her one. These are meant to be earned, or used to help people. The princess hasn’t helped anyone yet, and all she has earned has been the enmity of those around her.”
“I will agree to that, well enough.” Tembul tucked the jewels away in a pocket and slapped his hands on his knees. “Now, down to business. The king wants you to move into the palace.”
“But I like this house. My fathers lived here.”
“You can flit wherever you want. You know that, and I know that, but King Basiul doesn’t think you can do such a thing. He thinks you are using the Vashtan teleportation pose struck very quickly.”
Trak poured another cup of tea for both of them. “Then let’s have him keep thinking that,” Trak said. “I can move to the palace, as long as I can do some cooking for myself. Toryan food is…”
Tembul waved Trak’s comment away. “After our world tour, I will have to agree, just a little bit. Just don’t tell my wife should you ever meet her.”
“So when do I have to leave?”
“We go now. Grab what you want to bring with you, and I’ll be back to take anything you’ve left behind. We can teleport. That way we will disappoint any ambush that Lord Namiul has arranged.”
~~~
 



 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Seven
~
 
THE SUN FELT WARM AND WELCOME ON VALANNA’S FACE while she walked with Panna down into the market closest to the palace. Two guards preceded them, with four guards following closely behind, spoiling some of the newly-won freedom that finally allowed her to leave the Royal Tower.
King Marom had kept his distance, but Herla, the Queen, had continued to visit Valanna in her rooms. She had paired Valanna up with Panna, wife Number Four, in this trip to the market. Valanna fingered the list that Herla had given her. 
Panna didn’t know the market or the shops that surrounded it as well as Valanna did. The guards ended up following Valanna’s directions to a women’s clothing shop. Two of the guards slipped inside to inspect the business before permitting the two women to enter. 
“Asem, Kulara,” Valanna said to her friends. A tall young girl fingering an embroidered silk handkerchief stood next to her friends.
“Valanna, it has been some time,” Asem said. “This must be your first trip outside of the palace.”
“Outside of the Royal Tower,” she corrected. “It is so good to see you, and who is this?” Valanna looked at the girl.
“Let me present you to my daughter,” Asem said. “Valanna, Fifth Wife to King Marom and Princess Panna, Fourth Wife, may I introduce you to Galara, my youngest.”
The teenaged girl dipped into a controlled curtsey and bowed her head to both women. “Your Highnesses.”
Valanna had already suspected the girl to be Asem’s daughter. “You are quite pretty. Rise and let me look upon your face,” she said. From her perspective, Galara took after her father, with sharper features and narrower eyes than Rumanna, her late mother. 
“Now that you have been let out, perhaps you can share a meal with us in our tower,” Kulara said to Valanna. 
Herla had arranged the meeting in order to have witnesses to the invitation, since King Marom continued to intercept all communications with Valanna after Kulara’s one visit.
“I would be happy to.”
“Tonight?” Asem said.
Panna touched Valanna on the arm. “Tonight is our dinner with the King.
“Then tomorrow night. I will send Captain Mizor for you,” Asem said, waving off his first suggestion. “If you don’t mind, Galara has a few purchases yet to make, and then we must be on our way.”
Valanna and Panna nodded at the same time, making Valanna stifle a giggle as they waited for Asem to leave. The pair of them looked through the goods in the shop. Valanna bought some silk underclothes for Herla and herself and a handkerchief similar to the one Galara bought, but in a different color.
On their way back to the palace, with guards carrying their purchases, Panna shook her head. “Such audacity. Stopping royalty in the marketplace!”
Valanna clucked her tongue. “I seem to recall that Asem bears the title of Prince. Doesn’t that make him royalty, along with his being a cousin to King Marom?”
Panna just grunted and walked on ahead of Valanna, who couldn’t help but be amused. Once inside the palace gates, Panna stalked off to the Royal Tower, leaving Valanna with three of the guards.
“I would like more of a walk. Could we go to the gardens?” Valanna asked the senior guard, who only inclined his head in assent.
She had no desire to return to the cloistered existence that could be re-imposed at any time. Valanna took her time strolling to the gardens and sat on a bench surrounded by a low wall covered with jasmine. She breathed in the scent of the flowers and closed her eyes, trying to picture herself in the garden of the Dalistro mansion in Espozia. Those were better times for her, just before the revolt. 
She smiled and pointed her face towards the sun, eyes still shut, taking in the warmth as she had earlier in the day. With all her heart she wished Trak would walk up to her. Valanna heard footsteps and opened her eyes, half expecting to see him. 
The king was ten paces away walking towards her, and then sat next to her on the bench. He took her hand in his. Valanna struggled not to shrink away at his touch.
“Did you enjoy your shopping trip?”
Did nothing escape the king? Valanna nodded. “Thank you for removing my restriction to the tower, Your Majesty.”
“It was against my better judgement, but Asem wanted to see you again. I imagine you are invited to a dinner in their tower?”
Had Herla’s intervention been at the request of King Marom? The king’s words took all of the enjoyment of the day from her, and the garden suddenly felt suffocating. After a bow of her head, Valanna said, “Tomorrow night, if Your Majesty permits.” She feared that the king would make her cancel.
“He has things to discuss with you, so you might as well do some thinking about the next phase for Pestle.” He squeezed her hand until it hurt. “Just remember that you are mine, not the Pestlan’s, and not Asem’s.”
“I am well aware of that, Your Majesty.”
Marom rose from the seat and walked quickly away, followed by two guards. Valanna waited for the king to move further away before she rose. She looked around the walls of the garden and noticed guards with crossbows aimed at her. The king took her magic seriously, but Valanna cared too much for Asem and Kulara, who would likely be quickly killed if she attacked her husband. She shrugged and made her way towards her rooms.
~
Valanna arrived to dinner, surprised to see Asem’s four children seated around the table. Asem sat at the head with his two daughters on one side and two sons on the other. There were two empty chairs next to Kulara, who sat at the foot. Kulara pointed to one of them and one of Asem’s sons helped her get seated.
“You’ve met Galara.” The young woman smiled and gave Valanna a wave from next to Asem. She looked her fourteen years. “My other daughter is Henna. She is seventeen. Rensom is nineteen and Pezem is twenty-two. This is the first time in four years that we have eaten together.” Valanna nodded to each person as they were introduced. Asem had reason to be proud of his children.
Valanna’s face heated up when she realized that she had been one of those responsible for the death of their mother. A family reunion was not something she expected at this dinner.
Thankfully, Asem drove the conversation and prompted each of the children to talk about what they were doing and their prospects. The two sons had already taken residence in other Ferezan villages, but hadn’t married. Asem talked to them about the revolt, and the boys surprised Valanna with their observations. She had originally thought them young, but then realized that she was the same age as Pezem, and Trak was born sometime between the two young men.
When looking at Asem’s sons, she realized how experienced Trak had seemed, despite his age. He had already personally put down revolutions in three countries. Valanna turned her attention back to the girls. Henna had just become betrothed to the son of the chief of a different tribe. She assumed that the Ferezan married for political reasons like any other ruling class.
Dinner was more authentically prepared to match the Arid Lands, and when they were done, Asem dismissed his children. Kulara had been mostly silent during dinner. At least Valanna had made a comment here and there, complimenting the young people when she could.
Asem made a show of checking all of the peepholes in his tower’s dining level. “We can speak freely now,” he said as he took a seat. “I am sorry for not warning you about my children, but this is the last time we will be able to eat together as a family. Henna and Pezem have obligations in the Arid Lands and will travel west together tomorrow morning.”
“I offered to fly them, but they declined,” Kulara said. Valanna noticed the pain in Kulara’s voice. The reunion must not have been as pleasant for her friend.
“Under other circumstances, I would have asked to teleport them, but I don’t think that travel option is open to me at present,” Valanna said. “I visited with my husband yesterday afternoon—”
“He told me. King Marom has had some additional dispatches from Pestledown today. We won’t be spending much more time in Balbaam either.”
“Does ‘we’ mean Kulara and you or Kulara, you, and me?” Valanna felt a surge of hope.
“All three. I’m sure you won’t mind. Galara and Rensom will stay behind as hostages,” Asem said. 
They were all silent for a bit.
“I am on official business this time?” Valanna said.
“A Princess of Warish. At least you’ll start out that way once we are in Pestledown, unless the conditions have deteriorated even further than what they are like now. If all goes as planned, we will also reveal you as a Princess of Pestle.”
“Not while King Harl is alive,” Valanna said.
“That brings us to part of our plan. Your recent visit to Pestle actually brought an end to the Long War. With the Yellow Fox Vashtans in the ascendant as advisors to King Harl, Pestle has become even less stable. They have ruined Marom’s initial plans to easily replace Harl. The Pestlan King will not give up his throne voluntarily.”
Valanna leaned back in her chair and thought for a moment. “Nothing has changed in Pestledown then? King Harl continues to raise taxes and alienate his people?”
Asem nodded. “Most of the Blue Swan Vashtans in Warish have already headed to Pestledown at my request. They will help us take down the Yellow Fox Vashtans that are trying to pull Harl’s strings like a puppeteer.”
“Going back is fraught with danger,” Valanna said, “but I prefer danger to the living death I experience every day in the Royal Tower, especially now that I know I can’t trust the Queen. I thought she might be a friend.”
Kulara clucked her tongue. “I wouldn’t say that. Among that den of vipers, she is as close to a friend as you have.”
Valanna nodded. Panna and Bashura had already shown her their teeth in the drawing room gatherings and at communal dinners. She couldn’t wait to leave, and now that she knew teleportation, Yellow Fox Vashtans could not possibly catch her if she had to flee. But if Asem and Kulara accompanied her, Valanna would be slowed taking them along. However, leaving Balbaam was worth any risk.
“Do we have a strategy?”
“We will have to locate the five Vashtan allies that have already left for Pestledown. Once they join us, we will be able to plan having adequate magical capacity, since the rebels have none at all. After our arrival in Pestledown, we will meet with the underground spy network, and then formulate practical plans. Marom is unwilling to commit any troops. At the Pestlan end, this will be a simple coup,” Kulara said.
“It’s not simple. No revolts are simple. Trak told me so, and I believe him after having been through two myself. Anything can go wrong, and since he has fought on both sides, Trak should know,” Valanna said.
Asem stroked his beard. “It is true, anything can go wrong. Marom is more willing to risk the life of his fifth wife than the chin hair of any Ferezan warrior.” 
Valanna could hear the disapproval in Asem’s voice. “How does he plan on holding onto Pestle?”
Asem narrowed his eyes and shook his head. Despite his checking for listeners, Asem was unwilling to tell Valanna what he thought. 
“That is something we will negotiate with the rebels. There will have to be an alliance of sorts. Of course, my loyalty is certain,” Asem said, “insured by my children’s lives. Your loyalty to Warish was dramatically demonstrated by your actions in Pestle and in the Arid Land. It continues, especially now that you are Marom’s Princess.”
Valanna didn’t believe what Asem said. Valanna had had enough of King Marom and Balbaam. She wouldn’t think twice about leaving Warish for good after the king’s treatment of her, but in truth, she valued Asem enough not to want to sacrifice his children. If Trak were with them, he could teleport them all out of Asem’s tower with ease. Unfortunately, Trak was far, far away.
~~~
 



 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Eight
~
 
THE ALE HAD IMPROVED IN THE PALACE. Able’s brewing influence might be felt by generations of Toryans. Tembul eagerly agreed after he had drained his own mug. The familiar taste of the brew made Trak a bit homesick for the Blunted Sword, but Neel had said they all would head for Pestledown.
The Toryans didn’t care about Neel or Able now that they had escaped their grasp. Namiul had ranted and raved in Trak’s audience with King Basiul just after Trak had arrived in the palace. One week later, the complaining had stopped, only to be replaced by looks of pure hatred whenever Trak ran into Namiul with Lenis playing as his father’s shadow.
Trak picked at the remaining food of his midday meal when his conversation with Tembul was interrupted by a knock on the door. 
Tembul opened the door to a female courtier of some sort. “Princess Pullia seeks an audience with Trak Bluntwithe in her quarters. I will escort you when ready and will wait at the door,” the woman said, taking a step back.
After closing the door, Tembul whistled. “A private audience? I wonder what the princess wants with you?”
“My good looks?” Trak said, smiling wistfully and thinking of Valanna. “I seem to attract princesses.”
Tembul only grunted. “Look your best. Who knows what kind of mood the woman will be in?” He shook his head. “Perhaps you might find out what King Basiul has in mind for her.”
“Is she essentially a prisoner, like me?” Trak asked. 
“You, a prisoner?” Tembul said, and then put his hand to his chin. “I suppose in a sense you are, as long as you stay in Kizru. Do you feel like one?”
Trak gave Tembul a dirty look. “Perhaps both of us are under benign retention,” Trak said.
“Your Toryan has improved,” Tembul said, smiling. “Benign retention. I can agree with that. Let’s find something a bit more suitable to wear.”
Trak ended up putting on a more formal jacket than the one he currently wore and ran a brush through his hair. Although he didn’t need to, Trak buckled on his Benninese sword.
He opened the door. “I am ready,” he said, and straightening out the jacket, he followed the woman, who didn’t say another word. 
The woman led Trak to a part of the palace where he had never been before. She walked up two flights of stairs and knocked on a set of double doors.
“Trak Bluntwithe may come in alone,” Lia said from behind the door. 
The princess had already walked towards open glass doors leading to a balcony. “Lock the door,” she said to Trak, as she stepped out onto the balcony and leaned forward with her hands on the edge of the sandy stone railing.
After making sure the door was locked, Trak looked around for likely listening positions in the room and joined the princess.
“You requested my presence, Princess?”
“Call me Lia. We are alone, are we not?” she said lifting her chin.
Trak colored. “I thought that was just during our journey to Torya.”
Lia made a face that spoiled her beauty. “You have my permission to use it still. Is it safe to talk?”
“Is there any reason to think it is unsafe?” Trak said.
“We have much to discuss.”
Trak didn’t think so, but he spelled a sound shield around them. The sounds that had surrounded them suddenly became muffled.
“Is that better?” 
Lia’s face relaxed a bit, and she nodded her head. “Better. Why is it I always feel more secure around you?”
Trak thought back to his lessons on repartee with Madame Barazzi in Santasia. An answer, but not one that would pin him down, came to mind. “Is it because you feel less secure with everyone else?”
The princess gave an un-royal snort. “I am under intense pressure to marry Lenis by his father and the king.”
“What kind of pressure are they applying, if I may ask?”
“Asking is why you are here.” She looked out over the rooftops of the city and rubbed her upper arms, as if chilled. “To them, there is no reason to spend Eastern Toryan treasure to help me regain the throne unless I am united with one of their own.”
“And Lenis is the best they could offer?”
“He has been the only offer, and as you already know, that is unacceptable.”
“So what do you think I can do about it? I have no influence on the King. Lenis and his father hate me.”
“Take me away,” she said clutching the sleeve of his coat.
Trak looked out at the other buildings and the courtyards below and gingerly removed her hand. “People may be watching.”
Lia blushed, bringing back her beauty, and snatched her hand away from Trak. Her face took on another twisted, angry look. “I am looking like this on purpose,” she said as she took a step away. The tone of her voice did not match her expression.
“You are experienced at taking over kingdoms and can restore me to the throne by yourself.”
Trak shook his head. “I’ve always had help,” he said. “I can’t just walk into the palace or castle with you behind me and expect that to work.”
Lia narrowed her eyes. “I thought you were a hero.”
“I’ve never called myself one. Look, I can do things that other people can’t, but it takes a government or people willing to form a government to prevail. In Santasia, I fought with the Loyalist forces against the revolution and did the same thing in Warish. I just came in and removed the troublemakers, but for things to last, there must be a government left. Mori came with us from Bennin because she didn’t think Jojo had sufficient backing to make his coup work. Remember how we couldn’t leave from Homiko? There were rioters who burned down the docks. What will happen in Zamiel if the citizens won’t accept you as their Queen?”
Lia lifted her chin. “I have the Royal bloodline.”
“It won’t work if your subjects don’t want a Queen.”
She showed real anger this time. “I will force them.”
Trak sighed. “I won’t. You can jump up and down all you want, but I can promise that you won’t be able to regain a throne if no one wants you to have it.”
Lia pursed her lips. “I still don’t want to stay here,” she said. “Let’s go to Zamiel, anyway. If no one wants me there, I will go with you to another country, even Pestle or Santasia.”
Trak could leave her in any capital with enough money to live well the rest of her life, if she didn’t spend her funds foolishly. He had no idea if she knew how to buy anything on her own, but he nodded. He didn’t wish anyone on Lenis.
“When do you want to go?”
“As soon as possible. We can’t take a flyer, can we?” she said. 
Trak shook his head. “By the time we built one, or had one built, you might lose your chance.”
“I can have a single bag ready in an hour. Can you return here by then?”
“I will. It will just be you and me. Is that acceptable? We will be sleeping on the ground and will have to find our own food. Just showing up in Zamiel is too dangerous, so we will have to find a way to know what is going on in the capital before we arrive.”
“I know that,” Lia said, an edge of unpleasantness creeping into her voice. “I’ll put up with anything to depart from Kizru.”
Tembul had left when Trak returned to his rooms, and he wondered if he should leave a message for him. Trak didn’t know where Tembul lived in Kizru, so he teleported to Able’s house. He found Watul, sitting on a chair on the front porch, asleep. He kicked the guard’s foot.
“Wha?” Watul blinked and sat up. “Trak! You’re supposed to be at the palace.”
“I’ll return soon enough. Can you keep a secret?”
Watul looked around, and then up at Trak. “I can.”
“Good. I can always find you with my magic.” That wasn’t really true, but Watul wouldn’t know that, and Trak had to get information to Tembul, but not immediately. “I am leaving with the Princess tomorrow. Tell Tembul that we will be going to Zamiel to return Princess Pullia to the throne. I hope to see him again.”
“That’s it?”
Trak nodded. “Simple enough. Don’t tell anyone this, especially Lenis. Make sure that you tell Tembul that I wished I could take him with me, but it will be too dangerous.”
“I don’t doubt that,” Watul said.
“Good. Don’t forget to tell him.” 
Trak teleported back to his rooms in the palace and began to gather his things, which only took him a few minutes. He grabbed a couple of pillowcases and rolled up a few blankets and slid them inside. He meant what he said about sleeping on the ground. If their journey became too rough, he could always take her back to the palace, but Trak had already given up on spending any length of time in Kizru once Princess Pullia’s position had stabilized. The nobles just weren’t trustworthy enough, and he expected the Western Toryans to be much the same.
Trak looked around at the room and tried to drink in the flavor of Toryan culture. He liked Tembul, but the Toryans hated outsiders, and no matter what wonderful deeds Trak performed, he’d never be a full-blooded Toryan. He checked the contents of his treasure bag and stuffed it into his shirt before he grabbed his cloak and teleported to Lia’s apartments.
“You’re early!” she said, clutching a dress to her body. 
“I’m sorry. I came as soon as I could,” Trak said, immediately turning around. 
“Leave!” she said imperiously.
Trak shook his head. “We will be traveling companions. There is no need to be so sensitive. I’ll just have my back turned. I hope the dress that you are putting on is suitable for travel.”
“I may be called many things, but the names have never affected my thinking,” Lia said. She fiddled with her dress, from what Trak could tell. “You can turn around now.”
Lia had the good sense to procure a simple dress and a thick woolen cloak. She wore used shoes. Trak wondered where she had found those. If Lia had used a servant to help her get ready, there might be guards heading to her quarters as they spoke. 
“We have to leave now,” Trak said. “I had to leave word with a guard that I know.”
“For Tembul?”
He nodded.
“Then let’s go. I have everything I will need immediately in these two bags.”
Trak looked at the two overfilled valises. “You can take what you carry,” Trak said.
Lia put her fists on her hips and stomped her foot on the floor. “That is not acceptable!”
He thought the princess was ready to sacrifice in order to leave, but this behavior gave him second thoughts. He had already committed to flee, but if she didn’t bend a bit, he’d soon be heading north to Espozia.
“Are you coming or not?” Trak said, standing tall and trying to put on as grim a face as he could.
“I don’t need that one,” Lia said, lugging a single bag, and leaving the other in its place.
“Hold onto my arm,” Trak said. He thought of a spot to the north and teleported.
They materialized in a small meadow. “Stay here and don’t move,” Trak said, dropping his possessions. “I’m going back to Kizru and buy some food.”
When Trak returned, Lia sat on her bag, with her elbow on her knee and her fist holding up a perfect chin. 
“Hungry? Thirsty?” Trak lifted his arms carrying sacks of food and two skins, one filled with wine and the other filled with water.
She brightened. “Thirsty. Do you have water?”
Trak laughed. “I do.” 
They ended up sharing a few pieces of fruit along with the water.
“Where is Zamiel?” Trak said. 
“West and a bit south of the Lazanti Pass,” Lia said. 
Trak closed his eyes and scanned the surrounding area for traces of magic. Not finding any, he felt that they could stay the night in the meadow, while Trak interrogated Lia about Western Torya.
They conversed for the rest of the afternoon and into the evening. Trak brought out some bread, cheese and dried meat, and Lia had a few draughts of wine. She lost the edge of her personality that typically alienated others, and Trak was surprised by the woman’s insights of her people.
When Trak pressed her about the reasons her father sold her to the Emperor of Bennin, she yawned and said she wanted to sleep, so Trak unrolled the blankets, and they slept close to each other in the cool air of the night, even though the day had been unseasonably warm for autumn.
The next morning, Trak let Lia wander for a bit in the woods and took the opportunity to wash his face with some of their water.
“I’ll take some of that,” she said. She assumed a pose and used a spell to separate a tiny square of one of the blankets and used it as a washcloth to scrub her face. 
When Lia handed it to Trak, he was surprised at the change in Lia’s looks. 
“I can see your stunned expression,” Lia said. “I am an expert in applying cosmetics. Do I look less like a princess?”
“I like what I see better.” Trak gazed at the face, less glamorous, but an unexpected look of intelligence emerged on Lia’s face. “Why don’t you always go around like this? You look smarter.”
Lia gave Trak a half smile. “And disappoint so many people? I can manipulate others much better with my regal look. That’s what I call it.”
Trak could see what the woman meant, but he liked the more natural beauty, where her inner character stood out. “So did your ability to manipulate fail you? Is that why you were sent to Bennin?”
“I was bored,” Lia said. “I had never gotten along with my father, and there were many times when my irritability was no act. But I had no idea that within months he would be dead, and my uncle would have risen to power; otherwise, I would have stayed.”
“You were treated according to your expectations in Bennin?”
Lia nodded. “For the most part. I loved the time at sea and spent most of it on deck taking in the personality of the ocean. I didn’t have to worry about being waited on. I frightened Hana so much that she spent virtually the entire voyage below decks. What can I say about the exotic trip to Beniko from Homika? I drank it all in, but once Lenis arrived, my new environment had become boring again. The Emperor finally told me he wanted me to marry his fourteen-year-old son.”
“I never remembered seeing any children.”
Lia laughed. “The seven Imperial children lived on the Emperor’s estates to the west of the capital. I only saw them once every two or three months. Of course, I never had to worry about violations of any kind, being groomed to become Empress, but Lenis had other ideas.”
“I know about that,” Trak said.
He knew about Lenis, but if the Emperor had seven children, that would only complicate Jojo’s efforts to solidify his hold on Bennin. No wonder Mori didn’t want to stay in Beniko, and she knew Jojo better than he did.
She shook her head. “You don’t know how persistent Lenis was at first. The Emperor finally had to put him on the lowest level of the dungeon. By the time he made it all the way to the top floor in the castle, he only had enough energy to try to wheedle out a kiss, and I never let him succeed.”
Trak put his hands behind him on the ground and looked up at the sky. “That was why he babysat Hana and the Vashtans. He would have been there, even if the rest of the cells were empty, right?”
Lia nodded. “I am well rid of him.”
“For now,” Trak said. “His father and he are very determined people.”
“I don’t see the benefit of marrying someone so weak in personality and so weak in power,” she said. 
Trak had never bothered to look at her through magic eyes himself and took the time while they talked. It took him a while to get back to the idea of splitting his mind, but when he did, Trak was impressed by her strength. If she continued to confide to him and earn his trust, he would teach her the rudiments of poseless magic. He suspected she would be more adept with it than Tembul or Jojo.
“We can leave now. We should take our time getting to Zamiel and come from an unexpected direction. I suspect we can make it to the Dianzan Pass today and slip over during the night.”
~~~
 



 
 
Chapter Nine
~
 
VALANNA CLIMBED DOWN FROM THE FLYER when Asem, Kulara, and she landed on the outskirts of the small town of Landsgood, a few leagues south of Pestledown, in the evening. The three of them lugged their bags to one of two inns. Valanna volunteered to get their rooms.
“I only have one room available, but it has a large bed, and I can move a cot in, if two of you share.”
“Is something going on in town? We are from the border close to Warish and Sesta,” Valanna said, supporting the cover story the three had agreed upon.
The innkeeper shook his head, which made his long beard sweep his ledger. “Unrest in Pestledown. There may be riots soon, and there are a lot of people who would rather not be caught up in any of that.”
“Unrest?” Kulara said.
“There’s some folks who have had enough of King Harl’s tax increases. Another day brings another tax. If he doesn’t stop soon, I’ll not be able to run my inn, and a lot of hard-working people won’t be able to do their jobs.”
“I’m sorry. I have some unavoidable business in the capital,” Valanna said. “I expect someone to be looking for me. Tell him that we are here, if he asks.” She wrote down the name she had used before, Valanna Sleekbottle, and took the single room.
The next morning, Valanna climbed down the stairs, giving some time alone to Asem and Kulara, and discovered Coffun Cricket eating breakfast. She rushed over to him. “May I join you?” she said.
“Of course,” Coffun said. “I hired a carriage from the city to bring you and your friends into Pestledown, except you might want to wait just a bit. We will talk about it when your traveling companions come down. Have some breakfast first. I’m enjoying mine.”
A serving maid walked up. 
“I’ll have whatever he is eating,” Valanna said.
Before her meal came out of the inn’s kitchen, Kulara and Asem joined them.
“It has been a while, Coffun,” Asem said.
The little man looked at Asem. “I’m still not a Warish tool. If I wasn’t helping Miss Almond personally, I wouldn’t be helping you at all.”
Asem narrowed his eyes. “She is Miss Almond no longer.”
Coffun twisted his mouth in distaste. “Miss Almond is a more honorable title than Fifth Wife.”
“That makes her a princess,” Kulara said.
“She already is,” Coffun said, dismissively.
Valanna had to dissipate the tension in the air. “We are here to help each other, are we not?” she said. “I would prefer to use Miss Almond until we need to rely on a different title. Think of it as a name to cover my identity. Spies do that. I used the name Sleekbottle here at the inn, right?”
Coffun laughed, the confrontation disappeared. “I prefer Almond to that.”
“As do we,” Kulara said, giving Asem the flash of a glare.
Coffun didn’t say another word while the other three started their breakfasts, and he finished his. 
“We are preparing safe quarters for you. Normally, I would suggest you use The Looking Inn, but recently Lord Puddingfan has posted thugs, uh, less friendly to our cause around the place. He thinks they are covert but—,” Coffun shrugged. “The city is going crazy, anyway, with King Harl’s taxes. The tutoring business has been all but obliterated by his levies. If you can enjoy the hospitality of this inn for two or three more days, I will return to take you into the city. I am afraid that instead of openly entering the city, you will have to wear disguises.” He pointed to Asem’s chin. “The lack of a beard should be sufficient for you.”
Asem looked crushed. “And I got this going nicely once again.”
“Let’s just hope you have the opportunity to grow it back, my love,” Kulara said. “I’ve never been to Pestledown, so I won’t need a disguise.”
“I’ve brought a change of clothes for all three of you to wear in the carriage. Balbaam fashions are quite different from Pestledown.”
Valanna didn’t care, but Kulara nearly pouted. She patted Kulara’s hand. “Clothes are easier to change than a beard,” she said. “Perhaps you and I can buy something new in this town.”
“And you, Valanna, will have to change your hair color and maybe use a little makeup so you look a little less comely.”
“Makeup comes off easily enough,” Kulara said, “but hair color?” She smiled wickedly at Valanna.
“I’ve done it before,” Valanna said. “Whatever it takes to finish a certain task in Pestledown.”
Asem lifted a water glass. “To our success,” he said.
None looked enthusiastic, but Asem offered a toast that none of them could refuse. Valanna felt like the conspirator that she was. The tone of this visit to Pestledown was much more serious than her last. During her first visit, she just sought out confirmation of the situation, but this time Marom had called on her to take down the government. Asem had agreed that his slow war had ended, and with Coffun’s new evidence of King Harl’s malfeasance, Valanna now concurred. 
She didn’t imagine herself as the ruler of Pestledown, but it was plain that was what she would be if they succeeded. If they didn’t succeed, Valanna may be in dire straits again. They all might be, but death just might be preferable to returning to Balbaam.
~
Kulara and Valanna walked along the main street of Landsgood seeking out a store that would sell clothing more suitable for Pestledown than their Warish-style clothes and that suited them more than the dowdy things that Coffun had procured. They also needed proper hair dye for Valanna’s bright blonde hair. 
The day was pleasant enough for late fall. Far to the north in Espozia, Valanna would already wear coats and gloves, but in Pestle and Warish, it rarely snowed, so Valanna especially liked this time of year. Pestlan trees were taller, and the fall had already forced many of them to lose their leaves, so they shuffled through the crackling remnants that blew around in the gusty breeze.
“In here,” Kulara said. She walked through the door of a clothing store that seemed to be a bit more fashionable than the one they had already passed. 
Valanna strolled to the women’s section and began to browse through racks of dresses. She picked out two and then looked at blouses and skirts.
The saleswoman walked up. “You are buying quite a few clothes? We’ve just been notified of a new inventory tax, so I can give you good prices. Can I help you or your friend?”
Valanna looked at the woman, and then at Kulara who dipped her head down, looking at silk scarves advertised to come from Bennin. Valanna thought of the beautiful silk dress that Trak had given her. She had it in her bags. 
“Yes. My uncle died in Pestledown, leaving me his house and money. My friend and her husband agreed to help me settle my uncle’s affairs. We live far to the southwest, by Sesta and Warish, so I need clothes more appropriate to a big city.”
The saleswoman narrowed her eyes in concentration, taking in Valanna’s figure, she guessed, and went to work. Soon a pile of clothing appeared, and then the woman took Kulara and a smaller pile grew for Kulara.
“Do you sell cosmetics?” Valanna said. “I want to dye my hair a darker color. My uncle’s side of the family had darker hair, and I don’t want to stand out.”
“Really?” the woman said. “Your hair is such a beautiful, bright color.”
“It is my wish. Once I get established, I’ll want to change it back.”
The woman shrugged. “I have a few products that might work to darken your hair. They are generally used by women to hide their gray.”
“Really?” Kulara said, touching the wings of her hair. “Do you have anything for my hair color? I’ve got a few strands of an unwanted color showing.”
“This way.”
Valanna paid for their clothes with the Pestlan coinage they had brought with them. “My lawyer was very kind to provide an advance.”
After seeing the plumpness of Valanna’s purse, the woman nodded.
“Could you deliver them to the inn where we are staying? We will be here for a few days before everything is ready for my arrival in the capital.”
The saleswoman nodded. “Of course. Your uncle must have been a notable person, but I must caution you about Pestledown. The city is restless. People have filled up the inns on their way out of the capital, and Pestledown relatives are filling up the town visiting their Landsgood families.”
Valanna smiled. “We will be. I expect we will leave Pestledown as soon as my affairs are settled. No one knew how much money he had amassed, but my lawyer is working on it.” She tried to put an air of excitement into her voice as Kulara and she left the shop, only carrying the cosmetics and hair coloring that they both had bought.
“That woman will remember you until the day you die, Valanna.”
“I know. I just hope that day is a long way off,” she said, as she hooked her arm with Kulara’s. “Now let’s get our hair colored and help Asem shave his beard off again.”
~
On their fourth day at the inn, Coffun Cricket finally arrived. 
“It’s not the right time to enter Pestledown,” Coffun said. “The city is in an uproar and there is talk of fighting in the streets. We will be heading near a village just south of the city along Bosun Bay. There is an estate an acquaintance of mine owns, where you can wait for a week or two. There is a chance that the pressure might be off of Esmera’s inn by then.”
“Are you going to accompany us to the estate?” Valanna asked. 
“No. I have to get back to Pestledown. I hired a local driver from Landsgood to take you there. He is locating a carriage.”
“Quickly get him before he does. We have another means of transportation,” Valanna said. “It is faster than a carriage.”
“Very well.” Coffun left them and returned with the driver, who looked a bit confused.
“Can we fit in your carriage for a short ride?” Asem asked.
Coffun nodded. They ate a midday meal together with the drivers and loaded up the carriage, and then headed to the flyer.
While Asem and the two drivers cleared the brush off of the camouflage cover, Coffun looked on with surprise on his face. 
“Is this one of the flyers that you were supposed to have used in the Santasian civil war?”
Kulara nodded. “It is, but one of my own design. You can watch us take off. Our driver will have to find his way back to Landsgood.”
“What is a flyer?” the man said.
Asem laughed. “You are about to find out, young man. Just lead us to the estate. We will be there soon enough.”
Coffun waved to them when they hovered a few stories above his head. “I’ll send a message in a week. If nothing comes after two weeks, I will have been incarcerated, I’m afraid, and you are on your own.”
Valanna exaggerated nodding her head, and Kulara took them up to twenty stories and drove closer to Bosun Bay at a relaxed pace.
In an hour or so, the bare branches of a fruit orchard looked like a field of gray brushes from their elevated view. The driver directed them to the estate, and told them they would have been more than four hours by carriage. After unloading all their bags, an older woman and man walked out from the large estate house.
“We thought you wouldn’t be here until after dark.” The man eyed the flyer with suspicion. “Who sent you?”
“Coffun Cricket,” Valanna said. “He’s an old friend.”
The pair seemed to relax. “What is that? How do you make it fly?”
“Magic,” Valanna said. “I suggest that you don’t tell anyone about this.” She looked at the driver. “You keep your lips sealed as well, right?”
“Right.” The young man moved a finger across his lips. “I’ll be taking my leave.” He started walking back towards the orchard.
“No need,” Valanna said. “I’ll take you back as soon as we get settled. You can eat your evening meal in Landsgood.”
~
After dropping the driver off at his horse farm, Valanna hovered over a stretch of woods and drank in the solitude. She wished Trak sat at her side, and they could whisk the flyer away to Bennin or to a far corner of Pestle.
But as she thought of it, Trak could teleport. He claimed that he had teleported two flyers tied together filled with people across the Southern Sea. She wondered if she could do something similar with the flyer. After thinking about it for a quarter of an hour or so, she made the crouching pose of teleportation and thought of the orchard.
In an instant, she could see the house down below. Light from inside illuminated a string of five horses tied up at hitching posts in front of the house. Could their location have been compromised? She took the flyer down, and crept up to the house, looking through the back window. 
“Where is the blonde woman?” a man said, dressed as a palace guard. It would have taken nearly a day for riders to travel from Pestledown. Someone had found out about their intended location.
The old woman and man stood with four of the soldiers, observing the interrogation too casually. That meant the pair were in on everything. Asem and Kulara were bound, but sitting up next to wall in the kitchen. The remains of an evening meal still sat on the table. 
Valanna needed to take care of the fifth soldier before she could help her friends. She wished Trak would have had the time to teach her the poseless magic that had made him so devastating against the traitors in Balbaam, but Valanna would just have to make do with what she knew. 
She clamped her teeth together and ran away from the house, back the way she had come, returning to the flyer. Valanna struggled to put five heavy stones from a nearby rock wall into the flyer and then took it up three stories. Cruising around she saw the fifth man sitting on a fence, looking down the road that led north to Pestledown.
Thanking the gods for a calm night, she positioned the flyer just above the man and dropped a rock. Valanna let out an un-ladylike curse and took out the knife she wore in her boot and pointed it at the man looking up at her. She posed and let fly a bolt of lightning. He went down without a sound.
Tucking aside a pang of conscience, she put the flyer down in front of the house and untied the horses. She used blasts of wind to send them galloping down the road. The door flew open, revealing two men holding swords. 
Valanna put them to sleep and then entered the house. The two remaining soldiers and the couple looked stunned, but that wouldn’t last long, Valanna thought, when she pulsed the sleep spell at them and then untied her friends.
“We’re glad you took the driver back,” Asem said. “My bonds were a bit uncomfortable. What about you, my first wife?”
Kulara smiled and looked surprised. “I am wife Number One now, aren’t I? You certainly didn’t pick an exceptionally romantic time to say it.” Her smile turned into a mock-angry look.
“Did you learn anything?” Valanna said.
“It wasn’t Coffun, but the Pestledown driver who took him to Landsgood. I would say there are few people to be trusted left in Pestledown.”
Valanna looked over the food left on the table and served herself some of it. “I don’t know about you, but I am hungry. You don’t have to worry about the guard outside. I’m afraid he won’t need to be tied up. I tried to drop a rock on him, but I missed.”
“I’ll take care of the others,” Asem said. “I should have noticed the caretakers’ nervous behavior, but I thought they were afraid of us.”
“They should have been,” Kulara said, joining Valanna. “They drugged our wine, I think. Whatever it was didn’t last long, but long enough for them to tie us up. They knew who we were, but kept asking us where the blonde woman was.”
Valanna touched her brown hair. “A disguise doesn’t work in the darkness, but what do we do now?”
I think we go to Pestledown, regardless of Coffun’s advice.
Valanna thought of Honor’s dance studio. It was vacant when she last went to the capital, and she knew she could teleport them close to it, and it had enough rooms for them. “I know just the place. Get your bags.”
“You probably didn’t notice, but they are still in the entry hall,” Kulara said.
“The guards?” Asem said.
“Did they mistreat you?” Valanna asked.
Kulara shook her head. “Other than the expert job of tying up Asem and me, they were civil enough.”
Valanna wanted to punish them. “Take off their shoes. In fact, get all of the shoes out of the house. After they find a way to get the ropes off of them, then let them walk into the next town barefooted.”
Asem chuckled. “Not near nasty enough for a ruler, but you can learn.”
~~~
 



 
 
Chapter Ten
~
 
TRAK AND THE PRINCESS STOOD ON TOP OF THE ROCKS Trak had piled well over a year ago in the middle of Dianzan Pass. He could see watch fires on the Kandannan side and fires and magic lights on the Toryan side. He didn’t waste any time teleporting to a ledge on the ridge below them. They were inaccessible to the Kandannans.
“Do you want to spend the night here or move on?”
Lia looked into his eyes, barely visible in the moonlight, and rubbed her shoulders. “Not only is it cold, but we are surrounded by soldiers. What do you think?”
“Hold on,” Trak said. He looked down into forests he could barely see and teleported. “There, do you know where we are?”
There was the barest pout to her lips and to the sound of her voice. “Roughly.”
Trak closed his eyes and searched the surrounding woods for signs of magicians, but didn’t find any. “How about sleeping here? There are pine trees, so we can use their needles to cushion the ground.”
“Do we have any food or drink left?”
Trak smiled. “We can eat as soon as we have laid out our blankets. The night will be cold, so we will sleep together again. Is that acceptable?”
She narrowed her eyes. “It is in this particular circumstance.”
In the morning, Trak looked up at the cloudy sky. It felt like rain, but as cold as it was that night, they could get something worse. “We need to find a village or shelter or something. It could rain or snow this morning.”
Lia looked a bit worried. Neither of them had heavy clothes of any kind. “I’m not sure.”
“Okay. I’ll take you into the air. We can fly without a flyer. I haven’t practiced doing it, but we can look around for trails of smoke or village roofs.”
The princess looked afraid but nodded her head. Trak could tell the woman was not in her element. He made sure the bags they carried were secure and put his arm around her waist. 
“I’m just going up a few feet to show you how this works,” Trak said. “Are you ready?”
Lia cleared her throat. “I am,” she said in a very small voice.
He took her up about five feet and floated around the small meadow. He felt confident enough to take her above tree level and then higher. 
“We are pointed north. Where should we fly?”
Lia looked down, and Trak could see the fact that nothing held them up made her clutch at him.
“Calm down,” Trak said. “I see some thin columns of smoke underneath the clouds over there.” Trak pointed to the northeast.
She took a deep breath and looked back towards the mountains guarding the pass. “That should be Coriasku. It’s a small town carved out of the forest.”
“Okay. Now I’ll teleport us over there.”
They floated above a town that looked much like any other Toryan village Trak had seen from above on the eastern side of the mountains and took them down to a fallow field near a crossroads, just walking distance from the town. When they were on their way, tiny white snowflakes began to fill the air.
“The village is that way.” Trak said. 
“I have eyes,” Lia said curtly, her confidence now returning after walking on solid ground. She pointed to the many tendrils of smoke winding over the trees northwest of them.
Trak let the princess lead the way. A few minutes later, snow coated the ground, and then coated the pair of them. They trudged through what quickly became a muddy road and ended up standing in front of an inn.
“I’ve never stayed in a Toryan inn before,” Trak said.
“That makes two of us, Trak,” Lia said. “But you’ve stayed in plenty of inns, right? Would they be managed much differently?”
“Probably not.” Trak fished the small purse of Toryan coins from his bag. “Do Western Toryans accept Eastern Toryan coins?”
“You are asking me?” Irritability had crept back into her voice.
“Sorry, I didn’t think,” Trak said, shaking his head. He entered Lia’s country knowing more about how to survive among her subjects than she did. “Observe. You can either learn from me, or show me what I do wrong. In either case,” Trak looked up at the thickening snowfall, “we need shelter.”
The pair of them shuffled into the largest building on the street. Inside, Trak could smell the sour stench of poorly brewed ale. Why did Toryans on either side of the mountains put up with such swill? He walked up to the counter.
“My companion and I would like a room for the night.”
The innkeeper, the craggiest looking Toryan Trak had ever seen, looked at him with hooded eyes, and said something to him in a language he didn’t understand.
“He is asking you why you aren’t speaking Kandannan?” Lia said in Toryan.
“Tell him I’m from Pestle, and we would like a room. You can say we are married or something,” Trak told her in Benninese.
“Married?” Lia’s face turned red, and she stifled angry words. “Why can’t we have separate rooms?”
Trak looked at the innkeeper and at the handful of patrons, too interested in what was going on.
“If they are being forced to speak Kandannan, then what does that tell you about the political situation here?” Trak said.
“Oh.” Lia cleared her throat and said something to the innkeeper. He only relaxed a little. “He wants a gold coin. I’m sure that is too much.”
Indeed it was, thought Trak. He took out a Toryan small silver coin and laid it on the counter. “Tell him his room is worth half of what I am paying him.” This time he said it in Toryan and looked the innkeeper in the eye as he spelled the coin to levitate up to his eye level and then put it on top of the innkeeper’s bald head.
The coin didn’t stay they for long. The innkeeper jumped back, catching the coin before it fell. He looked at Lia and Trak with frightened eyes, and then bowed to Trak. “This will also cover a meal for tonight and breakfast tomorrow,” the innkeeper said in Toryan. He put a key on the counter. “Up the stairs, third room on the left. There are two single beds, but they are the best I have.” He bowed again, but Trak was already past him. 
Trak paused at the bottom of the stairs. “After you, Lia,” Trak said.
The princess quickly ran up the stairs. She looked nearly as frightened as the innkeeper. Once they were in the room, Trak entered and shut the door, locking it behind him. He spelled a magic light, and then took a deep breath, sitting heavily down on his bed. 
“How did I do?” he said.
“Very well, husband,” Lia said, blinking her eyes and managing a smile. She rose and pulled back the curtain, looking at big flakes of snow falling past the window. “Your glare was quite impressive, it even frightened me. What possessed you to move the coin?”
“Hubris,” Trak said, “and I didn’t want to spend a gold when a large copper would do. He knows I’m not from Kandanna, and people who look like him need to be shown rather than reasoned with if you hope to change their behavior. I’ve spent enough time waiting on them myself.”
“Waiting?”
Trak laughed. “No one ever told you, did they? I grew up as a stableboy at my stepfather’s inn. I managed to pick up a few things, even though until I left, I hadn’t yet learned to read or write much.”
“You were illiterate?” Lia looked at him with surprise.
“We are all born illiterate. It’s just that some people can get their literacy a bit later than others.”
~
Toryan cuisine at the inn matched its brew-making, giving Trak a challenge to enjoy his midday meal. Lia just tucked it all in. 
“I remember this food when I was little and we traveled up and down our lands. Its taste reminds me of better days,” Lia said. “Don’t you like it?”
“My better days were spent eating better food,” Trak said. He smiled at her. “Perhaps we get used to what we eat, so I’ll amend my comment.”
She gave Trak a dazzling smile. “Apology accepted,” she said after daintily wiping her lips with a worn napkin. 
The inn began to fill with people, while the streets outside filled with snow. From Trak’s vantage point, they wouldn’t have lasted long outside in the open with the clothes and lack of cold weather equipment they had taken from Kizru.
“What do we do now?” Lia asked. She looked a bit disoriented, stuck for at least the rest of the day inside the inn. 
“Why don’t you go up to our room and rest. Take a bath or something. I’ll be up in a few hours after listening to the customers. You might be a distraction,” he said, noticing the roving eyes of the men in the room.
“Come with me,” she said, holding out her hand. 
They both rose from the table. Trak escorted Lia to their bedroom. He checked the lock on the door and looked out from the tiny glass window. It looked like half a foot of snow covered the rooftops in the village. They might need a covered flyer to continue. Perhaps he could find an old carriage for sale in the town and use that.
He looked over at Lia, who had lain down on the bed. He heard gentle snoring. Trak grabbed one of the thin blankets that they carried and covered her before he left the room, locking the door behind him.
The inn’s tavern room had become noisier since they had left. Trak descended the stairs and noticed the wet floors. Men and a few women had filled up the place, and the snow on their clothes had dripped, making the place smell more of damp wool than anything. It reminded him of similar wet days in Greenbrook, but it rarely snowed there.
He found a tiny table against the wall and sat down, ordering another mug of the insipid Toryan ale. He tried not to make a face when he took a sip, and just leaned back with his chair. He increased his ability to hear with a spell. The increasing warmth of his surroundings and the alcohol put Trak to sleep.
He woke with a start. The tavern had emptied out a bit and the day had gone a little grayer. The inn didn’t have a clock, but Trak could tell it was at least mid-afternoon. He hadn’t heard anything useful, so he crept back up the stairs, still groggy from sleep and found the door unlocked. Trak looked at the latch for a moment, not wanting to enter, but he had to. When he peered in, he didn’t see Lia. He went through the door, and just as he realized that there were others in the room, something slammed into his head.
~
Trak squinted his eyes at the pain, and then his mind registered the intense discomfort of tightly knotted bonds. Something covered him, maybe a tarp of some kind. He thought he might be on a Toryan floater and concentrated on loosening his bonds. He stopped when he felt movement beside him. He twisted a little to find Lia bound as he was. The princess had obviously been put under a sleep spell.
“Worry,” Trak said quietly. He smiled since he didn’t need to utter the word any longer. He waited patiently until the princess began to stir.
“Where am I?” she said.
“Quiet, we are being transported somewhere. Don’t fuss with your bonds. We are on a floater which I will soon turn into a flyer.” 
Trak uttered the lift spell, and then he could feel the floater rise, but a weight kept it down. Trak shed his bonds with a thought and then severed the rope that held them to a horse.
“Watch where you move. We are up pretty high,” Trak said. He sat up and pulled off the tarp that had covered them. They were in the midst of low clouds. At least their captors had piled their belongings on the floater, including Trak’s weapons and their blankets.
Trak covered Lia with a blanket and buckled his sword. He batted snowflakes away from his face. Their captors couldn’t see them hidden in the low clouds, but both of them would soon freeze. He stumbled when the floater dipped, making Trak respond with a shield. 
Lia searched through Trak’s belongings. “They took your treasure!”
Trak bit his lip. He had hoped to scurry out of the area, but he wouldn’t leave that bag behind. He knew he would have to retrieve the jewels. He wrapped the tarp around them and sat on the floater. 
“How many of them grabbed you? Could you tell?”
Lia looked angry. “The innkeeper, for one, maybe four or five others. I had just woken up when they unlocked the door.”
Trak shook his head. “My mistake. My hubris showing off again, and this time I paid dearly for it.”
Lia narrowed her eyes. “Perhaps, but you were definitely a foreigner. They are fair game in Western Torya—”
“In Eastern Torya, as well. I know, since I’ve been captured before. I’m going to find out where they were taking us. I can make a crude shelter for you in the middle of the forest.”
“I’m not without my own powers,” Lia said. “I rarely use them, but this is an exception.”
“Very well. I’ll try to make us invisible.” He closed his eyes and concentrated. 
“I don’t like this,” Lia said. 
He took the floater down after spelling enough wind to blow the accumulating snow off of them. He hoped the invisibility spell worked because everything that he had spelled looked normal.
Trak spotted a group of men on horses huddling in the middle of the road along with a heavily laden floater. He noticed the bald head of the innkeeper among them. He moved the floater a bit closer to them and pulled out his knife. He used it as a focus to put each man to sleep.
“We have a use for the ropes they bound us with, do we not?” Lia said, a cruel smile on her face.
Trak nodded. “We do.” Trak tied them up using smaller lengths of the rope while Lia searched their belongings. A better dressed man had carried Trak’s pouch. Trak piled the men on the floater and used the remainder of the rope to tie all of their feet together. “Do they deserve a punishment for putting Princess Pullia to sleep and abducting them?” he said.
Lia pointed up. “Thirty stories. They won’t be able to get down.”
Trak couldn’t be so cruel. “I was thinking more like five. If they all fall off, some of them will have a chance of surviving, or they might just stay up there until a traveler comes along who knows the spell to make the flyer descend.”
She squinted her eyes. “You are much too soft for a hero.”
Trak grunted. “Not for my kind of hero,” he said. “Let’s take provisions from their floater and a cloak each. We’ll have to try a different approach at the next town.”
“We didn’t do so well in Coriasku, did we?”
Trak shook his head. “No we didn’t.”
~~~
 



 
 
Chapter Eleven
~
 
HONOR’S STUDIO HAD SEEN BETTER TIMES. Cobwebs hung from the ceilings. Racks of costumes had never been cleared out, and it appeared that nothing had been touched since Honor had left in a rush. Asem saw to closing the drapes at the windows, while Kulara and Valanna took inventory. 
There were a few food items still edible, but most had spoiled. The pump didn’t work, but Kulara used the water spell to bring sufficient water up through the supply pipe. A rush of rusty water spilled into the sink, and then after a few moments it cleared up.
It took a few hours, but between the three of them they had made a few rooms habitable enough to sleep for what little was left of the night. 
After breakfast they all decided that only Kulara could safely walk the streets of Pestledown in daylight. She walked out the door to buy food, while Valanna and Asem continued to make the studio habitable. 
Valanna hadn’t had to clean up anything so dirty in her life. She would have never thought that time would make a place so filthy, but indeed it had. She used a big pot in the kitchen to magically heat up water enough to wash the bedclothes, towels and anything else they wished to use. Asem had been assigned to drag upholstered furniture into the overgrown back garden and pound the dust out. Unfortunately he couldn’t use any magic in plain sight, so it looked to Valanna that he was practicing weapon’s forms as he beat up on the furniture. 
After a few hours, Kulara came back with Coffun Cricket carrying bags along with her.
He entered the studio and waved his hand in front of his face. “Dusty, dusty,” he said. “One of my trusted men caught sight of a Warish woman in the market place, so they told me and here I am, coming to Kulara’s rescue.” He held up the bags.
“Could you check to see who owns this studio?” Valanna said. “It might still be owned by Honor, if the king hasn’t confiscated the property.”
“I already know that it remains in the name of Neel Cardswallow, who bought it for his sister some time ago. I don’t know if Neel has ever set foot in the place,” Coffun said, taking his bags and setting them on the kitchen table. “It might be a good idea for you to stay here rather than anywhere else, for a while at least.”
“Oh, Coffun. I am glad to see you,” Asem said, entering from the back door. “We have arrived after suspicious circumstances.” The Warish prince was covered in dust from head to toe. His black hair had become gray along with his beard, his clothes, and dusty splotches on his skin.
“I know. Kulara told me all about it. I’m obviously deeply sorry about that. Trust is not a given in Pestledown right now, I’m afraid,” Coffun said. He looked around the main room of the shop and smiled. “It looks like you have already been hard at work.”
“Anything for the ladies,” Asem said, bowing to Kulara first, and then to Valanna. “Did I hear that Neel owns the studio?”
Coffun nodded. “I believe he does. So feel free to stay here if you don’t want to chance The Looking Inn. Actually, right now, I think you are safer here.”
“We will,” he said. “There is room enough for our flyer in the back garden. We will move it from outside the city tonight.”
“Good idea. Now, I’d better be on my way,” Coffun said. He nodded to them as a group and left the premises.
“Just who does he work for?” Kulara said.
Asem looked at the closed front door where Coffun had just exited. “Anyone who will help rid the country of Harl Crustwillow. I’ve used him in the past for innocuous tasks.”
“Such as delivering a certain letter when I was here before?”
Asem nodded. “A good example of an innocuous, but important, task.”
Valanna thought of Trak and felt the pain of being cut off from him. “Very important. It meant a lot to me.”
Kulara patted Valanna’s shoulder, her eyes a little watery. “I hope it still does.”
Valanna could only nod and feel miserable, but she felt much better than she would rotting in the Royal Tower. She wiped an eye. 
“Let’s focus on what we intend to do,” Asem said. He patted his clothes and a billow of dust went into the room. 
“I can blow the dust out. We just have to open the kitchen window and back door,” Valanna said.
Soon the studio had been aired out, thanks to Valanna’s expert application of wind. 
~
Asem had rearranged the shop part of the studio and made it into a conference room, putting two tables together that held costume paraphernalia. Esmera, Snively, Coffun Cricket and three other men sat around the table looking at the Warishians.
“I’m not happy that you dragged me here, Esmera,” one of the men said. “Warishians are not allies of Pestle.” He folded his arms and clamped his lips together.
“The country is being torn apart. Warish has, at least, withdrawn its influence, and the Vashtans have taken over. At least the Warishians never supported endless increases in taxes, nor the rise of outlaws paid by the King and Puddingfan to wreak havoc on common citizens. Pestle is going to revolt one way or another,” another man said, glaring at the first, who reluctantly nodded.
“Valanna Almond has a valid claim to the throne,” Asem said.
“What?” the unhappy man said. “That changes everything, if it is true.”
Asem laid a few documents on the table. “Valanna’s claim is no surprise to King Harl. He arranged the deaths of her parents. She escaped Harl’s poisoning attempt and fled with her dying father to Warish. These papers were taken from Pestle before Harl had the opportunity to purge them.”
The three men and Esmera looked over the proof of Valanna’s heritage. She had examined them for the first time just before the meeting.
“These look genuine to me,” Esmera said.
“I have others,” Snively said, leaning back in his chair and folding his long arms. “Her claim is valid. There are still Pestlans who remember Youngblood’s assistant, Valanna’s father. The story is a sordid mess.” He looked at Valanna. “I’m sorry to put you through this, but the fate of Pestle may hang on these documents.”
Valanna could only nod and blush as the men looked at her in a new light.
“It looks like I am a Pestlan princess,” she said in a small voice.
“And,” Coffun said, “you are next in line to the throne. You could go directly from Valanna Almond to Queen Valanna.”
And under the thumb of King Marom of Warish, she thought. Valanna hated the man as much as ever and dreaded the next time she would have to see him. 
“You could change Pestle for the better, even ruling Pestle as a client state to Warish,” Snively said. “Marom has always maintained he would rule our country with a light hand.”
Asem narrowed his eyes. Valanna noticed the expression and it looked like Asem didn’t quite agree. She hadn’t expected such a thing of Asem and would have to talk to him after the conference ended.
“So what do we do?” Asem said.
“There will be an assault on the palace in due time, sooner than later,” one of the men said. “The Vashtans will die and we will overthrow the king. Other than hired thugs and greedy citizens wanting rewards from King Harl, most of the populace will support a change at the top. You can help us fight, since Valanna is the only magician on our side.”
“I—” Asem began, but Kulara cut him off.
“We will participate where it makes sense. We are representatives of Warish after all, but that doesn’t mean we won’t participate,” Kulara said.
Valanna looked at Asem, who looked a tiny bit sheepish. Whatever comment Kulara stopped, it looked like Asem agreed with her action.
“Then we are agreed,” Coffun said. 
“Agreed,” each of the three men said. Esmera escorted them from the studio, leaving Coffun, Snively and the three Warishians.
“You know our position,” Snively said, giving Valanna one of his cadaverous smiles and a nod. “I’m not happy that Esmera brought her rebels into your very home. I think you should move to other lodgings, but I can’t think of any appropriate ones off-hand. I only know two of the three men Esmera brought. I trust them, but the one who was angry at the beginning…” Snively shook his head. “I don’t know him at all. Those I don’t know, I don’t trust.”
“We will consider that,” Asem said. “What of the Yellow Fox Vashtans?”
“There are fourteen in Pestle that I know of. Nine in Pestledown, at present, who keep pressing their views on King Harl,” Snively said. “Can the three of you fight fourteen Vashtan magicians?”
Trak could, Valanna thought. “We can only do our best. They are not invincible. We defeated them in Warish, and Trak eliminated them in Bennin.”
“I understand you had the help of other Vashtans?” Coffun said.
Valanna nodded. “There is a rival clan, the Blue Swans, who helped both Trak and me. The group that is fomenting unrest all over our world is the Yellow Fox clan.”
“Are there any in Pestledown?” Coffun leaned forward. “This is the first I’ve heard of Vashtan allies.”
“Rumors,” Snively said. “They have kept a very low profile in Pestledown, so if any are here, there are only a few.”
Kulara spoke up. “They have very limited resources. There might be only a few in Pestledown.”
“Only a few friendly Vashtans will double our magical capabilities,” Snively said. “How can we find them?”
“You’re asking us?” Asem said. “You’ve worked for Vashtans.”
“Didn’t you say you’ve gotten Vashtans drunk before?” Valanna said. She was surprised to see some color on his pallid face. 
“In the palace only,” Snively said.
Coffun Cricket laughed heartily. “Very good, Valanna,” he said. “I’ve never heard of any in Pestledown not living in the palace, so if they are here, they don’t want to be found.”
“I wonder if they have an amulet?” Kulara said.
“Amulet?” Coffun said.
“It won’t hurt to try. If we trace the amulet to the palace, we can assume it is a Yellow Fox clan member,” Valanna said. She turned to Coffun. “The Vashtans have a spell that they can put on any object that will allow another magician to find the object. We ran into such things when we fought Vashtans in the Arid Lands, and Trak told me that the Vashtans in Bennin used them, too.”
Valanna stood up. “We might as well get this over with now.” She posed and closed her eyes. “There is one in this room!” She opened her eyes and looked at Snively. “Is there a button or something around you? Look on the floor.” Valanna checked again and no amulet was on him. She got to her knees, and looked at the floor under the table, and spied a large Pestlan copper coin, called a ferret, just as Snively snatched it up. 
“This?”
She scanned the coin and sensed the enchantment. Valanna nodded her head. 
“I will move away from here and drop it far away from the studio.” He grabbed his hat and cane and quickly left the studio. 
Valanna posed again to make sure that Coffun wasn’t likewise adorned. “Which way is the palace?” she asked. 
Coffun and Asem pointed in the same direction towards the front right of the shop. She could sense more than one amulet in that direction. A closer one must have been Snively. Valanna made a slow circle in the room, and pointed towards the back of the shop. “At least another in that direction,” she said.
“I think we can chance going in that direction,” Asem said. “We are not ready for the palace, yet.”
“Now you certainly can’t stay here. I will summon a carriage and send Esmera a note that one of her conspirators may be in the employ of King Harl or the Vashtans,” Coffun said. “Gather your things, I have a safe house that I didn’t want to use at this point, but,” he looked out the door, “you have no choice.”
~
“After all of our work!” Kulara said as she plopped down next to Asem on a much nicer sofa than anything that existed in Honor’s studio. 
“Should Neel return to Pestledown, we have done him a favor,” Asem said with half of a smile. “Don’t worry, I’ll remind him, my lovely cleaning lady.” 
“I’d better be,” Kulara said through clenched teeth, punching her husband in the shoulder.
Valanna stood at the window, holding open the curtain, looking out on a nicely-kept garden in the back. There was even a larger area for their flyer. “We should bring the flyer here. It’s twilight now. I can teleport it.”
Kulara patted Asem’s knee and then used it to help her jump to her feet. “I’ll put out four candles in a square so you won’t be able to miss the garden.”
“I’ll change into dark clothes,” Valanna said. 
Up in her rooms, she scattered her clothes on the bed. The room was larger and already clean. She smiled. Coffun Cricket certainly kept his resources close to him until they were absolutely needed. This time she was glad that he did. She shivered to imagine Vashtans and the King’s Guard smashing through Honor’s door. If Asem hadn’t asked about Vashtans, they might now be trussed up and on their way to the dungeons in the palace. 
Valanna still had the written permission to perform magic that she had carried on her last foray into Pestledown, but King Harl’s signature meant nothing at this point. She changed her clothes and tied a dark cloak at the neck and descended the stairs. Kulara and Asem still sat on Coffun’s sofa talking quietly to one another.
Kulara looked up. “Take a look in the back. I put three candles on the south side of the square, so you won’t miss getting back here,” she said.
Valanna nodded and leaned over for the teleport pose and said the power word. 
The flyer looked undisturbed. Valanna checked it out, even using the amulet detection pose. Sure enough, she sensed an amulet on the flyer. The Vashtans were aggressively trying to locate them. She found the amulet, a charmed nail of all things, sticking out from the back of the flyer. Valanna would have never thought of such a thing. She used a levitation spell to remove it and let it fall. She took the nail, placed it away from the flyer, and checked it again, finding a metal badge lodged between the slanted glass and the wooden sill. After removing that, she couldn’t find another amulet, so she took the flyer up into the air. 
She flew high above Pestledown and easily spotted the five tiny lights in the dark back garden, and then set the flyer down.
“The flyer had been located,” Valanna said breathlessly, when she came in from the cold night. “They put two charmed items on it.” She shook her head. “The Vashtans are determined to find us. Maybe they were the ones to pay off the guards and the caretakers, not King Harl.” 
“Why do you think that?” Asem said. 
“They would be the ones to use the amulets to locate us. King Harl would have sent more guards or thugs or whatever,” Kulara said. “What doesn’t make sense is why would one of Esmera’s men leave an amulet in the shop? He could just as easily have just told them where we were?”
“He wouldn’t have had to contact the Vashtans, and that would have maintained an alibi?” Valanna said.
Asem played with his beard. “Perhaps. Maybe they meant the amulet to be found. Let’s hope Snively got rid of it soon after he left Honor’s studio.”
Valanna sat down in an overstuffed chair, holding her forehead. “This is too convoluted for me.”
“Get used to it, Queen Valanna,” Asem said. “It will likely get worse after you are crowned.”
“Crowned by some thick piece of wood or metal and in the grave, or crowned with an expensive piece of metal and in a different type of grave,” Valanna said. “I didn’t ask for any of this.”
Kulara sat on the edge of the chair and put her arm around her. “None of us wanted any of this, but life has a way of throwing challenges our way. A farmer might have to face a failed crop that might starve his family. Is that any better than this?”
Valanna put her hand on Kulara’s. “I’ll have to remember that,” she said. “Life tests us all.”
Kulara just nodded.
“So what are we going to do about it?” Asem said. 
“We need to find the Blue Vashtans that came from Warish.” Valanna stood up and closed her eyes, assuming the pose to locate amulets. This time she could make out the faint sense of the two amulets that once were on the flyer, but they were closer to a third source. Valanna pointed. “That way.”
“I’ll get your cloaks. There is no better time to find our Blue Swan Vashtan friends than right now. At least we were able to keep their definite presence a secret from the other spies in Pestledown.”
Valanna felt a little guilty about that, but Asem felt it important to have some kind of reserves available. He still didn’t fully trust any of the others. Esmera’s friend had proven that caution.
They bundled up in the cold, and walked into the dark night in the direction that Valanna pointed.
~~~
 



 
 
Chapter Twelve
~
 
TRAK HAD TAKEN A KNIT HAT FROM THE PILE OF CLOTHES their abductors had brought with them and jammed it over his head. His blond hair was more of a giveaway of his Pestlan heritage than anything else. As they teleported from spot to spot, steadily heading north, he couldn’t stay very warm, yet Lia hadn’t complained. Perhaps she had on an additional layer that Trak didn’t know, but he was just warm enough to keep from shivering in the cold.
“We’ll need to find shelter,” Trak said as his teeth began to chatter. “I can make us one.”
Lia looked up at him, admiration plainly in her eyes. “You can do that, too?”
“Stop it. I’m not a hero, but Tembul taught me some woodcraft on our way to Beniko, and I’ve never put it into practice.”
They stopped in a clearing. Fir trees surrounded them, and that was why Trak chose that spot. He used his sword to cut down branches. 
“I know Toryan’s don’t like cutting trees down—”
“Eastern Toryans more than Western Toryans,” Lia said. “We love our trees as much as they do, but the our sisters to the east made it a religion. We just keep as many trees intact as a defense against the Kandannans.”
“Before your sisters joined up with them,” Trak said.
Lia looked embarrassed and nodded, but stayed silent while Trak began to fashion a hut around a small tree that he had denuded. “We will use the little tree branches as a mattress of sorts, and these larger branches will be the wall of our hut.”
While Trak had worked, Lia stomped around and slapped her arms around her to stay warm. The snow had begun to fall again as Trak finished by spreading armfuls of pine needles on the floor of the conical shelter. 
“If we were to stay longer than the night, I would tie the branches together,” Trak said.
A coating of snow already covered the outside walls. Trak pushed away an opening and tossed their bags inside. 
“In here?”
Trak nodded. “We can eat what the men brought.”
Lia spelled a light and crawled inside. “These are prickly,” she said sitting up and rubbing her hands.
“Better prickly than muddy.” Trak said. He rummaged around in the bag and pulled out a small loaf of bread and a sausage. “Dinner.” 
“How are we going to heat this space up? A fire will burn it down.”
Trak grinned. “I brought along a pot.” He left the hut to fill the pot with packed snow. 
He pushed some branches aside, and put the pot in the dirt.
“You can’t perform a pose for heat in here!” Lia said.
“Who needs to pose?” Trak concentrated on the pot. The pot turned red, melting the snow. The steam escaped through the holes left by the branches, but there was enough heat to warm their hands.
“Are you going to do that all night?”
“Just until we are asleep.” Trak poked his torso out of the tent and made a large snowball and plopped it into the water and reheated the pot.
“Are we going to sleep together again?” Lia said. Trak detected a hidden emotion in her request, although the question nearly came out like a whine.
“It depends if you want to be cold or not.”
She made a face. “Together again.” She sighed and laid out the blankets. 
The small tree trunk would separate them anyway, Trak thought. Wouldn’t Madame Barazzi, his Santasian manners teacher, be shocked? But then he grinned. Madame Barazzi was a courtesan. She might not be shocked at all.
~
Trak heated up fresh water in the pot to wash his face in the morning before Lia woke. The hot water felt good and made him more alert. When she woke, he encouraged Lia to do the same. She looked flush and fresh after a night’s sleep. She really was naturally pretty, but no one would guess she was Princess Pullia with scraggly hair and pink cheeks.
A foot of snow had fallen in the night. Trak shuffled off into the woods and let Lia head in the opposite direction. Once he was ready to return to the clearing, he heard a scream. Trak ran as fast as he could towards the sound and found Lia posing, shooting weak firebolts at three wolves lined up in front of her. She hadn’t been able to pose properly and her attempts had only kept the wolves at bay.
Trak pulled his knife. If anyone saw burnt pelts, they might suspect them, so he blew the wolves away with focused gusts the way he had taken care of Shinowa, the Benninese magician. 
He looked around. “There might be more.” As he led her to their hut, he heard growling. Four more wolves fought over the food they had ripped out of one of their bags. There weren’t any close trees to blow them into, so he used lightning to kill them. That made less burning, but their coats were still singed.
“Our food is ruined,” Lia said, arms on her hips. She stamped her foot. 
Trak smiled despite the danger they were just in. That might work in a palace, but it looked ludicrous in the middle of the woods.
“Do you want a wolf coat?” Trak said. “There are enough pelts.”
“No!” Lia almost fainted when she realized what Trak would have to do to skin the wolves, but her shock turned to laughter, and Trak soon joined her. 
They rolled around on the snowy ground unable to control themselves.
He rose to his knees. “Remember this morning. You found something funny to laugh about after you were in danger.”
Her face turned serious. “I guess it’s all a release,” she said. “It was just you and me out here alone, but we aren’t alone, are we?”
“Not really.” Trak put his hand out to help Lia up. “There are wolves around you all the time; in Bennin, in Eastern Torya, and in Western Torya. You have to fight to survive. You have to fight to find peace. It sounds ironic, doesn’t it?”
Lia looked at Trak. “You are no simple stableboy, are you?”
Trak grinned. “Once I was. It wasn’t the happiest time of my life, but there were happy times mixed in with not-so-happy times. I had to fight sometimes to find peace. The fighting then consisted of village rivals and surly customers. My stepfather always took the side of the customers.”
“Last night, before I drifted off, I felt happy.” She looked at Trak, searching his eyes. For what, Trak didn’t know. “I could have been beside you forever and be satisfied, warm and cozy, knowing that it stormed outside, but that feeling doesn’t last.”
Trak put his arm around her shoulders and gave her an encouraging sideways hug. “It doesn’t, but remember the feeling. It will give you motivation to get through the bad parts.” He thought of Valanna and wished he was sharing the conversation with her instead. He sighed and crawled inside the hut. 
“It’s a mess in here. Most of our food was spoiled by the wolves.” He put everything together as best he could and put the bags outside of the hut before he disassembled it.
“Our first house,” Lia said, a little too wistfully for Trak’s comfort.
He just grunted as he threw the branches into the forest. “Another snowfall, and no one will ever know we were here.”
“But we will know.”
“We will.” Trak said.
“A happy memory.” 
“It was.” Trak had to admit that he enjoyed the interlude, even with a thought of Valanna intruding on their morning.
~
They traveled north for three days, teleporting short distances, past Zamiel and nearly parallel to the Lizanti Pass. Lia knew of a larger town that might be more tolerant of a blond Toryan. At meal times, Lia taught Trak the rudiments of the Kandannan language. He noticed that it was closer to Santasian than he originally thought, with nearly identical grammar. Now he could speak and interpret common one-word commands.
“Are you up to an inn?” Trak said. “You said there were plenty of towns along the Lizanti Pass road to Zamiel that happily serve foreigners.”
Lia just sighed. “I am filthy.” She ran her hand through her tangled hair. “I am scraggly. I look more like a forest crone than a princess, don’t you think?”
“We’ll be more prepared. I don’t think anyone will think of us as coming from the north, if they thought we were heading for Zamiel through the village of Coriasku.”
“Let’s hope,” Lia said. 
This time they chose a better inn in a larger town. Trak pulled down his knit hat and let Lia do the talking. 
“You’ll be taking a bath before you lay down on my beds,” the woman innkeeper said in Toryan. “Husband and wife?”
“As good as,” Trak said, his confidence rising a little. 
Lia gave him an elbow in the ribs. That only made the innkeeper laugh. 
“Men like a lively lass, eh? I was lively enough in my time.” She batted her eyelashes at Trak.
“This one is as much as I can handle.” Lia said. 
“Two of you?” 
Trak grinned and shook his head.
The woman laughed again. “What kind of coin do you carry?” 
“Eastern Toryan, if you’ll take it.” Lia said. “A silver?”
“That will work.” 
Lia poked Trak in the ribs again. “Where is the bath room?” she said in Kandannan. Trak barely made out the request. 
“Door beneath the stairs,” the woman said in Toryan, all friendliness gone from her face. “You’ll have to share. He won’t mind.” The innkeeper grinned at Trak.
“Not at all.” Trak said and winked at the woman.
“We speak Toryan as a rule around here. You from the south?”
Trak nodded. “We’re on our way from Coriasku to visit my sister further north. They think differently down there.”
“They sure do. Kandanna-lovers.” 
Lia looked at Trak. “We’ll remember to speak the right language,” she said and smiled as sweetly as she could manage.
The innkeeper smiled at Trak, but gave Lia a dirty look. “Bath first. Room Seven up the stairs. A nice bouncy big bed.”
Trak nodded and followed Lia towards the bath room. “We go in together,” he said quietly.
Her head barely nodded, but she pushed forward, opening the door. A large wooden tub filled up most of the room. A few benches lined the walls, and one was stacked with towels. 
“You first,” Trak said. “I promise I won’t look.”
“Ah, so you don’t want to die, eh? Make sure you keep your head covered.” She took her cloak off and draped it over Trak’s head. 
He took the cloak off and shed his own. The room was warm. 
“Water’s ready” a voice called from behind the wall. Steaming water rushed down a spout and began to fill the tub. The water was pre-measured somehow because the flow stopped when the level was about six inches from the top of the big tub.
“Cloak on,” Lia said as she began to shed her clothes.
Trak could hear her step up the little ladder and slip into the water. 
“Cloak off, but stay seated,” she said.
Trak pulled the cloak from his head. All he saw was the top part of Lia’s face. It was flush from the hot water. 
“This is heaven,” she said as she swished around in the water.
“A happy memory?”
She nodded her head. “I needed a bath, so I could be smothered in warmth,” she said. “You aren’t a bad substitute, but this is better.”
Trak didn’t know what to make of her comment. Did Lia seek to play with him? She had become more familiar in her speech and in her actions during their trip. She had shed her truculence, but Trak expected that to return once they reached Zamiel. He didn’t want to care, but he found himself attracted to the princess. 
He felt that he was betraying Valanna. Trak didn’t really understand what he felt inside when he thought of Valanna, but he still felt a quickening of his heart and a desire to see Lia’s face. He shook his head and countered that thought with the notion that the princess had that effect on many people. No, she didn’t, he corrected himself. Most people had never seen the woman that he now traveled with. 
He thought of the scene in King Marom’s court and cringed. Lia could seem as cruel as Marom. That’s how she appeared in Bennin. Who was the real princess? He guessed that her angry temperament was merely taking a holiday. That was it. He would take the pleasant Lia as long as she acted that way. A happy memory, he thought, to be eventually offset by an unhappy one later when she reverted to her public persona.
“Want to join me?” Lia said. Trak heard more water swishing. She poked her head over the tub.
“No. Familiarity will only cause problems later on,” Trak said.
“Wait until I tell the court that we have already slept together.”
“Not like that, we haven’t.” Trak began to sweat underneath his clothes.
“Like what?” Lia looked beautiful while she taunted him.
Trak blushed. She laughed. “Like a real husband and wife. Like Asem and Kulara,” Trak said.
She laughed again. He noticed that it was a nice bubbly laugh. “Valanna’s friends?”
Trak nodded.
Her face turned into a pout. “Valanna is married and I’m not.”
“Neither am I,” Trak said, becoming totally lost in their conversation.
She pointed to him. Trak could see her bare arm and shoulder. “Cloak on.” 
Trak sighed with relief and followed her instructions. 
“Ugh. My clothes are not clean,” she said.
“Be happy you can take a bath and wear clothes instead of filling the bellies of angry wolves.”
“There is that,” Lia said, giggling. 
Silence ensued until she pulled the cloak from Trak. She had towel-dried her hair and looked as pretty as she ever had to Trak. 
“My turn. Cloak on.”
“This smelly thing?”
Trak just nodded and began to undress once she covered her head with one of the clean towels. He quickly disrobed and jumped in the tub.
“Hey!” Lia said, pulling the cloak off. She laughed. “Doesn’t it feel great?”
“The water is very dirty, almost like mud,” Trak said. “I should have gone first.”
“I wasn’t that filthy.”
Trak laughed. “Not quite.” He found a bar of soap floating in the water and began to wash. The water had lost some of its heat, so he spelled it warmer.
“It’s steaming again,” Lia said. “I’m glad you didn’t have to stand for a pose. I would have been embarrassed.”
“That would make two of us,” Trak said. He finished with washing his hair. “All done. Cloak on.” 
Lia did as Trak asked. He jumped out of the tub and slipped on the floor. “Cloak on!” Trak said. He toweled himself dry as expeditiously as possible and put his cleanest clothes on. “Done.”
He turned around, and Lia had the cloak on her lap. “I cheated,” she said, smiling impishly.
Trak ground his teeth, but then he brightened and decided to lie, just a bit. “I did too.” 
She threw a wet towel at him and stalked out of the room. Trak could hear clomping up the stairs.
He jammed the knit hat on his head and lugged their bags to Room Seven and tried the door. Locked. He smiled and used his magic to unlock the door and walked in. Lia was giggling looking out the window, but turned quickly around. 
“You!”
“Me!” Trak said, dropping their bags on the floor.
“You’ve given me another happy memory,” Lia said quietly. 
“I’m sure there are plenty of unhappy memories to offset the happy ones.”
“There are,” she said. Her eyes welled with tears. “Thank you.” She walked to him and put her arms around his waist and buried her face in his chest. 
“You can at least close the door,” the innkeeper said. 
Trak twisted his head around and noticed the exaggerated wink. The woman closed the door for him. Lia only hugged him tighter. 
“I’m afraid this will end, most likely horribly. Promise me that it won’t.”
Trak put his hand on her damp hair and ran it down her head. “I’ll do what I can to keep that from happening.” How could he possibly promise Lia a rosy future? Trak’s past had been anything but.
~
The sun crept into Trak’s face. He looked up at the window. Sleeping on the floor had at least been warm and dry, he thought. He lifted his head and saw Lia snoring softly alone in the big bed. 
Trak didn’t know what he would do if she had invited him to sleep with her in the bed. They had held onto each other for too long a time for his comfort. 
Once they went down and shared dinner, the moment had thoroughly passed. When they returned to the room, she threw a pillow at him and commanded him to use their travel blankets for a mattress. He felt rather relieved. 
The bed moved and Lia stood up, stretching in the morning light. Trak turned his head. She had slept in her underclothes. From his view, her body matched her face. He felt his own face blush.
“Are you hungry?” he said with his back to her, folding up their blankets and stuffing them in their bags. 
“Famished. Look at me.” 
Trak turned to see a beaming smile. The sun lit her face making her skin seem translucent. He closed an eye and looked at her magic. He had never seen such a strong Toryan before. “You look radiant in the sunlight, and I peeked at your magic.”
Her eyes narrowed, and she pursed her lips. “That’s not polite. As Princess Pullia, I would punish you.” She considered him for a moment. “As Lia, I’m curious about what you saw.”
“You are very powerful. Your energy pathways are very impressive.”
“Are they beautiful?” 
Trak closed his eyes and concentrated on the brilliant green energy pulses. “Like sunshine through emeralds,” he said carelessly. He shouldn’t be saying such intimate things, but somehow he couldn’t resist.
She laughed when he opened his eyes. “Pestlans say the nicest things,” she said and giggled some more. “Tell me more over breakfast.”
Trak took a deep breath, uncertain about what was happening between them. “Gladly.”
~~~
 



 
 
Chapter Thirteen
~
 
“THE AMULET IS IN THERE,” Valanna said. Kulara nodded in agreement.
The three of them looked up at the ramshackle house in an old part of Pestledown. Asem walked up to the door and knocked. Valanna held her breath while Kulara created a shield around all three of them.
Henrig, the Blue Swan Vashtan, opened the door. “Ah, you’ve finally come. We’ve been waiting.” He looked around at the nearly deserted street and ushered them in. “We are with friends. Only two Blue Swans remained in Pestledown, so there are only seven of us here, I’m afraid.”
They sat in a remarkably clean front room that contrasted with the house’s exterior. “That makes ten of us with magical power. Snively thinks there are at least fourteen Vashtans.”
“I wish Trak Bluntwithe joined us,” Henrig said. “He is worth twenty Yellow Foxes.”
“Thirty or more,” Bestik, another Blue Swan, said. “Please, sit.”
Henrig’s eyes moved from Asem to Kulara to Valanna. “What is the plan?”
“We are looking at a coup. That hasn’t changed. I’m hesitant to commit to anything yet. We’ve already discovered a traitor in the underground. It could be anyone, even Snively or Coffun Cricket,” Asem said.
Although they hadn’t talked about it, Valanna had to admit that any of the Pestlans could have dropped that coin on the floor beneath one of Esmera’s conspirators for them to find.
“How would they know that you know about the amulets?”
“Have you told anyone about your adventures in the Arid Lands?” Asem said.
“Yes, but—”
Asem nodded. “But?”
“No buts,” Henrig’s face colored as much as a Vashtan’s could. He lowered his head. “We told the tales of working with Derit and the ladies a few times in Balbaam, I’m afraid. It is a racial disgrace that alcohol lubricates our tongues a little too well.”
“Something Snively has already discovered,” Valanna said. “More evidence that you can’t trust anyone any longer.”
“I trust you,” Henrig said, looking at Valanna.
Asem gave Henrig a disgusted look. “And look where her trust in you ended. Even Coffun Cricket was compromised.”
Valanna laid her hand on Asem’s arm. “It hasn’t ended yet. Vigilance can overcome a lack of trust.”
Asem nodded. “You’ve already shown that enough times.”
“More stories?” Henrig raised his eyebrows with anticipation. 
“Not tonight,” Valanna said. “Who knows you are staying in this house?”
“No one. This house was purchased a few years ago by an intermediary, so no one should know we use it. We teleport to another part of the city before we venture out,” Henrig said. “The location should be secure.” He grimaced. “We will be vigilant.” He raised a clutched fist. “The stakes are too high.”
Valanna sniffed at an unfamiliar smell in the house. “Do you use a unique ingredient in your cooking?”
Henrig smiled. “Our friends in Pestledown have grown delegrib, an herb that generally grows only on our continent. It has a fresh smell all its own, doesn’t it? We mostly use delegrib in cooking poultry or fish stew.”
Valanna wouldn’t characterize it as fresh, but definitely pungent. “Would the Vashtans in the palace use it?”
“They would if they had seeds and grew it in a large enough pot. It’s not that difficult in Pestledown.”
“Can I have a little of it?” Valanna said. “Perhaps it might help us find the Vashtans if we have to ferret them out of the palace or surrounding houses. I’d hesitate to complete our mission if we don’t eradicate the Yellow Fox clan members.” 
Henrig sent Bestik out of the room. “Do you have a plan yet?”
Asem shook his head. “Not yet. We still have to determine who we can rely on, first.”
“You can rely on us,” the Vashtan said.
“We already have. Just continue to be careful. We will contact you. Scout around, but don’t get captured. We are already outnumbered by magicians, although if we energized the common Pestlan to fight with us, we might prevail.”
“Destroy or deactivate your amulet, now that we have found you. The Yellow Fox clan can find you as easily as we did,” Valanna said. 
“Consider it done.” Henrig pulled a large metal button from his pocket and held it out to Valanna.
“Worry,” she said directing her concentration on the amulet. “I’ll check it before we leave.”
Asem clapped his hands on his knees. “So what are your capabilities, about what we saw in Balbaam? It seemed that Trak did all the fighting. How does a Vashtan fight another Vashtan? We won’t have Trak with us this time.”
They talked about fighting strategies for a bit, but soon their conversation turned to war stories. After an hour and a half Kulara yawned.
Asem looked over at Kulara, blinking her tired eyes slowly. “That is enough for now. We are in a house in a better district than this, but please don’t contact us.” Asem gave Henrig a small scrap of paper with the address. 
“Give that to me,” Valanna said. “I’ll teleport Henrig and Bestik to our back garden and return. If they need us they are safer teleporting than leaving evidence of where we are.”
Henrig’s eyes brightened. “A good idea. If I’ve been somewhere, I can get to it again.” He handed over the address after looking at it. “I’ve got it memorized, but teleporting is better.” He stood up along with Bestik and clapped his hand on his shoulder.
Valanna took Bestik’s hand and leaned into the teleport pose. 
The Vashtans looked up at the back of Coffun’s house.
“Oh, a place for your flyer. Good thinking. You have two forms of quick escape,” Bestik said.
Valanna nodded. “We do. Have you got this place firmly enough in your mind?”
Henrig smiled. “We can return.”
When they returned to Henrig’s living room, Valanna said. “We can teleport here whenever we want, but we don’t want your privacy invaded.” She smiled and they all laughed. “Shall we go?” she said to Asem and Kulara.
~
Kulara had gone up to bed, but Valanna worried with her hands, pacing in the parlor of the house.
“They aren’t as strong as I thought,” Asem said, while he sipped wine from a goblet. “Other than their ability to teleport, a good shield negates their ability to fight.”
Valanna nodded her head. “I agree. Now I can see why Trak didn’t have too much of a problem with them.” She couldn’t help feel disappointed after their discussion with Henrig. No wonder the six Yellow Fox Vashtans had overcome them in the Arid Lands. They weren’t any stronger than Red magicians in Santasia’s Magicians Guild other than two spells, teleportation and the ability to bring down a flyer with their attraction spell. Even then, the attraction spell would bring the flyer down just a bit faster than a ‘worry’ spell. 
“The Toryans have the ability to gauge the magic of another magician, but Trak never wrote down the spell. Perhaps they didn’t reveal the pose to him. That would be useful,” Asem said. 
“It would, but the five Blue Swans from Balbaam have all fought before, so they have some experience. They didn’t shrink from helping Trak in the palace.”
Asem shook his head. “No, they didn’t. That plays in our favor. We know they won’t run, but Henrig’s strategy relies on them fighting in teams.”
“I think they are trained that way,” Valanna said. “Only Derit went out on her own, and that was to make contact with two women.”
“Derit’s in Torya by now.”
“If only Trak had gone to Pestle, I wouldn’t be so worried for us all.” She plopped down on one of the chairs. “If things were different…”
“But they aren’t, and wishing life to be something it isn’t is a weakness,” Asem said. “We need to work with what we’ve got, so we can improve our chances. It’s even more apparent that someone should orchestrate an uprising if we are doubtful about a coup, and that, I think, is where Esmera comes in. I think we need to talk to her privately, since we might have to administer a truth spell to get all of the information that we need. If anyone knows about the organized resistance, she does.”
“I agree. There were always people going in and out of The Looking Inn, waking me up at any hour of the night.”
“Can you teleport there?”
Valanna nodded. “The three of us, tomorrow after breakfast. That’s the slowest part of her day.”
~
Esmera screamed. 
“It’s all right. We know how to teleport like the Vashtans. Remember? I learned how to do it after I left Pestledown in the fall,” Valanna said when the three of them suddenly appeared in Esmera’s office.
“What are you doing here?”
Asem shrugged. “We—”
“Is everything all right?” one of Esmera’s employees said poking his head in her office.
“Yes it is. I thought I saw a mouse, but it ended up being my friends here.”
The man nodded and shut the door quietly behind him.
“Good thinking,” Kulara said. “Squeak, squeak.”
Esmera gave Kulara a dirty look.
“We need to do some planning, but someone left a location amulet in Honor’s studio. We had to move.”
Esmera furrowed her brows. “Location what?”
“An object that has been spelled so it can be located.”
“Why do that?” Esmera said. 
Valanna hadn’t quite answered that to her own satisfaction. “I suppose to find the studio or track whoever picked it up.”
Esmera grunted. “What did you do with the tracking device?”
“Snively took it and, hopefully, disposed of it in an appropriate place to stupefy the trackers,” Asem said. “It could have been anyone at the meeting, even you, Miss Walkalot. We have moved to a house that only one other who attended the meeting knows about and intend to keep it that way. If you need to contact us,” Asem shrugged, “we will get in touch with you on a regular basis.”
“By scaring me out of my wits?”
Valanna snapped her fingers. “Is the stable flat being used?” 
“I’m using it for overnight visitors at present.” Esmera gave Asem a dirty look. “You can pay me if you want to use it for your own purposes.”
“We do,” Valanna said. “Whatever you want to charge. Leave a note on the table if you want us to come down and visit. I’ll promise to visit the flat once a day at lunchtime. Will that work?”
“In advance,” Esmera said. 
Asem pulled out a pouch and laid three gold Pestlan Eagles on her desk. “This should take care of the first month.”
“The first three months, if I don’t have to clean the flat every day. I’ll do it once a week. If one or two of you wishes to spend the night, feel free. No board, though. You provide your own food, since I don’t think it is a good idea to be seen walking in my inn.” Esmera looked at Asem and Kulara with a none-too-friendly expression.
Asem grinned. “You strike a hard bargain.”
Kulara glared at her husband. “Don’t get too familiar, husband of mine.”
Esmera curled one side of her mouth into a wry smile. “I won’t, don’t worry. So who do you think dropped the locator?”
“It was underneath where one of your men sat, the angry one,” Valanna said. They had never introduced themselves, so that was the only way Valanna knew to describe him. 
Esmera nodded her head. “It might have been him, but it could have been anyone, right?”
“Right. Everyone knew where we met, so that makes it bothersome,” Asem said. “We left not long after the meeting, as soon as we gathered our belongings.”
“What do you want from me now, other than the stable flat?”
“Our allies in the city are a bit weaker than we had anticipated, so we wanted to know if you could engineer an uprising. We would be able to protect each other.”
“More Pestlans would be killed if we joined you. Your clean little coup is now an impossibility?”
Asem nodded. “I don’t want to try it twice, if that is what you mean.”
“What is in it for the Pestlans who risk their lives?”
“A country rid of the capricious rule of Harl Crustwillow,” Kulara said. She looked at Valanna. “Remember, Valanna would be the Queen.”
“It’s no longer a secret that you are in line for Harl’s throne, but we don’t want a puppet ruler. You still are King Marom’s wife, aren’t you?”
Valanna took a deep breath. “You won’t get a puppet. Warish, even under Marom’s rule is more prosperous than what Harl has done to Pestle. Taxes are much lower and the people are more free. When I fled to Balbaam in the fall, I listened to Pestlans on the way, and some of them actually looked forward to Marom’s rule, even if it meant deposing King Harl.”
“I believe you believe what you say, but what if Marom puts his foot down?”
“How?” Valanna said. She looked over at Asem. “He has enough forces to protect Warish, but not to occupy Pestle. If he put his foot down demanding something that was not in the best interests of Pestle, I would refuse. What could he do?”
Esmera leaned forward. “You are serious, aren’t you?” 
Valanna pressed her lips together, feeling a surge of emotion and a shortness of breath. “I am. Please don’t ask me what else I would do.”
Esmera swiveled to Asem. “And you are here to support Valanna as Queen?”
“I am. I can be loyal to her and to King Marom.”
“Until you can’t,” Esmera said. 
Kulara grasped Asem’s upper arm. “His children are held hostage,” she said. “He will support Valanna as long as they are safe.”
“Let’s keep them safe, then,” Esmera said. “I’m hungry. Would you like an early lunch? I missed breakfast.” She rose from her seat and led them to a secluded corner of the near-empty dining room. 
“Are there resources elsewhere that can assist?” Asem said.
“There are. I’ll have to reason with them. That’s not an impossible thing to do. We should talk of other things. We can meet here again tomorrow night, since you can come and go without passing through any number of King Harl’s thugs sprinkled around the streets of my establishment.”
~
The next night, Esmera showed Valanna, Asem, and Kulara to a private dining room. The angry man wasn’t present, but two men, that didn’t look like merchants, had joined with the other two they had met before.
“We can progress to names,” Esmera said. “You have met Garold Pinhappy and Reece Killwhistle.” She pointed to the two who looked like merchants. “May I present Danson Axlewood and Billian Joistfinger. Consider Danson and Billian as field men in our group.”
Valanna smiled at the men when Esmera introduced Asem, Kulara, and her. Danson and Billion were men with military bearing, ‘field men’ as Esmera had called them.
“Reece and Garold have seen the documents verifying that Valanna is the daughter of King Harl’s cousin and is the first in line for the Pestlan throne. Her father was apprentice to the Court Magician. She is also the fifth wife of Marom, King of Warish,” Esmera said.
The merchants nodded, but it seemed that the revelation unsettled the two military men. 
“I only have the best interests of Pestle at heart. I am a magician as my father was, and if I rule, the ban on magic will be eliminated. That ban served the interests of Warish, but not Pestle. Warish does not have designs on taking over every aspect of Pestlan life; indeed, it doesn’t meddle with Warishian life to this day. Taxes are lower, and people thrive in my country.”
“Like Pestle, a generation ago,” Reece said. The man looked at his companions. “I have given this much thought. A Queen Valanna will remove the Vashtans from power, with the promise that Warish lightly influences Pestlan affairs.”
“A common defense and a modest payment of tribute,” Valanna said. “That tribute would be much less than the burden of taxes that King Harl has levied on Pestlan citizens.”
Esmera sat down at the table with them. “I heard that the University of Pestle was closing due to a new education tax that Harl established just yesterday.”
The men shouted various exclamations at the news. 
Asem said, “I am a cousin of King Marom and escorted Valanna during her time serving in the Santasian civil war. I can vouch for what she has said.”
“That’s right,” Danson Axlewood said. “I heard that you were instrumental to the Loyalist’s victory.”
“The instrumental one was Trak Bluntwithe, one of your own, but he had to flee Pestle because he is a powerful magician. He defeated the revolution’s leader, a Black Master of the Santasian Magician’s Guild, and that stopped most of the fighting,” Valanna said. “I did my part.”
“A ruler who understands what war is all about,” Danson said, nodding his head and grinning.
Valanna grimaced. “What ‘war is all about’ changes from perspective to perspective. I’ve been through battles and still detest the loss of life, needful or not.”
Danson looked pleased by her retort and gave her a curt bow with his head.
Servers brought in drinks and snacks and then left them alone. 
Asem rose after visibly suffering through the poor quality wine that Esmera served. “We have ten magicians to fight the Vashtans and those loyal to King Harl. That is not enough on its own. In order to effectively depose the current king, we need more people. That is why we are meeting.”
Reece rubbed his hands and began to explain what the nascent rebellion had already done to prepare. He didn’t reveal hard numbers or specific locations, but Valanna realized that King Marom’s long war would have quickly failed without the commitment of a number of Warish troops entering Pestle to put down Esmera’s rebellion.
She looked at Asem after Reece sat down. About all Asem could do was clear his throat and compliment the other men in the room for their efforts. 
Kulara put her hand on Asem’s. “My husband put it well enough. I fought in the Santasian civil war as he did. Our actions were not well received by King Marom, and he currently holds two of our children as hostages in Balbaam.” Valanna noticed Asem put his hand over his wife’s as Kulara continued. “However, Asem is here to make sure a friendlier outcome happens in Pestle. I think we can do that by coming to amenable terms over the next few days on what a new Pestle would look like.”
Valanna felt the need to say something. “If you want to think of it as a treaty, please do.”
The rest of the meeting consisted of discussions centered around how Valanna would rule. She hadn’t really given the prospect much thought, but as they talked, Valanna found that she already had formed definite opinions on would benefit Pestle and not harm Warish in any way. She realized that King Marom’s capriciousness could result in forcing her to do something in bad faith, but she couldn’t worry about something she didn’t know.
The men and Esmera left the room before the three Warishians teleported back to their house. Valanna gratefully went to bed.
In the morning, she descended the stairs to see Henrig sitting in the parlor.
“I have some bad news,” he said. “Snively, your friend, has been dragged off to the palace dungeons.”
~~~
 



 
 
Chapter Fourteen
~
 
TRAK AND LIA STAYED ONE MORE DAY AT THE INN. They bought new clothes in the town and wore those while their others were properly washed. The snow had passed, and the sun dried up the paved road that led from the pass all the way to Zamiel. 
The Western Toryans didn’t hide their capital city like their brethren east of the mountains. With a more open attitude towards foreigners, Trak could now see why more Toryans fought in the Kandannan army. He always thought Tembul’s people would rather die than fight with another army. After their experience in Coriasku, Trak didn’t know what motivated the innkeeper and his friends to waylay them. Was it patriotism or sheer greed? If they were motivated by greed, then someone had to have offered a reward for them. Either way, they would have to continue to be vigilant.
“Let’s walk for a bit,” Lia said. She turned around and stood, pointing her face to the mid-morning sun. 
Trak took one of her bags so that Lia could swing her arms. He had never seen her so carefree. The smile on her face was quite genuine, now that he knew her better. He would let her enjoy the freedom as long as she could, since once she bore the mantle of Princess and maybe Queen again, the freedom would disappear.
“There are towns and villages all along this road for travelers. Unless we are identified, we can eat and sleep like normal people,” Lia said. She took her bags back, and strolled along the road, careful to miss the animal refuse spread around the pavement. “These are my people.” She took a deep breath. “I’ve never realized it before, until I came through Torya with you. I feel a bit ashamed.”
“Probably you should be,” Trak said. “You can always modify your behavior starting with the present.”
“Let’s buy a floater,” Lia said. There were a few for sale by a couple standing by the roadway.
“Suits me if we are going to walk for awhile.” Trak paid the man and loaded their bags. “Will you?”
Lia smiled at him. “Thank you.” She posed quite gracefully and the floater lifted up two and a half feet above surface of the payment.
Trak let the trailing arm down so it would drag on the pavement and put a loop around the end of the lead. He slipped it through his arm and onto his shoulder, like he had seen plenty of times during his stays in Torya, and they continued their walk.
“Isn’t that better?” Lia said.
Trak nodded. “Your pose is much better than mine ever could be.” He realized that he had never thought to put the floater pose in his manuscript. He wondered what Valanna had ever done with it? He hoped Marom hadn’t seized it. That man couldn’t be trusted to behave in a normal way.
“A cloud has passed over your face.”
Trak swatted her comment away. “I was thinking of King Marom. It still makes me mad what he did.”
“It will always sting. There are things my father did to me, and words that he said that will stay with me forever.” She frowned, but then brightened up. “At least I have you all to myself.” She threaded her arm through his and held him close to her, as they continued on their way.
Trak reluctantly agreed to be led. His travels through her domain would be contentious if Valanna had joined them. He doubted that Lia would be so open if another woman shared Trak with her. The notion of being shared by two women struck Trak as odd. He thought that his circumstances had not been conducive to a romantic relationship with a woman, but here he strolled with Lia, who looked like she didn’t have a problem in the world. She pointed out little discoveries as they walked now by themselves between merchants and other travelers. 
Trak noticed Santasian spoken, so it appeared that relations with Kandanna had eased enough to re-open trading between the two countries. Opening up the Dianzan Pass to the south would still take some time, and Trak remembered the lights on both sides of that pass. The Eastern and Western Toryans didn’t seem to have made peace with each other.
“Why don’t we end our day a bit early and resume our walking tomorrow for a bit before we start teleporting again?” Lia said.
“Fine with me. So we bought a floater to use for a single day?”
Lia shook her head, her hair swishing in the light breeze. “We can teleport it with our bags.”
Trak had to admit he could do that as long as they were headed towards open spaces. He smiled back. “Sounds like a good enough plan for now.”
~
Trak chose an inn where there were Santasians staying. He brought up a pan of water for Lia’s sore feet. He surmised that the day’s trek might have been the longest she had ever walked in her life.
“I’ll go down and bring up some food,” he said once he spelled the water to the right temperature. “If your feet are too sore, there is enough room to ride in the floater, you know.”
She splashed water on her bare legs. “I do know, but I had so much fun looking at people and the countryside.”
Where did this woman come from? She certainly wasn’t the same person that demanded an inn on their trip out of Beniko. Lia had to have been lurking beneath all of that disdain all along. It just took some time for the shell to soften, he guessed.
She splashed water on him, making Trak back up into the wall of their tiny room. He would sleep on the floor again, but Trak didn’t mind. 
“I’ll be back,” he said. He wondered what would be on the menu. The Toryan food he had eaten on both sides of the mountains wouldn’t stand up to Santasian cuisine. 
He descended the stairs and scanned the main room of the inn, recognizing two men seated at one of the windows. He debated not approaching, but decided he had to talk to them.
Trak stood silently behind Sirul until Tembul looked up and spit out the beer in his mouth. “Trak!”
Sirul turned around and knocked over his chair, putting his arms around his friend.
“How did you get here?” Trak said.
“Just arrived,” Tembul said. “We traveled using a flyer. We thought you might have arrived in Zamiel, but this is an inn frequented by Santasians, so we thought you might pass through here. Where is the Princess?”
Trak sat down to join them. “She’s soaking her feet in our room.”
“Your room?” Sirul asked. “You are sharing?”
Trak nodded. “We found that masquerading as a couple made it easier to explain. She was just fine with it after we were abducted in the town of Coriasku.”
“Abducted!” Sirul said.
“Please keep your voice down,” Trak said. “That’s why I’m wearing this hat. Blond hair makes it plain I’m a foreigner.”
“It does,” Tembul said, smiling. “You teleported your way to freedom?”
“They had us tied up on a floater. I turned it into a flyer, and then took care of our abductors. One of them contributed to the Princess Pullia’s cause.” He pointed to his knit hat.
Tembul took another sip from his mug. “So you’ve taken your time, eh?”
“I didn’t think it prudent to arrive in Zamiel with the princess without knowing what’s going on in Western Torya. It hasn’t hurt her to see how the people live either.”
“Better you than me,” Sirul said, shivering.
“We’ll join forces tomorrow?” Tembul said.
“I’ll let Lia know.”
“So she continued to let you call her that?” Tembul said.
“No slip-ups that way, if the wrong ears hear.”
~
Trak knocked on the door. Lia unlocked it and let him in.
“What took you so long?” She examined the stew and bread. “They didn’t cook that in the last bit.”
“We have a pair of travelers to join us.”
Lia frowned. “Let me guess. Tembul.”
Trak smiled. “And Sirul.”
She narrowed her eyes. The good humor had left her face. “He won’t like that, and I won’t either. I don’t trust him.”
“Why not?” Trak said. They had never talked about Sirul before.
“He wasn’t friendly with our family, and that includes my father, as well as my uncle.” She hunched her shoulders and wiped her eyes. “I didn’t want to think about Zamiel yet. We still have to confront my uncle, the king.”
“Isn’t that why we are coming in from the—”
“They could very well be expecting us to travel over the Lizanti Pass, won’t they?” Lia said. “Tembul did.”
“I’m sorry,” Trak said. “I didn’t think.”
Lia’s laughter had disappeared. “We will join them for breakfast tomorrow?”
Trak nodded. “They brought a flyer. Maybe we will head back south.” He felt his neck and cheeks get hot from blushing. Trak had though he was so smart coming from the north. It only helped if their abductors in the town of Coriasku sent messages to others along the way to Zamiel. His interlude with Lia was very, very nice while it lasted. Catching up to Tembul here would be better than being captured along the road later.
Trak didn’t say much after that. He sat on top of his blankets on the floor while he waited for the eventual snoring from Lia, castigating himself for muddled thinking. He didn’t look forward to the morning, so it took him longer than expected to drift off.
~
All four of them piled their gear onto Trak’s floater. Tembul took them into the woods where he had hidden the flyer.
“How far to Zamiel?” Trak asked Lia, while he secured the floater to Tembul’s craft.
Sirul sat on the far side of the flyer. He had only grunted a greeting in the morning, and Lia looked at him while she answered. “Thirty leagues? Four or five days on the road at the speed we were walking yesterday.”
They could probably be walking the streets of Zamiel tomorrow, but Trak wasn’t sure they were ready.
“Did you learn anything last night after I left you?”
“My Kandannan isn’t very good,” Tembul said. “Sirul and I switched roles from the ones we had in Bennin. Sirul was lousy at Benninese. This time I just listened while he talked. Sirul?”
Sirul puffed up his chest a bit at the compliment. “The Kandannans have withdrawn from Torya, but that hasn’t strengthened the king’s position. I told a Toryan from Zamiel that I had just been released after a year in an enemy camp. There are still Western Toryans in camps, you know.”
“Yes, yes,” Tembul said impatiently. “Tell them what you told me.”
“Even with the withdrawal of the Vashtans, factions have developed in our country. They are Separatist, pro-east, pro-Kandannan, and pro-monarchist. From what I can gather, my uncle only gains power from the monarchists, which makes me happy.”
“Am I a pro-monarchist?” Lia said. Her temperament had stiffened as Sirul talked, and she ended by putting her fists to her hips.
“That is hard to say. You aren’t happy with your uncle, are you?”
Lia shook her head. 
“Then you might be a Separatist, one of those who refuse to join with Tembul’s people, or pro-east, who want to cut the ties with Kandanna and combine as one Torya.”
“I’m pro-Princess,” Lia said. “I’m not opposed to closer relations with Kizru, but I don’t support my uncle, so I’m not a monarchist, and I think it isn’t prudent to cut off ties with Kandanna completely.”
Sirul frowned, but quickly turned his face back into a smile. “So you are Separatist/Kandannan?”
Trak shook his head. How could there possibly be a faction like that? He had to laugh at the political situation that Sirul portrayed. He reasoned that the princess gravitated to pro-monarchy, but without her uncle. “Are you for a neutral Torya?”
“Neutral,” Lia nodded. “After the treatment I received in Kizru, neutral is better. That is basically what we were before the Vashtans and Riotro upset everything.”
Trak put his hand to his chin. “Who has the most right to the throne, your uncle or you?”
Sirul shook his head. “Pullia does, but she has no political or military power.”
“Then why did King Basiul want to marry her off to Lenis? Did he think that gave him the right to invade Western Torya?” Trak looked at Tembul, who shrank away from Trak a bit.
“That is a possibility,” Tembul said.
After sighing, Trak took a few steps back and looked at all three of the Toryans. “I don’t know why you three aren’t at each other’s throats. Pro-east.” He pointed at Tembul. “Separatist.” He pointed at Sirul. “And Pro-monarchy, with you crowned Queen, right, Lia?”
They all nodded. 
“Before we head to Zamiel, I think we need an understanding so you three don’t kill each other,” Trak said.
“What are you?” Sirul said with a little antagonism in his voice.
“I am an anti-Yellow Fox Vashtan. After that, I am pro-Trak Bluntwithe.”
“We can all agree with that,” Lia said, putting her arm through Trak’s. “Right?”
“So let’s go to Zamiel with the intent on eradicating the outside influences that caused this uproar,” Tembul said. 
~
Zamiel seemed like a jewel set in the middle of the vast forest that grew north of the southern pass. They flew over the city in the light of a full moon. This city was much older than Kizru. It looked to Trak like the city had four rings of walls built over the centuries. It sat on the edge of cliffs that plunged two hundred feet to the river below which wound around the northern edge of the city. He wondered if Western Torya had only fallen under Kandannan influence because of Riotro.
At the center of the most inner wall stood a castle on a knob, nearly a hill, poking up from the forest floor. The same dripping sand architecture made the structure look like it was melting. 
“I don’t remember seeing buildings like this in the deserted city that you took us to before,” Trak said, looking at Tembul. 
“The style had worn away, but it would be evident if I had shown you more. The insides of that castle will look like any other you’ve been to. Notice how the buildings change midway in the second ring. Like the rings of a tree, you can see where Torya has changed in this ancient city,” Tembul said.
“Have you been here before?”
Tembul shook his head. “I’ve heard stories of Zamiel since I could first talk.”
“I trust they were pleasant stories,” Lia said. Trak heard a bit of her prickliness intrude on her comment.
“Excuse me if I don’t answer. Western and Eastern Torya have been rivals for nearly two hundred years.”
“So they have,” Lia said. “I’m sure my childhood teachings of Kizru were different, but no less tinged with…emotion, shall we say?”
Tembul nodded and gave the Princess a smile. “Well said, Princess Pullia.”
She nodded back.
Silence filled the rest of the trip over the city, and that suited Trak. An argument could be touched off at any time, he realized after their discussion of factions at the start of their journey on the flyer. He disliked the volatility, but he appreciated Tembul’s presence. Trak wasn’t so sure about Sirul, who still stole truculence-filled glances at the princess.
The four of them hid the flyer a league away from the outskirts of Zamiel and waited for dawn to arrive after removing the floater. They joined a busier road coming in west from Kandanna. Trak reasoned that no one would expect them to enter the city from that direction. He observed others randomly starting the final leg of their journeys to Zamiel after camping in the forest.
“Use the Worry spell as often as you can. I can see Riotro and the Vashtans leaving many ensorcelled victims,” Trak said.
“If they’ve all left,” Lia said, “my uncle will be the first.”
“Let us hope not,” Tembul said. “I would rather not be captured as we enter Zamiel, but, hopefully, we will encounter many functionaries on our way to an audience with the king.”
Trak nodded. “I agree.” He pulled down on his knit cap to make sure his hair didn’t show. He fully expected danger at every step while he walked the city.
Their progress slowed as they came to the end of a long line, seeking entrance through the gate of the outer wall. They shuffled up from time to time in line until the road widened, and one line diverged into five lanes divided by low wooden fences. A guard pointed them into one of the lanes. The fifth lane handled traffic out of the city and moved briskly.
With each step towards the high wall, Trak found his anxiety level increasing. He not only had himself to take care of, but the Princess and Tembul, as well. Sirul, he felt, could take care of himself, since he knew Zamiel well and had lived here for six years prior to being impressed into the Kandannan army. Trak wondered what dangers he would face on the other side of that wall. He had been in hostile territory before, so he just had to remember that he had the ability to leave a dangerous area with a thought.
“Remember, Trak’s name is Trakis,” Tembul said to Trak and Lia.
They moved up to the head of the line. Two guards stood at either side of a simple barrier that pivoted up to let each supplicant move forward into Zamiel.
“Your names and your business.”
Sirul stepped up to present them as he had been rehearsed. “I am Sirul, this is Tembul, Trakis, and Lia, Trakis’s wife. We are visiting our relatives.”
One of the guards looked over the pile of goods in the floater. “You all fighting men?” 
“I’m not!” Lia said. Her protest made the guards laugh.
“We come from the south, picked up the Kandannan road at Eveliul,” Sirul said.
The guard nodded his head. “I been there once,” he said with poor Toryan grammar. “Go on ahead. Have a nice visit.”
Sirul put his hand out to shake the guard’s hand. Two silver coins, one for each guard, were exchanged. Trak looked at the others dealing with the guards and saw a few identical gestures. He wondered what kind of mansions these guards lived in. Perhaps none, once they shared the informal entrance fee with their peers.
No one else challenged them, but a group of guards stood outside and inside the gates, with eyes roving over those who had gained entrance. Trak looked a few in the eye and smiled. Sirul said that would get the men to look away, and to Trak’s surprise, it worked.
They threaded their way through square after square. Zamiel was at least as big as Pestledown. Sirul led them to an inn that he said he used to frequent. 
The Angry Bear looked presentable enough, situated in a cleaner part of the city than some of the districts that Sirul had taken them through. 
“Sirul!” the innkeeper said. He raised his hand in greeting. “I thought you had headed west and died in the war.”
“Just about,” he said. “I was saved by these two. This is Tembul and his nephew Trakis, who brought along his wife Lia to see the great city of Zamiel. I had to escape from a Toryan labor camp and sneak over the mountains just north of the Northern Pass.” Sirul had cautioned Trak and Tembul to refer to the Lizanti Pass as the Northern Pass and the Dianzan Pass as the Southern Pass. “Tembul and Trakis are from the East, but wanted to see our side of the mountains while they had a chance. Have you got a couple of rooms?”
Trak grabbed Lia’s hand. She had been standing behind Sirul and Tembul. Trak was the tallest of them all.
“I do. What is the color of your money?”
“Eastern, I’m afraid.” He put two silver coins on the counter. “Will these work for a couple of nights while I see if my relatives are still in the city?”
“With dinner and breakfast and a bath for the lady. She’s a pretty one.” He looked at Trak. “She’ll make you some handsome children.”
Trak blushed. “I hope so.” 
Lia squeezed hard on Trak’s hand and bumped him with her hips.
Trak smiled. 
“I like a fiery lass, too,” the innkeeper said. 
“Our floater is in the stable yard,” Sirul said.
“Here you go. Two rooms, next to each other, as it happens.” He looked at Sirul with a leer. “You’ll be able to hear the knocking and the screaming from these two.”
Sirul laughed along with Tembul, and then Trak joined in with a nervous twitter. Lia just glared. Her expression increased the innkeeper’s mirth. “Go on with you. There are some new food stalls all the way over in Maker’s Square. One is selling Santasian food, of all things. You might want to try it, once you get settled, for your midday meal. A bit barbaric to my taste, but it’s popular enough.”
“We’ll do that,” Tembul said. He nodded at the innkeeper who gave a key to Sirul and another to Trak. “There is a side door to the stable yard. You can use that to bring in your things.”
~
Out on the streets, Lia still clutched Trak’s hand. He could sense the anxiety that she felt as she walked out in the open in the city she was meant to rule. Common people jostled her as they made their way past three similar open market areas to get to Maker’s Square. She smiled and bobbed her head in apology, like most other people did. The Western Toryans in Zamiel were more polite than the Toryans in Kizru, so Trak relaxed a bit while they strolled out into Maker’s Square. He hadn’t had Santasian food for a year, and it sounded better to him than the generally bland Toryan fare.
A stall was decorated in blue and scarlet, and Trak noticed the Santasian words on the sign. “I want to see what Toryan’s consider Santasian food,” he said, pulling Lia towards the booth. He stood in line while Lia shook her head. 
“I don’t want to eat foreign food,” she said. 
“You’ve done it enough before.” Trak smiled at her, still conscious of playing the role of a married couple.
She glared at him. “Not here, I haven’t.” Carefree Lia had gone. He hoped only for the moment.
“We’ll get you something at another booth.”
She formed a pout with her lips and squeezed his hand. “If you can stand it, I can,” she said, and then she let slip an impish smile.
Trak closed his eyes and shook his head. “Playing with your husband?”
“I can play with whomever I like, but I like playing with you best of all.” She squeezed his hand again.
They bantered in the long line for a bit more until they came up to the counter. Two men worked in the booth. One turned. 
“What would you like?”
Trak’s mouth dropped open as he looked into the eyes of his former mentor, Misson Dalistro, the chief spy for Santasia.
~~~
 



 
 
Chapter Fifteen
~
 
VALANNA HAD TO COMPOSE HERSELF. Snively had saved her from the clutches of the abhorrent Podor Feely. She felt that Snively deserved her help, but trying to rescue someone from the palace cells might put her more at risk than was prudent at this stage of her mission. She paced back and forth in the parlor after Henrig had left. Asem and Kulara had yet to descend the stairs, leaving Valanna more time to stew about the latest crisis. 
She didn’t know enough about the layout of Pestledown Palace to come up with any kind of strategy, and it seemed that the rebels weren’t yet ready to pounce on King Harl. It was up to her to save him, and that was what she would do!
“What are you so upset about?” Kulara said as she walked into the parlor.
“Snively’s been taken.”
“Is he in danger of being executed?” Kulara poured a glass of water and gave it to Valanna. “Here. Drink something. Calm down. Decisions should never be made when you are anxious.”
Valanna nodded and took a long drink. She hadn’t had breakfast yet, and her hunger only added to her anxiety. “Is Asem ready?”
“Ready for what?” he said, entering the parlor. “Something has happened?”
“Henrig was here,” Valanna said. “Snively has been dragged off to the dungeons.”
Asem frowned. “And how are the dungeons? I hope they are better than Balbaam’s.” He yawned and seemed uninterested in Snively’s fate. “I’m hungry. Let’s talk about it over breakfast.”
Valanna could only manage to eat a bit of fruit and drink a cup of tea. Snively’s fate hung over her like an ominous cloud. A sense of obligation to free him overwhelmed her as she tried to imagine what she could do. She lacked the poseless magic that Trak had used to free her from the bowels of Marom’s palace in Balbaam. She had never felt that her power lacked more than it did now.
“You are thinking much too hard for so early in the morning. It’s as if the fate of the world depended on your actions in the next few minutes,” Asem said.
“Aren’t you worried about him?” Valanna said. Even she could hear the panic in her voice, the emotions roiling inside of her.
“He is a Pestlan,” Kulara said, as if Snively were an insect. 
Why hadn’t Valanna picked up that attitude in Kulara before? Did she imagine it? Asem didn’t seem to care, yet saving Snively was all Valanna could think about. Where had Valanna felt so frantic before? She searched her mind and remembered Derit’s sorrow spell. Had Henrig enchanted her?
Valanna looked at Kulara. “Use the Worry spell on me, please.”
Kulara knit her brow and shrugged. “Worry,” she said looking intently at Valanna.
“Worry,” she said at Kulara and “Worry,” she said at Asem before she blanked out.
The clock had only moved a few minutes when Valanna opened her eyes and sought the timepiece out. Kulara and Asem were just stirring as well.
“Well that was interesting,” Asem said. “The Blue Swan’s are quite devious.”
Valanna nodded. “But why?”
Asem shrugged. “Any thoughts, Kulara?” He looked like he already had an answer.
“To put a wedge between us?”
That made sense to Valanna. She remembered feeling deserted by the couple. “I thought you two were bathed with indifference towards Pestlans.”
“It’s exactly how I felt,” Asem said. “I didn’t mean what I said, if that gives you any comfort. I’m indebted to Snively, more than you might realize.”
“I already know,” Valanna said. “He mentioned about preserving the records of my lineage.”
Asem nodded. “Shall we give him a visit? Kulara?”
“I’ll give him a piece of my mind.” She giggled. “Wait, I’ll take a little piece of my mind back.” Her expression didn’t match her tone. She looked ready to pounce. 
“There is no time like now,” Asem said. “Valanna, could you present us to our Vashtan friends?”
“Gladly. Kulara will you shield us before we go?”
Once Kulara had posed and created a shield, Valanna took them to the sitting room of the Blue Swan Vashtans.
All seven of the Blue Swan Vashtans were lined up against the wall, bound with ropes. Valanna closed her eyes and didn’t detect any other magicians, and then she used the Worry spell on all seven. They all blacked out.
Henrig woke up first. “Thank goodness! I had no choice. The Yellow Foxes discovered our hiding place and compelled me to go to your house and lay two quite different compulsions on you.”
“We know. Valanna realized that she was compelled to go to Snively in the dungeons, and we would have let her go by herself,” Kulara said.
Henrig nodded. “Luckily, they didn’t put an amulet in my pocket, so they still don’t know where you are staying.”
“Grab your things,” Asem said. “They could return at any time.”
In less than half an hour, Coffun’s house was brimming with inhabitants. 
“How did they find you?”
Bestik raised his eyebrows. “Yellow Foxes can’t help but gloat. It has been their undoing in the past,” he said. “They have a network of informants, King Harl’s hired villians, at the markets, and they spotted one of us buying food.” He looked at one of the other Vashtans. “One of us didn’t follow the rules and walked home rather than teleport.”
“I’m sorry,” a Blue Swan said in a small voice.
“Can’t have that happen again,” Asem said. “Details must be followed in this business. We probably better go over what your rules are, and what our rules are, making sure we don’t make a mistake like that again. Errors can be deadly.”
“As this one was meant to be,” Valanna said, “to me.”
They spent the rest of the morning going over what spy craft meant. Asem took the lead and both groups found holes in the other’s operations. 
“So has Snively really been caught?” Asem finally said.
“We think he has,” Henrig said. “I didn’t use a truth spell on the Yellow Foxes that invaded our house, but they are so arrogant that they don’t mislead very often.”
They were interrupted by the sound of a key moving in the door. All of them assumed defensive and offensive poses. Coffun gasped when he entered his own house. “You are all together!” he said.
“Has Snively been arrested?” Valanna said.
“That’s why I came. I don’t know why they waited until now, since they could have picked him up at any time. He never went into hiding after he left the meeting at Honor’s studio.”
“They wanted us to separate,” Asem said. “They forced Henrig to lay compulsion spells on us. Luckily, Valanna realized what happened. The Yellow Foxes had tied up our friends here and probably have a trap ready to spring in the palace.”
“So what will you do?”
“Perhaps nothing. If King Harl will be expecting a rescue operation, then why would we fall into his trap?” Asem said.
Valanna thought about what they could do. “How important is Lord Puddingfan to King Harl? Perhaps we catch him and trade Harl’s lackey for Snively?”
“Leverage against leverage,” Kulara said. “I like it!”
“They are generally inseparable,” Coffun said, “but Puddingfan likes to frequent three exclusive brothels close to the palace. He enjoys an unsavory life.”
“There are ten of us. We can cover all three and bring Puddingfan back here,” Valanna said.
“Not back here. He probably is protected by a number of amulets,” Henrig said.
“Then we take him to an alley or room at an inn. Strip off all of his clothes, and then teleport him here,” Valanna said. “However, I refuse to touch the man.”
“I don’t blame you, I refuse as well. He might not last an eye blink if I touch him,” Kulara said.
Asem smiled. “Any of us can do the stripping. We’ll have to take a robe or something with us, so these two damsels won’t be tempted by Puddingfan’s flesh.”
Kulara snorted. “I am only tempted by one man’s flesh, my husband.”
“Well said, first wife,” Asem said.
~
Puddingfan struggled in his bonds. “Let me go or it will go ill with you when I am rescued.”
“And when will that be?” Kulara said, eyes flashing. She held a knife in her hand and had already placed its sharp point on the back of Puddingfan’s hand, tied to the arm of a chair. “There is a reason you are wearing a simple robe.”
Harl’s lackey seemed to deflate. Other teams began to pop into the hallway where Henrig had placed an amulet he made to act as a homing device. 
“Ah, you got him,” Asem said when he appeared with Bestik and another Blue Swan.
“I’ve just deactivated the amulet. Now what?” Henrig said.
“The letter. Our agent will have had it delivered to the palace by now,” Asem said.
Asem had been insistent that they mention no names of Pestlans in their conversations in Puddingfan’s presence, except for Snively, of course. Valanna worried more about the prisoner exchange than anything else. Any contact with Snively might result in being captured themselves, even with the elaborate precautions outlined in the letter. Perhaps King Harl would refuse to the exchange and leave Puddingfan’s fate in the hands of the rebels that she now found herself fully aligned with.
Coffun Cricket appeared with one of the Vashtans in the back garden and walked through the kitchen door. 
“We will know soon enough,” he said. “King Harl should be considering our demands right now.”
“What of the Vashtans?” Valanna said. “Are they capable of making an honorable exchange?”
“Honorable?” Asem asked. “We are beyond honorable. Right now, we can’t do anything until the yellow flag is flown over the palace gate. I’m sure that wait will be a long one.”
“Why don’t we use the truth spell on our captive?” Valanna said. “If the exchange is delayed, we might as well put it to good use.”
“Well said.” Asem patted Valanna on her shoulder. “Would you administer the spell?”
Valanna nodded. “First, let’s clean Puddingfan up.” She peered at him and said, “Worry!”
As expected, he slumped in his bonds, tipping over, along with the chair that he was tied to. They struggled to get him upright while the spell did its work of dissipating any number of compulsion spells.
He finally opened his eyes. “Miss Almond. Somehow I expected to see you here.”
“I’m not happy to see you. Where is Podor Feely?” Valanna said.
“Feely?” Puddingfan shrugged his shoulders. “I don’t have the foggiest idea.”
“How about Snively? Horace Beanmouth’s clerk?”
“That toad?” 
Who was Puddingfan to call anyone a toad, Valanna thought. “Where is he?”
“He is the guest of our august King, Harl Crustwillow.”
“Where in the palace do you have him?” Asem asked.
“In a comfortable dungeon.”
“Has he been harmed in any way?” Valanna thought someone had briefed Puddingfan on how to talk while under a truth spell.
Puddingfan shrugged. “Not to my knowledge.”
“Will King Harl exchange you for Snively?” Valanna said.
Puddingfan struggled with his answer. “He will, but I’m not so sure the Vashtans will let him.” He looked up at Henrig, who must have been the most threatening figure in the room to him. “I know how you people think.”
“How do we think?” Henrig said.
“That we are just pawns in your efforts to rule the world. King Harl and I will throw you out.”
“And how will he do that?”
Puddingfan made a face. “He will kill all of you as soon as he takes care of Valanna Almond. He needs you to kill her.”
Valanna put Puddingfan to sleep. “That wasn’t very productive. I already knew everything he said, except for the confirmation that Snively is in a prison cell.”
~
They waited a few hours, and after no response from King Harl, Valanna woke up Puddingfan.
“What do you think we should do?” Asem said.
Valanna was interested in what Puddingfan might say. 
“Storming the palace won’t do you any good. Harl has gathered most of his guards and other hired swords in the palace. The Vashtans are ready to pounce and destroy you.” It sounded like Puddingfan gloated, but Valanna could tell he was still under the truth spell.
A Blue Swan walked into the room. “The yellow flag has been flown.”
“That means the exchange is on.”
~
Henrig tightened Puddingfan’s bonds, and they made ready to appear in the middle of a designated market square at midnight.
“I know Snively better than any of you,” Valanna said, “and they are already after me. I will provide the shield.”
Henrig nodded. “I’ve already been to our landing site. It’s clear.” He had chosen an alleyway somewhere between Coffun’s house and the small market square. He pulled a knife from his belt. “In case we don’t have time to pose.”
Valanna held a long fire poker in her hand. She had remembered how Trak had used his sword to extend beyond his shield. Kulara would also shield them, while Henrig pushed Puddingfan away and grabbed onto Snively. 
“It’s time,” Asem said.
Henrig assumed the teleportation pose while Valanna and Kulara made shields. Puddingfan sat between Kulara and Valanna, touching both of them. Henrig took a big breath and teleported. 
Torches ringed the square as a hail of arrows bounced against the shields of Kulara and Valanna. Snively was tied to a post, barely inside of Valanna’s shield. An arrow glanced along Snively’s calf ripping his trousers open, while Henrig pushed Puddingfan away and cut Snively down. The man had obviously been beaten. 
Valanna still in her shield pose had the poker pointed at Yellow Fox Vashtans and bathed them with fire from within her protection while Henrig quickly teleported them to their first stop. With shields up, Valanna and Kulara maintained their shields, looking away, while Henrig stripped all of the clothes from Snively, and then threw a robe around his bruised body.
Two Vashtans appeared and began to throw lightning at their shields. Valanna could feel the force of their spells and used wind to blow them out of their poses, and then destroyed them with lightning bolts of her own.
Henrig touched Valanna on the shoulder, and the four of them grouped together and teleported out of the square into the second stop. No one had shown up yet.
“Tooth! Tooth!” Snively could barely pronounce the words. Valanna looked in his mouth and saw a brass knob where a tooth should be. 
They couldn’t afford the time to wait for a worry spell, so Henrig had to use his knife to extract the tooth. She made a shield just in time as three Vashtans appeared. Fire and lightning smashed against the shield. Valanna could see that two of the Vashtans’ clothes had been burned. 
Henrig threw the tooth away from them and teleported all four back to Coffun’s house, with Snively holding onto his bloody jaw.
Henrig struck another pose and then sighed. “I can’t detect another locator,” he said. “I glad they didn’t make him swallow one.”
“Something we can remember,” Asem said drily, as he helped Snively to a chair. 
Kulara applied the worry spell to Snively, to make sure they hadn’t missed anything, while Valanna ran into the kitchen and brought in damp towels. She gave one to Snively for his mouth and pushed another against the gash caused by the arrow.
“They pulled my tooth out! Can you believe it?” Snively mumbled. 
Asem looked up at Valanna for an explanation. 
Valanna gasped for air. The entire operation took only a few minutes, but it had taken her breath away. “The last locator was a brass tooth jammed into the hole made by the one they pulled. The clothing change wasn’t enough,” she said to Coffun Cricket, who had just arrived.
“There were Vashtans?” he said.
Henrig nodded. “First a ring of archers began to fire at us. Snively wasn’t exactly within the shield area and caught one.” He looked down at Snively’s wound. “Valanna fired back and we retreated to the first square. I tore off Snively’s clothes while Valanna took care of more Yellow Foxes. At the second stop, Snively told us about the tooth, but more Vashtans attacked until Henrig removed the tooth using his knife and brought us back.”
“You certainly didn’t take long,” Asem said, getting up and hugging Kulara. “I shouldn’t have let you go.”
Kulara pushed him away, her eyes flashing anger. 
“Wrong thing to say?” Asem said, but Kulara let him hug her again.
Snively attracted all of their attention. “The time to wait has ended,” he said, through the bloody towel.
~~~
 



 
 
Chapter Sixteen
~
 
TRAK HAD TO RESTRAIN HIMSELF FROM VAULTING over the makeshift counter of the stall and hugging his former mentor. He took a deep breath. “What is good?”
“I hope you still are,” Misson said, his lips curling into a smile. “You barely caught us. We leave Zamiel tonight.”
“And we just arrived.”
“You and who else? Did you make it to Bennin?” Misson glanced at Lia.
Trak grinned. “And back. All in all, I took a successful trip filled with complications, and taking much longer than it should have been.” He lost his grin. “Valanna is now the fifth wife of King Marom.”
“What? When did that happen?”
Trak sighed. “Before my very eyes. I saved him from a palace coup and asked him to let me take Valanna with me to Torya. I would return her, but instead, he declared her his wife and, for a Ferezan king, the declaration is enough.”
“So it is over between you?”
Trak shrugged his shoulders. “She is the wife of another man, now. Who knows?”
“Who knows what?” Lia said in broken Santasian. “You speak to this man as if he is a long-lost friend.”
“He is.” Trak looked sideways at the princess. 
“You are here surreptitiously?” Misson said.
Trak could tell that Lia didn’t understand the word.
“We are,” Trak looked over the counter. “And we are very hungry. Fix us something that we will like.”
“My pleasure and my treat,” Misson said. “If you ever need me, Honor and I share the house where you learned your poses.”
“Your mansion?”
Misson pursed his lips, recalling a painful memory. “Being rebuilt.”
“I understand and might be visiting you at some point. That might be where I end up next.”
“Neel is safe?”
“Should be by now,” Trak said. “He is on his way to Pestle, although I don’t think he’ll find a warm welcome there.”
Misson and his companion, a Santasian Trak had never met, handed over pasta covered with a meaty red sauce in thin wooden bowls, and then gave them wooden forks. “I would like to sell decent Santasian wine, but the king won’t permit the import of alcohol.”
“We noticed,” Trak said.
Lia was about to say something, but Trak stepped on her foot. She glared at him, but then realized why he had done so. “This is very good,” she said, struggling to keep the noodles on her fork. “Spicy.”
“Like nothing is in Torya,” Misson said. “Except perhaps the lady?” He bowed to Lia.
“Spicy,” she muttered, smiling with her mouth full.
“If you excuse me I have other customers, and then I have to prepare to fly away from Zamiel.”
Trak looked at the other man. “Guild?”
Misson’s companion nodded. “Purple,” was his only comment.
“Anything to share before we part?”
“Factions are active. Watch yourself, since everyone is exposed.” Misson looked at Lia meaningfully as she struggled with more noodles. “I mean everyone.”
Trak nodded. “Say hello to Honor for me.”
“I will. Now shoo away. I still have food to sell.” Misson gazed at Lia and turned back to him again. “Be careful, Trak, very careful. I wish I could stay, but I can’t.” He slapped Trak on the arm. “Now go.”
~
“That was very good. Bennin had spicy food, but it tasted quite different,” Lia said while they strolled back to their inn. 
“I don’t really like Santasian food at all,” Sirul said. He took the final swig from a wineskin he bought from another vendor. “But then, I didn’t like anything I ate in Bennin, either.”
“I saw you shovel plenty of food down your throat,” Tembul said. “A little variety is a good thing. That might be one of best things I learned on our little jaunt south.”
“What was with the vendor?” Lia asked.
“Misson is an information gatherer,” Trak said to Lia.
“He’s a spy,” Sirul said. “We all met him in the Santasian civil war.”
“He is nice looking, but a bit old for me,” she said with sparkle in her eye.
Tembul stayed silent, but Sirul seemed to have had a bit too much wine. “He’s the son of the head of the Santasian government.”
“A noble?” Lia said, looking at Trak.
“They are more like the bureaucracy in Bennin, former nobles running the government. Misson took me under his wing and taught me all kinds of things, politics, geography, languages, swordplay, manners.”
“Manners?”
Trak colored. “A lady friend of his was a courtier and taught me how to behave in court.”
“I thought Santasia didn’t have a nobility,” Lia said.
“There are plenty of state affairs in Santasia. I learned how to dance and banter with women.”
Lia laughed. “I think you could use more lessons. Perhaps I can teach you how to banter with a member of the Toryan nobility.”
“I’ve probably already had a bit of practice.”
She took his arm and looked up at him. “You certainly could use some more.” She looked back at Sirul and Tembul who had drifted behind them. “I’d be happy continue your practice.” She squeezed his arm.
“Tembul and Sirul,” Trak said.
“Aren’t noble.”
“Neither am I.”
“In my mind, I’ve made you one. Is that good enough?” Lia grinned at him. Sometimes, her beauty astounded Trak.
Trak had to smile. “Perhaps, if it suits, my lady.”
“Ah, you can’t use my title.”
Trak shook his head. “No, I can’t, Lia.” He put his hand over hers. “We are still married in the eyes of the innkeeper.”
“Ah, we mustn’t let down the innkeeper, right?”
“Right,” Trak said as they turned into the street where their inn lay. 
Trak and Lia walked through the common area and up to their room. He shut the door and sat down on the floor.
“Want to join me in the bed tonight? Your wife won’t bite,” Lia said.
“No, I won’t, Princess.” Trak pulled his things over to him. He pulled out his Benninese sword and checked it. “I’ll be wearing this from now on and keep it by my side, even when sleeping.”
“Why?”
“You heard Misson. The factions are active, probably more active than Sirul let on. Misson confirmed it. Your uncle must be a weak king. Where there is weakness, there is a power vacuum that must always be filled.”
“Is that what the Vashtans do?”
Trak nodded. “Something similar. They seek to be the ones behind the power. Their problem is they seem to use the same strategy wherever they go. They seek to sow chaos, and then to become the power behind the power. They have advised rulers, but since they have such poor judgment, their strategy hasn’t worked yet.”
“Only because you’ve been there to stop them.”
Trak had to admit that Lia was right. The Benninese Emperor would still rule and Marom might be dead if he hadn’t intervened. Riotro might be running Santasia, although even without Trak’s assistance, Adolphus Niamo might have prevailed. “I’ve had my hand in stopping the madness.”
Lia joined Trak on the floor and took his hand. “You’ve a nice hand for stopping madness,” she said. “You will help me before the madness begins in Zamiel?”
Her request made Trak sad. “I’m afraid the madness is already here. My friend, Misson, said as much.”
Lia stood up. “How can he say that? He’s a Santasian, after all.”
“What?” Trak said, looking up at her. “What does his being a Santasian have to do with the political situation in Zamiel? The Santasians don’t have an interest in the West.”
“Then what was he doing here?”
Trak couldn’t believe he had to spell it out to Lia. “He’s a spy. He goes everywhere looking for information. He’s not an assassin. Misson finds things out, so he can understand what is going on in the world.”
“Why would he do that?” Her voice rose in pitch. Trak couldn’t understand why she was getting upset.
“He does it to protect Santasia.”
Lia put her fists down at her side. “Protect Santasia? By figuring out how to invade Zamiel?”
“You don’t understand,” Trak said.
“I guess I don’t!” She threw herself on the bed and turned away from him with her face against the wall. “You shouldn’t talk to your Queen that way.”
“My Queen?”
“Yes.”
Trak heard the tinge of a pout in her voice. “I don’t want to get mad at you, but I’m so used to it,” she said quietly. 
Trak could hardly hear her voice. He got up and sat next to her on the bed. “I’ve known Misson for a long time. He’s like an uncle to me. Ask Tembul about him. He fought bravely in the Santasian civil war. The Santasians don’t want to fight another one.”
“At least for a while?” Trak could hear the conciliation in Lia’s voice.
“For a very long while. The rebellion burned down a lot of their capital, including Misson’s family mansion. I could tell he was disturbed by it. Since the Kandannan’s are no longer a military threat, he probably visited Zamiel to assess the situation.”
“He won’t invade my country?”
“Would you invade a country with so many different factions? I wouldn’t.”
“Why wouldn’t he want to sweep in here when there is a power struggle, like you talked about?”
Trak put his hand on Lia’s shoulder. “Because he’d have to fight the Eastern Toryans and most of the Western Toryans before any Santasian soldiers would even reach here.”
“So I’m upset about nothing?”
Trak shook his head. He really didn’t have any experience dealing with this kind of a conversation. He thought Lia was more level-headed, but perhaps a bit of Princess Pullia was leaking out. “You have every right to be upset. The factions that Sirul talked about are not to be taken lightly. All Misson did was warn me to be careful because Zamiel was dangerous.”
She rolled back against him and sat up. Lia came disturbingly close. Her face was just inches away from his, and he wanted to move away, but something kept him looking at her beautiful eyes, bigger than he had ever noticed before. Her presence took his breath away.
“He did?” she said, her own breathing seemed as shallow as his own.
Trak could only nod. She leaned forward and put her head on his shoulder. They had slept under the same blanket before, but this intimacy was different…and terrifying. She put her arm on his shoulder. “You’ll protect me?”
“I already said I’d do my best.”
She took a deep breath. “Your best is very good, isn’t it?”
His heart beat in his throat. “Sometimes it is.”
Lia raised up her head and looked at his lips. She took her hand off his shoulder and ruffled his hair, and then traced his lips with her finger, before leaning forward with her eyes closed. Trak sat, immobile, like a deer caught momentarily in the gaze of a predator.
He felt her lips brush his, and then he couldn’t breathe.
The pounding on the door made them jump apart. Trak shot to his feet and straightened his hair.
“I’m sorry. Please forgive me!” he whispered. 
Lia mouthed, “For what?” and gave him a seductive smile.
Trak went to the door. “I’m here.”
“It’s time for dinner. Sorry to interrupt your naps,” Tembul said.
Trak ran his fingers through his hair and kept his eyes averted from Lia, who straightened the front of her dress. He unlocked the door. “I’ll see you downstairs when you’re ready,” he said, grabbing his knit hat and jamming it on his head.
The walk down the stairs into the common room seemed like descending from the clouds. He fought for focus when the serving maid showed them an order board.
“What’s up with you?” Tembul said.
“Nothing. Your knocking woke me up.”
Tembul grinned. “Were you really sleeping?”
Trak shook his head. Sirul looked alarmed. “We were talking politics.”
“We heard,” Sirul said, “then everything went quiet.” He looked a Trak accusingly.
“Heard what?” Lia said when she sat down next to Tembul.
“Quiet,” Tembul said. His eyes were full of amused speculation, and that disturbed Trak more than Sirul’s anger. “It became very quiet.”
“Oh, that. Trak became angry and sat on the floor. I tried to reason with him in the sweetest way possible.”
“Did it work?” Tembul said.
“I think it did.” She looked at Trak with amusement.
~
The next day, they all decided to go different directions on the streets of Zamiel, Sirul had relatives to visit, and Tembul wanted to poke around on his own. That left Trak and Lia to either stay in their rooms, which Trak did not want to do after what happened the previous evening, or follow Tembul’s lead and test the tenor of the city.
“Are we still husband and wife?” Lia said, slipping her hand into his as soon as they left the inn.
Trak looked up at the clear cold day. The sun seemed to pierce the air with its sharp light, but it did little to warm them up. Trak wore his Benninese sword at his side, something that Sirul suggested they all do. He noticed plenty of other men and a few women wearing weapons, as well.
“I suppose we are, for now.” He had already apologized for the kiss, and Lia had refused to accept his apology, saying it was all part of their disguise. She laughed it off, but Trak couldn’t shake the feeling of attraction. Lia affected him differently than Valanna had, but Trak couldn’t define what that difference was. He still thought of Valanna, but questioned why he had to consider her feelings, now that she was the wife of Marom. He shook his head to get her out of his mind and squeezed Lia’s hand. 
She looked up at him. He cleared his throat. “I just wanted to make sure I had a good grip on you, in case anyone tried to abduct you.”
Lia gave Trak a funny look, but squeezed back. “I don’t give my kisses to just anybody, you know.”
“I thought you had… Lenis…” He turned red.
“Lenis never made it as far as you did last night. I wanted to kiss you, not the other way around.”
Trak wasn’t so sure that he didn’t want to kiss her. “I, uh, don’t want complications for you when you get back what is yours.” He looked around for listeners and reminded himself that he had to watch his comments out in the public. 
“I’ll worry about that,” she said. “Where are we going?”
Trak looked ahead. “Back to Maker’s Market. I want to see if Misson Dalistro really left the city.” He shrugged. “Since we are roaming around, it’s nice to have a destination.” He looked at Lia in alarm. “I forgot. This is your city. I didn’t even ask where you wanted to go!”
She smiled and squeezed his hand again. “We might want to wander more towards the castle. I really didn’t get out much, so anywhere is fine, as long as I can see home from afar.”
“Point me in the right direction, once we’ve made it to Maker’s Market.”
She smiled at him and then pointed her face at the sun. “I will.”
They strolled and stopped at windows, looking at what was for sale. It seemed that every large city had lots of shops, and that suited Trak just fine. The goods inside the shops in each country were varied. Bennin’s offerings were the most different. During his only visit to Balbaam, he hadn’t had the time to do much other than save the country.
The thought of Balbaam brought Valanna to his mind. She didn’t have the presence that Lia did. Lia’s stunning beauty came through, even wearing plain clothes and with her face scrubbed. She laughed as she pointed something out to Trak, and her dark curls shook. He could see more of Kulara in her than Valanna. 
When they entered Maker’s Market, he could see why Misson left. All of the shops had been taken down and people walked straight across the square to the other side while pursuing their own business. A sign stated that the market was held for four days out of every week. He hadn’t really expected to meet with Misson, but Trak could feel the disappointment of not seeing his friend again.
“There is a gathering over there,” Lia pointed to a group of people standing around a man on a box talking excitedly to the others.
Trak adjusted his knit hat and escorted Lia to the outside meeting.
“You are right, sir,” the speaker pointed to a man in the crowd. “Zamiel is a special place, but only one of many special places in Kandanna. I say we bring back the Kandannans. They can protect us from incursions from the West!” He raised his fist to emphasize his point. 
“So you want to bring Kandanna in to rule us again? Haven’t they cost us enough in our young men’s lives? If you hadn’t have followed that renegade Santasian magician, I’d have more relatives alive.”
“You scoundrel!” another said.
“What’s so wrong with our brothers in the East?” a woman said. “It’s high time we united once more. After their civil war, the Santasians might be looking to expand their territory again, right through the Lazanti Pass.”
All of a sudden there was pushing and shoving. The crowd grew, and fighting began. Trak couldn’t use his sword on unarmed citizens and dared not use his magic except to throw up a modest shield around Lia and himself. They both stood in the center of a maelstrom until guards ran into the square and began arresting the fighters.
“You two!” a guard said, pointing in their direction, but the riot pushed him away. 
Someone slammed into Trak, and suddenly his hat was off. 
An unidentified woman called out “A Pestlan spy!” 
Pestle wouldn’t be sending any spies to Torya, but before Trak could teleport Lia out of there, a guard grabbed onto her, and a number of guards held on to Trak.
“Don’t fight them,” he called to Lia, as he struggled with the guards to get closer to the princess. He succeeded, and when wagons showed up to take the rioters away, Trak and Lia were tied up together along with the rest of the rioters. He found out that it was illegal to use magic on guards, but everyone was still tied up to keep them from posing.
“What shall we do?” Lia said, whispering.
Trak shrugged. “We wanted to find out what was going on in Zamiel. I think we will find out more than we want to.”
She snuggled in closer to him and grinned. “Will it be fun?”
~~~
 



 
 
Chapter Seventeen
~
 
AFTER SLEEPING FOR THE REST OF THE NIGHT, Valanna rose from her makeshift bed on the floor of Asem and Kulara’s bedroom. She had gladly given Snively her bed.
A few of the Vashtans had already risen and were treated to a breakfast cooked by Coffun Cricket. Valanna reluctantly joined them.
“A heroine again, I hear,” Coffun said. “You are an active princess, aren’t you?”
“I’m not a princess,” Valanna said through her teeth, still waking up and not in a particularly good mood.
Coffun chuckled. “Isn’t that the proper title for the fifth wife of a Warish king?”
She had to give Coffun the point. “A Ferezan king,” she nodded, “He gets to make his own rules.”
“So what kind of rules do you get to make when you are a Pestlan queen?”
“Me, as Queen of Pestle? I’ve thought a bit about it, but only in regards to Pestle’s relationship with Warish.”
“You can dissolve the marriage by Pestlan law, you know. It is well known that a Pestlan royal marriage requires consummation, and that hasn’t happened.”
“How did you know?”
Coffun grinned. “I’m very good at asking questions and looking things up, Princess Valanna.”
“So I’m not married to King Marom?”
He took a fingerling sausage from a bowl filled with them and popped it into his mouth. “Have one of these. They are quite good, if I say so myself. Ah, yes. You are married to King Marom until you are Queen, but then you have the power to annul it.” He shrugged. “An annulment might cause a problem or two in Balbaam, but we both know that you can raise a Pestlan army, and the King may be reluctant to risk his Ferezan warriors in battle.”
Valanna’s bad mood had suddenly turned. “I need to bide my time, then.”
He nodded. “You do, but, confidentially, I think even Asem will come to your side, if his children are spirited out of Balbaam. The time is not nearly right, but who knows what the future holds?”
She thought of Trak and her heart leapt within her chest. A chance still existed for something to develop more permanently between them, but they would both have to survive through some dangerous times. Perhaps not for Trak, but she certainly faced more fighting. King Harl and the Vashtans still stood between Valanna and the Pestlan throne. She had found new motivation to overthrow King Harl, and that brought a smile to her face. She chose one of Coffun’s sausages and took a bite. Suddenly, it was delicious.
~
“Take the flyer, if it will hold the Vashtans, Snively, and you three,” Coffun said. 
Snively sat on the sofa, still bandaged up. His mood matched the way he looked from Valanna’s viewpoint. “So you want us to leave? Desert the citizens of Pestledown?” he said.
“A strategic retreat,” Asem said. “How can we plan anything when we are being sought within the close confines of Pestledown?” He looked at Snively, and then at Coffun. “I promise that you will return soon enough.”
Coffun looked away evidently deep in thought.
“He’s right, Coffun. What can I do now? You’re next, you know. Esmera has more pull than any of us, but I think she needs to be warned, as well.”
Valanna could sniff defeat in the air. “I think Asem is correct. Where can we go?”
“Darkpuddle, obviously,” Snively said. “We have forces there.”
Coffun glared at Snively, who glared back and spread his hands. “Do you have any other ideas? Who else can fight the Vashtans?” Snively barked.
“Very well,” Asem said. “Let’s get everyone bundled up and teleported out of here to where we hid the flyer outside the city. Then we will flee to Darkpuddle.” Asem shook his head and muttered. “Darkpuddle. Wherever do Pestlans get their names?”
~
Far ahead, Valanna saw plumes of smoke rising in the distance before she noticed the dark splotches of trees and buildings breaking up the rolling farmland of northeastern Pestle. 
“That’s it,” Coffun said, pointing ahead.
Valanna looked back at the crowded flyer and let Henrig know of the heading change. Only half of their group rode, while the others, including Asem and Kulara, waited for the next trip.
The city of Darkpuddle looked rather new. It sat on the edge of a rise overlooking a lake. A river ran below, emptying into the body of water that probably gave the city its name.
“Down there,” Coffun pointed to a large field filled with tents and other temporary structures on the edge of the city. It looked like a military encampment to Valanna, and she had seen plenty.
“Off,” Valanna said. “We need to get the others.”
“You come with us. Henrig and one of his fellows can get the others. I have people you need to meet,” Coffun said. 
Valanna looked at Snively, who nodded and said, “We need to arrange a place for us all.”
“You can find your way back?” Valanna said to Henrig.
“I can. Bestik will drive, and I can navigate.”
Once all of the bags were taken off the flyer, Valanna followed Coffun over the muddy field. She slipped and slid her way to a two-story building. Men and women went in and out with a lot of purpose in their steps. This must be the rebel headquarters, Valanna thought.
Coffun wiped his feet off, using boot scrapers mounted to an extension of the bottom stair. Valanna did the same and then looked up to see Danson Axlewood standing on the top step looking down at them with his fists on his hips.
“Princess Valanna, welcome to rebel headquarters.” Danson Axlewood threw out his arm at all the activity. “We are as busy as bees.” He looked at Coffun. “What has happened that brings the Princess to Darkpuddle?”
“Snively was captured and interrogated. He’s over there,” Coffun pointed to a huddle of Vashtans helping Snively to stand.
“Lieutenant?” Axlewood said to a nearby soldier. “Get some men and carry Mr. Snively into my office.” He looked back down at Coffun. “I suppose you want places to stay?”
Coffun merely nodded.
“I’ll get a man on it. The camp buildings are bursting at the seams, you might say. We are building more, but that won’t help you today.”
No, it won’t” Coffun said. “We have another batch of folks coming from Pestledown. There are twelve of us.”
“Beltfeeler’s Inn should have enough rooms. Come into my office and tell me more.”
Axlewood had words with another soldier who left the building to arrange for lodgings. Valanna was shown up the stairs.  Axlewood’s office filled most of the upper floor. She saw Axlewood’s large desk, but was shown to a chair at a large conference table. A detailed map of Pestledown covered most of the table. She didn’t sit down, but stood by the proffered chair and tried to make out the location of Esmera’s inn and the house where they stayed.
“Where is your house, Coffun?” she said.
Coffun looked over the map and put his finger down on an area midway from the palace to the northern wall in the opposite direction from The Looking Inn. 
The door opened, and soldiers helped Snively to a long bench beneath a window and left, replaced by three Blue Swans. They all took seats. A woman came in with a large bag and checked out Snively’s condition, moving him to a cot on the other side of the big room.
Axlewood blew into the room. His presence was quite a bit stronger in his own element, Valanna thought.
“Snively, would you tell me what happened?”
From the cot, Snively recounted what happened to him, being captured by the guards outside of his flat and dragged to the palace where the Vashtans threw a truth spell on him, and then gave him to King Harl to torture.
“I was taken to a square, tied to a post, and told to wait patiently for my death. Valanna can tell you the rest.”
“You were part of the rescuers?” Axlewood said.
“It turns out that I am the strongest magician in Pestledown.” Valanna then told her version of the story. “We didn’t know the Vashtans had used a truth spell on Snively. With all of your secrets told, he thinks there is little reason to wait long before you attack.”
“I agree,” Snively said. His diffident demeanor hadn’t quite returned, and she could tell that he really hurt.
“I wish we could leave Darkpuddle now, but we will have to wait a week or two. My men aren’t fully trained, and we don’t have a good plan for incorporating magical assistance.”
“Then as soon as Asem and Henrig return with the rest of our group, we should begin planning,” Valanna said. “Asem has more military experience than any of us, and he knows my capabilities.” At least, she thought, as well as anyone. She didn’t think assaulting Pestledown Palace would be easy, but it seemed that there were more men training outside in the cold than there were guards and thugs in King Harl’s employ. 
“Where is the Pestledown Army in all of this?” Valanna said.
Axlewood laughed. “There is no Pestledown Army. King Harl disbanded it seven years ago when the Warish influence was at its peak. That was obviously part of King Marom’s plan, along with the previous mandate prohibiting magic. We started up our organization in a small way at the time, with the support of Esmera and Neel Cardswallow. I believe you know both of them. We’ve ramped up quite a bit since Neel left to fight in the Santasian civil war. Harl tried to capture him too many times, and that distraction gave us the opportunity to increase the size of our organization.”
“Thank you for taking us in.”
“It is our pleasure to entertain you, Princess. Perhaps we might have some refreshments before your other group arrives.
~
Asem paced back and forth in the private dining room of Beltfeeler’s Inn. “I am not pleased with Danson Axlewood’s rise to lead the rebellion.” 
“He runs a real army. I can’t rise to the Pestlan throne until that army has taken over Pestledown,” Valanna said. “We can’t just walk in by ourselves, even if King Harl is down a few Yellow Fox Vashtans.”
“I agree,” Henrig said, swirling the deep red wine in his goblet. “Danson hasn’t said he wanted to take over the country.”
“Coffun swears that all will recognize my claim to the throne.”
Asem waved her comment away. “As long as you cut Pestle off from Warish.”
“Pestle is already cut off from Warish,” Valanna said, playing with the fork after their meal. “I’m still Marom’s fifth wife, and we can effect a formal treaty. Isn’t that what King Marom wants?”
Asem walked to the single window in the room and gazed out at the large stableyard. Beltfeeler’s Inn was three times the size of Esmera’s and not more than a few years old. “I don’t know what my cousin wants. He wants control of Pestle, but after that?” He shook his head. “Does he want to rule both countries from Balbaam? That he has never shared with me. Prince Nez would have been a titular head and, hopefully, forced to follow his father’s wishes. I don’t think that strategy changes with you on the Pestlan throne.”
Valanna knew she had to walk carefully. Asem’s loyalty had to rest with King Marom first and her, second. She wished that Axlewood hadn’t been so forceful in his first meeting with Asem, relegating him to a minor advisor. Coffun had shrunk into a corner, and Snively’s pain kept him from contributing much to the meeting.
It appeared that spies didn’t have the power that she had originally thought, and when she reviewed General Niamo’s relationship with Misson Dalistro, it hadn’t seemed much different. Would Misson have been listened to at all if his father wasn’t the political head of the Loyalists in the Santasian civil war? Trak had to leave because of the General’s attitude towards him. Would Axlewood have treated Trak the same way? She clutched her fists in frustration while she listened to Asem. Enough was enough.
“What keeps us from acting independently, but coordinating with Axlewood? Why do we have to wait for him to tell us what to do, but do what we want at the same time?” Valanna said.
Asem looked at her as if he had been struck. “What do you mean?”
Valanna clamped her lips together, gathering the inner strength to say what was in her heart. “I didn’t sign up to join the Pestlan Army. I am not a soldier reporting up the chain of command to Danson Axlewood. I am an agent of Warish and a pretender to the throne of Pestle. I do not want to follow along Danson Axlewood like an animal on a leash.”
“I agree with Valanna,” Kulara said, standing up from her chair. “We choose to coordinate with the Pestlans, not become buried in their army. I had enough of that in Santasia, running reconnaissance missions for General Niamo. We had no real role in the conflict until Trak decided to break off on his own. He saved the Santasians.”
Valanna nodded. “He did, and we will do the same.” She stood up. “I’m going to visit Axlewood now.” She leaned into the teleport pose and stood in front of the headquarters building. 
~
A soldier, lying on the muddy ground, looked up at Valanna. She leaned over and helped him to his feet. “I am sorry I pushed you over,” she said.
He looked very flustered. “How…I mean where did you come from?”
“Beltfeeler’s,” Valanna said as she proceeded up the stairs without wiping her feet on the boot scrapers. 
Axlewood stood by an orderly’s desk, speaking to him with a paper in his hand.
“Miss Almond,” he said, looking a bit shocked. His form of address told Valanna how he really regarded her.
“We have to have a quick discussion,” she said, while walking into his office. She stood at the door, and closed it as he walked through.
“What do you want?” Axlewood’s voice betrayed a hint of impatience.
Valanna leaned against the closed door and took a deep breath. “An understanding. I want an understanding about your role and my role in this rebellion.”
“You said you had joined us,” he said.
“You assumed that. We have the same goal, to depose Harl Crustwillow and eliminate the Vashtans. However, once that goal is accomplished, I think our intentions diverge.”
Axlewood narrowed his eyes. “They might,” he said.
“They do. It is my opinion that you have no desire to see me rule Pestle. Placing me on the throne as a puppet to smooth over a transition is how you see my role.”
He looked at Valanna appraisingly for a moment. “Perhaps.”
“Just between you and me, I have no desire to be a puppet. Not for Warish and not for you. I don’t claim to be a supreme political mind, but I listen, and I learn, and I have opinions to bounce what I know against what people tell me. I’ll not be forced to abdicate if I have to fight for the Pestlan throne.”
“I didn’t say you would have to.”
“Didn’t say or didn’t think. Do you want me to throw a truth spell on you? I remain a powerful magician.”
Danson’s eyes widened a bit, and he raised both hands in the air. “No need. I don’t really know you, Princess. I will admit that if circumstances create a Pestle worse than our present condition, I don’t intend on letting lives be lost in vain.”
Valanna noticed he used her honorific. She must have scored a point or two. “We both agree on that, so let us come to an accommodation. The group at Beltfeeler’s will operate as an adjunct force. We will keep each other informed as to our operations as best we can with the condition that any direct assault on the palace will be coordinated between us, and that means we participate in the planning.”
Danson pursed his lips and walked over to his desk. “Let’s put that in writing for our mutual protection.”
“Gladly,” Valanna said.
“Yellowmasher!” 
The clerk that Axlewood had been talking to tried to enter the room. Valanna realized that she still held onto the door latch and stepped away. 
“Yes, General Axlewood,” the man said, once he squeezed his way through the door.
“Paper and pen, and you will be the recorder. We are negotiating an agreement, Princess Valanna and I.”
~~~
 



 
 
Chapter Eighteen
~
 
PRINCESS PULLIA DID HER BEST TO LOOK LIKE LIA, wife of Trak Bluntwithe, while they waited to stand before a magistrate. She ruffled her hair, and Trak thought it only improved her appeal. She continued to put her arm through his and slumped next to him while they sat in the large holding area in the building’s basement. 
A constable brought the prisoners tea from time to time and helped those in urgent need to the lavatory in the district’s administration building.
“Trak and Lia Bluntwithe.” Finally, someone called their names. They had ceased to learn anything new despite being surrounded by Zamiel’s citizens. The prisoners all clung to their favorite factions, but few had any more idea of what the factions were intending to do than Trak did. 
They hobbled, still bound, up a flight of stairs and were led to a large room, empty except for a man and a woman sitting at a desk with stacks of paper in front of them and a formidable-looking man who leaned against a lectern of some kind.
“You are Trak Bluntwithe of Pestle?” Trak had lost his knit hat in the scuffle in the square and thought it best to tell the truth, mostly.
“I am and this is my loving companion, Lia.”
“You are his wife?” the man said, narrowing his eyes. 
He looked intently at Lia. Trak followed his eyes and admired how pretty Lia still looked in her disheveled state.
“I should hope so,” she said, nudging Trak in the ribs with her elbow.
“You two are charged with disorderly conduct and unlawful assembly. What do you have to say in your defense?”
Trak took a moment to think. “I am new to Zamiel, having traveled over the mountains. I spent some time in Santasia. Lia,” he patted her hand, “wanted to see the city of her birth, so since the road was open, we came here. While strolling though the streets, we saw the crowd listening to the speaker. I didn’t know it was a crime to listen to another talk, and then the constables came.” He shrugged his shoulders and stopped talking. He had said enough.
“How did you acquire this?” the magistrate said. He pulled Trak’s Benninese sword from behind the lectern together with his knit cap.
Trak didn’t have a good answer, so he thought a partial one might work. “I bought it in a sword shop. It has marvelous balance.”
“Indeed it does.” The magistrate closed his eyes and posed. Trak knew the pose and cringed. “And you are the infamous Trak Bluntwithe.”
“You’ve heard of me?”
“Most people in our country have heard of some of your exploits. You have a decent reputation among us for saving Western Toryan lives as well as Kandannan lives during our short-lived invasion of Santasia.” He ran his hand over the sword’s scabbard, still wound with black cloth, although some of the edges had begun to fray. “We also know that you were sent to Bennin to rescue Princess Pullia.”
Trak could feel his face begin to blush. His heart began to beat more quickly, and he considered teleporting Lia and himself to the inn.
The magistrate knelt in front of Lia. “I am your loyal servant, Your Highness.”
“Why did you use your real name?” Lia said to Trak, with more than a touch of anger in her voice. “Now look what you’ve done.”
Trak lowered his head. He recognized that Princess Pullia had to take over, now that they were in public. “Please forgive me, Princess.”
She ignored Trak’s apology and raised her chin. “You are?”
“Magistrate Hamirul, Your Highness. I have summoned palace guards to take you to the castle. Our illustrious king has been notified of your return.” He looked at the two scribes. “You may leave. Not a word to anyone,” Hamirul said, raising his finger to his throat and sliding it along his neck. 
The pair quickly left, bowing and scraping their way out of the room. 
“This way, Your Highness.” Hamirul looked back at Trak. “You may accompany us. Leave your sword.”
Trak grunted and took his sword and swiped his hat from the podium, ignoring Hamirul’s request. He pulled the knit hat over his head while they were led to a carriage waiting at the back of the building and whisked away.
The pair looked at each other, somewhat bewildered. “What just happened?” Lia said. “Magistrate Hamirul recognized me, and then tucked us into this carriage?”
Trak tried to pull up the solid shade on the window and found it nailed shut. “This is not the act of a supporter,” he said. “They are taking us somewhere, and it’s not a triumphant welcome.” He tried to kick out the shade, but couldn’t, so he blasted it open with his magic. “Where are we going?”
“To the Cliffs.”
“What are they?” Trak said, poking his head out of the window.
“The Cliffs overlook the river, and it looks like we will soon be plunging down two hundred feet to our deaths.” Lia began to struggle with the door latch.
“It won’t open,” Trak said. “This is a hastily arranged assassination by your uncle, I would imagine.”
Lia kicked at the door. “How can you be so serene? We are going to die!”
The carriage hit a bump and began to roll on rough terrain. Trak grabbed onto Lia and teleported.
~
They stood on the edge of a precipice. Trak looked down at the carriage slamming into the water below. The city wall stood fifty yards away from the edge showing an open door, just wide enough for the carriage.
Trak teleported back to the Magistrate’s courtroom.
Hamirul conferred with three other men, huddled around the lectern.
“That wasn’t the trip that was promised,” Lia said, in full Princess Pullia mode. 
The men turned around. They all displayed looks of shock.
“You are agents of my uncle?”
Trak pulled out his sword. “I suggest you tell the truth.”
Lia posed and said the truth power word.
“Who ordered you to kill us?”
“The king,” Hamirul said.
“Which king?” Trak held out his sword.
His face contorted as he struggled with the spell.
“Which king!” Lia said.
“Basiul of the Eastern Toryans,” Hamirul said. He leaned on the lectern, exhausted from fighting the spell.
“What of my uncle? Does he want me dead?”
Hamirul didn’t struggle with that command. “As far as I know, no.”
“Does the king seek to kill both of us or just me?” Trak wondered who represented the greater threat to Eastern Torya.
Hamirul looked blankly at Trak and then turned to Lia. “Answer his question,” she said.
“Bluntwithe,” he lifted his chin in Trak’s direction, still looking at Lia. “You would have been useful, but you don’t represent the threat that he does.”
“What are you going to do with them?” Lia said.
“Nothing right now, but I am more than capable of punishing them at my whim,” Trak said, looking at the four men. “Bear that in mind. I can appear in your midst at any time.” He turned to Lia. “We know we can’t trust the Eastern Toryans.”
“Or my people, either. There are too many factions. What has happened to my country?”
Trak shook his head. “The civil war with Santasia affected the political situation in your country more severely than I thought.”
“We thought,” Lia said.
~
What if Trak had brought Valanna with him to Torya? He shuddered at the thought. At least Princess Pullia had some degree of power, and now he wanted to take her somewhere far away, even more. He still thought of living in a little corner of Santasia. Maybe up in the northeast on the coast. He sighed as he looked at Lia, sleeping on the bed in their room at the inn.
He sat on the floor with his arms wrapped around his knees, just taking in her beauty. Their return to the inn was uneventful, but that was only a very temporary situation once they had been identified at the administration building. Trak gazed at his hand and found his unique magic streams. Could someone have looked at their magic? Lia was exceptionally strong, but her stream looked similar enough to Tembul’s that she would be classified the same as any strong Toryan.
Trak wondered if he could mask his magic. He pictured a glove covering his hand, hiding the magic that flowed into him from the tips of his fingers and his skin. It seemed to work as he thought harder. The magic streams could still be seen, but it looked no different from any normal person. Tembul could look at him, once he was cloaked again.
Again he considered teaching poseless magic to Lia, and decided to put it off until their living arrangement had stabilized.
A pounding on the door interrupted Trak’s thoughts. Had the Western Toryans already found them? Trak drew his sword and created a shield that would also protect Lia, who stirred from her sleep.
“What is it?” Trak said.
“Tembul’s hurt!” Trak could make out Sirul’s voice. 
He looked back at Lia. “Get up and make a shield for yourself.” 
He expected Lia to grumble at his terse words, but he heard her feet hit the floor. Collapsing his shield, Trak held the sword upright and cracked open the door. Sirul stood wringing his hands. 
“Where is he?” Trak said.
“Follow me.” Sirul led Trak and Lia down the back servant stairs to a ground floor storage room. 
Tembul moaned inside. “I didn’t tell them,” he said.
Trak could figure out what. “How did you get here?”
“They left me for dead. I crawled along the alley where they beat me, and a woman took pity and patched up the worst of my wounds, and then hired a cab to bring me here.” Tembul grabbed Trak’s arm. His grip was very weak.
Trak looked back at Lia. “Tembul needs help. It’s time to visit your uncle.”
~
The coach fit all four of them inside. None of them brought much in the way of luggage, so that stayed inside with them. Lia changed her clothes under one of their thin blankets and fussed with her hair. When she emerged, Princess Pullia sat in Lia’s seat, still a little worse for wear.
“Better?” she said moving strands of hair from her face.
“Better.” Tembul said.
Trak wasn’t so sure. He liked the natural Lia better than the formal Princess Pullia, so he gave her a complimentary nod.
The coach stopped at the castle gate.
“Princess Pullia to see King Gastal,” Trak said to the guard. 
The guard poked his head inside the carriage and his eyebrows rose on his face. “Your Highness, welcome back.”
Trak heard a number of voices talking all at once, and then the carriage shook as someone boarded the driver’s bench. The coach proceeded more slowly than Trak expected, but he guessed that guards ran ahead to warn others that Princess Pullia had returned.
Sirul looked nervous. 
“You’ve had run-ins with both kings?”
Sirul nodded. “If he recognizes me, I won’t get a nice reception.”
Trak noticed Lia’s unfriendly face. “Perhaps he won’t recognize you. In any event, what will he do, just dismiss you from the castle?”
Sirul shrugged. “Probably.”
There wasn’t much more Trak could do in the coach. Sirul had relatives in Zamiel, so he’d be taken care of well enough. Trak was more concerned about Tembul’s condition. His friend looked haggard.
When the coach stopped, about twenty uniformed Toryans stood on either side of the steps leading up into the castle. Trak thought that the king’s home in Kizru was a poor imitation of the wild sculpturing of the Zamiel Castle. The melting sand style was even more extreme close up. 
“He will need assistance,” Princess Pullia said. Her spine had stiffened and her chin was lifted in the air. She exuded diffidence. “Take him to a nice room and provide healers. He is in this condition for defending me from my enemies.”
Four of the escorts ran in unison. Sirul and Trak followed the princess up the steps leading into the castle itself.
They were led deeper into the castle. Lia walked briskly through the halls. Princess Pullia didn’t lack for confidence as she strutted through hall after hall, not needing directions. He walked with his hand on his sword, covered his magic, and set a shield around Sirul, Lia, and himself, as they hiked through the long corridors of Lia’s ancestral home.
She stopped in front of a handsome set of doors. The frame around them was a stunning example of the melted sand technique. “You may announce me,” she said to one of the guards.
Trak had now been announced to royalty or heads of state enough, but this was the first time he was totally ignored. The Throne Room buzzed with many conversations as the chamberlain announced Lia’s formal name, and they walked through them to the throne on the far end of the large room.
Two-thirds of the way to the throne, an arrow aimed at Trak bounced against the shield. Trak looked up and saw the perpetrator on the gallery that rimmed the room. Trak raised his finger, while walking, and shot a lightning bolt through his shield, stopping the assassin before he finished loading another bolt.
The buzzing stopped. The king stood up and looked at the man falling behind the railing above. He motioned to one of the guards to get to the gallery before he looked at Trak with amazement. “How did you do that?”
Trak merely bowed and looked forward at Lia, who had by now reached within conversational distance to the throne. The king sat back down, the shock plain on his face.
“Niece. I can’t believe it is you. I am sorry for the, uh,” the king looked up at the gallery, and then continued, “disruption, but these are trying times.”
Lia raised her chin even higher. “Uncle, someone needs to be punished for this inexcusable breach of your security. These are two of the men who rescued me in Beniko. Another suffered wounds protecting the location where I stayed upon entering the city. Take excellent care of him.”
The crowd murmured when Lia’s request sounded more like a command than a request.
“We are happy that you have returned. Perhaps we might be better served if we discuss your future privately,” King Gastal said.
“I am happy to do that as long as you understand that I intend on staying in Zamiel, Uncle. I don’t wish to return to Beniko or anywhere else.”
Gastal blinked for a bit until Lia’s words sunk in. She wouldn’t accept being pushed out of the picture a second time.
“Malkul? Show Princess Pullia to her old quarters and find some for her two escorts.”
“Trak Bluntwithe is my body guard and will stay close to me in my quarters. Sirul will return to the city to be among his relatives, since he is a citizen of Western Torya.”
“As you wish, my niece.” The king looked intently at Trak and flicked a finger at one of the courtiers, who assumed the pose that examined one’s magical flows. The courtier looked a little flustered and spoke in the king’s ear.
“Are you the Trak Bluntwithe that served with, uh, distinction in the Santasian civil war?” the king looked a little confused.
Trak bowed to King Gastal. “I am. Once the war ended, I ventured to Bennin and rescued Princess Pullia, Your Majesty.” He bowed again.
The king looked up at the gallery as the men carried the body of the archer out. “You have preserved the life of our Princess and deserve my gratitude.” The king nodded his head at Trak. “You may attend to Princess Pullia and leave us.” He sneered at Sirul. “I know you, Sirul, and you are dismissed from the castle grounds.”
He turned to Lia. “Please rest. You will attend a state dinner already planned for tonight, at which time I would be delighted to learn how you escaped.” He glanced quickly at Trak and back at Lia. “You may bring this man with you.”
“I look forward to our talk.” Lia turned quite regally and left the throne room, followed by Trak and Sirul.
Once outside the doors, Lia dismissed Sirul. “That you for coming with us. I had little idea my life might be at risk.”
Trak smiled despite the way he felt. “It wasn’t. The arrow was definitely meant for me.”
Other courtiers entered and exited the room. An older woman walked through the doors of the throne room and approached them. “May I escort you to your quarters?”
“I know the way,” Lia said, “but perhaps I might learn of what has changed in the castle since I left. It will be a useful discussion.”
The woman colored. “Certainly. I assume you recognize most of the courtiers?”
“I don’t,” Lia said. “You look vaguely familiar. As you must know, I avoided the throne room at all times. I can’t remember more than a handful of people.”
“You are Princess Pullia. There are those that don’t believe you are.”
Lia huffed. “Do you want to follow me to my rooms?”
The woman smiled, a little too craftily to Trak’s mind. “Lead the way, Your Highness.”
Trak followed behind the two women, keeping his shield intact as they walked. Lia took them on a long walk. She stepped into an alcove and twisted a section of molding, popping open the edge of a door. 
“You may enter,” Lia said.
The woman looked flustered. “What is this? A closet?”
Lia looked back at Trak and pushed the lady inside. Lia grabbed Trak’s hand, followed the woman, and quickly closed the door.
“Spell a light,” Lia commanded. 
“I don’t think there is enough room to pose,” the woman said.
“Are you questioning my command?”
The woman stuttered. “No, Your Highness.” A soft glow filled the passageway.
“That way,” Lia said, pointing to the left. She directed the woman past four or five branches. “Push on that bar.”
The woman hesitated, so Lia reached around her and pushed on it herself. Light invaded the space, while Lia pushed the woman into the room. Trak stepped forward with his sword drawn and the tip poking outside of a shield. Five men turned from the entrance, swords pointed at the woman.
“I believe you have the wrong person,” Lia said from behind Trak. “Put them to sleep.” 
“Gladly,” Trak said.
~~~
 



 
 
Chapter Nineteen
~
 
ASEM LOOKED AT THE PAPER IN HIS HAND and then at Valanna. “You negotiated this? All by yourself?”
“No,” Valanna said. “I was with Danson Axlewood at the time.”
Kulara put her hand over her mouth to hide a giggle, while Asem glared at her. “What’s wrong with her agreement, my dearest friend?” she said.
“It’s just too rational.” He let a smile escape from his face. “I am impressed. I would have never thought—”
“But I did. You were correct. Saving Pestle from itself is too important to leave to chance or to undefined relationships,” Valanna said. “If I am to be Queen, I need to participate in freeing my country. I refuse to end up like Trak did after the Santasian civil war, being kicked out of the country he saved.”
“With this, I don’t think that will happen. Trak didn’t have the power that you have, right now,” Kulara said.
Valanna shook her head. “I’ll never have the power Trak has. He could walk into any capital and take the country over all by himself. Who would stop him?”
Asem grinned. “A lady’s love?”
Valanna barely returned the smile. “His nobility. Above all, Trak is a good young man becoming a great man.” She couldn’t withhold a sigh. And I am no longer his, she said to herself.
~~~
 



 
 
Chapter Twenty
~
 
LIA STOOD OVER SIX BODIES SLUMBERING ON THE GROUND. “The old Princess Pullia would have commanded you to kill them.”
Trak gave her a wry smile. “Then it’s a good thing that Lia came to their rescue. It would be awkward for a poor stableboy to reject the wishes of a Queen.”
Lia snorted. “I am no Queen.”
“You will be,” he said with total seriousness. He woke the guard wearing the fanciest uniform and put a truth spell on him.
“Who commanded you to kill the princess?” Trak said.
“Kill Princess Pullia? We would refuse to commit regicide,” the man said. “We came to kill you.”
“At whose command?” Trak repeated.
“King Gastal wanted it done, but his chamberlain gave me the direct order.”
“Why?”
“You stopped the arrow that was meant to end your life without a pose. All in the court saw it. Such a magician strikes fear into all around him, especially one that does not show his power flows.”
“You dare to make an attempt on my own bodyguard? Isn’t that treason enough?” Lia said. “I am glad that Trak Bluntwithe strikes fear in the hearts of those around me.” She lifted her chin.
The guard ignored her comment.
“The princess is nearly right. Such a magician strikes fear into those who have something to hide. Do all the courtiers have something to hide?”
“They survived the Kandannan purge didn’t they?” the man said. Trak took that for a ‘yes’.
“Didn’t the magician Riotro use compulsion on them?”
The guard struggled within for a moment, but then calmed. “Only a few.”
“King Gastal? Did Riotro use a spell on him?”
The guard’s eyes widened with fear. He merely shook his head. 
Lia clenched her fists and growled like a cat. “Such treachery. It shouldn’t go unpunished.”
Trak looked at her. “I am no one’s assassin, you know that.”
Lia pursed her lips, as the old Pullia came out. “I do know that, and that may keep the throne from me.” She looked at Trak, who looked at her right back and put the guard back to sleep.
“Don’t be so negative,” Trak said. “I believe in self-defense, so I won’t let Gastal harm you.”
Lia patted Trak on his shoulder. “I know.” Lia said that, not Pullia.
Trak broke the index fingers of all of the assassins, as well as the woman, and dragged them outside Lia’s rooms. “These were waiting for the princess with arms drawn,” he said to two astonished guards. “They needed punishment. A healer will need to see them.”
Lia looked at Trak. “And who will heal my father? He’s dead because of Riotro.” She put her arms around Trak. “I never got along with him, but there is nothing I can do to bring him back and tell him that I have changed.” She looked at Trak with glistening eyes. “Just a bit, I’ve changed.”
Trak let her sob for a bit. “I’m sorry you feel this way. I could never tell my mother that I loved her, but then I never even got a chance to know her.” He said it to comfort Lia, but felt it all the same.
She disengaged and kissed his cheek. “Thank you for being with me. You understand me more than anyone.”
Her comment and sincerity left Trak speechless.
~
The state dinner was to include newly installed ambassadors and their wives from Colcan and Santasia, as well as three members of the Kandannan delegation. The Colcanans had not yet arrived when Trak and Lia were announced. 
The princess was seated at the right hand of King Gastal, yet Trak was given a seat far down the table across from four empty seats. He assumed those were mean for the Colcanans, who had yet to appear. He had been to few formal state dinners and had to search his mind to review all of Madame Barazzi’s lessons.
He looked down the long line of people, nearly to the other end of the table, but at least he had a clear view of Lia. Trak would enhance his hearing, if necessary, when Lia signaled with a tap on her ear. He shaped a shield close to his body, but hardened it.
The Colcanans were announced, and Trak’s eyebrows went up involuntarily when they announced Berin and Leaf Titrius as envoys from Colcan. They both walked in accompanied by two Yellow Fox Vashtans, and then sat across from Trak, looking as surprised as he.
“Trak Bluntwithe,” Berin said. “It has been a long time, has it not?” His voice sounded friendly, but his eyes told another tale.
“It hasn’t been quite long enough, Berin.” He turned his gaze on Leaf, who looked uneasy. The Vashtans looked on without emotion. “And Leaf. Imagine I am sitting across from a joined pair. I guess you lose some of your advantage when you are in the same room together, don’t you?”
Those who overheard their conversation looked rather confused by Trak’s exchange with the Colcanans. 
“I chanced to see Valanna Almond a few months ago in Pestle,” Leaf said, running a finger over the tablecloth in front of her.
“I know,” Trak said. Valanna had told him of her adventures during their brief interlude together. “She is now the fifth wife of King Marom, enjoying the title of Princess.”
Leaf nodded. Trak thought he could see genuine sympathy in her eyes. “We heard she is back in Pestle.”
“Is she?” Trak shrugged his shoulders. He looked up the table at Lia and back to them. “Right now, I have another princess to protect. I hope I can do a better job.”
Leaf leaned forward to see Lia and looked back at him. “We heard about your display in the Throne Room. I wish I had been there to witness poseless magic. I’ve never heard of anyone mastering it. They always blow themselves up or suffer some other grisly death.” She waved her hand, still playing the role of an innocent woman. Now, Trak knew better.
He put out his hand and spelled a magician’s light. He willed it from his fingertips to his shoulder and back again, having it change colors as it went without moving a muscle. “There. That’s a trick I haven’t tried before.”
The table had silenced before Trak had finished his demonstration. He stood, and a few people flinched. “I am sorry, King Gastal. That was rude of me.” He bowed in the king’s direction, but made sure his bow actually went to Lia. His eyes locked with hers. “I won’t perform so capriciously in the future, Your Highness.” That was the honorific he had reserved for Lia, but only she knew that. Trak caught the ghost of a smile, but Gastal didn’t pick up the nuance. He wasn’t meant to.
“I would appreciate that, Master Bluntwithe.” He nodded with his head. “You may sit down now.”
Trak sat down and looked directly into Berin’s eyes. The man couldn’t maintain eye contact, but muttered the word ‘Innovator’ as if it were a curse.
“That’s right, Berin. I am an Innovator. If you ever cross me, I will pull down every tower in Bitrium, do you understand? Do you doubt that I have the power?” Trak moved Berin’s chair back an inch with a thought. Berin bit his tongue and let the chair stay where Trak moved it.
“My, my,” Leaf said. “You have grown in every way since I gave you lessons in Pestledown.”
“You gave Master Bluntwithe lessons?” one of the Toryan nobles said.
Leaf laughed and proceeded to describe all of Trak’s inadequacies. Trak had always thought Leaf to be a friend, but that mask had finally slipped. He wondered how much Leaf had laughed to herself at Valanna trying her hand at spying in Pestledown.
He looked up the table and noticed Lia tapping on her ear. He enhanced his hearing and ignored Leaf’s discussion. 
“You must do something about that Bluntwithe barbarian,” the king said. “He is a fool.” The king turned away when he made eye contact with Trak. “I even imagine he can hear me from all the way down there.” He gave Lia an uncomfortable smile.
“He is part Toryan, you know. His grandmother lived in Kizru, a full Toryan.”
“I want him out of the castle.”
“I won’t permit it. You tried to have him killed twice today, maybe three times—”
“Three times?” The king looked confused.
Trak just received verification that the carriage over the cliff wasn’t the king’s work, so it truly had to be King Basiul or Lenis’s father.
“Do you have a death wish, Uncle?” Lia said quietly in the king’s ear. Trak barely picked up her words.
The king looked nervous, and his forehead began to glisten with sweat. “No.”
“Then leave Trak alone.”
Gastal narrowed his eyes. “Do you two have a relationship, niece?”
Lia laughed, lightly. “What do you think? We traveled together from Kizru. Do you think I would bring an undeserving person into the castle?” That comment was delivered in full Pullia style.
The king looked back down at Trak, who bowed his head.
The person next to Trak said, “Where did you learn your tricks?”
“In Bennin. They were quite useful in taking down the government. I did much the same in Warish, saving King Marom’s kingdom for him.” And getting Valanna stolen from him as a reward, he said in his mind.
“That’s not what I hear,” Berin said. “You merely shielded the king’s party, while the Ferezan warriors fought for their king.”
“You were misinformed. I killed every Yellow Fox Vashtan that stood in King Marom’s Throne Room and burned all the traitors to cinders. Don’t you think otherwise.” Trak glared at Berin, but kept his voice as even as possible. “You make a mistake in underestimating me.” Trak then looked at the two Vashtans, who had been silent the entire time. “You two shouldn’t either.” Both of the Yellow Foxes flinched at Trak’s  threat.
Trak took a deep breath as dinner was served. “I am sorry for monopolizing the conversation.” He bowed his head to the Colcanans and the Vashtans and the astonished courtiers a few places away on each side that overheard his conversation with Berin, and then concentrated on eating. 
Trak found himself rather hungry, but was careful to spell away anything inedible in the food.
~
Lia laughed. “I can’t believe you were so bold. That is out of character for you.”
Trak smiled, taking a sip of wine while the pair of them sat in Lia’s large sitting room. “I didn’t want to play their game. I’m not a spy, so I can afford to be direct. They suspect I have extraordinary power, and now they can worry about what they have seen.”
“Direct? Uncle nearly had apoplexy when he saw that flame changing colors going up and down your arm. That is extremely difficult, even for a master magician changing poses.”
“You know I can do just about anything I want.”
She came over and sat down next to him on the plush sofa and snuggled up to him. “I know,” she giggled. “But I think you’ve shown enough of your talent. No one in Uncle’s court will forget.”
Trak put his hand over hers. “Do you want to learn the basics of poseless magic?”
She smiled at him and shook her head. “Not tonight. I just want to look deeply into the eyes of my protector.”
Trak grinned and squeezed her hand. “Look away.”
~
Any worries about Princess Pullia taking over Lia were thoroughly dispelled by Lia’s behavior the next few days; however, the princess did demand a new wardrobe. Trak agreed that she needed more dresses. One suitable for court was not enough. 
He sat for two full days while women came and went measuring and spreading out fabrics. At least Lia had a good time.
“I’d rather be buying ready-made dresses in that town on the Lizanti Road.” She took his arm and led him to her balcony. They faced the river gorge that had nearly cost them their lives. “I liked myself the most those few days,” she said. “More than now. The dresses are nice, and I’m catching up on court gossip. It’s not boring, but—”
“But what?”
She squeezed his arm and look up at him with concern on her face. “This will end. I’ll become Queen, and I’m not sure what will happen.”
“What about now? Don’t people suspect that we are involved?” Trak said.
“You talked about being blunt after our first dinner in the castle. It is not proper for our relationship to be directly addressed. When it is, the king and the court will have to make a decision about it. You are still three-quarters non-Toryan. For many of my people, that is intolerable. If we just hint about it, no one can do anything.”
Trak nodded. “I’ll not be a kept man.”
Lia laughed. “A kept man. I’ve never heard that term before, but I can guess it’s like a pet on a leash, am I right?”
“It is.” Trak patted her arm, still threaded through his. “I suppose we enjoy what we have together for as long as we can.”
“I can always refuse to be Queen.”
“Do you honestly think we could live in Western Torya after that?”
“What about Pestle? There are remote places there. Or Bennin?”
“Or Santasia?” Trak said.
“Or Borland? Or Vashta? Or Sesta?” Lia said. She put her hand to her mouth, laughing.
“Northern Santasia,” Trak said. “I liked the soldiers from Northeastern Santasia the best of all. I think I mentioned them before.”
Lia looked up at him. “You might have. Northern Santasia then, after whatever happens here, but I want to leave a stable country as penance for my immature behavior before my father sold me to Bennin.”
Valanna’s face flashed briefly in his mind, only to be replaced by the utter beauty of the woman in front of him. “Let’s move away from the window.”
Lia’s eyes flashed. “Let’s.” After they stood in the center of the room, Lia took Trak’s hands in hers and kissed them.
~
Trak looked into Tembul’s room. The Toryan had been sequestered in the Healer’s Wing, a modest extension of the castle that acted like a hospital. 
“How are you?”
“Trak! You are the talk of Zamiel, at least of the castle. I only became aware of it today. The Healers kept me drugged for days.”
“You were on death’s doorstep, much more severely injured than we thought.”
Tembul nodded. “I know. I never had a chance to tell you what happened.”
“Well, we have a lot of information to share, I guess.”
“We do, we do.” Tembul said. “What is up between you and Lia?”
“Nothing much different that what we were to each other on our trip here.”
Tembul smiled a bit. “I seem to remember you represented your relationship as husband and wife.”
Trak put out his hands. “Nothing like that. Well, a bit like that. We definitely have an affinity for each other.”
“I’ll say. Until you came along, the woman was insufferable. Sirul couldn’t believe the difference in her when we met you on the Lizanti Road. He used the term ‘tamed’ to describe her.”
“Not tamed. The real Pullia came out. She acted a part for so long, that she became someone who wasn’t really her.”
“That won’t last, you know.”
“We’ve talked about it enough times. We will let circumstances play out a bit more. There may come a time when we part, or not,” Trak said.
“You’ll be happier with ‘or not’ if you can take her away from Torya on both sides of the mountains.”
Trak couldn’t help but feel a bit melancholy. “I know.” He rubbed his hands. “Enough of that. What did you learn?”
“I was set up on by Eastern Toryans or those in their employ. I think they were my fellow countrymen.” Tembul spit on the floor in disgust. “They called me a traitor and a fool.”
“Did they really leave you for dead?”
Tembul nodded his head. “They were certain enough to mention Lord Namiul by name. He hired them to kill me.”
“They probably did the same to me, except Namiul hired a local magistrate to put us in a coach and roll us into the river.”
“It’s a long drop down the gorge. How did you escape?”
Trak smiled. “Lia and I had been caught listening to a speaker in Maker’s Market along with most of the crowd. Someone in the magistrate’s office recognized Lia or a description of me. At that time, the Magistrate took over and bundled us into a coach and locked the doors. I will say that poseless magic is a wonderful thing. We teleported to the edge of the gorge, and then we teleported again back to the inn.”
Tembul’s eyes took on an unfocused look. “Enemies surround us, it seems.”
“They were all there at the state dinner…” Trak relayed his experience in court and at the dinner to Tembul in detail. 
“I’d give anything to see the look on the Western Toryan ambassador. I don’t know who he is, but,” Tembul shook his head gently, “when you demonstrated poseless magic, he must have feared for his life.”
“Don’t forget the bowman in the Throne Room. I hope that there are plenty of people who fear for their lives. The longer they fear, the longer our lives,” Trak said. “I made sure that Berin and Leaf Titrius noticed. I don’t trust Colcanans at all, and with those two here in Zamiel walking in with Yellow Fox Vashtans, something bad is brewing,” Trak said.
~~~
 



 
 
Chapter Twenty-One
~
 
VALANNA REMAINED IN DANSON’S OFFICE after the rest of the meeting participants left. The room had become stuffy, and it was too cold outside to open a window, so the door had been left open.
“Your thoughts, Princess?” Danson said, sitting after pouring both of them a goblet of wine.
“I’m not comfortable just walking up to the palace and demanding to be let in.” Valanna raised her hand to keep Danson from objecting. “I know sometimes the simple way is the best way, but this time we still lack something. If we only had more magicians. Just a few more would make a difference. Without the ability to get a sizable force behind the palace walls, King Harl and the Vashtans can just pick us off when we get close, and there are too many of Harl’s thugs inside. It seems like he thinks we are the ones under siege.”
“But we can starve them out,” Danson said.
“How?” Valanna put her head in her hands and looked up at the General. “The Vashtans can teleport in and out of the palace at will and get whatever supplies they need.”
Danson colored, and he should have. Valanna and he had had this part of the conversation before. 
“It gets down to needing more magicians to take care of the Vashtans, just like I said.” She wouldn’t have to worry if Trak were here. Why did Marom have to force him out of Warish? Valanna sighed. Trak might become his most dangerous enemy, but if he were in Pestle, she would feel much better about deposing Harl.
“Thinking about your Trak again?”
It was Valanna’s turn to blush. “He’s not mine, but I was thinking about him. We wouldn’t be having this discussion if Trak appeared.”
“Will his father do?” Neel Cardswallow walked into Danson Axlewood’s office. 
“Neel!” they both said simultaneously.
“I return to Pestle, and I think at a better time than when I left.” Neel looked at Danson. “I’m impressed! Your recruiting efforts have finally been stepped up.” He walked over to Danson and gave him a big hug and then took Valanna’s hand.
“Did you hear our conversation?”
Neel shook his head. “Just the last exchange between you two. Why don’t you fill me in? My group is currently being escorted to Beltfeeler’s Inn. It won’t be the first time I’ve stayed there.” He looked around the room and sat down next to Valanna. “This was under construction the last time I came through Darkpuddle. That was just before I left to fight in Santasia. It’s been a year and a half, but it seems much longer.”
“What about Trak?” Valanna said.
Neel patted her hand. “We can talk about my son at Beltfeeler’s. Let’s discuss what has transpired in Pestle.” He looked up at Danson. “Now, I have brought three more Blue Swan Vashtans with me, so that is four more magicians to add to your forces, plus Able is a good fighter and Mori is, well, Mori.”
“Who is Mori?” Valanna asked. 
Neel smiled. “She is a Benninese woman and a cousin of the man who now runs Bennin.” Neel laughed. “She told me that Bennin wasn’t big enough for the both of them, now that he has taken over.”
“You seem quite taken by her,” Danson said. 
Neel colored a bit. “I like her, won’t deny that. She is independent and feisty. Just about the opposite of Trak’s mother.”
Valanna didn’t have to wonder why Neel compared this Mori woman to his first wife. It seemed that at long last, another woman had entered into Neel’s life.
“Four more magicians for your force, Valanna?”
She nodded and grinned, since she judged Neel as powerful as she.
~
Neel brought an exotic-looking woman into the dining room. She looked to be about Kulara’s age, but her bearing was quite different. If Valanna could mix Kulara and Nullia together, the woman might be like Mori, but there was no denying the unique beauty Mori wore. She just didn’t possess the sheer sexual power that Kulara did.
“I am no good with Pestlan,” Mori said. “They do their best to teach.” She shrugged and sat down.
“Sit here,” Valanna invited her to sit with her. Neel and Able took the other two seats at the table.
“Ferikan, one of the Blue Swans Trak met in Beniko, has been teaching her. He knows Benninese and has been teaching me a bit of that,” Neel said.
Derit walked in with a handsome Blue Swan. They made a striking couple, brightening up Asem’s table. 
“That is Ferikan?” Valanna nodded to Derit. “No wonder Derit left us in Balbaam.”
“I agree,” Able said. “I don’t believe we’ve actually met. I’m Able Bluntwithe, Trak’s uncle.”
“Not adoptive father?” Valanna said.
Able colored in a cute way. He blinked a few times. “Well, I’m that too.”
“Trak always talked of his two fathers, once he knew about you, Neel.” Valanna patted Neel’s hand.
“You still like him, don’t you?” Able said.
It was Valanna’s turn to blush. “I do. Under other circumstances—”
“You would be our daughter-in-law,” Able said.
Valanna nodded, feeling a shock of intense sadness. “Something like that.”
“I wouldn’t give up on Trak yet, but Princess Pullia is a shockingly beautiful woman,” Neel said. “I don’t think I’ve seen anyone more beautiful.”
Mori nodded and smiled. “Lia’s beauty shines like the sun.”
The older woman did a bit of shining herself when she smiled. Maybe she was prettier than Kulara, after all.
“But Trak’s love for you goes deep,” Mori continued.
Valanna could only sigh. “Trak mentioned you while we were together in Balbaam. You saved his life?”
Mori sat for a moment, probably trying to make sense of her words. “He saved mine, too.”
Valanna put her hand on Mori’s, feeling the strength the woman had. “I am glad you are in Pestle.” She smiled at Neel. “And I am glad that Trak’s fathers are here, now that we are nearly ready to act.”
“I’ve waited twenty years,” Neel said. “This is the closest we have come. I could never get the people stirred up like Harl has done.”
“The King has alienated just about everybody,” she said. “I only found out recently about my legacy.”
“Trak doesn’t know,” Neel said, “about your connection to the King.”
Mori looked confused. “King’s connection?”
Neel gazed into Valanna’s eyes while he said, “Valanna is second in line to the throne of Pestle. You could say she is a princess.”
“Royalty?” Mori said.
Neel nodded. “I pledge my life to my true sovereign.” He placed his hand over his heart and bowed to Valanna. Able did the same.
She felt her eyes well and her heart swelling with emotion. She used her napkin to dab at the wetness. “That’s unfair, you know, to make a lady tear up at dinner.”
Neel grinned and ran a finger under one of his eyes. “I hadn’t known myself for sure until Asem told me this afternoon. There were rumors,” he shrugged, “but rumors are rumors. I always wondered what would happen once I succeed in toppling King Harl. Now I know, and I am glad of it.”
“We haven’t succeeded yet,” Valanna said after taking a deep breath to get her emotions in check. “We haven’t even gotten to the dangerous part.”
“I wish Trak had come with us, but he wasn’t ready to return.”
“Asem told me of his conversation with him right after my marriage announcement. I don’t know if I would come back to this continent,” Valanna said.
Able nodded in agreement. “He won’t stick around Kizru for very long. Lenis’s father is rising in influence. They act like Yellow Fox Vashtans.” 
“So what of the princess and him?” Valanna said, not really wanting to know the answer.
“He will have already taken her away, if I know my son,” Neel said. “I suspect they are in Zamiel. That’s where I would go, to put her with her people.”
“That is the capital of Western Torya?” Kulara said.
Able nodded. “It is. I’m afraid it is not a very stable place with the Kandannans, the Eastern and Western Toryans, plus the Vashtans stirring up trouble wherever they can.”
“It’s too bad Leaf Gougepenny left for Colcan. We could know a bit more of what is going on.”
“Leaf left Pestle?” Neel said, somewhat alarmed.
“She did. Berin came to pick her up.”
Neel looked away, perplexed. “That doesn’t make sense. She was the only Colcanan in Pestle.” He narrowed his eyes. “She wouldn’t have left unless her life was threatened or if there were replacements.”
“I know Leaf didn’t feel comfortable,” Valanna said.
Neel rubbed his chin. “There is more to it than that. King Harl knows who she is. He looked at her as a way to contact Colcan, if he ever needed to. The Vashtans wouldn’t dare touch her.”
Snively hobbled into the room, causing Neel to turn to him. “Snively, sit here for a bit.” Neel shifted his chair and Able did the same to make a space for Snively at the corner of the table.
“Leaf left Pestledown? Did you know about it?”
Snively glanced at Valanna and Mori, nodded and turned to Neel. “I thought it strange that her husband would come to escort her back to Pestle. Things were… unpredictable in Pestledown at the time.”
“But Harl knows who she is. Would the Vashtans ever threaten her?”
Snively shook his head. “Never. They almost revered her. The Vashtans have a healthy respect of all things Colcanan,” he said.
Neel’s discomfort didn’t lessen. “That can only mean another pair replaced Berin and Leaf. Doing it surreptitiously makes me uneasy.”
“She couldn’t have been nicer to me,” Valanna said.
“That’s Leaf,” Neel said. “As a spy, she is an artist. She knows how to be genuine and how to deceive at the same time. That was why her presence in Pestle was so important. I’ll have to go into Pestledown and talk to Esmera. If she hasn’t heard of a replacement, I will have to find the spy myself. We can’t afford not to know where all the players are, and that means Marom’s other spies.”
“Marom has spies other than…” Valanna thought of Podor Feely. “Of course he does. Will Asem tell us?”
Neel looked over at Asem, who glanced his way. “Probably not.”
“Are you leave me?” Mori said, looking at Neel with some concern.
Valanna was sure something had blossomed between them. 
“I’ll take care of Mori. Don’t worry,” Valanna said. 
~
Neel sat with Asem, Ferikan, and Able in the tavern side of Beltfeeler’s. Neel wanted Snively to join them, but he remained too frail from his beating to sit for long.
“You mentioned a name to Valanna?” Asem said, once they had introduced Ferikan to Asem.
“Leaf Gougepenny. She left with Berin.”
Asem sat up a bit straighter. “My friend, the Colcanan?”
Neel nodded. 
“You think she was replaced?” Asem said.
“Almost certain. And it was a surreptitious replacement. She visited Valanna and used the political situation as an excuse,” Neel said. 
“Valanna told me about her visits. They did seem rather overt, didn’t they?” Asem said.
Able drank and listened. “So you think the Colcanans are playing their own game? I can believe that after they went after Trak the night he stayed in Colcan before rejoining us in Kizru.”
Asem and Neel smiled. “You have the gist,” Neel said. “Just as you always do.”
“How can that change what we do here?” Asem said. “Half of a pair only keeps them informed.”
Neel looked at Asem. “Who said one person replaced Leaf? Valanna said Berin came in a Colcanan ship.”
“I intensely dislike complications. I dislike it even more when I have to suspect a longtime friend has leapt to the other side.”
Neel nodded, yet again. “That is exactly it. Colcan is now on the other side, whatever that is.”
~~~
 



 
 
Chapter Twenty-Two
~
 
TEMBUL TOOK A MODEST SET OF ROOMS closer to Princess Pullia’s quarters at her request once he was well enough to leave the healer’s hospital. Trak now had a place to go when the seamstresses and boot makers descended on Lia. Trak walked into Tembul’s tiny suite. The Toryan sat up in an upholstered chair, exercising his upper body with a handful of fireplace tools
“Have you heard anything from Sirul?” Trak asked, as Tembul put the tools on the hearth.
“He came yesterday. Evidently he has become increasingly active in the Separatist faction that wants independence from Kandanna.”
“Not the Monarchists?” Trak said in mock horror. “He didn’t waste any time.”
That brought a smile to Tembul’s lips. “No. The factions have gotten more active, not less. I did meet with the Eastern Toryan ambassador. He wants me to spy on you. It looks like they might have given up trying to kill you.”
“For now,” Trak said. “I have no friend in Eastern Torya.”
“You have me,” Tembul said.
“You’re not in Eastern Torya, the last time I checked.”
Tembul looked long at Trak. “You really do like Lia, don’t you?”
Trak nodded. “I guess I’m attracted to foreign women.” He sighed. “She’s not Valanna, but I can’t pine away for a married woman, can I?”
“No. I’m glad you found a worthy substitute. Lia is a strong, smart woman. Different from Valanna and prettier, in my opinion.”
Trak disagreed. “They each have their own appeal,” Trak said. “If you put them both together, I really don’t know which one I’d choose. Is it crazy of me to love two women?”
“You’re asking me that? I’ve been married to the same woman for twenty years. My children are gone. I’m happy enough she hasn’t left me in all of that time.” Tembul squirmed in his seat a bit to get more comfortable. “Valanna is out of reach. She might fade away, given time. Lia is here and loves you as much or more than Valanna did.”
“She does,” Trak said. “We are both afraid of what will happen in the future.”
Tembul shrugged, but the act brought out a wince. “I think my scouting days are over. The healer said I have injuries that will never properly heal. Like your feelings for Valanna, I reckon. You never had a chance to worry about a future with her. I think all you can do is take it a day at a time and enjoy each day.”
Trak grinned. “Good. That is what we are doing. Any talk of the future at this point is just talk.” Trak cleared his throat. “I didn’t come here to talk about my love life, such as it is. What do you think you can do from your room to help us figure out what is happening in Zamiel and beyond?
“I’ve already started. When people come to me, in a sense, they are a captive audience. I know that the maid who changes my bedclothes is a Monarchist, and the maid who makes the fire every morning is as much a committed Separatist as Sirul. I am set to meet an old scout friend who is attached to the Eastern Toryan ambassador. He accompanied the ambassador and lingered for a moment. From what I can tell, the servants in this castle are in the know as much as anyone else. The only thing I can do as I recuperate is listen and tell stories, right?”
“Right,” echoed Trak. “I won’t come to visit too often.”
“Good idea, but don’t leave me all alone. I like you, lad, and want to know what’s going on with the Princess Pullia faction. There are at least two of you in the castle.”
“At least,” Trak said.
~
Tembul had, at first, seemed like a broken man, sitting alone in his room, but Trak realized that Tembul had turned into a chatterbox. Uncharacteristically, the Toryan became friends with a lot of people. Within a week’s time, Tembul had more of an idea about the challenges Princess Pullia faced than Trak could manage.
His new knowledge did not comfort him. Kandanna was massing forces on their border with Western Torya. Eastern Torya had troops sitting at the top of Lizanti Pass and there were rumors that they had been leaking fighters through the boulders of Dianzan Pass and grouping in the forest south of Coriasku. Gastal began raising taxes both for money and for food supplies during the end of winter, when most people’s family stores were getting low. That depleted the support that he had among the people, so the Monarchists had few supporters, except they still commanded the city guard and held power in the city. 
Trak remembered that Valanna had told him about Harl doing the same thing in Pestle. Sirul had told Tembul that there were enough separatists to rise up when something sparked a revolt. He had to break the news to Princess Pullia that Western Torya looked much worse than Santasia ever did, where the Loyalists outnumbered the rebels everywhere but Espozia.
They strolled through bookshelves in the Royal Library. It looked like no one really used it. 
“I’m going to see if there are any novels. I have nothing to do, now that my wardrobe has been taken care of.”
Trak agreed that Lia had to do something, but burying herself in novels wasn’t what she needed. He didn’t think the library was the proper time to talk about it, so he let her peruse the shelves while he searched for the magic section.
There were fewer books on magic than Trak expected, but then he realized that there might be a dedicated library somewhere. He wandered around the library and came across a door that said ‘Special Collection’. He lifted the latch, but it didn’t budge. That didn’t have to be a barrier to him, so he attempted to jiggle the latch to loosen it with his power and encountered magical resistance.
“Worry,” he said and sat on the windowsill for a few moments. He tried the latch again and it opened the door. Trak smiled as he entered the dark musty room.
He spelled a bright light and found that the room hadn’t been cleaned in a very, very long time. He used his magic to clean enough of the room and left a pile of dust and cobwebs in a corner. 
One line of shelves held personal histories of rulers. Trak didn’t know how far back they went since they used an unfamiliar dating system. As far as Trak could tell, the newest date was over twenty years ago, before Trak was born. He found the books on magic and looked over the titles. A book title in Pestlan drew him in. ‘Magic of the Mind’ written by J. Youngblood, Court Magician to the Pestlan King.
Could this be a copy of the book that Jojo had talked to Trak about? The name must be that of Trak’s grandfather. Any copies of this book would have been destroyed long ago in Pestle. 
He pulled it off of the shelf and began to skim the words. This was the very volume that Jojo told him was the source of Trak’s poseless magic. He tucked it under his arm, now knowing what he would do to keep Lia busy. She could learn poseless magic. 
Tembul might never really use it, but perhaps Lia’s magic potential might give her more ability. He could always return to the special collection room. Before he left, Trak created a wind in the corner where the dust lay and let it blow with the door closed. He peeked back inside and saw that the dust had settled in much the same places where he had found it. He spelled the door shut with a pose and went to find Lia.
She had found a novel and kept reading, even though Trak stood on the other side of a reading table. Lia looked up and narrowed her eyes.
“I can’t continue to read this,” she said and closed the book and slammed it on the table. “I think it’s time I learned something useful.”
Trak grinned and lifted up the book. “Can you read Pestlan?”
She made a face at him. “Not well.”
“Then you can learn while we read this book together.”
Lia smiled at him and leaned back in the seat and folded her arms. “Why?”
“Jojo used this book to learn his version of poseless magic.”
Lia blinked her eyes. “You found that here?”
Trak pointed behind him. “Back in a corner is a special collection room.”
She laughed. “You got in there? Of course you did. Someone spelled the room locked and then had the temerity to die before he told anyone what the spell was. No one has gone in that room since before I was born.”
“You were a baby,” Trak said and told her the latest date that he could find.”
“Same thing. I’ll take this to fool people,” Lia said, picking up the novel. “You should find something, too.”
~
Trak looked up from the book. He had just told Lia about splitting his mind, and she sat cross-legged on the floor with her eyes closed. 
She frowned into a pout. “Do I have to do this?”
Trak nodded. “If you don’t, then it makes it easier to have someone distract you. Creating a spell while distracted can be deadly. You’ve been taught that, haven’t you?”
Lia opened her eyes. “Ever since I was a little girl!” She shut one eye again. “Didn’t you say you learned this while trying to view another person’s power?”
“I did.”
She smiled and turned herself so that she faced him. “I’ll look at you then,” she said. “I hope I won’t be too distracted.” She giggled.
“I’m serious, Lia. It is much easier to control the spells when you can split your mind. Sirul and Tembul learned. Well, Tembul learned, and you have more power than he does.”
“So you say,” she said. “I need to be like Princess Pullia?”
“No. Anger, arrogance, and resentment will only keep you from being relaxed,” Trak said. “Close both your eyes and breathe deeply. Keep them closed and try to see my power flows. That was the easiest step for me.”
Lia settled herself again and put her hands on her knees. She said nothing for awhile. 
“Pulses right? I see pink pulses.”
Trak smiled. That was what Jojo had seen. “You are right.” He put her through a series of tests to see if she could really tell what poses he made.
Lia laughed and clapped her hands. “I did that without the pose!”
“The book says that is the easiest, most benign step.”
A week later, Lia succeeded in splitting her mind. They both walked through the halls of the castle and jotted down the flows that they had seen. Lia had been correct most of the time when she compared her findings with Trak.
“Why can’t I do this as well as you?” she said after they had returned from their last walk and compared notes.
Trak removed the shield on his power. “Look at me now.”
Lia closed both eyes. “Oh,” she said with a small voice. “Your power is really different than everyone else’s, isn’t it?”
He nodded his head. “You didn’t believe me?”
Lia waved her hands. “I did, I did. But now that I’ve seen all the others, even a Vashtan’s, you are special!”
“So are you,” Trak said and put his arms around Lia. “I have more power, but you definitely have more beauty.”
She looked up at him. “I’ll count us equals then?”
“In our own ways,” he smiled and kissed her nose. 
“What’s next?”
Trak disengaged and put his hand to his chin. Lia was still holding her arms around his waist. “Not teleportation. I made that mistake with Tembul, and he never did properly learn. Let’s do a ball of flame. That was my first attempt.” He went over the precautions and reviewed with her how to call the flame from the power in her body without using a visualization of the pose. 
It took her two days, but she was able to create a ball of flame, make it go up and down, and change colors.”
“That is the trick that you did at dinner!” Lia said. “I can do it now.” She beamed at him. 
“Not quite, but close. This time I want you to make a flame that has heat and a flame that has no heat.”
“How can I do that?”
“You call up an illusion. What I did at the dinner was an illusion. If you put your hand through the flame you wouldn’t feel a thing. It is more like a spelled light. The pose for that creates a heatless flame.”
“It does, doesn’t it?”
Trak nodded. 
~
With Trak’s help Tembul walked all the way from his room. Tembul had never walked that far since his severe beating. His face was shiny with sweat, but he had done it and finally collapsed into a chair in Lia’s sitting room. To see him walk that far made Trak proud of him.
“How do you feel?”
Tembul snorted. “Like I’ve run a few leagues in the forest.” He shook his head. “I suppose I am still alive.”
“Lia has something she wants to show you.”
“The princess?”
Lia nodded. “Trak and I have practiced for two weeks.” She looked excited, and that just made her more appealing to Trak. Lia took a deep breath and put out her hands away from her body. “Watch.” She floated up and raised her hands to touch the ceiling and then floated around the room and lowered herself right in front of Tembul.
“You’ve done a good job, Trak. That was impressive. She showed good control,” Tembul said.
“Are you going to compliment Trak or are you going to say what an excellent job I did?”
Tembul smiled. “Princesses need to be shown the world doesn’t revolve around them.”
Lia waved his comment away. “You should have seen me practice. The world definitely doesn’t revolve around me. It was hard work.”
“Better than I ever did,” Tembul admitted.
“So far,” Trak said.
“What do you mean so far?” Tembul furrowed his brow.
“Look at his power, Lia.”
“He is strong. Maybe not quite as strong as Princess Pullia.” She grinned.
“Do you think he can float around like you?” Trak said.
“Most definitely.” Lia looked at Tembul. “Your body might never be the same, and posing right now is painful for you.”
“Some poses are impossible,” he said.
“So we want you to join us. Learn poseless magic.”
“I’ll never scout again,” Tembul said.
Trak put his arm on Tembul’s shoulder after he sat on his haunches in front of him. “Who said anything about scouting? Don’t you think you can find other ways to use your magic? Maybe you could spend some time in the old capital, poking around and discovering how your forefathers lived?”
Tembul looked out the window for a few moments. “I’d like to do that. With poseless magic, could I move large rocks?”
Trak shrugged. “You know you can’t teleport them, but moving might be easier. You can give it a try.”
“I will, once we have finished up here.” He looked up at Trak. “Thank you. I needed you to bring me here and give me a future.”
“You’ve only just begun. Now that you’ve seen Lia’s demonstration, what have you heard?”
Tembul leaned back in his chair. “More of the same. The rumors keep coming, and I think they are more than rumors. Perhaps you can go outside the city and look for armies. It’s like there are rival packs of wolves ready to strike the same target.”
“That is a frightening thought,” Lia said.
“Think it. That’s reality, Lia. You’ve got to get out of this room and let people see you. Most of the people in the city think you never even came to Zamiel,” Tembul said.
“Oh.” Lia put her hand to her mouth. “Is it that bad?”
Tembul nodded. “Trak, you’ve been too complacent, too. Your Golden Moments have got to stop, and both of you have to become visible to have any hope of holding on to anything when the wolves choose to attack.”
“I’ll go tonight and do some poking around to see what is happening out there with my own eyes,” Trak said.
“I haven’t learned to float around yet,” Tembul said. “But I’ll try it as soon as I get back to my room.”
Trak held up his grandfather’s book. “I never realized what an excellent theoretician my grandfather was. He came up with his workable version of poseless magic on his own.”
“What did Ben call you? An Innovator?” Tembul said.
Trak nodded. “My father was an Innovator and my mother’s father was an Innovator. I guess I can’t have a better pedigree than that.”
“You could have been a Prince?” Lia said, putting her lower lip into a pout. She broke down in laughter. “I’m only joking. You are a prince in my mind.” She walked over to Trak. Her face turned serious. “I wish I could go with you for protection,” she said.
Trak shook his head. “Better to do it by myself.”
“I know.”
~~~
 



 
 
Chapter Twenty-Three
~
 
NEEL TELEPORTED INTO THE ROOMS ABOVE THE LOOKING INN’S STABLE. He looked through the little peephole in the door, which was new. Not seeing anybody, he opened the door and walked down into the inn. He didn’t expect anyone to be up at this time of night and padded to Esmera’s room, which was right next to her office, and rapped quietly on the door.
“Who’s there?” Esmera called out.
“Neel.”
A bleary-eyed Esmera threw opened the door. “Neel!” she whispered and threw her arms around him. “I can’t believe it’s you. I didn’t think I’d ever see you again.” She looked behind him. “Where’s Able?”
“Darkpuddle,” Neel said. “I’ve just come from there.”
She blinked. “How did you get through the gates?”
Neel pushed Esmera in and closed the door. 
“Don’t worry. Throw a robe on if you want,” Neel looked away from Esmera, wearing a thin nightgown.
“Sorry. I like to sleep cold,” she said. “There, better?”
Neel smiled. “Better. I just learned that Leaf Gougepenny left Pestledown.” 
“Some months ago. Her husband came from Colcan and picked her up. What’s wrong?”
“We think she was replaced by one or more paired Colcanans.”
Esmera gave Neel a blank stare. “What is a paired Colcanan?”
Neel laughed. “You don’t know. The Colcanans have a pose that links two minds. It’s usually a husband and wife, since the thoughts can be rather intimate. Leaf was linked to her husband, Berin. They can communicate with each other over long distances. Honor, on the other hand, had quite a different mission than Leaf.”
She put her fists on her hips. “It’s a bit late to know that, isn’t it? I would have treated the woman differently. Does Valanna know?”
“She’s known Leaf was one of a pair since she traveled to Santasia. She thought that Colcanans withdrew from Pestle. That’s what Leaf told her.”
“Why not believe Leaf?”
Neel looked intently at Esmera. “You know better than that.” He wondered. “Worry,” he said. 
Esmera fell to the floor.
Neel carried her to her bed and sat in a chair covered with her clothes until she woke up a few minutes later.
He shrunk back from her angry eyes. “What did you do?”
“Your mind has been tampered with,” Neel said. “No wonder they haven’t bothered you very much. I’ll bet a Vashtan or, more likely, a Colcanan has visited here and pulled information from you, and you didn’t even know it.”
“She did!” Esmera said, shaking her head. “I’ve been such a fool. Put me out of my misery with that sword at your waist.” She put her head in her hands and cursed under her breath.
“I knew there had to be Colcanans in Pestledown.” Neel said.
Esmera chewed on her lip as she thought. “I think there are at least three. I came across them once, and then Leaf came to visit.” Esmera clenched her fists. “That woman!” 
“You said that she had spelled you after Leaf’s replacements came?”
Esmera nodded. “They must be allies. I’ve had visitors in my office. The Vashtan teleported. Both the Colcanans just walked in for a visit.”
Neel rubbed his chin in thought. “Pestle’s situation is much worse than I thought. Will you come with me to Darkpuddle?”
“Just wait outside while I dress. I’ll have to leave a note, as well.” She gave Neel an angry look.
~
Coffun had just arrived when all of them finished their breakfasts. Danson let the older man through the door to his office, while the orderly brought in a few more chairs. Ferikan, Derit, Henrig, Asem, Kulara, Neel, Esmera, and some of Danson’s officers joined them. Valanna sat at the foot of the table, and Danson took his place at the head.
“Do you need anything to eat, Coffun?” Danson said. 
“If you have tea and perhaps a slice of bread?”
Danson nodded to the orderly and ordered him to shut the door.
“We have been compromised for months,” Neel said. “Esmera has been under Colcanan compulsion just before Leaf Gougepenny left. She was the culprit who left the location amulet at Honor’s studio.”
“It must have been a locator placed there for teleporting,” Henrig said.
Valanna had to agree and mentally thanked Coffun and Snively for getting them out of the studio.
Neel went on to voice his suspicions, and Esmera backed those up with descriptions of her regular encounters with two Colcanans and a Vashtan that she now remembered.
“That means we now have two targets to neutralize, the Colcanans and the Vashtans,” Asem said. “The Vashtans are in the palace, but who knows where the Colcanans are?”
Esmera raised her hand beside her face. “I think I do.”
All heads turned towards the innkeeper. “The compulsion spell didn’t rob me of my wits. I have my men follow suspicious parties when they visit. I don’t know about the Vashtans. I suspect they teleported to the stable yard or somewhere and left the same way, but I would imagine the Colcanans have been tracked. I just have to ask my men.”
“Why didn’t you tell me that before?” Neel said.
Esmera lifted her chin and gave him a dirty look. “You woke me up in the middle of the night, and then used that spell on me. I barely had enough time to throw clothes on, and you used another spell to move me leagues away from Pestledown. I’m amazed that I am even sane.” She narrowed her eyes at Neel. “When did you start using magic again?”
Neel laughed. “In Santasia. I became more useful that way.”
“He did,” Valanna said. 
Esmera nodded and looked at Valanna. “Now I remember you saying something about flying around.”
“So should we return?” Neel said. 
“What else do we have to talk about, since I am here?”
The group went over the general plans for taking the castle, but since there were no specifics, Esmera’s briefing didn’t take very long.
Kulara and Neel stood with Esmera in Danson’s office. 
“Be prudent, my dear wife,” Asem said. “Remember you are tagging along to give Neel a bit more power with his teleporting.” He looked at Kulara and sighed. “No one will recognize you dressed like that, either.”
Kulara stuck her tongue out at Asem, making Neel and Valanna laugh. “You wish to live long, my dearest?”
“I do. Farewell.” 
Neel leaned over with Kulara and Esmera hanging on. 
~
“Where are we?” Kulara said.
“A number of notable people have stayed in these modest rooms,” Neel said. “I am among them.”
Esmera grunted. “Suit yourself, you animal.”
“This is part of Esmera’s establishment,” Neel said. “If you look through that window, you will see The Looking Inn.”
“Oh. We stayed away from here, but it looks nice enough.”
“Nice enough,” Esmera said. “It is very nice, but I’m glad you didn’t spend a night here. Who knows what I would have done? Now that you are here, let’s go to my office.”
They walked across to the inn and descended the outside stairs. 
Kulara smiled. “I don’t even have to get my boots muddy.” 
Esmera looked down. “Muddier. Make sure you use the boot scraper.”
After examining her boots, she agreed. “Do I look as dowdy as I feel?”
Neel shook his head. “Your exotic beauty shines through, barely.”
Kulara growled and stayed silent while Esmera spoke with one of the men polishing tables in the common room. Neel still didn’t understand why she even opened the room to drinking. There were few who dared drink the wretched alcohol that she served.
Esmera sat down behind her desk, looking as imperious as ever to Neel. He always felt the woman lived to lord it over others in her office. 
A knock came at the door. Neel recognized the man who entered, but had never formally met him. He was one of Esmera’s people.
“Sit,” the innkeeper said. “Do you know where the Colcanans live?”
“I do,” he broke into a grin. “I’m relieved. I’ve been waiting for you to ask me for a long time.”
“She was spelled,” Neel said. “If you ever see suspicious behavior from Esmera again, make sure you notify me so I can remove the spells again.”
Esmera threw a box of pencils at him, and she turned red when Neel deftly caught it. “Do what he says,” she said to her man. “Now, where are they?”
~
Valanna, Asem, Kulara, and Neel looked across at the Colcanan house. Esmera stayed at her inn, but there were four of her men converging on the house from other sides, accompanied by a Blue Swan each.
“I counted four dark-haired people come and go this afternoon. As far as I can tell, three of them are back,” Esmera’s man said.
Valanna looked at the windows. Lanterns burned in one of the bedrooms, but the only other lights were on the main floor. “We can’t wait for the fourth,” she said. “Take my hand,” she said to Asem, who held a long knife.
“I will see you inside, my only one,” Kulara said, “Be careful!” She clenched her fist and hit Asem on the shoulder. 
Valanna concentrated on the upstairs room and teleported. 
When they appeared in the room, the bed shifted. Valanna hadn’t heard it make a sound, but it could have alerted all three of the Colcanans before Asem and she appeared. 
Asem sighed and lowered his sword. “No one here,” Asem said quietly. He went to the window and pulled the curtain aside. Valanna and he crept outside the door as half of their team began to appear in pairs in the room. The others held positions to cover Colcanans escaping. 
“They can’t help us if they are dead,” Valanna reminded them, “so put them to sleep if you can.”
They all nodded. 
Valanna went to the railing and looked down at the floor below. She took a deep breath and nodded. Asem, Neel, and a Vashtan clung to Valanna as they teleported past the stairs to the floor below. 
“What’s that?” a voice said from one of the rooms. 
Neel and his partner ran into the room. Valanna didn’t hear anything, but Neel’s partner flew back into the wall opposite the door. Valanna put up a shield and inched her way forward into the room. The two Colcanans stood facing Neel and her. She could see the faint impression of a shield protecting Neel. 
“There are two here,” Asem called up to those on the second floor who were hustling down the stairs.
Valanna knew that magician duels were fast affairs. She removed her cloak and assumed a wind pose behind Neel’s expanded shield. 
“Now,” she said as she posed with wind and blew the men backwards, breaking their poses. She began her dance of poses, and in a moment two Colcanans lay on the floor. One appeared to have died in the exchange, but the other was just unconscious. 
She heard more noises and the back door slam against its frame. Valanna ran out to see Kulara standing above another sleeping Colcan.
Once they checked the house thoroughly, they only found clothing and possessions for three. The fourth must have moved out. Asem turned out all of the lights after bundling everything up and went to the back garden of the house before they teleported the two sleeping Colcanans and the corpse to Darkpuddle.
~
“Definitely Colcan,” Neel said going through their possessions. “I have no idea how to tell if they are paired or not. If we use ‘worry’ on them, the Colcanans will know we are on to them.”
“What kept them from connecting to their partners in Colcan while we fought?” Asem said.
Neel smiled a bit sheepishly. “We don’t know, but you’re right.” He stood over one of the Colcanans. “Worry.” 
Valanna concentrated on the other. “Worry,” she said. “I don’t recognize any of the three.” She looked at Neel.
He shrugged. “I haven’t been back to Colcan once I left the first time.”
Danson began to go through the Colcan’s papers. “Nothing much here. No orders, no papers.”
“Why do they need such a thing?” Valanna said. “Their partner can write what they send telepathically.”
“Right,” Danson said, looking at the two sleeping men. He re-examined the clothing. “What is this?”
“An amulet?” Asem said. “We’ll have to get rid of the thing.”
“Do you have a jail or some kind of cell where you keep people locked up?” Valanna said. “It will have to be secure.”
“I do,” Danson said.
Valanna took the amulet from his hand. “Show me the way. The cell will still have to be guarded, but Vashtans won’t be surprising us by appearing in our midst. They probably know all about Darkpuddle from Esmera, anyway.”
Danson briskly walked out of the infirmary, and then ran to a single building. “In here,” he said.
Valanna walked into the building. Three cells were against wall. Iron bars were on all four sides, making it impossible for a prisoner to break through a wooden wall. She tossed the amulet through the bars onto the floor. 
“Stand back,” she said before making a pose and throwing concentrated fire against the lock on that cell. It glowed yellow and then white before she stopped. She could feel the energy leaving her and stopped it before she fainted from the exertion. “Try to open the cell.”
Danson shook the bars to the door, well above the lock. “Fused solid. Can’t they just teleport out?”
Valanna nodded. “They can, but I suggest you station a soldier in here with a bell or horn or something to alert other guards, mixed with a few Blue Swans camped outside.”
“You are my kind of princess,” Danson said. “I hope you don’t mind my saying so.”
Valanna grinned. “I don’t. Remember that I didn’t shirk to do my part for Pestle.”
“I won’t.
~
Morning came too soon for Valanna. She rubbed the sleep from her eyes and did minimal washing up before teleporting with the rest of her group to just outside the infirmary at the camp.
“One of them awakened. A Blue Swan put a truth spell on him as soon as he opened his eyes,” Coffun said, yawning. 
The Colcan looked up at Valanna. It didn’t take a truth spell to detect the anger in the man’s eyes.
“You are Valanna Almond?” he said. “What have you done to me?”
“I wouldn’t ‘worry’ about anything.”
The man turned away. “I thought so.”
“Are you disappointed you can’t communicate with Bitrium?”
“As a matter of fact, I am. Quite disappointed, but you will pay for your folly.”
Valanna couldn’t help but blink at the man’s boldness. “Folly? Taking back my country from the Vashtans? What is the folly in that?”
“Someone will come and save me.” The man’s eyes opened wide. “I, I didn’t mean what I said.”
“Yes, you did,” Snively said, slowly walking into the room. He had been listening at the door. He looked at Valanna and at Danson. “Colcan and the Vashtans are allies. It’s quite apparent now that it is confirmed. We are at war with two nations of magicians, and King Marom’s prohibition on magic enabled the Vashtans and the Colcanans to make mischief in Pestle.”
“That’s not true,” the Colcanan said.
“Even part of it?” Valanna looked at the Colcan. 
The man struggled with the answer.
“Colcan wants the whole continent of Pestle? Warish, Sesta, and Pestle? They do, don’t they?”
“They do,” the Colcan said as the words just came out of his mouth. He looked deflated. His attempt at misleading them didn’t work this time. Valanna had had enough of evasions under the truth spell.
“The Vashtans take over Pestle for you?”
The man nodded, looking miserable.
“Does a Colcan army come to Warish with the intent to take Balbaam?” Asem said, his face drained of color.
“Yes.” The words were bitter in the man’s lips.
Neel brought his fist up to his mouth and bit his knuckle. “Then Riotro was actually working for the Colcanans, and the Yellow Foxes aren’t leading the chaos in the world, it is Colcan. Is that right?”
The Colcanan didn’t respond. 
“Is that right?”
He nodded again.
Asem looked at Valanna. “Then we must secure Pestle and take the Pestlan army to save Warish.”
Valanna narrowed her eyes. She thought furiously for a few moments as all eyes and ears were waiting on her reply. Her dream of ruling a peaceful Pestle and annulling her marriage to Marom might have just been dashed. She found herself unable to make a case to ignore her adopted country. The Colcanan threat was bigger than just a single country. She had to nod her head, just as the Colcanan had.
~~~
 



 
 
Chapter Twenty-Four
~
 
TRAK BUNDLED UP IN DARK CLOTHES. He took his trusty knit cap and jammed it on his head and wrapped a wool scarf around his neck and lower face. Trak had visions of a magician looking up and seeing his flows high in the air, so he shielded his magic flows. 
“Are you sure you shouldn’t use a flyer?” Lia said. “Oh, how I wish we could do this together. I’m not far enough along, learning this new kind of magic.”
“For what I am about to do tonight, you can’t even think about poseless magic, or you’ll find yourself falling or hanging sideways a hundred paces from the ground.”
She nodded. “Return to this balcony and wake me up if I am asleep. I don’t know how I can doze thinking about you.”
They kissed, and Trak lifted off and kept visualizing floating to different spots. This was more like he had done when Jojo and he had started figuring out how to transport. Even with his thick clothing, the air seemed to cut right through everything as he moved. He created a shield to block out the wind, and then didn’t feel the cold quite so much.
The river ran over falls a few leagues east of Zamiel, and then the gorge went on for ten leagues before the land gradually dropped, making the banks even with the rushing water once again. Looking at the gorge from high in the air, Trak could see that the ancient Toryans craftily used the river valley to protect part of the city.
While he followed the water, he made out the tiny lights of many campfires far to the north. Tembul’s information wasn’t as accurate as Trak had hoped. Trak began to teleport in the air, a few leagues at a time until he looked down at an army. 
He drifted down and floated just high enough to avoid detection, but low enough to verify that a Kandannan army sat in Toryan territory. Trak spent enough time counting fires and units to estimate that no less than three thousand Kandannans were heading to Zamiel, or perhaps waiting for something to happen in the city before attacking. 
Zamiel’s walls seemed up to the task of defending against the relatively small force, but the Kandannans still represented a threat to King Gastal and to Lia.
He headed further west and then flew south, his eyes scanning from horizon to horizon. He saw a glow to the west and stopped when he floated over a sizable town. He couldn’t find any evidence of soldiers in the streets and continued flying back and forth looking for another army.
Trak found another glow and looked down on an army a bit larger than the first. Trak saw a line of merchants heading back and forth from a road leading to Zamiel. He descended into a small gap in the woods and began walking casually towards the camp from the east. A merchant seemed to be struggling to keep his goods from falling off his floater. 
“Can I help?” Trak said.
“You certainly can. You’ve got something to sell?” The man looked Trak over. 
“No. I’m picking up a broken floater.”
The man nodded. “It happens. You won’t make any money doing that.”
“It’s not my money. I’m being paid to hike all the way to the camp.” Trak grinned as earnestly as he could.
“It’s a day from Zamiel and a day back,” the merchant said. “I won’t pay you with anything other than appreciation.”
Trak nodded. “That’s good enough. Now I’ve got someone to talk to.”
“Get on the other side, and let’s tie this thing up properly.”
They spent a few minutes trying to tie the goods together and weren’t successful until Trak used sips of magic to tighten the ropes.
The merchant shook his head. “I thought I would have to spend all night picking up my goods.”
“These are bundles of clothes?”
“Uniforms. They look just like ones worn by the palace guard.” He chuckled in the dark. “Old King Gastal’s men will be surprised.”
Trak had to laugh along with him. “Devious and effective,” he said. The merchant had told Trak what he needed to know. The army was full of Separatists, and now all Trak had to do was find out if the Kandannans were their allies. Magic wasn’t very effective if the magicians couldn’t tell friend from foe, and with disguised infiltrators prior to the armies showing up, there wouldn’t be a siege, but insiders making a victory happen.
Trak wanted the man to talk about the army, but he had a sick wife at home and had decided to let Trak in on every detail of her sickness. They finally reached the camp. A sentry eyed every merchant entering the camp. Trak was ready to teleport, but if he could just listen as he walked with the merchant in the camp, he might learn even more. He put his hand on the goods of the floater as the sentry waved them both on.
The merchant turned to the left. Trak followed him past a few rows of tents and attempted to change the colors of the uniforms to black from the green the guards used. He might never know if his spell worked, but it was worth a try.
“I’ll leave you here,” Trak said. “I hope your wife gets better soon.”
“Better means a return to her nagging. Good luck to you.” He waved as Trak slipped out off the wide path between tents and merged with the shadows.
Trak kept between tents and paused to listen to conversations until he reached the officer’s area. The tents were spaced farther apart, and the fires were larger. After an hour watching and listening, he spotted Sirul, standing in a uniform similar to the other officers, talking to a superior. Trak increased his hearing.
“…won’t be back until late tomorrow. At least we will finally have some birds to use to coordinate with the Kandannans,” the officer said. 
“I can always build a flyer,” Sirul said.
The officer twisted his lips in an unattractive way. “I don’t trust those things, and neither does the General.” The officer looked back towards the largest tent. “You admitted that birds were faster. That’s good enough for the Toryan army, so please don’t ask again.”
Sirul looked dejected, but they traded salutes, and he walked away.
All Trak needed to know was the timing, but if his spell on the uniforms worked, the timing would be pushed back. He needed to move again and rose into the air and began to head north. He passed over a few small cities and many villages as he moved more quickly around Zamiel. 
He spotted a line of torches far away to the southeast and decided that he would investigate. He could feel his power begin to decline, so he began to teleport rather than fly and finally found himself above a line of troops. They wore the uniforms of Eastern Torya. He teleported to the end of the line more than a league away, and then discovered that a unit of Colcanan troops trailed behind. 
He floated lower to verify the uniforms and nearly ran into a flyer. 
“Did you see that bird?” one of the magicians on the flyer said. The Colcanan’s hadn’t balked at using Ben’s innovation. 
Trak looked along the column and used his magician sight to see four flyers moving above the Colcanan troops, but none floated over the Toryans. He estimated the combined army to be somewhat larger than the other two. If the Toryans made it over both the Lizanti and the Dianzan Passes, that meant collusion on the part of the Western Toryans to let them through. 
The information gave Trak a sinking feeling. He didn’t see how the Monarchists would survive three attacking armies numbering at least ten thousand soldiers. Who knew how many Zamiel inhabitants would fight for one or all of the converging armies? He didn’t know the answer to that and teleported directly into Lia’s quarters. 
She had fallen asleep on the large sofa. He gently nudged her awake. Lia sat up alarmed and began to open her mouth in complaint, but Trak put his hand over her mouth to cut off the sound.
She looked up at him and removed his hand. “Why Trak, you caught me thinking with my eyes closed.” She smiled and kept his hand in hers. “What did you learn? By the look on your face, nothing good.”
“Worse than that,” Trak said. “There are four armies heading this way. Separatists, Kandannan, Eastern Toryans, and there are Colcanans marching with the East.”
“Is it hopeless?”
Trak looked at the blackness outside. “In my opinion, yes. We will talk to Tembul in the morning. The Separatists are more than a day away, camping as an army. The Kandannans and Western Toryans might be three or four days away, but only the Eastern Toryans seem to be mobilizing, but they are the farthest away.”
“What should we do?”
Trak looked into her eyes. “What do you want to do? We can leave now if you wish.”
Lia pulled away from him. “Are you that much of a coward?”
“Do you think I am? Have you seen me run away from a fight in progress?”
“No, but we have retreated before, in Kizru, and in Coriasku.”
Trak pressed his lips together to keep from losing his temper. “I don’t like killing people, but that doesn’t mean I won’t fight when I have to. I didn’t have to fight in those places. We were going to Zamiel, if you recall.”
Princess Pullia came out. “You didn’t get my permission. You dragged me with you.”
Trak sighed. “Then you want to stay?”
She jerked her head up and down. “Yes. I want to sit on the throne. That’s what my father would want.”
Trak looked hard at her. “He didn’t. He sold you to Bennin, but we can stay until you wish to leave, just like I said.”
“I want to stay,” she said defiantly.
~
Trak tried to sleep in his small room in the Princess’s quarters. He put his arms behind his head and looked up at the ceiling, lit by a tiny spelled light above Trak’s nightstand. It was time to talk to King Gastal and tell him what he faced.
Early in the morning, Trak left Lia’s rooms and sought out the king. 
“He is breakfasting with his wife,” the guard said standing in front of King Gastal’s quarters. 
“Inside?”
The guard nodded. 
Trak teleported just on the other side of the door and stalked off to find the king. He followed his nose to a dining room. 
“How dare you, foreigner? I’ll have you put away for intruding.”
The king and his wife wore plain clothes, but were definitely up for the day.
“I have very grave news.” Trak said. “Zamiel is about to be invaded.”
King Gastal barked out a laugh. “As if I didn’t know.”
“The Separatists intend to infiltrate your guard wearing the same uniforms. They are in contact with a Kandannan army of about three thousand men by bird. The Kandannan army is across the river about fifteen leagues away. Another larger army consisting mostly of Eastern Toryans, that includes a force of Colcanans, coming from the southeast. They have infiltrated over the Lizanti and Dianzan Passes. Your troops stationed on both summits had to have let them in. The Colcanans have flyers. I put flyers to good use in the Santasian civil war. You probably can’t defend your city against them. Is this information that you knew?”
“How did you—?”
“I have many tricks, remember?” He spelled a flame in front of his face and moved it in front of the Queen and then in front of Gastal. “The Vashtans and the Colcanans can do similar things using poses. Do you think you can withstand their forces?”
Gastal had turned white. “Are you telling me the truth?”
Trak nodded. “I’ll submit to a truth spell, if it would make you believe me.”
“I believe you. We have suspected the Kandannans allying with the Separatists, but Eastern Torya and Colcanans in my lands?” The king gave his wife a frightened look. “It is time to leave.”
“You are leaving the city at a time like this?” Trak said. He couldn’t believe the king to be such a coward, but then he had suggested much the same thing to Lia the previous night and now understood her objection.
“Better that than be hanged or burned alive, don’t you think? Leave us. We have to prepare to flee. Don’t you tell anyone.”
Trak nodded and teleported back to Lia’s rooms and called to her. 
She walked in and sat down while a maid toweled her hair dry. “Where were you?”
“I had a breakfast conference with King Gastal. Do you want to sit on the throne with enemies all around you?”
Lia narrowed her eyes. “If only for a day, a week, or a month. It’s my destiny.”
Trak wondered what his destiny was, but merely relayed the words that he exchanged with the king.
“He is abdicating?”
“I suppose so. I think we need to do a little planning,” Trak said, lifting the corner of a covered tray. “May I? I haven’t had anything to eat since last night.”
“If you must,” Lia said. It seemed that Princess Pullia had emerged again.
Trak sighed, not knowing what to make of Lia’s changes, and it worried him. “I’ll speak with Tembul. If you gain the throne, we will have to negotiate peace with all of the parties. We will gain time, if nothing else. I may be powerful, but I can’t defeat four armies, three of which are filled with magicians.”
“You’ve done it before.”
Trak shook his head. “I didn’t. I managed to make my own battles small and manageable. The coups at Beniko and Balbaam didn’t have more than one hundred participants each. I only fought with Riotro at the end in Santasia, and when I turned the Kandannan army aside, I executed all of the officers, something I still can’t accept as a noble act.”
“Coward,” Lia said with Princess Pullia’s voice.
“Are those the acts of a coward? You were in that room with the Emperor when I defeated the Vashtans and Shinowa in Beniko. Did I look like a coward?”
Lia’s eyes filled with tears. She rose and ran into his arms. “I am so afraid.” She buried her face into his chest. “You’re no coward, but I am even more of one. I desperately want to sit on the throne. I promised myself in Beniko that if I ever returned, I would. I just tried to hide behind my persona, but I can’t keep it up.”
“You still must, if the king is as afraid as I think he is. You have to support what I suggest we do, or come up with something else. Without a plan, they will crush us, and a lot of innocent people in Zamiel will die.”
Lia sniffed. “My people.” She looked up at Trak. “Forgive me. I have to take the throne.”
“Then we will make it so you will. Finish getting ready to face a hectic day.”
~
Just after the midday meal, two courtiers and Tembul barged into Princess Pullia’s rooms.
“The king has just abdicated his throne and has fled from the city. There is a fight in the throne room. You must come immediately,” Tembul said.
Trak rushed to his room and buckled on his sword. He would use magic, but the sword was what people would notice. He grabbed Lia’s hand. “Stay close, so I can keep you shielded.”
“I am with you.” Lia took a deep breath and followed Trak out of her quarters. 
The courtiers had brought ten guards with them. “These aren’t monarchists,” Tembul said, “but concerned citizens of the city, and they want a peaceful transition to whatever Zamiel ends up with, a monarchy or whatever. I convinced them to come and watch you deal with the madness in the throne room.”
~~~
 



 
 
Chapter Twenty-Five
~
 
“WE CAN’T GO TO WARISH YET,” Valanna said to Asem. “Pestle must be secured first. The last thing you would want is an army at your front and at your back.”
“But can we join with Warish,” Asem said.
Valanna shook her head. “King Marom won’t allow Pestle into his country until Colcanans have used their magic to beat down the walls of Balbaam.”
“Is he that stubborn?” Danson said.
Asem glared at Valanna. “Whom do we owe allegiance to?”
Valanna took a deep breath. “Pestle.”
Kulara went to Valanna’s side. “Pestle,” she said folding her arms. “Pestle, the continent.”
After throwing up his arms in dismay, Asem nodded. “Very well. I won’t take up arms against my cousin.”
“I never asked you to,” Valanna said.
Asem let one corner of his mouth turn up. “You didn’t. You’re talent goading me is nearly as effective as my First Wife’s.” He put an arm around Kulara’s shoulder. “Let’s make the liberation of Pestle go quickly then.”
Neel leaned back in his chair with arms folded. “We will.” Neel looked on as Danson entered the room, long rolls of documents under his arms. 
Danson unrolled one of them. “Here is the plan of Pestledown. We have twelve hundred men in place inside the city. That is enough to take care of the city guard and open the gates to our men—”
A bell clanged outside. “Vashtans have arrived. Go to your stations,” Neel said, jumping up and running out of the room. 
Valanna followed him into the jail. The Vashtan was just assuming a teleport pose when Neel blew the man over with a wind spell, while Valanna took care of him. Two soldiers lay inside the cells, smoking holes in their uniforms.
Another Vashtan appeared. Valanna and Neel both were posed with lightning and took care of the Vashtan before their enemy could go anywhere. 
Danson ran in. “I can’t remove the bodies.” 
“I can,” Ferikan said, standing at the door. He leaned into the teleport pose and appeared in the cell. He stacked the two bodies and leaned over and disappeared from the jail. 
“That’s two less Vashtans,” Neel said. “I suppose we shouldn’t push our luck.”
Valanna nodded and teleported into the cell and disappeared. She returned a few moments later to the jail.
“Where did you put it?” Neel said. 
“Podor Feely’s office,” she said, laughing. “Podor was actually there with his back to the door drinking something. I dropped the amulet, still in my pose and left. I don’t think he even noticed.” She thought for a few seconds. “I hope the Vashtans overreact when they teleport into his office.”
“Serves him right,” Neel said. “It’s time to move, that’s for sure. Harl is down two more Yellow Fox Vashtans. Every one less helps our cause.”
“Let’s get back and continue to review our plan,” Valanna said. She turned back and looked at the empty cell. She realized that Ben, Honor, and Nullia, Colcanans all, were leading the Santasian Magician’s Guild in Espozia. How trustworthy were all three? 
~
Without a siege, the army could travel rapidly. Everyone carried three or four days’ worth of food and medical supplies. Neel taught the Blue Swan Vashtans the floater spell, and local carpenters spent all afternoon and into the night creating two hundred floaters out of doors stripped from the town. 
Danson Axlewood’s key people had been teleported to various places in Pestledown while the army marched south from Darkpuddle. The forced march would take two days.
Valanna appeared in Coffun Cricket’s house with four of Danson’s scouts just before dawn of the second day. The troops wouldn’t arrive in Pestledown until after noon. She let them out the front door and waited for Neel to arrive with the flyer carrying Asem and Kulara. She searched the rooms for evidence of intrusion, but didn’t find any. She leaned against the back door, outside in the chill air, waiting for the floater. She folded her arms and went over their plans in her mind. 
Asem had insisted that the actual battle would play out differently, but one had to have a goal before the attack, and the plan had given everyone a focus. She straightened up as the floater descended and began to help bring the supplies and blankets into the house. Since the Blue Swan Vashtans had been there, the house could be used as a medical facility once the fighting got underway. Vashtans could teleport the injured from where they were injured.
Valanna fought off her nerves. She had experienced battle before and knew what to expect, but that knowledge didn’t cure her anxiety.
“Put this on,” Asem said, picking armor from a pile. 
“I’ve never worn armor before,” Valanna said. 
“You can’t afford to be hit by an errant bolt. Put this felted vest on first.” Valanna had agreed to wear protection, but it seemed unfair for her to wear armor when the others didn’t. 
“The Vashtans will aim at your chest. This will stop most fire and lightning bolts.”
Valanna felt like a stuffed animal after Asem put a thin boiled leather tunic over the metal cuirass that was hinged at Valanna’s shoulders. 
“At least I’ll be warm.”
Asem put a similar setup on Kulara. “There, now you are a pair.”
“I didn’t wear one of these in Santasia,” Kulara said to Asem, looking sideways at Valanna’s armor.
“Trak didn’t wear armor, and what happened to him in Balbaam and Beniko?”
“He said he was hit by arrows,” Valanna said. “I was there at Balbaam.” She had no illusions about being a hero and said nothing more.
“Armor might have stopped one.” Asem finished buckling a leather cuirass to himself. “Let’s go.”
Valanna found she could lean in a teleport pose without a problem. The three Warishians along with Derit, Ferikan, and another two Blue Swans appeared just outside the empty square in front of the palace.
Pestledown’s ruler never had bothered with a highly defensible castle, and the lower walls and expansive grounds of the palace eventually wouldn’t represent much of a barrier to Danson’s army. 
Sunrise would be the trigger for the insurrection in Pestledown’s streets. Valanna looked up at the palace walls. Soldiers walked in pairs, patrolling along the walkway at the top. She could blow them all off, if she chose, but they first needed to penetrate into the palace. Valanna had chosen the room close to the Throne Room where she had changed before since it faced east, where the sun would rise. 
When they appeared, Valanna pulled a thin sword from the sheath buckled to her side. She would use it as a powerful wand as Trak had done. How she wished Trak stood at her side as she went into battle. She looked through the thin silk mesh of the curtain at the brightening sky. The rim of sky turned from light blue to pink.
“Not much longer,” she said. The tip of a tower in the other side of the courtyard began to glow. “Now!” 
Asem opened the door and the seven of them slipped into the corridor. The morning light hadn’t yet made it into the palace, and they had to pick their way along in the brightening shadows. Asem would lead them to the Vashtans’ quarters.
Kulara put the two soldiers guarding the Throne Room to sleep. They slinked along one side of the corridor, and then took a walkway that spanned two stories above the ground level into one of the palace’s outbuildings. 
The smell of the Vashtan herb, delegrib, intensified as she walked along the elevated corridor. They had reached the right place. Valanna pointed her sword at four guards leaning against walls in front of the Yellow Fox residence. Three of them slid to the ground, and the other fell face down on the stone floor in a clatter. 
“Quickly!” Ferikan said. “Derit!” 
Ferikan reached for the door, but before his hand touched the latch, the door exploded, showering pieces of the shattered wood against Derit’s shield. A door further down the hall burst open, and three Yellow Fox Vashtans began to pose. Valanna was ready with a wind pose and blew the enemy Vashtans against the wall at the far end of the corridor. She pointed her sword and sent pulses of lightning into the pile of Vashtans. 
“You take this door,” she said. “Asem and Kulara, come with me. There are more Vashtans in the palace than we thought.” At least there were five less, the two they killed in Darkpuddle and these three, assuming the Vashtans they attacked during Snively’s escape survived. If there were fifteen, that still meant ten against seven, but Valanna didn’t care about the odds. All she focused on was deposing King Harl, and the Yellow Foxes were in the way.
A flash of light blinded Valanna for a second as fire bathed the front of her chest. She assumed a shield pose and let the smoke dissipate. The leather had been burned away, and the fire bolt blackened the metal showing beneath. The door remained open. Kulara made a shield and slid in front of the door. A bolt of lightning splashed against her shield while Valanna poked her sword through the edge of it and used pulses to finish off two more Vashtans. Eight left.
The Blue Swans had already entered the Vashtan quarters and were lost to view, while Kulara began to shuffle through the door. Unfamiliar spices mixed with delegrib to flavor the air, while Valanna and Asem swiveled about. They went from room to room and found only one more Vashtan before connecting up with the Blue Swans. 
“The others have teleported away,” Ferikan said. “We will have to be careful. They could appear anywhere.”
“How many did you take care of?” Asem said.
“Five, but one of us is severely injured.” Ferikan looked around the quarters. “And you?”
“Valanna’s three and another. That is nine we’ve taken care of, with who knows how many left.”
“Behind you!” Derit said. Ferikan and she ran away.
Valanna danced into a pose and sprayed the area behind them with fire, which spread out over the Vashtans’ shield. 
“This never fails,” she said, when she sent wind at them. It had no effect. She began to dance and threw everything she could at the Vashtans. Suddenly, the shield let up and Valanna posed wind again and with all of her force blew the shield apart.
Derit and Ferikan began to kill the Yellow Foxes after their shield pose broke.
Valanna looked at the smoking bodies. She turned away and leaned against the wall. Her comment of the wind spell never failing ended up being pure hubris, and she nearly collapsed at the thought. 
After she finished checking the remaining rooms of the Vashtan quarters, Derit teleported the injured Blue Swan to Coffun Cricket’s house and returned to join them as they made their way towards the main palace again to find King Harl.
“There are only a few injured at the house,” Derit said, “but I heard that the walls were better defended than they thought, so we won’t have support in the palace yet.”
Valanna grit her teeth and looked at Asem.
“Do you want to teleport out?” he said.
Valanna shook her head. “It’s time for a family reunion,” she said. “I don’t want to wait, since the fighting has already begun.”
Ferikan grinned and patted Valanna on the shoulder. “I am willing.”
“So am I,” Derit said.
Kulara nodded and pushed Asem forward. “You do the leading, and I shall willingly follow, husband of mine.”
They walked past the Throne Room, which was empty, except for the two sleeping guards, and headed towards King Harl’s quarters. There were fewer guards in the palace than Valanna remembered. She looked out a window, seeing the palace walls now bathed with the morning sun and saw different uniforms manning the walls as well as men dressed in street clothes. Harl’s thugs, she thought. The king had stripped his palace and thrown everyone into the defense of the walls.
Asem held up his hand. “There are six guards lining the corridors in front of Harl’s quarters with another two Vashtans.” He sat down.
“Have you given up, love of my life?” Kulara said.
He waved Kulara’s comment away. “I’m trying to remember if there are any other entrances to his rooms.” He sat down in the hall and put his hands to his head and closed his eyes. “I’m thinking.”
“Wait a moment,” Valanna said. She teleported to Coffun’s house and found the plans that she remembered Asem had brought along. She looked for the right one.
“Princess Valanna,” one of the Blue Swans said.
“No time for that. I’m returning to the palace.”
“Palace? Let me go with you. The fighting hasn’t really started.”
She nodded and turned to a soldier getting his arm bandaged. “You can tell Danson Axlewood that few Vashtans still remain.” She leaned into a pose and returned to Asem with the Vashtan. She tossed the large sheet of paper to him. “This might help revive your memory,” she said quietly.
The Warishian grinned. “I’m an old forgetful man.”
Kulara kneed him and knocked Asem over. “Don’t tell me you’re old. What does that make me?”
“Lovelier than ever.” He smiled up at his wife and righted himself. He looked over the plans. “There is another entrance to his rooms on the other side of the corridor, but it’s down quite a ways. I suggest we split up. “You Vashtans take care of these guards and the Yellow Foxes, Valanna, Kulara, and I will get to the other side. Will that work?”
Ferikan nodded and held Derit’s hand. “We won’t let you down now that we have a reinforcement.”
“I know you can help,” Valanna said to the new member of Ferikan’s team.
Kulara had already leaned into a pose. Valanna joined them, and they teleported to the other side of the corridor leading to King Harl’s rooms, avoiding any guards.
“We will have to hurry,” Asem said. Valanna had no choice but to follow Asem and Kulara running down the halls. 
There were more twists and turns to reach the back entrance to King Harl’s quarters than Valanna had thought, but Asem stopped them before looking around the corridor. 
He got on his knees, and slithered on his stomach to look around the corner. “Two Vashtans we didn’t know about and one huge guard.”
“Are they in poses?” Valanna asked. 
“No.”
She pulled out her sword and quickly took care of the Vashtans. Her fireboats splashed against a magical shield that the large guard had created.
“The guard is a magician!” Valanna said. “He must be the fourth Colcanan.”
She put up a shield of her own before the guard quickly threw powerful lightning bolts at her. Kulara and Asem joined in the fight, but Kulara’s shield was no match for the guard’s bolts. Both of them had to retreat, battered by the spells that had made it past their protection. 
“Asem needs medical care right now,” Kulara said. “You are on your own. I’m sorry.” She posed and Valanna was left alone.
Valanna’s shields held up well enough as she slid closer to the magician. She used wind, but it only made the magician slide back a few inches. She wondered where Berin had hidden such a warrior. She chanced a glance back, and realized that this was a fight she had to win. Her life and future depended on becoming Queen of Pestle and annulling her marriage to Marom. Thousands of lives depended on her getting to Harl before Pestlans slaughtered each other in the square in front of the palace. Valanna narrowed her eyes and took a deep breath.
She began her dance, but every time she broke a pose, the magician was ready and threw fire bolts and lightning that she barely caught. Valanna could detect her felted protection beginning to smell like burnt hair and managed to point her sword at the man. 
“Want to fight with a sword?” He pulled out his own blade and grinned, eager to end the fight, but Valanna quickly changed to a pose and hit his arm with a bolt. His armor turned red on his upper arm, causing the man to grimace. 
“It looks like an impasse, Valanna Almond. I was warned about your strength, but I underestimated you.”
They stood magical shield to magical shield. 
“Who are you?” Valanna said. Perhaps she could distract him.
“Colcan’s finest warrior. You won’t survive, but Rasia would know of me, and Ben Nomia, too.” He sneered at her. 
Valanna had never known a Colcan to be so fierce. “Will you join your army in their march to Balbaam?”
The man’s face grew grimmer. “I will find a way to join my brother, who leads the army. My transportation is on the other side of that door. These won’t be of any help,” he said, quickly glancing down at the Vashtans. “They thought they were invincible.” He shook his head, nearly breaking the shield. “They are poor servants, the Vashtans,” he said and puffed up his chest. “I am strong enough to make do on my own.”
Valanna quickly threw another lightning bolt at the man’s shield, and it buckled just a bit. His powers were draining more rapidly than hers. She kept hitting him with pulses, and now her efforts began to push him back. She took another step and tripped, falling to the floor. 
Her opponent relaxed and put his sword to her neck. His boot rested on the charred breastplate, pressing down on Valanna’s chest. She struggled to breathe and lifted her sword up along the armored arm of her enemy, futilely trying to cut him. He grinned and looked down at her. 
“Flail away, it won’t do you any good, since it appears your visions of glory end here,” he said.
~~~
 



 
 
Chapter Twenty-Six
~
 
TRAK ENTERED THE THRONE ROOM, SEEING NOTHING BUT CHAOS. He spelled a loud voice. “Cease immediately if you want to live!” His words were a bluff, of course, but he had to do something to stop the mayhem that he had little chance of controlling on his own without violence.
His announcement worked, as the fighting ceased, and the opposing groups drifted to form defensive groups. 
“The king has abdicated. Princess Pullia is the next in line.”
Lia strutted into the room. “Actually I should have been first in line and Gastal behind me,” Lia said, her chin lifted high. “We will talk through what is happening. I’ll not have needless bloodshed in my city.” She looked at the carnage in the room and took a deep breath.
Trak looked at the guards behind him. “Get servants to move the injured to the healer’s wing and remove the dead.” He then took one of the chairs at the side of the room and placed it next to the throne.
“Sit here, Princess,” he said. He took Lia’s hand, and she tiptoed to the chair on the dais and sat and looked up at Trak.
“Princess Pullia does not take the throne until she goes through whatever ratification process you have in Zamiel. She is unsure what that is, since her father was coronated before she was born, and the Princess was out of the country when King Gastal had his. The situation is grave enough in the city, and certainly in the Court, to quickly transition the leadership. There are four armies poised to attack the city.” 
A few of the courtiers began to talk among themselves, their faces filled with alarm. Others stood impassive. Trak noted who was who. “The Princess wishes to meet with the leaders of the armies to see what kind of negotiations are required to turn Western Torya into a more peaceful condition.”
A red-faced courtier stepped forward. He threw his sword down in disgust. “Who are you to order the Princess around, and who is the Princess to order us around?”
Lia stood. “I have discussed the matter with Trak Bluntwithe, who, as you know, was instrumental in quelling rebellions in three countries, including Santasia. He treated our soldiers with as much respect as one can to an enemy, at the time. I concur with his statement to meet with leaders of the armies to arrive at a peaceful solution. My goal is to minimize bloodshed and disruption to our citizens, both in Zamiel and in all of Western Torya.”
“I won’t ask who of you are allied with what army, but I do suggest that you contact them. In the meantime, the Princess will determine what she is required to do so she can take over as the ruler of Western Torya,” Trak said.
A courtier began to pose. Trak put his hand out, palm up. The man went up into the air as Trak’s arm raised. He lowered the man and terminated the spell three feet from the floor. The man fell in a heap and struggled to stand, his face pale.
“As some of you know, I don’t have the need to pose. This is a warning. If I see anyone attempt to pose in Princess Pullia’s presence, I will count it as an act against the Princess and will defend her accordingly. You may leave the Throne Room and will be notified when to return,” Trak said.
Lia clutched the arms of the chair, showing white knuckles as the last of the courtiers filed out. Servants and guards came and went assisting the injured, and carrying the dead out. Servants had already started to clean the stone floors. 
A look of anger colored Lia’s face. “I’m glad that was you that spoke to them. I would have lost my temper.”
“Then it is good that I took charge. Anger is not going to help in a situation where you wield uncertain power.”
“Uncertain power. I guess that is an apt description, but it is little better than no power.”
Trak nodded. King Gastal’s chamberlain entered the court. “I chose not to be present during the fight or when you quelled it,” he said.
“I am sure you listened in.”
The man let a slight smile slither across his face. Trak didn’t trust him, but he needed information that this man possessed.
“I did.”
“Then how can Princess Pullia ascend to the throne?”
The chamberlain pointed to the throne. “She just has to sit there.”
“That’s all?” Trak said.
The man nodded his head. “If she dare.”
Lia began to move towards the throne, but Trak held her by her wrist. “Stop.” He looked back at the chamberlain. “Why do you warn her?”
“I have served Torya’s monarchs all of my life. Of all, she may be on the throne for the shortest time. For her own safety, I suggest that she leave Zamiel and not return for many years.”
“And why is that, Malkul?” Pullia said. Trak didn’t like her tone of voice. She must have known the Chamberlain for all of her life.
“The monarchy has no strength and hasn’t since your father ceased to resist the Kandannans. Your former army is out there, and most of them are Separatists. Other than the guards in the capital, you have no one to take up arms in your behalf.” Malkul looked at Trak. “You have East Toryan blood, and they hate you. You have Colcan blood, and the Colcanans hate you. You shouldn’t stay either.”
Trak had been exiled before and had never expected a home in Western Torya, despite Lia’s idle talk.
Pullia sat on the throne. “I have fulfilled my destiny. I will do what I can to unite all factions, even if I die.”
“You will, Princess Pullia. You will.” Malkul stepped back and slammed his long rod on the metal floor. “The Princess of Torya has returned and has taken the throne, which is hers by blood. Hail to the Queen!”
“Hail to the Queen.” The few people in the throne room echoed the pledge.
“We can leave at any time,” Trak said quietly to Lia.
Pullia’s eyes flared. “Not now. I am the Queen of Torya.” 
Trak wondered if he just saw Lia die in his eyes. It seemed that the new Queen of Torya had regained her body. “I will help you unite your people, as best I can,” Trak said.
“Malkul, call back the courtiers. I wish to speak with them as Queen.”
The Chamberlain bowed deeply. “As you wish, Your Majesty.”
~
Trak, Tembul, and Malkul sat in Malkul’s small study not far from the throne room. The princess had left them to choose ladies in waiting to befit her newly elevated position, and Tembul had just returned to report.
“There is no one you should trust, but me,” Malkul said. “I am old enough and loyal enough to finish my days serving the monarchy.”
Trak didn’t really believe him, but he had no other options. The man had been absolutely truthful with him so far, but he would be until he wasn’t. The currents of uncertainty ran swiftly in the castle and in the city.
“We have made agreements for a parlay just outside the city walls in three days,” Tembul said. “Lenis and Namiul are adamant about a marriage with Queen Pullia, and King Basiul, who accompanies them, agrees. The Separatists want the Queen to abdicate. The Kandannans want to ensure they have a say in the governance of Western Torya.”
“That’s an alliance that won’t last,” Malkul said. “The Kandannans will use the Separatists, and then they will try to kill them.” He shook his head. “It is my opinion that an ugly war is inevitable without a happy outcome.”
Trak cleared his throat. “What of the Colcanans?”
Malkul shrugged his shoulders. “I have no idea why they are here. They are obviously in league with King Basiul’s people. Perhaps they want to support the Eastern Toryan boy’s position.”
“Tembul, any thoughts?” Trak said.
“This is the first I’ve heard of any expansionary talk on the part of my people. In the past we’ve always sought seclusion as the best defense of our people and our culture. I am worried about this sudden alliance with Colcan. Nothing good will come of it.”
“You might want to keep those thoughts to yourself,” Malkul said. 
“I already know that,” Tembul said.
“I have drifted around in the city for the last three days since Pullia made herself Queen. The people don’t really support her. I got a sense that most people want the Separatists to win. I heard enough comments of people dreading outsider influence, and that includes the Toryans headed by King Basiul,” Trak said.
Tembul nodded his head. “I can relate to that. Perhaps my people will join with the Separatists in fighting the Kandannans.”
Trak considered that a strong possibility. He remembered how Tembul disliked the Blue Swan Vashtans coming to Kizru. He had already tried to reason with Pullia, but she seemed to have forgotten about their relationship. He would try to save her as best he could, but Trak concurred with Malkul’s view of the situation.
~
Since the queen had moved to the Royal Apartments, Trak had moved in with Tembul and shared his rooms. They walked through the corridors to change their clothes. Trak was going to train with the castle guard, both to assess their readiness and to get some practice with his sword. 
“What kind of shape is the flyer in?” Trak said. 
“It works. Even now, it is superior to the flyers that the Colcanans use, but I have heard rumors that Sirul has finally convinced the Separatists to build flyers. The world must face a new way to wage war, but the Queen has withheld funds from building any flyers for the monarchists,” Tembul said.
“I know. She wants to use the Royal Treasury, which has little in it, to pay for the defenders. I can’t say that I blame her. She is making all the decisions on her own, and just lets me poke around here and there.”
Tembul shook his head. “I’m sorry.”
“For what? I never knew what I expected from her. Her personality changed on our journey here, but it snapped back to Pullia soon after she sat on that throne. Our relationship ended when she became Queen, and now she treats us all like servants.”
Tembul chuckled. “Isn’t that who we are, servants? I’ve never been anything but. Neither have you.”
Trak didn’t agree. “I’m not very submissive, so I wouldn’t make a very good servant, but I know duty.”
“Is there a difference?”
Trak raised his eyebrows, surprised that Tembul wouldn’t agree with him. “There is. Duty binds you to an ideal or to a person. A servant has no choice. They do what is required of them for no reason other than their master’s demands.”
“So if you force a person to do their duty, they are servants?”
Trak had never thought of it that way, but he nodded his head. “Perhaps that’s right.”
“Then Pullia doesn’t love you the same way she did when you first arrived in Zamiel.”
Trak nodded. “I said she has changed back once she moved into the Royal Apartment.”
“I agree. She even holds herself differently. Perhaps training she had as a child has surfaced.”
Perhaps that might account for her behavior, but Trak knew he couldn’t overcome Pullia’s ambition and inbred desire to rule. He couldn’t help but sigh. 
They reached their room, and Trak changed his clothes. 
“I’ve been invited to spar. Do you want to come along, perhaps swing a blade yourself?”
Tembul shook his head. “I’m still a long way from being recovered, but I’ll watch, if you don’t mind.”
Trak forced a grin. “Of course. Keep your ears sharp. You don’t know what you might pick up. See if there are guards who might indicate disloyalty to the queen.”
“Not Lia?”
“Pullia.”
~
They approached the practice yard. The sky dusted the field with tiny snowflakes that had stopped by the time Trak put on protective gear. He hadn’t fought for some time and wondered how rusty he might be. The Benninese sword had stayed in his room, so he chose from a rack of Toryan blades. He swung each one until he found one that seemed balanced well enough. 
Toryan guards practiced their style of swordsmanship while Trak prepared to spar. Their actions were very similar to how Lenis fought. Trak tried to imitate the method while he warmed up with his forms. He couldn’t quite get their movements right, but then none of his opponents would expect him to fight like they did.
Tembul sat on a bench behind a waist-high barrier that ran around the field, looking at the others spar. “You won’t have any problems here. Lenis fought better that any of these.”
Trak looked at a group of men just sauntering into the yard. 
“I’ll bet those are your opponents. Look at them for magic,” Tembul said.
Trak kept his eyes open and split his mind. All of them were nearly as strong as Tembul, and Trak wondered if Western Toryans allowed the practice of magic when they fought. He was glad he had already established the habit of dampening the appearance of his power flow. If they fought fair, then he would. 
One of the men approached Trak. “You would like to practice, foreigner? I might find you suitable to spar.” The man’s arrogance matched that of Lenis.
“I would like that. Are there any rules I should know about? Do we stop at the first touch or the first cut? Are there prohibitions on using magic while sparring? There are in Eastern Torya.”
“No magic poses from the combatant,” the man said. The man’s words held a deeper meaning. 
“No help from your friends?” Trak said.
His opponent’s eyes widened for a split second. “No. That wouldn’t be fair, would it?”
What would be fair to these men? Perhaps they regarded outsiders as little more than animals. He hadn’t noticed that among the common people, but nobles seemed to hold different views.
“Good enough.” Trak nodded to Tembul, and followed his opponent to the center of the yard. All sparring stopped, and the swordsman took to the barriers, while both of them began to warm up. 
His opponent made a great show as he moved through his forms. This was a better swordsman than Lenis. Perhaps he was one of the best swordsmen in Zamiel. Trak’s own performance consisted of making mistakes as he went through his practice without his usual flow. The man’s friends obviously jested about his warm up, and that played to Trak’s advantage. He always felt more comfortable hiding his abilities before a serious match, rather than flaunting them like his opponent did. 
“I’m ready,” Trak said. He gave his opponent a Santasian salute, and assumed a common guard position.
The man in front of him sneered and began to whirl his sword. Trak parried the continual attacks and finally knocked the man’s blade away, touching him on the side, and then withdrew. His opponent hadn’t shown any flair up to this point.
“Touch,” Tembul said.
“Blood. You’ll have to draw blood,” his opponent said.
Trak nodded and used the same guard position, but this time the swordsman employed an unusual style that Trak hadn’t seen before. The man used a series of thrusts and swipes, and displayed intricate footwork missing in their first match. 
It didn’t matter to Trak, since he had long since been trained to treat each move as an element to be defended without paying attention to style. He concentrated on observing anything that repeated. Once he noticed the pattern in the man’s attack, Trak moved inside and grabbed his opponent’s sword wrist, and gently sliced the man’s side in precisely the same place where he had touched him before.
“First blood,” Tembul said, entering the practice ground with a guard carrying a medical kit.
The swordsman ignored Tembul and attacked Trak again. This time the man didn’t hold anything back. Trak could tell from his opponent’s expression that he meant to kill.
Trak tried to grab the man’s wrist again, but now the man was shielded. Trak backtracked enough to gain enough space to look over at his opponent’s friends. Two of them posed. Trak could feel a blast of wind. 
“Tell your friends to stop posing,” Trak said. “You said no magic.”
“No magic for sparring, but we aren’t sparring anymore, foreigner.” The man gritted his teeth and began to attack Trak again. 
Trak send a powerful blast of wind at the posers and blew all of the men over before his opponent had the opportunity to strike. “I warn you. If you use magic, so can I. I’ve already proven I can beat you with blades. If you want a match using magic, I will prevail.”
His opponent leered. “Very well. We are Zamiel’s best. A magic duel against all of us at once.” The man ran back to his fellows, still helping the two posers up from the ground.
Trak didn’t want to fight them, but he needed to know what faction they had aligned with. 
“Who do you follow? The Separatists? Kandanna?”
“We don’t want a spoiled queen ruling Torya,” one of the men said. 
That made them enemies of Pullia, so Trak set up a strong shield and let them pose away until their energies began to fade. Then he lifted them all five paces into the air and let them fall to the ground. He walked over to the men twisted in a groaning pile.
“I don’t like to kill, but I have in the past and,” Trak sighed with genuine feeling, “I will have to in the future. Now you know I am as powerful as rumored. Go back to your leaders and tell them that I will be attending the parlay in two days.”
Trak turned away from him, but set a shield to protect his back. He still held the sword in his hand as he walked back to Tembul. A blast of fire lit up the ground at his back, showing his shadow from the flame. Trak turned and raised his sword, killing the one who posed. “I am sorry. I really do mean what I say.” He turned again and left the practice field with Tembul.
“No one will spar with you now,” Tembul said.
Trak sighed at having to kill a man and became angry with himself. “You think that saddens me? I need to take a bath to wash off their dishonor.” He wished he could cleanse his mind. The anger that the men displayed only made Trak worry about Pullia’s future in Zamiel. He hadn’t done anything to them until they provoked him. Even then, Trak never felt anger, but he couldn’t let the men kill him, could he? Where would he ever feel safe? He thought of returning to Beniko and finding a remote village he could live near, but that wouldn’t work. Trak liked being around people and doing things. He thought he could retreat behind the walls of a university. If Warish ever prevailed against King Harl, maybe he could return and study at the University of Pestle. 
He barked out a laugh, which made Tembul look at him. “I’m just dreaming of what to do after Torya.”
“After Lia?”
Trak twisted his lips. “I’m afraid it may already be after Lia,” he said. His disappointment threatened to swallow him up.
Tembul kept quiet after that statement, and for that Trak was grateful.
~~~
 



 
 
Chapter Twenty-Seven
~
 
VALANNA LOOKED AT THE MAN BUT REFUSED TO GIVE UP. Valanna would not let this brute take away her future. She pulled deep for anything she could use, or her life would end. She remembered Trak’s brief discussion on poseless magic. Pull the power from yourself rather than think about a pose. Without another choice, Valanna closed her eyes.
“I wouldn’t want to see my death either,” the man who towered over her said, chuckling.
Valanna called up every bit of her power, picturing it flow through her and out of the point of her sword as a bolt of lightning. She opened her eyes and feebly pointed her much shorter sword at the man’s chest, shouted, “DIE!” and lost consciousness.
She came to a moment later. The Colcan warrior lay across the corridor, his chest a smoking ruin. Valanna looked up at Kulara standing over her.
“Are you all right?” Kulara said, glancing over at Valanna’s dead opponent. “He puts any Ferezan warrior to shame.” She put her hand to her mouth. “Don’t tell Asem I said that.”
Kulara helped Valanna to her feet. “No one has come from that door. Can you function?” She looked worriedly at Valanna’s burned breastplate.
Valanna nodded her head. “I can.” She posed and felt fine controlling a light wind. The use of poseless magic had managed to save her life, but she would need to practice it in a less hostile situation, now that she knew it was possible. Trak was lucky he didn’t faint and drown when he inadvertently used poseless magic long ago in Pestledown harbor.
She picked up her sword. She could see a bend in the blade, but it would work just fine for magical purposes, and took one last look at the Colcan’s body. She had never been exposed so intimately to such an intimidating magician. Trak didn’t intimidate her, quite the opposite, but she wondered if that man would have given Trak problems.
Kulara tried the door, which was locked. She pulled a thick hairpin out of her hair. “Not all my talents are related to magic,” she said. After fiddling with the lock, Kulara gently tested the latch. She grinned at Valanna, “Trak’s not the only one who can open a locked door; it’s just that my methods are a little less magical.”
Valanna couldn’t restrain a smile, despite the tension that she still felt. “Let’s go.”
Kulara threw the door open while Valanna posed a shield. Three more unaccounted-for Vashtans had their backs turned to them, while they waited for a door on the other side of the room to break open, and then they turned. Flashes of fire and lightning assaulted Valanna and Kulara, but none of the Vashtans possessed the power of the dead man outside. Valanna spotted Harl, Puddingfan, and two other courtiers she didn’t know cowering in the corner.
The door opposite blew open, and when the Vashtans in the room began to turn, Valanna and Kulara attacked them. Caught between the magical crossfire, the last remaining Vashtans in Pestledown couldn’t put up an adequate defense.
“Tie the king and his cronies up, tightly,” Valanna said. She sat heavily down on one of Harl’s chairs, with just enough strength to observe Derit, Ferikan and Kulara binding the four Pestlans.
Harl looked at them with astonishment. “How did you—?”
“Kill the Colcanan?” Valanna said. “It wasn’t easy.” She looked down at the still-smoking fabric around the hole in her breastplate. “Desperate situations call for desperate measures, and I was quite desperate.” She put her head back in the chair. “Let me rest for a minute, and then we will take care of the guards on the walls.”
“I will see how Asem is,” Kulara said before she leaned over and winked out.
“Asem was hurt?” Derit said.
Valanna nodded. Her head felt like a heavy weight on top of her neck. “Kulara took him to Coffun’s house. There was a Colcanan magician-warrior in that corridor along with some Vashtans. I didn’t know they had such people. He was at least as strong as Nullia, my friend in Santasia and a Purple robe. He was about to kill me…” Valanna looked over at Harl and Puddingfan and decided not to provide any more details. “But I expended most of my magical power, and overcame him before he rammed a sword through my throat.” She put her hand to her neck and came away with a trace of blood. Her eyes widened. “The man had nicked me, after all.”
Kulara re-appeared. “Asem will be fine, but he is out of this fight,” she said. “You look dead tired.”
Valanna swiveled her eyes to Kulara. “I’d rather be tired than dead,” she said. She took a deep breath and went to a table that held goblets, and a decanter of wine. Valanna examined the goblets and they had been used, so she drank out of the decanter and then splashed more of the wine on the smoldering padding of the breastplate.
“That is an unladylike act,” Harl said, evidently recovered from being tied up. 
“I feel especially unladylike, cousin,” she said. “Enjoy life for a little bit, for that is all you’ve got.”
~
Valanna looked at Harl’s guards and thugs manning the castle walls from a balcony connected to King Harl’s apartments. She used the pose for enhanced sound and cleared her throat loudly enough for all of the defenders to turn and look at her. 
“I am Valanna Almond, currently Princess Valanna of Warish, and I am next in line to the Pestlan throne after King Harl.” She nodded, and Ferikan and Kulara brought a bound King Harl out to join her on the balcony.
“As you can see, I have captured the King after an extensive battle in his apartments. To our knowledge, all of the Court’s Vashtan allies have also been killed.” 
Some of the men cheered from their positions.
“In addition, a Colcan magician-warrior also met his end defending the king.” Valanna wondered how long it would take for that bit of information to reach the Colcan armies currently invading Warish. “The country of Colcan is at war with Warish and soon-to-be at war with Pestle. This is a different kind of fight than what you have experienced with Warish’s ‘Long War,’ and it will be much more bloody. Colcan has an army of magicians, and Pestle doesn’t, but we do have a few friends from Warish. 
“I don’t want any bloodshed in taking the palace. As you can see, King Harl has already been captured, so you are fighting for yourselves. I have ways of taking the king out of the palace, and will do so. He will be put on trial, and I expect he will be found guilty of treason. He has raised taxes and has colluded, first with Warish in their ‘Long War,’ and then with Colcan and their Vashtan allies. Colcan means to rule over a slave state, and I will not stand for it, will you?”
She waited for reactions. At least half of the soldiers cheered and began to leave their posts. Valanna noticed that most of the men who remained were un-uniformed and were probably Harl’s thugs. They probably didn’t have any reason to surrender.
“Open the gates!” Valanna said. She saw a commotion at the gates were locked, but eventually they opened. She took a deep breath as Neel and Danson led citizens, mixed with the rebel soldiers, into the palace courtyard. 
Sporadic fighting broke out on the walls, but the outnumbered thugs were soon taken care of. Valanna stood, shielded by Kulara behind her, but the protection wasn’t needed. 
“We are here,” Neel said from behind her. “We have won the day.”
Valanna leaned against the wall. “It’s really cold out here. I’m coming in.”
She sat with most of the leadership in the largest room in Harl’s apartments. Harl remained on the floor along with Puddingfan. Both looked very miserable, and for that Valanna curled one side of her mouth into a smile. Justice would be done.
“Just as we have decided, you are to set up a transition council to try King Harl,” Valanna said to Danson and Esmera.
Danson and Esmera nodded their heads. She would represent Pestledown and the citizens, where Danson would represent the rebel forces. 
“I doubted that your plan would succeed. Forgive me, Princess,” Danson said. “There were few killed.”
“Mostly those who deserved it,” Esmera said. “A triumph for the history books.”
Valanna blinked wearily. “I really don’t care for history. I only care to save the continent of Pestle. I will suggest that King Harl be tried in two days. He will need a defender.”
Snively raised his hand. “I propose Horsent Beanmouth, my former superior, as Harl’s defender.”
“Why doesn’t he choose his own defense?” Danson said.
Snively looked a little hurt. “It was worth a try.”
Valanna had to keep from laughing. She enjoyed Snively’s droll wit. “And who will prosecute King Harl? I am too biased, I’m afraid.”
Coffun raised his hand. “I am biased, but I am not afraid,” he said, winking at Valanna.
“Then let’s hear from Harl,” Danson said.
Harl was brought into the room. A gag that had kept him from bothering everyone with his yelling was removed. 
“You will be tried for treason. Who would you like to defend you?” Danson said.
“Lord Puddingfan,” Harl said.
“Then who will defend him?”
“I will, of course.”
“So be it,” Danson said, slapping the palm of his hand on the table. You have two days. We will try you in the Throne Room. Until then, we will find suitable quarters for the both of you.”
After guards escorted Harl out, Esmera rose to her feet. “I’d just kill him,” she said.
“Not a wise choice.” Snively stood as well. “For one, we have a responsibility to citizens throughout Pestle to make Harl’s conviction and execution as fair and as public as possible, so there are no protests when Valanna is given the throne.”
“I can see that,” Esmera said, sitting back down, obviously mollified by Snively’s words. “But we lose time stopping the Colcanan army.”
Danson smiled and tapped on the table. “I don’t see any reason why the army can’t begin to head to Balbaam right now?”
Esmera nodded her head. “Those who can teleport can meet up with you along the way.”
“I’ll protect Valanna,” Neel said. 
“You won’t have to worry about the citizens. They are behind you, Valanna,” Esmera said.
“I won’t, then. I am worried about King Marom allowing you into his country.”
“Asem will take care of that,” Kulara said. “I will travel to Balbaam on a flyer. Everything we have done is in line with his wishes, so far. I will need a Vashtan to help me with the wind.”
“Take whomever you wish,” Ferikan said, “as long as Derit and I are together.” He beamed at her.
“Then we are set for now.” Neel nodded to all of them. “What we have accomplished this day has been long sought after. Hail to the Queen!”
“Hail to the Queen!” they all repeated.
Valanna stood, her face hardened with an angry look. “Please don’t call me that until I am coronated.” Then her face softened. “But now you can call me Princess all you want.” She broke into a grin. “Magic is now permitted in Pestle, and it will be official in two days.”
“Assuming Harl doesn’t win his case.”
Valanna nodded. “I’ve changed my mind. It’s officially permitted from now.”
Everyone clapped in agreement.
~
Valanna checked on Asem, resting comfortably in Coffun’s house. She had gone to him at her first opportunity. Kulara sat by his side.
“How are you?”
Asem smiled and inched his way to a sitting position. “I’m better now that I see the Pestlan Princess standing in front of me.” He narrowed his eyes. “I also see a Warishian Princess.”
Valanna slapped him on his shoulder.
“I am an injured man.” Asem shook his head. “Who was that magician-warrior? I never saw anyone like him in Colcan, ever.”
“He must have been a secret,” Valanna said. “What would you have thought of Berin if he introduced you to a man like that?”
“I would say Colcan has designs on Santasia.”
Valanna nodded her head. “I think you are right about that. I’ve never met a soldier or a magician like him. He reminded me of Riotro.”
“If Riotro was much taller and had a full head of hair,” Kulara said.
“They could be brothers,” Valanna said. “And I don’t think it is an impossible thought. He referred to the Vashtans as servants. Maybe Colcan sequestered him in Norland or even Vashta, waiting to conquer Warish and Pestle after Riotro conquered Santasia.”
“Very good, Valanna. That would make Riotro’s suddenly being accompanied by Vashtans make sense,” Asem said.
“I think I’ll talk to Derit and Ferikan about it.” She looked at Kulara. “When will your patient be ready to travel?”
“Tomorrow, says the patient,” Asem said. “I was mostly shaken up and experienced a few burns from shield leakages.” He looked pointedly at Kulara.
“I’d never leak, my love,” Kulara said. 
“Then Valanna.”
Valanna laughed. “I’ll accept all the blame.”
“And all the glory,” Kulara said.
Asem took Valanna’s hands in his. “How did you really defeat him?”
“Do you two remember me telling you how Trak saved himself from the shark when he first arrived in Pestledown?”
They both nodded. 
“I’m convinced he used poseless magic. We talked about it briefly in Balbaam. When the Colcanan’s sword was at my throat, I had no other alternative. I channeled all of my body’s energy into the tip of my sword.” She shrugged.
“Will you try it again?” Asem said.
“With much less power. Trak mentioned he could make any spell happen by a force of will, even teleportation, as we saw. I still shiver to think of his attempt in Santasia when we found him out cold in the middle of nowhere. I could have killed myself, but I didn’t have a better choice” She felt the cut from the Colcanan’s sword on her neck.
“I’ll be around when you practice, if you want,” Kulara said. 
Asem nodded. “We both will, when all of this is over.”
“I’d rather learn from Trak.” Valanna wondered what Trak was doing at that very minute.
~~~
 



 
 
Chapter Twenty-Eight
~
 
MALKUL ASSEMBLED THE GUARD THAT WOULD PROTECT PRINCESS PULLIA at the parlay scheduled for midday. A few of the men were from the same group as his sparring partner from a few days previous, and that put Trak on edge. He teleported from the parlay site, back into the castle to the room he shared with Tembul.
He poked his head outside his room and found a guard. “Have you seen Tembul?”
The man shook his head. “Not since early this morning, Sir Bluntwithe.”
Sir Bluntwithe. Trak shook his head at the phony title and made his way to the Royal Chambers to go over his expectations of the parlay.
“You may come in,” a lady-in-waiting said, leading him to a waiting room. “Sit here, and I will call for you when the Queen decides to conference with you.” She sniffed at Trak and walked away.
After waiting for half of an hour, the woman returned. “The Queen will see you for no more than five minutes.”
Trak wondered why he had wasted so much time sitting when he had other things to do. He stepped inside, and Queen Pullia sat, adjusting the folds of an elaborate gown.
“Trak, you may sit in my presence,” she said.
He gave the queen a bow and sat in front of her. “I’d like to go over our strategy for the negotiations.”
Pullia looked at him as if he wasn’t really there. “I’ve already done so with Malkul. Do you really think he has missed anything?”
He looked into her eyes. “Where has Lia gone?”
The queen blinked with incomprehension. “I’m here as I have always been.”
Trak shook his head. “No. Lia wouldn’t have me sitting on my bum for half an hour only to say she didn’t need me. You are someone else.”
The queen’s eyes watered a bit. “I haven’t changed, you have,” she said uncertainly.
“No. You know better than that. You were nearly ready to go anywhere with me and now? Did we mean so little to each other?”
“I, I have been distracted.” Trak saw panic in her eyes. She leaned forward to take his hand. “You must be patient with me. I have achieved my goal and, and.” Trak saw nothing but confusion in her eyes. 
“Worry,” he said. 
Lia leaned forward and Trak pulled her across to him, so she wouldn’t fall. He held her tightly for a few moments until she stirred. 
“Trak?”
He helped her back to her seat. “I’ve been ensorcelled, haven’t I?” she said putting her hand to her neck.
“You have. Is my Lia back?”
A tear slid down her cheek. “I think so. The Colcanan woman came to visit me the same day I took the throne.”
“Leaf Gougepenny?”
She nodded “She told me that I was the queen, and that I shouldn’t be taking advice from a foreigner.” Tears began to fall in torrents. “Oh, Trak, hold me. I’ve been such a terrible person.”
Leaf had turned into a true enemy, and that made Trak sad, and the sadness quickly turned into anger. Why had the Colcanans finally cast off their peaceful disguise? He now couldn’t trust anything proposed by the Eastern Toryans, not that he would with Lenis’s father in charge, or the Colcanans. 
“What did Malkul say or do?” Trak said as Lia clutched at him.
“Nothing you haven’t. He suggested that I hear out all sides and decide what is best for Zamiel and Western Torya. I shouldn’t agree to give any of our lands to Kandanna or consent to marry Lenis of Kizru. Things might change in subsequent meetings.”
“If nothing more, Malkul is a Separatist, and I have already given you the same advice. Remember those thugs who came to sword practice?”
Lia nodded.
“A few of them are in the guard.” Trak looked into Lia’s eyes. “We are in a great deal of danger, and I’ve given you advice about that.”
“Which I tried to ignore. I am so sorry. Did you hate me?” Lia said.
“Hate?” Trak shook his head. “Not hate, but I am disappointed, deeply disappointed. We will talk about us after the parlay. Will you let me stand at your side?”
She looked up at him. “I told you not to, didn’t I? That wasn’t me speaking. I want you right behind me.”
Trak pulled her closer and gave her a kiss, which she returned with feeling. Lia had come back, and that made Trak hold her even tighter.
“Have you seen Tembul?”
Lia looked at him vacantly. “Isn’t he around?”
“Not since early morning. I’ll go search for him, and I’ll return to teleport you to the parlay. It will be safer that way.”
“Malkul also suggested that I ride through the streets.”
“Not this time. This is the most dangerous time for you. Are you sure you want to go through with this? We can leave at any time.” Trak looked into her eyes, seeing a fierce determination.
She shook her head. “This is something I must do.” She held onto his hand and pulled him back for another kiss, and then let Trak go. “I’ll be waiting.”
Trak’s mood had brightened when he walked back to his room to change for the parlay. He asked a number of guards if they had seen Tembul recently, but none had. Although Lia had returned, Tembul’s disappearance made him uneasy. He continued to search for Tembul, and gave up as the time of the parlay had finally come. Perhaps Tembul had found things to do at the site.
~
Trak appeared with Malkul and Lia at the parlay pavilion, which consisted of a large tent. Carpet was laid on the frozen ground, and braziers were spaced around the tent to provide some heat. Tables had been set up in front of each of the four parties.
The Kandannans had already arrived and were seated. The Eastern Toryans sent word they would be a few minutes late, just as the Separatists arrived. Sirul wore ornate armor and scowled at Trak when he walked in.
Trak stood behind Lia, and Malkul sat to her right. Malkul had asked Zamiel’s Castle Guard commander to sit on the other side of Lia. The Chamberlain stood without emotion and said nothing to Trak about standing behind Lia. Was Malkul disappointed about an aborted assassination attempt? The atmosphere in the pavilion gave Trak a very bad feeling.
Tembul hadn’t appeared at all. Everyone stood when the Eastern Toryans entered. Lenis, and his father Namiul were accompanied by Berin and two other Board members that Trak had remembered from his trial, one being Willing Nomia, Ben’s son.
“You may be seated,” Malkul said.
Each party stated their position. Malkul spoke for the queen, but Trak agreed with everything that Malkul said. They had talked enough about what they wanted from the parlay, and Lia’s position sought a reasonable solution. Kandanna wanted one-third of the western edges of Torya, mostly forest. The Separatists wanted Lia to step down as Queen, and they would give her safe passage to Santasia or Kandanna. 
The Eastern Toryans desired a union between Lenis and Lia, leading to a unified Torya. Lenis did the talking, and claimed that the union had already been decided and agreed upon before Trak kidnapped the princess. Trak would have to be treated as a criminal and executed as a condition of their withdrawal. 
Lenis seemed to relish demanding Trak’s death. When he mentioned it, the queen reached back for Trak’s hand. Trak squeezed it and looked at the surprise on Berin’s face. Now the Colcanans would know that they no longer held the Queen in thrall.
Malkul led the discussions and made sure that all of the various demands were documented. 
“Kandanna’s desire for more land may be negotiated. The Queen is not averse to ceding lands that her people do not actively possess, but the border will have to be precisely defined, since it isn’t currently. The Queen’s abdication is not currently negotiable, but she recognizes that a sacrifice may have to be made. She is not sure whether the sacrifice shall be hers or the Separatist party’s.”
Sirul and his group muttered angrily among themselves, but then nodded to each other.
“We would like to meet with the Queen privately to plead our case.”
Malkul looked sideways at Lia, who nodded her assent. He said, “The Eastern Toryans have no standing at this parlay, now that their desires are known. May I make it clear that Princess Pullia never consented to a marriage with Lenis of Kizru. She considers the time spent in the Kizru palace as coerced confinement. Trak Bluntwithe didn’t kidnap her, but returned our Queen to her home.”
Lenis’s face turned red, and he stood up, pointing at Lia. “We will bury you!” Lenis said, spittle flying. “Our Colcanan allies will burn Zamiel to the ground!” 
His father and the three Colcanans pulled Lenis aside, resulting in his father escorting a visibly outraged Lenis outside the tent.
Berin stood. “I apologize for Lord Lenis’s outburst. His position is not ours. We have never even intimated that we would damage Zamiel. We ask for a private audience tomorrow morning, Malkul,” he looked at Trak, “but without the presence of Trak Bluntwithe, who we also consider under a sentence of death.” 
“Tomorrow morning, then Berin of Bitrium.” Lia said, knowing full well that she didn’t recognize his standing as a representative of Colcan.
Berin colored, but he bowed to Lia and to Malkul before he left the parlay pavilion with the others. 
The Kandannans rose as a group, nodded to the Separatists, and then left.
Trak thought it odd that they didn’t demand an audience, and he felt that the glances exchanged between the Separatists and the Kandannans held meaning. He would counsel Lia to leave tonight. No one had indicated that they would move on the negotiations. Perhaps the Separatists might, but if they didn’t, Trak wondered if he should just abduct her. He needed Tembul’s advice, but he still hadn’t shown up.
The tables were removed, leaving the Separatists seated across the carpet from Lia. Malkul suggested that everyone stretch their legs before discussing the Separatist’s demands. 
“Sirul, you have dressed up nicely,” Trak said.
“I suppose I am the last Royal standing.”
‘That’s not true. I am on my feet,” Lia said, trying to smile during the awkward discussion.
Trak frowned at Sirul’s claim. “I thought that you weren’t in the royal line.”
Sirul looked back at his party as he walked over to Trak and Lia. “They have other ideas.” He walked on the other side of Lia and held out his hand.
“I greet you, Cousin.”
Trak furrowed his brow. What was Sirul up to? Before he could react, Sirul pulled up Lia’s arm and plunged a long knife deep into her heart. Lia’s eyes rolled up and she fell, lifeless, to the floor.
He knelt down and sought out a pulse. “She’s…she’s dead,” Trak said, his mouth open. How could this happen? He looked around the rooms for the guards, but only found Separatists and Malkul, standing in witness to the murder. It all became surreal. This couldn’t be happening. He gently shook Lia, but she didn’t respond. He lifted a bloody hand and looked at it, nearly unable to comprehend what had just happened. He raised his eyes to the murderer.
Sirul gloated. “Killed instantly through the heart. Even you can’t save her now,” he sneered. “I will be King. The Kandannans are already on our side, and we will soon be off to fight the Eastern Toryans. You are next.” He pulled his sword.
Track willed time to stop. His eyes began to cloud with anger, but he shook it off. After he rose to his feet, he looked down at Lia’s lifeless body. She was even beautiful in death. Trak didn’t take a breath until he gasped from lack of air. He drew his Benninese sword, and with one swipe, beheaded Sirul. His head rolled to the feet of the Chamberlain. He strengthened his shield, and willed time to begin again.  
“Did you know about this, Malkul?” 
The man’s face flushed and he held up his hands. “No, no. I didn’t know Sirul would do such a thing.” 
Track could see through the lie. Guards with crossbows ran into the tent and fired at him. He plunged his sword through Malkul’s chest, and then he turned on the commander of the guard, who had already drawn his sword. 
“I am among cowards and murderers. You deserve nothing but death.” Trak pointed his sword at the commander and began a fierce sweep of lightning that destroyed everyone in its wake. Toryans tried to create shields, but nothing withstood Trak’s onslaught. Trak teleported out of the pavilion and set it aflame. He teleported among the carriages carrying the Kandannans, allies of the Separatists, killing them all with flame and lightning bolts. 
He returned to the burning pavilion and looked on in anguish, trying to feel compassion towards the Toryans, but nothing could move the anger and hurt that he felt. Trak couldn’t remove his eyes from the flames that became a pyre for his beloved Lia. 
No one came near him until arrows began to fall again. Trak teleported to his room in the castle. The shock of Lia’s death overcame him, and he sought the wall to lean against. His eyes welled with tears as his energy left him, making him slide down the wall until he sat on the floor. 
Trak shook his head, feeling tears roll down his cheeks. He buried his head between his knees and wailed in pain. Why did this have to happen to him? What good were his powers when he couldn’t even protect a woman that he loved. 
The thought brought him up short. Why did he phrase Lia as ‘a woman he loved’ when… He brought a hand to his forehead as he thought of Valanna as the other woman in his life. Trak loved them both. Valanna’s hold on his heart hadn’t disappeared. It had only moved over a bit to make room for Lia. It didn’t make Lia’s loss hurt any less, but Trak’s blurry mind began to clear.
Trak’s powers didn’t make him omniscient, like some kind of god, or give him any better judgment. He had made plenty of mistakes and would make more. He snorted at the gravity of his last mistake and shook his head in shame. His grief began to give way to anger, and that anger served to push aside the doubts in his mind.
All of a sudden he felt isolated, alone in a strange place. The castle no longer seemed like a place he should be. Trak sighed and took heavy breaths the clear his head of the anger and gain control of his emotions. He wiped his face on his sleeve, and then he stood and tried to make sense of what he should do next. People would pay for Lia’s death, he vowed.
His determination went beyond anger. Trak didn’t see himself returning to Zamiel, so would make sure that all of those responsible for ordering Lia’s death were punished.
He gathered the few clothes that he owned and his purse of wealth, and stuffed them into a bag. He looked around the castle and shook his head. Toryans were vipers, waiting to strike. He regretted the Toryan blood that ran through his veins. He looked towards the southeast, and had one more stop before his exit from Toryan lands.
He appeared up in the air, looking down at the Toryan camp. The attendees at the parlay had just arrived. Trak gnashed his teeth. If he felt hatred, it was for Lenis and his father, who had been behind the Toryan army. They would atone for Lia with their deaths.
He waited for a few moments before landing, while the attendees gathered in a large tent, probably to talk about the demands they would place on the Separatists and Kandannans the next day. There wouldn’t be a next day for them.
Trak created a hard shield around him and landed in front of the tent. His eyes watered from the emotions that roiled within him, as guards converged. He extended his hands and blew the guards paces away from where they stood, and then entered the tent. 
The Toryans were just starting to celebrate Lia’s death when he stepped inside. 
“The Queen is dead, killed by her bastard cousin. Now you have no reason to be here,” Trak said.
“Other than to see you dead,” Lenis said, his lip curling into a sneer. He posed and threw a fire bolt at Trak. It splashed impotently against his shield. 
“I will defend myself,” Trak said. He drew his sword and fired a needle of lightning into Lenis’s forehead. The Toryan fell to the floor, his drink landing on his chest, looking like blood.
“Like father, like son,” Trak said.
Namiul then died with a hole in his head. 
Trak’s shield held firmly as the other Toryans began to attack him. He floated into the air and killed every one of them the same way. One Toryan remained. “Where is Tembul?”
The man quivered and barely was able to speak, “In King Basiul’s tent.”
“Tell anyone who wishes to hear. Trak Bluntwithe is a man to be feared. If any Toryan tries to kill me, I will personally destroy Zamiel and Kizru both. The Toryan race will be left to remain the savages they truly have become.”
He didn’t really mean what he said, but Trak couldn’t resist punishing the Toryans with the vision of the horror he reserved for someone else. He walked out of the tent and fought against the onslaught of the Toryans who had gathered. He rose into the air and blew a hole in King Basiul’s tent and descended. The king stood and backed up against a portable chest.
“Where is Tembul?”
“Here,” Tembul said. He rose weakly from a cot against the side of the tent. His face was swollen and purple from multiple beatings. He held a hand to his chest, his fingers twisted. 
The king deserved no word of warning. Trak killed him like the others, and knelt next to Tembul. He gathered bedding from the king’s own bed, and teleported with Tembul all the way to Able and Neel’s house in Kizru, which sat abandoned.
 Tembul lifted his crippled hand. “I went to warn you that Lia walked into a trap. All of them were in on her murder. Basiul ordered Toryans to kill you tonight in your sleep if the Separatists failed.”
“As if I would stay in the castle after Lia had been killed. I destroyed everyone who sat at that parlay. They are all dead, including King Basiul.”
“I think he hated you more than Lenis, if that is possible,” Tembul said. “I don’t blame you, but we can no longer be friends. You know that. I am loyal to Torya.”
“I understand that. If you ever change your mind…” Trak gave Tembul a gentle hug. “You will always be a friend to me.”
“Go to Pestle where you belong. Find Valanna and take her from King Marom. She is your true love.”
Trak shook his head. “I loved Lia.”
Tembul managed a smile. “A man can love two women.”
Trak doubted if he could love more than one woman at a time, but then he remembered his thoughts back at the castle. He clutched his friend’s hand. “Someone will find you here?”
He nodded. 
Trak teleported back to the Colcanan camp. They were the one group that had not only wanted his life, but had kept Lia from him for days through Leaf’s compulsion spell. 
Lia. He shuddered as he remembered Sirul’s thrust. Sirul, a man he thought was his friend. Trak had spared Sirul’s life long ago in the Santasian civil war. He suffered along with him in Bennin, and as a reward for his friendship, Sirul had ended up taking Lia from him. 
He stole some bread cooling after being taken from camp ovens. Trak needed enough strength for what he was about to do. Berin and Leaf would not last the hour. Willing, Ben’s son would die as well. He felt bad about that, because it might cost him Ben as a friend, but Trak wanted to punish all those who participated in the charade leading to Lia’s death.
He spelled himself invisible and wandered through the camp, steadily making his way to the larger tents in the center. He saw Leaf and Berin enter a tent. Trak followed them in, and released his spell. 
“Trak, how did you get here?” Leaf said.
Trak shook his head trying to get control of his temper. “I can teleport like a Vashtan.”
“Like us?” a voice said from behind.
Trak looked around to discover seven Yellow Fox Vashtans cutting off his exit. He set his shield and felt the pulses of power hitting his defenses. Berin and Leaf joined in. He borrowed the concept from Shinowa’s successful spell in the Beniko dungeon as a mental guide, and imagined a shield that would keep the Vashtans from teleporting out. 
A Vashtan teleported from one side of the tent to the other, but couldn’t leave as the crossfire began to take its toll on the Colcanans and the Vashtans. Suddenly all the Vashtans tried the same thing. Berin and Leaf failed as well. 
“Too bad.” Trak said. “You are all mine.” He turned to Leaf, the person who had taught him when Trak knew nothing.
“Basiul’s people were going to kill you tonight,” Leaf said. Her voice chilled Trak. Berin just looked on. Leaf obviously dominated the pair. “It looks like we will have to take up that task. It’s about time,” she said.
“Before you kill me, why are the Yellow Fox Vashtans here?” Trak said. He had no intentions of dying, but he wanted to hear the duplicity from these people’s lips before he gave them the same treatment as the others.
“They are our vassals,” Berin said. “We have used them as surrogates to rule the world, but you have thwarted us at every turn. Riotro leads our invasion and currently advances on Balbaam. Once you are dead and King Marom is taken care of, Pestledown will soon follow.”
“Riotro?”
“Riotro is a Colcanan. His brother is in Pestle to make sure Harl is protected from the rebellion until the Colcanan forces reach Pestledown after destroying the ruling family of Warish.” Leaf nearly said more, but stopped. “He is even more powerful than Riotro.” She bathed Trak with fire and another onslaught came at Trak from all sides.
 “Before you all die, I just wanted to tell you that my next stop is Bitrium. I don’t need to ride through your killing gates to get to your precious towers,” Trak nearly enjoyed the horror on their faces. “Lenis threatened to level Zamiel, but that won’t happen, since I killed him. Your towers will be turned into rubble before the sun sets. You won’t be alive to lament the destruction of the symbols of your power. Princess Pullia’s death will be avenged.”
Berin’s eyes grew. “You can’t do that. Colcanan blood runs through your veins.”
“That blood turned to dust just hours ago. I have no love for Colcan, nor you.” Trak methodically killed every person in the tent. He walked out after ensuring his shields were intact. He suffered through another onslaught of arrows and magic, and confronted Willing Nomia. Trak had originally planned to kill the man, but he had taken more than enough lives.
“I am only sparing you because of your father. Bitrium’s towers are about to fall.” Trak teleported, leaving Willing alive, and Torya behind.
~
In his depleted state, Trak couldn’t make it all the way to Bitrium in one jump, but found himself on the outskirts of a Colcanan village. He walked into the village square to find a small market. 
“Would you accept a gold coin for food?” he said to a man selling sausages and roasted potatoes.
“It’s all yours, stranger,” the man said, taking Trak’s gold coin.
Trak took most of what the man had, including two skins of wine. He walked out of the village and teleported deep into a wood. He would eat his fill and rest before his visit to Bitrium.
He felt numb after this awful day. The woman he loved had died in front of his eyes, with Trak unable to protect her. Tembul had been beaten and, after being rescued, told him he never wanted to see him again. His rage had wiped out the leaders of four armies, including the King of Kizru. Everyone he destroyed had a hand in the murder of Lia. They deserved death, and now he didn’t care what would become of Torya. He would forever turn aside from his Toryan heritage, just as he vowed to do with his Colcanan side. 
Perhaps Tembul had a point. He could take Valanna, but after today, he wouldn’t act like the conspirators that took Lia from him. He refused to think of killing Marom, so he could take his wife. Trak could justify today’s every act, including the most heinous one that he hadn’t yet committed, but he still couldn’t kill a man in cold blood to save Valanna.
How could he think of Valanna the same day Lia had been murdered? He lamented his loss. If only he could have convinced Lia to leave before Leaf had twisted her mind. Leaf had paid for her acts, but her death could not bring back Lia. Trak closed his eyes and pictured the queen. The image that affected him the most was not when she was elegantly dressed, but when they had traveled incognito. Those were days he would never forget. He had killed them for taking away Lia, but history would likely record that he made them pay for the regicide of Queen Pullia.
Still, Valanna intruded on his mind. What kind of screwed-up human was he? Trak needed to talk to someone, and he remembered he had already decided to visit Misson. Ben might never speak to him again, but Misson would. He leaned against the tree and closed his eyes to nap. Visions of the towers of Bitrium invaded his slumber.
~~~
 



 
 
Chapter Twenty-Nine
~
 
TRAK WOKE WITH THE LATE AFTERNOON SUN BEATING INTO HIS EYES through a gap in the trees. His rest had been turbulent. Lia’s death continued to torment him. Sirul had killed her instantly, depriving Trak of the ability to say goodbye. Lia didn’t suffer at all, but Malkul had made sure that the princess had a very short reign. Trak did not regret taking instant revenge on his erstwhile friend. He regretted that he had to take so many other lives, but, like Sirul, they all deserved to pay for plotting to kill Lia. 
Since Willing had been saved, he wondered if his boasting about the towers would be relayed to Bitrium. It didn’t matter. He would be prepared for whatever confronted him in Colcan’s capital. His resolve to make the Colcanans pay for their meddling hadn’t abated one bit.
He ate more sausage and downed the mediocre wine that he had purchased, and then he teleported to the quarry where he had made the mistake of showing too much power when Honor taught him in Bitrium. Trak used short jumps to get closer to the city. He put his cloak on, and covered his blond hair with the same knit cap he had taken outside of Coriasku before he approached a crowded stream of people leaving Bitrium. He stopped a woman burdened by a large bundle. 
“What is happening?”
“A magician is coming to level the city. We are leaving to protect ourselves. Don’t go into Bitrium if you value your life.”
“How can a simple magician penetrate Bitrium’s defenses?”
“It’s the same one who invented the flyer. We have our own, circling the towers, but they might not be enough. It is said the man is the most powerful magician in the world. We’ve been told we will be safe two or three leagues away from the city walls.”
Trak couldn’t help but smile. One of his major worries was killing innocent residents of the towers. He felt better that the people had been warned. He looked at the towers in the distance, wanting to destroy the symbols of Colcan, not the people. 
Flyers didn’t circle the towers, so they must be on the ground ready to lift off when Trak appeared. Capture would mean his death, since the Colcanans still regarded his death sentence as unfulfilled. He took a deep breath, ready to get the task before him complete.
He spelled himself invisible and flew above the towers. He spotted at least ten flyers complete with three magicians on each craft. They were combatants in his mind. He drew his sword and shot a blast of power, invisible to anyone observing, at a flyer, destroying it and those who stood on it. He flew to another spot and did the same. Suddenly all of the remaining flyers were above him at different levels. Now that they had taken off, Trak could descend to the ground and begin. 
Trak pointed his sword at Berin’s tower. It was the tallest and the one used to execute criminals such as himself, so it would be the first to fall. He used pulsing power to push on the bottom floor until bricks and mortar began to fly. He raised his sword and took out the area above it. The tower began to creak. 
After taking to the air, he watched the tower tilt, while the lower floors crumbled. The tower fell like a great tree. Dust billowed out as the destruction pulverized the masonry. He shot another flyer out of the air and methodically toppled the towers, each time moving to a different spot and killing the magicians in the closest flyer. Trak wound a scarf around his mouth while the dust continued to build from all the destruction. By the time he destroyed the last Bitrium tower, all the other flyers were down. They had never found him, and that suited Trak just fine.
He teleported out of the city, towards the mountains. Citizens of Bitrium had taken to the hills, as well, but Trak found a secluded space and watched the last rays of the sun paint the huge cloud of dust that still covered the remains of Bitrium. A chill wind began to blow and uncovered the devastation that Trak had created. Dust from the ruins of Bitrium’s towers still rose from the air like towers of smoke. None were more than a handful of stories high, and most of the towers were reduced to rubble. 
Trak had seen enough and took off again, teleporting over the pass and into the forest that covered the north slope of Colcan’s barrier mountains. He found a suitable spot to land and pulled out the last of his food. He ate and drank until he slept.
~
Trak woke amidst the chill of an early morning mist. He stood, sore from sleeping on the bare ground. He felt at loose ends and his life unanchored. His act of vengeance bothered him a little, but he realized that Willing’s warning to Bitrium saved innocent Colcanans. 
He took a deep breath of the cold morning air. The low clouds above looked like snow, so Trak decided to jump in small stages all the way to Espozia.
Midday, he looked across the River Glazia at Espozia. He imagined Honor’s doorstep and found himself facing the entrance to her house in the very place where he was impressed into the service of the Espozia Magician’s Guild. 
He felt older, but Trak had barely made it to twenty. He had seen too much, he thought, for a twenty-year-old and didn’t want to think past a reunion with Honor, his aunt. After pressing his lips together to summon the courage, he knocked.
Honor Fidelia opened the door and looked at Trak in shock. She put her hands to her face and screamed, but he could see was overcome with joy. She threw her arms around him. “Trak! What are you doing here? Come in, come in. Misson should be back from the new Assembly building.”
“Assembly?”
“Espozia has a new government. We have a President as head of state and two assemblies, one of Notables and one of Citizens. Mission is in the Citizen Assembly, for now.”
“Garono Dalistro?”
“He is a member of the Assembly of Notables, mostly nobles and large landholders. Come in.” Honor pulled on Trak’s arm.
She clapped her hand on his shoulder and dust billowed out. “Did you walk all the way here? I thought you would return to Espozia on a flyer?” She poked her head further out the door and looked around.
“I teleported, like a Vashtan,” Trak said. “I have learned new things.”
“New things?” Honor smiled. “That sounds interesting.” His aunt seemed more relaxed and happier than ever.
“You look great,” Trak said, trying to hide the way he truly felt.
“I do?” Honor said. “I feel great. Misson and I have married.” She lifted up her hand to show him a fancy gold ring. “I’m sorry I didn’t invite you. I think you were far, far away six months ago.”
“As far as one could be. I was in Beniko.”
“Really?” Misson said. He walked into the room, toweling his hands. “Forgive me, but I was doing a bit of gardening when I heard voices in my house.”
“Congratulations,” Trak held out his hand. “I’m happy for the both of you.”
Misson twisted his mustache. “I must admit, a few people were disappointed.” Madame Barazzi came to Trak’s mind. “But I haven’t been happier. Honor sometimes comes with me on my journeys, although we felt that Zamiel would be too dangerous. Did something bad happen in Western Torya?”
Trak grimaced. “And Warish, and Colcan, and Eastern Torya, and Bennin. I’ve been to them all.”
“I would be astonished, but our meeting in Zamiel had to be evidence of a string of adventures. I haven’t had much news lately, since it is winter and shipping is less active.”
“If you let me spend the night, I will tell you all tomorrow. My story is filled with the adventures you talk of, and of great sadness.” Trak sighed. He really couldn’t go on without becoming emotional. The story would bring tears to his eyes, but he had to tell it here or he would burst.
“Should I take notes?” Misson asked with a grin.
“Much of it is history. New history.” Trak just about choked up.
“This way. You are about Misson’s size I will find clean clothes for after your bath.”
~
Trak had stayed in bed late into the morning. He had slept poorly, and then didn’t feel like getting out of bed at all. He recognized that without any diversion from thinking about Lia’s death, he had fallen into depression. Trak knew he couldn’t live a life spent thinking about the past and forced himself to rise and face the rest of the day.
Over their midday meal, Trak looked forward to reciting his story and began to relate his adventures as soon as Honor cleared the dishes. He continued to talk through the afternoon, but stopped short after telling of Tembul’s rescue. Talking about Lia’s death and his vengeance helped Trak work through his shattered emotions again. Misson and Honor had totally supported him in all that he had talked about.
“I’ll get Millia going on dinner,” Honor rose from her seat. Misson did the same, stretching. 
Trak looked outside, surprised the sun was about to set. “Millia? Who is she?” Trak said.
“Our servant,” Honor said. She looked a little sheepish. 
“I hope you treat her well,” Trak smiled at his aunt. She had said all the right things when he had told her about the Colcanan alliance with King Basiul. Trak wondered if he had been totally fooled by everyone in that country when he stayed there. 
“She comes from the Guild. Millia was a weak Yellow, but removing the allegiance spell after many years serving the Guild, unfortunately also erased all her memories when we used Worry on her. Strange things can happen when compulsion is removed,” Honor said.
Trak nodded. “Is she happy here?” He was relieved for the distraction from his story. Questions would certainly come later.
Misson smiled. “She is being educated and serves us happily, knowing that she’s being trained for a better life.”
Trak nodded and followed Honor out of the room with his eyes.
“You are concerned about the Colcanans in Espozia?” Misson said.
Trak had to nod. He felt totally comfortable around Misson. “I left out the part about killing all of the Colcanans that helped with Lia’s death and that I destroyed the Bitrium towers yesterday. Berin and Leaf are dead. I couldn’t kill Ben’s son, even though they are estranged.”
“You what? I can accept your wanting to destroy those who plotted to kill the Toryan Queen, but the towers? I didn’t know you were that powerful!”
“Why do you think they wanted me dead? The Colcanans saw the potential when they tried to execute me.”
“But you thwarted that with Ben’s help. I’m glad you knew enough to save yourself.” Misson said.
Trak smiled. “I didn’t know anything before I met you.”
“I agree. Getting back to the Colcanans. I am sure that Nullia didn’t know Riotro was a Colcanan. None of us did. I saw you looking anxiously at Honor. I assure you that she has set aside her ties with her home country. Her banishment was no act.”
“What about Rasia?”
“She might be a different story,” Misson said, the good humor leaving his face. “She will be here for dinner tonight along with Ben. I wouldn’t be surprised if the pairs in Espozia haven’t already notified her of your actions in Bitrium.”
“There are pairs here?”
Misson nodded. “Two halves. I know who they are. We just leave them be.”
“I don’t know if that is a good thing to do in the future. So I am in danger?”
“Trak, when have you not been in danger? You have nothing to fear while you stay in this house, but you still have enemies in Santasia. General Niamo might still harbor resentment, for one.”
Trak has assumed that. “The war is over. Would he try to assassinate me?”
Misson shrugged. “I believe that Adolphus is too honorable for that. If you had gone ahead and taken up residence with your Lia in eastern Santasia like you suggested, I don’t think he would have minded, but I don’t think he would want you to set up a household in Espozia.”
“I don’t intend to.”
“Good boy. Why don’t we visit him tomorrow and clear the air with him? I’m certain he would like to know what is going on in the world.”
Trak chewed on his lip. “He will be cordial?”
“I can guarantee it. He is the leader of the Assembly of Notables.”
“What of your father?”
“Mostly retired from politics, even though he is still a member of the Notables. After the revolt, the devastation of the Estian part of Espozia disheartened him, and he now spends most of his time supervising the rebuilding of our family home. I’ll show you around after we meet with Niamo.”
Trak didn’t know what he expected, but he didn’t ever think he would be reuniting with General Niamo.
“I would restrict your story to Bennin and Warish, though, unless he brings Torya or Colcan up.” 
“Your message is received.” Trak said.
~
Trak wore Misson’s clothes to dinner. It felt a bit odd, but he liked being clean, and all of his clothes were still being thoroughly washed and mended after his adventures in Western Torya and Bitrium. Dust had infiltrated everything Trak had brought with him.
Honor answered the door and returned with Rasia, who had brought some cured ham that Misson particularly liked. She had obviously visited them often.
“I’d like to see Nullia before I go,” Trak said.
Misson pursed his lips. “Ben I can do, but Nullia now lives in eastern Santasia, where you might have ended up under different circumstances.”
“With Sandy?”
Misson nodded. “She runs a small magicians guild chapter.”
“I’ll bet she’s happy.”
Rasia turned to Trak. “Honor said she had a surprise for me. I never thought it would be you,” Rasia said, but her face didn’t carry the excitement that her words did. “How did you get all the way here?”
“I flew,” he said, smiling, and waved his hand, “like a bird.” That was true enough, but he had to bait Rasia to find out what she knew. Did she gain her information from the Colcanan source?
“How was the trip north?” she said, fluttering her eyelashes, and amending her comment. “You were in Bennin?” Trak noticed a bit of heightened color in her face.
“I was, saving a princess.” Trak’s heart dropped when he referred to Lia as ‘a princess’ and looked Rasia directly in her eyes. “Unfortunately, she died recently.” Two and a half days ago, by Sirul’s hand. “I’m not welcome in very many places, so I thought to visit my aunt. My two fathers are in Pestle, and that’s a place where no one would want to see me.”
Rasia looked at Honor and Misson. “Have you told General Niamo that he is here?” 
What did that mean? Trak wondered why she would address him in the third person when he sat in front of her.
“We will visit him tomorrow,” Misson said. “Is there something wrong with that?”
Rasia looked uncomfortable. “Trak is a criminal.”
Misson sat up in his chair. “Only in Colcan. He committed no crimes in Santasia. Even though General Niamo doesn’t count him for a friend, Trak is welcome in my house.”
“He killed many Colcanans two days ago.” Rasia held up her hand. “I don’t know how he got here so quickly, but he destroyed the towers of Bitrium.”
Honor gasped in horror. “You did?”
Trak stood. “I did.” He nodded his head. Trak fought for composure against a person who had all but stated she was his enemy. He didn’t expect it of her. “Your fellow Colcanans are monsters. They are the ones who have set the Vashtans upon the world. Did you know that? Did you know that Riotro is from your country?”
“So?” Rasia said.
“So?” Honor said, flabbergasted by Rasia’s reaction. “Riotro is an evil man. He caused the death of hundreds of Santasians in the civil war. Is this true, Trak?”
“So what?” Rasia said again, ignoring Honor’s comment. “He has a brother in Pestle who is even stronger than he is.”
“Do you support the Colcanan army that currently marches on Balbaam?” Trak said.
Misson grabbed the armrests of his chair. “You didn’t tell me that.” 
“I hadn’t gotten to that part yet. Riotro heads that army. Berin told me that just before I killed Leaf and him.”
Honor put her hands to her mouth and Rasia snarled.
Misson shook his head. “How big is the army?”
“I don’t know,” Trak said.
“You’ll have to stop them.” Honor looked distressed. “I can’t believe Colcan has taken this path.”
“You didn’t know?” Trak said.
She shook her head. “I lived in the Espozian Guild and in Pestle. You know how much time I spent in Colcan when we returned. I really didn’t know, and I kept away from Leaf when I was in Pestle.” She looked at Rasia. “Are you really our friend?”
The former Colcanan scout looked confused.
“Worry,” Trak said.
Rasia suddenly relaxed and closed her eyes.
“Compulsion spells are something I think Colcanan magicians picked up from the Vashtans, as well as teleporting.”
Misson and Trak put Rasia’s sleeping form on the couch. 
Misson nodded and ran to answer another knock on the door. Ben came in beaming, but he stopped short when he saw Rasia on the couch.
“She came by earlier, Ben, and started celebrating before anyone else. She should come to while we eat,” Misson said. “We are here to celebrate Trak’s return to Santasia.”
“Trak! I honestly thought I’d never see you again.” Ben gave Trak a hug. “What’s this I heard about Bitrium? Did you finally fulfill the Board’s worst fears?”
“You’ve heard about that already?” Trak looked at Ben, and then at Misson. No one could already know about Bitrium unless a paired Colcanan communicated with another. That meant that Rasia and Ben had been in contact with the same Colcanan. Trak tried not to react to the implications. “I am relieved to say that the city was mostly evacuated when I did the fulfilling.”
“I haven’t heard word about my son,” Ben said when he took a seat.
Trak saw the concerned look on Ben’s face.
“He lives. There are other Colcanan Board Members who don’t.”
Ben nodded and furrowed his brow, as if he were searching for words. “Serves them right. Did you spare Will’s life willingly or by chance?”
“Willingly,” Trak said. “That’s a pun, isn’t it?”
Ben’s eyes sparkled at last. “It is. Thank you for doing that. It would have made it harder for me to forgive you for destroying my home.” Ben had often told Trak that he never thought of Bitrium that way. Something was strange about him.
“They turned their backs on us, but that wasn’t the reason I did it. Their arrogance was tied up in those towers. It might still be. They have caused destruction in Santasia, Bennin, Pestle, Warish, everywhere.”
“What?” Ben looked confused.
“Vashtans. They brought the Vashtans out from their continent. The Yellow Fox Vashtans are their servants. Riotro is even a Colcanan.”
Ben furrowed his brow in confusion. “He can’t be. He can’t be.” Ben put his hand to his head and began to sway in his chair. 
Honor got up from her chair and put her hand on his shoulder to steady Ben. “Worry,” she said.
Ben fainted. Trak caught Ben before he fell and gently put him on the floor. 
“I hope you don’t mind,” Trak said before he used the ‘worry’ spell on both Honor and Misson, but they remained awake and alert.
“Worry,” Honor said to him. 
Trak smiled. “I don’t think compulsion spells work on me anymore.”
“I can believe that,” Honor said. She looked over at Rasia and then at Ben. “Poor woman. I wonder how long she’s been ensorcelled? And Ben? At his age, I only hope he can survive the release of the compulsion?”
“Ask Rasia when she wakes. Most people know who did the spell. Lia knew exactly when Leaf Gougepenny ensorcelled her.” His throat constricted a bit at his mention of Lia’s name.
“Compulsion is a scourge and should be outlawed,” Misson said.
“Not now.” Honor sat next to Ben and picked up his hand, rubbing it. “As long as ‘worry’ works to stop those spells. There are too many people who know how to lay compulsions on innocent people. Most Guild members do, the Vashtans, and now the Colcanans apparently have become experts at it.”
Trak noticed that she didn’t refer to herself as a Colcanan. Rasia began to stir and put her hand to her head when she saw Ben’s body on the floor. “Ben was under their control like me.” She looked up at Trak. “I’m sorry. You must have thought I had turned on you. I assure you that I haven’t. I think it is time to round up the Colcanan spies in Espozia, Misson.”
Honor brought her some wine. “This will help.”
“Thank you.” Rasia took a few sips and looked at Trak. “I am sorry. A countryman sent me a message that he had important news from Colcan. Before telling me about Bitrium, he ensorcelled me. He must have suspected that you might be heading here. I am not a supporter of my former country. Though I have long heard rumors of a mighty magician-warrior, I didn’t know that Riotro was his brother and that Riotro leads a Colcanan army until this morning. What happened to Ben? Did you kill his son, too?”
“Honor used the ‘worry’ spell on Ben. I didn’t kill Willing Nomia. I left him in an army camp in Western Torya. A linked pair or more had to have survived at the camp, so by the time I arrived in Bitrium, most of the city had been evacuated. I admit I was relieved to see them leave. The towers had to go, though. They represent arrogance and evil in my mind. Colcanans were part of the group who plotted the assassination of Zamiel’s new queen.”
“The princess you went to Bennin for?” Rasia said.
Trak nodded.
“I am glad of the warning, too,” Rasia said. “But I agree with destroying the towers. They were always an affront to people like me, people without magical talent.” She shook her head. “You know, I had every intent on killing you when I entered this house.”
“It’s a good thing you didn’t try,” Misson said. “Trak is more powerful than you think.”
“You could never pose before I ran you through,” Rasia said. She didn’t say it in a threatening way but as a matter of fact.
“Brace yourself. I don’t need to pose. I protected the Queen of Western Torya, but I didn’t expect treachery from a man who had once been a friend. If I had known how Sirul felt, Lia would be alive.” Trak had finally said it. He had wanted to ever since he arrived at Honor’s doorstep. “I failed her, and I admit that I might not have reacted quickly enough if you attacked me.” Trak didn’t really believe that, but he really wanted Rasia on his side. That would make at least two Colcanans who wouldn’t despise him.
“No posing?” Rasia said.
Trak shook his head. “Watch.” He lifted himself up from his seat without making a move and twirled twice in the air and lowered back into his chair. “Did you see a pose?”
Honor looked astounded. “The shark in the harbor.”
Trak nodded. “No pose, and I didn’t kill myself.” He didn’t care to give them details of the destruction of Bitrium and his fight in the Colcanan camp. He looked at the others. “I’m hungry. Is dinner ready? I don’t think we will be able wait on Ben, I’m afraid.”
~~~
 



 
 
Chapter Thirty
~
 
VALANNA ENTERED THE BACK GALLERY AND SAT DOWN at the University of Pestle’s Assembly Hall, the largest public meeting room in Pestledown. People sitting on the main floor below looked up at her, having to twist their heads. Some waved nervously, and Valanna smiled and waved back. Soon most of those sitting below stood and waved and eventually began to clap. She stood up and put her hands on the railing. 
“I am happy that the citizens of Pestle are interested in their civic duty,” she said. “Today we have the unpleasant task of judging our King Harl. I will admit that I have no love for the man. He was instrumental in the deaths of my father and my mother.” She paused and let the crowd gasp in surprise. Some men raised their fists. Valanna lifted her hands to calm the audience down. “Let the magistrates hear the arguments in favor and in opposition to the King. I will abide by their judgments, as I trust you will, as well. If we are to rebuild Pestle, let’s do it as honorably as we can.” 
She sat down to more applause. Luckily, seven magistrates began to file in, causing everyone to stand, so silence overtook the hall. Valanna felt like she belonged to the Pestlans for the first time. Her people. It made her feel proud of what they had just done. She remembered the innkeeper and farmers that she met in western Pestle when she fled from King Harl for the first time. In her mind, she had committed to protect them all.
Harl came in. His bonds were gone, and he stood straight with his counsel while the charges were read. Valanna listened to all of them, surprised that Coffun Cricket and Snively could document so many violations of Pestlan law that the King had violated. People were roughed up and killed by his thugs. Property had been confiscated. He had colluded with enemies of the state. Valanna had come from one of those enemies, but she had fought for Pestlan independence. The Vashtans were brought up in the course of the proceedings, and it was duly noted that Pestlans had eradicated the pests from Pestledown. 
Coffun finally identified Colcan as the primary enemy, and Valanna was surprised that he mentioned the magician-warrior that she had killed. His name was Hero Lessia. With a prosaic first name like that, he must have been high up in the Colcan hierarchy, perhaps higher than Honor and on a par with Berin or Leaf. Hero. What hubris! And Valanna felt fortunate for putting an end to Hero’s life.
Horsent Beanmouth stood. She thought his name had been brought forward as a joke, but Trak’s former lawyer made an attempt to counter the charges. From her point of view, he had succeeded on some of the accusations, but had nothing to say about others.
The trial continued with the magistrates interrogating Coffun Cricket and Beanmouth. Coffun often made an amusing comment, keeping the crowd interested in the proceedings. He seemed to be getting the better of his adversary in court. 
The sun had moved across the hall, changing the morning shadows into afternoon shadows, when the magistrates finished for the day. They would deliberate in a room that was locked until morning. Valanna hoped they had bedding and food.
While the crowd began to file out, Neel suggested that Valanna stay seated until the Hall emptied. When no one was present, he teleported her to rooms in the palace.
“That was tiring,” she said. 
Neel had a worried look on his face. “I wouldn’t be too attached to a guilty verdict,” he said. 
“Coffun performed well. He had me smiling for much of the time.”
“Did you notice the magistrates? I didn’t see many of them laughing along with the crowd,” Neel said. “Harl must have some of them in his pocket.”
“Can he do that?” Valanna said.
He gave her a look. She shrank back. “He can.”
Neel nodded. “He is the king, and I can see him promising anything to keep his head.”
“Then someone should monitor their deliberations,” Valanna said.
“Perhaps. My only hope is that if Harl is acquitted, the people will tear him apart.”
Valanna worried about that. If the people became a mob and killed their King, what would keep them from doing the same to her? Neel left her, and she had a hard time sleeping. 
Kulara came with fresh clothes in the morning. Kulara had spent the night with her husband, still recuperating. She put the clothes on a chair and sat on Valanna’s bed.
“Did the trial go well yesterday?” she said. Today, Kulara would sit beside Valanna in the gallery.
“Neel thinks that Harl might have rigged the decision by promising rewards for the magistrates.”
Kulara nodded. “Asem told me about that happening, even in Balbaam. He wants me to stand behind and shield you when the decision is made. Anything can happen today.”
“So I wear a buckler today as well?” 
“Asem said it is in one of your closets.” Kulara rummaged around in the closets and pulled out the same buckler that saved her life just a few days ago. 
“At least it has been cleaned up,” Valanna said. 
“It might not stop an arrow, but it might keep it from doing lethal damage.”
“Very well. I assume those clothes that you brought are a bit larger than my normal size?” She smiled at Kulara.
“Your Majesty is very astute.”
~
Valanna played queen again for the crowd. She demurred from giving a speech, but welcomed all to the proceedings. The magistrates were announced, silencing the audience. Harl strutted in. He must have been confident that he would prevail. 
As she looked over the faces of the magistrates, they all looked directly at the king. That might indicate they would rule in Harl’s favor. 
“We have come to a decision,” the magistrate in the center said. They all rose in their seats. 
Harl looked back at Valanna and sneered. 
“King Harl is innocent…”
The crowd rose to their feet, protesting the verdict. The magistrate raised his hands. “Will you let me finish? There are many charges. I will have to clear the hall if you don’t quiet down.”
Murmurings continued as the attendees sat down.
“King Harl is innocent of the charges of hiring thugs. It is in his purview as monarch to use whatever means he judges necessary to keep order in his kingdom. He is innocent in the charge of killing his cousin to secure his throne. The evidence of such an act is no longer in existence.”
That was the bulk of the charges against him.
“We find fifteen counts of property seizure to be overreaching and illegal seizures by the king.”
Neel leaned over to Valanna. “Minor offenses.”
“As for colluding with outside powers, King Harl has been proven derelict in his duties to the people of Pestle, and those charges stand against him.”
Harl began to talk into Beanmouth’s ear. His face had turned red with anger. Perhaps all things wouldn’t go King Harl’s way.
“The final charge that we find King Harl guilty of is the confiscation of the Pestlan treasury. His program of excessive taxes did not go into the treasury of Pestle. This charge was introduced to us during our deliberations last night. Before we make our final decision, King Harl’s counsel has the right to plead a rebuttal to the charges of misappropriation of State funds. The charges were delivered to him early this morning.
Harl stood and raised his fist at the magistrates. “You are not to find me guilty of anything! I am innocent of all charges since I am the King of Pestle. No one stands higher than I do, and I will not accept your decision.”
“Did you or did you not approve of the new taxes levied on Pestlan citizens in the last three years?”
“It doesn’t matter if I approved of them or not. I am King. You have no standing in this court, only I do. Of course I approved them. I needed the money for my own purposes.”
“I take it that the defendant has admitted to misappropriating funds of the Pestlan treasury?”
Beanmouth covered his face with his hands and nodded.
The magistrate in the center of the seven looked at the others who gravely nodded to him.
“We find King Harl of Pestle guilty of stealing from the citizens of Pestle for his own personal gain. This is in direct violation of the King’s Charter with the People. That document gives you your right to be King and specifies that violation of the charter will result in your dismissal in office. We duly constituted Magistrates of Pestle hereby strip you of your title of King.”
“I won’t stand for it!” Harl jumped up on the table that he had sat behind and pointed a finger at Valanna. “You will never rule Pestle.” He made a fist and jerked it down. 
An arrow came from the left hand side of the gallery and clattered against Valanna’s chest. Kulara and Neel immediately posed shields while four sheets of flame converged on Valanna, one from the gallery and three from the audience below. 
Neel changed his pose to lightning and took care of three assailants. The last one ran to Harl and teleported. “More Colcanans,” he said.
Neel disappeared while Kulara teleported Valanna back to the palace.
She paced back and forth in her rooms until Neel returned. His hair was disheveled and he had a few smoking burn marks on his body.
“Harl is dead. Ferikan or Derit killed him.” Neel shook his head, breathing heavily. He hadn’t calmed down from his quick action. “I took care of the Colcanan who teleported him to a flat in Pestledown.”
“Not before taking a large risk.”
Neel ran his hand through his singed hair. “It appears my bravery exceeded my good sense, but I had to run and catch the Colcanan before he teleported away. Only Harl had the amulet that Beanmouth had planted on his clothes.” He knelt. “Long live Pestle’s Queen!” He bowed his head.
“I’m not coronated yet,” Valanna said. “Until then, I am still Valanna.”
“Princess Valanna, fifth wife of the King of Warish,” Kulara said. 
“Yes, I am definitely that until I am queen.”
~
Esmera insisted on a coronation before they all headed to fight the Colcanans. The Throne Room filled up with people from all walks of life; as stipulated by the charter that King Harl had pointedly ignored. The ceremony itself took only a few minutes. 
Coffun located a traditional crown of the Queen of Pestle, a simple, yet elegant, golden ring that now sat on her brow. The Chief Magistrate, who had sat in the center of Harl’s judges, requested proof of her lineage. He examined the papers that Asem presented, and then he administered the Royal Oath. Pestle had a new queen.
Valanna, now Queen Valanna, had to attend a Royal Ball, held under tents in the courtyard. She shivered in the cold and sat on a throne, moved out onto the cobbled space. Large braziers stood just outside the canopy, which barely kept her from freezing.
She danced with Neel, Coffun, a dashing Danson Axlewood, and a few of his officers. Snively even showed up for a few steps, but his liveliness hadn’t yet returned. 
Asem and Kulara had already bid her farewell and had taken the flyer, along with Derit and Ferikan back to Balbaam, but she smiled when she saw Esmera and Able Bluntwithe dancing a number of dances together.
Valanna sat back on her throne and looked at Neel dancing with Mori. The Benninese woman had worked tirelessly to cater the affair. She could see that Mori had entranced Neel. The ever-present sadness in his eyes seemed to be banished from his face. 
She enjoyed seeing these people, toiling for so long in pursuit of a free Pestle, now enjoying themselves in public. Valanna wished she could have danced with Trak, but that wish would not be fulfilled. She heard from Neel that there were rumors that he had disappeared with the Toryan princess, and those rumors were weeks old.
Could a queen feel jealousy with such sketchy information? Valanna realized that indeed she could. A fit of melancholy hit her. The excitement of becoming Queen of Pestle had faded during the Royal Ball. She suddenly felt the desire to talk to Kulara, but she had left her alone among the Pestlans. 
What would Marom think? How would she rate now, among Marom’s other wives? Now there were two queens among his five wives. Valanna clenched a fist. Not for long. Asem had talked her into delaying her declaration that her marriage to Marom was annulled until after the coming war with Colcan. She easily accepted the wisdom in that, but Marom’s temper still frightened her.
~~~
 



 
 
Chapter Thirty-One
~
 
TRAK HAD NO ILLUSIONS ABOUT GENERAL NIAMO welcoming him with open arms. He certainly would use the ‘worry’ spell on the man since Rasia had been so adamant about Niamo wanting him out of Espozia. That could have easily been a bluff to send him out of the city, but Trak knew he had no friend in the General.
Misson felt it would be better to meet the General at his home. They walked up to Niamo’s door and Misson knocked. A uniformed servant answered the door.
“Assemblyman Misson Dalistro and Trak Bluntwithe to see the General,” Misson said.
The servant nodded. “You are expected.” He led them to a room filled with military memorabilia. 
Adolphus Niamo entered dressed as a civilian. The man still maintained the same bearing he had when Trak worked with him in the Santasian civil war. 
“You’ve grown,” Adolphus said. He put his hand out. Trak took it. “I am assuming this is a visit, and you aren’t going to settle in Santasia.”
Trak smiled and sighed. “I can’t say that I haven’t thought about it. I had a girlfriend…”
“That Valanna Almond? I just heard she married the King of Warish.”
Trak nodded. “She isn’t the girlfriend, but I was there when her marriage occurred.”
Adophus’s bushy eyebrows shot up. “So that really was you. I heard you single-handedly saved Marom’s hide.”
“I did. There were others present who also had a hand in it.”
The General pointed at Trak. “Knowing you, they were in the rear.”
“They were.”
Misson made a sound to interrupt.
“You keep quiet, Misson. I’ll do the interrogating. Where is your girlfriend?” He looked at Trak and raised his eyebrows again, beckoning Trak to answer. 
“She died. Very recently.”
Niamo looked genuinely surprised. “I’m sorry. You were going to bring her to Santasia, then?”
Trak nodded. “We thought about it, General.” Yes, he had thought about it, and now he wished Lia had never sat on that throne in Zamiel. They would be finding a pleasant place to live to the east of Espozia, by now, having escaped the four armies poised to invade Zamiel.
A messenger entered the room. “An urgent message, General Niamo,” his servant said, holding the door open.  
The distraction gave Trak an opportunity to sigh and collect himself.
“Excuse me,” Adolphus said while he read the message. “My gods! An army has leveled Bitrium.” He looked up at the messenger. “Is there an army headed here?”
“We don’t know sir. There seems to have been an event in Western Torya. Heads of State have died.”
General Niamo stood. “If you will excuse me. I need to meet with the heads of the Army.”
Trak put his hand on the General’s arm. “No, you don’t. I know all about it. I suggest you listen to me first.”
“Misson, do you know anything about this?”
After standing up, Misson bowed to Niamo. Trak was surprised his friend showed so much deference to the General. “Trak knows. Listen to him.”
“How could you know anything? This message came to me by bird. There is no faster way.”
“There is,” Trak said. “May I shut the door? You may want to keep this information secret, for now.”
Niamo flitted his fingers. “Go ahead. I can’t say I’m interested in your story, but Misson,” he looked at Dalistro, “has a great deal of credibility. More than you, I might add.” He gave Trak a sideways look.
Trak sensed the old hostility coming out, but he needed to tell another Santasian official about his version of the ill-fated parlay. He took the goblet of wine Adolphus offered and told him a less-detailed story than the one he told Misson and Honor.
“So you and the Queen? She was your girl?”
Trak nodded. 
Adolphus shook his head at all the revelations. “You were instrumental in installing Lord Jomio as the head of the Bureaucracy in Bennin?” 
“Not to mention he saved King Marom’s kingdom,” Misson said.
“But then you murdered the head of state of Torya—”
“Eastern Torya, after he had successfully plotted to kill Queen Pullia, the head of state of Western Torya.”
Adolphus shook his head. “I’ve seen you in action and can believe that you are capable of it. Why do you admit to these acts?”
“To me they were justified. I wanted to save the citizens of both Toryas the terror of war. The only way to do that was to kill their leaders, who together committed regicide.”
“And you didn’t?”
“I fought to save others. They attacked me, every one, even King Basiul, and I defended.” Trak wasn’t so sure about the Kandannans attacking him, but the others had.
“And Bitrium?”
“I didn’t tell you, but Riotro has always secretly been a Colcanan and leads the Colcanan army already invading Warish. Who do you think they will attack once they have expanded their conventional army by taking over Warish and Pestle?”
“Santasia, of course. They are certain to try to take us over again.” Adolphus looked at Misson. “I presume you believe him?”
“I do. Rasia confirms that there was a soldier-magician, very powerful, who had a magician brother, just as powerful. We think the soldier-magician is in Pestle, and Riotro is the other brother. The Colcanans told Trak as much just before they mistakenly thought they would kill him.”
“This changes the lay of the land,” Adolphus said. “We should send troops to Warish immediately.”
“I’ve already taken the liberty of notifying the Army and the Navy,” Misson said. “The Southern Army is still stationed in Nikia. They can be in Warish in less than two weeks, this time of year.”
Adolphus placed his hand on Trak’s shoulder and looked him straight in the eye. “Bluntwithe, I want you to pledge not to attack Santasia. If you do that, I will help the Pestlans. I can’t say I like King Marom, but he’ll get helped, too. Take a message to King Harl, as an emissary of Santasia, notifying him of our mobilization.” Adolphus rubbed his hands. “Colcan will not rise again.”
“I wouldn’t agree to permanently suppressing Colcan,” Trak said. “Let them live. Their economy will be in tatters after this.”
Misson pulled Trak towards the door. “There are too many events to play out before we can think about what happens in Colcan. I think we can wait on that, can’t we Adolphus?”
The General grumbled, but nodded his head. 
“Report back in two hours, the both of you.”
~
“So what do you think of Adolphus now?” Misson said, after they had finished a meal in a new restaurant with a view of the rebuilt Santasian capital building.
“I thought he would be throttling me.”
Misson shook his head. “We’ve had long conversations about you. He wanted to reserve his opinion until he talked directly to you.”
“Did I confirm his thoughts?”
“His worst fears, but he’s convinced that you are better an ally of Santasia than a foe. Don’t expect a hero’s return after all of this is over, but I think you won’t have to worry about sneaking into Espozia to see your aunt again.”
They met with Adolphus, who had papers signed giving Trak the ability to represent Santasia to the Pestlan court. Garono Dalistro, Misson’s father, was present and greeted him.
“If you have done a tenth of what Adolphus told me, I am very, very impressed, but I also can see that you have suffered more than enough. Consider Santasia a possible home when all this is done.” He eyed Adolphus. “Just not Espozia.”
Trak raised his hand. “I promise.”
“You must go. Say goodbye to your aunt and reunite with your father, who is, I understand, in Pestle.”
Trak nodded. “If King Harl hasn’t caught him.”
“Knowing Neel, I wouldn’t think that much of a chance,” Misson said.
~
Honor met them at the door. “I have sad, sad news.”
“What is it?” Misson said.
“Ben Nomia passed away while you were gone.”
Trak sat down on the doorstep. “It’s my fault.”
“How can that be? I distinctly remember that I used the ‘worry’ spell,” Honor said. She shook her head. “All of this time, and we never even thought he would have been subject to ensorcellment, even during the civil war. I can’t remember if he was ever around when we used the worry spell.” Honor put her hand over her chest. “I suppose it doesn’t matter. He couldn’t handle the last one. My heart breaks.”
“At least I was able to tell him that his son lives.” Trak felt terrible and still responsible for Ben’s death. His visit to Santasia had been one of dreams except for Rasia and Ben’s compulsion spells. 
“Come in and clean up before you leave us,” Misson said, helping Trak to his feet. “Ben is another casualty of the Colcanans. I know you blame yourself, but you didn’t put the spell on him. He probably knew about Riotro and his brother and other secrets. When they removed him from the Board, they probably twisted his mind.”
“It wasn’t twisted enough not to save my life. He was a valiant man, even if he was under compulsion,” Trak said. “I will miss him.”
“We all will,” Honor said. “Now get your things together. You can keep Misson’s clothes. I’ve cleaned them and put them in a proper pack.”
“How did you know?” Trak said.
“Misson thought you’d be leaving us this afternoon.”
“But what about Ben’s funeral?”
Honor gave her nephew a hug, an unexpected act. “Ben would understand. Misson and I already do. Your place belongs in Pestle, and as soon as possible.”
~~~
 



 
 
Chapter Thirty-Two
~
 
IN THE END, TRAK TOOK A SMALL FLYER, courtesy of General Niamo, into the air. Under other circumstances, he would have really wanted to stay in Espozia, but right now, he couldn’t get Ben’s death out of his mind anymore than he could forget about Lia, and that made his trip to Pestledown as much of an escape as anything else. He knew all about escaping, at this point. 
His life had been one of flight, one time after another. Escape from Greenbrook, the ship, Pestledown, Espozia, Bitrium. The list went on and on, but this time there would be no escape until Riotro’s army was destroyed, and he would need the help of King Harl, whom he detested, and King Marom. King Marom was one of the few men he had ever met, whom he truly hated. He shook the thought out of his mind as he raised the flyer to thirty stories.
With what rest he had in Espozia, and despite the bulk of the small flyer, he teleported from horizon to horizon and found himself standing at the docks of the port of Nikia in little more than an hour. After delivering dispatches to the Santasian naval office, Trak paused to fill his stomach with the food that Honor had given him, and took a deep breath before he took the flyer up into the air. He took a bearing for Pestledown and continued on out over the sea. He couldn’t waste time on taking a ship.
Before sunset, Trak spotted the southern end of Bosuns Bay. He adjusted his sighting, and within minutes, he floated high above Pestledown. He landed his flyer in Esmera’s stableyard.
He had expected more customers having an early dinner in The Looking Inn, but only a few tables were taken. 
“Where is Esmera?” he asked a serving girl.
“Southwest,” she said. “Along with the rest of the army and more than half of our staff.” The girl pinched her face with frustration.
“A Pestlan army?” Trak had never known of an actual army. The Warishians had influenced Harl to disband one long ago.
“Where have you been not to know a thing?” she said archly.
Trak raised his eyebrows, anxious to get more knowledge. “Overseas. I just arrived from Santasia.”
“Oh. You look Pestlan to me.”
Trak smiled. “I am. Now, where is King Harl?”
“Dead. There has been a revolt. Queen Valanna is leading our troops to help save the Warishians from a Colcan army. I never thought I’d be saying Colcan army, much less Pestlan army.”
“Queen Valanna, eh?” Trak thanked her. He didn’t bother to strain the poor girl’s emotions by getting something to eat from Esmera’s dining room and sat in his flyer in the cold, finishing up Honor’s basket of food. He sorted through his things, leaving a pile in the stableyard flat, and then lifted the flyer up into the air and headed for Warish.
Queen Valanna. What could have possibly happened? Harl dead? Had Neel’s dream of a successful revolution come true? He didn’t have any idea why Valanna would end up being a queen unless King Marom had taken over Pestledown, but he saw no evidence of any kind of violence in the city when he left just before evening darkened the city.
~
From up in the air, Trak could barely discern where the army had gone before him in the moonlight. He followed their tracks along the bay, and then when it turned west. He caught up with the army in Greenbrook, of all places. The stableyard of The Blunted Sword was filled with animals. Trak had to put down over his former garden. Carriages, with their horses removed, lined the lanes. The army camped close by on farmland, with their fires sparkling in the dark.
He ran to the inn. He checked to make sure his papers of representation were safe inside his cloak. He stopped at the door of his stepfather’s inn. He slipped his Benninese sword in and out of its sheath. He didn’t wear a blunted sword, but he smiled at the thought. He took a deep breath and entered.
The common room was filled with uniforms and well-dressed people, a clientele much different from what he remembered so long ago. He closed his eyes and took another breath and smelled the same kind of smell he remembered. He pictured Neel, Able, Terry, and Astun playing cards at their favorite table. 
Trak looked up and saw Neel, Able, Terry, and Astun with mugs in hand looking at him with disbelieving eyes. It was as if time had shifted back six years. The only new addition was Mori, sitting with her arm linked with Neel’s, and Trak approved of that.
“Trak!” Neel said, standing up, knocking his chair over. Able did the same, and all four men gathered around Trak hugging him.
Trak couldn’t keep the tears from his face. The other men, hardly crybabies, did the same. He couldn’t believe he was here, and they were, too. Silence filled the room. Trak looked up and saw Valanna standing on the stairs. Her presence in The Blunted Sword seemed unreal. A circlet of gold crowned her golden hair. Trak couldn’t determine which shone brighter. 
He wanted to go to her and wrap his arms around her. Thoughts of Lia in his mind fought with the vision in front of him, but his exotic love had died, far away in Zamiel. He didn’t know what to think, but Valanna was here, and his feelings for her fought with the memory of his love for Lia. Perhaps she was even more unattainable, now that Valanna was Queen of Pestle and a Princess of Warish. He still wasn’t much more than an illiterate stableboy made good.
But even so, Trak couldn’t take his eyes off of her, and she held his gaze, as well. He saw her eyes fill with tears as she slowly walked towards him. The room went silent as Trak knelt in front of her.
“Trak Bluntwithe, we meet again in dire circumstances.”
How could anything be dire when he was in touching distance of her?
“We go to fight for Pestle against a Colcanan army filled with magicians.”
“Riotro leads them, My Queen,” Trak managed to say.
She lifted her hand motioning the people to rise. “You know?”
Trak nodded. “I haven’t been idle these past few days.” His heart nearly burst as he remembered the events since he walked the halls of Zamiel Castle, in search of Tembul just before the parlay. “Colcan has already been dealt a blow.” 
The moment of silence had passed. The common room began to buzz. 
“Come to the private room and tell me,” Valanna said. 
“It is a long story, and I’d rather not tell it twice or more,” Trak said, even though he wanted to be alone with Valanna. “But I would like some of Able’s ale.” Trak smiled at Able, who gave Trak an apologetic look. 
A serving maid thrust a tankard into Trak’s hands. He took a draught and spit it out. The room erupted with laughter. “This isn’t Able’s.”
Esmera popped her head out from the kitchen. “I’ve been running this inn for over a year, and I’ll serve what ale I’d like.”
Trak nodded his head. “I know where I’ve tasted this swill before… The Looking Inn!” As he joked with Esmera, his mood lightened.
The men in the room laughed. Valanna put her hand to her mouth and shook with giggling. Esmera put her fists on her hips and looked defiant, showing that she did indeed run The Blunted Sword.
Trak stepped up on a table and made a face before he drained the tankard, much to the entertainment of the customers. He raised his hands and began his story. He left some parts out, but his story began when he left Torya for Bennin and an hour later, it ended with his landing outside the inn. 
He looked at the faces, and they all gave him sympathetic looks. His relationships with Valanna and Lia were part of his story, but the intensity of his emotions were not, except for the sudden death of Lia at the hands of Sirul. 
While he told his tale, he would sneak looks at Valanna, and she always had her eyes on him.
“And so here I am,” he said, holding out his arms. The common room exploded with applause.
Valanna, who had taken a seat during Trak’s story, rose and crooked her finger. “The private room, if you please.”
Trak nodded. He felt more like a schoolboy than a conquering hero, but he followed her. They faced each other in the small room, Able’s only private room in his inn, other than the bedrooms on the second floor.
“Close the door,” Valanna commanded.
Trak did as he was told. Before he could turn around, Valanna had stepped into his arms. Trak had to push her away.
“You are a married woman.” He backed away a step. Valanna looked hurt, but didn’t move towards him.
“I am technically a married woman, but it has never been consummated. As Queen of Pestle, I have the ability to annul the marriage. Pestlan law is quite specific on that point.”
“But you are still technically married?”
Valanna nodded. “I am and will continue to be until after the Colcan army is driven from the continent of Pestle. I’ve been counseled to leave things as they are, so Marom will continue to cooperate with Pestle.”
“Do you have to go back to Warish?”
Valanna laughed. “I am the Queen of Pestle. I can do what I want. Esmera made sure I was coronated before we left Pestledown.” She quickly told him her own story right until the point when she fought the Colcanan warrior. 
“The soldier-magician was Riotro’s brother,” Trak said. “He might be stronger than Riotro, so I am very impressed.”
“You saved me from him.”
Trak had to laugh. “Me? I was far away.”
“I used poseless magic. What little you told me in Balbaam was enough to save my life. I collected all of the energy in my body and shaped a lightning bolt. It blew him into the opposite wall.” 
Trak whistled. “That was dangerous.”
Valanna showed him the scab on her throat. “His sword made this. It was poseless magic or certain death.”
“You made the right decision.”
She took his hand. Trak resisted pulling it away from her, since, in his mind, she had, for so long, been untouchable. 
“We held a trial, and after a bit of excitement, the Pestlans made me Queen.”
“So, your father and my grandfather were colleagues?”
Valanna nodded. 
“We could have met under less stressful circumstances if King Harl and his father hadn’t banished magic,” Trak said. 
Valanna nodded, making the curls of her hair bounce. He couldn’t resist any longer and hugged the Queen. She showed no signs of resistance and threw her arms around him. 
“I still can’t believe you are here.”
Trak stroked her hair after touching the crown. “Am I welcome in Pestle?”
She looked up at him. “More than welcome.”
~
“You really took this flyer all the way from Espozia in one day?” Valanna said.
The wind blew her yellow hair, while she drew her coat closer. Neel accompanied them on their flight. They looked over the army spread below them, marching over a mountain pass into Warish. 
“I teleported, rather than flew. Would you like a demonstration?” Trak looked at Neel. “How about you?”
“I’m ready for anything after seeing you safe and sound.”
“I don’t know how sound I am, but I am safe. Hold on.”
Trak teleported them all the way over the mountains. They floated above a small city that Trak had barely made out from their original position. 
“I can go from horizon to horizon. That’s how I made it across the Southern Sea to Warish from Pakoa. Flyers actually cut down on my distance, but they can carry more.”
“Like me?” Valanna said.
Trak nodded. “We better get back in sight of the army.” Trak teleported them back above the snaking columns.
“No posing.”
“I think both of you are strong enough for poseless teleportation,” Trak said. “Tembul can do some simple things. Actually few magicians are able to take advantage of my grandfather’s technique.”
“When can I learn?” Valanna said. 
“My grandfather wrote a book on it. It’s among the possessions that I left in Pestledown,” Trak said. “Whatever happened to my portfolio?”
“That is back in Pestledown. I hid it in Esmera’s stableyard flat,” Valanna said.
Trak laughed. “I left my extra possessions in the same place. The portfolio has been there before.” 
“Indeed it has. I’ve added a few more poses,” Valanna said. “I hope that is all right?”
Neel shaded his eyes. “A flyer is heading this way from the southwest.” 
“Asem and Kulara?” Trak said. He didn’t think he’d be seeing them again after the debacle in King Marom’s throne room.
‘Let’s hope,” Neel said. 
Trak teleported the flyer and matched the speed of Asem’s flyer. He waved over to him. 
“Where is Kulara?”
Asem gave him a forlorn look. “Hostage.”
“What of your children?”
“They are all locked up in the tower,” Asem said. “Marom knows about the Colcanan army. It landed in Amorim, which is in flames. They have over ten flyers, which they have used to terrorize the city.”
“So much for civilized Colcanan society,” Neel said. “They have gone crazy.”
“Do you want Kulara and your children out of Balbaam?” Trak said. 
“If we make a move on the tower, they will be dead in minutes.”
“They won’t even know we’ve been there.” Trak looked at Valanna. “Do you want to come, or is a rescue too much risk for a queen?”
“You know me better than that.” 
Trak shook his head. “After what I have been through, I hardly know or trust anyone.”
“That includes me, doesn’t it?” Valanna said. 
Trak looked away, but turned his head and shook it. “No, but if Pestle doesn’t want to risk the Queen, Neel and I can go. Both of us can teleport, right? I am assuming the Vashtans taught you on the way to Pestledown?”
“They taught me, as well,” Valanna said.
“I know,” Trak said. “I’d feel better if you stayed with the troops.”
“But the flyer?”
Trak lifted himself off the deck of the flyer and positioned himself a few paces away. “Do you think I really need one?”
“Silly me,” Valanna said. “You’ll teach me to do that, too?”
Trak nodded. “Neel?”
“Let’s go, son.”
“Your tower?” Trak asked, looking at Asem. “Will there be guards inside?”
“There is only one way in or out.”
“For most people,” Trak said.
Asem smiled. “But not for you.”
Trak flew back into the flyer and grabbed hold of Neel. “Let’s go.”
~~~
 



 
 
Chapter Thirty-Three
~
 
TRAK AND NEEL LOOKED DOWN AT BALBAAM FROM HIGH ABOVE. Trak held on to his father, who wasn’t comfortable with flying without a platform. It wasn’t difficult to take Neel with him. Trak found he could sip power from Neel, just like the Vashtans did when they teleported. As long as they were in contact, there were no issues flying together.
There is the tower,” Trak said. “I’ve been in that tower once before when I rescued Valanna.”
“Saved Warish and King Marom?”
“I didn’t enjoy rescuing the king,” Trak said. “Are you ready?”
Neel put his hand on the hilt of his sword and nodded. “Let’s grab Asem’s family.”
Trak nodded, and they appeared in a bedroom. “This is where I recuperated from a wound caused by an arrow. I can show you the scar,” Trak said, looking around. Someone else currently used it.
“No need,” Neel said, as he drew his sword.
Trak did the same and led his father out of the room. “There is a storage room above.” He climbed stairs and found Asem’s son, reading a book in the dusty room. 
The young man, nearly Trak’s age, jumped to his feet. “Who are you?”
“Rescuers. Where are Kulara and your sister?”
“Probably in the library. Did you bring another sword? King Marom’s men have removed all weapons from the tower. I am Rensom, by the way.”
“Had we known we would have brought something, but when we linked up with Asem, weapons weren’t very accessible,” Neel said.
“Follow behind us. We are magicians,” Trak said.
“I wouldn’t have guessed. I don’t know how else you could have made it into the tower unless you teleported,” Rensom said. 
They moved down the stairs to the library level. Trak heard a man’s voice and raised his hand. He inched closer to the door and saw Captain Mizor talking to Kulara. He walked in, with Neel and Rensom following. 
“It’s been a while,” Trak said.
“How did you get in here?” Captain Mizor said.
Neel grinned. “We just dropped by for a visit.”
“Where is your daughter? Galara, isn’t it?”
Kulara nodded. “She is resting.”
“Wake her up, then. It’s time for a family reunion.”
“You’re included, Captain,” Trak said. “if you wish.”
“I am loyal—”
“To Asem,” Trak nodded. “We are going to save Warish from the Colcanans. I thought you might want to do something other than jail duty.”
Mizor smiled. “I’ll be included then. Will you let me leave a message?”
“Hurry.” Trak looked at Kulara. “Get Galara up here. No possessions, just cloaks and just the six of us.”
“Are you that strong?” Kulara said.
“As long as my father helps, I am.” Trak stuck his head out the window facing northeast to scout a suitable landing place in the distance. He wouldn’t chance flying with six people.
Galara came up the stairs. She looked young and afraid. 
“Hold on to each other,” Trak said. When he saw that everyone was holding tightly, he teleported. 
They landed in the middle of a fallow field.
“We are going to do this about ten times,” Trak said. “Stay together.”
He jumped and jumped and jumped again, until they stood at the bottom of a defended pass. Warish soldiers pulled out their swords.
Trak raised up his hands. “Don’t you recognize Captain Mizor? We are headed to the Pestlan Army. Haven’t you received instructions to let them pass?”
“Captain,” a young officer saluted as Mizor stepped forward.
Mizor looked a little embarrassed. “What are your instructions?”
“We are to let the Pestlans camp on this side of the pass until we receive further instructions from Balbaam.”
Mizor pursed his lips. “That won’t do. The Colcanan army is already heading south to Balbaam, and by the time word reaches here, it may be too late for the Pestlans to help drive off the invaders.”
“The Colonel is farther up the pass. You can speak to him,” the Lieutenant said. 
Trak looked at the soldiers. These were not Ferezan warriors, but conventional forces. Even Mizor’s uniform was cut differently than these men.
“Where are the Ferezan?” Trak said.
“In Balbaam. There are only about a thousand of us,” Mizor said. “We are fierce fighters, but most of the Warish army is not from the Arid Lands, but from the fertile strip that hugs the Pusuun River all the way up to Amorim.”
“If Amorim is burning, then how effective are your troops?” Neel said.
Mizor turned to Neel with a stony expression and said nothing. Obviously, Warish was a paper tiger with the possible exception of the Ferezan teeth. 
“Do you want to stay here, Captain?” Neel said.
He nodded. “I can be more use here among my people, at present.”
Trak thought Mizor would need rescuing once Marom knew he had accompanied them to eastern Warish.
“We will be going then and see you when the Pestlan troops finish going over the pass,” Trak said. 
Neel instructed Kulara and Asem’s children to hold on. 
~
Trak shielded his eyes from the sun while Asem descended in his flyer. Trak had found a rocky meadow on the Warish side of the pass. Asem ran to Kulara and hugged her and then his daughter and, finally, he wrapped his arms around Rensom.
He called Trak over to him. “Kulara said Mizor left with you.”
“He was consulting with Kulara in the library when we arrived. Rather than fight, I invited him to accompany us.”
Asem ground his teeth. “He’s put himself in a difficult position, personally, deserting his post.”
“As jailor? His charges have gone, leaving him with nothing to guard,” Trak said. “I’ll protect him. Pestle can use a good man like him, Ferezan or not.”
Asem nodded and clapped Trak on the soldier. “He wouldn’t have come if I had been with you, or if anyone but you had teleported to bring my family to me.”
“I do whatever I can.”
Asem growled. “Why do you always seem to make me indebted to you?”
“My personality?” Trak said, smiling.
Asem ruffled Trak’s hair. “That must be it. Let me formally introduce you to two of my children. We can share an evening meal?”
“My appointment book is blank,” Trak said.
They waited at the meadow for the advanced unit of the army. Asem took the flyer back above the troops and retrieved Neel, Mori, Derit, Ferikan, Able, and Valanna. 
“I brought ingredients for dinner,” Mori said in broken Pestlan. “Trak can help. Remember?”
Trak grinned and replied in Benninese. “How can I forget? Do you have all of the same herbs and spices?”
She grinned. “I had to make do with substitutions. I will handle those.”
Trak rubbed his hands. “Then let’s get to work.” He took off his Benninese sword and gave it to Valanna. “My souvenir from Beniko.”
She removed it from the sheath. “It is beautiful.”
“It belonged to a noble,” Mori said in Pestlan, while she began her cooking. “Trak, it’s time to help.”
Trak went to work. He remembered how to cook the trail soup he had made plenty of times at the back of Mori’s wagon. 
“And a cook, too,” Derit said when she tasted the final concoction. 
They sat by the fire when the sun went down. Esmera joined them some time later. “I had my own cooking to do,” she said. She looked down into the pot and scooped the large spoonful that remained and tasted. “Interesting. I don’t know if my customers would like it.”
“Yes, they would, and you know it,” Able said. Trak noticed that he had Esmera sit down beside him.
The group talked about all kinds of things, while the soldiers continued to descend from the pass. Trak just listened. He was glad to just be part of a group and not have to take up the leader’s mantle for an evening. Except for Asem’s children, Trak was the youngest person in attendance, and he sat back against a rock and looked up at the sky and listened to the conversation. 
Valanna had blankets in her arms and threw one over Trak. “Want a blanket warmer?” she said.
Trak sat up straighter. “I would indeed.” He got up and helped arrange them. 
She sat down by him and put a couple of blankets over them, and then snuggled up next to him.
“Am I shameless?” Valanna said.
“Hmm. What would Marom think?” Trak said, half seriously.
“He has four others to choose from. His first wife is the Queen of Warish. I’m happier to be the Queen of Pestle and unattached at present in Pestle.”
“But you are in Warish.”
“Then you are my protector.”
Trak thought of Lia, and how he had failed to protect her. “I’m not sure you want me. I don’t have a good record of protecting queens.”
“Banish away those dark thoughts,” Valanna said. “That is the command of your Queen.”
“I will obey, then.”
Neel looked over at them. “What are you two doing?”
“I need an objective advisor,” Valanna said. 
Kulara laughed. “He’s hardly objective.”
Trak could feel Valanna shrug under the blanket. “Nevertheless, Trak will do.” She found his hand underneath the blankets and looked at him. “Keep me warm,” she said quietly. Trak could see the sudden emotion in her eyes as she squeezed his hand.
“I will,” Trak promised.
~
Asem kicked Trak’s shoe. “Wake up.”
The sun hadn’t risen yet, but the camp was visible in the early morning light. 
“The commander waits for us at the bottom of the pass.”
Trak noticed a covered lump beside him and was surprised that Valanna had stayed next to him all night. He left her sleeping and looked up at Asem. “I didn’t do anything.”
“Tell that to King Marom,” Asem said, with a grim face waiting for Trak’s reaction, but then he smiled. “I’m sure you are awake now.”
As intended, Asem’s comment had driven all drowsiness from Trak. 
“Just you.” Asem took his hand and leaned into a pose and the pair of them looked across at a command tent. Trak had been close to here with Kulara and Neel. “I visited the company commander at the bottom earlier today. He wants to talk to you.”
Asem removed his hand from Trak’s and walked towards the tent. “Follow, and say nothing unless asked. You are walking into a negotiation.”
Trak followed Asem inside the tent. Mizor sat, sipping tea, with a grizzled looking Warishian. He didn’t look like a Ferezan either, when both men turned to look at Asem.
“I have brought the Bluntwithe boy,” Asem said. “Sit,” Asem pointed to two chairs, side by side.
Trak took a seat and looked on, trying to figure out who was on what side.
“Tea?” Mizor said, handing cups to both of them. Trak didn’t have a chance to decline. He spelled any drugs away and took a sip of pure hot water.
The three of them looked at Trak for a few moments. 
“What?” Trak said.
The colonel leaned back. “I guess that confirms it.”
“A test, Trak. They put a sleeping drug in your tea. I told them you wouldn’t be affected.”
Trak couldn’t help but color a bit. “I removed any, uh, impurities,” he said.
“Colonel Hazemel, here, would like to hear your version of the incident in Marom’s throne room. Leave nothing out. Then tell him how you brought my wife to his camp here yesterday. He speaks Pestlan about as badly as Mizor does.”
Trak left nothing out but a description of his emotions in Marom’s throne room, and then he described how Neel and he flew to Balbaam and brought Kulara, Mizor, and Asem’s children to Eastern Warish.
“No differences,” Mizor said.
“I was in the throne room when you saved Warish.” Colonel Hazemel said. “I always thought our King was a bit harsh with you and with Valanna Almond. I will do what I can to let your army fight alongside ours.”
“Pestle doesn’t come to conquer.”
Hazemel and Asem exchanged glances. “Pestle could, you know, but many lives would be lost.”
“There is no need,” Trak said, but then he stopped talking, remembering what Asem said.
“No need.” Hazemel bobbed his head in agreement. “I agree. Conquering Pestle has never been needed until King Harl and his father ruled your country. Queen Valanna knows Warish and will make things better between us.”
Trak couldn’t see any hidden meaning in the Colonel’s eyes. 
The Colonel leaned forward. “Do you pledge not to take over Warish?”
Trak blinked. “Me? You should be talking to Queen Valanna.”
“She doesn’t worry me, boy, but you do. Asem thinks you could take over the world if you wanted to.”
Trak had to laugh. “Me? Even if I wanted to, I’m no one-man army.”
“Do you deny that you stopped an invasion of Zamiel in a single morning?”
“No, but that didn’t save the life of Queen Pullia.” Trak looked at Asem. “What did you tell these people?”
“Word gets around, Trak,” Mizor said. He rose to his feet. “I’ll leave the details to you. I’ll get acquainted with my new unit.”
“You do that, Captain,” Hazemel said, and then he turned back to Trak. “Your answer wasn’t quite specific enough. Are you here to kill King Marom?”
Trak sat back and tried to calm down. He took a deep breath. “If I wanted to kill King Marom, he would have died months ago. I still don’t want to kill King Marom, even though I personally hate the man.”
Hazemel looked at Asem and nodded. He put his hands on his knees and rose. “That’s good enough for me, Asem. We will join your army as you suggested. There is no need to guard the East when those you are guarding have already passed you by.”
Asem got up and urged Trak to do the same. “General Danson will be glad to hear that.” Asem bowed, and Trak followed. When they exited the tent, Asem took Trak’s hand and leaned to pose again.
They appeared back in the meadow. A soldier sprawled on the ground a few feet away.
“An unfortunate effect of teleportation,” Asem said, mostly to himself. “Come, let’s talk to Danson. He’ll be happy to hear we just picked up another 500 soldiers in the army, and that there will be no waiting for permission from Balbaam.”
~~~
 



 
 
Chapter Thirty-Four
~
 
TRAK APPEARED IN THE COURTYARD OF THE BALBAAM PALACE, well shielded, and carrying dispatches from General Danson and Colonel Hazemel. Guards surrounded him. Trak let them take him to the king. 
When he entered Marom’s sparse throne room, the doors were slammed, and twenty soldiers pointed crossbows at him.
“You have returned to Warish. I am not happy about that. I thought you had fled to Torya. Where is my wife?” Trak noticed the angry inflection in the accented Pestlan spoken by Marom. Had he meant to punish Trak by reminding him that Valanna was married to him?
“You have five of them,” Trak said. “You mean Queen Valanna?”
“Yes, her.” Marom slouched on his throne, but he looked nervous, even with twenty men pointing crossbows at Trak. “Why didn’t she come with you?”
“She leads an army to help you fight the Colcanans.”
Marom gnashed his teeth. “Tell her I want her back in the Royal Tower. Asem’s wife and children are still under my control. If she doesn’t return, they will die.”
“When did you last check on them?” Trak said.
Marom’s eyes widened. He merely signaled with a lift of the chin to one of the Ferezan officers lining the room. Trak could hear the door open and close behind him. 
“I have dispatches.” Trak slowly raised his hands. He strengthened his shields to protect himself from any nervous soldier sending a bolt at him. “Can I give them to you?”
“Toss them at my feet.”
Trak did so. A Ferezan picked up the dispatches and gave them to Marom. He sat up straighter and opened the leather tube. He ignored Trak while he read. 
The door opened. “They are gone, along with Captain Mizor, Your Majesty.”
Marom merely nodded and looked up from the papers. “Asem wouldn’t have written this if they were still here.” He continued to read until he lifted angry eyes at Trak. “You Pestlans are going to help me if I want assistance or not?”
“The Colcanan army is a threat to the continent. The Pestlans will not wait for them to conquer Warish and then attack their country,” Trak said.
“You don’t speak as a Pestlan?”
“I don’t consider myself beholden to any country at this point. I have been asked to leave every country I have lived in, except for Bennin. Duty took me out of there.”
Marom smiled grimly. “A princess, I recall?”
“A dead princess,” Trak said. “Killed by her own people.”
Marom peered at Trak. “You know of Amorim? It has been destroyed and the Colcanan Army is on its way to Balbaam. What do you think you can do now? When your army reaches Balbaam, we will be under siege, perhaps in flames like Amorim.”
“The Pestlan army isn’t headed for Balbaam.” 
“What?”
“The closest good place to engage the Colcanans is Garmez Falls.”
Marom tossed the dispatches at Trak’s feet. “Are you Pestlans idiots? There is no bridge there.”
“We don’t need bridges,” Trak said staring at Marom. “We will teleport the troops across and use flyers.”
“What use are those toys?”
“Those toys would be used to burn Balbaam to the ground. If you wish, bring your army north. I am interested to see what kind of fighting Ferezan warriors can really do. Or are their deeds tall tales meant to scare children?”
Marom stood upright. “How dare you denigrate my people? You come in here, arrogant with power, and think you can give me orders!” He looked at the archers and nodded. 
Arrows flew at Trak, but his shields held. More bolts bounced off his shields, broken. “Do you want me to kill everyone in this room?” Trak said, drawing his sword. He looked at the still-blackened wooden throne and pointed his sword, clipping off a tip of a branch with a needle of power. “My aim is true.”
The soldiers pulled back at Marom’s signal. Trak turned around and could see them shrink against the warriors who now stood against the walls. 
“I didn’t come to kill you. I just want to show you that we are serious. If you had listened closely, I didn’t question your honor.” Trak pointed his sword at Marom and spoke to the men listening. “Your honor lies with your king. Will he lead you or burrow in his palace, waiting for the Colcanans to drop fire and rocks on Balbaam? Asem knows the truth and will fight with us. Colonel Hazemel and Captain Mizor know the truth and command Warish units who will not shrink from a fight for their homeland. There is time to muster your forces and meet us at Garmez Falls. You will make excellent time on the road to Amorim. 
“I suggest that you make overhead shields of metal and felt to protect from the spells the Colcanans will throw from their flyers. We will have a few of our own to fight them. I will leave you now.” Trak nudged the dispatches with his foot. “Descriptions of the shields are in the papers you didn’t read. Believe those. They come from your subjects who love Warish at least as much as you do.” 
Trak made a move to teleport, but stopped. “By the way, Santasia will be landing troops in what is left of the Amorim ports, but they won’t arrive until after we have clashed with the Colcanans.” He pulled one of his letters from General Niamo and tossed it at Marom’s feet before he disappeared.
~
“How did it go?” Asem said, when Trak found him walking with Colonel Hazemel among the Warish soldiers.
Trak loosened his cloak to cool himself off. His back was sticky with sweat after his pleading with Marom. “He knows we are serious. He scoffed at helping, but I shamed him just as you suggested. Will he meet us at the falls?” Trak shook his head. “If he doesn’t I don’t think he deserves to be king.”
“He will be there,” the colonel said. “When will you start teleporting the troops? 
“Now? Are the platforms ready?”
“They are at the head of the column.”
Trak teleported ahead and instructed the Warishians to board the large flyers. Each of them held about twenty-five troops. Only Neel, Ferikan, Valanna, and he could teleport a flyer that large to the falls. They had all agreed to take Warishian troops first.
It took two days to get them teleported. Trak began to move Pestlan troops when the others had weakened. While they worked, the army continued to march in the direction of the falls.
In another two days, three thousand troops camped on the western side of the falls. Another two thousand troops in reserve camped on the east. Mori and a team of Warishian quartermasters assembled food and what arms they could get. Healers had come down from the north, escaping the Colcanan army, and more healers had arrived from the south. The rest of the refugees continued towards Balbaam.
On the fourth day, King Marom arrived with twenty-five hundred men, one thousand of which wore the costumes of the Ferezan.
“The command tent is on the eastern side, King Marom,” Colonel Hazemel said. “It is time to plan the defense of the Pestlan continent.” 
Marom glared at the Colonel. “If the situation wasn’t so grave, I’d have you hung. As it is, Trak Bluntwithe promised that you would be here on time, so I will hold him responsible for your success or failure.” Marom narrowed his eyes at Trak, who stood by Asem’s side. Valanna waited in the command tent with Neel, General Danson, and Asem.
“Trak will fly us after sufficient warriors have been ferried across the Pusuun to provide an adequate guard.”
Marom grunted and observed the flyers taking men across the river and returning. 
“That is enough,” Marom said. “Take me, Trak Bluntwithe.”
The men boarded the flyer, and the Ferezan had already formed up to escort their king to the command tent.
Marom looked around. “Do you think this is suitable for a king?” he said derisively, as he entered the large, plainly furnished tent. 
“It is suitable for a queen, Your Majesty,” Valanna said. 
Marom grunted, and then looked towards Trak to accompany him to a large table. Danson’s staff had already drawn a map of the battle area, using a flyer to help produce an accurate representation.
Marom looked it over and grunted. Trak could see he was impressed. Perhaps he knew the area well. 
“You know the forces, Your Majesty. What would you recommend?” Trak said.
The king stared at the plan. “Do you have some tokens we can use to represent our forces?”
Danson smiled and brought a box from underneath the table. “The best we could do is colored stones. We have six colors here.” He pulled out six sacks. A colored ‘X’ on each sack noted the hue of the stones within.
Marom grimaced. He was surely uncomfortable, but the map drew him in. Trak stepped away while Danson, Asem, Neel, and King Marom began pushing rocks around on the map. When they had finished, Neel asked Trak to step up to the table. 
“What would be the best defense against the Colcanan magicians and against their flyers?” Neel said.
Trak looked at the table. He moved a few of the pieces around. “I think this is what the Colcanans will do. Remember, Riotro led the Santasian rebels. He will likely use a similar strategy, except he now has flyers.” Trak looked at King Marom. “Remember I told you about the shields? It’s not enough to make them of metal. Lightning will kill through metal. The thick felt is used to insulate both sides, giving you some protection against fire and lightning.”
“And how do you know that?” Marom said.
Valanna stepped up to the table. “I used that defense against the Colcanan soldier-magician. Asem forced me to wear a breastplate like the shields Trak described. It saved my life. Magic shields degrade the longer a magician is forced to pose. At some point they will leak and spells can get through. If a magician is strong enough,” Valanna looked at Trak, “he can pierce through spells.”
Marom nodded. “I saw Bluntwithe do that quite effectively in Balbaam.”
The acknowledgement startled Trak. Marom stepped outside of the tent and came back in. “We will have as many made as possible. I have a man riding back to Balbaam.”
“Stop him,” Trak said. “He can get there much quicker with a Vashtan who can teleport. Every moment counts.”
Marom merely nodded. “Go.”
Trak caught the man Marom had assigned the task as he was mounting his horse. “I have something faster.” He looked over at Derit talking to Ferikan. “This man needs to teleport to Balbaam. They are going to make shields for the soldiers. Would you help since you’ve been to the palace before?”
Derit grinned. “Anything for Queen Valanna.” 
Trak walked back inside. “I have another thought. We can lift up wagons or haybales or any number of objects into the sky. They will stay there for a day or two before they will drift down, and will act as obstacles for the flyers. I doubt if the Colcanans can maneuver their flyers any better than we could over Santasia.”
“Won’t that disrupt your flyers?” Danson said.
“The side with the most flyers will find their actions more limited. If we have a stronger infantry, then it is to our advantage. Colcan hasn’t fought a ground battle in a generation,” Trak said.
Marom narrowed his eyes and looked at Trak. “You know more than magic, don’t you?”
“I have studied strategy and history and learned how to apply them. I can’t speak as to how effective my advice is. Ask Asem.”
Asem nodded. “He came up with better battle plans than the Santasian Army’s staff. I’ll attest to that.”
The conversations turned to the topography and the use of the Pusuun River. The men moved stones into the night. Valanna had fallen asleep in a chair, and Trak put a blanket over her.
Morning came with news of the enemy. 
“Flyers were spotted just as dawn broke. We harried them and used the Toryan spell to make them descend. They haven’t learned to shield their flyers. All of our people are still up there,” an officer said, “while their flyers descend.”
Trak nodded. He rubbed his eyes as he looked up at the sky. “They’ll learn soon enough. As soon as I get some food in me, I’ll head up and see what I can see.”
Marom emerged from his tent and stood beside Danson and Trak. “Our flyers have all gone to meet them,” Marom said.
“I don’t need a flyer, Your Majesty.” Trak gobbled down some bread and a bowl of porridge. He washed everything down with tea and tied his cloak tighter, and then he shot up into the air about ten paces. He waved to Danson. King Marom involuntarily waved back. 
“Is there anything he can’t do?” Trak heard the king sarcastically say as he rose farther up in the air and teleported north.
~
The Colcanans had decided on establishing a battle line, extending its front westward from the falls. Trak could see the fortifications taking shape once he teleported even higher in the sky. He passed all the returning flyers, estimating that the Colcanans had a smaller force than what he had thought, but as Trak looked at the organization of the camps, he could tell that perhaps a quarter of the Colcanans below were magicians. 
Trak remembered General Niamo not too concerned about magicians, and he had been successful in fighting the Colcanans early in his career. The thought bolstered Trak’s confidence.
The Pestlan forces could boast of thirty or forty magicians, only ten of which Trak knew he could rely on. Their battle plans would need modification, along with the displacement of the magicians and their units. Fortunately, all of the Colcanan flyers were now parked in rows. There were twenty-three of them. 
Trak willed himself invisible, dampened his power aura, and then teleported just above the flyers, drawing his sword. Using sheer power, he blasted all of the flyers to splinters in a moment. 
He flew up into the air and took some more time memorizing the placement of the fortifications, so he could compare it to the map at the headquarters camp. He looked at the falls and wondered how they could use them to their advantage. Trak realized that the Colcanans might have chosen this spot because the Warishians couldn’t land soldiers from boats floating downriver from the falls.
After Trak had seen enough, he headed back to their camp.
“I cleaned up the skies,” Trak said. “They will have to build new flyers.”
“That should be easily done by them,” Marom said. “They are only wooden platforms, aren’t they?”
Trak looked at the Warishian. “What would you think if someone suddenly killed all of your horses corralled in the middle of your camp?”
“I would be uneasy.” Marom looked at Trak for a moment. “I understand. What else did you find?” King Marom said, with little enthusiasm in his voice.
Trak looked down at the map, searching for the small ridge that extended on both sides of the falls. “There is high ground from here to here.” Trak pointed along a line that included the line of the falls. “They are using the falls as the southern edge of their lines, but we might be able to use that to our advantage. Whatever ground shift caused the falls, dropped the land to the north of the falls slightly. The early morning light showed it from the height I flew, but whoever surveyed the land for the map missed it.”
“Anything else?”
Trak pointed at the falls. “There are about four thousand men, all presently on the west side. We have more bodies. They are using theirs to dig fortifications, just as they did in the final battle in Santasia. I’m pretty sure they chose the falls, so we can’t send soldiers downstream to flank them.”
“A natural barrier. That is good thinking on their part,” Danson said.
“Not really. We can transport troops wherever we’d like, rendering that advantage useless. Tactically, floating soldiers downriver where flyers can drop rocks on them wouldn’t be smart for us to do.”
Marom blushed a bit. 
“I am sure they hope that this will be the decisive battle. One and done,” Neel said looking down at the map. “How many magicians do you think they have?”
“One quarter of the camp didn’t look like it was organized by the military. You saw the same thing in Santasia with the camp of the rabble.”
Neel nodded. “One thousand magicians. I don’t know how long there has been a war with that many power-users involved.”
“How many of those do you think are truly competent magicians, those who would have the power to properly use flyers and teleport?” Trak asked.
“At most fifty.” Neel looked up at Trak. 
The others seemed lost in the conversation that Trak held with his father.
“Why would they need the others?” Asem said, looking confused.
“Power-linking,” Neel said. “On flyers, they would probably put two magicians for each function, for flying, for shielding, if they’ve thought of that, and for moving. That is how Vashtans fight.”
“So the flyers would have held their most powerful magicians?” Asem furrowed his brow. “By destroying the flyers, we give the Colcanan ground forces an advantage over having more magicians.”
“That is natural,” Danson said. “It happens in battle as it plays out. Disadvantages and advantages shift from moment to moment. 
Trak gazed at the map again. “Put the troops on alert. Riotro can’t let the destruction of the flyers just go.” His mind whirled with possibilities. “We should teleport one thousand soldiers a few leagues north of the Colcanans to cut off their supplies. If we act now, we won’t need the shields to protect us from the skies, just from the land forces.” 
His eyes moved from spot to spot as the probable actions of the battle came to him. “We should strike this afternoon while men work on the fortifications and before the Colcanans build new flyers.”
Silence filled the tent.
“You have assumed command?” King Marom said indignantly.
Trak gazed into the King’s eyes. “What would a Ferezan commander do? Wait while the enemy prepared for a fight, or fight before the Colcanans were ready?”
Marom broke eye contact first. “A Ferezan commander agrees with the Pestlan commander. Let us review the order of battle while our troops get armed.”
~~~
 



 
 
Chapter Thirty-Five
~
 
TRAK WAS SURPRISED NEEL OR VALANNA LET HIM GET AWAY with assuming control of the Pestlan forces, but no one protested. Valanna gave him a reassuring smile. Marom left the tent to confer with his officers to order the Warish armies. 
Neel and the Vashtans began the task of moving one thousand men, a combination of Danson’s Pestlans and all of Colonel Hazemel’s Eastern Forces. When that was completed just after noon, the battle order had dictated Marom lead his forces and a unit of Pestlans along the road north to the Colcanan battle line. 
Danson commanded fifteen hundred Pestlans up along the east side of the Pusuun on the poor road that mirrored the paved western route, past the falls, setting up battle clusters, Trak called them, to defend against teleported Colcanan soldiers.
Trak nodded, and battle horns blew, putting the Pestlan forces into motion. Each unit had a flyer used for reconnaissance. Trak used the same combination he had used in the Santasian civil war. Valanna accompanied Danson’s forces to act as a messenger. Derit and Ferikan were assigned to the north.
Marom had his own magicians to use on offense, but only three of them had the power to teleport. Trak and Marom decided to save them for communication purposes. Marom’s granting Trak’s request surprised him. The King of Warish seemed to be able to set aside his anger and emotions in this time of war. Trak had to give him grudging respect for that.
Now that the forces were set into motion, the battle commanders would make their own decisions, so they could react to situations as they developed. Trak was left alone in the tent, looking at the map again, wondering what Riotro might have up his sleeve. Without feet, his ability to pose was hampered, but he had no illusion that the man couldn’t perform magic. If Trak had to fight Riotro over again, he would have killed him, and that might have saved the lives of innocents in Amorim, at the very least.
He sighed as Valanna appeared. 
She frowned. “Having second thoughts?”
“About Riotro. I should have…” he shook his head. He tried to smile. “At least we no longer have to worry about his brother.”
Valanna returned a grim smile. “No, we don’t. I’m proud of you for taking charge. Someone needed to, and even with your relative youth, you are the most experienced battling a mixed force of magicians and infantry.”
Trak nodded and sighed. “I hope you can be proud of me by the end of the day. It’s not easy fighting a battle in winter.”
Valanna laughed. “At least it isn’t a Santasian winter, so we don’t have to worry about snow, and it doesn’t look like rain.”
“Water! We have to stop the battle. You remember how to call up water?”
Valanna nodded. 
“We will fight them tomorrow morning. Get Marom and Danson here.” Trak disappeared, heading north to Hazemel’s troops. 
Fighting had started, but they were just skirmishes. Asem and Kulara had chosen to help him and flew above the troops. 
Trak called them down, and he told them of his plan.
“That spell is a secret,” Kulara said.
“Do you want to save Warish? Isn’t that more important? What do you think the Colcan’s will do to magic users when they conquer the Arid Lands?”
She didn’t have an answer. “You know what to do. Teach the spell, and tonight go to work.”
Trak spent the rest of the afternoon positioning the sinkholes they would create on paper. The battle clusters would be like islands in a swamp, if his plan worked. 
As night fell, the Colcanans ceased working on their fortifications. Trak spelled invisibility, and while others worked on the battlefield, Trak pulled up fountains of water over the Colcanan fortifications. The holes dug to hide archers and protect troops had become ponds of water. 
As dawn painted the eastern sky, the face of the battlefield had changed. It looked more like the river that had recently overflowed its banks.
Trak continued to work to the west of the Colcanan army and had created a series of runnels filled with water, quickly becoming mud.
Bugles blew, and the Pestlan forces, knowing where the dry areas were, closed in.
Colcanan forces began to run to their fortifications, only to find them filled with mud and frigid water. They bunched up in the open spaces.
Trak flew above, watching the Colcanans mill around in confusion. Suddenly small holes appeared in the troops. Trak moved to the east to see them appear amidst Danson’s troops. The battle clusters held as the Colcanans attacked, only to be mired in the mud.
The Colcanans were caught. Trak found the greatest concentration of magicians and began to wash them with fire, lightning, and wind. The weakest failed to survive. Magicians began to wink out, but Trak flew higher and spotted them assembling further to the north on the eastern side of the Pusuun. They massed and headed south again to engage Danson, giving up on using the western road to Balbaam.
A bolt of lightning reached up to him from the ground, making him blackout for a moment. He gasped at the pain in his thigh. He hadn’t bothered to shield himself, and now his clothes smoked as he lost altitude. He didn’t have the concentration needed to spell, and clenching his teeth from the pain, plummeted into the Pusuun River. 
~~~
 



 
 
Chapter Thirty-Six
~
 
VALANNA WATCHED TRAK FLY TO THE NORTH. She could barely make him out in the cold cloudless sky from her flyer. Suddenly a blinding flash of lightning reached up into the sky to hit him.
She couldn’t see his actions since he was too far away, but he drifted erratically west over the Pusuun River and then dropped. She gasped and put her hand to her mouth as he fell into the water, just north of the falls. She teleported the flyer to the shore and began looking for him. 
He couldn’t die! She frantically ran along the riverbank and teleported to her flyer, making it skim only a few paces above the water. Once before he had fallen into the water, and Valanna could do nothing but watch him struggle to swim. That wouldn’t be the case this time.
Was that a head bobbing?” She flew to Trak. His face was gray, but he definitely looked at her. She had to drag him out of the water until he lay sodden on the flyer. 
“My leg,” he said, grimacing in pain.
Valanna saw the burned flesh through a large hole in his trousers. She whipped off the long scarf that she wore and tore a length of cloth from her petticoat and began to wrap up his wound. There wasn’t much blood, but Trak groaned. She tightened the scarf as much as she could. 
“Better?” she asked.
Trak grit his teeth and nodded. “Riotro had some help,” he said. “No one else would be able to reach that far into the sky.” He put his hand on the wound and closed his eyes. “Even better.” 
“Did you cure yourself?” Valanna asked, not believing what she saw.
Trak smiled painfully and shook his head. “No, I spelled away the pain.” He slowly got to his feet with her help. “Luckily, I won’t have to walk, but I will have to take care of Riotro. He can pick off our troops from a long way with bolts that size. Can you help?”
Valanna fought through her tears with a smile. “Together this time?”
Trak nodded. “Definitely. I don’t know how long this spell will last. If Riotro uses ‘worry’ on me, I might be done for the rest of the battle.”
“Oh!” Valanna put her hand to her mouth. “He will definitely know that spell if he’s a Colcanan.”
“Yes, he will,” Trak said. He put his arms out. “One last hug before we go find him?”
He put his arms around her and grunted. “You wore your armor!” 
“Do you blame me after the last time?”
Trak shook his head. “I wish I had some,” He looked at his wrapped leg and tried to walk. “No pain, but I can’t do more than hobble.”
“For you, hobble is enough. Let’s go.”
Valanna took the flyer up just enough to get her bearings. She saw flashes of lightning beginning to emit from a group of magicians some distance away. “There they are,” she said. The thoughts of a magic battle made her nervous, and the visions of her violent fight with Hero, Riotro’s brother, charged into her mind. She hadn’t gotten over that experience, and she tried to banish those images as she took the flyer down and headed towards the magicians.
She landed the flyer and had to help Trak step from the platform.
“Let me lie down for a moment,” Trak said. The grayness still hadn’t left his face. He closed his eyes and took a deep breath. 
Valanna gasped as a shudder ran through Trak’s body. He blinked his eyes, but his coloring looked better. 
“I shouldn’t have been doing what I just did.”
“What did you do?”
He sat up and unwrapped his leg. “I tried to heal my leg.” 
As his wound showed, the flesh was mottled, but she saw pink beneath dried blood and tissue. Trak wiped his leg with the binding cloth from Valanna’s slip and bound the leg up again. He grinned at her. “It’s too cold to let it show. Help me up.” 
Valanna helped him stand, but he still hobbled. “I can walk, and I’ll get better. I’m afraid my thigh will never be pretty.”
“I don’t care, if you’re alive,” Valanna said, still holding onto his arm, very relieved that Trak was out of danger, but still worried about his stamina after using magic to heal.
“I’ll hold you to that,” Trak said, squinting up as the sun poked through the low clouds that had begun to burn off.
~
Trak gritted his teeth while standing on his leg after his attempt at healing. He let the power flowing through him work with his body, using his will to merely facilitate whatever natural healing processes he could accelerate. He felt a deep ache as tender tissues protested his moving them. 
He had felt invulnerable flying around in the air above everyone until that bolt of lightning surprised him. He thought he would die before the turbulent waters threw him on the surface of the Pusuun. He had little strength left, certainly not enough to teleport from the river to the shore, but Valanna had saved his life.
He let the earth’s strength flow into him. The winter sun blanketed him with energy, and he used that to draw even more power from the ground. His leg still didn’t have the strength to permit him to walk normally, but he knew he could stand.
The flashes could now be seen from ground level. 
“Hold onto me, Valanna. I can shield us, now.” Unspoken was the request for her strength.
He teleported to a position behind the group of magicians. Trak unsheathed his sword and used lightning of his own to cut the magician numbers down to a group of five, holding onto each other. 
Two of them were Vashtans, but Trak only recognized the top of the balding head of Riotro, shorter than the rest, still facing away from them. 
He threw wind at them, but these five magicians were powerful, and the blast of air barely shifted them slightly forward. Only one of them lost his grip. Valanna made quick work of him, holding her own sword out and posing. There were four against two, but Trak had to prevail. He ignored thinking of the rest of the battle. The only opponent he cared about turned around to face him. 
Trak looked down and saw metal braces extending past the legs of Riotro’s trousers, ending in highly polished wooden shoe-like shapes. The former Black Master hobbled, still holding onto his human chain of power. His expression didn’t betray the man’s thoughts. 
“I thought we killed you,” Riotro said, examining Trak’s dripping clothes and the bindings on Trak’s leg. “At least we made you take a cold swim.” A smile did little to lighten up Riotro’s face. 
Trak hobbled forward and put his hands on his hips, while Valanna held on to his arm. “It looks like neither of us will make a dance out of poses,” Trak said.
Riotro nodded. One of the Vashtans struck a pose and sent a spear of flame at Trak. It splashed harmlessly against his shield. Riotro’s sneer disappeared. “How? What pose are you in?” He furrowed his brow.
“One of my own making,” Trak said. “Just as my flying has a special pose.” From the faces of the four magicians, Trak saw the first seeds of fear.
“You are, indeed, an Innovator. Where is my brother?”
Valanna spoke up. “Dead, defending a dead king. I killed him,” Valanna said, lifting her chin in defiance. 
“You wouldn’t be able to,” Riotro said, not believing his ears.
“Has he come to your aid? No. I killed him with this,” Valanna shook her sword at him. “Do you want to die?” Valanna pointed her sword at him and sent a blast of wind that peeled off two more magicians. 
Trak took care of those with needles of fire.
Riotro looked back at the dead and began to lean into a teleport pose.
Trak cast a mental net over the remaining Colcanan magicians. They would not be able to teleport away.
Riotro’s eyes bulged. He tried to teleport again, while his fellow magician maintained a shield. 
“Doesn’t work, does it?” Trak said. He teleported half the distance to Riotro. 
“How did you do that?”
“I suppose I can tell you now. Poseless magic.”
“It doesn’t exist!” Riotro said. 
“Watch,” Trak said. He didn’t assume a pose but stood casually and lifted his sword, casting lightning, fire, wind, and pure power at the pair of magicians. “Don’t try it, or you’ll be destroyed!” Trak said, baiting Riotro.
“That can’t be!” Riotro closed his eyes and opened them. He obviously tried to accumulate power poselessly. His face glistened with sweat and turned red with exertion. 
“He’s trying to do it himself!” Valanna said. 
“Shield,” Trak said.
An explosion threw Trak and Valanna to the ground, despite their protection. Riotro had disappeared along with his partner. 
Trak awkwardly rose to his feet. “I’m afraid my shield didn’t hold up very well.” He couldn’t believe his eyes. Valanna’s chest was bloody as she struggled to stand up.
“Valanna!” He knelt down and pulled her as close to him as her armor had allowed.
Her eyes fluttered open. “I’m going to have an awful bruise,” she said, as her eyes drifting down to her chest. She looked up at Trak. “That blood is not mine.” She smiled. “Armor is a wonderful thing. You weren’t immune to Riotro’s blast either.” Trak looked down and found the lower half of his body covered with something he would wash off as soon as he could. 
“Would it be presumptuous of me to command you to teleport us to the command tent?” Valanna said, clutching his arm. 
Trak nodded, and they left whatever remained of Riotro and the other magicians.
~
An officer had been assigned to move the colored rocks around on the map. Trak looked down at the progress on the three major battlefronts. The northern army under Colonel Hazemel’s command began to push south, overcoming resistance. With most of the Colcanan power-users out of the fight on the Eastern side, General Danson Axlewood had little to do but chase the occasional magician who teleported troops. However, King Marom’s Warish Army caught the brunt of the Colcan advance. 
Trak had to eat to regain some of his strength and finally began teleporting Pestlan troops to support the Warishians. Valanna did the same once she had changed her clothes.
Trak brought back reports from the line for the officer in the tent. 
“It looks like this battle is about over…sir,” the officer said, eyeing a much younger Trak.
Trak had to smile. The man had to struggle to come up with an honorific for Trak. It certainly didn’t matter to him. 
A Blue Swan Vashtan teleported into the tent. “Four enemy flyers filled with magicians landed in the courtyard of Balbaam palace,” she said. “They were seen heading to the Royal Tower.”
Valanna appeared shortly after. 
“Notify King Marom immediately. Valanna and I are going to Balbaam.”
“Can you teleport us to the Royal Tower?” Trak said, drawing his sword, looking at her.
“Hold on,” Valanna said. Nothing happened. 
“Too far for you holding onto me. I’ll get us close,” Trak said, and they appeared in the main courtyard. 
Palace guards crowded around the four crude flyers that sat in the courtyard. Trak could see the bodies littering a pathway to the largest of the palace’s towers.
“Follow me!” Trak said, grabbing Valanna’s hand and teleporting to the entrance of the tower. “Don’t lose touch with me. You don’t have armor now.”
Valanna nodded, and they slipped inside the tower. The foyer of the tower was filled with burned bodies. The invaders had killed indiscriminately. Trak had to stop while Valanna gathered herself. 
“This is awful!” she said, wiping her eyes with her sleeve.
“They are intent on destroying the royal family of Balbaam. That includes the Queen of Pestle. We can’t let them succeed,” Trak said, as they continued on. A splash of light on his shield made Trak halt, while he blinked his eyes, adjusting to the flash.
Trak saw a pair of Yellow Fox Vashtans in their traditional black robes, running away from them. Trak didn’t waste any time stopping them. His powerful lightning bolts punched through their backs.
“Lead on,” Trak said, holding onto her hand even more tightly. They walked quickly from place to place and level to level. The Colcanans hadn’t spared a single person. Valanna led them further up into the tower. No one had touched her empty rooms, and as they continued their grisly run, Valanna discovered the bodies of maids who had helped her, and then the Princesses began to show up. 
When they were halfway up the tower, Trak spelled a teleport shield around the upper part of the tower, hoping it would be strong enough. There was no other way down from the tower, according to Valanna. They found their next three magicians rummaging around in a dresser, stuffing jewelry in their pockets. 
Valanna didn’t waste any time in reducing them as a threat. 
Now at every level they met with live magicians and more bodies. The magicians, half of them Vashtan, had left no one alive. The top level remained, and Trak wondered if his teleport shield worked. They sat down and rested, hearing voices above them. 
Commotion from below reached their place in the hallway stair leading up to Herla’s rooms. Marom stalked up the stairs, sword in hand and red-faced. “You!” He raised his sword and swung at Trak.
The shield stopped his sword.
“You have the Colcanans to thank for all of this. I wouldn’t kill innocent people like they have. We’ve already taken out ten or more. I lost count,” Trak said, putting his hand to his forehead. “I’m collecting my power. I don’t know how many magicians are in that room. It is the last in the tower?”
Marom glared at Trak, but nodded. “My wives,” the king said. Trak didn’t know if tears of anger or of sadness welled up in Marom’s eyes.
Derit and Ferikan entered the room.
“Could you try teleporting to the courtyard?” Trak looked at Ferikan who posed. Nothing happened. 
Trak nodded. “We have them trapped then.” 
“Another spell?” Debit asked.
“We used it earlier to take care of Riotro.” Trak looked at Marom, flanked by two Ferezan warriors. “Is there another way to the level above?”
Marom nodded and ran to a dresser. 
“Don’t go up!” Trak said. 
Marom glared at Trak as he disappeared through a sliding panel, followed by the two warriors.
“Now we have to act. Stay behind me,” Trak said, grinding his teeth.
“No, I won’t,” Valanna said, her hand firmly around his arm. 
Trak saw the determination in her eyes. “You may be the only royal left,” Trak said.
She just nodded. Derit and Ferikan stood behind him. 
“Can you blow the doors open?” Trak asked. 
Ferikan nodded and posed while Trak drew his sword. Valanna’s was already unsheathed in her other hand, but she assumed a shield pose.
“Now!” Trak said, pointing his blade towards the doors. 
The doors blew open and filled the entry with smoke. Trak blew it aside just as Marom entered the room. Queen Herla lay sprawled on the couch, already dead. The remaining magicians, all Colcanans, huddled in the middle of the room, trying to teleport, but some had already given up and assumed defensive and offensive poses.
Marom jumped through an opening panel, and once his eyes caught Herla’s body, he launched himself at the magicians. He slew two of them, who were trying to teleport. He raised his sword to kill another when a needle of fire struck him. Another magician pierced his body with a bolt of lightning. The other two Ferezan warriors made it to the magicians and cut down two more before being hit and joined their king on the floor. 
Trak didn’t waste any time and pulsed needles of lightning into the magicians. The magician’s shields were no match for the concentrated needles of lightning that Trak sent into them. Derit and Ferikan’s attacks splashed uselessly until Trak had taken care of the shield makers. In that moment of intense battle, all of the invading magicians were dead, along with every servant in the Royal Tower, including Marom and all of his wives, save one. 
Valanna knelt where she stood and covered her face. Sobs shook her body. She looked up at Trak with a tear-covered face. “I knew those women… each one, and the servants. They weren’t particularly nice to me, but they were still sisters, in a way.”
Trak looked at Marom’s body. He had never expected the King of Warish to die defending his wives. He hung his head and walked down to the next lower level where there were no bodies, helping Valanna, who didn’t seem to have the strength to move.
Ferikan poured wine for them as the room began to fill with Warishian guards.
“Lay the royal bodies in my old quarters on the second level,” Valanna said. “Take the guards and servants to a place of honor and pile the enemy downwind of the palace and set them afire.” She flitted her hand. 
Since Marom had killed Nez, his only son, years ago, Valanna was the only Royal personage left. 
~
Valanna had never annulled her marriage to Marom, so did that make her the Queen of Warish? She was too tired and too upset to know for sure. All she wanted to do in her present state was to lean against Trak, the only person she wanted to comfort her.
Trak gave her wine, and she drank it all. He hugged her, and she hugged him back, thankful that she had removed her armor. She had another goblet of wine, and then fell asleep at his side.
~
A few days later, Trak stood in King Marom’s throne room, while a Warishian droned on and on in their language about the events of the Battle of Garmez Falls. The Santasians had finally reached Amorim and utterly destroyed the Colcanan army a few leagues from the city.
Trak looked around at the attendees. Many were bandaged. Pestlans stood as a group on one side of the room, with Trak standing next to Neel, Able, and General Danson. Coffun kept making droll remarks to Snively behind him. Trak could barely repress smiling during the solemn occasion. As far as he knew, none of them could speak Warishian. He glanced at Neel, and it seemed that Neel might be listening in.
The droning stopped. Asem stepped up to the throne and spoke some kind of oath and lifted a golden crown and laid it over Valanna’s head.
He looked over at the Pestlans. “Your queen is now Queen of Warish & Pestle.” He bowed deeply to Valanna and stepped back to join Kulara. They held hands and shouted some kind of barbaric chant. Trak thought it might be a Ferezan declaration of fealty.
Asem called over to them from his side of the room. “You may now applaud the Queen.”
Trak had no problem doing so. He didn’t have to worry about someone stealing Valanna from him this time, and this queen had already defeated the army out to get her. The ceremony had ended, and servants brought refreshments into the room. 
Trak took a goblet and hobbled to Valanna. His leg felt better, but he wasn’t healed yet. He thought it would take some time to recover from his mad dash up the Royal Tower stairs two days ago. 
“Your Majesty, Your Majesty,” Trak said grinning at her. 
She beamed back at him. “One for Pestle and once for Warish?”
“Something like that.” He took a sip of the drink. “What happens next?”
“I won’t be moving into the Royal Tower, that’s for sure.” Her smile darkened. “Tonight I’ll be in Asem’s tower, and tomorrow?”
“Come to Pestle with me. You have to speak to the people and give them excellent news,” Trak said.
“Not to mention, change quite a few laws and royal decrees. You are very welcome, by the way, to use your magic in both countries.”
Trak nodded. “That makes four countries I am now welcome in, but only conditionally in the city of Espozia, I think.” He smiled at Valanna and took her hand. “Can I take you to Pestledown? We can be there before all of the others.”
“I’d like that,” she said.
~~~
 



 
 
Epilogue
~
 
ESMERA SAT WITH TRAK AT A TABLE INSIDE THE LOOKING INN. “Who would have thought?” she said. 
Honor and Misson walked in, followed by Rasia, looking surprisingly pretty in a blue gown. Trak looked around at his friends, all dressed up after his wedding to Valanna. The formal reception had been something to endure, but now he was among those he loved. He had a fleeting thought of Lia and felt a flush of sadness, but then this wasn’t her day, it was someone else’s.
Honor walked over to her half-brother and hugged Mori. They five of them sat at their own table and beamed with good cheer. 
Asem and Kulara had their own table together with all four of his children. He looked resplendent in his fancy new uniform as Regent of Warish, ruling the country in behalf of Valanna. A Ferezan as Regent settled any questions of unrest in the Arid Lands.
The Blue Swan Vashtans had left Pestle and returned to Vashta, their tasks completed. Toryans still fought Toryans for control of the East and the West, and Trak really didn’t care. Not much had come out of Colcan except for a mission to Espozia to sue for a long-term peace agreement. Trak assumed they wanted Santasia as an ally in case of any unpleasantness that spilled over from the Toryan civil war. He also suspected that most of their magicians had been killed in Warish.
Trak still missed Tembul, but the Toryan had made plain where his ultimate allegiance lay when Trak left him at Able’s old house in Kizru. He sipped his wine, excellent wine, in fact. He wondered how much of Able’s wheedling persuaded Esmera to serve good drink. He took another sip, waiting for Valanna to arrive. She had insisted that she change from the ornate wedding dress that she had worn when they exchanged vows and at the reception. 
He wiped a tear from his eyes, still overcome with emotion. They had finally come together. Trak had thought it an impossibility, but their union had finally happened. He mused over his adventures that began when he was fourteen and shook his head. He went from being a Magician in training, directly into exile, captivity, and finally into a final battle with his true enemy, the Colcanans.
“The Queen!” someone shouted.
Valanna walked into the room wearing the Benninese dress Trak had bought for her months ago. She looked stunning. Escorting her to their table was a limping man with a very familiar face. 
Trak shot up. “Tembul!” He wrapped his arms around his old friend. “I thought you had forsaken me!” Tears came to his face and to Tembul’s.
“Valanna arranged it. Derit and Ferikan brought me here.”
Trak looked at the door, and a small Toryan woman, about Tembul’s age, stood between the two Vashtans. 
“Were you all there at the wedding?”
Tembul nodded with a twinkle in his eye. “How could I miss such a thing? It’s world history, it is. I couldn’t stand long enough to endure your reception. Can I see you kiss the bride again?”
Trak took Valanna in his arms and kissed her in front of the filled dining room to riotous applause.
Much later, he grabbed Valanna’s hand. “It’s time for us to be alone.” He led her out the door into the stableyard porch and up into their old flat. 
Someone had filled the place with flowers. The furniture sparkled with polish, and Trak opened the door to the bedroom. A larger bed filled the space amidst even more flowers.
He took her to the table in the main room, laid out with wine, cheese, fruit, and pastries.
“It might not be the palace at Warish or Pestledown, but this is my favorite place with you,” Trak said. “I hope you don’t mind spending some time reminiscing.”
“Among other things,” Valanna said, standing and holding his face in her hands, “My husband.”
~~~~
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Characters, Locations, Countries
MAGICIAN IN BATTLE
Characters
 
Pestlans
Able Bluntwithe - Innkeeper of the shabby, out-of-the-way inn, The Blunted Sword. Trak’s adoptive father 
Trak Bluntwithe – Adopted son of Able and biological son of Neel Cardswallow.
Neel Cardswallow – Trak’s real father. Former magician and is aligned with the Pestlan rebellion. 
Honor Fidelia - Mage. Black hair with a coppery strand. Served as a spy for Santasia in Pestledown and fled with Trak to Santasia where she was a double spy for Colcan.
Galinda Youngblood - Trak’s Mother and Neel’s wife. Daughter of the magician that made the mistake, banishing magic from Pestle, leading to the Warish insinuation. Not a character in the books
Esmera Walkalot - innkeeper of The Looking Inn. 
Valanna Sleekbottle (Almond) – A Pestlan living in Balbaam, Warish. Spy for Warish in Pestledown.
Harl Crustwillow, King of Pestle.
Lord Puddingfan – Close advisor to King Harl
Snively – Lawyer’s clerk, member of the spy underground in Pestledown
Leaf Gougepenny – Colcan spy living in Pestledown (see Colcanans)
Coffun Cricket – member of the spy underground in Pestledown
Danson Axlewood – leader of the Pestledown rebel forces
 
 
Santasians
Misson Dalistro - Geography and History Tutor for Trak and Val. Spy for Santasia.
Sereni Barazzi - Madame Barazzi, a courtesan hired  by Misson Dalistro in Espozia to give Trak manners lessons as well as lessons on how to be comfortable in Court.
Senior Garono Dalistro - head of Santasian Council. Father of Misson. Senior is the title of the Council leader.
Mistress Nullia - A high Purple Master, instrumental in Trak’s first escape from the Magicians Guild. A double spy like Honor.
Adolphus Niamo - Military leader of the Loyalist Santasian forces
Riotro – Black Robe and former leader of the Santasian Magicians Guild
 
Warishians
Nez Ferez - A prince of Warish, killed in book one by Neel’s machinations.
Asem Ferez - A third cousin to the king and one of his tribe. Former fighter and now spy for King Marom
Marom Ferez - King of the Warish - Leader of the Warish Tribes.
Ferezan - Tribe of Nez of whom Asem and the King are members.
Kulara - Asem’s second and most favorite wife. She is adept in magic and ends up mentoring Valanna.
Captain Mizor – soldier in Balbaam’s palace guard loyal to Asem Ferez
Colonel Hazamel – Leader of the Eastern Warish forces
 
Colcanans
Berin Titrius - Friend of Asem
Service Nomia (Benium or Ben) – Willing Nomia’s father  and a retired Innovator, the highest level of magic in Colcan.
Leaf Gougepenny – Spy in Pestledown. Married and linked with Berin Titrius.
Rasia – Scout and soldier in the Colcanan home guard.
 
Toryans
Tembul - Toryan scout leader
Lenis - Toryan noble. Has relationship with abducted Princess. Antagonist
Sirul - Young Toryan officer. Assigned as army liaison and becomes friends w/Trak
King Basiul - Elected king of the Eastern Toryans.
Namiul – Lenis’s father
Hana  - Maid to Princess Pullia
Princess Pullia – West Toryan princess sold to Emperor of Bennin
King Gastal – Uncle of Pullia and installed as king when Princess Pullia’s father died.
Malkul – Chamberlain to West Toryan monarch
 
Benninese
Mori – Female merchant who hires Trak as caravan guard
Jomio (Jojo) – Former high-level bureaucrat and prisoner
Shinowa – Court Magician to Benninese Emperor
 
Vashtans
Derit – female member of the Blue Swan clan
Henrig – Blue Swan in Warish
Canwog – Blue Swan in Warish
Bestik – Blue Swan in Warish
Ferikan – Blue Swan in Bennin
Markik – Blue Swan in Bennin
Boriak – Blue Swan in Bennin
 
 
Countries
 
Torya 
Small Indigenous race to the Covansian continent. Reclusive and confined to the Mountainous forests that cling to the borders of Colcan, Santasia and Kandanna. Stronger in magic, not perceived as civilized. Natural culture, not aggressive, but will defend their lives and families. The Toryan nations split by mountains, Eastern Torya and Western Torya
 
Santasia
Large fertile country. The culture is like a Spanish-Italian mix with people with that kind of appearance. Warm, more hot-blooded. Less magical, but its guild will absorb any magician. Ruled by a Council, appointed from aristocracy and elected headed by the Senior.
 
Colcan
Emotionally controlled, rigid, land with many magicians. Ruled by a Board of Deans from Bitrium, it’s capital and learning center. Very democratic, but paranoid about invasion from the Santasians. People are slightly lighter complected than the Santasians, but from the same basic stock.
 
Kandanna
Outside of the forests on the mountains separating Kandanna from Santasia, an arid land. Much less farming, but more livestock. The country is ruled by an aristocratic bureaucracy.
 
Pestle
Kingdom. Is deteriorating due to a very weak king and the increasingly subversive activities of the Warishians. Magic is outlawed and its practice merits a sentence of death. Once a place of strong magicians.
 
Warish
A kingdom recently taken over by desert people (the Ferezan being the ruling tribe). Arid land, mostly desert except along the Pusuun River which is like the Nile in Egypt. More of a middle-eastern style civilization. Not much magic among the people. 
 
Torya - Continent of Colcan, Santasia Kandanna, also the region that the Toryans claim as their own territory. 
 
Cokasan- current name of the Toryan continent.
 
Norland - Country to the north of Santasia. Not highly civilized, but not fans of the Warishians. Magic is permitted, but very few magicians are willing to live in the harsh conditions.
 
Bennin- Asian style country below the equator. 
 
Vashta– Continent far to the east of Cokasan
 
Locations
 
Pestle 
Herring’s Bone - A small port by the sea, a day’s walk from Trak’s village.
Greenbrook - Trak’s very small home village
Pestledown - Capital city of Trak’s country
Landingbrook – Town south of Pestledown
Darkpuddle – City north of Pestledown
 
Warish

Balbaam - Capital city of Warish built at the side of a great river.
The Pusuun River - That runs from the southern mountains up towards the middle sea. It passes Balbaam on its way.
Amorim -  Warish Town at mouth of Pusuun River
Gazem Falls – Falls on Pusuun River midway between Amorim and Balbaam
 
Colcan
Tachium - Port city in Colcan
Bitrium - Seat of the Magician’s College in Colcan
 
Santasia 
Espozia - Capital city of Santasia.
Nikia - Southernmost port city in Santasia
 
Eastern Torya
Kizru – Hidden capital of the Eastern Toryans
Dianza - Southern Pass through Torya from Kandanna to Santasia
Lazanti - Northern Pass through Torya from Kandanna to Santasia/Espozia
 
Western Torya
Coriasku – Town in the forest, southeast of Zamiel
Zamiel – Capital of Eastern Torya, southwest of Lizanti Pass
 
Bennin
Homika –Closest port to Amorim 
Peskoa – City midway from Homika to capital
Beniko – Capital of Bennin
Lalalo – Pokoan port, closest to the continent of Pestle
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AUTHOR’S NOTE
~
 
I’d like to again thank Judy for her editing and Ken in interior and exterior design of the book. This is the last book in the Power of Poses series. I hopefully filled the book with a lot of action and emotion, as my journey alongside Trak and Valanna comes to a close. I hope you enjoy it.
 
      — Guy Antibes   
 



 
 
A BIT ABOUT GUY
~
With a lifelong passion for speculative fiction, Guy Antibes found that he rather enjoyed writing fantasy as well as reading it. So a career was born and Guy anxiously engaged in adding his own flavor of writing to the world. Guy lives in the western part of the United States and is happily married with enough children to meet or exceed the human replacement rate. 
 
You can contact Guy at his website:  www.guyantibes.com.
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BOOKS BY GUY ANTIBES
 
POWER OF POSES
 
Book One: Magician in Training
Trak Bluntwithe, an illiterate stableboy, is bequeathed an education by an estranged uncle. In the process of learning his letters, Trak finds out that he is a magician. So his adventures begin that will take him to foreign countries, fleeing from his home country, who seeks to execute him for the crime of being able to perform magic. The problem is that no country is safe for the boy while he undergoes training. Can he stay ahead of those who want to control him or keep his enemies from killing him?
 
Book Two: Magician in Exile
Trak Bluntwithe is a young man possessing so much magical power that he is a target for governments. Some want to control him and others want to eliminate the threat of his potential. He finds himself embroiled in the middle of a civil war. He must fight in order to save his imprisoned father, yet he finds that he has little taste for warfare. Trak carries this conflict onto the battlefield and finds he must use his abilities to stop the war in order to protect the ones he loves.
 
Book Three: Magician in Captivity
After a disastrous reunion with Valanna Almond, Trak heads to the mysterious land of Bennin to rescue a Toryan princess sold into slavery. The Warish King sends Valanna back to Pestle to verify that the King of Pestle is no longer under Warish control. The Vashtan menace continues to infect the countries of the world and embroil both Trak and Valanna in civil conflict, while neither of them can shake off the attraction both of them feel towards each other.
 
FANTASY - EPIC / SWORD & SORCERY / YOUNG ADULT
~
 
THE WARSTONE QUARTET
 
An ancient emperor creates four magical gems to take over and rule the entire world. The ancient empire crumbles and over millennia. Three stones are lost and one remains as an inert symbol for a single kingdom among many. The force that created the Warstones, now awakened, seeks to unite them all, bringing in a new reign of world domination—a rule of terror. 
 
Four Warstones, four stories. The Warstone Quartet tells of heroism, magic, romance and war as the world must rise to fight the dark force that would enslave them all. 
FANTASY - SWORD & SORCERY/EPIC
 
Book One: Moonstone | Magic That Binds
A jewel, found in the muck of a small village pond, transforms Lotto, the village fool, into an eager young man who is now linked to a princess through the Moonstone. The princess fights against the link while Lotto seeks to learn more about what happened to him. He finds a legacy and she finds the home in her father’s army that she has so desperately sought. As Lotto finds aptitude in magical and physical power, a dark force has risen from another land to sow the seeds of rebellion. It’s up to Lotto to save the princess and the kingdom amidst stunning betrayal fomented by the foreign enemy.
 
Book Two: Sunstone | Dishonor’s Bane
Shiro, a simple farmer, is discovered to possess stunning magical power and is involuntarily drafted into the Ropponi Sorcerer’s Guild. He attracts more enemies than friends and escapes with his life only to end up on a remote prison island. He flees with an enchanted sword containing the lost Sunstone. Trying to create a simple refuge for an outlawed band of women sorcerers, he is betrayed by the very women he has worked to save and exiled to a foreign land. There, he must battle for his freedom as he and his band become embroiled in a continent-wide conflict.
 
Book Three: Bloodstone | Power of Youth
When usurpers invade Foxhome Castle, Unca, the aging Court Wizard of the Red Kingdom, flees with the murdered king’s only daughter, taking the Bloodstone, an ancient amulet that is the symbol of Red Kingdom rule. Unca uses the Bloodstone to escape capture by an enemy and is transformed into a young man, but loses all of his wizardly powers. Unca must reinvent himself in order to return the princess to her throne. Along the way he falls in love with the young woman and must deal with the conflict between his duty and his heart, while keeping a terrible secret. 
 
Book Four: Darkstone | An Evil Reborn
As the 22nd son of the Emperor of Dakkor, Vishan Daryaku grows from boy to man, learning that he must use his unique powers and prodigious knowledge to survive. He succeeds until his body is taken over by an evil power locked inside of the Darkstone. Now Emperor of Dakkor, Vishan is trapped inside, as the ancient force that rules his body devastates his homeland while attempting to recover all of the Warstones.
 
As the amulets are all exposed, the holders of the Moonstone, Sunstone, and Bloodstone combine to fight the Emperor’s relentless drive to reunite the Warstones and gain power over the entire world. The armies of Dakkor and the forces of those allied with the three other stones collide on a dead continent in the stunning conclusion of the Warstone Quartet.
~
 
Quest of the Wizardess
Quest of the Wizardess chronicles the travels and travails of young Bellia. After her wizard family is assassinated when she is fourteen, Bellia seeks anonymity as a blacksmith’s helper. When that doesn’t work out as expected, she flees to the army.
 
Her extraordinary physical and magical skills bring unwanted attention and she must escape again. After finding a too-placid refuge, she takes the opportunity to seek out her family’s killers. Revenge becomes her quest that takes her to a lost temple, unexpected alliances and a harrowing confrontation with her enemies.
FANTASY - EPIC/NEW ADULT-COLLEGE/COMING OF AGE
 
The Power Bearer
How Norra obtained the power and the extraordinary lengths she went through to rid herself of it.
 
What’s a girl to do when all of the wizards in her world are after her? She runs. But this girl runs towards the source of her power, not away from it. Along the way she picks up, among others, a wizard, a ghost, a highwaywoman and a sentient cloud. Through thick and thin, they help Norra towards her goal of finding a solution in a far off land that no one in her world has even heard of. 
YOUNG ADULT EPIC FANTASY
 
Panix: Magician Spy
Panix has life by the tail. A new wife, a new job in a new land that has few magicians and none of his caliber. His ideal life takes some unexpected downturns and Panix finds himself employed as a spy. He has no training, but must make things up as he goes if he is to survive the politics, betrayal, war and, at the end, his own behavior. 
FANTASY - ADVENTURE
 
 
THE WORLD OF THE SWORD OF SPELLS
 
Warrior Mage
The gods gave Brull a Sword of Spells and proclaimed him as the world’s only Warrior Mage. One big problem, there aren’t any wars. What’s a guy to do? Brull becomes a magician bounty hunter until the big day when he learns he not only has to fight a war with the magicians of his world, but fight the god that the magicians are all working to bring into being. He finds out if he has what it takes in Warrior Mage. 
 EPIC FANTASY
 
Sword of Spells
Read about Brull’s beginnings and earlier adventures as a bounty hunter of magicians in the Sword of Spells anthology. 
EPIC FANTASY
 
THE SARA FEATHERWOOD ADVENTURES
 
Set in Shattuk Downs, a reclusive land in the kingdom of Parthy. Sara Featherwood could be a Jane Austen heroine with a sword in her hand. There are no magicians, wizards, dragons, elves or dwarves in Shattuk Downs, but there is intrigue, nobility, hidden secrets, plenty of adventure and romance with a bit of magic. 
FANTASY ~ YOUNG ADULT/COLLEGE  
FICTION ~ WOMEN’S ADVENTURE
 
Knife & Flame
When Sara Featherwood’s mother dies, her sixteen-year-old life is thrown into turmoil at Brightlings Manor in a remote district of Shattuk Downs. Life becomes worse when her father, the Squire, sets his roving eye on her best friend. Dreading her new life, Sara escapes to the Obridge Women’s School. Seeking solace in education doesn’t work as her world becomes embroiled with spies, revolution, and to top it all off, her best friend becomes her worst enemy. 
 
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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