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      She had been pampered all her life. She wanted independence, but as the future heiress to Tandaria’s greatest empire, she was never allowed to be the person she yearned to be.

      All that changed when she became the victim of a nefarious plot to murder her father and take control of the Lodaran Empire. Now she was a pawn in a battle between forces she had no power to oppose. Kidnapped and destined to a dire future, all that changes when the last person she ever expected burst into the room where she was held prisoner.

      Prince Dak Akkra of Mazidar!

      But was he here to save her? Or was he the one who had masterminded her abduction?

      

      This is the second book in the Tales of Tandaria trilogy. Lodar, the Imperial Capital of Lodar, the grandest city in all Tandaria. The first book in the series is Tales of Tandaria, Book One, The Emissary to Lodar and the series concludes with Tales of Tandaria, Book Three, The Conqueror of Lodar.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Also By David Abbot

          

        

      

    

    
      Novels in the Tales of Tandaria Series

      

      The Emissary to Lodar

      The Princess of Lodar

      The Conqueror of Lodar

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 1

          

          
            A Princess in Peril

          

        

      

    

    
      It was the third Moon Day of the Month of the Ram. The sun was falling rapidly behind the Zepores in the West, and city gas lights were just being lit. Cooking fires around the city of Lodar sputtered to life, providing smoke and unwanted heat after the unusually warm late summer day.

      Like thousands of the residents of the city of Lodar, the Princess Nest-kor had just completed her evening prayers. Nest-kor was no more devout than the average Lodaran, but as the daughter of the Emperor of Lodar, she had access to the private temple to the Terrible God Att within the walls of the Imperial Palace.

      Indeed, Nest-kor lived up to the soubriquet she had acquired amongst the common masses: the Pampered Princess.

      This was one of the few times when Princess Nest-kor wasn’t pampered. Assuredly, her long black hair had been carefully brushed, washed with scented oils. Her lips had been glossed with iridescent powdered fish scales in a substrate of red ochre, her cheeks tinted with rouge, her eyes darkened with kohl. She wore the traditional knee length tunic and pantaloons. Instead of her ornate, jewel-encrusted sandals, today she only wore plain sandals stitched with gold and silver strands.

      But today, she was alone, with no maids in attendance.

      Nest-kor rose from prostrating before the icon of Att in the Palace temple when she heard footsteps behind her. It was probably her ladies-in-waiting, anxious to serve her needs after her prayers. She had told them many times to wait until she came out of the temple before they attempted to serve her. Though everyone whispered behind her back that she was just a spoiled brat, Nest-kor would have actually liked more time just to herself.

      But the people who had entered the temple weren’t her hand-maidens. Instead, there were four priests of Att who emerged from a side door. She initially paid them no mind. While the Palace temple was primarily for use by the Imperial family, her father often permitted the priests of  Att to use it, particularly more so within recent days and weeks.

      She turned to head into the main living quarters of the Palace, when she realized something was amiss. Two priests stood right behind her.

      She hid her initial alarm behind a mask of haughtiness. “Your Holinesses, it is not permitted to come this close to a member of the Imperial family.” It wasn’t her rule…it was a command from the Emperor himself, and it wasn’t directed just at priests, but to everyone.

      The priests ignored her, coming even closer. She only realized that something was seriously wrong when one of the priest reached out to muffle her mouth with a cloth gag. At the same time, a second priest pinned her arms to her body. Before she could scream, she felt a gag secured with a tight bond that bit into her lips and cheeks. Her arms were tightly tied behind her back. They then tied her legs, so that she could neither walk nor kick. Finally, her abductors wrapped her up in a light woolen blanket. She felt herself heaved onto one of the priest’s shoulders, like a sack of flour, and carried from the temple.

      Sometime later, she could tell she was placed over a horse. Her hands and feet were tied together under the belly of the horse. Then began a painful ride out of the city. She knew they were heading out of Lodar by the sounds she could hear, muffled as they were by the blanket. The sounds of the bazaar closing up shops as the evening grew darker. The sounds of the city guards, challenging the two priests, then upon hearing that they were taking a corpse for burial, urging them on. The nighttime sounds of the villages strung along the road leading away from Lodar.

      The ride continued for an interminable period of time. Nest-kor thought she would die a thousand times, so painful was the ride. Finally, they stopped. She felt her captors untie her bonds. Roughly, they pulled her off the horse, letting her fall to the ground. Mentally, she screamed from the pain, but no sounds passed through the gag. They removed the blanket, making sure that she had no opportunity to see their faces. The moon was a quarter of the way up from the horizon, shedding enough light where she would have recognized any features she saw. They put a cloth sack over her head, blocking out all light. The sack was tied around her neck, preventing it from coming off. However, she didn’t have to see her captors to know who they were.

      Several times, she had heard one of them call the other Prince Akkra.

      Prince Dak Akkra!

      The Emissary from Mazidar, a small, inconsequential kingdom south of Lodar. The Emissary had invaded her privacy in the main palace, just days earlier, when he had the effrontery to insult her and taunt her.

      As soon as her father learned of this treachery, there would be war!

      She struggled, finally managing to get the gag loose on her mouth, she tried to call for help. Her captors hurried over to her, but rather than putting the gag back on her, one of them pounded her head with the pummel of his sword.

      Nest-kor saw bright flashes of lights, then nothing.

      When she finally regained consciousness, all Princess Nest-kor knew for certain was that she was again tied to a horse. She was still blindfolded and gagged once more. She only had the two senses of hearing and smell to rely on. The odor of horse sweat was strong in her nostrils.

      That alone told her that they had been riding for quite a while.

      The knock on her head had tremendously disoriented her. She couldn’t remember exactly what happened to her. She struggled to re-organize her thoughts. She had a vague memory of attending the evening prayers, then seeing a couple of Priests of Att approach her. The last thing she remembered was being grabbed, and then blackness had overwhelmed her.

      If she had screamed out loud, she had no recollection.

      If anyone had witnessed her abduction, she had no idea.

      Nor did she have any idea how long they had been riding, except that it had been long and hard. Where were they taking her? Who were her captors? The Priests of Att? Or brigands from Mazidar?

      She tried to listen to the sounds of the horse hooves beating on the road. Surely there was more than one horse riding along. Maybe two or three horses? Four horses?

      She wasn’t sure what she would do with that information, but for some reason, it seemed important enough for her to keep focusing on it. If she could determine how many horses were traveling together, she might be able to figure out how many captors she had to deal with.

      Now that might be important information.

      Now that she was awake, she realized just how uncomfortable she was. She was lying over the bare back of the horse, her arms tied to her feet under the horse’s belly. In this position, she suffered every bounce of the horse, every step of the journey. She tried to cry out, but only muffled grunts, barely audible, came from her mouth.

      After what seemed like an incredibly long time, the horses slowed. She could sense a change in the atmosphere. A late summer storm was surging up the Oterand Valley.

      “How much further?” asked one of the captors.

      “To the mountains or to the foothills?” countered the second captor.

      “We’re not taking her to the mountains, you fool!” barked a third captor. “They have to find her body. Otherwise, the Emperor won’t know how serious a threat Mazidar is.”

      The third speaker sounded familiar, really familiar. She knew she had heard his voice, even recently! Where had she heard that voice, that accent? If only underlings weren’t so similar to each other! They all looked alike, dressed alike, and sounded alike! It was hardly her fault she couldn’t tell them apart.

      “Yes, your lordship,” said Captor One.

      Okay, Captor Three wasn’t a commoner or even an underling. But she knew so many nobles and lords.

      Captor Two, however, was not so willing to accept the words of Captor Three. “I thought we were just going to leave her up in the foothills. Nobody said anything about killing her!”

      The Princess felt a constriction in her chest. They were going to kill her? Up to this time, she had only felt insulted and violated by what the men had done. It had never occurred to her that anyone would dare kill the daughter of the Emperor. But now that the prospect was real, she realized that her initial response was naïve. She had been isolated and protected her whole life. The only time she could ever recall anything unusual ever happening in her routine was when the Emissary from Mazidar had fallen out of a tree in her garden and intruded on her presence.

      Other than that, every event in her life, every day of her existence, had been carefully choreographed to ensure her safety and security.

      Was Captor Three the Emissary to Lodar, the Prince of Mazidar, heir to the throne of a rival kingdom? Was Prince Dak Akkra the person who had orchestrated her kidnapping?

      He had sneaked into the palace once, she reminded herself. Surely he could do it again.

      Captor One had no patience for Captor Two’s reaction. “You agreed to be part of this mission,” he snarled. “Now is not the time to discover you’re lacking a backbone.”

      Captor Two sounded resigned. “In any case, a storm is coming. We should find shelter. We’re still half a night from the foothills.”

      The wind picked up, and whatever discussion regarding this suggestion was lost in the night. In any event, the horses resumed their progress down the road. One of the captors suddenly shouted into the wind. “Look, there’s a light. It must be a mail house.”

      The group hurried forward as Princess Nest-kor’s heart sank. Would they kill her there or would she be able to confront her captor, Prince Akkra of Mazidar?
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      The two men on the road to Jadpat studied each other with very different attitudes. One of the men, Balder Khan, Lodar’s Minister of War and Magar of the Outer Army, regarded the other man with undisguised hostility. The second man, a much younger man, stared back with an amused smile on his face.

      “You want me to commit treason?” growled Balder Khan. “What kind of a fool are you? I would never betray my Emperor. I should rip out your throat for even suggesting such a thing.”

      “Well, that would certainly jeopardize the treaty your Emperor just signed with the King of Mazidar. Not a good way to treat the King’s Emissary!”

      Despite his show of bravado, the young man had no doubt that the seven foot tall warrior was physically capable of ripping Dak Akkra limb from limb. Of course, that was a fate Dak was pretty sure he would avoid at all costs.

      “The King’s Emissary…or should I say, his son, the Prince…shouldn’t be in this part of Lodar. But how would Mazidar know that your body was lying in a shallow grave this far north of Mazidar?”

      Prince Akkra laughed. “Trust me, Conqueror, my father knows my whereabouts much more precisely than any son would ever wish. He is a bit of a controlling old goat, you know. He knows I am here with you. He knows what I am asking you to do.”

      “To commit treason?” Balder Khan shook his head. “How dare you even suggest such a thing?”

      Dak laughed. “You’re repeating yourself, Conqueror. But if you recall, I suggested something similar once before, Conqueror, and you followed my advice then. As a result, you’ve become the most powerful warrior in Lodar.”

      “I’ve become your puppet! That’s what I’ve become! I can see that now,” snarled Balder Khan.

      “My puppet?” Dak laughed. “I wish. No, Conqueror, you are hardly anyone’s puppet, least of all Mazidar’s. But if you follow the Emperor’s orders and move your Outer Army to the Mazidar border, you might as well be the puppet of those who wish to overthrow Mith Cor and install themselves as the rulers of Lodar.”

      “You seem to know a lot about what’s going on in Lodar, Prince.”

      “We’re a small kingdom, Balder Khan. It is less costly to pay people to live in foreign lands and tell us what is going on than to pay our citizens to wage war. We gather intelligence so that we can avoid war. That is what we’re trying to do now. We’re trying to prevent a war.”

      “Between Mazidar and Lodar?”

      Dak shook his head. “No, between Lodar and a hundred thousand barbarians.”

      “The barbarian tribes…are they planning on attacking Lodar?”

      “No,” said Dak. “At least I hope not. It is my job to make sure that they don’t do that.” The Mazidaran appeared slightly amused by the reaction his revelation aroused in the Conqueror. “Yes, Balder Khan, they will cross the northern parts of the Lodaran Empire. But listen carefully to my words, Magar, for on these words hangs thousands of lives.

      “We have carefully chosen the route the mountain folk will travel. It bypasses all major cities, most of the large villages, and many of the smaller ones. The tribal leaders have agreed to keep their people under control, and will do so as long as they are not attacked. There is only one man in Lodar I can trust to show restraint at such a time. That man obviously is you.”

      Balder Khan stared at the Prince in disbelief. “You? One man? You alone are going to keep an entire horde from invading Lodar?” He burst out laughing.

      If Prince Akkra was upset by Balder Khan’s laughter, he didn’t’ show it. “I can’t do it alone, Conqueror. That’s why I need you to defy Mith Cor’s orders. He commanded you to take your Outer Army south, to the border of Lodar and Mazidar. I need you to reconsider that command, Conqueror. I need you to take the Outer Army to the northern reaches of Lodar to provide a buffer between the barbarians and the Empire.”

      For a brief moment, Balder Khan was speechless. Then he shook his head. “What kind of a fool do you think I am, you little upstart? Leave our southern border defenseless so that your army can march in and take Lodar?” Balder Khan backed up a step, in case he had to cross swords with the idiotic prince. “A fake emissary, a fake treaty, a fake threat. I must say, you Mazidaran’s are surely the most imaginative people in Tandaria. You come from a land of dreamers, Prince Akkra!”

      For the first time, Dak was puzzled. “A land of dreamers?”

      Balder Khan chortled, “You must be dreaming if you think I’d fall for such a chicken-brained ploy.” He laughed at his own attempt at humor.

      “I can’t force you to make the wise decision, Balder Khan. All I can do is present you with the facts. Leave a few Lakari on the southern border if you wish. I’m sure your Outer Army warriors will be ferocious enough to fend off all those dreamers from Mazidar. But if you really want to protect the Empire, put most of your men in the North. Those tribes are a greater threat than Mazidar’s army.”

      With that statement, the Prince took several steps back, and even before Balder Khan realized their meeting was over, the Prince had vanished in the shadows.

      Only silence remained.

      Balder Khan stared around him, as though Dak’s exit was the signal for unseen and silent henchmen to leap out of the bushes to assassinate him. But no one emerged from the shadows. Balder Khan slowly walked back to his horse and mounted it.

      He knew where he had to go. He had to go meet his Lakars and give them instructions on where they were bound to and what they were to do.

      The only problem was…he wasn’t sure what instructions he should actually give them.
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      Prince Akkra slipped silently into the shadows and the deep undergrowth near the clearing in which they had met. He returned to his own horse, jumped onto the saddle, and rode quickly away from their rendezvous.

      Had he accomplished his objective? Or had he failed?

      He didn’t know.

      Akkra thought back to his previous meeting with the Conqueror, many years earlier. Tandran Dro, Mazidar’s War Minister, had urged the King and his son to put their trust in Balder Khan, despite the obvious arguments that the warrior was no more than a peasant who had gone far in military service. Tandran Dro had seen much more, and though he had never been very explicit about what he knew of the Conqueror, nonetheless, he had insisted that Balder Khan would be essential in securing permanent peace between Lodar and Mazidar.

      Akkra often suspected that Tandran Dro was one of the Chosen -- one of the “touched” people from the Forbidden Lands. Dak, the son of a mountain man and a Chosen woman, trusted the old man’s opinions. After all, the ability to judge the potential of a person was Dro’s talent. That talent had proven itself over and again, without fail.

      Of course, Tandran Dro insisted that he was merely a Tolkar, like Dak’s father, but simply one that used the faculties the gods had bestowed on him. “It’s not my fault that most people can’t find the nose in the middle of their face,” he often said.

      Five years earlier, however, Dak had been a skeptic about Tandran Dro’s insights.  Of course, now he was older and more experienced. At this point in his life, he was willing to place his life - and the lives of thousands of people - in his trust of the man’s predictions. Tandran Dro predicted that Balder Khan would aid in both helping Mazidar relocate the mountain people and he would be instrumental in creating a new order in Lodar.

      Dak’s only problem was convincing Balder Khan to follow the destiny towards which he was unknowingly heading.

      Dak had once suggested that if the event were destined to occur, why go through the motions of trying to make it happen. Tandran Dro had laughed. He tried to explain that all events were interlocked. Not doing one event led automatically to other events and a different destiny. Tandran Dro’s certainty regarding any particular outcome was a function of how many influencing events he could see. In some cases, the threads that led to a particular outcome were quite clear. These events occurred, regardless of how much individuals tried to avoid the action. In other cases, the pathways to the future were clouded and diffuse. When this happened, there were usually many alternative ways of getting there and even alternative futures.

      Try as he could, Dak had never been able to get the War Minister to predict Dak’s future, or even the future of anyone known to either of them. Whether the old man could do this or not was anyone’s guess. He simply refused ever to reveal what information he had, if any at all. If he were really a member of the feared Chosen, would he have refused? Dak didn’t know.

      Clouds covered the moon, blocking out the light that made riding on the road relatively easy. In the deepening gloom, Dak now wondered if he was riding into a trap. Had Balder Khan anticipated Dak’s plans to ride up into the mountains? Had he sent warriors on ahead to trap Dak and hold him as a Mazidaran spy? That would be one way the Conqueror could win favor with Emperor Mith Cor. Hold the Prince as a hostage and execute him if Mazidar did decide to invade.

      Unfortunately, that meant that the barbarian hordes in the mountains would have a clear path through the mountain passes onto the plains of Tandaria.

      And before them would be the relatively unprotected city of Lodar.

      The Prince stared down the road into the darkening shadows, then mounted his own horse. “By the gods of Tandaria,” he muttered to himself, “I sure hope nothing goes wrong.”  He urged his horset to head north and continued on the road to Jadpat.

      Prince Akkra had been riding only an hour, the wind pushing against his back, when the storm broke.

      Like most summer storms in north Tandaria, the storm started with an intermittent staccato of raindrops exploding on the dry, dusty road. Then, as the large drops finished their job of forcing clouds of dust into the night air, the brunt of the storm hit. A torrent of water pounded the dust back into the road. Hungrily, the parched earth, impatiently waiting for rain for the previous several months, absorbed every drop the skies had to offer.

      Visibility, already difficult with the moon hidden by the massive black clouds, became impossible. Dak loosened the reins, allowing the horse to lower its head and avoid the force of the rain. Both rider and horse continued along the muddy track, trusting to instinct and luck to remain on the road.

      The temperature dropped rapidly. Dak wrapped his cloak more tightly about him, though it soon became thoroughly soaked.

      He knew he should find shelter, but still he pressed on, knowing that his progress was slow. He had the nervous feeling that he had to keep traveling or he would be too late to prevent some unforeseen disaster. Was it a premonition or just an unconscious recognition that he was messing up his mission?

      Finally, the strength of the storm, the total lack of visibility, and the exhaustion he could feel in his horse told him that he better wait out the storm. He began to search the side of the road for a village or farm where he could take shelter.

      He had to travel another half hour before he spotted a dull yellow glow through the downpour. At first he was not sure that it was a light, but he headed towards it anyway. As he drew closer, the light took on more substance and warmth, promising dryness and shelter from the raging storm.

      He found a lean-to, a stable of sorts, near the building.  The lean-to was actually part of a Mail House, one of many such facilities that serviced the communication needs of the Empire. It was an idea that Dak had admired about Lodar and intended to adopt in Mazidar. Riders who carried the mail from one part of the empire to another needed places where they could stay and be protected against natural or man-made hazards. The Mail Houses provided shelter and living accommodations for the couriers. Usually they were staffed by retired clerks of the Empire or trusted peasants, who ensured that the House was adequately maintained and that there was food for the riders to eat. Not infrequently, they also maintained a small stable of extra horses, in case one of the courier’s mounts became disabled.

      Dak did not expect to find many horses this far into the foothills.  This was a very remote location with infrequent service.  At most he would find one horse. Surprisingly, however, there were already four horses in the lean-to.

      Dak removed his horse’s saddle, blanket, and bridle. He wiped his horse down as well as he could, and made sure that there were oats in the feed trough for the horse to eat. He went over to the other four horses and examined them. They were still wet, as much from the foamy sweat on their flanks as from the rain, so none of them were reserve horses for the delivery of Lodaran communications.

      He checked the saddles that had been thrown on the ground outside of the lean-to. They did not appear to be the saddle wear of mail couriers. Dak could not believe that any couriers, who depended so heavily on the reliability of their horses, would take such poor care of their animals or equipment.

      No, thought Dak to himself, the people who rode these horses did not carry the mail. Nor were they warriors. Even the poorly disciplined warriors of the Inner Army are better trained than this, he thought sarcastically. Only the rich would have such a callous disregard for their animals and equipment. People who expected others to take care of their possessions.

      He stepped out into the rain and hurried towards the front door of the building. The storm had gotten worse, if such were possible, and now the sky was alternately white with sheets of lightning and pitch dark as the rain and clouds blotted out all light. The thunder of the lightning crashed through the forest as if someone had dropped the entire range of the Zepore Mountains only a short distance away.

      Dak continued to pound on the door, competing with the booming thunder for the attention of those inside.

      Finally someone edged the door open, a cautious crack. An old man peered fretfully through the narrow slit. “Go away,” he whined, his voice cracking in the wind. “I have no room.”

      “Open up, little father,” insisted Dak. “This is no night to send a weary traveler packing.”

      “Sleep in the stable, if you must,” countered the housekeeper. “I have no more room.” He tried to push the door shut, but Dak thwarted his efforts. With a violent push, Dak forced the door open. The old man simply was not strong enough to keep him out.

      The door opened on a single central room, filled with a dining table, several woven rope cots, a few chairs, and a storage cabinet. Pictures of various Lodaran and Tandarian gods adorned the walls. One bed contained several rolled-up bedrolls. A large trunk had been pushed against a side wall. The floor was wet near the trunk, yet the trunk itself appeared dry. Two doors led to back rooms, possibly another sleeping room and the kitchen area.

      As soon as he entered the room, Dak saw the men who had ridden the horses and he knew instantly that he had walked into trouble.
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