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“Excuse me, young man,” the soldier said, “but I’m looking for a fellow named Dal. Are you him?”

Dal had seen the soldier coming. He knew that to flee an approaching soldier would only get him into trouble. He also knew that approaching soldiers often meant trouble. Caught on the horns of this particular dilemma, he chose to stand his ground and lie.

“Not in the least, good sir,” he replied.

“Strange. The description I was given matches you, young man.”

Dal wanted to say that he couldn’t help the matter, but knew right away that keeping the lie going would be a wager he’d lose.

He was in the kingdom of Andulia. It wasn’t that large of a kingdom. It sat at the point where the Warm Blue Sea flowed into the Western Ocean. The folk here generally had light brown skin and dark brown or black hair. That made him stand out.

What was worse was the he was in the city of Orreyal, the seat of power and wealth for the kingdom. Soldiers in such cities tended to be smarter than those in the outlying areas. They were either above being bribed or required bigger bribes to look away. Whichever was true with this soldier, he’d have great difficulty getting free of the man.

Even his own voice betrayed him. While he had an amulet that could allow him to heard and be heard in the local tongue, the movements of his lips wouldn’t match up with what folk saw and heard. He’d been in Andulia and a couple of the surrounding kingdoms long enough to pick up on the regional tongue. But he spoke like someone from far away, with an accent. He wouldn’t look like a local and nor could he sound like one.

“If I am this fellow,” Dal said to the soldier, “what’s it to you? I’ve broken no laws.”

“Not as yet.” The soldier looked around. “Though it seems to me you’re about to.”

That was another blow. Dal had dressed well so that he could wander this neighborhood in some safety. The thieves of the city were somewhat organized. One had told him that, based on his reputation, he’d be allowed one job. Then he’d have to move on or work with them. They’d told him the neighborhood to look over and gave him a few days to practice his trade, join up, or move on.

He suspected that someone in the group had reported him, fearing competition. He began to wonder if he might have to resort to angry words or bloody violence to avenge himself.

“I take it you were informed of my visit to your city?” Dal asked.

“We were. I can’t say who, of course.”

“Of course. Why make it easy for a stranger looking for a job?”

“There might be very good work for you in this city.”

Now Dal became frightened. “I should probably go.”

The soldier touched his arm. “Tell me one thing, young man. Are you the Dal who sailed a ship over the land and into Romallia?”

“How would you know if my answer is correct?”

The soldier let out a laugh. “Well, that is how thieves talk, I suppose.”

“What’s all this about?”

“One of the locals brought your name to our attention. We thought we’d jail you for a night or two and send you on your way. But Her Highness, Princess Eliarra, is in need of help.”

Dal’s eyes narrowed. “What sort of help?”

“Help from the fellow who sailed a ship into the heart of Romallia and uncovered a wizard’s plot.”

“I should have thought before traveling to that city.”

“It was honest work. Didn’t it pay well?”

“Well enough, I suppose.”

The soldier patted his hip. It was then that Dal noticed the man had two coin purses on his belt. It was the one on his left, tied to the scabbard of his sword, that the soldier put his hand on. “Her Highness has given me some silver to give to you to leave the city.”

“That’s help?”

“That’s if you refuse. But if you accept the silver you have to leave and never come back.”

“Never?”

“Never,” the soldier said finally.

“And if I offer to help?”

“You’ll be paid in gold. Or several more of these of silver, if that’s your preference.”

“What does she want me to do?”

“Speak with her. Her Highness will explain her trouble, but only directly to you.”

Dal pointed at the purse. “We could run off with that.”

The soldier shook his head. “I am loyal to Her Highness.”

“I was afraid you’d say that.” Even though he didn’t like honest work all that much, he liked having coins more than he liked not having any coins. “Very well. Lead on.” The soldier took hold of Dal’s right wrist as he led him from the neighborhood. They walked back towards the heart of the city.

Dal had to admit that it was an attractive city. It sat in a river valley surrounded by hills and fields. The design of the buildings in Andulia and its neighbors was different from those elsewhere. Here the edges of doorways, windows, and building edges were rounded. Everything seemed to flow into each other. It gave the structures a warmth that was both a fit and a contrast to the warm climate of the region.

The color of the structures was also unique. In much of Romallia the warm climate meant a reliance on white with color accents. Here there was a reliance on yellows and oranges, with accents in darker colors. Folk with means wore clothing of reds and greens, while folk without wore white or yellow. It gave the region a festive air about it.

However, there seemed to be little festive about Orreyal itself. The folk he’d encountered were tight-lipped. Even the few thieves he’d met were somber. That was strange. Thieves tended to be a jovial bunch. After all, one never knew if you’d be rich the next day or die of hunger or in a fight. You ought to enjoy each day because life could get worse and quick. Yet it was only now, with this soldier, that he’d found anyone with a sense of play about them.

The soldier guided Dal into one of the man city markets. The sun was setting, which in a warm place like this meant that some parts of the city would be coming alive after folk had fled indoors to escape the afternoon heat. The market was indeed busy, but there didn’t seem to be as much pleasant chatter as Dal thought there ought to be. Folk were going about their trades and haggling over goods, but not gossiping or jesting with each other.

“Is something the matter here?” Dal whispered to the soldier. “It’s like someone died.”

“It’s not good,” the soldier replied. “I’ll let Her Highness explain it to you.”

They walked along until they came to an inn. From the sign, it was the Inn of Half Moon.

“What? Here?” Dal asked.

“Here,” the soldier replied.

Dal wasn’t sure if he should be scared that he wasn’t being taken to a castle to meet a Princess, or relieved that he wasn’t going to another castle. He nodded to the soldier. He entered with the soldier and they went up the stairs. The soldier knocked once, paused, then knocked twice. A voice from inside called, “Enter.”

The room was a fairly ordinary room at a respectable inn. However, sitting on the bed was one of the loveliest women Dal had ever seen. She was of average height and had an average figure. But her face seemed sculpted from marble, and there was a light of wit in her brown eyes. It also helped that she was smiling in a way that made Dal felt as though he was wanted. That always helped a woman’s looks in his estimation.

Dal bowed. “I take it you are Princess Eliarra?”

She gave him a nod. “And I trust you are Dal, the man who sailed a ship upon land into the heart of Romallia?”

“We are who we are, Your Highness.”

“Good. I’ve been sitting quite a while. You sit while I stand.”

“As you command, Your Highness.”

She raised an eyebrow as she stood up. “I know you’re a rogue as well as something of a hero, Dal. You needn’t try to fool me.”

“It was worth a try.” He sat down on the edge of the bed. It was then that he noticed she was wearing a yellow gown trimmed in white. There was nothing special about her gown, or the yellow and red cloak she had with her, that would make her stand out. That suggested to him that this wasn’t going to be the sort of conversation to carry out in a castle.

“The tale of your adventure with the magical ship came here some time ago,” she said. “Your coming to Orreyal is ideal. In the last few days I find myself in need of help from someone who is both clever and sneaky.”

“Why would you need my help, Your Highness?”

“I am the only child of King Imurro, my father and my late mother Queen Amalia. Mother died ten years ago. At that time she demanded that Father not marry again until he found a woman as beautiful as her.”

“Why would she say that?”

“For quite some time I didn’t know. Only in the last few years, as I’ve come into womanhood, have I learned that Father wasn’t as loyal to Mother when they were courting as he ought to have been.”

“I see. She didn’t want him taking up with any old lady, well, young lady, that caught his eye. If he was going to have a new Queen she’d have to be something special.”

“A lofty goal to be sure. She made certain there were witnesses when she said it, including her sister, my aunt Atorrio.”

“Calling him out without doing so directly, and putting a burden on him. I wish I’d known her.”

“But now Father says he’s found such a young woman.”

Dal was about to ask who that might be when he heard her voice drop. It wasn’t much, but it was enough to shock him into thinking of a tale he’d heard as a child. “Please, Your Highness, tell me it’s not who I think it is.”

“Then you know the tale?”

“You’re not jesting.”

“I’m afraid not. Father wants to marry me.”

Dal grimaced. “Is the King of this land really in love with his daughter?”

She frowned and sighed. “No.”

“Well, that’s good.” His eyes widened. “You suspect he has a motive other than some immoral lust for his own flesh and blood?”

She gave him a slight smile. “Indeed I do, Dal. I think Father is scheming. What troubles me is I can’t see what his scheme might be. Tell me, what the’s first thought that comes into your head about this?”

He paused for a moment. “I presume the man’s not mad.”

“No. He’s quite sane, except for letting folk know that he wants to marry me.”

“That would explain the lack of jollity around here.” Dal paused again. “What would happen if he did marry you?”

“If he went through with it?” She shrugged. “I don’t know. Why?”

“You tell me His Majesty isn’t mad or has some unnatural lust for you. That does suggest he has a plan. What would the next step in his plan be? Would it be to despoil you?”

It was her turn to grimace. “I can’t see why he’d do that, or why he’d want to.”

“Perhaps to display madness?”

“But why be reasonable except for that?”

“Yes.” Dal sucked in a breath. “What if something terrible happened to you on your wedding night?”

“Murder? Why would Father want to murder me?”

He started to smile. “Does he want you to be Queen, and rule on your own? Or would he prefer to be followed by a King?”

“I hadn’t thought about that.” She shook her head. “But to kill me?”

“That depends on the arrangement he has.”

“Arrangement?”

“Yes. Let’s say that he kills you on the wedding night. You have no younger brothers or sisters. What about cousins?”

“Married and in the surrounding kingdoms. They all had to renounce their claims to the throne of Andulia to maintain the treaties between us and the domains they live in.”

“Who would succeed you, then?”

“I don’t know.” She nodded slowly. “Father’s made a bargain with someone. His, or her, son will succeed me.”

He pointed at her. “Just so. The likely scheme is that your father pretends to lust after you. He forces you to marry him. He disposes of you. You have a Royal Court, yes?”

“Of course. Someone in the Royal Court rallies the others.”

“And presents the son as the heir. Who then sentences your father to jail instead of the noose. Probably a rather pleasant confinement at that.”

“Father has influence over the new King, in secret.”

“That seems the most likely plan. Indeed, the bargain just has to be between your father and that one member of the Royal Court. A secret between the two of them.”

Her smile widened. “That was one of many plans I’d considered. I wasn’t certain it made sense, but now you’ve made seem reasonable. Thank you.”

“You’re welcome.” He looked at her for a brief moment. “You want me to figure out who’s plotting with your father?”

“And if that is indeed their scheme.”

He let out a breath. “Very well. Who are the suspects? Or do I have to write down a lot of names?”

“There are only two I can think of, Dal. The first is the Royal Treasurer, Master Martan. He happens to have a son, Jardon, whom Father likes more he does like me.”

“That seems to fit, Your Highness. Who’s the other suspect?”

“A wizard, Xaviel. He has no children, but he’s less than ten years older than I. He seems to want power. He advises Father about magic.”

“But he’s not Royal Wizard?”

“No.”

“Then the plan doesn’t work with him.”

“Unless the plan is for him to claim that I used magic to induce Father to do lust after me.”

“I see. Your father kills you on your wedding night. This Xaviel claims to discover a spell cast upon your father. Your father has to be punished for his crime. Xaviel presents himself as the new King.”

“I wouldn’t be as easy for him as it would be for Martan, but he could do it.”

Dal sat back. “I just thought of another scheme.”

“That Xaviel could rescue me from Father with magic? I’d thought of that as well.”

“And?”

“Possible but not as easy as scheming with Father.”

“I suppose not. Is there anyone you can call on for help, Your Highness? Someone who I could call on as well?”

“Indeed there is. My aunt Atorrio. She’s a witch, and that’s why we have no Royal Wizard.”

“Couldn’t be a family member?”

“No. Xaviel is more powerful, but Atorrio has my ear. And Father’s.”

“Your father?”

Eliarra nodded. “She uses her magic to help the priests of the temples. She’s become something of a leader to them.”

“Good. But how can she help?”

“She knows my dilemma. She has thoughts on how to stall for time. But I still need someone to look into these men. Find out what the scheme is and how to stop it.”

“What’s in it for me if I agree to help you, Your Highness?”

“A coin purse full of gold. My protection for as long as I rule.”

“I take it I can’t break the law.”

“No. Nor will I protect you if you should return and break the law.”

He sighed. “You’re a hard young woman to refuse, Your Highness.”

“Then my beauty has some advantages.”

“Well, there’s that, and that you’re a Princess.”

She grinned. “And you’re just the least bit curious, aren’t you?”

“I am. Aren’t you worried about the danger?”

“Terrified. Until now I haven’t had any hope of solving this dilemma.” Her grin turned sweet. “You wouldn’t wish to disappoint me, would you?”

“You don’t play honest,” Dal complained.

“Neither do you, if your reputation is even partly true.”

Dal needed only an instant to give in. “You win. I’ll do it.” He sighed, realizing that he was caught up in yet another adventure.

Dal was allowed to keep the room at the inn for as long as he needed to remain in the city. As that was another part of the Princess’ payment, he decided to enjoy the advance and get a good night’s sleep.

The following day he walked through the city. As kind and lovely as Princess Eliarra was, he wasn’t going to trust her word alone. Kind and lovely women could also be liars, as could Princesses. He didn’t want to find himself in a trap in a land not his own. So he made his way about the city, asking questions about the King, the Princess, and the Royal Court.

What he heard conformed to what Princess Eliarra had told him. Folk thought the King mad for expressing any sort of desire for his daughter, but could prove no other acts of madness. The Royal Treasurer was seen as greedy but not terribly abusive. The wizard Xaviel kept to himself but tended to be polite if you did get the chance to speak with him. Of course everyone, man and woman alike, thought Princess Eliarra the prettiest young lady in the whole kingdom.

When he returned to the inn that evening he had a message from Her Highness waiting for him. She told him that her father planned to give a brief speech in the morning. Her aunt was going to be on hand in case of trouble. The Princess asked him to be present as well.

Dal forgot his work while he slept but was aware of it again during breakfast. The inn was abuzz with the announcement that the King was going to address his subjects on his strange desire. When he left the inn he heard that folk were torn between leaving their trades to attempt to understand the King, and fear of being present for an abominable spectacle. He had no choice in the matter so he attended.

The gathering happening in front of the castle, or the “Royal Manor,” as it was called in the local tongue. There was a platform by the front gate, along the low wall that surrounded the manor, a barracks for soldiers, and gardens. Dal overheard that it was something soldiers would assemble when their King would have something to say, then take it apart and place into storage until the next time it was needed.

On this day the well-dressed but otherwise ordinary men that made up the Royal Court stood behind the King and the Princess. Princess Eliarra wore a purple gown with red and white trim. The King wore a bright purple shirt, dark blue leggings, and knee-high boots. He was a tall man, with a strong build but a rough and bearded face. His hair was mostly black, but there were streaks of white in his hair and his beard.

A Captain called for quiet. The King then stretched out his arms. “My subjects, I know that some of you are concerned about my desire to marry my daughter. I am here to tell you that I have prayed to the Gods about this. They have told me that I am not wrong in my desire. Indeed, though you and I know it is not normal, they tell me they shall give me a sign that this union shall be blessed.”

“I am more about such signs than you, Your Majesty,” a woman at the front of the crowd called out. Members of the crowd parted from her side. She strode up to the platform. The Captain hesitated for a moment, then moved forward to help her up onto the platform. That, he presumed, was Eliarra’s aunt.

The woman raised her arms. Dal noticed some in the crowd clapped at her appearance, while they’d been silent while the King spoke. “You know me as Her Majesty’s sister, a witch, and loyally devoted to the Gods. You know for whom I speak.”
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