
It was a perfect day for a circus.

The air was crisp and a touch cool but not cold, which made the interior of the tent quite pleasant, and the sun was shining with very little wind, the sky dappled with puffy white clouds.  It could very well be the last of the warm days of autumn for the land of Volinia, since the day had started with the bite of frost in the air and a shimmering coating of thin rime on the grass that morning.


The performing tent was filled to capacity, the hastily erected bleachers ringing the outside nearly overloaded with spectators, watching the dancers perform in the ring as the musicians accompanied their sinuous, graceful movements on their instruments.  Tarrin, in his Ranger guise, stood outside the tent’s performer’s entry with several acrobats, who were all part of his act, quietly going over what was about to happen.  They’d done this act before—Tarrin had used the circus like this before—but it had been a while since they’d done it, and he didn’t want one of the acrobats jumping the wrong way and getting an arrow through the neck.  Behind him, wearing her saddle, Fury stomped her forelegs in a bit of impatience.  She would have her part in this performance, as would the one Fury had brought from home to add some zest to the performance.

Fireflash was perched on Tarrin’s human shoulder, the gold drake listening intently as Tarrin told them which routines they were using.  Fireflash often accompanied Tarrin on his journeys beyond Sennadar—but never when he was doing work​—and he was outfitted for it, thanks to a small gold collar around his neck holding one of Sarraya’s clever little devices that let her survive outside of their homeworld.

The inside of the tent was a mix of both city commoners and the elite segments of Volinian society.  King Polin Aresson himself was in attendance, in a special box with the best view of the ring, along with his court and most of the nobles, who had made sure to attend the performance that the king had decided to attend.  The rest of the seats were filled with those lucky citizens who had gotten there early enough to buy a ticket.  Tarrin had promised Renoit he’d perform when Polin came, and he was not a man that reneged on his promises.


Polin had not wasted any time.  This was the first performance of the circus, and Polin was here…mainly to visit the alicorn, Tarrin suspected.

There were a few others up in those stands as well that were quite notable, in their own ways.  Tsukatta sat not far from Polin’s box with his wife Yuki and his two younger sons, Jiriki and Akeru, who were still just boys.  All of them were wearing magical disguises to appear as Volinian merchants, commoners with enough money to explain why they were well-dressed, since there was no real way Tsukatta could explain how he got his wife and sons there overnight, but those disguises in no way hid them from Tarrin.  Sitting beside them were Miranda, Haley, and Jula, and Sarraya was no doubt somewhere nearby.

Tarrin reached over and smacked Brie on the forehead, which made the others burst out laughing.  “Pay attention,” he chided the young lady.


“I am paying attention,” she flared.


“Then which pyramid did I just say we were using?”


“The six man,” she replied tartly.  “We’ve done this before, Tarrin.  It’s the same routine we used in Arathorn!”


“Brie, darling, don’t sass the man that’s going to be shooting arrows at your head in just a few minutes,” De Land noted dryly, which made the others laugh.


“I do feel my hand shaking a little bit,” Tarrin nodded, which made the Torian grin at him.  “You remember your part, Fireflash?”

The drake nodded, though Tarrin couldn’t see it.  “I remember,” he replied.


The dancers started filing out, which was their cue to get organized.  The acrobats picked up the targets from the ground, which were painted circular bucklers, small shield-like devices strapped to their forearms that wouldn’t interfere with their moves, while others inside were setting up the static targets arrayed around the ring.  From within, Renoit’s voice boomed as he stood in the center of the ring and introduced the next act.  “And now, for our next act, my friends!  For your viewing pleasure, noble ladies and gentlemen, a display of archery at its finest!  From the distant forest kingdom of Sulasia, and assisted by our most excellent troupe of acrobats and tumblers, I present to you Jak Longbranch, one of the best Rangers that Sulasia can offer!”


“Let’s go,” Henri called, making sure his buckler was securely strapped to his arm, and then the acrobats rushed into the ring, tumbling and rolling as the musicians started up again.  Tarrin gave them a moment to get into position, then he shrugged Fireflash off his shoulder and walked into the tent.  Applause rose up from the crowd as he strode in with his bow in his hand—his entirely non-magical bow he’d made himself for things like this—and a quiver of 30 arrows over his shoulder.  He got to the mark in the ring that denoted the exact center of the ring, the acrobats tumbling and jumping and leaping along the edge of the ring, then he gave a shrill, loud whistle that competed with the musicians, reached over his shoulder and pulled an arrow, and nocked it with a motion so smooth and easy that it made it look like the arrow leaped onto the bow of its own accord.  The audience gave a gasp when he loosed the arrow directly at Brie, then there was a startled silence followed up by applause when the arrow struck the small target she had strapped to her arm.  She held up her arrow-decorated buckler for a brief moment to show it off, then she pulled the arrow out of the buckler and spun out of the formation.  He repeated that act with every acrobat, “shooting” them out of the formation as they moved clockwise around the ring, each acrobat dropping out and bringing his arrow back to him, placing them in the spare quiver sitting on a post just behind him.  After the last acrobat was out, Tarrin suddenly burst into a sprint and loosed an arrow almost without looking, hitting one of the static targets.  He slid to a stop in a small cloud of dust around his boots even as he loosed another arrow, striking a static target dead center, then he pivoted as he nocked another arrow and launched it at a target tied to a rope that was swinging between two posts, hitting it dead center and causing it to spin.  He loosed a second arrow at it and hit the other side of the target as it spun, which slowed its spin considerably, then he severed the rope holding it up with a third arrow, which hit the target nailed halfway up the center column holding up the tent.  That gave the acrobats time to assemble for the next trick, which dazzled the crowd.

After all, they’d never thought that missing something could be as exciting as hitting something.


Each acrobat nearly had his or her hair parted or his or her costume sliced as they tumbled right through Tarrin’s line of fire, the arrows missing them by fingers as they sizzled across the ring and struck the targets on the far side, each arrow hitting inside the center ring.  Tarrin himself also moved, shifting from firing position to firing position and loosing his arrows right through the performing acrobats, his shots perfectly timed to go through their formation.  As Tarrin amazed the crowd with his expert aim, Renoit’s voice boomed in the background.  “Masters of the forest that covers their kingdom, the Rangers rely on their amazing skill with the bow and their knowledge of the forest and its dangers to protect their forest kingdom of Sulasia against both outside threats and against the dangerous beasts that roam the Heartwood,” Renoit called.  “In Jak’s hands is the weapon iconic to Sulasia and her Rangers, the Sulasian Longbow.  Made of only the finest wood from the Blueleaf tree and cut so it is only slightly shorter than the man using it, each bow is crafted specifically for its user, and of unmatched quality.  Even the arrows the Rangers use with their bows are hand-made by the Ranger and for his own use, each arrow crafted to perfectly complement his particular bow.”  Tarrin whistled again, and Fireflash darted into the ring, causing a chorus of gasps when the small gold drake flew into view.  “Jak’s small friend is called a drake, my noble friends, a rare animal native to his forest homeland, and has been trained to recover his arrows during battle.  I dare say, a critical advantage for a Ranger!”  The gold drake started collecting the arrows Tarrin had fired into the static targets, bringing them back and putting them into his quiver even as he continued to loose arrows, and twice Tarrin took them directly from his small friend, which scared the audience half to death when he seemingly fired the arrow directly at Brie’s face.  It would have hit her right between the eyes had Henri not brought his arm up in a sweeping, graceful motion, the arrow striking the buckler on his arm.


To Brie’s eternal credit, she did not flinch.  Then again, it wasn’t the first time they’d done that trick.


 As the acrobats started building their pyramid, Tarrin gave a third ear-splitting whistle, and all eyes in the audience turned to the massive Firewing pegasus as Fury charged into the tent.  Tarrin mounted her as she ran by him, flowing up and into the saddle in a fluid motion.  “But don’t let their skill with the bow fool you, dear friends, for the Rangers are among the best horsemen in Sulasia!” Renoit boomed.  “And our friend Jak has one of the rarest mounts you will find, my friends, a fire breathing creature known as a Firewing Pegasus!”


The crowd cried out in amazement and delight when Fury showed that off, releasing a cone of fire over her head, constrained so it didn’t go so high that it set fire to the ropes well above them.  It was unsafe to do that in just about any other direction   Tarrin locked his feet into the stirrups but didn’t tie himself in as the acrobats finished their pyramid, the lightest of them, Lulenne, standing atop the shoulders of Brie and Henri and holding a target up over her head.  “Sulasian Rangers are masters of the bow from the back of a horse just as much as they are on foot!”

Turning his bow so he had room to use it from horseback—which was a skill all its own to fire a longbow with it not being held vertically, turning the bow changed the flight characteristics of the arrows it fired—Tarrin hit the bull’s-eye in the target Lulenne held aloft, then he nocked another arrow as Fury took off, Fireflash flying after her.  Fury ran a semicircle around the ring as Tarrin placed four arrows in the center of the target, nearly touching each other, then Fury unfurled her wings and pulled them into the air.  Tarrin smoothly nocked another arrow as Fury flew up and over the pyramid, going right over the gasping spectators as she circled around in the tent, then Tarrin seemingly knocked the target out of Lulenne’s hands with a fifth arrow in its center.  In actuality, Lulenne tossed the target over and behind her head and then leaped off the top of the pyramid, did three somersaults, and landed in front of it, strking a pose for the audience.  Brie and Henri followed suit, somersaulting over her to land in front of her, then they all ran over and picked up the targets set out for them.

What came next blew the audience away.  From the back of his flying mount, which flew in tight circles around the interior of the tent, her hooves nearly hitting the heads of the spectators as she flew low over the bleachers in her circling passes, Tarrin knocked the targets the acrobats launched into the air back to the ground, each one with an arrow through the center of each soft clay target.  Those targets stopped the arrows without damaging them.  And if that wasn’t enough to amaze the spectators, Tarrin fired ten arrows while standing on the saddle, moving in perfect harmony with his flying mount as she flew around the interior of the tent, never once even seeming to shiver or wobble as he drew beads on the clay targets the acrobats threw into the air and knocking them down.  The audience screamed in surprise and fear when Tarrin jumped off Fury’s back while she was nearly at the top of the tent, Fireflash diving after him, but he grabbed a rope in his free hand, swung across the top of the tent and let go, then nocked an arrow and loosed it even as he arced through the air.  Just as he loosed the arrow, Fury swooped in and was right there, him landing perfectly in the saddle, and his arrow sizzled across the empty air and struck the target Mykin threw, causing it to spin back to the sand-filled ring.  Fury dove, flared her wings, and landed in the ring with her hooves skidding through the sand, and the acrobats all tumbled and jumped towards him.  They all arrived around her at the same time as Tarrin again stood up in the saddle, then they all gave a flourishing bow.

Tarrin was quite proud of the standing ovation and elated cheers that showered down on him and the acrobats, nearly as proud of the fact that he used no magic and no will in his performance, showing off his skills, not his power.  They all waved to the crowd, then the acrobats tumbled and sprung and cartwheeled out of the ring and back outside the tent with Fury high-stepping her way behind them.  Renoit’s voice boomed out that it was the end of the performance and that he hoped they had all been entertained.

Tarrin separated from the acrobats as Phandebrass and Kyrienna waited just outside the tent, each of them wearing rather gaudy costumes that played up their magical skills.  Phandebrass always wore such robes, but the symbols on this robe, pristine white, shimmered and dazzled when he moved, each of them embroidered with hundreds of tiny crystals, while Kyrienna wore a cleavage-revealing red robe that looked to be made of satin, it too embroidered with “mystical” symbols and runes.  Tarrin leaned down a bit to talk to them over the musicians and noise coming from the tent.  “I hope you know what you’re doing?” Tarrin asked them.


“We already have our routine planned out, Tarrin,” Kyrienna answered.  “We’re going to have a duel.”


“A duel?”


“A battle of spells, Wizard against Wizard,” Phandebrass said with an eager smile.  “We do this quite a bit to keep our skills sharp, in case we’re ever called to do battle, we do.  We’ll just be doing it for an audience this time.”


“I still say you should have gotten involved, Tarrin.  You’re a great Wizard,” Kyrienna said.


“I’ll leave that kind of thing to you two,” he told them, then Renoit’s voice boomed.  “Don’t get crazy in there.”


“The audience will be perfectly safe, they will, Phandebrass said easily, then the two of them started into the ring when Renoit announced them.


“And for our final act, an experience the likes of which you have never seen!” Renoit boomed.  “We bring to you, honored guests, Phandebrass the Unusual and the Lady Kyrienna, two of the most skilled Wizards in the world, here for this one night, this one performance, to demonstrate their arcane skills for King Polin Aresson of Volinia!”  the two swept into the center of the ring and bowed to Polin, then they stepped up to the edge of the ring.  “To protect the audience from stray magical spells, our Wizards will begin by laying down a mystical circle of protection around the edge of the ring!” Renoit called as the two of them started pouring some kind of crystal dust on the sand just inside the border of the ring.  “Without this ring, why, there’s no telling what might escape the ring to threaten our esteemed guests!” Renoit called melodramatically.  The two of them moved fairly quickly, each of them walking half the ring, then they met on the far side.  They walked back to the center, and Phandebrass chanted in the discordant language of magic, finishing by raising both his hands palms up to the sky.  The ring of dust around the edge of the ring flared with magical light, and then a visible dome of magical energy rose up from the ring and enclosed the ring, then shimmered out of visibility.  The magical display elicited several gasps from the audience; it was probably the first time in their lives they’d ever seen real magic.

Tarrin was almost concerned.  If they were putting up a shield, then they must have something not very tame in mind.


And boy, was that a viable concern.  The two of them stepped away from each other and then bowed as Renoit spoke.  “To demonstrate their magical prowess, Master Phandebrass and Lady Kyrienna will be fighting a mock duel, a contest of magic, Wizard against Wizard,” Renoit explained.  “As is tradition in such duels, the initiator of the duel gives the challenged the advantage to cast the first spell.”  Phandebrass bowed again to Kyrienna, and she suddenly put on one of those smiles, showing that her competitive nature was not going to be held back in this “friendly challenge.”  “Master Phandebrass.  Lady Kyrienna.  You may begin!”


And right away, Kyrienna went for the kill.  Tarrin recognized the spell she began to cast and almost charged into the ring, but she finished it before he could make up his mind about stopping her.  A cone of utter blackess erupted from her outstretched palm and blasted across the empty air between her and her husband, and that fool Phandebrass just stood there!  The utter blackness washed against the edge of the shield and flared out like fire, curling and licking at the shield, then it faded to show everything solid that the blackness had touched was charred, wisps of smoke rising from the blackened sand…but not Phandebrass.  He stood unharmed, his hands outstretched, a circle of untouched sand around his feet.  He had protected himself from the spell…and he had better have, else that spell would have killed him.  Kyrienna didn’t hold back, she had used a real Black Burning Death Spell against her own husband!


After just a moment, Tarrin realized that those two were not holding back, except in that they weren’t using spells that could devastate a large area.  But every spell they traded back and forth was a real spell, and virtually every single one of them was lethal in one form or another.  Searing blasts of flame, icy cones of pure cold, jets of acid, prismatic cones of pure light, the two archmages flung spells back and forth that could have killed half the audience were that shield not in place, using real attack spells and defending themselves using defensive counterspells.  Tarrin watched with the acrobats from the entrance, the others a bit agog, as Phandebrass and Kyrienna really tore into each other, at least in a magical sense, spells flowing freely from their lips as they moved from spell to spell to spell, one of them attacking and the other defending.  The audience seemed utterly stunned, as if they’d wandered into a field to see two gigantic bulls fighting it out, equally enthralled by the display and terrified at the strength of it.  Polin himself seemed astounded at the pair, his eyes wide and his mouth open as they battled back and forth with their magic.


The mock battle—that was a real battle in every sense but the desire of the combatants to kill each other—raged for nearly ten minutes, and then the two of them ceased casting.  Phandebrass bowed to Kyrienna, who clapped her hands, and then bowed in return.  “And it seems that Master Phandebrass is surrendering to Lady Kyrienna!” Renoit announced.  “She has won the duel!”

There was a moment of total silence, then the audience exploded into cheering and applause.  Tarrin just breathed a sigh of relief.  Had their little war spilled out of the shield, they could have done some major damage, maybe killed the entire audience.


Tarrin left Fury and Fireflash to roam around the compound as he assumed the guise of Rex and entered the tent, meeting Tsukatta, Yuki, and their sons as they filed out with the crowd.  “It’s good to see you again, Yuki,” Tarrin told her in an honest, warm voice, specifically speaking her language, which made his words only understandable to those who also spoke it.  He then laughed when the boys clamored around him.  “And it’s good to see you two too!  I’m glad your parents let you come.  Did you enjoy the performance?”


“We’ve never seen you do half of those tricks!” Akeru accused, speaking his native language.


“Those are tricks I save for special occasions,” he told his friends’ youngest son.  “And Rex didn’t do them, Jak did.  Remember the game we play when away from the house, Akeru.”


“Will you teach them to us?” Jiriki asked breathlessly.


“It will be a long time until you’re skilled enough to do that, Jiriki,” Tarrin chuckled.  “But you are showing great promise in your training, and I have high hopes that you’ll be a master archer some day.”


“I’m just glad you’re the one teaching them.  The best students need the best teacher,” Tsukatta smiled.  Though Tsukatta was a deadly archer, highly skilled and well practiced, he knew just who between the two of them was the better archer.  That was why Tarrin was the one teaching his sons—and many of the archers in his army—the art of the bow.  And Tarrin didn’t mind one bit to train Tsukatta’s sons and soldiers.

“It was a joy to watch, Ta—I mean, Rex-san,” Yuki said in her soft, gentle voice, resisting the urge to bow.


“And what do you think of this city and its people?”


“They dress strangely, but seem quite polite, at least for gaijin,” she replied.  “And I am not sure I like this…dress,” she said, plucking at her sturdy wool garment.  “It’s a bit inflexible and itchy.”


“It’s not silk, Yuki,” Tarrin chuckled.  “Baron, Baroness,” Tarrin greeted, no longer focusing his words into a single language as Miranda and Haley came down the bleacher steps and joined them, moving out of the way as others filed past.


“You missed quite a show, Captain,” Miranda smiled.


“I’ve seen circuses before,” he replied easily.  “Besides, I was a bit busy.  Are you going back home now, or are you going to look around some more?” he asked Yuki.


“As much as I’d enjoy seeing this place, I absolutely cannot be gone too long, Captain,” Yuki told him, her soft voice turning a bit steely.  “There’s no telling what will happen if I’m not there to make sure things are done properly!”


“Separation issues?” Tarrin asked Tsukatta, which made him laugh.


“The downfall of many a man or woman is pride, my friend,” he replied.  “And Yuki is very proud of the house.”


“I do not hear you complain about the house I run, my husband,” Yuki challenged.


“You are the most skilled and respected wife in all the land, my love.  But you have trained our staff well, and I’m fairly sure that they will make sure that things are still orderly and proper when we return,” he told her honestly.  “I think you can stay a while longer.  There are a few things I wish to show you before we return.”


She looked quite unsure, then finally nodded.  “But if there is a single thing out of place when I get home, husband, you will hear of it,” she warned.


“And I will listen to every word you give me,” he said grandly.


“And is there any chance you might entertain a couple of party crashers?” Miranda asked with a cheeky smile.  “It’s been far too long since we’ve had the chance to talk, Yuki!”


“You are never a burden, my dear friend,” Yuki replied in her soft voice, taking Miranda’s hands, then looked her up and down critically.  “But I have to say, you look quite silly like that.”


She laughed brightly.  “I know, but there are no Wikuni here, so I have to be able to blend in without everyone staring,” she said with a wink.


“Where does your tail go when you’re like that, Miranda?” Akeru asked innocently.


“It’s still there, munchkin, you just can’t see it or touch it,” she grinned down at the young boy.  “It’s magic.”


“Oh.”


“I think I’ll have to bow out on the tour, friends,” Tarrin said, watching as Polin approached Renoit.  “Someone needs to stay here and keep an eye on things.”


“You must come for dinner very soon,” Yuki ordered.


“I’ll be over in a few days for the boys’ archery training,” he promised, then he leaned down and kissed the back of Yuki’s hand, which made her blush.


“What a forward thing to do!” she protested gently, then she gave a sly little smile.


“It’s the custom here, and I’ll use that kind of excuse to see you smile,” Tarrin told her, which made her laugh.


“You are such the rascal, my dear friend,” she accused lightly, then she put her hand on Tsukatta’s arm.  “If there are sights to see, husband, then we should be off to see them.  Boys,” she called in her soft voice, but it was steely with command.  Her two young sons immediately fell into formation just beside their parents.


Tarrin watched them go, and had to chuckle.  Yuki…was very easy to underestimate.  She was the ultimate wife in Tsukatta’s society; of the noblest family lineage, immaculately cultured, exquisitely courteous, highly educated, universally respected, and iron willed.  In their society, the husband tended to matters of war and matters of management of his lands, where the wife was the one in charge of the household, and to a lesser extent, matters that impacted the household and the village that invariably surrounded it.  It was even codified into their law.  Tsukatta was the master and owner of vast amounts of land, but Yuki was the one that owned the house, and that was their tradition.  The man owned the lands, managed the lands, but the wife owned and managed the house, so her husband did not have to burden himself with that extra responsibility.  One of the biggest measuring sticks noble women used in his world was the size, efficiency, and prosperity of the family estate.  And no wife in her homeland ran a tighter house than Yuki.  She was the general of her own army, which was made up of maids, laborers, tradesmen, and merchants that worked in her household, and she ran her house with military discipline.  She was the one that received visitors and saw to their comfort.  She was the one who was the “public face” of the household, and the condition and status of her house were matters of great pride and honor to her.  Without his wife, Tsukatta would not be half the man that he was.

And soon she would have a daughter, a daughter to teach all her secrets of running a proper house, and a daughter to which to hand down her ancestral heirlooms, as were handed down to her by her mother upon her marriage.  That would make Yuki’s life truly complete.


Tarrin arrived in time to hear what he knew was going on, and that was some intense haggling between Polin and Renoit over the alicorn.  The look of utter determination on the young king’s face made it very clear he was not leaving without a deal, and Renoit had already been told to bargain sharply, to make it utterly believable.  Fury and the alicorn wandered into the tent after nearly half an hour of that bargaining, Fireflash riding atop Fury’s head, and the two disparate yet nearly equally sized winged horses stood side by side, seemingly listening to the ferocious battle going on between the circus master and young king.  Fury and Fireflash both knew not to treat him like him when he was wearing a disguise—usually—but the alicorn wasn’t quite so disciplined.  She stepped up to him and gave him a dry look of amusement, shaking her head slightly, which nearly made him laugh.

“Let them play,” he told her in a low voice, which made her roll her eyes.


But what Tarrin liked was the confidence in Polin’s voice as he bargained with Renoit.  The young king was determined, but he also was not intimidated in the slightest about bartering with a grown man, and quite a worldly one at that.  The training he received in the altered time had really ingrained into him, making him strong and sure of himself, and more than ready to haggle over the alicorn…which would make him a formidable negotiator when it came time to haggle with neighboring kingdoms over trade treaties.


It took them nearly an hour to agree on a price, as the circus troupe prepared the tent for the next performance, but in the end, Polin walked out of that tent thirty thousand goldmarks poorer, but also with what he wanted.  As soon as they agreed to a price, Polin came right over to Rex and the alicorn, and gave the alicorn’s head a fond hug.  “That’s it, my beautiful friend.  You’re staying here with me.  Do you like that?” he asked her.  He laughed when she nickered and nearly knocked him down with her snout.  “Captain, would you be so kind as to give me a boost?  I want to ride out of this tent,” he declared victoriously.


“Of course, your Majesty,” Tarrin chuckled, then boosted him up onto her bare back after she moved her wing out of the way to let him mount.  Polin looked almost giddy sitting on her back, sliding his hands over her white fur below and between her shoulders.

“Did you talk to that Ranger about his saddle?” he asked Tarrin.


“Yes, your Majesty.  He said he has an old spare saddle he can give you that your saddlers can use as a guide to make new ones, and that it should serve you well enough until they do.  He said it should fit her as it is.  She and that other one are very nearly the same size.  Gigantic.”


Tarrin deftly moved his foot before the alicorn could stomp on it.


“He also warned me that it’s very old and a bit bedraggled, so it won’t look very, you know, Royal.  But it is in good condition, so you don’t have to worry about it failing on you despite its appearance.   I think he called it a little too well broken in,” Tarrin said, then he chuckled.


“I can live with that.  I’ll use it to train myself to ride her until a new saddle can be made,” Polin said easily.  “As long as the straps don’t break while I’m in the air, I don’t care what it looks like.”

“He said that we can take it from the storage tent at our leisure, with Master Renoit’s blessing.”


“And you have it, my friends,” Renoit said with a grand smile.  “I will expect your men sometime this afternoon?”


“They’ll bring you the payment as soon as I return to the palace, Master Renoit, on that you have my promise,” Polin nodded.  “Captain Rex, I’d like you to oversee that personally.”


“I’ll take care of it, your Majesty.”


“Then let’s go get that saddle,” Polin said eagerly.  “Captain Shaw, we’re leaving!” he called.  “Master Renoit, I thank you for this wonderful gift you’ve given me.  I believe that I came out the best in our bargain,” he grinned.


“I am happy to make you happy, your Majesty.  And since you are the only person she’s ever allowed onto her back, I feel entirely comfortable leaving her here with you.  You will treat her well.”


“For all my life,” he breathed, patting the alicorn gently.


Tarrin, Shaw, and three other guards walked beside the towering alicorn, Polin riding easily on her bare back, as they crossed the circus compound and found the storage tent.  Tarrin and Shaw helped Polin put the saddle and bridle on her, seemingly puzzling out the extra straps and harnesses it had, and Polin got right back up onto her back once the saddle was on her.  The alicorn looked a bit annoyed at the saddle, and Polin looked down at his legs to and fro as he surveyed it.  “It’s different than a regular saddle.  Those iron rods in the stirrup straps make it so you can’t adjust them.  This thing was custom made for the Ranger, and he’s a bit taller than me,” he chuckled, wiggling his booted feet, which were a good span too short to reach the stirrups.


“I’m sure they have some kind of use, your Majesty,” Shaw noted, tugging at one of the straps.  “Everything about this saddle is very…well, very logical.  It was certainly well made.”

“Your saddlers can probably make new stirrups sized for your legs and attach them to this saddle, King Polin,” Tarrin said clinically, leaning over and looking at the stirrup.  “They can, they’re riveted, but the leather straps connecting the stirrups to the saddle run through a steel eyelet, they’re not attached directly to the saddle.  The saddle was made so the stirrups can be replaced without having the replace the entire saddle.”


“That’ll make it easy,” Polin said eagerly as the alicorn fidgeted a bit.  “It’s alright, girl,” he told her soothingly.  “We’re going to go in a just a minute, then you get to see your new home!”

“I think she needs a name, your Majesty,” Shaw prompted with a smile.


“She does indeed, but I want to think about it a little bit.  She deserves that much.”


That was a good dodge, Tarrin noted.  She already had a name, but she couldn’t tell him what it was in company.  Polin was proving himself wilier and wilier by the day, and ever more impressive.


He was going to be a great king.


Things both slowed down and sped up over the next several days.

For Tarrin, things entered a routine, as he waited for his friends to finish going through the palace to identify all the people they’d have to kill to secure Polin’s hold on the throne.  He and Tsukatta trained Polin every day on the field, and he often observed along with Shaw and the Royal Guard as Polin spent most of the rest of his day not tied up in lessons riding the alicorn.  He had declared that her name was Sungold the next day—once she had a chance to discuss matters with him—and his men were already laying the foundations for a new stable much closer to the palace on the grounds, a stable being built just for the alicorn, and to her exacting specifications.  That was part of the deal that she made with him to agree to be his mount, and like any alicorn, she had certain expectations about her comfort that Polin had to meet if he wanted her to stay.  The stable was also within sight of the balcony leading into Polin’s room, and within earshot if he whistled for her.


While Polin was learning how to ride a flying mount, Tarrin, Jula, and Sarraya took turns keeping him safe.  They rotated through his room on a schedule, one that Polin noticed, possibly because Sarraya could not resist playing little jokes on him when she was in the room.  She didn’t reveal herself and didn’t do anything serious, just little things like moving his inkwell when he wasn’t looking, just generally satisfying her Faerie need to be a jerk.


They weren’t the only ones quietly moving behind the scenes, though.  Miranda was keeping a very close eye on Rethin, who was trying to consolidate a hold on unofficial power in the kingdom, taking over where the Glavians had pulled out of the city.  Their withdrawl had created something of a power vacuum in the upper echelons of political power, since they’d been pulling quite a few strings and had control of many powerful nobles.  Rethin was moving to take over that control, to consolidate his hold on the power in the city and the kingdom, and Miranda, naturally, was moving subtly and deftly to block him.  There was quite the little war going on between Rethin and Miranda, as Rethin both tried to take control of the shadowy back alleys of Volin and identify his mysterious rival, and Miranda moved with all the skill learned over the years with Keritanima, setting the pieces on the chessboard so they blocked her opponent from his goal and also protected her king, which was her identity.  She had sent Tarrin out to kill more than a few of Rethin’s agents while they did proverbial battle, and had Tarrin do it because he could make someone disappear.  A body tossed in a river might eventually be discovered, but a body tossed into the Abyss…well, that was another story.

Demons usually didn’t leave much behind when they happened to stumble across a free and easy meal.


As Miranda and Rethin had at it, Tarrin watched on with satisfied approval as Polin settled more and more into the role of king.  The education he received in the altered time was now being put to practice, and every day, he showed it more and more.  It wasn’t just the confidence in which he went about his duties, it was the intelligence he was starting to demonstrate.  And he drove his advisors and council members crazy.  He no longer just did what they told him to do or signed whatever they put before him, he questioned everything.  Even if it seemed fairly straightforward, he still asked a million questions about it, what it was, what it did, what it was supposed to do, and what possible ramifications it might have in other ways.  It was that aspect of things that was really tripping up Rethin and the advisors working for him, since Polin was demonstrating an uncanny ability to read into the proclomations and see what they didn’t say, how they might affect those that seemingly had nothing to do with them.  Incentives given to nobles to create new trade was challenged over the unwritten aspect of having to raise taxes on the commoners to pay for it, for example.  Polin was proving to everyone in the palace that he was no longer the slightly overwhelmed young boy that had been thrust onto a throne for which he was not ready.  Now, Polin Aresson was showing that he was more than capable of not only being a king, but of being a smart and wise king, and that was something that Rethin couldn’t allow.


The speed with which he’d matured into his role had definitely been noticed, but no one in the palace could really say it was unnatural.  The only thing that the rumors agreed upon was that Polin’s sudden maturation was almost perfectly timed with the arrival of the mysterious, enigmatic Captain Arterrus Rex, a man seemingly possessed of exceptional and broad skills and with unbending loyalty to the crown.  More than a few nobles felt that it was Rex that somehow had a tremendous effect on Polin in the short time he was there, had spurred the young man into embracing his role as monarch, and the nobility didn’t like it, not one bit.  A weak king was easy to walk over, but Polin was shaping up to be a king with quite a bit of steel in his backbone.


The short but telling conflict he had with the new Duke of Kilminton made that abundantly clear.  As Polin threatened, he denied the old Duke a state funeral, and the new Duke had arrived from his distant desmense to take issue over the snub.  The Duke’s oldest son, the former Count of Vestinton and new Duke of Kilminton, had had to travel from that western city to take up the duties of the title, and he was not happy when he heard that the Duke was denied a state funeral and denied burial under the cathedral in Volin.  He stormed into the throne room during court and angrily demanded to see Polin in private, clearly giving the 13 year old boy no respect whatsoever, and Polin did not take kindly to the new Duke’s attitude.  The new Duke wouldn’t take no for an answer when Polin told him he wasn’t getting a private audience, to the point where Polin had him physically thrown out of the palace…literally.  The Royal Guard threw him out the front gate and to the ground, and Captain Shaw issued a very public pronouncement to the new Duke that he would be allowed to return to the palace tomorrow, when he had a chance to cool his temper.  That was a bit heavy-handed in Tarrin’s opinion, but on the other paw, he understood why Polin did it.  That show of force, and show of authority, righteously ticked off the Duke, but it also set the tone that Polin was not going to tolerate disrespect from his nobles.  He was only 13, but he was the king, and he was finally starting to understand the truth of it.

The Duke, naturally, took grave offense to being tossed out of the palace like a ruffian, and raised public doubt as to Polin’s fitness to rule over his treatment, saying that a spoiled brat was not a fit king…and that was the worst mistake he could have possibly made.  Miranda got wind of his words, got it on Polin’s desk by late morning, and the Duke of Kilminton was no longer the Duke of Kilminton by suppertime.  Polin stripped him of his title and awarded it to his younger brother, but didn’t take his Count title, and then effectively banished him to Vestinton with the direct and dire warning that if he ever showed up in Volin again, he’d be stripped of his nobility and banished from the kingdom.

It was what Tarrin would call an object lesson, and it was effective.  Polin was making it abundantly clear to everyone that he was in charge, he was the king, and he would brook no one that thought that him being 13 made him unfit to wear his crown.  That he would go after one of his own Dukes that way made it clear to everyone else that if they had any issues with Polin’s age, they’d damn well better keep that opinion to themselves.

After seeing Polin take down the Duke of Kilminton, Tarrin was entirely confident that he was going to be just fine.  It meant that as soon as they purged the palace of the disloyal, they’d be free to go home.  He’d already demonstrated that he’d taken Tsukatta’s lessons about how to be a good manager and Tarrn’s lessons in how to be a good leader to heart, and him smacking down the former Duke of Kilminton proved to Tarrin that Polin now had the backbone to stand up to his detractors, and to hold his throne.


Polin was ready.


He intimated his observations over dinner in the inn the night after Polin banished the former Duke, one attended by Miranda, Haley, and Sarraya, with Jula taking her turn staying with Polin to keep him safe.


“I’m not surprised,” Haley said mildly as he buttered a roll.  “Polin’s a pretty courageous kid.  You should have seen him today, riding that alicorn around the city,” he chuckled.  “He’s getting pretty good in the saddle.”


“He does look like a natural,” Miranda agreed as she picked up her fork.  “Though I don’t think he’s going to endear the townsfolk to him very much if he takes out someone’s roof,” she added with a chuckle.  “Have you been giving him lessons?”

“Not since he got the alicorn.  I taught him the basics, and now I’m letting him learn on his own,” Tarrin answered.  “She will do the training from here out.”


Miranda laughed.  “A rider trained by his mount.  That just sounds wrong,” she smiled.  “Though, you should tell them to fly higher.  He’s been within range of a good bow or a crossbow,” she added.


“That’s a point.  I’ll tell him to take the alicorn out a distance to do his practice,” Tarrin nodded.


“Father,” Jula’s voice came from his amulet.  “Father, we have a problem.”

“What is it, daughter?” he asked, putting a single finger to his black steel amulet.


“Rethin just made a move in a direction none of us predicted.  They just found General Brint, with his throat cut.”

“By the Nexus!” Miranda said sourly.  That was indeed something that none of them had really expected, though given Brint’s loyalty to the throne, Tarrin should have.  With Brint dead, Polin would have to appoint a successor, and no doubt Rethin was going to push for a man loyal to Rethin instead of Polin.  That would give Rethin effective control of the army if he pulled it off


Tarrin looked to Miranda.  “Have you vetted the upper military command staff yet?”


“Not yet,” she answered.  “I’ve been focusing on the castle staff and upper nobility, Tarrin.”


“Do you want me to kill whoever Rethin pushes for the position?” Jula asked.  “That will slow things down a little, give Miranda time to find someone Polin can trust.  I don’t think she’s had time to go through the military yet.”  Since Jula could only hear Tarrin’s reply, hadn’t heard Miranda, it wasn’t a surprise she would say something like that.

Miranda took on a sudden sly look.  “Tell her no, Tarrin.  In fact, we don’t make any move at all,” she replied.  “We let Rethin try.”


“Let him hang himself?” Haley asked.


“Yup,” she replied.  “We just need to have a few friends on hand to put down a possible army coup, and the coup itself will expose those we can’t trust.  My friend, I do believe that it’s time to call in a little extra help.”


“Zak,” Haley said with a smile.


“If he wants to come, but I was thinking more along the lines of Ulger, Kord, and Orin, and ask Zak nicely if he can have a few dozen knights on hand to come over here and get in a little exercise if we need them.  We can have Kyri open a portal to bring them in, that way we can leave them at home until they’re needed.”

“I think that’s a pretty good idea,” Sarraya said.  “It’s sneaky, and I love Kord and Orin.  They’re way more fun than you sourpusses.”

“Well?”

“Miranda said not to interfere, cub,” Tarrin told her.  “She’s scheming over here.”

“Alright,” came the amused reply.

“You don’t mind bringing in a few extra hands, do you?” Miranda asked.


“There’s room for them in the inn,” he shrugged.  “And Ulger knows better than to disobey me.”

“What do you want me to do, father?”

“Just keep an eye on the cub,” he answered.  “Miranda’s making some plans.”


“Ask her how Polin’s responding to the news,” Miranda prompted.


“He’s pretty mad,” she answered after Tarrin relayed.  “Brint was found in his office in the army barracks, so they have the barracks locked down.”

“I doubt he’ll find them,” Haley mused.  “But if it was done there, it had to be someone in the army.  Or at least someone in an army uniform.”

Tarrin nodded.


“Let me send a message to the chapterhouse and see if Zak can spare Ulger and the boys,” Miranda said, standing up.


“Anything else you want me to do, father?”

“No, cub, just keep an eye on things.  I’m sure Miranda will have quite a lot to ask you about when you come back.”


“I’ll keep my ears open.”

“I’ll go help, there may be some things I can find out,” Sarraya volunteered, wolfing down the last of her roll and lifting up off the table, her wings buzzing softly.


“Sarraya’s going to come look around.”


“Works for me, it’s hard to do any investigating when I have to stay close to the cub.”

“That’s why I’m coming,” Sarraya grinned, then she zipped towards the door, vanishing from sight.


An hour later, Tarrin was opening a portal back to Suld with Arcane magic—Kyrienna and Phandebrass were being a bit deceptive about what they were doing in their study of the nexus in southern Volinia—to let Ulger, Kord, and Orin come through.  Ulger was the first one through, in his black armor and carrying his helmet and shield.  He was still shaving his head, and his scarred face looked even fiercer now that he’d aged a little.  The golden filigree at the shoulders of his armor marked his rank of Knight-Colonel, now one of the highest ranking Knights in the order…and Tarrin could admit that he deserved it.  He was still one of their best fighters, but had learned a great deal about how to deal with the other aspects of leadership over the last ten years.  Ulger was a solid man and one of the best the Knights had to offer, and despite his sharp tongue and lack of self-control when speaking, he was a stalwart ally that Tarrin would never mind having at his side.  Behind him were two of the prodigies of the younger ranks of the Knights, the blond-braided half-Ungardt brothers, Kord and Orin.  They’d made quite a name for themselves since the Pyrosian campaign as both wily fighters and exceptionally clever and dangerous tacticians.  The boys were cunning, clever—that was an insult, the truth was, they were utterly devious—and they’d demonstrated how that was a boon on the battlefield.  It was their leadership in the recent Goblinoid invasion of eastern Sulasia three years ago that made the entire order take notice of them.  Their love of jokes and pranks had concealed their true potential…but then again, given how creative some of their pranks were, those who paid attention to the boys’ shenanigans weren’t very surprised.  Azakar had been quietly grooming the boys for command over the last few years, but hadn’t tried to rein in their mischievous natures at all.  He privately said that the constant threat of pranks within the chapterhouse kept the other Knights on their toes.

What surprised Tarrin was to see Azakar come through the portal behind them.  He wore the breastplate of the Lord General with confidence and certainty now, and was as towering in ability as he as in stature.  The ten years since the Pyrosian campaign had put a few age lines on his face, but he was still handsome and physically intimidating.  He was the tallest human on Sennadar, and was still built like a bear, barely slowed down by the weight of his armor.  His armor weighed nearly as much as two men by itself, and his grooms couldn’t carry all of it at once.  But while most everyone was overwhelmed by his physical size, few of them understood just how brilliant the mind was within that gigantic body.  Azakar had matured into one of the most capable Lord Generals ever to carry the sword, because Darvon had seen the truth of him while he was still a cadet on the practice field.  Azakar was as intelligent as he was massive, and between Darvon and Shaz, he had learned the art of command and had grasped the intricacies of strategy and tactics to the point where he was one of the most feared and respected military commanders on Sennadar.  Kang was still revered as the most brilliant military mind on Senndar—and indeed, had even received notice from entities beyond Sennadar for his brilliance—but Azakar was considered his closest and most challenging rival.

“Zak, I didn’t think you were coming,” Tarrin said as the huge Mahuut stepped up behind the boys.


“I thought to take a look at things personally Tarrin,” he answered.  “Besides, there’s little for me to do right now.  This sounded interesting.”


“I hope you told Shaz to stay in Sennadar.”


He nodded.  “The people here might recognize her and not understand what she is,” he answered.  “That she’s not a demon Demon.  I left her in command of the chapterhouse, and tasked her to organize the Knights we might call to assist if necessary.  But I did bring someone else,” he said, looking back.

Tarrin leveled an calm look when Telven stepped through the gateway.  He was wearing cadet’s armor and carrying Azakar’s shield, which was his job as Azakar’s squire.  When Azakar had promised to make something of Telven, he hadn’t forgotten that promise.  It was well known in the chapterhouse and throughout the Knights that Telven was Azkar’s protégé after a fashion, that the Lord General had a personal interest in the education and training of the young man, but Azakar didn’t allow Telven to think that his status gave him any special privileges.  And for his part, Telven had found a home among the Knights.  He’d been part of the order since Tarrin had dragged him out of Dengal one step from being killed by the Church of the One, first as a groom and then as a cadet, and Tarrin could admit that the boy was one scary fighter.  After all, he’d been trained by some of the best warriors alive.   Tarrin kept track of Telven’s progress, so he knew that the boy was in the last phase of his training, and would probably earn his spurs very soon, when he would take the brands and become a Knight of Karas.

He certainly looked the part.  Telven had grown into a surprisingly handsome young man, tall and burly and with a face that made women sigh as he walked past.  His training with the Knights since he was a boy had honed his body into the ultimate physical specimen of human potential, and had received an education that belied the truth of the Knights.  Knights were highly educated in many other aspects than simply swinging swords.  They studied history, philosophy, theology, mathematics, they were well-rounded individuals who could debate with the sages after a long day of trying to chop off heads.  Many Knights were educated in the Novitiate, after all.  Telven represented both the educational refinement and the physical skills and prowess that was a Knight, and Azakar had high hopes for him.  He felt that Telven would be among the highest-ranking Knights when he came into is prime, and Tarrin couldn’t disagree with Azakar’s optimism.  The boy was good, he was smart, and he was utterly devoted to the ideals of the order.  Telven was all but born to be a Knight.


“Sir Tarrin,” Telven said with a little bow.  “It’s good to see you.”


“You too, Telven,” he replied.  “Have you talked to Zyri or Jal lately?”


“Just yesterday,” he answered.  “Zyri was in Suld to see Jal.  We had lunch together.”


“How were they?”


“Just fine, sir Tarrin,” he answered.  “Jal’s just settled into his new position as the Water adept instructor in the Tower.  Zyri’s decided to move into the Tower permanently to be closer to Keeper Jenna and Janette, now that Mistress Mist has released her.  She’s decided to join the order and become a katzh-dashi.”

“Good,” Tarrin nodded.  “We all knew she’d end up in the Tower anyway,” he added with a chuckle.


“That’s Karas’ truth,” Telven agreed.


“If you boys are hungry, we’ve still got some food left over from dinner,” Miranda said as she stepped up and took Azakar’s hands.  “And I didn’t ask for you, Zak,” she winked.


“You can’t order me around anymore, Miranda,” he replied lightly, smiling down at her.


“Of course I can, who do you think’s running this show?” she asked playfully, then laughed when Azakar pointed at Tarrin.  “He thinks he is,” she winked.  “He’d be lost without me, and he knows it.”


“No, I’d be done by now and back home,” Tarrin objected.


“And how much of the city would be left if you did things your way?” she challenged.


“Enough for it to still be called a village,” he shrugged, which made Miranda laugh.


Tarrin Conjured some more food for a second dinner, Conjured a chair large and sturdy enough for Azakar to use, and Tarrin explained what they were doing and the rules involved in the kind of work they’d been called to do.  Azakar proved the kind of man he was by asking for a lot of specifics about the Volinian army, how many were garrisoned in the city, their capabilities, their locations, since they could potentially become a hostile force.  They were still talking about it when Sarraya returned, shimmering back into visibility as she approached the table, and landed on it.  “I’m back!” she declared.  “Hi Zak!  Hi Ulger!  Hey guys, I’m happy to see you!” she said towards Kord and Orin.

“It’s nice to see you too, Sarraya,” Kord said with a grin.  “Been getting in trouble?”


“Always!” she replied exuberantly.


“What did you find out?” Miranda asked.


“Not very much,” she admitted.  “Someone definitely killed Brint, but whoever did it was pretty sneaky.  They didn’t leave behind anything at all to track them down.”


“But you’re a magician,” Ulger protested.


“Yeah, and that’s how I got what I got,” she said, admiring her fingernails.  “I tracked the killer out of the barracks and into the city, but I lost the trail down by where that big open market square is.  Too many people crossed over the trail,” she explained.  “So whoever did it wasn’t an army man.  If he was, he woulda gone back to some other part of the barracks.”


“That’s not entirely true, but it’s a good assumption,” Miranda said professionally.  “How was it done?”


“By surprise,” she answered.  “Brint was on the floor just inside his office.  Whoever did it was behind his door and slashed his throat from behind when he came in.  From the foosteps, he came into the room, went behind the door, and stayed there til Brint came in.  Then he did the deed,” she said, drawing a tiny finger across her throat, “and walked out.”


“The killer must have gotten some blood on him if he did it like that,” Ulger noted as Orin offered Sarraya a piece of cinammon bread.  “Could you track down Brint’s blood?”


“I thought of that, but the guy didn’t get any on him,” she answered, tearing the bread into pieces small enough for her to eat.

“Knowing who did it isn’t completely necessary, but it does help,” Miranda said.  “What’s going to matter now is what happens with appointing a replacement.  That’s why you boys are here,” she added, glancing over at Ulger.  “If Rethin manages to get one of his lackeys in, he just might try to take the throne from Polin by force.  You’re here to make sure that attempt fails.  You know, without doing it his way,” she said, pointing at Tarrin.

“My way gets results,” he shrugged.


“So do volcanoes,” she retorted, which made Sarraya laugh.  “Just the five of you on Polin’s side turns the tables in our favor.  What we’ll have to watch for more than a coup is that Rethin gives him orders about the army Polin doesn’t approve.  He very well might try to start the war with Malendia anyway, though I really couldn’t fathom why, since it was Glavia telling him to do it and the Glavians are out of the picture now.”


“The mind of a power-crazed monster is rarely rational to civilized people,” Tarrin observed.  “But I do think you’re right that his main motivation will be to take Polin’s crown.  Rethin is a powermonger.  He was content being the power behind the crown, but now that Polin’s defying him, he wants his power back.  And the only way to get it is to wear the crown himself…or put it on his wife.”


“That’s one possibility,” Haley nodded.  “Rethin himself doesn’t have any kind of claim on the throne, but his wife does.  He might prefer to continue to run things behind the curtain.”


“Well, we could always hamstring him by taking his wife out of the picture,” Miranda said liltingly, then laughed when Azakar gave her a shocked look.  “I’m joking, Zak.  Seriously!  I wouldn’t do that!”


“At least not where you’d see it,” Haley added, and Ulger barked out a laugh at the dirty look Miranda sent sizzling down the table at the Were-wolf.


“So, we’ll just be held in reserve unless we’re needed?” Azakar asked.


“More or less, Zak, though I’m sure you can find ways to make yourself useful,” Miranda nodded.  “Once Tarrin teaches you the local language, though, you can go out and look around, relax a little bit.  You know, go on a bit of a vacation.  You could use one, given how hard you work.”


“Any movement on that front?” Haley asked curiously.


“A little.  I think I’ve come across a new spell, but just like everything else, Lord Karas is going to make me work to discover it on my own,” he replied.  For the last few years, Azakar had been exploring the old stories about the Knights using magic back during the Age of Power, whch had turned out to be true.  With the Weave restored and the entire citizenry of Sennadar now using magic on a daily basis, he was trying to restore that old power back to the Knights, but thus far had met with mixed success.  Only Knights who had learned Priest devotions were capable of it, ruling out all the Knights that had learned Wizard cantrips, and further, only those who had learned those devotions from a Priest of Karas seemed capable of the old magic.  Azakar was just one such a Knight, and thus far, he had managed to rediscover several magical abilities the Knights of old once possessed.  He had rediscovered ten different spells the old Knights used, and had also discovered that once properly empowered by Karas by special ceremonies and acts of loyalty, requiring the Kinght to prove himself to Karas by completing a quest in his name, it placed permanent magical boons upon a Knight.  It was no surprise that Azakar had managed to progress further than any other Knight in the restoration of the old ways, and had both active magic and passive magical boons that served as protective magic.

They were fairly impressive, and very strong, Tarrin had learned.  The boons placed upon Azakar by Karas made him immune to all normal and magical diseases and poisons, including being immune to Lycanthropy.  He was also invested with an aura of recovery, which caused him to be able to perform heavy activity much longer than a normal man, recover faster from that exertion, and heal at a magically accelerated rate, and what was more, that boon was granted to all Knights around Azakar in addition to himself.  Anyone who wore the brands of the Knights was empowered by Azakar’s mere presence, and that presence had enough reach to cover all Knights in his proximity, extending nearly thirty spans away from him in every direction.  That made his presence in a formation of Knights an extremely powerful thing, since his magic made them fight longer without tiring, recover faster once they did tire, and even regenerate injuries with magical speed, causing minor cuts and bruises to heal within hours instead of days.  A few dozen Knights empowered with that aura of recovery interspersed into a formation of Knights granted the entire host their magical boon, and Azakar was already working very hard to get his command-level Knights empowered with that ability.

That was how all the magic Azakar had learned operated, it seemed.  The magic of the Knights was defensive, recuperative, restorative, focusing on protecting from harm or reversing that harm if it occurred.  The ten spells Azakar had managed to rediscover were mostly supportive in nature, spells that healed injuries, cured non-magical maladies and diseases, and bolstered others in some way, like giving them magical strength or magically enhancing their courage.  The only spell he’d found thus far that was in any way offensive was a spell that evoked a hammer of magical force that appeared in Azakar’s hand, which he could then either wield as a weapon for a short time before the magic faded or throw at an enemy.  If the hammer struck a living thing, it struck with stunning force, but if it struck a non-living thing, it hit with the same might as if it were thrown by an Ogre, which would let it demolish doors and even thin stone walls.  But even that spell was also beneficial in a way, since Azakar could invoke its power while he held it in his hand to heal his own wounds or the wounds of a fellow Knight that he touched with the hammer construct—he had to have the brands, else the spell would attack him as if he were an enemy—which made it a pretty versatile spell.  It was no surprise that the spell was named The Hammer of Karas.

Tarrin had done some research on the Knights of old, so he knew that Azakar had barely scratched the surface of the magic he could command.  But he’d been ordered by both Niami and Karas to let him discover it on his own, that the quest to rediscover that magic was as important as the magic itself, and Tarrin wasn’t about to disobey his Goddess.  He did find it rather curious that the old magic had so quickly adapted to a modern practice of the Knights, however.  Only Knights that carried the brands could be affected by some of Azakar’s magic, and the Knights during the Age of Power didn’t have that custom.  That was a relatively new custom, started because Tarrin and Allia were branded, they were Knights, and all are one under Karas…so if Tarrin and Allia had brands, had endured the pain of being branded, then so would every other Knight.  Niami explained that the magic focused on an iconic, fundamental part of what made a Knight a Knight, and in this new Age of Power, those were the brands.  Only the Knights of Karas had those brands, they were blessed by Karas himself when they were given to the new Knight and couldn’t be duplicated by any normal or magical means, and so only those with the brands could be affected by some of that magic.  In the prior Age of Power, it was Knights who had taken the oath were subject to those magicks, but a new age brought about change in the old magic.


The brands were truly iconic to the Knights of Karas now.  Everyone knew they had them, there were even songs about the brands, and the Knights themselves were proud of them.  When not in armor, most Knights wore sleeveless tunics that displayed the brands for all to see.  After all, a Knight’s spurs could be taken off, but those brands made it abundantly clear just who that man was, even if he was naked.

Because of what they’d learned, there was a new condition to entry into the Academy for new cadets, and that was they had to be unbound.  Unbound was the term that had come into favor to describe someone that had yet to learn any magic, who had not yet been sealed to one of the four orders of magic:  Sorcery, Wizardry, Druidism, or Theism.  This actually wasn’t a very hard condition for most aspiring Knights to meet, since most cadets entered the Academy as boys, and children weren’t allowed to learn magic just about anywhere on Sennadar.  Virtually every single culture and society saw the potential disaster in teaching children magic, so they were forbidden from learning it until their society said they were old enough to handle the responsibility.  It was further a good thing because it gave Sorcerers and Druids a chance to seal those with the gifts before they bound themselves to another order of magic; Sorcery and Druidic magic had no cantrips or devotions or minor magic, so those with the gift had to be prevented from using another form of magic until they could be properly trained.

Azakar demanded unbound cadets for a simple reason; to identify their strongest magical talents and then teach them magic in that field, which may not necessarily be Knight magic.  If a cadet showed more proficiency in Wizard magic than Priest magic, he would learn Wizard magic, maximizing his potential for both himself and the order.  Because a great deal of Knight magic affected more than just the Knight using it, not every Knight had to be capable of Knight magic for all Knights to benefit from it.  That allowed other Knights to pursue other forms of magic, and that brought versatility to the order.

Being an unbound adult was a rarer and rarer thing nowadays.  Even his own parents, who had gone for years without bothering to learn magic, and finally succumbed to the temptation…each in their own way.  His mother Elke had learned devotions from a Priest of Dallstad on a trip to Ungardt to visit family, but his father Eron had learned some Wizard cantrips from Kimmie, which sealed them to two different orders of magic.


It was a stark example of how Sennadar, one of the seven Primes, was so different from other worlds.  It was a world where everyone could use magic, and those who devoted themselves wholly to the magic were an order of magnitude stronger than magic-wielders in other worlds.

“Ooooh, what does it do?” Sarraya asked.


“I’m not sure yet. I have to do more research and study to find out,” he answered.


“So, you boys feel free to be a bit lazy until you’re needed,” Miranda said with a smile.

“There’s plenty we can do without getting in the way,” Azakar declared.  “Ulger’s been learning smithing, so he can always find a forge and study the local techniques, see if they know something we don’t.”


“Aye,” Ulger nodded.  “I guess going to the smithy to get something fixed got me curious to see how it was done.  And I have the muscles for it,” he chuckled.

“Kord and Orin can see how the mercenaries in the city lean, and Telven can protect this place. I notice you have no guards at all.”


“We don’t really need them,” Tarrin shrugged.  “But having a dedicated defender here might be a good idea, if a magician manages to undo our protections.  And Telven is more than a match for anyone that might try to attack this place.”


Telven tried not to blush, looking down modestly, but that was a fact.  He’d been trained by some of the best warriors on Sennadar, including Tarrin himself, and he was a monster in a fight.  Mist didn’t entirely approve of Tarrin’s involvement with Telven, she’d never forgiven him for his betrayal when he was a child, but Mist was the kind to hold grudges.  Tarrin used to be that way, but not anymore.


“Telven can help me with Polin when he’s not defending the inn,” Tarrin added.  “We could use another practice partner on the lists in his training sessions.”


“I’d be happy to help.”


“We’ll need some local armor and weapons, Tarrin,” Orin said.  “You know, so we can blend in.  Make it good quality but not pretty, you know, like we’re common sellswords.”


“I can do that,” he nodded.  “I think all of you could do with some nondescript equipment.  That matching armor might make people curious.”

“I never say no to free stuff,” Kord said in his deadpan way.


After dinner, Tarrin implanted the local language into the Knights and Conjured them nondescript but high-quality equipment, and they just chatted as they recovered.  They caught up with Jula when she returned after Sarraya took her place looking after Polin, and by then they were recovered enough to go out and about, to look around and relax a little bit before they started their task.  Tarrin did manage to get Telven on his own, taking the young man along with him as he went out, and caught up with him without his superiors around to hear it.  Telven wasn’t his adopted child, but he was very important in the lives of Zyri and Jal, and Tarrin could admit that he was rather fond of him now that Azakar had shaped him into an outstanding young man.  Tarrin explained in a little more detail what they were doing—Telven was more aware of Tarrin’s missions than others, since Zyri and Jal told him about them—and caught up a bit on the happenings in Telven’s life.  “Zak says you’ll be getting your spurs very soon,” Tarrin said as they walked down a rather busy street, given it was after dark.

“I’m equal parts eager and terrified,” he answered honestly.  “You always think you’re ready for the responsibility until it’s staring you in the face.”


Tarrin had to chuckle.  “Wisely said,” he returned.  “But I think you’ll do fine.  Is there really anywhere else you’d want to be?”


“No,” he replied immediately and emphatically.  “I hated you and the Knights at first, but now, these men, the order, it’s my home, and I am a true son of Karas now.  I don’t want to be anything other than a Knight.”


“Then focus on that instead of worrying about the small things,” Tarrin suggested.  “You’ll be a fine Knight, Tel.  I’m sure you’ll make all of us proud.”


“I’d better,” he said in a low voice, which made Tarrin chuckle.


“Captain,” a city guardsman said, saluting as they passed.  Tarrin returned it, which made Telven glance back.


“Captain?  Part of your mission?”


Tarrin nodded.  “I’m known as Arterrus Rex here, Tel, army captain and working directly for the King.  It’s how I move around the palace without being hassled.”

“What’s this boy-king like?”


“I like him,” Tarrin said immediately.  “Intelligent, curious, kind, open-minded, courageous, but extremely strong-willed and disciplined.  The only thing he lacked was education and self-confidence, and we’ve made sure to teach him both while we were here.  I have no doubt whatsoever that he’ll be the kind of king that men will remember for a thousand years.”

“That can be good or bad.”


Tarrin chuckled.  “The good kind,” he elaborated, smiling down at the young man…though he didn’t have to look down very far.  Telven was a tall, burly, strapping and very handsome young man.  “This is a curious place, cub.  It’s the most average material plane I think I’ve ever seen, yet it hides great secrets.  It only looks like the eipitome of mediocrity.  I think that’s why the Balance is threatened.”

“It surely doesn’t look very special,” he said, glancing around.  “This street could be in Marta’s Ford, or Torrian.  The architecture here is very Sulasian.”


“I know,” he nodded.  “So, how does it feel to be out doing real work?”

“I’ll find out when I do some,” he replied.  “Something tells me I won’t see much more than the inside of the inn.”


“You’re gonna see plenty, cub, I’ll make sure of that.  This ia golden opportunity for you to get some experience, the kind you can’t get anywhere else.  I’ll talk to Zak about it.”


“What could I do here?”


“Oh, we’ll find something.  I’ll insert you into the Royal guard as a trainee if nothing else, so you can keep an eye on the palace from the inside and be very close by if Polin needs your help.  But you can’t cheat.  No earth magic.”


Telven laughed.  “That takes all the fun out of it, Sir Tarrin,” he replied playfully.


“That reminds me.  Does Shara still tutor you?”


“No, she said there’s nothing more she can teach me. So I’ve been experimenting on my own.”


“Learn anything new?”


“Not really.  Shara’s a very sklled adept, Sir Tarrin.  She taught me a whole lot.”


Telven’s earth adept magic made him a nasty Knight.  He had magical control over earth, rock, and metal, all parts of the earth, and given that most of his opponents had metal weapons and armor, it gave him a very direct means to get at them.  Azakar didn’t let him use his magic at first in his training, however, making sure he knew how to fight as well as a Knight  Only after he became a proficient fighter did Azakar allow him to start using his magic in combination with his martial skills, and that was when he got really, really dangerous.  The fact that he was an adept would deny him the unique magic of the Knights, but Azakar wasn’t so narrow-minded as to demand that all Knights have Knight magic.  Having Knights mixed into their number that used Wizard and Priest magic and Knights like Telven, who had powerful magic as an Elementalist, gave the Knights a tremendous pool of resources upon which to draw.  Azakar actively encouraged all his Knights to study magic beyond simple cantrips and devotions, any and all magic, because he had seen how formidable Tarrin, Allia, Allyn, and Camara Tal were. They were people with extensive martial training but also capable of wielding strong magic in battle, combining the two for devastating effect.

Sennadar was a world of magic, and Azakar wasn’t fool enough to try to remove non-Knight forms of it from the order.


“Have you managed any Sorcery?”


“A little,” he answered.  “I can use some of the pure Earth weaves, and Lula said I have minor access to the Divine and Fire spheres.  I’ve learned a few basic multi-weave spells.  But I can’t use them here.”

“You can use your Adept magic here, though,” Tarrin reminded him.  “That makes you a bit more versatilie than a Sorcerer.  Just don’t use it unless you have to.  We’re trying to keep a low profile.”


“I think you and Lord Azakar trained me well enough not to need it,” he said confidently.


“What does your Adept magic tell you of this place?” he asked curiously.


“Very little,” he replied after a moment.  “The earth here sings in a different key than Pyrosia and Sennadar, but I can easily understand her song.  I can use all my Adept magic here.  What’s the All like here?”

“Much weaker than back home, but that’s not a surprise,” he answered.  “The Elder God here is aware of us, and he approves of our mission, so we’re not getting any resistance from the All with our magic.”


“We’re here to restore the Balance, of course he’ll approve,” Telven mused.


“Sometimes it’s not quite that easy, cub,” Tarrin chuckled.  “Some Elder Gods are…whimsical.  Some don’t like someone like me coming into their plane and messing with things.  Some refuse to admit that the Balance is threatened in their plane, on their watch, and get really stubborn.  But the Elder God here, he’s fairly mellow and not as arrogant as most Elder Gods.  He’s alright.”

A warm wind passed over them, which made Tarrin smile wryly.


“I take it…?”


Tarrin nodded.  “Remember cub, Elder Gods hear almost everything,” he added with a chuckle.  “Just remember that not all gods are like Mother and Karas, though.  Most gods don’t talk to mortals like they do.”

“It does take some getting use to, the idea that a god roams around the Tower grounds.”


“Mother has a very small following, so she’s personally involved with every one of her children.  Karas is much more involved with his children than most other Younger Gods.  I think Mother and Fara’Nae rubbed off on him,” he chuckled.  “But the fact that you’re a Knight is why you’re so engaged with Karas.  He takes a personal interest in the order, since you are his champions.  You carry his honor onto the field, so he makes sure you’re worthy of it.  That takes some personal involvement.”


“I remember the first time he answered a prayer.  It was both beautiful and terrifying.”


“Sometimes I wonder if I ever felt that way about gods.  Before I learned the truth of them, anyway,” Tarrin mused.


“What truth?”


“That most of them are a pack of self-absorbed, arrogant, narcissistic, spoiled, petty children desperately in need of someone to turn them over his knee and spank them,” he said lightly, which made Telven gasp, then laugh suddenly.


“Have you ever done that?”


“Oh yes.  And I enjoyed every second of it,” he said with a grim kind of satisfaction that made Telven laugh harder.  “Luckily, though, the gods in this dimension aren’t like that.  All of them are pretty sober and mature, no doubt due to the Elder God’s influence.  The Elder God here runs a tight ship, and he raised his Youngers well.  I could get along well with these gods.”


“I’ve always wondered.  What’s he like?”


Tarrin looked down at him.  “You mean the other me?”


Telven nodded.


“He’s pretty much the same as me, except he has an even shorter temper,” he replied.  “The Elder God here runs a tight ship, but the other me runs Pyrosia with an iron fist.  He more or less has to, he had to get everything under control over there after so long without an Elder God.  But now that things are settling down, I think he’ll calm down a whole lot.”

“Do you talk to him?”


“Yes and no.  We both feel a little uncomfortable about, you know, our situation. But I’ve spoken to him a couple of times when I was on Pyrosia.”


“I don’t understand.”


Tarrin chuckled.  “He is Mother’s husband, so I’m something of the awkward stepchild who also happens to be her husband’s twin brother…sort of.  It’s a complicated relationship.”


“Sounds like it might make things awkward between you and her too.”


“Not really.  Me and him are two entirely different people, cub, even if we have some common personality traits.  Besides, I’m a mortal, not a god, I’d never be able to understand her, relate to her, the way he can.  Mother certainly didn’t give him much of a chance,” he laughed.  “She even made him move in with her on Nirvana.  Given she’s a Prime Elder God, he wasn’t crazy enough to say no.”

“I’ve always wondered,” he said.  “You told me that you split your soul in two to create you and him.  What happens when you die, since you only have half a soul?”


“Our divided soul will rejoin as one, and I’ll become part of him,” he answered.  “Or he’ll become part of me, depending on how you want to look at it.  Though our souls are different, we are part of a greater whole, and the only thing holding our souls separate is his and my individual desires to stay separated.  When I die—well, when I die and don’t come back, anyway—my soul will join back together, and to be honest, I’m not sure what’ll happen after that.  After all, that other half of me is a god, and he has power and knowledge beyond my imagination.  I’m not sure if I become part of his totality, he becomes part of mine, or if we combine to form a new awareness based on our original soul, each of us half of a new whole.  That’s if He allows me to quit, anyway,” he laughed.  “My Master can easily just resurrect me from the dead, or even stick my half of our soul into a new body and put me back to work, then scold me for like a thousand years over allowing myself to get killed.  Either way, I’ll be alright, cub.  No need to worry about it.”


Telven looked up at him, then gave a wry laugh.  “You did say that working for Him is a lifetime commitment.”


“Beyond lifetime, given He can resurrect us from the dead,” Tarrin drawled.  “It’s more like an eternal commitment.”


“You’ve died?” he asked suddenly.

“More than once,” he grunted.  “This isn’t a risk-free occupation, cub, not even for someone like me.  And believe me, you learn to avoid dying just to save yourself from the lecture.  You have no idea how long He can drone on and on about us inconviencing him by making Him bring us back from the dead.  I think that’s His special little way of making sure we still feel like there’s a major punishment if we get killed.  If you know you can just be brought back without consequence, it can make you sloppy.  For us, the consequence is a thousand year long chastisement from someone we can’t tune out or ignore.”


Telven burst out laughing, then gave him a more serious look.  “Do you regret taking up the task?”


“Not one bit, and I never will,” he answered immediately and emphatically.  “Not to brag, but I do very important work that not many are capable of doing.  I will serve my Master for as long as he needs me, because he needs me, and with all my heart.”


“That’s how I feel about being a Knight,” Telven mused.

“Then that proves you’re where you belong, cub,” Tarrin told him, putting a hand on his shoulder.  “And I’m positive you will make all of us proud of you once you earn your spurs and brands.”

Telven could only look away modestly.


Things both slowed down and sped up, because Miranda really couldn’t move until Rethin made his.

But the two weeks they waited weren’t wasted.  Miranda continued to work through the palace to identify the disloyal, a process that required her specialized Priest magic, while Tarrin, Tsukatta, Jerrik, and Telven continued to “train” Polin and in armed combat.  Telven was brought in to be Polin’s sparring partner, and Tarrin arranged it with both Polin and Shaw for Telven to work with the Royal Guard as a trainee, which put the young man inside their inner circle and allowed him to overhear their gossipping.  That proved invaluable to Miranda after just two days, since the Royal Guard saw everything going on within the palace, and while they never discussed what they saw with outsiders, they did tell each other about what shenanigans they happened upon in the deserted back halls and forgotten rooms in the large building.  It was mostly salacious gossip, but knowing who was talking with who—or kissing them—had real worth for Miranda’s intelligence operation.


And every day after he finished his lessons, Polin spent almost every moment until nearly sunset in the saddle, practicing riding his alicorn.  And Tarrin had to admit, the boy was a natural in the saddle of a flying mount.  Every day showed marked improvement, and he’d mastered the basics of a flying mount and was now learning the more advanced skills, like dives, rolls, and high speed banking maneuvers, learning how to fly in extreme situations…which was only prudent since he may someday fight a battle from the back of that alicorn.

He was already looking into barding for it, and having quite a discussion with the armorsmiths over possible armor along the leading edges of the alicorn’s wings.


As they expected, Rethin had managed to put one of his own men to Polin to replace Brint, and the man didn’t disappoint in his bootlicking skills.  He was wholly Rethin’s man, did whatever Rethin told him to do, and that effectively gave Rethin control over the army.  They were waiting to see what Rethin was going to do with that power, but if he did nothing, the new commander of the army, Leno Melrenson, would be purged with the rest of the disloyal when Miranda made her move.


Polin was certainly pressing that button.  Arguments between him and Rethin were now a daily occurrence, and they were starting to get public.  Rethin kept treating Polin like a child, unable to make his own decisions, and Polin pushed back harder and harder every day. Yesterday’s argument brought what Tarrin was waiting for, and that was Polin’s first real threat to remove Rethin from his post as the lead of his council of advisors, after Rethin tried to reverse one of Polin’s decisions behind the young king’s back.  Polin made a decree to repave the streets in one of the poorer sections of Volin, whose streets were in deplorable condition, but Rethin felt it was a waste of money and tried to countermand the order after Polin had already made it.  That infuriated the young king, and he openly rebuked Rethin in the throne room during court for his actions.  The two of them had a shouting match in the council room after court, and Polin had threatened to remove Rethin from his post as an advisor if he ever did anything like that again.

And that was what Tarrin was waiting for.  For a man like Rethin, being threatened that way by someone he felt had no business having power over him was the proverbial straw that broke the camel’s back.  It also dawned on him that Polin could bounce him out of the palace on a whim the way he had the Duke of Kilminton, which very well may happen if he kept trying to run the palace like it was his instead of Polin’s.  Tarrin had his Deva and cambion observors step up their surveillance, having the cambion also keep an eye on Leno to intercept any orders he received from Rethin.   Azakar felt the same as Tarrin, and had ten additional Knights brought over from Sennadar, who were in the inn and ready to respond to any call to arms at a moment’s notice.  That put fourteen branded Knights and one cadet on Polin’s side, and that was a whole lot of firepower, given the average Knight was a nightmare in a fight that was more than a match for ten army soldiers.  Azakar didn’t skimp when it came to choosing those Knights, either, bringing in seasoned veterans like Darran and Kelliver to supervise the younger Knights, though “younger” was a relative term.  The most junior of them, Kord and Orin, were absolute nightmares in any battle due to their years of intense training in both armed and unarmed forms of combat.   The Knights had incorporated elements of the Ungardt Ways and the Selani Dance into their training regemin to give them a broad array of martial skills, and it made them some of the most deadly and feared warriors in any dimension, not just Sennadar.

The stage was set, Tarrin could see.  Now, he was simply waiting for the play to begin.


Rethin didn’t disappoint in that regard.  On a crisp, misty early morning, as Tarrin was going downstairs to help Miranda, Haley, and Kelliver cook breakfast for the Knights and their friends, the cambion appeared before him in the hallway and informed him that Rethin had sent a message by note that was a pre-arranged signal for a man in the palace loyal to him to attempt to kill Polin.  He didn’t know exactly what the plan was, but he could sense Rethin’s intent when he wrote the note; it was the signal to start a plot to kill Polin.  Tarrin headed downstairs to tell Miranda about it, but Sarraya zoomed into the kitchen, shimmering back into visibility before he could get her attention.  She’d just been relieved by Jula to keep an eye on Polin, but she was moving far too fast to just be hungry.  “I think it’s going to go down!” she blurted, zipping over and landing on Miranda’s shoulder.  “Telven got me a message!”


“What did he say?” Miranda asked as she put several small loaves in the oven over the hearth.


“Someone dropped a message to one of those guards you’re having Telven watch, one that was bought by Rethin.  The message was just one word.  Practice.  That’s way too vague to be anything but a signal.”


“I’d have to agree there,” Miranda said as she closed the iron door of the oven.


“That corroborates the message I just received,” Tarrin added.  “Rethin just initiated a plot to kill Polin.”


“Did you warn Jula to tighten the rigging until we get there?” Miranda asked Sarraya.

“Yup,” she answered.  “She’s playing extra-close attention.”


“Tarrin, would you be a dear and call Phandebrass and Kyrienna back from whatever it is they’re doing?  We might need them,” Miranda said conversationally.


“I can do that,” he nodded.


“Sounds like I’d better go put my armor on,” Kelliver noted dryly.


“It might be a good idea.  And wake up the others,” Miranda agreed.  “We have just enough time to get everyone organized before me and Haley have to go to the palace.”

“What do you think he’s up to?” Sarraya asked as the tall Knight headed for the stairs.

“I’m not sure, but he’s going to do something,” she answered.  “My best guess is, he’s going to try to kill Polin.  Practice could either be weapons practice with Tarrin and Tsukatta, which would be kinda crazy to try to kill him there when he’s surrounded by some pretty nasty fighters, or they’re going to try to kill him when he’s flying around on his alicorn.  If he comes within bowshot, they’d have a real chance, if they find a good marksman.  They may have gotten an archer out in the forest where he’s been doing his practicing.”


“But why warn the Royal guard if that’s the plan?” Sarraya said.  “I wouldn’t tell anyone what was going on unless they had to know, and they don’t have to know if that’s where it’s gonna happen.”


“That’s a point,” Miranda agreed, turning around and tapping her muzzle with her finger, obviously deep in thought.


“Maybe his plan is to kill Polin at weapons practice and try to blame Tarrin or Tsukatta for it,” Haley mused.  “Nobody in court attends them anymore, and there’s usually only two guards there to observe.  And I’m sure Rethin could come up with something to get everyone’s attention, make the practice field nice and deserted, and that’s when his lackeys in the Royal Guard make their move.  All it would take is a six men with crossbows to kill them while they’re practicing, then run to the throne room to spread his version of the story while the men who attacked them stab one of Tarrin’s swords into Polin’s dead body through the quarrel wound to hide the truth.  We all know how much Rethin hates Rex, so it would be no stretch that he’d frame Rex for the crime.  As far as the nobles would ever know, the man who Polin trusted killed him, Tsukatta, and the other Royal Guards, then the Royal Guard killed him before he could escape.” 


“Now that just might be it,” Miranda nodded.  “It does cover all the bases.”


“And if the men with the crossbows are Royal Guards, it won’t raise much notice,” Tarrin finished.  “Their fence patrols carry them.”


“I think you should look into your spellbook and find a spell to protect an area against arrows and quarrels, Tarrin,” Miranda said with a cheeky smile at him.


“I have several,” he shrugged.  “I’ll take care of it.  We let them try, capture them, then let Polin unravel the plot and expose the conspirators.  He’s more than smart enough to track it all the way back to Rethin.”

“That he is,” Haley nodded.  “And we can take care of anyone that Polin misses in his purging of the castle after the attempt on him.  Then we’ll be done here.”


“Sounds like a plan to me,” Miranda smiled as Azakar ducked into the kitchen.


“Kelliver said things might come to a head today,” he said.


“We think it will.  Gather up the Knights in the common room, Zak, we’ll explain what we think is going to happen over breakfast.”


Miranda went over the information and their suspicions as the Knights ate.  “So, where do you want us in this?” Azakar asked.


“I want you to be in armor and right here, ready to come if we call for you,” she answered.  “It’s only about five minutes to the palace from the front door.  Odds are, we’re not going to need you, but when Rethin’s plan falls apart, there’s a chance he might just completely jump off the ship and call in the army to take the palace by force.  If he does that, then we’re going to need you to reinforce the Royal Guard.”


“That would be his last resort, since the nobles and the city folk will rebel against his try for the throne,” Haley added.  “He could do it, but he wouldn’t hold onto the throne long if the nobles rise up against him.  He may have control of the army, but the nobles can raise their own army to oppose him.”


“Volinia plunging into civil war isn’t what I was sent here to let happen,” Tarrin said evenly.  “Kord, Orin, I want you in the palace.  I’ll get Royal Guard uniforms for you, you look young enough to be trainees, so you won’t be challenged.”


“Aye, that’s a good idea,” Azakar agreed.  “That puts three of us inside along with you.  The rest of us will be a call away if you need us, just make sure we can get into the gate.”

“I can arrange that,” Tarrin said.  “Just remember, all of you, don’t tell Polin what’s going to happen or what we’re doing.  Let him react to everything as it happens.  It’ll be a good measure of his readiness as much as anything else.”


“Then it’s time for me to go put on my dress,” Miranda declared, standing up.


Polin noticed the underlying tension that morning, as he held court before his training sessions. There was a quiet sense of anxiety in the throne room, something that was very subtle, but the young man was very observant.  Tarrin was there in the guise of Rex, more or less at Polin’s orders, having had attended court for most of the last couple of weeks.  Telven, Kord, and Orin were also in the chamber, in trainee Royal Guard uniforms—Shaw didn’t ask a single question when Tarrin asked for them to be put in trainee uniforms and placed inside the palace—and looking entirely like they belonged where they were, even if Kord and Orin looked a tiny bit out of place due to their height and their blond braided hair, wearing the iconic braids common in Ungardt society, their braids going halfway down their backs and as thick as a woman’s wrist.  Men with hair that long wasn’t exactly a Volinian custon, and blond hair was fairly rare in their society.  At least they didn’t have the thick beards that were also common for Ungardt, since long beards made wearing the helmet that was part of their Knight armor very uncomfortable.  Like most Knights, they were clean shaven.

Tarrin didn’t pay much attention to the court.  His attention was on Rethin, who looked entirely comfortable and relaxed standing on the dais next to Polin’s throne.  He certainly wasn’t acting like a man who was on the brink of committing treason, but Rethin was a consumate politician, and that included being able to talk quite normally to a young man he was plotting to murder that very day.


Then came the training session.  Tsukatta arrived right on time, wearing his wide-legged training garb, and Jerrik arrived from the barracks to participate.  He had a hand on the hilt of Swordbreaker, and wore it proudly.  He had also not brought out the wooden swords, for they’d graduated beyond them. For the last five days, they’d been working with real weapons, giving Polin some experience with his sword Anji, which he’d already unsheathed and rested on his shoulder casually as he spoke with Jerrik as Tsukatta entered the training field.


“Good morning, your Majesty, Lord Jerrik,” Tsukatta said in his friendly, mellow voice.  “How does this day find you?”


“It finds me well, my friend,” Jerrik answered.  “Are we ready to begin?”


“As soon as that trainee gets here,” Tsukatta said, looking around.  “Where is he?”


“I sent him on an errand, he should be back any time now,” Polin replied.


Telven hurried out of the palace, entered the training field, and bowed.  “Sorry, your Majesty, my Lords.  I had to go further than I expected to deliver the message.”

“If we are all here, then let us begin,” Tsukatta said, drawing one of his katana and taking it in both hands.  “We will do the forms first, then move on to open spar.”


“Yes, my Lord,” Polin said, bringing his sword down from his shoulder.


Polin and Jerrik didn’t pick up on Tarrin and Telven’s increased awareness, but Tsukatta certainly did.  He kept glancing at Tarrin, and started observing the general area himself when he realized that Tarrin was paying very little attention to the lessons, and was instead much more interested in the area around the training field.  Telven was also much more alert, approaching his spar with Polin as more akin to being on a battlefield, where his attention was split evenly between the enemy before him and his surroundings, ensuring he wasn’t going to be blindsided by a hidden enemy.


And they didn’t have to wait long.  After knocking Polin to the ground with his foot, Telven barked out a cry of alarm and lunged forward, throwing his shield over the prone monarch, just as a crossbow quarrel lashed out from behind a low hedge wall on the far side of the grassy lawn holding the training field.  The quarrel struck his shield with an audible thunk, going halfway through the metal face and wooden backing, demonstrating how powerful the crossbow was that loosed it.  “Sniper!” Jerrik barked, Swordbreaker leaping to his hand, but Tsukatta was already halfway across the field, his sandal-clad feet blurring under his wide-legged trousers as he dashed towards the hidden assassin’s location.  “Get the king to safety, Telven!” Jerrik barked in command as he rushed after the samurai, and Shaw and his partner charged towards where Polin was on the ground, already getting back to his feet.  “Rex, protect Polin!”

As Tarrin had expected, the lone sniper was the decoy, meant to draw off Polin’s protection.  Tarrin heard the other men as they rushed out from behind the armory, crossbows in their hands, and the eight men hesitated not a second raising them to a firing position.  Shaw saw them and at first paid them no mind, but then gasped and tried to throw himself over Polin when he realized that his own men were about to fire on him.  The quarrels were loosed, streaking directly at them—


--then they clattered off an invisible barrier a good ten paces away from the closest man.


The eight men reacted with surprise, but then they threw down their crossbows and charged forward with their swords.  “Get Polin out of here!” Tarrin barked to Shaw as he drew his sword.  “Telven!” he added, setting himself firmly between Polin and the charging men.  The youthful cadet came up to his side, his broadsword and shield ready, and he nodded up at Tarrin.


“Leave one alive,” Tarrin ordered as the two of them surged forward to meet the charging men.


Tarrin and Telven met the men halfway between the armory and Polin, and if those eight men thought they were going to sweep the two defenders out of their way and intercept Polin and his guards before they got back to the palace, they were disabused of that notion almost instantly.  Telven was the first one to engage, and he had his man down and with his head chopped off before the second man even reached Tarrin, and that man fared no better.  Tarrin almost scornfully knocked his sword out wide and then decapitated him nearly with a flick of the wrist holding his sword, then he kicked the blood-spurting body back into the men coming up behind it before it could collapse to the ground.  That faltered their charge, and Tarrin and Telven waded right into the middle of them confidently.

Two more men were down by the time Tarrin realized that Polin wasn’t going to just let men fight his battles for him.  The young teen didn’t run for the safety of the palace, he outran his guards charging to Tarrin and Telven’s relief, giving a loud shout as he took up Anji in both hands and attacked the closest man to him by the time he got there.  Shaw and his partner rushed up behind him and took up flanking positions, protecting the young king as best they could since he’d committed them to the fight.


 But after barely ten seconds, Shaw saw that Polin didn’t need protection.  He squared off against the taller, stronger man he went after fearlessly, and after the man tried to kill him with a rather clumsy series of low slashes, he got himself knocked out of position and Anji impaled through his chest for his trouble.  Polin proved that he’d taken his lessons in fighting to heart, dispatching his foe with far more skill than any other 13 year old in the kingdom possessed…more skill than most adult men possessed.  Polin had been specifically trained to fight fully grown men who were taller and stronger than him, and that training displayed itself in grand fashion as Polin waded right into the fight and was by no means a liability.  The five remaining men went from fearless charge to shocked reatreat in seconds, when the five men facing them proved that they were far superior combatants.  They were no longer trying to kill Polin, they were trying to escape, but there was no way to retreat without being cut down from behind as they tried, and that made them frenzied in their fighting, swinging their swords with terrified zeal as they backed up, seeking an opportunity to turn and run without getting killed.


And frightened men were easy to defeat.


Tarrin knocked another man to the ground and almost casually killed him with a sword thrust to the chest as they pushed the four remaining men back, Polin being only loosely protected by a very impressed-looking Shaw, the captain of the guard allowing Polin to do his own fighting but there to protect him if he got in over his head.  Telven dispatched the sixth man with one of the attacking sequences taught by the Knights, a series of shallow high slashes followed up by a feint to the left to knock the enemy out of balance, getting him out of position, then he ran him through with ease, the movements of his broadsword steady and smooth and certain.  Shaw himself took down the seventh man, overwhelming him with his superior fencing skills and stabbing him in the throat, and the last man turned and ran in desperate terror.


“Don’t kill him!” Tarrin barked as Telven surged ahead, giving chase.  But the man moved like a jackrabbit, quickly opening the distance, and Telven slid to a stop and made a grand motion with his shield.  The man tripped and fell to the ground, slid a good ten spans over the grass, and tried to get back up.


He didn’t make it.  Like a blur, Tsukatta was there, a sandal on the man’s back as the chisel tip of his sword came down on the base of his neck.


“I say, that was quite exciting!” Phandebrass said brightly as he shimmered into visibility, standing on a glowing circular platform that hovered about twenty spans over the training field.  “You were right, Captain  Rex!  They did try it!”


“Your spell of shielding was timely, Master Phandebrass,” Tarrin called up to him.  “You saved us all.  Thank you.”


“I say, it was the least I could do,” he said as the platform started to lower.


“The circus performer!” Shaw blurted.


“A friend of mine,” Tarrin answered.  “I suspected that this might happen, and Master Phandebrass agreed to remain behind as additional protection, provide us some magical assistance.”


“It was a wise thing to do,” Jerrik said as he grabbed the panting man on the ground and hauled him up to his feet, holding his hands behind his back.  “Dirty traitor,” Jerrik nearly spat as the man squealed in pain.

“The first man?” Tarrin asked Tsukatta, who was sheathing his sword in a practiced motion.


“Unconscious beyond the hedge,” he answered.  “I thought taking him alive would be best, find out who convinced him to do it.”


“I can’t believe that members of my own guard would try to kill me!” Polin said in outrage, driving the tip of Anji into the ground and letting go of the hilt of the bloodstained weapon.


“I knew these men were open to corruption, but I didn’t think it would go this far,” Shaw said grimly.  “Captain Rex warned me about these men, your Majesty, and instead of drumming them out of the guard, we instead took to watching them, to find out if others were like them, and to get word of any intrigue in the palace that might threaten you.  It’s my fault it got this far!  I should have removed these men from service!”


“I don’t blame you, Shaw, you’re the most loyal and trustworthy man I know, and sometimes it’s better to watch the scoundrel you know than to wonder who is the scoundrel you don’t.  I think what you were doing was a smart thing to do.  But I think it’s time we did a little housecleaning, both in the guard and in the palace,” Polin declared.  “Because I doubt that eight members of the guard decided to kill me by themselves.  There’s more to this, I’m sure of it.”


“I say, I’ll summon Lady Kyrienna, she excels in the use of magic to extract information from unwilling subjects,” Phandebrass said.  “It’s quite impressive, her command of charm spells.”


“Charm spells?” Polin asked.


“I say, magic that will convince these men that Kyri is their friend, and thus they’ll tell her anything she wants to know willingly,” he answered.  “It’s far faster and more effective than most other forms of interrogation, it is.  She can find out in ten minutes what may take others two days to discover.”


Polin didn’t waste a second thinking about that.  “Is is dependable, Rex?”


“When she does it, yes,” he replied honestly.


“Then I would ask you to summon this lady Kyrienna, Master Phandebrass, if you please.”


“It would be my pleasure, your Majesty,” he answered.


“Shaw, I think we need to lock down the palace,” Polin said.  “Let no one in our out—“


“There are some men I’d like brought in,” Tarrin interrupted.  “Men I know and trust, if you’ll trust my judgment.”


“Yours, Rex, you bet I do,” he nodded.


“Telven,” Tarrin called.  “Go get them.”


“Yes, Captain,” he replied, then he turned and rushed towards the palace.


“That boy is one of yours?” Jerrik asked.


Tarrin nodded.  “And one of the most promising cadets I’ve ever seen,” he added.


“Once those men are inside, we lock down the palace,” Polin said.  “Then we get to the bottom of this when Lady Kyrienna arrives to find out what these men know.”


“I am here, your Majesty,” Kyrienna said in her stately voice, walking towards them.  She was wearing a cream-colored robe that showed off a peek of her cleavage, her slim waist adorned with a belt holding many small pouches, and her hair was pulled back and up to tumble down her shoulders in elegant waves.  She was in her human illusion, but that didn’t make her any less lovely, and the way Polin gawked at her a little bit made that apparent.  She gave Polin a graceful curtsy, then pointed at the man that Jerrik was restraining.  “Is this him?”

“Aye, my Lady,” Shaw nodded.  “Barrinson, send out the word.  Once the men Trainee Telven is bringing are inside the palace grounds, lock all gates and let no one in our out.”


“Aye, Captain,” he said, then he hurried towards the palace.


Their prisoner struggled against Jerrik as Kyrienna approached him, then she withdrew a small gem from one of her pouches.  “I was told by Phandebrass what you require, you Majesty, and I’ve already prepared the proper spell,”she declared.  She chanted in the discordant language of magic for a moment, her voice strong and clear and almost musical, then she crushed the gem between her two fingers as if it were nothing but an eggshell.  The dust of the gem didn’t fall to the ground, it instead swirled around her fingers, then rushed at the man when she pointed at him, going directly into the skin of his face and head.  He stiffened and then relaxed, blinking owlishly, and gave Kyrienna a bright smile.


“The spell is effective, your Majesty.  What do you wish me to ask him?”


“Who is behind the plot to kill me, and who else is involved,” he answered.


Kyrienna stepped up to the man.  “You can let him go, sir,” she told Jerrik.  “He’s not going anywhere.  Are you, my friend?”


“Of course not,” he replied.  “Not if you don’t want me to.”

“Not at the moment, no,” she said.  “Now, I’m quite curious as to why you took up arms against your king.”


“Was told to do it,” he answered.  “Hanver said so.”


“And who is Hanver?” she asked as Shaw’s eyes widened.


“Lieutenant Hanver,” he answered.  “Told us that Mirrik would distract them from the hedges, and when they chased after him, we’d get an open shot.  Wasn’t expecting no magic, though, and I don’t think Mirrik would have believed that yellow-skinned fella could run that fast.  That was impressive..”


“I imagine you weren’t,” Kyrienna murmured.  “And do you know who told Hanver to do it?”


“Nope.  Hanver just told us what to do.”


“And who else was involved other than those here?”


“Just those here is all I know of,” he answered.  “If there are others, Hanver would know.”


“And why did you follow those instructions?  You had to know that it would get you in trouble.”


“Why, for the thousand goldmarks I was paid,” he replied.  “It’s not that I have anything against Polin, I like the kid, but I had debts I had to pay to men that don’t take kindly when you don’t pay them back, if you know what I mean.  Loyalty’s all well and good until a man threatens to break your legs if you don’t pay back your debts.”


Shaw gave the man a surprised look.  “By the shield of Tarvis, Jolvertson, you should have come to me if you were having problems,” he stated.


“I ran up the debts gambling, Captain.  You’d have kicked me out of the guard if you knew that.”


“I think that’s everything we need,” Polin said.  “Could you get him to go quietly, Lady Kyrienna?  I’d rather not have him cause a scene.  Right now nobody knows about this but us, and I don’t want the rats to try to get off the ship before they know its sinking.”


Kyrienna nodded.  “You can do me a favor, friend, and follow this fellow down to the dungeon,” she ordered, pointing at Jerrik.  “Do whatever he tells you to do.  I promise, he won’t hurt you.”


“For you, of course,” he said eagerly.  “Well, Master Jerrik, let’s get going.”

“Hanver.  I can’t believe it.  Hanver!” Shaw said in disbelief after Jerrik escorted the man off the field.  “I was training him to take over my duties when I retire!”


“He must have decided he wanted to be captain now, rather than waiting for you to retire, Captain,” Kyrienna said calmly, crossing her arms beneath her breasts.


“Let’s get this mess cleaned up,” Polin said, looking around.  “If a nobleman looks out the window and sees bodies laying all over the lawn, it might start gossip, and that might tip off our rat that the ship’s sprung a leak.”


“Wise thinking, your Majesty,” Phandebrass said.  “If it doesn’t offend you, I can use magic to remove them, but it might make you a bit unsettled.”


“How so?”


“I say, I know magic that animates the bodies of the dead for a short time, I do.  The bodies will simply get up and walk away, your Majesty,” he answered.  “From a distance, it won’t look like anything’s amiss.  Well, except for those two headless ones,” he added, looking around.


“Necromancy, Phandebrass?” Tarrin said disapprovingly.


“It’s a safe spell to cast, Captain,” he replied defensively.  “One of the simplest of Necromancy spells to cast, it is, and thus safe to use.  It will even work on the unconscious fellow Tsukatta chased down, though he’ll feel quite weak and unwell when he wakes up, he will.  And we don’t want to just destroy the bodies.  There might be important evidence on them.”

“As creepy as that sounds, it does sound like a good idea,” Polin decided.  “Shaw, we can have him take them to the barracks and put them in the infirmary.”


“Aye,” Shaw agreed.  “Cast your magic, Master Phandebrass.  I’ll show you where to take them.”


The words that Phandebrass spoke were decidedly more sinister than the words Kyrienna used to cast her charm magic, but the effect was palpable.  Polin gawked a bit when the seven corpses jerked in unison, then slowly shambled to their feet.  The two decapitated corpses casually reached down and picked up their heads and tucked them under their arms, then waited in motionless silence as Phandebrass when to fetch the unconscious man.  He returned with the man a moment later, and when Phandebrass motioned, the living and the dead walked slowly off the field in the direction Shaw indicated.

“Mistress Kyrienna, if I told you where Hanver is, do you think you could do magic on him to keep him from going anywhere?  He might run if I approach him,” Polin said.  “He’d never run from a beautiful lady.”


“You’re wise, your Majesty,” Kyrienna smiled.


“I can point him out, my Lady,” the last guard with Polin spoke up.  “I think we can trust his Majesty with Captain Rex, Lord Harimashi, and Trainee Telven.”


“We should go right back to training, look like nothing is amiss,” Tsukatta said.  “That will give Lady Kyrienna time to catch her prey.”


“I suppose, at least after I clean the blood off Anji,” Polin noted, looking at his weapon.


They did so, going through the motions of practicing sparring, but Polin’s mind was clearly on the attack…as well as other things.  He broached one such subject after smacking Anji against Telven’s shield a few times.  “How did you do it?” he asked.


“Your Majesty?”


“How did you make the man trip?” he asked.  “I know you did it.  He tripped just as you made that move with your shield.”


Telven laughed when he looked at Tarrin.  “Master Phandebrass isn’t the only magician around, your Majesty,” he answered honestly.  “Though the magic he uses is far different from mine.”


“Oh really?” Polin asked in interest.  “Just what kind of magic can you do?”


Telven glanced at Tarrin, who gave him a slight nod.  “Well, my ability is hereditary, your Majesty.  You can’t use it unless you have the gift, and it runs in families,” he replied.  “On my—in my country, we’re called Adepts, or Elementalists.  We can control the elements, or use magic based on them.  I’m an earth Adept, I can use magic that controls, shapes, or draws magic from the earth.  What I did to the man running was affect the ground in front of him, raising up a bump that he tripped over.”

Polin gave him a look, then laughed.  “Clever!”


“Thank you, your Majesty,” he said modestly.


It only took Kyrienna about ten minutes to trap her prey.  The same guard that escorted her off the field returned with the news that she’d captured the renegade officer, and they followed him back to a small office deep in the palace, one used by the Royal Guard.  Shaw was already there with Kyrienna, and the man Hanvers was sitting at the desk, a bemused smile on his face and his eyes slightly glazed, a victim of Kyrienna’s powerful magic.  “Your Majesty,” Kyrienna said as he entered.  “The spell is already cast.  He’ll answer any question you put to him with complete truth.”


“Thank you, my Lady.  You are unbelievably useful, you know.”


She smiled gently.


Polin came up to the desk and put his hands on it.  “Hanver.”


“Yes, your Majesty?” he answered, his voice rough, raspy.  The faint scar on his neck was probably the reason, the man’s vocal chords were damaged.


“Why did you order men to try to kill me?”


“Because you’ve become too difficult to manage,” he replied calmly.


“Manage?”


“Do you really think that a child has the ability to lead Volinia?  So long as you knew your place, we were perfectly content to let you play with your crown and sceptre.  But the last few days, you’ve got it into your head that you’re in charge around here, and I love Volinia too much to risk it to your childish notions.”


Polin gave the man a dark look, but didn’t pursue his ego.  “You said we.  Who else came to this decision?”


“Your council of advisors,” he answered.  “They’ve been guiding the kingdom since your father’s death, and you were threatening the safety and security of the kingdom with your decisions.  I may like you as a person, but I love my kingdom more than my king.”


“So, the entire council is against me?  Including my uncle?”


“Rethin is the one that gave me the order,” he answered.


Polin looked aghast for a moment, then his eyes narrowed and his jaw set.  “And my aunt?”


“That brainless idiot?  She has no clue about anything.  I sometimes wonder if she knows her own name,” he replied scornfully.


“And who else feels as you do?  I want every name you know.”


Tarrin listened as Hanver listed off about fifteen men and women, all of which Miranda had already identified.  While he did that, Tarrin called for Azakar to join them, and he arrived just as Hanver finished.  Polin and Shaw gaped as he ducked his head to get under the door, then strode in looking like a walking iron works with his heavy armor.  “What is it, Captain?” Azakar asked.


“How many Knights are on the palace grounds?”


“All of them,” he answered.  “Captain Shaw allowed us to stand guard at the main gate and reinforce his guard complement.”


“Good, we might need them,” he answered.


“Who is this large gentleman, Rex?” Polin asked.


“Polin, this is the Lord General of the Knights of Karas, Azakar Kanash,” he introduced.  “One of the best fighting men you’ll find anywhere.  When I need a man that will never let me down, this is the man I call.”


“That is one of the most truthful statements that could be said,” Tsukatta agreed lightly.  “You would have to search a hundred worlds to find a man as capable as the Lord General.”


Azakar actually blushed.  “My men are available at your command, your Majesty,” he said to Polin.  “Ten of my best Knights, as well as one of our most promising cadets.  We will help you take back your kingdom from the usurpers.”


“First things first, things are going to be very dicey from here out, Zak.  We need Kelliver and Ulger to help Shaw protect Polin.  The Royal Guard knows the palace and knows the people, so I think they’re best suited to hunt down our enemies.  They know who they are, what they look like, and that’ll free up Shaw’s men to do it.”

“Aye, I’ll agree to that,” Shaw nodded.  “Two Royal Guard and two of your Knights stay with his Majesty.”


“I’ll go get them, my Lord General,” Telven spoke up.


“They’re at the main gate,” Azakar nodded, and Telven rushed out.


“I say, his Majesty might need some magical defense as well, so I’ll stay with him, I will,” Phandebrass declared.  “That allows Kyri to help hunt these traitors down.”


“An entirely practical arrangement, husband,” she nodded in agreement.


“Alright, that’s everything we can decide, since it’s our job to keep you safe, Polin,” Tarrin told him.  “What are we going to do?”


Polin gave Tarrin a look, and nodded.  “Shaw, have someone take Hanver to the dungeon.  I think it’d be best if I went back to my rooms for now, it’s a defensible place and the balcony gives us easy access to the outside.  While we’re doing that, Shaw, I want you to go around and quietly arrest every man and woman Hanver exposed.  Don’t warn the ones we don’t know about what’s going on if possible.  And for that, I think your assistance would be much appreciated, my Lady,” he said, looking to Kyrienna.

“My magic is at your command, your Majesty,” she replied with a graceful nod.  “Captain Shaw can guide me to these criminals, and I’ll get them.”


“Woah, woah, woah, you didn’t tell Miranda you’re moving now!” Sarraya’s voice erupted from the room, and Tarrin almost sighed in disappointment when she shimmered into visibility right in front of Polin.  Polin gasped and almost took a step back, gawking at her, and she just grinned at him.


“Sarraya, I told you to stay hidden,” Tarrin admonished.


“That was before you decided to screw up Miranda’s plans,” she replied.


“What manner of creature are you, small one?” Polin asked in astonishment.


“I’m a Faerie, your Majesty,” she grinned, clearly enjoying every second of it.  “I’m one of angry-butt’s helpers,” she added, pointing at Tarrin.  “He told you he has help here, after all.  Jula’s not the only one here.”  She boldly landed on Polin’s shoulder and sat down, leaning on a hand set down at the base of his neck.  “We need to coordinate with Miranda, she knows every name that you guys are trying to dig up.”


“Well, go get her, and bring her back to Polin’s apartment,” Tarrin told her flintily.


“Huf-fee,” she snorted, then she slid off Polin’s shoulder and buzzed away, shimmering out of sight.


“I never knew such a small person could exist!” Polin said, looking towards the door.


“Trust me, there’s a whole lot of atttiude packed in that tiny body,” Tarrin grunted, which made Polin laugh despite himself.


They relocated to Polin’s apartment, and Miranda and Haley were let in by Ulger and one of Shaw’s Royal Guard.  Miranda smoothed her dress as she glided in, looking around.  “I take it something noteworthy happened?” she asked.

“Rethin and the council tried to kill Polin,” he answered, Miranda’s brow raising when Sarraya shimmered to visibility, landing on the table that Azakar carried to the center of the room and set down.


“Aren’t you a little conspicuous, Sarraya?” Haley asked.


“He’s already seen me,” she said with a shameless grin.  “You should show him the real you, Miranda.  Give him something to talk about for the next five years.”


“That’s your real name, Baroness?”


“Oh, I’m not the Baroness of Aldentin,” she said dismissively.  “As far as I know, she hasn’t left her estate.  She was just kind enough to let me borrow her title for a few weeks, that’s all.”


“He’s aleady figured out that you have a tail, Miranda.  May as well show him,” Tarrin noted.


She gave a laugh and deactivated her device, and most every Volinian in the apartment gasped when they saw Miranda in all her cheeky, unbearably cute glory.  She swished her long, bushy tail a couple of times behind her, then motioned at herself.  “There, do I look scary to you, your Majesty?”


Polin gave her a long look, then laughed.  “Captain Rex did say you were absolutely adorable.  He wasn’t kidding.”


“What manner of being are you, if you don’t mind my asking, my Lady?” Shaw asked.


“My people are called the Wikuni, Captain,” she said with a cheeky smile.  “We’re called the Animal People by some.  For obvious reasons,” she added, touching ther round, furry ear poking out of her thick mane of blond hair.  “Our land is populated by many races, not just humans.  So it’s not all that unusual to see more than just human beings walking the streets.”

“I think I’d like to see that,” Polin mused.  “But that’s not why we called you here, Baroness.”


“Miranda will do, your Majesty.  I’m no lady,” she said with an outrageous wink.


Sarraya laughed raucously.  “She’s a meanie,” she agreed.


“Oh come now, Sarraya, it’s just business,” she replied grandly.  “I can’t help it if I’m good at plotting, mayhem, and murder.  We must all follow our calling.”


Polin gave her a strange look, no doubt believing that someone as adorable as Miranda couldn’t be anything but a sweet little angel…a common misconception that Miranda had abused for most of her life.  Miranda’s appearance was one of her most potent weapons.


“Speaking of murder, I take it that’s why we’re here, Captain?” Haley asked.


“And do you have a secret you’re hiding, Baron?” Polin asked.


Haley laughed.  “Yes and no, your Majesty.  I’m afraid this is what I really look like.  Terrifying, I know,” he said urbanely.

“And what’s the yes?”


“Oh, let’s just say that I look very different when I’m angry,” he said with a sly smile.


“In a word, yes, Haley,” Tarrin said.  “Those opposed to Polin made their move, now we punish them for it.”


“We’re going to need Jula,” Miranda said.


“She’s on her way,” Tarrin answered.  “His Majesty had the good idea to send Kyri out to subdue our targets with magic, so the rats don’t abandon the ship once they realize it’s sinking.  We just have her go around and charm them with magic one at a time, have them collect in a controlled area, then Polin can decide what he wants to do with them once they’re all rounded up.”


“I’ll decide based on what they’ve done and how involved they are.  But the council—my advisors,” he seethed, “they will be executed.  They tried to have me killed!”


“Including Rethin?” Tarrin asked pointedly.


Polin gave him a look, then nodded solemnly.  “If it’s proven he had a hand in this, then he goes to the gallows.  A criminal’s death.”


“We need your list, Miranda,” Tarrin told her.  “She’s been going around identifying everyone not loyal to you, Polin.  She’s had a few weeks to work on it.”


“I have all the nobles and servants in the palace identified.  After Rethin had Brint killed and replaced him with one of his loyal yes-men, I really should stay long enough to go through the army’s upper command too.”


“My uncle had Brint killed?” Polin gasped.  “And you didn’t tell me this?”


“You may not have believed us if we told you that your uncle was plotting to take your crown, Polin, because you trusted him,” Tarrin told him evenly.  “So we let Rethin hang himself.”


“Be honest, your Majesty,” Miranda said, looking at him.  “If we would have come to you and told you that Rethin was plotting against you, would you have believed us?”


“I…maybe.  I’m not sure,” he said, looking down.  “I’m still having trouble believing it.  But the crossbow quarrel sticking halfway through Telven’s shield is pretty powerful evidence that there’s a plot in the palace to kill me, and at this point anyone can be part of it.  But if you’d have had evidence of it, I would have probably believed you.”


“Rethin’s good, your Majesty.  He didn’t leave that kind of evidence laying around for us to bring to you,” Miranda told him.  “We knew they only way we could expose him was for him to expose himself.”


“Just not that way,” Sarraya injected naughtily.  Polin snorted a contained laugh when Miranda reached down and flicked Sarraya’s wing with a finger, nearly knocking her off the table.  “Hey!”


“I would listen to Lady Miranda, your Majesty,” Tsukatta told him.  “I vouch for both her word and for her skill.  If she believes your uncle is plotting against you, then he is.  She would not deceive you over such a grave matter.”


“I say, that’s the truth,” Phandebrass agreed.


Miranda produced a piece of parchment from the neck of her bodice, extracting it from between her furry cleavage, giving Polin a bit of a sly wink as she did so, then unfolded it.  “These are the names of every noble and palace servant we’ve found to not be loyal to you, your Majesty,” she declared, offering it to him.  “The names in the first column are those actively plotting against you.  The names in the second are their servants and lackeys, who are more loyal to their noble employers than they are to you.  The names in the third column are the freelancers currently under contract by others to forward those plots, men and women with no loyalties to anyone but the money they’re being paid.  Those people, my King, you should spare.  After all, they’ll work for you if you pay them, and several of them are quite good at what they do.  They’d be an asset to you, so long as you pay them well.”

“Hire men trying to kill me?”


“Hire men to do a job,” she stressed.  “They don’t care what that job is, your Majesty, so long as you pay them well for their efforts.”


“We have some other suggestions as well, at least after the dust settles, King Polin,” Haley added.  “We can help you set up an effective intelligence operation staffed with skilled and effective agents that can take over once we leave.  That way, nobody sneaks a plot like this by you again.”


“That’s what the Blue Larks are supposed to do.”


“An operation wholly and completely owned by your uncle,” Miranda said.  “If you’ll notice, the names of nearly every Lark is on that list.  You’ll need to build a new operation once you purge the Larks, and we’ve identified some quality talent to staff it.  With a little training, they’ll keep you informed of everything going on in your kingdom.”

“Let’s keep our attention on the here and now,” Shaw spoke up.  “Your Majesty, we can use this list to round up all of these men and women.  Where should we put them?”


“In the grand ballroom,” he answered.  “It should be big enough.  Let’s get some guards at the entrances and keep them in there.  Once we sort them out, we can send them to the Quarry.”  The Quarry was the name of the city’s large and imposing jail.


“Melvikson, arrange it,” Shaw ordered to one of his guardsmen, who saluted and hurried out.  “My Lady Kyrienna, I’ll escort you if you don’t mind.  I can identify every person on this list,” he added, pointing at the list in Polin’s hands.  “Aldrenson, you arrange it with the Lord General to defend his Majesty.  He should not leave this apartment until we have the palace secured.”


“Aye, I’ll agree with that,” Azakar nodded.  “Ulger, you and me will stay with his Majesty as his personal protection.  Darran, Eland, you secure the balcony.  The rest of you, my brothers, stand sentry at the apartment door and the hallway intersections leading to it with two patrols going up and down the hallway in one minute intervals.  Standard guard pairing.  Kelliver, arrange the sentry posts and take command of the hallway, but you will take orders from the officer in charge from the Royal Guard.  We are here to assist them, not take over for them.”

“Aye, my Lord General,” Kelliver answered.


“Father!” Jula called, bounding up and over the balcony railing in her cat form, which was a pretty impressive trick given it was three stories off the ground.  “Father!”


“What is it, daughter?” he asked.  Jula took one look at Miranda and shapechanged, but she changed directly to her human form.

She ignored the shocked looks from the Royal Guard and Polin.  “Rethin knows the plot failed!  He’s at the army barracks right now, mustering up men loyal to him to assault the palace grounds!  He intends to take the crown by force!”


“The man doesn’t know when to take a hint,” Haley said with dark humor.  “The nobles would depose him the moment he takes the crown.”


“He has nothing to lose now,” Tsukatta reasoned.  “He knows his plot failed, so main force is the only option he has to keep from losing his head to the executioner’s axe.”


“How many men does he have?” Azakar asked.


“Nearly five hundred,” she answered.  “They assembled without the rest of the barracks understanding what they’re doing.  The rest of the soldiers think those men are doing a drill.”


“How many men do you have on the grounds, Captain?” Azakar asked Shaw.


“Seventy,” he replied.  “But only twenty-eight that aren’t already on duty.  And with enemies in the palace, those men have to hold their positions or our enemies will take advantage of it.”


“I say, you have more at your disposal than that, Captain Shaw.  You have us,” Phandebrass declared.  “Our magic is at your disposal to protect the King and this castle, it is.”


“You’ll find that we can be quite effective, Captain,” Kyrienna agreed.  “Our magic can even the odds.” 

“Jula, I need you to go back to the barracks and give the highest-ranking officer you think we can trust some orders,” he said, rushing over to his writing desk and bringing back parchmen, quill, and ink.  “I’ll order the men to muster and march on the palace.  That’s fifteen hundred men.  They can come up behind the traitors and attack them while they’re trying to get into the palace.  And since they’ll be attacking the palace of their own king, it makes it abundantly clear what they’re doing.  Tell them to do something so we can tell them apart from the traitors, since everyone will be in the same uniform.  Like wear a colored armband or something.  I don’t want the Royal Guard to shoot arrows at men on our side.”


“Very clever, cub,” Tarrin said..


“We just have to hold the walls and gate til they arrive,” Shaw said with an approving nod.


“We have to move now,” Miranda said.  “Captain Shaw is entirely correct in keeping his men at their posts inside the palace.  No doubt that one of Rethin’s moves in this game is to have one of his men inside open the gates to let those soldiers in, or somehow convince the men at the gates to keep them open.  Their other agents may have other orders to cause chaos or distractions inside, to try to draw men away from the gate.”


“Aye,” Shaw said.  “Billingson, go take command of the main gate.  Close it, and do not open it for any reason,” he ordered.  “And issue the alert while you go.  I want every Guardsman not actively standing a post assembled on the field immediately.”


“Yes, Captain!” his officer barked, then he rushed towards the door.


“Change of plans,” Azakar said.  “You can use my Knights more at the gate than in the halls.  Ulger, take everyone to the gate.  You have command of the Knights until I get there, but you’re under the flag of the Royal Guard.  Telven, when you get out there, reinforce the gate so the enemy can’t batter it down.”


“Yes, my Lord General,” Telven nodded.


“Aye, Lord General,” he said.  “Well, come on, brothers, let’s go bust some heads!” he declared, and the Knights quickly filed out of the apartment.


“Sixty men and ten Knights reinforced by Master Phandebrass, Lady Kyrienna, and Telven’s magic can easily hold the gate against five hundred until reinforcements arrive,” Tsukatta said professionally.  “If those men have no heavy siege weapons, they’ll find getting in to be extremely difficult.  A makeshift battering ram is no match for Telven’s earth magic.”


“Clever, Zak,” Jula said with a nod.  “Telven’s Adept magic can make the gate all but indestructible.”


“We made sure Shara taught him that kind of magic,” he answered.  “I saw how useful it could be in a siege, either attacking or defending.  He can bring a gate down, or magically strengthen it.”


Polin finished his hasty writing, then sealed the folded parchment with wax before handing it to Jula.  “Get it there fast, Jula.”


“It’ll be there in just a few moments, Polin.  I promise,” she replied with a smile, then turned and raced towards the open balcony doors.  She shapeshifted directly into her cat form in mid-stride, then leapt off the balcony between the rail posts.


“I’m not hiding in my room while my castle is under threat,” Polin declared, going over to the balcony and issuing a shrill whistle.


“Well, your Majesty, after that skirmish on the training field, I feel comfortable letting you outside,” Shaw said.  “You proved you can handle yourself if it comes to it.  But you’ll still be under heavy guard.”


“I’d hope to be, Captain,” he said as his alicorn landed on the balcony.  “Well, girl, you’re about to ride into your first battle,” he told her, stroking the underside of her jawline when she lowered her head to him.  “Can you go get your saddle while I get my armor on?”

She gave him a knowing look, then turned and vaulted off the balcony, her wings outspread and carrying her back to her stable.


“Let’s help his Majesty into his armor,” Shaw prompted.


That took only a few moments.  Since he was just a young man, the only armor he had was a mail hauburk, arm and leg greaves, sollarets to protect the tops of his ankles and feet, a single pauldron strapped over his left shoulder, and a barbute helmet.  They were made specifically for him, so they fit well and would provide good protection, designed to allow him to use Anji without losing his range of motion or his mobility.  It was also armor easy for him to wear on horseback.  His alicorn returned while he was getting ready with her saddle and bridle already on, and Tarrin quietly took care of the rest of it by Conjuring some light barding for her, protecting her most vulnerable points without weighing her down, which would impact her ability to fly.  Her magic would protect her well enough, but the armor was there just in case.  He made sure it looked quite regal and impressive, barding befitting an alicorn that served as the mount of a king, the metal colored gold to make her look extra-impressive.  And, since it was Conjured by magic, Tarrin made sure that nothing short of a spear thrown by a Giant was going to penetrate the armor, Conjuring a metal that wasn’t steel that was about fifty times harder while also being about ten times lighter.  She pranced a bit in appreciation and approval after taking stock of her new barding, and Polin marveled at her a bit when he came out onto the balcony.  “Did you do that?” he asked Tarrin.

“Of course I did,” he answered as he boosted Polin up into the saddle.  “I’ve had it for a while, I just kept forgetting to give it to you.  Well, you need it now.”


“I hope I don’t, but I don’t think I’m getting that wish today,” he answered.  “I’ll meet you down by the west door, I don’t think any of you can follow me off the balcony.  I’ll stay airborne until I see you,” he said before Shaw could object.


Shaw turned that over in his mind, the nodded.  “You should be safe enough if you stay out of crossbow range, your Majesty.”


“I’ll go take a look and see where the traitors are, and report back,” he added.  “Sungold, up!” he commanded, snapping the reins, and the dappled alicorn turned and launched into the air.  Her large white wings pulled her upwards, and he banked out away from the palace, heading for the army barracks about a longspan west.


“Our little boy is all grown up now,” Miranda mused in a mockingly mournful voice, then laughed when Haley elbowed her in the ribs.  “We’ll start attending to the traitors inside the palace while you gentlemen make sure it’s still standing,” she said professionally.  “Kyri’s going to be needed to defend the gate.”


“Do you need assistance, my Lady?” Shaw asked.


She shook her head.  “We’ll take care of it, Captain.  It’s why we were brought in, after all,” she smiled.  “We’ll keep them all alive and drop them off in the grand ballroom, as we already planned.”


“Aye, I’ll keep men at the entrances to hold them there.”


“They’re needed elsewhere, Captain.  Trust me, they won’t be leaving the ballroom.  Sarraya, Haley dear, let’s go round them up,” she called.


“Alright!  Finally, a chance to zap people!” Sarraya said eagerly, circling around Miranda a few times before landing on her shoulder, then the two of them and Haley exited the apartment..


“How—“ Shaw asked towards Tarrin, but he cut him off.


“Magic,” he replied.  “All three of them know magic, Captain.  They’ll use it against the traitors, most likely put them to sleep and then just dump them in the ballroom.”


“Ah.”  He took on a thoughtful expression.  “I must say, your magic makes all of you very formidable.  Perhaps I should institute magical training for the Royal Guard.”


“I say, I can easily arrange that for you, Captain,” Phandebrass spoke up.  “I know several Wizards who would be quite happy to travel here and set up a training school.”


“We may discuss that after this is all said and done, Master Phandebrass,” Shaw said seriously.  “But we have more important things to do at the moment.”


Polin met them outside the gate several moments after they relocated outside, landing his alicorn a short distance away and trotting up to them.  “They’re on the way, and Jula got my message to the barracks. They’re starting to muster, so they’ll be coming up behind the traitors.  My uncle made a mistake not sending those men out of the barracks in another direction.”


“He’s not a military man, your Majesty, and most likely the man he had appointed to replace your commander wasn’t worthy of the post,” Azakar told him.  “Telven, are you finished with the gate?”

“Yes, my Lord General,” he answered after rushing up and saluting.  “The magic will last for a good couple of hours.  I strengthened all portions of the gate and the gate frame and gatehouse.”


“Good work,” he nodded.  “Captain Shaw, this is your command.  My Knights answer to you, as do I.”


“I’m not arrogant enough to believe I have more skill than you in military matters, my Lord General.  You’re clearly the man to command in this situation.  If his Majesty trusts you, then so do I.”

“I trust Captain Rex, and if Rex vouches for him, then I’ll support that decision, Shaw,” Polin declared.


“The Lord General is one of the best commanders you’ll ever find.  Anywhere,” Tarrin said simply.


“Of that there is no doubt,” Tsukatta agreed.


“Then the command is yours, my Lord General,” Polin stated with a nod.


Azakar nodded elequently, then bent to the task of deploying his forces to protect the gate from assault.  He didn’t have very many men, but he had more than enough to hold the gate against five hundred that lacked heavy siege weapons.  He deployed his most powerful weapons, Phandebrass and Kyrienna, on a magical floating platform high over the gate, so they had a clear line of sight on the approaching enemy and could cause their spells over the wall at trajectory to inflict maximum damage—just not too much damage, else they’d set the whole city on fire.  He caused a bit of a row when he deployed Jula into the defenders once she returned, since she was both a woman and not visible armed or armored.  The only wild card in all of it was Tarrin, and Azakar approached him after deploying his forces.  “Where are you going to fit in, old friend?” he asked in a quiet voice.  “As Rex, or as Tarrin?”

“As Rex,” he answered with a nod.  “These things have to be sorted out by the affected people, Zak.  Polin has to prove he can be the king, or everything we’ve done up to now would be for nothing.  Me just swooping down and wiping out his enemies for him doesn’t do that.  This is Polin’s problem, and it’s up to Polin to fix it.”


“But you’re already putting a pretty big hand in.”


“Yes, but that’s just giving the boy the tools he needs to solve this problem on his own,” Tarrin answered.  “That’s what we all are here, old friend.  We are tools in Polin’s arsenal, cogs in his machine, and it’s up to him to use us correctly…and he has so far.  He’s ready to be the king, Zak, now we let him prove it to himself.”


Azakar gave him a look, then nodded.  “Then I could use you on the battlement.  Your skill with a longbow is something no sane commander would ignore.”


“Yes, my Lord General,” he replied.


“Stop that,” Azakar retorted, which made Tarrin chuckle.


Tarrin brought out his longbow and a large quiver of arrows, then joined Jula up on the battlements, where she had her own longbow out and ready, a quiver of arrows over her shoulder.  “I was wondering where you were going to be in all this,” she noted dryly.  “All that training you gave me in a longbow is about to pay off.  It’s the first time I’ve ever really used it.”


“Skills are never wasted, Jula,” he answered as he pulled an arrow from his quiver and inspected it, then put it back in his quiver.

About ten minutes after Tarrin took his position, the traitors appeared at the end of the street.  They were marching down the street quickly, led by a man on horseback, and a complement of mounted soldiers were carrying between them a battering ram, designed to be used by men on horses.   “Nock arrows, load quarrels, prepare to loose!” Azakar boomed, waving to each side as the startled citizens outside the palace, on the street beyond, suddenly started to scatter.  “Target that battering ram when they come in range!”  Azakar pulled his own bow out of his elswhere​—Tarrin had made amulets with that functionality for Azakar and the upper echelons of the Knights, which was every Knight that had come over from Sennadar—a compound bow made by Tarrin specifically for him, something with tremendous power that he could easily use from horseback.


“Where did that come from?” one of the guards asked him.


“We carry magical charms that allow us to carry weapons in a magical place, that we can retrieve at will,” he answered.  “That way we always have our weapons with us, and they don’t encumber us when not in use.” 

“Now that’s damn handy,” the Royal guard said with a grin.


“It is when you use a lance from horseback,” Azakar noted dryly as he nocked an arrow.

They watched the men advance, then they redeployed.  Shieldmen took the lead, forming a phalanx around the horsemen and their battering ram, with pikemen flanking them to form a hedgehog.  Archers with crossbows formed up behind the hedgehog, with reserve infrantrymen using shields to protect them.  They began to advance down the street slowly, a now deserted street, and the defenders behind and above the gate hunkered down to wait for them to come.


“They in your range yet, Captain?” Azakar asked.


“Almost,” he answered.  “They should be in yours by now.”


“Aye, but just one arrow coming at them will just make them raise their shields.  Let’s save the first volley for when we can make it count.  Aim for those lead men carrying the battering ram, that’ll slow them down while they replace them.”


“It’s going to be three arrows, not two,” Jula said primly.  “I have nearly as much range as the Captain.”


“I made her a new bow,” Tarrin told Azakar dryly when he looked at him.


“They gotta be three hundred paces away,” one of the Royal Guards said dubiously.


“This isn’t a crossbow, guardsman, it’s a longbow.  They’re built for range, and we’re elevated.  Trust me, we can get arrows over there,” Jula told him easily.


After a few seconds, the three of them stood up and drew their bows.  “I have the one on the left,” Azakar said.


“I have the one on the right,” Tarrin announced.


“I have the one behind the one on the right,” Jula declared.


“Let’s do it,” Azakar ordered.  After a few seconds of silence, as the men around them watched, the three of them loosed their arrows almost in unison.  The three missiles streaked away at an arc, a trajectory, then they almost seemed to home in on the formation as if they were guided.  The men scrambled to raise shields when they realized those arrows were going to get to them, but the men on horseback, weighed down by the ram and hemmed in on both sides by their shieldmen, had nowhere to go.  All three were struck in the chest by the arrows and toppled from the saddle, which made the front of the ram to drop to the ground.  That stopped the entire formation when the front of the ram dropped to the ground and stuck fast on the cobblestones after being pushed from behind.

“They’ll give the horsemen shields now,” Jula predicted.  “But we did our jobs, slowing them down and buying time.”



“Aye,” Azakar agreed, then he turned and shouted.  “Bring up the rocks!  Prepare to repel attackers!  Your Majesty, do you think you could shoot the enemy commander from the air using a crossbow?” he shouted down to Polin.


“I could certainly try, my Lord General!” he shouted back.  “If I miss, it’s not like it costs us anything!”


“Get his Majesty a crossbow!” Shaw boomed.


“Just be careful, your Majesty, they’ll shoot back!” Azakar warned.


“I can just go so high up their quarrels can’t reach me, Lord General, and let gravity bring my quarrels down to them!”


“I knew that boy was smart,” Jula said with a smile as she nocked another arrow.


“He’ll certainly give Rethin and that ass appointed to replace Brint something to think about,” Tarrin said with an evil chuckle.


“They’re in range.  Archers, loose at will!” Azakar boomed.


The advancing traitors did so under sporadic fire, as about fifty of the defenders armed with bows and crossbows fired at them.  Polin did make an impact, since he forced the three men on horseback in the back of the formation to hold shields up and over their heads.  He didn’t hit anyone with his attempts, but he got close enough to make them protect themselves, on top of giving the enemy commander something very immediate to think about.  He harassed the back echelon all the way up until they got within bow range, when they dismounted and stayed in a protected position around a corner, behind a building.

“Any time now, Zak,” Jula said as she loosed another arrow.


“Almost,” he answered, nocking an arrow.  “Almost.”  He raised his bow, took aim, and loosed, and seconds later one of the pikemen in the hedgehog lurched backwards and out of formation.  “Phandebrass, Kyri, now!” he barked.


The two magicians, standing on hovering platforms of pure magical energy, shimmered into visibility and began casting in unison, each of them casting a different spell.  And when Kyrienna finished her incantation, the front line of shieldmen simply vanished in an explosive eruption of dirt and cobblestones.  When the dust cleared, there was a giant pit directly in front of the gate nearly thirty spans across and thirty spans wide, and those men who had been standing where the pit was created were laying in the bottom, first blown upwards by the spell and then falling back in.  That pit created a formidable barrier to the attackers, since they couldn’t get their ram to the gate and the walls were well maintained.  Phandebrass didn’t give the startled men time to consider this new obstacle, for he finished his spell and thrust both of his hands forward and down, at the enemy formation.  A cone of utter magical darkness erupted from his hands and blasted over their heads and down onto the men, and when it struck the front of the formation, it flowed and billowed like fire.  It was a spell knon as Black Burning Death, and in some ways it did act like fire.  It “burned” on things that were flammable but didn’t actually burn them, but it could and did spread to other flammable objects the black fire touched.  However, the main function of the spell was to kill, and that was exactly what the spell did to every man that was touched by that magical black fire.

What made that spell so dangerous was that the black flames licking at the dead once the cone vanished were just as potent as the cone itself, and any man that touched that black fire would die so long as it remained.  The flames would remain for several moments, until the magical energy that fueled them was exhausted.  The spell did its job in stalling the enemies, recoiling from the black fire burning on the dead.


The two archmages certainly didn’t give them time to think it over.  The formation wavered and collapsed as the two of them assaulted it with several spells.  Exploding balls of fire, bolts of lightning, rays of deathly cold, streams of powerful acid, the two of them rained ruin down on the enemy formation, forcing the survivors to scatter for cover, hiding around the corners of the buildings


It was a standoff for several moments, as the traitors and the defenders traded arrow and quarrel fire as they hid from the magicians, ducking out and firing and then retreating back out of sight, until men arrived with long timbers.  The shieldmen protected them as they stood them up and then let them fall over the pit, then they pushed them together and forward, bracing them against the gate.  Kyrienna watched them, allowed them to do it, then was about to deal with their bridge with  her magic.

“They’re doing too much, the men may retreat,” Azakar grunted, then turned and looked back at them.  “Pretend your magic is used up!” he shouted at them in Sulasian.  “You’ll make them retreat and scatter, and Polin will spend weeks trying to find them!”


“Aye, Zak!” Phandebrass said in reply, then the two of them made a very visible show out of retreating from the battle, their floating platform backing up, turning, then flying away.


And that did bolster the attackers.  Their commander formed them back up once the magicians were gone, and then they brought the ram across the wooden timbers.  “Rocks!” Azakar called, and the defenders started raining rocks down on the men with the ram.  Screams from the injured filled the air as they were hit by the heavy stones, falling off the timbers and down into the pit while the shieldmen worked feverishly to protect the men with the ram.  They struck it against the gates, and again, and again, but the metal gates didn’t budge…they didn’t even shiver.  Telven’s magical reinforcement had done the job, and the ram meant about as much to the gate as a toothpick might mean to a Giant.  That gave the defenders the leisure to rain rocks and missiles down on the attackers without fear that the gate would be breached.

The attackers, however, didn’t know that they had no hope to batter down the gate.  They kept at it, losing more and more men, as more men rushed up from the reserves to replace the fallen.  They stayed at it so long that the defenders ran out of rocks, and Shaw got creative by dropping just about anything he could have the servants bring up that they could afford to lose…including garbage from the kitchen.  Wooden crates, boxes, empty trunks, a broken chandelier, a ceremonial suit of armor on a stand, they were all hurled off the battlements and down onto the defenders as they continued to try to batter down the gate.  Casks of lamp oil from the storeroom was poured down and then set alight, but the attackers had men ready to beat out the flames with canvas cloths.  Servants kept bringing them things to throw off the battlements, and Ulger had to laugh a bit when he held up a torn woman’s petticoats that had been in a small trunk brought out to them.  He hurled the chest down first, breaking it over the head of a man working the ram, then he tossed the petticoats down as well, which drifted down and draped over the helmet of one of the shieldmen.

When they ran out of quarrels, they resorted to their final tactic.  Long poles were brought up, and they used them to jab and prod and poke at the defenders, harassing them and knocking them off balance while others continued to hurl anything the servants could find down on their enemies.  The poles proved effective, distracting and disrupting the enemy as they continued to batter at the gate.  More and more men piled onto the makeshift bridge, until it was quite a scrum in front of the gate.

“And that’s what we were waiting for,” Azakar said, pointing.  Tarrin looked around his longbow and saw a large formation of Volinian soldiers rushing up the street several blocks away. “Telven, take out their bridge!” he shouted.  Seconds later, shocked screams came from below when Telven used his Adept magic to push the timbers off the edge of the pit, and that dumped everyone standing on them down into the pit below.  Tarrin saw the enemy commander and Rethin turn their horses and gallop down a side street, and seconds later, mounted army men chased after them.  But he wasn’t about to let them get away.  Issuing a shrill, loud whistle, Tarrin turned and sprinted down the battlement, vaulted up onto the wall, and then launched himself over the side.  He landed on Fury just as she swooped down under him, and he had her on line to intercept Rethin and his lackey general seconds later.  She carried him over the rooftops and to the street where Rethin and his lackey were galloping away with the soldiers about a block behind, and he wasted no time.  He nocked an arrow, drew, and fired in a smooth, singular motion, and Rethin’s lapdog tumbled out of his saddle seconds later.  Rethin didn’t even notice his lackey’s demise, but he sure noticed it when Polin landed his alicorn about a block ahead of him, the animal rearing and spreading her wings in quite an intimidating display.  Rethin drew his sword and charged at the young man, but Polin didn’t shy away or retreat.  He drew Anji from the scabbard strapped to the saddle and spurred Sungold to meet his uncle.  Tarrin pulled Fury into a hover and watched, but he did draw another arrow and nocked it…just in case.

But that was a moot point.  Rethin met Polin at an intersection, and almost immediately, the older man was put on the defensive by the young king.  Sungold’s size put them almost at eye level from their respective saddles, Rethin’s reach advantage was nullified by Polin’s longer weapon, and Polin’s wielding of his sword with both hands removed Rethin’s strength advantage.  That made it skill against skill, and Rethin looked almost shocked that the young teen battled him with real skill, even finesse, seeing through his clumsy attempt to feint an overhead blow and parrying the backswing aimed at his neck almost scornfully.  He replied with a complicated series of slashing swipes at Rethin’s left, forcing him to turn his horse and reach across his center to parry the blows, then he followed that up with a straight thrust right at Rethin’s chest, which he just barely managed to avoid by skittering his horse backwards.  Rethin tried an established attacking routine of high to low swings and thrusts of his sword, but Polin parried every blow as if he knew exactly what Rethin was going to do.  He worked Rethin out of position with a complex and skillfullly executed twisting thrust of his weapon, and nearly took the top of Rethin’s head off with a broad sweeping blow.

“You betrayed me, uncle!  I trusted you!” Polin accused.


“Foolish child, you’ll destroy this kingdom!” he retorted hotly as he tried to drive Polin’s weapon against Sungold’s shoulder.  “You have no business being king!”  Tarrin had Fury land on a rooftop and he watched, and the men chasing Rethin also pulled up and watched respectfully from a distance, allowing Polin to deal with his traitorous relative…and he was doing a very good job of it.  It was clear to any onlooker that Polin was the superior fighter, and over the minutes as the two battled in the intersection, even Rethin began to realize that he was not going to beat Polin in a straight fight.  He turned his horse a little and tried to get Polin off balance in the saddle, and Polin seemed to understand what he was doing and pretended to allow it.  The instant Rethin thought he was out of position, he sawed on the reins of his horse and tried to bolt away—


And found himself laying on the street with his horse galloping away without him.  Polin had turned and lashed out with the flat of Anji, and struck his uncle on the side of the head with the very tip of the weapon, hitting him just hard enough to knock him too senseless to keep his saddle.  He also tore a long bloody line through Rethin’s scalp running from his temple to the back of his head, which was already soaking his oily hair with blood.  Tarrin landed Fury close by, dismounted, and walked over to Rethin.  He then grabbed him by the collar of his tunic and hauled the dazed, bleeding man off the ground.

“Captain Rex,” Polin said calmly as the soldiers trotted their horses forward.  “Hello, Fury, it’s good to see you again,” he added, smiling at the firewing pegasus.  That made Fury nicker and prance a bit in reply.


“Your Majesty,” one of the soldiers called.  “We’ll take him to the Quarry.”


“No,” Tarrin countered before Polin could responde.  “He’s mine.”


“What are you going to do with him, Captain?” Polin asked.


“You don’t want to know,” he said in a cold, flat voice, looking at him with an expression that made Polin nearly recoil.  “But I guarantee you that he’ll be exceptionally dead by the time I’m done.”


“Then I leave it to you, Rex.  He was going to be executed anyway.”


“Thank you, your Majesty.  I suggest you get back to the palace and oversee the capture of the rebels while I take care of this,” he said, shaking the dazed Rethin.  “Do you want the body for burial?”


He considered that a moment.  “Please,” he replied.  “For my aunt if nothing else.  She should have something.”


Tarrin nodded, then turned and threw Rethin over the back of Fury’s rump, behind the saddle.


“Where are you taking him, Captain?” one of the soldiers asked.


“Hell,” he replied, turning Fury after mounting.


It was called the Plain of Despair.


It was a featureless desert of reddish sand that stretched to infinity in every direction, perfectly flat, with the red sand stretching to the horizon to meet an equally red sky that made it impossible to tell where the sky ended and the sand began.  The only disruption of that crimson monotony where the star-like point of white light in the sky, only directly overhead, with them fading away as one’s eyes approached the horizon.  The air was hot, sulfurous, almost burning to the nose, utterly dry, and carrying a twinge of dread to any that might breathe it in.


Rethin was dumped unceremoniously onto the sand after Fury landed, finally getting his senses back and sitting up, blinking owlishly as Tarrin dismounted.  He looked around in confusion, then looked up at the disguised Were-cat when he stalked up to him.  “Where are we?  What is this place?”


“Welcome to the Abyss,” Tarrin answered him.  “This is a place that your religion calls Hell.”

“What?  That’s ludicrous!”  He screamed in fear when Tarrin abandoned his disguise, and was suddenly looking at something that was decidedly monstrous, with the black fur, the huge hands, and the wings of living fire folded behind him.  “What are you?”


“I am Tarrin Kael,” he answered in a voice of doom.  “I faithfully serve my Master, the Overgod, He Who Is Above All.  You have angered my Master, Rethin Parvikson,” he declared as his eyes narrowed.  “Your actions have threatened the Balance, and He sent me to end the threat you pose.  And He gave you to me as a present,” he added in a low, dark hiss.  “I wanted you to hear this, to know that you have meddled in forces beyond your comprehension, before the end comes.  And it will come here, mortal, on the Plain of Despair.”


He looked around wildly, then looked back to Tarrin.


“This is a special place, mortal.  Those who get trapped here become food for the desert itself.  This place is a living thing,” he explained, motioning with his black-furred paw.  “But it doesn’t feed on your flesh, or your blood, mortal. It feeds on your misery.  This desert will torment you, torture you, drive you to the brink of madness, to wring every single drop of misery it can out of you.  Only when you have no more to give, when you abandon all hope to the point where you curse your own gods for your despair, will the desert finally allow you to die.  But you will cling to that life, mortal.  You will cling to it desperately, beg and plead and bargain for every second, because death will only send you to a form of torment your mortal mind cannot possibly comprehend.  Your anguish will feed the Plain of Despair, mortal, and then, when it is finally done with you and you are finally done with your miserable life, your soul will become his.”


Behind Tarrin, a huge, horrific dog-faced, four-armed Demon appeared, a glabrezu, and its ugly face took on a ghastly look of anticipation.


“As promised, Vrakthar, payment for the services of your cambion minion,” Tarrin said, glancing over his shoulder.  “When the desert is done with him, his soul is yours.  Return his body to me when he dies.  I have need of it.”


The glabrezu gave a bow to him, flourishing and graceful.


“What kind of soulless monster are you, to pronounce such a punishment?” Rethin asked, nearly in disbelief.


“I don’t punish anyone, mortal.  I simply return to them that which they give to others.  No more, no less,” he answered.  “This is who you are, deep inside, Rethin Parvikson.  Your soul is a black pit of festering evil, and you would have ended up here with or without my intervention.  This,” he said, motioning at the desert again, “is what you brought upon yourself.”  He opened his wings, and a single downstroke lifted him into the air.  The glabrezu vanished as quickly as it appeared, and Fury also vanished in a burst of fire, returning back home now that it was clear Tarrin wouldn’t be riding her back.

“No.  No!  Don’t leave me here!  Don’t leave me to this!” Rethin said suddenly, lurching to his feet and raising a pleading hand towards the ascending Were-cat.  “No, don’t leave me!  Don’t do this to me!  I can change!  I can repent!  I’ll do anything you want!  No!  Nooooooooooo!!!!!!”


The scream of Rethin Parvikson shivered across the Plain of Despair, and it quietly began to feed.


By the time he returned to Volinia, things had been wrapped up neatly.


Polin’s loyal army had surrounded and rounded up the rebels, and they were already organizing the court martials.  Kyrienna repaired the damage she did to the street with magic, and after a little buffing and polishing of the gate, nobody would ever be able to tell that a battle had raged there.  Within the palace, Miranda, Haley, and Sarraya had rounded up every single noble and servant that was disloyal to Polin, which was nearly half the population of the castle.  The young king was dealing with them one by one, dragging them before his throne and allowing Miranda—who openly went about in her natural Wikuni form and with Sarraya standing in full visiblity on the arm of Polin’s throne—to read a list of charges, then entertained any pleas or explanations from the accused.  He followed Miranda’s recommendation for almost every one of them, sentencing some to prison, some to banishment, some to death, and some he pardoned.

And some of them were quietly offered positions in Polin’s new intelligence operation.


Phandebrass and Kyrienna were going to stay a little while longer.  Phandebrass had promised ot help Polin start a school for magic in Volin, and whlie he did that, they were going to continue to study the nexus within the kingdom.


Tsukatta, Azakar, the Knights, and Jula were all sent back home, since they were no longer needed, though Jula did promise Polin that she’d return and visit soon.  The two of them had struck up a friendship while she’d watched over him.


Miranda, Haley, and Sarraya, however, had also agreed to stay a little longer to help Polin set up his new intelligence organization.  Since Miranda could get all of them home whenever they were ready to go, it meant that Tarrin wouldn’t have to stay there.


Not that he didn’t like Polin, but he was a busy man, and he had no doubt that his Master already had another mission for him to undertake.


He met with Polin after a long afternoon of judging his former nobles and servants, padding into his room in cat form as the young man took a break, sitting at his writing desk and scratching out some orders.  “Hello, cub,” Tarrin called in the manner of the Cat, which made the young man start a little before turning in his chair.


“Tarrin!” he said.  “I didn’t think I’d see you like that again.”


“I told you before, I feel more comfortable in this shape than I do as a human,” he answered easily, sitting down and wrapping his tail around his legs.  “I came to say goodbye.”


“You’re leaving already?  But Miranda—“


“Won’t need my help,” he cut him off.  “I came to do a job, cub, to make you a king.  Today, you proved that you are the king I knew you could be.  Volinia is safe in your hands.  And that means that my task here is done.”


“Mine isn’t,” he grunted.  “It’s going to take us months to get things back in order around here.”


“Welcome to being a king, cub,” Tarrin said dryly.  “Trust me.”


“I can believe that,” he said, sticking his tongue out a little bit.  “Jula said she’d come visit me.  Will you?  I’d like to see you again.”


“I’m a little busier than she is, cub, so I can make no promises.  But I can promise that I might,” he answered.


“That’s fair, I suppose.  What happened to my uncle?  Did you kill him?”


“I won’t answer that, because the answer might scare you,” he answered.  “But I guess you will see me one more time for sure, cub, when I bring his body back for your aunt to bury.  I said I’d bring it back, and I don’t break my word.”  He stood up.  “Are you ready?”

Polin gave him a long look, then nodded.  “I’m ready,” he answered.  “I’ll make you proud of me, Tarrin.  I’ll be the king you want me to be, and that’s a promise.”


“That’s all I needed to hear,” he answered, and he turned around deliberately.  “Take care of yourself, cub.”


“Wait!” he blurted, and Tarrin stopped and looked back without turning around.  “What do you really look like, Tarrin?  Who are you?  What are you?”


Tarrin gave him a long look.  “I can’t tell you,” he answered.  “To answer that question would create a new problem that I’d no doubt be sent back here to fix.  But I will tell you this, Polin Aresson.  You are special.  Volinia is special,” he intoned gravely.  “Forces beyond your comprehension are at work within your kingdom, forces that are your responsibility to both manage and control.  Be the king you promised me you can be, and you and your kingdom will find peace, prosperity, and happiness.  But guard well your kingdom and your crown, cub, because the power and responsibility they represent is beyond your wildest imagination.  You are the most important and most powerful man on this world, Polin, because of the crown you wear, but you must be a man worthy of that responsibilty.  Heavy is the crown that rests upon your head, far more than any other king in this world.  Be a good king.  Rule Volinia with wisdom and just mercy, and you will receive the greatest of treasures, cub.  True happiness.”


“Are those forces evil?”


“They simply are, cub.  The good or evil that they do depend entirely upon you,” he replied.  “Do you understand?”


He was quiet a long moment, the nodded soundlessly.


“I thought you might.  You’re a very clever cub, and I’m proud of you,” he said with a nod.  He then started walking away, and Polin gasped when his black-furred body simply…melted, fading into nothingness.


At his desk, Polin sat for a long time, chin propped on his hand, as he pondered everything that the engmatic, mysterious Tarrin Kael had told him.  He then gave a heavy sigh and looked across the room, at the large full-length mirror, seeing his own reflection staring back at him.  He gave a rueful little chuckle and remembered what Tarrin had said about mirrors, and tried again to look through the mirror instead of into the mirror.

What was it Tarrin said?  Oh yes, something close to when you look through the mirror, you see the reality of who you are staring back at you.


So, maybe that was it.  Maybe instead of looking at himself, he should look at who he was.  So…who was he?


Polin Aresson.  King of Volinia.


His reflection seemed unimpressed by that, continuing to mock him with its faithful mimicking of his every move.


Who was he?


Polin Aresson.  Son of Pall and Malli Aresson. King of Volinia, guardian of…well, whatever Tarrin said was here, and bringer of justice, peace, and tranquility to his kingdom.


His reflection stared back at him impassively.


Who was he?


He was…himself.  He was Polin Aresson.

The reflection in the mirror smiled, bowed to him, and then stepped to the side, showing him the room as if he weren’t in it.  He saw himself seem to walk out of the background of the mirror, a much older Polin Aresson, him as a man…and boy, was he tall.  And muscular!  And pretty good-looking as well, he could admit.  That older him was wearing an army uniform with gold tassels and wearing a crown, and looked both serious and a bit whimsical at the same time, the face of a man that carried the heavy burden of rulership, but didn’t let it prevent him from having a little fun, from living.  He saw a man that carried himself like a king, but a man that could smile and laugh like a man.  The older him reached out to the side, and a beautiful honey-haired woman wearing a simple but elegant dress stepped into view, who was holding a baby in her arms.  The two adults looked at him with gentle smiles, and then all three of them faded, leaving nothing but the room within the mirror’s reflection.

He had seen the truth of himself staring back at him through the mirror, and he rather liked the look of it.  The truth was…while he was the king of Volinia, he was also a man.  He was Polin Aresson.

And just as Tarrin warned, as Polin looked into the mirror, there was no reflection of Polin Aresson staring back at him.  He had solved the riddle of the mirror, and could never again be fooled by the reflection that it cast.


Polin blinked, gave a low, rueful chuckle, and then went back to the task of writing out warrants of sentence against those who had betrayed his trust, reminding himself to write an order to take down all mirrors in the common areas of the palace.


It was a place infinite in scope, eternal in its reaches, and beyond all comprehension.

Tarrin Kael stepped out of dark oblivion and into the library.  It was a place that consisted of nothing but shelves that extended into infinity, each shelf stacked with books, scrolls, ledgers, and tomes.  Everything ever written by any hand in the entire multiverse, and everything that was yet to be written, was located here, within this library.  It was His favorite place, and it was His habit to be found here with His feet up on His favorite cherrywood desk, reading from one of the endless books to be found here. And in this eternal place with no time, if there was such a thing as now, then now was no different.  Tarrin approached the desk—in a new section of the library, he noticed—and found his mentor, his employer, his Master, sitting in a comfy chair with his padded feet crossed at the ankles on top of the desk, an old, dusty tome in His lap as he read.  His silvery-blue furred tail with a white tip swished absently to the side—He appeared as Cassiter to Tarrin, His mortal alter-ego in Sennadar and whom Tarrin always equated Him—and He turned a page without looking up.


“Sending Rethin to the Plain of Despair was a bit exotic, Tarrin,” He said without greeting.


“I felt it appropriate, Master.  His soul was doomed to the Abyss anyway.  I just saved a soul collector the trip.”


“Fair enough, I suppose,” He noted in His dry tone.  “The Balance is preserved.  Good work.”


“Thank you, Master,” Tarrin answered with a nod.  “I’m of a mind to keep an eye on the cub, maybe drop in on him from time to time.  I rather like him.”


“He is a pretty remarkable kid.  He solved the mirror right after you left, you know.”


“He did?  I’m not that surprised,” Tarrin chuckled.  “There’s a lot of potential there.  Maybe that was why the Balance was threatened, because he was threatened.”


“The Balance has plans for Polin Aresson, cub,” He said.  “But that’s something you don’t have to worry about.  You’ve put him on the right path, and he’ll find his way down it without any more help.”


“Good,” Tarrin said, leaning on his paws, which were set on the edge of the desk.  “Did the others meet your expectations?”


“They did some good work, and they stayed within the boundaries you set.  That impressed me, nearly as much as the fact that you stayed within the boundaries,” He answered, giving Tarrin a slight smile.  “Especially Miranda.  I might have a little talk with Kikkalli about her.  I might borrow her if I’m in this position again, where all four of you are tied up and something else pops up.”


“She won’t let you down, Master.  Do you have any other tasks for me?”


“Not right now.  Go home and calm Mist down before she kills someone,” He answered, waggling the tip of his tail in Tarrin’s general direction.


“Thank you, Master.  Would Cassiter like to come to dinner tonight?”


“I never say no to Mist’s cooking,” He answered, glancing up at Tarrin with a smile on His muzzle.


“Alright then.  See you tonight, Master.”


“Get some rest, cub,” He ordered.  Tarrin bowed after backing up from the desk, then turned and walked away, vanishing from the Core.


He glanced in the direction that the Were-cat had gone, then His eternal eyes returned to the book.

Look in the mirror,

Regard your reflection.

Within what you see
Is truth’s introspection.

Look through the mirror

Starkly beckoning

The savagery of truth

The unbroken glass, cutting 

Look beyond the mirror
Look beyond borders.

See a world shaped

By a lullabye’s horrors

Look inside of you.

Eternity calls.

Your soul whispers to you.

Eternity is all.
