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   “EEEEeeeek!”


Amanita hid quickly to avoid being seen by someone running by – then peeked out as a sergeant and captain in Raven-soldier colors came out of a door down the hall.




   “You realize you’ve roused the entire garrison, Captain Fayorn,” the sergeant growled. “I can’t imagine His Sorcerousness is going to be particularly forgiving that you disturbed their rest because of a mouse.” 




  “A rat,”  Captain Fayorn corrected with a shudder as they stopped in front of another door. “Or so I thought at first. It wasn’t real. Someone was trying to rattle me.”



   The sergeant grunted. “I don’t suppose you were able to apprehend the culprit?”



    Fayorn flushed. “I most certainly did.”



   The sergeant entered the room and emerged moments later with a ‘rat’ in each of his massive paws. Thony and Dae, held in place by the scruffs of their collars. Thony looked chagrined; Dae, indignant.



  “Children?”  Sergeant Sterevor said in amusement. “Go back to bed, sir. I’ll take care of this little rodent problem.”



    Captain Fayorn glared back at him, then stalked past and went back in his room, slamming the door behind him. 



   The sergeant chuckled, letting go of his captives, but turning them so they both had to face him.



    “So, you’re the scoundrels who disturbed Captain Fayorn’s beauty sleep.”



	“Yup!” Dae said proudly. Thony groaned.



	“Hunh.” Sergeant Sterevor shooed the pair of them back down the corridor.



   They passed within inches of the darkened doorway where Amanita stood frozen.
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   For my son Griffin, who said I had  to write this book before he left for college.
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 Prologue
	

	(Because this story has gone on for long enough that  
	now we need a
    re-cap)
 


    CROWN  PRINCE ANTHONY DEVINTHAL OF Aldyrwald
    
        (known officially as ‘the Affable and  the Affirmative’ due to an
        unfortunately adorable episode in his infancy, and  continuing to be
        used despite his penchant for playing pranks... and his  distaste for
        the title)
     
    was faced with an impossible home-situation: his  parents were planning to
    make him get married shortly after his fifteenth  birthday.



    That  was, of course, a horrible idea, but the whole thing only got worse.



    Papa  and Mama (aka King Bill and Queen Annabel of Aldyrwald) 
    weren’t choosing  him a proper Princess-Bride – the youngest or oldest
    daughter of a set of three  or seven or twelve – and then setting up a
    proper Quest full of adventures and  derring-do to win her. Nor were they
    going to arrange for a Worthy Miller’s  Daughter to go through adventures
    and derring-do to win Thony
    
        (which is the  nickname the prince strongly prefers to go by... well,
        until he’s crowned.  Because ‘King Thony’ just sounds stupid).
     



    No,  Papa was trying to pacify the neighbors – who want to invade on the
    pretext of  the Devinthals having lost the Divine Right of Kings, because
    Thony’s sister,  Priscilla, was born with a bushy black tail.
    
        (And nevermind that Priscilla –  and their other sister, Joanna, and
        Joanna’s husband, Prince Roger – have all  become honest-to-goodness
        GODS, after some crazy thing called a Ragnarök where all of their  world’s Gods somehow kicked it at once.) 



    And  ‘pacifying the neighbors’ meant making Thony marry a
    
        middleborn
     
    princess. One of the ones who wouldn’t likely be able to find a husband
    otherwise because of her unlucky place in the birth-order. And if that
    weren’t  bad enough, it’s likely to be an old  middleborn princess –
    a maiden-aunt  or even a maiden great-aunt of a reigning king. With
    a provision in the  betrothal agreement that if Thony should die without
    issue, Aldyrwald and its  three prosperous valleys would belong to his
    wife’s family.



    Which probably  meant that said-wife would almost certainly be under
    instructions to off Thony and Papa both at her earliest convenience.



    And since Aldyrwald was already one of the larger  countries in the Mountain
    Region, that would mean that the newly-combined  country would
    
        definitely
     
    be the largest... most powerful... and  therefore most dangerous 
    country. Which meant that the other  neighbors weren’t likely to let
    such a marriage go through in the first  place...



    ...Thony  might, in other words, be single-handedly responsible
    
        (or something)
     
    for  the end of the five-hundred-year peace in the Mountain Region. Not to
    mention  the end of the Devinthal dynasty and the existence of Aldyrwald as
    an  independent nation.



    So,  what choices did he have?



    None,  really.



    He  ran away from home– erm, that is, set out on a Grand and Noble Quest to
    find a  solution for this problem.



    To  find his own  Princess-Bride.
    
        (Hopefully one with a royal father who  possesses a large and active
        military that he’s willing to lend Thony – and  Aldyrwald – for his
        daughter’s protection and continued prosperity.)
     



    To  have his own  adventures, full of derring-do.



    Or,  at minimum, to grow up a little bit before getting married.



    And  on this brave endeavor, he took with him as boon companions, the
    prankster-stable-girl-cum-assistant-pastry-chef Amanita, and the
    unicorn,  Twinklestar.
    
        (More like they horned in on his adventure, but once he heard  about the
        carnivorous plant-people he might run into, Thony was inclined to be
        generous about it all.)
     



    The  three of them – and his horse, Silverfoot – bravely entered the Fairy
    Wood,  known to be a Gateway to Worlds Unknown. Therein they met with foul
    monsters (and  fled for their lives),  beautiful maidens from
    another world
    
        (well, a  decent-looking student-wizard and novice-priestess anyways),
     
    visited  Fairyland and met with the Fairy Queen
    
        (okay, that part was just plain  cool),
     
    and were awarded a second Quest of Great Mystery. And another boon
    companion, the fairy-prince (and Prankster-in-Chief),  Puck.



    And...  Twinklestar decided to pick Thony as his unicorn-maiden.



    And  they exited the Fairy Wood onto Amanita and Puck’s home-world
    
        (because, oh,  yeah, she wasn’t from around Aldyrwald)
     
    and got dropped into the  middle of a war.



    A  war that’s been instigated by an evil sorcerer named Valderon
    Raven’sWing, who  seemed to be turning people into zombies to fight for him
    if he couldn’t buy  their loyalty. And who either wanted to invade Amanita’s
    homeland
    
        (of which  she just happens to more or less be the Crown Princess, and
        never mentioned it,  so... awkward)
     
    or he plans to invade all the worlds in the universe  through the Fairy
    Wood... possibly also including Aldyrwald.



    But,  y’know, stuff happens.



    Of  course, all that’s standing between Valderon Raven’sWing and his plans
    to Conquer  the Known Universe  are Thony, Amanita and Twinklestar
    (because Puck had  to report in to the Fairy Queen about the war). 



    Oh,  and also an accident-prone mercenette
    
        (a mercenary, but she’s only fourteen and  way too small)
     
    named Dae Goldeneyes.
    
        (Who’s being hunted down by a  well-meaning mercenary friend who
        realizes that Dae does not belong in  warzones.)
     



    And  a trio of spies, including the famous Bard, Julanna Silversea, and the
    somewhat  infamous mercenary-spy, Istevan Slyblade. And another guy named
    Davril, who  seems to be in charge of taking care of Julanna’s baby, Daphne.



    And  a gang of street-kids in the plainsland city of Flowerdust where all of
    the  crazy seems to be converging...
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	Chapter ONE 
	
Not-So-Scary  Little Girls
 


    “SERIOUSLY?”  DAE WAS LOOKING OVER Thony’s shoulder. “You decide to write
    some sort of  chronicle of things and you don’t even mention that I’m the
    most amazing  warrior in the world?  And we call them Evil Wizards
    here, not evil  sorcerers.”



    Amanita  peered over his other shoulder. “That’s  your biggest
    concern? Not that  he might be giving away our secrets?” 



    Dae  shrugged as Thony winced. “It’s not like it’s up-to-date. I mean he
    didn’t even  mention how he
    
        rode into town on the back of Valderon Raven’sWing’s horse.”
     



    “I  thought we decided we weren’t going to talk about that,” Thony muttered,
    looking down at what now seemed like a really bad idea.



    “We  said later,”  Amanita pointed out. “This  is
    
        later.”
     



    She  leaned onto the table he was using as a desk, resting her head on her
    left hand  which she was propping up on her bent elbow. On his other side,
    Dae mirrored  her, prompting the young prince (and unicorn-maiden) 
    to note again how  similar they were.



    Those  girls that he and Amanita had run into in the Fairy Wood had said
    something  about Amanita being the mirror-twin  of one of them,
    Girona Starshine.  Which basically meant they were identical twins born on
    different worlds to  different parents. But Amanita and Dae had been born on
    the same  world,  and Girona had said that although there were
    hypotheses
    
        (she might have said  ‘theories,’ but Thony couldn’t remember for sure.
        And anyways he was a Prince  and knew the proper difference)
     
    that there could be mirror-twins born on  the same  world, there was
    no evidence for it that anyone had been able  to find. And anyways, the
    wizards Girona was studying with were apparently  looking for a
    
        theoretical
     
    proof, not an empirical  one, so whether  they would even appreciate
    actual evidence wasn’t clear to Thony.



    All  of which was basically a way to avoid thinking too hard about what the
    two of  them were trying to intimidate him into talking about.



    Luckily,  two tiny girls – even if they looked a lot alike and were
    bracketing him like a  pair of bookends – were not really all that
    intimidating. Not by comparison to  the various embarrassments of the day,
    anyways.



    “Come  on, dude,” Dae wheedled as Amanita narrowed her eyes at him.



    All  right, maybe Amanita  was intimidating.



    A  little anyways.



    He  knew all about her penchant for malicious pranks and they were 
    sharing a  room right now, so she not only knew  where he
    
        slept,
     
    but would  have unlimited access  to his sleeping self.



    Hmmn.  And considering his speculations that Dae might actually be her
    mirror-twin,  perhaps he actually should  be wary of... Nah. They
    couldn’t be. Dae was  way too accident-prone, and her dark-brown hair didn’t
    seem to bleach reddish  in the sun the way Amanita’s did.



    They  were still too much alike. There must be a word for it, somewhere.



    But  the important thing right now was... to put the kibosh on Amanita’s
    overly  healthy sense of vengeance. As regarded himself anyways.



    “Hey,  I just realized,” Thony said. “We should probably rearrange who’s
    sleeping  where.”



    “What?”  Amanita looked a bit thrown by the completely random-seeming
    comment.



    He  leaned back in his chair casually... and not so incidentally out from
    between  the two of them. “You two are both girls, so you guys should share
    this room. I  can use the other one.”



    Amanita  straightened up, frowning.



    “Puck  warded this room to keep the two of us safe,” she began.



    “And  I like my privacy,” Dae added. “Besides, it would look strange. You’re
    supposed  to be a girl, too. Unicorn-maiden, remember?”



    Thony  gave her a dark look. “Look strange to whom,  exactly? Who do
    you think  is watching us?  According to anyone and his uncle we’re
    just a bunch of normal  kids.” 



    Yeah.  ‘Normal kids.’ Not runaway royalty and underage warriors.



    “Well,  they might be watching you,”  Amanita said a bit
    uncharitably. “After all you  rode into town  on the
    
        back
     
    of Valderon Raven’sWing’s saddle.”



    Abruptly  she dragged the other chair around and plopped herself down next
    to Thony.



    “What  happened to you today?” she asked, her tone serious and quiet. “You
    told us you  rode in with the sorcerer, but... did he hurt  you or
    something?”



    “No...”  Thony sighed. He was going to have to give them the whole story.
    They wouldn’t  understand otherwise...
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	Chapter TWO
	
 A Really Nice  Evil Wizard


    THONY HAD GUIDED THE SORCERER and his troop through the confusing, twisty
    streets of  Flowerdust. Raven’sWing had followed the directions the
    incognito prince had  pointed out from behind him without question, and the
    disapproving fellow,  Fayorn, had finally stopped looking so disapproving as
    they made it onto  streets that were less disreputable. Not that it was
    Thony’s fault they’d come  in on one of the back ways instead of the main
    gates. Though to be honest,  Flowerdust just seemed to have sprawled out
    farther and farther in all  directions and the ‘main gates’ had long been
    overgrown by buildings.



    Thank  goodness the Inn of the Starred Hoof was just off one of the
    
        other
     
    dusty  roads that entered the town.



    The  sorcerer was... a very good rider.



    Thoughtful  of a lad riding in the precarious pillion position behind him
    without anything  more than some saddlebags to stabilize his seat.



    Full  of friendly questions about things like which was the best bakery in
    town and  when the next local festival was to be celebrated. Things that
    Thony had to  find a way to not-quite-answer, since he hadn’t the slightest
    clue. Though he was  able to recommend a couple of food-stalls in
    the central market with absolute  honesty.



    And  full of gentle questions about Thony’s home and family, which he’d also
    had to  deflect.



    Based  on how the line of questioning had become both more gentle and more
    probing, he  rather suspected that Raven’sWing had come to the conclusion
    that Thony was  either an orphan or suffering some sort of abuse at home.



    Or  a runaway. Which was, at least, accurate.



    The  sorcerer had seemed pleased that the people of the town took note of
    their  passage and made way, but didn’t cringe in fear. He remarked on it
    approvingly  to Fayorn and the rest. Thony thought he caught sight of Jost’s
    green cap in  one of the crowds, but they were by too quickly to tell for
    sure.



    And  then they’d reached the large market square in front of the mayor’s
    mansion and  things had started to get... really weird.



    The  Raven-troops were clearly not expecting their Lord and Master to show
    up and  some poor fool at the mansion gate decided to challenge the new
    arrivals.  Fayorn snorted and made sarcastic comments about Captain
    Shalladra’s command  and training of her troops. The rest of the men with
    him had even ruder things  to say, and one of them seemed to have unfurled a
    flag from somewhere and rode  to the fore of the group, waving what must be
    Raven’sWing’s personal standard  in what even Thony could tell was an
    insulting fashion.



    Raven’sWing  settled his people – the ones who had come in with him,
    technically they were all  his people after all – with one
    splay-fingered hand held level and gently  lowered a few inches. His men
    quieted to mere mutters, and the standard-bearer  backed up his horse to
    Raven’sWing’s flank at a sharp glance from the  equally-rebuked Captain
    Fayorn.



    It  wasn’t even a spell.  It was respect. 



    Thony  couldn’t help being impressed.



    He  also couldn’t escape. An attempt to wriggle a little to slide off the
    horse
    
        (to  one side, thank you very much, he’d been riding since he was four,
        no matter  what the Sorcerer Supreme here seemed to think, and he knew
        better than to  slide off a horse’s back end)
     
    had been met with a hand removed from the  reins and gently placed on his
    leg. And a quiet reminder that he’d been  promised payment for his troubles
    and should stay until they’d sorted this out.



    “Yessir,”  Thony had said. It was what he thought Jost – or one of his crew
    – would do.  Poor boy offered coins, after all...



    There  was a hurried consultation going on at the gate, messengers running
    up and  being sent back off in a different direction. After another couple
    of moments,  the way was cleared and the new arrivals rode inside the
    mansion’s wall.



    The  front courtyard of the Raven-HQ-cum-mayoral-mansion wasn’t
    really all  that large, though it seemed bigger than when Thony had viewed
    it from the  roof-top in the night. It was seriously cramped  now
    that it was lined  with Raven-troops standing at attention three-deep along
    every wall.



    Some  of those troops had clearly been rousted out of bed and their salutes
    kept  dipping down to cover yawns – at one point they seemed to be doing it
    in  sequence, almost like a wave. Some of the rest were filtering in from
    the  sides, huffing and redfaced and dusty and had clearly been called off
    of street  patrol duty to make a good showing.



    And  then there was the fellow whose pants kept trying to fall down – Thony
    guessed  he needed to tell Dae at least one of her pranks had borne fruit.



    
        (“Serves  them right for making drawstring pants part of a uniform,”
        Amanita said  disapprovingly.
     



    
        “Oh,  it wouldn’t have mattered,” Dae said blithefully. “I messed with
        his belt,  too.”)
     



    Thony  hadn’t had a full view of the panoply, peeking around Raven’sWing’s
    back, but  he hadn’t seen Istevan.



    And  then Captain Shalladra came out and... somehow managed to
    
        sweep
     
    down the  three broad steps from the main entrance despite wearing neither a
    gown nor a  cape. She knelt on one knee once she reached the cobbled
    courtyard and bowed  over her knee from the waist, spreading her arms to the
    sides.



    Which  was dramatic, but it had made Thony wince to think of balancing on
    his knee on  those rounded stones.



    “Captain  Shalladra,” acknowledged the man Thony was sitting behind.



    “Welcome,  my liege. All that you see is yours. And all that lies beyond it.
    I present to  you the Township of Flowerdust, latest to come to your banner.
    What is your  pleasure?”



    She  didn’t stumble over the words, but Thony had practically heard her
    substituting  for thees and thous.



    Valderon  Raven’sWing had looked around the courtyard with that same gentle
    smile. Thony  was sure he caught a sparkle of amusement when the sorcerer’s
    eye fell upon the  fellow with the pants – so he had a sense of humor.



    “You  have done well, Captain Shalladra Stillheart. Rise and dismiss your
    troops. It  grows late. We shall do a full review... tomorrow.”



    The  woman had risen, doing so without hesitation or any visible indication
    that  kneeling like that had hurt. A wave of her hand sent everyone
    scurrying off.  The guy with his pants falling off moved somewhat faster
    than everyone else.  The men who had arrived with Raven’sWing began to
    dismount.



    She  turned back and stepped close to Raven’sWing’s horse, taking a firm
    grip on its  bridle though the equine tried to sidle away. Thony had been
    reminded of the  ease with which she had pulled the taller and bulkier
    Istevan up from the  floor. The horse had as little chance as the man, the
    former controlled by the  bit attached to the bridle, and the latter
    controlled by Shalladra’s control of  his... girlfriend?



    The  relationship between the adult spies hadn’t been clear... not that
    Thony had  gotten properly introduced to any of them.



    “My  lord,” the pale, black-haired captain had greeted Raven’sWing more
    personally.  There was a warm and vibrant note in her voice. Like she was,
    um, personally  pleased that he had arrived, early or not.



    
        (“Seriously,  Thony? You’re going to keep speculating on the love-lives
        of all these people?”
     



    “There’s  reasons, Amanita. You’ll see. Just listen, okay?” 



    
        “Fine. But it was bad enough that I had to hide in that wardrobe
        while Captain  Shalladra, um, blackmailed Istevan. If I have
        listen to any other gross stuff...”
     



    “It’s  relevant. You’ll see.” 



    “It  better be...”) 



    “Help  the lad down, will you, Shalladra,” Raven’sWing said. “He doesn’t
    seem all that  comfortable on a horse and we don’t want such a helpful young
    man hurting  himself on our behalf the first time he goes for a ride.”



    Which  was just plain insulting. Thony had been riding since–



    
        (“Since  you were four. Yes, we got it. Keep this moving along, dude.”)
     



    “Certainly,  my lord.”



    Shalladra  did just that, pretty much bodily lifting Thony down, her face
    not revealing  surprise, disgust, or anything else at his unexpected
    presence. She nudged him  to stand back as the sorcerer swung down easily
    and a groom appeared to take  charge of the horse. Raven’sWing lightly
    admonished the man to be gentle with  his steed.



    Thony  had just time to notice that the equine’s eyes were ringed with white
    and  rolling with fear. Rather the way Silverfoot had looked when they’d
    fled the glypherthryp  in the Fairy Wood. It seemed less skittish as
    the groom led it farther away.



    Raven’sWing  didn’t seem to notice. “I hope our early arrival didn’t
    inconvenience you in  any way, Captain, but I thought Captain Fayorn
    Greensleeves ought to have a day  or two to accustom himself to the place
    before relieving you. Fayorn,” he  beckoned the blonde fellow with the long,
    drooping mustaches forwards, “I don’t  believe you’ve met Captain
    Stillheart.”



    Fayorn’s  youth was somehow vastly more distinct when he stood next to his
    pale  colleague. “I have not had the pleasure,” he said, though he didn’t
    sound like  it was a pleasure  at all. “The captain’s exploits
    precede her, however.  I know her by reputation.”



    Shalladra  appeared to have a similar reaction and gave the younger captain
    a brief, curt  nod before focusing those intense, ice-blue eyes of hers on
    Raven’sWing again.



    Raven’sWing  seemed... amused at the interplay. “Fayorn, why don’t you have
    a look around.  See what the place is like, eh. Take the sergeant with you.”



    Thony  was beginning to be amused at the way Raven’sWing issued orders
    phrased like  questions but without a hint of questioning in his tone. It
    seemed a useful  skill to practice for the future.



    
        (“Enough  with the editorializing, dude. We just wanna know what
        
            happened.”)
     



    “Shalladra,”  Raven’sWing continued as Fayorn bowed and left them, along
    with a burly older  man who had been one of the riders. “I’m sure you’re
    just dying to show me all  you’ve accomplished here. Where shall we begin?”



    The  smile he gave the woman was not the same kind one he’d given to Thony –
    or  anyone else, for that matter.



    Shalladra... simpered  back at him.



    
        (“No  way!” Dae was shocked. “She’s a mercenary captain with a
        terrifying rep! She  wouldn’t simper!”
     



    
        “Yes,  way,” Thony winced. “I’ve been simpered at by too many of Mama’s
        ladies-in-waiting. Trust me. That’s what she was doing.”
     



    “Ugh,”  Amanita said casually. “That’s disappointing. Go on.”) 



    “I  told you how docile the population is in my... communiqués,” Shalladra’s
    little  dramatic pause suggested she was switching out a different word
    again. “So, it’s  been fairly routine. Even this mansion – it belonged to
    the local mayor. A  pretentious fellow, so it’s nicer than you might
    expect.” She paused again.  “The master suite is quite... adequate.”



    Raven’sWing’s  smile broadened in that just-for-Shalladra way. “Perhaps
    we’ll have to start  there, then. Dinner can be sent up, I would assume.”



    (“Eeeeeewwww....” 



    “Hey,  what about Istevan?” 



    “Girls,  can I please just get through this?”) 



    Shalladra  reacted about the way one might expect at this point, but
    apparently wasn’t so  lost to military proprieties that she didn’t feel
    obliged to answer, “Of  course, sire. You should know, however, about the
    spy I caught a few days ago.”



    “Spy?”  Valderon Raven’sWing’s eyebrow crept up, but his tone sounded
    like... he was  almost purring.



    And  Captain Shalladra practically stretched like a cat being petted. She
    tucked  some of that straight, chin-length black hair behind her ear
    coquettishly – and  her ear was pointed. 



    (“So?” 



    
        “He’s  a bit of a rube, Dae. There’s nobody with pointy ears on his
        world.”
     



    “A-hem!” 



    “Well,  that I saw anyways...” 



    “ANYways...”) 



    Shalladra  did her little twisty ‘oh, you’re looking at me?’  thing
    and elaborated.



    “Well.  More of a seditionist, really, I suppose. I have her locked away
    where she can’t  do any further harm. I was planning to make a public
    display of her in a trial  in the next day or two.” She made a little
    
        moue.
     
    “This place doesn’t  even have a decent dungeon, so she’s in the pickle
    cellar.”



    (“She  ‘moo’ed’? Like a cow?” Dae asked. 



    
        “It  means pursed her lips and looked pouty,” Amanita interpreted. She
        gave Thony a  wry look. “I don’t think it’s a word people use outside of
        the nobility.”
     



    
        “Well,  then say that, man,” Dae ordered him. “Talk like People,
        not Nobles.”
     



    Thony  decided to ignore that...) 



    “She?”  Raven’sWing queried. His attention had seemed to sharpen even
    further, but he  spared a glance for Thony. “Give the lad a few coins,
    Shalladra. He’s done me a  service.”



    “Yes,”  Shalladra told him as she opened her purse and counted out a few
    copper coins.  “Some minstrel woman. Name of... Silversea, I think.”



    “Silversea? Julanna  Silversea?” Raven’sWing demanded as Thony
    accepted the coins.  “You arrested  and confined 
    
        Julanna Silversea?”
     



    His  entire demeanor had changed again, and now – although he still
    seemed  incredibly focused, it was no longer directed all at Captain
    Shalladra.  And she seemed to wilt a bit as he took away his regard.



    “Yes...  do you... know of her, milord?” Even her voice had been wilty
    instead of that  supreme confidence and control they’d heard from her
    before.



    “Do I  know of her? Everyone  knows of her, Shalladra. She’s
    practically  an icon on half the North Coast!” He controlled himself with a
    clear effort.



    Shalladra  had frowned. “Surely not. She’s hardly more than an infant
    herself.”



    “We  don’t age the way your people do. She’s an adult and an important one.”
    The  sorcerer passed a hand over his eyes and ended with pinching the bridge
    of his  nose. Papa had done that a fair amount when Thony was brought to him
    on some  charge or other, so he was fairly familiar with that particular
    expression of  exasperation.



    “Leaving  all that aside... it is terrible  politics to arrest a
    Bard, Shalladra.  We talked about this.”



    The  woman seemed to have recovered from looking a little lost. Her voice
    had also  recovered some of its self-absorbed indifference and smug
    confidence.



    (“Oooh.  Aren’t we being fancy?”) 



    “Sire,”  Shalladra said almost condescendingly. “I know that you 
    are new to the  idea of ruling, but the purpose of conquering a place is to
    control it. And  that includes most especially the people who carry the news
    from place to  place, such as Bards and Singers. Once you have eliminated
    all opposition and  rebellion – and the remaining Singers belong to
    
        you
     
    – then you can exert  these tender sensibilities of yours and free them to
    do their work.”



    Raven’sWing  had frowned. “That’s not the way we  do it, Shalladra–”



    “Milord.  You said you planned to build an empire to rival any other known.
    One that will last,  you said.” She raised an eyebrow. “Lord
    Nightcreeper did just  that. You took me as your advisor because I knew his
    techniques.”



    And  then... she looked at Thony and... he wasn’t sure what, but he found
    himself  shivering. Rather like the sorcerer’s horse.



    Raven’sWing  seemed to come out of some fugue right then, and suddenly he
    was beaming that special  smile at Shalladra again. And her eyes
    were back on him instead of Thony.



    “So  I did, Captain. So I did. And you’ve been absolutely invaluable to me.
    Of  course.”



    The  sorcerer had reached out and put an arm around Thony’s shoulders and
    he’d  felt... safe. Safe from Captain Shalladra,  anyways.



    That  beaming smile had been turned on him, and Thony had felt that
    he  would do anything for Valderon Raven’sWing. Then the man had
    toned it down a  little and ruffled Thony’s hair.



    “Go  on with you, lad. But come back tomorrow and perhaps I’ll have another
    little  task for you. Ah, to have a lad like you for my own...” He had
    shaken his head  and given Thony a shove towards the gate.



    Thony  had backed carefully away as Raven’sWing recaptured his captain’s
    eye. He’d  felt... rather like a baby rabbit when she looked at him. A baby
    rabbit that  had been sighted by a cat.



    “Let’s  get our fair Bard out of gaol, dear Captain,” Raven’sWing said,
    putting an arm  about Shalladra’s shoulders, and she looked up at him all
    googly-eyed but his  attention seemed to be wandering again. “I
    haven’t seen Julanna in... a long  while...”



    Shalladra  straightened up again, her voice gone smug and hard again.
    “Surely you would  prefer to refresh yourself first, my lord. You’ve been on
    the road all day and  riding hard for the last several to have made it here
    so soon.”



    “Hmmmn.”  Raven’sWing hesitated, and then he beamed at her again. “And
    dinner with you?  Of course, dear Captain. A few hours more or less won’t
    make a difference at  this point. Erroth,” he waved over one of the men who
    had ridden in with him,  “See that the Bard is released from her – a pickle
    cellar did you say, dear  Captain? From her pickle cellar. And provided with
    an appropriate suite. Under  guard,” he added, laying fingers across her
    lips when Shalladra looked ready to  object.



    They  went into the mansion and Thony was finally able to make his escape.
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	Chapter THREE
	
 Coming Clean


    “So... why  did we need to hear all the gross parts?” Amanita
    demanded.



    Thony  gave her an incredulous look. “There’s obviously a Thing 
    going on  between Raven’sWing and Shalladra.”



    “We  knew that  already,” Dae pointed out. “From those letters.”



    She  pointed at the neatly tied bundle on the table next to where he’d been
    writing.  All of them stared at the stack for a moment.



    “Dear  Goddess,” Amanita muttered. “We’ve got to get those put back. Like,
    now.” 



    Dae  nodded. “Tonight. We’ll go in tonight.”



    “I  agree. And we need to continue our campaign of pranking them.” Amanita
    gave a  short, firm nod.



    Thony  looked at them both, gnawing a little on his lip. He’d managed to
    avoid telling  them about his... awkward conversation with Jost right before
    Raven’sWing had  arrived. So far anyways. He should probably mention that
    Jost had agreed to get  his crew of street-kids to help them out. If
    
        Thony
     
    told the girls, after  all, he might be able to control how they heard it...



    Thony  switched to chewing anxiously on a thumb. “Are you sure about that? I
    mean now  the sorcerer-dude is here...” 



    He  couldn’t give up, not with Aldyrwald in danger, but...   



    Amanita  gave him an incredulous look. “Now  you want to back off?
    He’s just a guy,  Your Royal Highness. He still puts his pants on
    one leg at a time.”



    “That’s  not necessarily true,” Dae said thoughtfully, and Amanita flashed
    an irritated  look at her.



    “What  do you mean?”



    Dae  grinned. “It is  possible to put your pants on both legs
    simultaneously  if you’re sitting down. I do it all the time.”



    “You  would,” Thony muttered as Amanita asked “How?” in the tone of someone
    fascinated in spite of herself. Dae mimed it while Thony rolled his eyes
    heavenward.



    “I’ll  have to try that some time,” Amanita commented when Dae had finished.



    “It’s  a real timesaver.” The mercenette giggled. “I wonder which way
    Raven’sWing does  it.”



    “Who cares  if he puts his pants on by one leg or two?” Thony
    demanded,  exasperated beyond his limits. “I know I  don’t. Him
    being a master  sorcerer who is trying to build some kind of absolute
    despotic dictatorship  empire across all the Worlds has absolutely nothing
    to do with how he gets  dressed!”



    He  paused to glower heartily at them. “And you two aren’t taking this
    anywhere  seriously enough! Didn’t you hear what I said? He clearly has some
    kind of spell  on Captain Shalladra. A love spell,  maybe.
    And he put some of it on me,  at least the edges of it or something
    and I still... I still...”



    The  young prince shook his head hard and tried to blink away the frustrated
    tears  that were coming up. “I still  can’t help thinking he’s a
    great guy.”



    He  looked away. “Oh, yeah. And I ran into Jost and his crew. They know I’m
    not a  girl now. And Jost is going to have them help us with pranking the
    city to stop  the enchanted army. Except... Except I don’t even
    
        want
     
    to now!”



    Thony  folded his arms on the table and buried his face in them. Hopefully
    he’d done  it fast enough that the girls wouldn’t see those tears.



    An...  awkward pat on his shoulder from Amanita’s side. “That’s called a
    compulsion  spell more generally. They aren’t hard to notice... from
    the outside. And, for  better or for worse, they’re one of the easier spells
    to set. Almost anyone...”



    Her  voice trailed off and Thony guessed Dae was giving the runaway princess
    a  significant look.



    “Not anyone,  Your Royal Highness,” Dae said with as much dry
    sarcasm as  Amanita had addressed Thony with a few minutes earlier.
    “Sorcerers and wizards  and witches. And magickal beings. And... royalty.”



    “Actually,  most noble  houses have some Gifts along those lines,”
    Amanita said in a  small voice. “And... some other families with long
    histories who – for one  reason or another – were never ennobled.”



    Hunh.  Interesting.



    That  was... true to some extent in the Mountain Region around Aldyrwald as
    well,  though it was understood that one was supposed to suppress 
    one’s magickal  tendencies unless one intended to abdicate one’s titles and
    go live out in a  tower – or a cottage, or even a haunted castle – out in
    the wilds. Kings and  Queens with magickal power tended to have stories
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