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Chapter 1

Ice devils

Taroniah heard a loud commotion ahead of them that sounded like it was coming from the direction of the docks. After a quick glance at Kauriga, she angled her way up the laneway that led to the shore, where they should be able to see what was going on. Rengard and Korlah followed behind her without objection despite the strong, salty breeze blowing against them down the alley. No doubt they were just as interested in discovering what was going on as Taroniah and Kauriga were. They soon reached the shore and could look along the wall that fronted the river to where the dock area was.

A rather heavily weathered ship that looked like it had seen better days was tied up at the wharf. The ship must've sailed right past them to reach the wharf, but they didn't see it pass by because they were so engrossed in their work in Harkon’s yard. People had rushed over to the vessel from all over the dock area, and they seemed to be helping the crew disembark from the ship, several of whom appeared to be on stretchers.

Taroniah hurried down the cobbled street that ran between the water and the start of the town, and the others followed. As she neared the ship, she could see it was heavily salt-encrusted, as if it had been at sea for a long time, and the bulwarks had been smashed away in places. Two of the cabin windows at the stern were also smashed in, and the rigging looked to have been spliced together in numerous places as if it had parted ways at some stage and then been re-tied together. The ship appeared to have been in a bad storm that lasted for days or had engaged in a desperate battle against pirates. Possibly both.

A couple of sorry-looking sailors sat against the wall of The Ship Inn, each with a mug of something in their hands, while they watched the other members of their crew being tended to by the dock workers and local fisherfolk. Taroniah headed for the recumbent sailors without hesitation. The first man she reached on a stretcher had blood-stained bandages on both his arms and one of his legs, although the blood stains didn’t look fresh. As the blood looked to have dried, she assumed the wound had happened some time ago.

"Cut away the bandages on his arms, please, Kauriga," she said. "Can you do the bandage on his leg, please, Rengard?"

"I'll move over to the next man and see what I can do," Korlah said, walking past her.

Taroniah nodded absentmindedly, no longer surprised by Korlah's new attitude, which was vastly different from his former haughtiness. She waited impatiently for her husband to cut away the first lot of bandages. The man looked to be unconscious and not in a very good way. She conceptualized and threw a general Healing Spell on him straight off while she waited for the bandages to be removed. The wound revealed was a jagged slash down the man's forearm that was red and swollen, looking to be infected. She brought up the specialized Healing Spell for infections and cast it twice on his arm while Rengard slit open the bandages wound around the man's leg.

There was a stir in the crowd, and Jodrin Karfan, one of the town's two official healers, arrived and studied the wound alongside her. She had an understanding with both the town's magician healers that she would only carry out healing tasks in emergencies or for people who couldn't afford their services. They were still a bit touchy about her presence, but she rubbed along pretty well with them most of the time these days. On a couple of occasions, they had each brought difficult cases to her in the hopes that her sheer magical power would do what their skill couldn't. She had been able to help in one case, but in the other, the person had died anyway. They both respected her for her skill and her power, even though they were jealous of her.

Rengard revealed the wound on the man's leg, which was almost identical in style but not as long as the wound on his arm, although it looked deeper and was likewise infected. She quickly threw the Healing Spell for infections on his leg several times and then turned to see who else needed her assistance. Karfan leaned forward to study both the wounds closely.

"They're almost like claw scratches. I saw something like this once when a large dryarn had attacked someone, except the cuts weren't as deep or as long."

Taroniah glanced at the man and then turned to one of the local fishermen who was hovering, watching what they were doing.

"Leave his arms and leg uncovered for the moment to give the spells I applied a chance to work. He'll almost certainly need new, clean bandages. Do you know someone who can organize some strips of cloth and then boil them before we cover them up again?" she asked politely.

"Aye, Lady. My missus can do that. She done it for me a couple of months back when I got caught by a beckle snout." At which point, he held out his forearm to show a long scar running down it, not dissimilar to what the man in front of them had suffered.

"Good. Can you see about arranging for her to make up some boiled bandages for this man and for however many others we need to attend to? I'll pay."

"Aye, Lady. I be on it straight away." With which he turned and took himself off.

Taroniah moved over to where Korlah was dealing with another sailor. This one's left hand had blackened fingers that were starting to rot from the smell emitting from him. Korlah looked up as she arrived.

"I don't know what to do about this, Taroniah. I've never seen anything like this before."

Taroniah shook her head. "Neither have I."

"It's frostbite," Karfan stated, coming to stand next to them. "There's nothing even you could do for him, Lady Taroniah. The ends of the fingers are dead and can't be restored. His fingers need to be amputated, probably at the first joint, although it might be safer to take them off at the palm just to be sure; otherwise, the rot will spread throughout his body."

Taroniah studied the man's hand more closely. She had heard of frostbite but had never encountered it. She had read that it happened to people climbing tall mountains where there was snow and cold all year round, but there was nothing like that in this immediate area, and certainly none in the seas around here.

"Can you amputate his fingers?" she asked the older magician.

Karfan nodded. "Yes. I need to find a very sharp knife. You go on and check the others."

"Do you need my help?" Korlah asked.

"No, young man. But it's kind of you to offer. What I do need, though, is a very sharp knife."

One of the fishermen pulled a knife out of his belt.

"This be my paring knife. You won't find a sharper knife in the whole world. It was made out of a rock that fell from the sky."

Rocks that fell from the sky were rare, but the metal smelted from them was often far better than the metal smelted from ore that had been dug out of the ground. There was a general consensus that the rocks came from a large body that was something like Ithria, or perhaps even the moon, Bedinya, that had broken up somehow, and the remains of the object rained down on Ithria on a regular basis.

There was an ongoing debate between astronomers and astrologers about the nature of the objects in the sky, with some religions also wading in on the matter. It had not been a subject that they had studied in depth at the Academy, but she knew enough to know that the latest theories put forward by scholars proposed that Ithria rotated around the sun, not the other way around. From her own observations of the heavens using her Far Seeing Spell, she tended to agree with them. She knew that Ithria was a sphere with cold regions at the top and bottom and that if you started here at Alcitran and sailed east or west, eventually, you would return to Alcitran having sailed around the world.

Karfan took the proffered knife and cut the man's fingers off to the second joint. The man didn't scream out in pain as expected, but he certainly whimpered. Karfan then applied a couple of doses of the Healing Spell and had somebody else wrap the shortened fingers with one of the clean bandages. With the immediate casualties taken care of, they moved towards the boat, where they found at least two of the crew already dead and a third quivering in a heap on a stretcher.

The two deceased men looked like they had died from loss of blood more than anything. They were covered in ragged cuts, like those the man Taroniah had just healed had been suffering from, but these two men had many of them. One of the deceased men had two such cuts on his left arm and several on his back. None of them looked any deeper than the ones from which the man she had healed was suffering. Certainly, none of the man's internal organs were spilling out, but he had that pasty look of someone who died from loss of blood.

The other deceased man had cuts in both his forearms and a deep incision running down the center of his torso from his breastbone to just above his groin. Some of the less wounded crew had obviously tried to stuff the man's guts back inside, but that hadn't helped keep him alive. The quivering man on the stretcher had been sliced twice on his thigh, once on his shoulder, and once across his chest. Taroniah didn't think he was going to make it, but she threw the Healing Spell on him several times, working to close the wounds at least and stop the blood loss.

Karfan came over to her in time to see the last of her Healing Spells have little effect on the man.

"I've done all I can do," he said, then shook his head at her, nodding at the badly injured man. "I admire your tenacity, Taroniah. Sometimes, though, you try for miracles when they're not going to happen."

Taroniah stood up and nodded to her fellow magician.

"I've always felt the need to help my fellow man whenever I could, Karfan. It may be perceived as a weakness, but it's a weakness I can live with. I have been given the power to do amazing things, my friend. I feel that distributing a bit of free healing to people in need in an emergency like this is my way of showing thanks for the special abilities I was born with."

Karfan studied her for a few moments as if trying to comprehend what she had just said. Finally, he gave her a proper bow, which he didn't normally do.

"You have too much honor for your own good, Taroniah. You make us poor mortals feel a bit second-rate."

"That was not my intention, Karfan. We are born with minds to think, and given free will to implement our thoughts. Everybody has the right to think and believe what they will. I get upset when one group tries imposing their thoughts and beliefs on others." She gave him a small bow herself. "Thank you for your assistance, Karfan. It was very much appreciated."

She gave him a bright smile, and he took himself off while she turned back to the least damaged crewman.

"So, talk to me. Where were you, and what happened?"

The sailor looked up at her from where he was sitting. Then he looked over to where the two dead and the one seriously injured members of the crew were lying.

"What about Jorg?"

"I've done all I can for him at the moment. I doubt he'll survive, as his wounds are just too severe. If he is still alive in another trad, I'll try some more healing on him. There is no point in doing any more at present until the spells I've already used on him are given a chance to work." She shrugged. "Sometimes, not even I can heal people."

The sailor studied her for a moment. "Who are you?"

"Taroniah of Marland."

The man shrugged, obviously not recognizing the name. That fact in itself was interesting.

"How much do we owe you?"

"You expect me to charge you for the healing spells I've used?"

The man nodded. "Ain't met a magician yet who don't charge for their service."

Taroniah cocked her head slightly to one side and studied the man. Then she looked back at their ship before returning her gaze to the sailor in front of her.

"You don't look like you are capable of paying a magician vast sums of money."

The man smiled. "That's because you ain't seen what we've got in the hold."

"Oh?" Taroniah said.

"We sail out of Casham, in Blanfordia. We head north until we reach the ice and then look for ice cats. You've heard of the large pemmia that live in the Banth Mountains?" Taroniah nodded. "Well, these are a related species of giant cat, but they live on the ice and are semiaquatic. They feed mostly on hurush, which is a type of aquatic bird that lives on the ice and the waters around the edge of the ice, and melmekar, which are like an aquatic recknar."

"And your ship was pushed all the way west to where we are here?"

"I don't actually know where we are, lady magician, but we were blown east, not west. The wind normally blows west to east up there. Most of the time, it's fairly calm, unbelievable as that may sound, but the waves are enormous when there is a storm. Three years ago, the ship I was on ran into one of those storms, and to this day, I don't know how we survived. The waves were higher than the mast, which is fairly common out there given that there is no land to break them up, but normally, they're big rolling lumps." he stuttered slightly. "The storm we ran into three years ago was different in that they were huge and cresting. Fortunately, we managed to keep a large enough piece of sail intact that we surfed ahead of the breaking waves each time. Somehow, we managed to get far enough south that the ship got into the big hand's shadow, which reduced the waves' power and size enough that we could make port in Modbusia. Took us a month to make the repairs to the ship so we could head home."

"The big hand?" Taroniah asked.

"The headlands that East Dumfordia, Paignia, and Blanfordia cover are called that. They resemble the right hand of someone, so the whole geographic feature is called the big hand."

Taroniah glanced at Kauriga, who shrugged as if to say he had no idea either.

"So, what happened on this voyage, and why do you hunt these ice cats?"

The man laughed at this. "A full ice cat pelt will earn you enough to live the rest of your life in comfort. Even with a full crew to divide the proceeds among, the pelts earn us enough that you only need to make two or three trips to the ice to become a rich man."

Taroniah could understand the allure of getting rich, though this seemed to be a particularly risky way of doing it.

"So, how hard is it to capture one of these ice cats and skin it?" Taroniah asked.

The man snorted. "Hard. Because their pelts are pure white, they're very hard to see against the ice, and even when you do spot one, you often need to track them for days over the ice to catch the beast. It's even worse if you spot several. They will lead you on a chase inland and then ambush you in a pack, and they are very smart. It's not easy, and when you throw in the harsh conditions, the ice floes that break up and fill the water with icebergs that can hole a ship or simply congregate alongside the ship and crush the hull, most men don't feel it's worth the risk."

"I can't say I've ever seen one of these pelts you're talking about," Taroniah observed.

"That'll be because the only people who can afford them are Kings and very rich Lords. The other problem is the beast is so ferocious that quite often, even after killing the beast, the pelt would be so cut about and damaged that its value is limited."

"Have you ever heard of this trade before?" she asked Kauriga, who shook his head. What about you, Korlah, Rengard?"

Rengard shook his head, but Korlah stared into space for a moment, not answering the question.

"The West Dumfordian Queen's Mantle, which is only worn during coronations, has a soft white fur fringe around the collar. I think it's probably made from some of the ice cat fur you're talking about."

Taroniah studied Korlah for a moment and then turned back to the sailor.

"So, how did you finish up here? And what happened to the rest of your crew and the ship?"

"We ran into a storm. It wasn't an extremely bad one, certainly nowhere near as bad as that one I told you about three years ago, but it was bad enough. It drove us east for days, and we could only keep up a small staysail at the bow due to the strength of the gale. When the weather finally calmed down, we found ourselves just south of the ice pack and decided to spend at least a couple of days hunting."

The man paused and shook his head. "There were twenty-four of us aboard this ship. We had lost one man overboard during the storm, which unfortunately happens occasionally in rough weather, and that was before we even sailed north into the ice. At first, it was just like normal. There were many small icebergs and sea ice, the sea ice having been broken up by the storm, which meant we had little trouble sailing through it, although the First Mate was worried that it would refreeze and we'd end up trapped in the ice."

Another shake of the head. "We should have listened to him." He looked up at Taroniah. "Not because of the risk of the ice refreezing, but because of what happened next. We found open pockets of water between flows of icebergs, almost like they'd been moved out of the way. Then we saw a jumble of, well, it looked like someone had stacked icebergs up on the top of the ice flow."

He shuddered. "We saw movement amongst the slabs of ice, which the Captain thought were definitely ice cats. He loaded the jolly boat with a dozen men and led them ashore. By sheer chance, the water wasn't very deep, so when we lowered the anchor, it grounded fairly quickly, and the current swung the ship around so that we were almost facing directly back the way we had come."

He paused again to stare off into space for a few moments.

"The movement we had seen turned out to be these ice creatures. I think they were human once, but their hands are splayed and webbed like a fish's fins, with these long claws sticking out the ends of where their fingers would have been. Their feet were like flippers as well, and they could move through the water so fast that they could propel themselves up out of the water high enough to jump onto the deck of the ship and land standing upright."

"Several dozen of them converged upon the Captain and his party and literally tore them to shreds right in front of our eyes. The ice ran red with their blood. The First Mate told us to get the sails set, and he went forward and cut the anchor cable with an axe. It was horrific! Most of the creatures who had killed the Captain and his men just sat down right there and began eating them raw, while others launched themselves into the ocean and began chasing the ship. The wind was still strong enough that we were making a fair speed before long, but it didn't stop at least some of the ice creatures from catching us."

He looked around at the three of them before continuing.

"At least we had time to prepare ourselves to an extent. The fight went on for hours. Up close, they were pale-skinned, almost transparent. Their eyes were red where ours are white, and their incisors were longer and sharper, more like a lorg's. In the end, only two things saved us. The first was that as soon as they knocked down one of our people, they'd pounce on them and begin feeding. This kept reducing the number attacking the rest of us, so we slowly began to get on top of them, and the ones feeding presented easy targets to finish off."

"The second factor was that once we cleared the ice floes where the icebergs had been piled up, the wind was stronger, and it drove the ship forward more quickly. Gradually, we began to outdistance those who were still chasing us as our speed grew, and they grew tired. In the end, we were all that were left." He nodded at the two deceased fellows. "They passed away during the first and second nights. We just kept sailing south until we sighted land. We then followed the coast south until we came to your town."

Taroniah looked over at their ship, which seemed to be a bit lower in the water than it had when it first arrived.

"I think your vessel is settling," she said to the sailor.

The man looked over at the ship and nodded after studying it for a moment.

"The dock master won't be happy if it sinks next to the wharf," he observed.

Taroniah was about to reply when she saw the man in question, Mothor, approaching.

"You there! Your ship's settling. We need it moved away from against the wharf."

"Where can we put it?" the sailor asked.

"Over there." the dock master said.

He pointed along the shore to near where Harkon's smithy was. When the tide was out, the area had a small, muddy beach these days.

"We can have the town's carpenters have a look at it once you get it down there."

"Do you have many sailors here in town that can help us move it?"

Mothor scratched his head and looked around.

"There's not be a lot of sailor folk that live here in town. I'll see what I can rustle up."

"How would you want it positioned once it's moved?" Taroniah asked.

Mothor looked at her with a puzzled expression. Presumably, he was wondering what it mattered to her.

"Bow in perpendicular to the shore would be best. We can tip the ship one way or the other to careen and repair the hull. Once she's seaworthy again, we can dig out around the hull and then float her off at high tide."

Taroniah nodded and turned to Korlah.

"Come and give me a hand, Korlah. We're going to move the ship along the shore to near Harkon's place and have it bow in and perpendicular to the shore." While Korlah took that information in, she turned back to the dock master. "If you could have somebody untie the ship so that we can move it, it would make things a lot easier."

The dock master stared at her for a moment and then shrugged. Taroniah had lived in the town long enough now that nobody was surprised by the things she did. Once the ship was untied from the wharf, Taroniah used the Levitation Spell to lift the vessel out of the water, and Korlah used the Push Spell to move the vessel along the shore.

The weight of the vessel was such that Korlah was struggling to move the vessel very quickly, so by the time they had it in a position to let the vessel down, there had been plenty of time for the townspeople to gather along the shoreline to watch the ship float through the air until it was in the right position to let it drop back into the water. Taroniah had found the exercise a bit of a strain, but she was nowhere near as depleted magically as Korlah appeared to be. She told him to head to the tavern and have a mead or two, which she found had always been a good way to restore her magic.

With the ship sorted out, she gave the surviving crew another round of general Healing Spells and left them to sort out the repair of the ship with Mothor. As she turned to walk away she heard the sailor she had spoken to the most turn to the dock master and say in awed tones.

"Who the hell is that? Ain't never seen anybody move a whole ship like that before."

She couldn't hear the dock master's reply clearly enough to work out what he said and deliberately chose not to turn around and go back. She and Kauriga made their way to the tavern, where they found Korlah looking a lot better.

"So, something else to worry about," she said to the young nobleman.

Korlah nodded, as did Kauriga. "Always something new when I'm around you, Taroniah," Korlah said, grinning at the Princess.

"Well, I've never heard of those ice people before, but I guess if they become more of a problem, someone will want me to do something about them."

All her companions nodded, none of them looking very happy at the prospect.


Chapter 2

Unexpected guest

Taroniah was just preparing to cast the Moving Water Spell on the next batch of clay slurry when she had an idea. It wasn't a revolutionary idea but more a modification of what they were already doing. She could do the same thing with metal. She could cast the Moving Water Spell into molten metal along with the Anti-Rust Spell, maybe a couple of doses of each spell, and then pour the metal into a mold to make a pipe that would pump water the same way the ceramic ones did.

The more she thought about it, the more she came to realize that there probably wasn't any advantage to using metal instead of ceramic, and the clay was much cheaper than iron. She filed the idea away in case she could think up some use for metal water pipes instead of ceramic ones in the future, but off the top of her head, she couldn't see any particular advantage at that time. She did spend some time thinking about other ways the process could be used but didn't come up with anything useful.

Over the next month, reports began coming in from the southwest of the continent that seaborne raiders had reached the worrying stage. Some new religion had sprung up in western Tine that claimed that their God was the one and only God, that all the others were frauds, and that they were all just made up. Somehow or other, the religion had grown in strength, and as it did, violence kept erupting as the supporters of the new religion attacked the temples and the priests of the established faiths. The new religious zealots didn’t seem to have anything to do with the cult that had controlled Davina, as far as Taroniah could tell from the limited information arriving in Alcitran.

While the news from the southwest was worrying, geographically, it was a long way from where Taroniah was at Alcitran, or even Marland, for that matter. Their more immediate concern was the fact that demand for their iron leaf springs was still growing rapidly, and it was becoming increasingly difficult for one magician to keep on top of things. The ship their business owned had just about reached the limit of the weight of pig iron it could carry from Brether to Alcitran in one trip as well. Too much more and the ship's buoyancy would become a problem.

Taroniah discussed the matter with Kauriga and Korlah at some length. The choice was between buying a bigger vessel or buying a second vessel. The three of them quickly agreed that a second vessel was the better choice as it could operate the same route using an alternate schedule. That way, the iron would arrive at Alcitran more frequently rather than have a long gap between each delivery. On top of that, if something happened to one of the ships, they would still have the second one to keep things going.

As a result of their discussion, Taroniah sat down and studied their finances for the first time in a long while. The now regular shipment of strong boxes carrying money to pay the various shareholders of the business located in Alcitran had resulted in her adding a large chest in the corner of their lounge room. The first box had recently become full, so she had been required to add a second one. She hadn't bothered to keep track of exactly how much money was there. Now, with a genuine reason to know the state of their finances, she made an effort to begin counting the coins in the boxes. Up until now, if she needed some coins to purchase something, she'd just grabbed a few out of the top box. So far, she'd never needed to access the first box since starting the second, at least not since getting back from Marland.

She resolved to do a bit of counting each evening before going to bed, but between caring for Bargan, putting him to bed, and her own tiredness, she didn't count coins every night. Nevertheless, two weeks later, she had reached the astounding total of nearly three and half thousand gold taleks or the equivalent. That was enough to fight a small war! Kauriga didn't seem all that surprised by the total, and he pointed out to her that they lived fairly frugally most of the time. She noticed that not only was the number of coins in the second box growing rapidly but so was the average value of the coins in the box.

Then she pointed out to him that what she had in the house was just the money from the iron spring business. The money from the water pipes was being held at the Mayor's office. The Mayor's office functioned as a storage place for large sums of money owned by various people in the town. Given there were a number of guards maintained at the establishment at all times to protect the town's coffers and the Royal provincial coffers, the wealthier residents slept more soundly knowing their money was being guarded as well. It wasn't an ideal method of storing their money, but then neither was keeping it in locked boxes in their lounge room.

Having agreed that buying a new ship was the best way forward, she wrote a long letter to Hundig outlining their thoughts on the subject. As there was no shipbuilding at Alcitran, she left it up to him to acquire a new ship if he agreed with their suggestion. Marsea was a busy seaport and, therefore, a much better place to find a new ship. While Brether was the unofficial capital of shipbuilding among the lands bordering the Terenic Ocean, all the main coastal cities usually had at least one shipyard for local work.

She sealed the letter and waited until their ship arrived. As it happened, she was at the smithy when she saw the ship coming up the river. Not that Harkon's sprawling complex could be called merely a smithy these days. She finished what she was doing and then headed to the dock to personally give the letter to the ship's Captain. She had just reached the cobbled area stretching along the front of the shore where the wharf projected out into the water when she spotted a familiar figure descending the gangplank from the ship. She hurried forward as the figure stood on the cobbled road, looking around at the town.

"Davina!" she called.

The figure's head turned in her direction, revealing the Goddess' smooth, pale face with her startling green eyes looking at Taroniah. There was just the hint of the bright orange-red hair looking out from under the hood of the Goddess's cloak.

"Taroniah. Do you meet all the ships that come to the dock?"

Taroniah laughed. "Only the ones carrying Goddesses!" The Goddess snorted, and then she clasped her forearm with Taroniah's as Taroniah reached her. "So, what brings you to our small town?"

"You, mostly." the Goddess replied with a smile.

"You could have sent me word. I would have been happy to come to Marsea."

"You have done enough for me already, Taroniah. Besides, I was becoming rather bored in Marsea. I tried visiting the surrounding Kingdoms, but the ordinary people were scared stiff, while the King of Bovil was unwelcoming, shall we say. I didn't even bother trying to visit Padmouthia. And then the King and the Regent let me read a detailed report they'd received from what's been happening down in the southwest."

"Well, you can tell us about it over dinner. I assume you have luggage that needs to be offloaded?" At the Goddesses’ nod, Taroniah continued. "I have to deliver this to the Captain, but having done that, I will come and join you while we wait for your luggage. Rengard, why don't you go home and advise Sarshea that we will be moving Bargan in with us so Davina can have his room."

"I'm quite happy to stay at a tavern," Davina said.

"Don't be silly." She waved to Rengard, indicating he should get on his way, and as he turned away, she continued to speak to the Goddess. "It's not really any inconvenience. Bargan's nanny sleeps out so he often comes in and sleeps with us anyway."

"Are you sure?" Davina asked, frowning slightly.

"Of course. I wouldn't have you staying anywhere else." Taroniah assured her. "I'll be back in a moment."

With that, she raced up the gangplank and headed towards the stern of the ship, where she had noticed Captain Crelitan bellowing instructions as the unloading of their pig iron began. He sensed her approach and looked up, smiling when he saw who it was.

"Lady Taroniah," he said, giving her a small bow.

She had never been able to get him to give over calling her Lady Taroniah. At least he wasn't calling her Princess Taroniah! She held out the envelope.

"I would appreciate you having this delivered to Hundig, please, Captain. It contains nothing vital, but I would like it put directly into his hand if you follow me?"

"Of course, Lady Taroniah. I'm happy to be of service."

She nodded and studied him for a moment.

"You mentioned to me last time we spoke that the Lamnia had about reached its capacity with regards to carrying the shipments of pig iron if you recall?"

"Yes. I also mentioned it to Hundig the last time I saw him, which wasn't the last time we were in Marsea."

"What are your thoughts on how we should proceed? Do we buy a bigger ship and sell this, or do we buy a second ship?"

Captain Crelitan scratched his head.

"In normal circumstances, I'd say buy a bigger ship, but the way our company is run, it would actually make more sense to have a second ship. It reduces the risks as it is unlikely that we'd lose both ships at the same time, plus two ships this size will have a combined cargo capacity that is considerably more than one larger ship without building something enormous."

"That was pretty much what I was thinking, Captain. Except then I thought, why not have it both ways? Buy a new ship that is bigger as well. I've put that in my letter to Hundig as well. I've also suggested that if we buy a new, bigger ship, you should get the choice of being the Captain of the new vessel or remaining as Captain of the Lamnia."

The Captain gave her a short bow. "I appreciate that sentiment, Lady Taroniah. I shall take the letter to Hundig personally. It won't hurt if we're in port for an extra day or two. I'll have a look at what is available for sale in Marsea while we are there rather than build something new from scratch, as it will only take at least six months or more if we do decide to build from scratch."

"Good. I'm glad you're happy with that choice of action. I shall let you get on with your tasks."

She gave him a nod and headed back towards the gangplank before the Captain had a chance to say any effusive goodbyes. It was another tock before the crew unloaded the Goddess' bags. Rather than wait for the work cart with its load of springs to be transferred to the ship, they hired a carrier, loaded the Goddess' bags aboard his cart, and had him follow them to their house.

With Rengard having already warned her, Sarshea wasn't overwhelmed by the arrival of the Goddess into her home, while Bargan thought it was no big deal and was more interested in his mother. After the lads had lugged the Goddess' bags up to Bargan's room, they all rendezvoused in the kitchen, where Sarshea made tea and put out a plate of small cakes, a supply of which she had fortuitously baked that morning.

Davina was impressed with the plumbing of their house, especially the simple setup to produce hot water both upstairs and downstairs. Taroniah had sent some of the moving water pipes to her brother in the Palace at Marsea, where they had been greatly appreciated and caused something of a sensation, although they didn’t have hot water upstairs in the Palace as Taroniah had organized here. Nevertheless, orders for the pipes were flowing in from Marland in huge numbers as the wealthy members of society saw the advantages they offered.

No one in Marsea had thought of creating the heating chambers that they had in the house here in Alcitran. And they certainly wouldn't have thought of using coal as the fuel for the fire to heat the water. So much of the countryside around the Marland capital had been stripped of trees to provide fuel for heating that the city was importing timber from Klinder Island, Metonia, and even Shoveria.

"I don't recall anyone using coal back in my day, either," Davina commented when shown the water-heating stove. "Everything was done with wood or charcoal made from timber." She studied Taroniah. "How did you come across the idea of using coal?"

"By accident. We're still experimenting with it at the ironworks. Burning coal has too many impurities to work properly when smelting iron. It works fine in the forge though, and for heating generally. The charcoal people aren't entirely happy with me, but the chap who owns the land we found the coal on is jumping for joy."

"You say that the coal has too many impurities for smelting the raw iron ore, but isn't that what the charcoal making does, remove the impurities from the timber?"

Taroniah stopped with a cake halfway to her mouth. Then she smiled at Davina.

"I shall have to talk to Harkon. We can probably do the same thing with the coal. Interesting." She smiled at Davina. "Thank you."

The Goddess inclined her head.

"I can't believe the things you're doing with your magic. Those springs you make improve the passage of carriages by so much it's amazing, and the water pipes are incredible."

"In your day, did any sorcerers or Gods study how things work and try to improve things?"

Davina frowned. "They were all too busy trying to gain more power either directly or indirectly. Research was always about improving ways of combating other people with either magic or more traditional weapons. Nobody trusted anybody, even members of their own family. Compared to the court in Marsea, it was a far more poisonous, backstabbing society than you could ever imagine."

She shook her head while Taroniah tried to imagine what it must have been like.

"While the ordinary politics these days is typical of all politics, your whole society lacks the constant battles for domination between the members of the magical fraternity. My initial exposure to those priests felt more normal than what it does living in your capital. It is really strange seeing magicians waving to each other in a friendly manner, let alone talking in the street and discussing magical matters openly. And as for having an Academy where magic is taught. That is one of the main reasons I came up here. I need to see this Academy of yours and try and get my head around the whole idea."

"But not the only reason?" Taroniah asked.

Davina nodded. "Kern Parlos wanted me to pass on the latest information that is coming in about the drama going on down to the southwest. You've heard about that new religion that's popped up in Tine?" At Taroniah's nod, she continued. "The King of Tine became so concerned that he prescribed the religion. In the end, there was a pitched battle outside the town of Canrith between the Royal troops and the adherents of Dragoth. The religious troops were defeated in the battle, but most of their leaders and many of the troops managed to escape to Lorish Island."

"I'm not even sure where that is," Taroniah said.

"Do you have a map of western Ithria?" Davina asked.

"Yes, but not like the one you would have used in the Palace," Taroniah replied.

"I'll get it," Kauriga said, and he headed towards the chest of drawers that formed part of Taroniah's office that the left-hand side of the lounge room had become.

With the map spread out on the dining table, Davina pointed out where the island was, although it wasn't clearly marked on the map Taroniah had.

"The King of Tine raised a fleet to attack the island, but just as his fleet began landing troops, a large storm blew up that scattered the fleet and sank many of the vessels. Apparently, the island did not have a secure harbor. Kern Parlos was unsure of the size of the King's losses, but he had made no further attempt to attack the island for some years."

Davina shook her head, although Taroniah wasn't sure whether it was at the King of Tine or something else that hadn't been related yet. Then, the Goddess continued the tale.

"While he dithered, the adherents of Dragoth fortified the island, built themselves ships, and spread the word of their God around the coasts of western Ithria. They seized other islands in the area and defeated the fleet of Norhia off the town of Hatham after they had seized Delton Island. That was just two months ago. They have apparently developed a new style of ship, lower and narrower than the normal sailing ship, with three masts carrying triangular sails. Their ships were handier than the more traditional vessels other navies possess, being well able to stand to windward and avoid contact if the odds weren't right, while at the same time being faster than normal sailing vessels so they could swoop down and attack at will."

"Besides spreading their religious message, their vessels have begun raiding up and down the western coast, attacking Bretnesia, Chiltash, Tine, Norhia, Wiglan, and Tersland. All the Kingdoms in the region have banned the religion, driving it underground, which has slowed its growth, but they have done little to combat the source of the infection, so to speak."

Davina looked across the table at Taroniah.

"Kern Parlos is concerned about the religion spreading and undermining countries from within. So far, there have been no reports of the God, Dragoth, appearing in person. I don't have firm details, but the word is that their religion claims their God as the only true God and that he created the world and all within it. Gods like me are merely overpowered sorcerers, not real Gods."

She shook her head in what Taroniah assumed was disbelief. Although there was some truth to the assertion, Taroniah decided after a moment's reflection.

"If this Dragoth is a made-up God, they're going to be in real trouble when a real God turns up," Taroniah observed.

"I tried to point that out to Kern Parlos, but these people have been doing so well that everybody is running a trifle scared. Anyway, I have fulfilled his request and passed the latest information on to you, so you are at least aware of what is happening."

"For which I thank you. We are so out of the way here that news is often weeks out of date before we get it." Then she smiled. "Tomorrow, I'll take you up to the Academy and introduce you to the Lord of Magic. I can't wait to see the look on his face when he meets a real Goddess!"

"I'm still having trouble getting my head around a school of magic."

"I think part of the reason things are different in our society is that we lost so much after the Great War. We have a book up at the Academy that consists of nothing but spell fragments that have been found over the years. Most of them come from bits of material that survived the deprivations of the Revilers in the century immediately after the Great War, either as partially burnt parchment, distorted verbal memories, or the occasional inscription. I will be very interested to see if you can shed some light on them."

"You've never asked Emilar to do so?"

Taroniah pursed her lips. "My few interactions with Emilar have largely been in the middle of battles or other dramatic situations or when I needed her help healing many people. I don't think she's ever been physically present in my presence on any of those occasions if that makes sense."

"Now, that is an interesting observation. I wonder where she is and what she is doing?"

"We could go to her temple here in town," Taroniah said. "I'm pretty sure if I called on her there, I'd at least get her image."

Davina shook her head. "I don't know that I want to bring myself to her attention yet. I have recovered from my incarceration in the box, but my magical stamina isn't all that great without the herds of believers I had before. Emilar clearly has a lot of supporters still, given that she has temples all over, including one in this out-of-the-way town."

"I thought your powers depended on how many believers you had. Isn't that what you told me back in Marland?" Taroniah replied questioningly.

"Not really, that's more what you said and that everybody believed it. It is true to an extent. Some of the Gods, particularly the early ones, were not particularly powerful magicians in their own right, but as their number of believers grew, they became more and more powerful. Others, like me and Emilar were fairly powerful to start with. Having many believers meant that we could expend our power for far longer than even the most powerful sorcerers."

The Goddess studied her for a moment as Taroniah took this information in. She felt like she had been lied to but realized it probably wasn't the Goddess who had done the lying.

"As I told you before, we didn't have anywhere near the number of magicians in our society that you do now. It was the belief of magicians in a particular God more than anything that powered the Gods. One magician, even a weak one, believing in you totally and worshipping you faithfully would give you more power than thousands of non-magicians believing in you. Of course, people these days seem to be much better educated than in my day."

"Really?" Taroniah asked.

"Oh yes, we had nothing like your Royal Academies and widespread schooling for everybody. Such schooling that was available was only for the children of the rich and powerful. Most of the ordinary population had little opportunity to learn how to read, write, or even do more than simple mathematics. It was one of the ways we stayed on top of everybody. With their limited education, they didn't know any better, so they didn't question it."

Now, Taroniah was appalled. She had always assumed society before the Great War was pretty similar to society currently, but apparently, it wasn't. Davina must have seen something in Taroniah's expression as she continued on quickly.

"My impression is that people today view the time before the Great War as one of marvels and a wonderful place to live. It wasn't, especially for the ordinary people. There were marvels, certainly. Many of the buildings before the Great War were so beautiful or magnificent that there is nothing comparable today that I have seen since you freed me from the box. But they were only for the powerful, the Gods, and the master sorcerers. I am sorry to say that ordinary people were treated like they were little more than glikans. It was nothing like today."

Taroniah studied her. "You're telling me the truth, aren't you?"

Davina nodded. "Gods and sorcerers took what they wanted when they wanted. Yes, some Gods and sorcerers looked after their people, but they were more like farmers looking after their flocks, rather than how it is today." She looked quite pained, Taroniah thought. "No one thought anything of it, honestly. It was just how the world worked at that time. No one questioned it. Any sorcerer or God from my time would demand instant obedience. Non-compliance would risk them destroying you. There were no Kings or powerful nobles apart from those who had magic. Most ordinary people gave their allegiance to someone powerful, so they had protection from the other sorcerers or Gods."

There was an appalled silence in the kitchen.

"Perhaps that makes the actions of the Revilers more understandable," Kauriga said into the silence.

"It does, doesn't it," Taroniah replied.

There was silence again for some time before Sarshea broke it by asking if anybody wanted more tea. With that interruption, the conversation turned to more practical matters, such as where things were in the town, along with how far away the Academy was and what direction it was in. Taroniah went to sleep with a lot of thoughts running through her mind and with her former understanding of how things were in the time before the Great War completely shattered.

The following morning, after visiting Harkon’s to ensure Korlah had no problems, Taroniah led Davina to the Academy. Although the Academy wasn't large compared to some of the Royal Academies, the fact that since its enlargement it was producing thirty-odd magicians, fully trained, every year, Davina found almost mind-boggling. Later, she would say to Taroniah that, while their magical training might not have been as deep as magicians in her day received from the one-on-one apprenticeship training, their general education was much broader, and their understanding of the principles of magic much more codified.

They had to wait for the Lord of Magic to see them as he was busy with someone else, so Taroniah took her to the library. The library at Academy was one of the most obviously different changes to the world that Davina had known, she confided to Taroniah later. In her day, libraries were composed of hand-copied scrolls, dozens, even hundreds of them. Who had access to such information was also tightly controlled, and a lot of material, particularly magical material, was not generally available, even to fellow magicians, but held closely by the owners of such knowledge.

The books that had become increasingly common in Taroniah's world were unknown in Davina's time. She confided to Taroniah that she had recently spent a lot of time in the library at the Royal Academy in Marsea, marveling at the racks of books and the fact that the knowledge contained therein was readily available to anybody with access to the library.

The library at the Royal Academy had a smattering of magic books, mostly introductory type books for those wanting to learn a little bit about magic and how it worked. Davina had been shocked to find books on magic freely available to almost anyone in Marsea, but now, looking around the library at the Lightbearer Academy, she found the concept of a magical library open to the public, in effect, to be mind-boggling.

"And I can just sit here and study the books for as long as I want?" the Goddess asked.

"They don't like you sleeping in the library," Taroniah said dryly.

The Goddess looked at her blankly for a moment and then realized Taroniah was joking. Davina shook her head, but the school secretary appeared before she could say anything in response.

"The Lord of Magic is available now, Lady Taroniah."

Taroniah nodded and led the Goddess back to the Lord of Magic's office. The Lord of Magic was sitting behind his desk when they entered, but he rose and bowed slightly to Taroniah and studied her guest with interest.

"Lady Taroniah. You are looking well." He studied Davina for a moment. "This lady appears to be quite an interesting person. She is a powerful magic user who is shielded, I think."

"Well spotted, Herodius," Taroniah commented. "Allow me to introduce you to the Goddess of Hunting, Davina. This is Herodius, Lord Margary, the Lord of Magic here at the Lightbearer Academy."

Herodius turned his attention to Davina once more.

"I had heard you were back in society, of course." He nodded slightly in Taroniah's direction, indicating she was the source of his information. "I can't honestly say I've ever met a Goddess before."

Davina smiled. "I can honestly say I have never met the master of a magical college before."

This caused Herodius to frown. He glanced briefly at Taroniah.

"Did they not have magical schools before the Great War?" he said in a puzzled voice.

"No. There were very few ordinary schools as well. Magicians learned by being apprenticed to senior magicians or sorcerers. The idea of turning out thirty fully trained magicians every year in one place is mind-boggling to me."

The Lord of Magic cocked his head to one side.

"I can see we have much to share, Goddess Davina. Will you be staying here for long?"

"For as long as I wish. I have no claims upon my time, as such. It will take me a long time to go through the books in your library."

"Possibly not as long as you think," Taroniah added. "We lost so much with the Great War that you will find that most of the magic covered by the books in the Academy library is fairly commonplace. In many areas, we don't even know what we lost. Certainly, we don't know how to replicate most of the more powerful spells mentioned in the stories that did survive."

Davina studied her for a moment. "Like what?"

"Teleportation, for one. The Firestorm Spell that was recorded as being used numerous times to destroy whole towns for another. How to modify animals is another area that is completely blank these days. One sorcerer created the giant pemmia that are known as cats these days, while another created a dragon, or so the story goes."

"Teleportation I can teach you easily enough. Nearly all the main Gods and even a couple of the later sorcerers could manage it. Modifying animals is fairly straightforward as well; it's just very slow. I thought you knew the Firestorm Spell? That's what I've been told, anyway."

Taroniah shook her head. "I developed my own Firestorm Spell. I have no idea whether it's like the one you know. It's like the way I can fly. I met a representative of the Assassins Guild who was flying, but his flying method was very different from mine. Similar, but still different. His invisibility was different as well. Unlike the rest of us, the Assassins Guild apparently have records of spells from before the Great War that they managed to hold onto."

"Hmmm. Interesting." the Goddess said, turning her attention back to the Lord of Magic. "Would you be willing to let me peruse the list of spells that you teach here at your Academy? In the process, I will make a list of spells that I can remember that are missing from your list. We can then search your library to see if any of them are available but simply not taught here, and from there, we can see what I can remember about writing them out."

"That would be marvelous, Goddess Davina. Will you want to stay here or in town?"

The Goddess looked to Taroniah, who shrugged as if to say she didn't mind either way.

"If Taroniah is happy for me to stay with her, I would probably prefer that. No offense."

The Lord of Magic smiled. "None taken, Goddess." He shook his head, turning to Taroniah. "Once again, you continue to amaze me, Lady Taroniah."

"I have done very little on this occasion. Having Davina stay here for some time will allow me to pick her brains, so it is also to my advantage," she replied with a grin at Davina.


Chapter 3

Help wanted

The Goddess Davina stayed for nearly a month, during which time she wrote out numerous spells that she had remembered that were not to be found in the Academy's Spellbooks. Although no one said anything directly, Taroniah suspected that most of the Academagicians had already tried out some, or all, of the spells Davina had written out for the library. Many were fairly easy, such as the Pull Spell, and would no doubt find their way into the Academy's curriculum at some point.

Others weren't so easy. The Invisibility Spell that Davina listed, which, from the way it performed, Taroniah guessed was the same as the one the Assassins Guild man had used, was not as effective as her version of the spell, although it appeared to be somewhat easier to learn. The Flying Spell was essentially the same as hers, except using the Pull Spell, instead of the Wind Spell combined with the sail that she used to provide movement.

The Bone Modification Spell was clearly derived from the specific version of the Healing Spell that addressed broken bones. As soon as she read the full spell, she immediately thought of the ice men the sailors had run into. The possible uses of the spell were simply horrendous, and the only saving grace was, as far as she could tell, you had to be very careful and take a lot of time to achieve results that would actually be viable. Plus, it was an extremely difficult spell to conceptualize.

The Firestorm Spell that Davina wrote out was, thankfully, incredibly complicated, nothing like the spell Taroniah had come up with, and almost impossible to conceptualize, especially if there were any distractions. She seriously doubted anybody apart from her and the two Goddesses she knew would be able to conceptualize the incredibly complicated Firestorm Spell that the Goddess had given them. During a later visit to the Academy, Taroniah was careful to give no indication that her Firestorm Spell was much easier to conceptualize when she heard from the Lord of Magic that the several Academagicians who had tried to use the spell had all complained that it was too complicated. He admitted to being unable to conceptualize the spell himself during her visit to the Academy.

The Teleportation Spell was interesting. It was limited to line of sight, which surprised her. She asked Davina about that, and the Goddess replied that despite being relatively short-ranged, it was still useful. If you could position yourself on some high ground somewhere, then the distance you could cover went up substantially, but she added that its main use was to escape a bad situation, which was by far the most important feature as far as Davina was concerned. She also added that by line of sight, she meant you had to be able to see the destination, which statement was accompanied by a crinkling of her eyes, making Taroniah think there was more to it.

Finally, Davina announced that she was leaving. She had added numerous easy spells to the spell corpus available to those who visited the Academy, several of which would no doubt be incorporated into the curriculum in due course, plus the much more complicated and dangerous spells. The only spell she didn't write out for the Academy was the Astral Projection Spell that the Gods and Goddesses used to project their image either to the vicinity of a strong believer or to a proper image of the God, as Emilar had done with her statue in the temple. Privately, she gave Taroniah a copy of the spell as she thought Taroniah could actually use it.

The spell notation was really strange. Parts of it resembled the Teleportation Spell, parts the Truth Spell, and another part the Detect Magic Spell. Even Taroniah struggled to conceptualize the enormous spell. Davina blandly informed Taroniah that she hadn't given the Academy a copy of the spell as she felt the Gods should keep some things to themselves, which made Taroniah wonder what else she hadn't trotted out. It was only later that Taroniah realized Davina was implying that Taroniah was a God, or at least had the capability of becoming one!

"You will find this handy in the future, my dear," Davina had said after she had handed Taroniah the written-out version of the Astral Projection Spell. "It also means you can see where you're going if you need to."

The enigmatic smile that accompanied this bothered Taroniah, but she wasn't game to ask the Goddess what she meant by it as she had a fairly good idea from other things the Goddess had said and didn't want to know. Meanwhile, the Goddess informed Taroniah that she could feel a shrine or something somewhere to the east that she was going to search for. She asked Taroniah to send word to her brother explaining that the Goddess had gone in search of a shrine or temple but that she would return in due course.

The Goddess had hardly departed before a letter came for Korlah from Halina, which had Korlah all excited. Evidently, the tone of the letter was very encouraging, and he was invited to come and stay at Halina's family residence for a few weeks so that her family could get to know him better. Given how busy they were, the last thing Taroniah wanted was Korlah disappearing, but she didn't have the heart to say no, and she didn't really think she could stop him from going anyway. Better to wish him good luck and not cause any aggravation, she decided.

Korlah was lucky, in that their company ship docked two days later, and after unloading the pig iron and loading the magical leaf springs, the ship provided him with a cheap and direct trip to Marsea. With Korlah departing, though, it left her weighed down with the amount of work they were undertaking. Within a week of struggling alone, she decided that she had to do something about the situation. It was plain she needed to hire another magician, but she was still wary about giving up the secret of the metalworking. Perhaps she could hire someone just for the clay pipe making? That would ease the load on both Taroniah and Korlah, especially when one of them was away, like now. She resolved to speak to the Lord of Magic about the matter. Perhaps a senior student was looking for extra money. When she got a chance, that was.

By working hard, she was able to stay on top of things sufficiently well that she freed up an entire afternoon on the following Fronday. Taking this as a sign, she headed up to the Academy, where she was somewhat surprised to find that the Lord of Magic was free to see her immediately. It never actually crossed her mind that most people would make themselves free if the Crown Princess of Marland and the world's only known sorcerer called upon them. The only time the Lord of Magic wouldn’t make the time to see her immediately was if he was engaged in some task that couldn't be put on hold.

"Lady Taroniah, this is a pleasant surprise. How may I help you?" the Lord of Magic asked with a smile as he indicated for Taroniah to sit in the chair opposite his desk.

"I find myself with a bit of a problem, Herodius." The Lord of Magic had insisted she used his name when they were in private, although she still wasn't entirely comfortable with doing so. "Korlah has taken himself off to Pickantia in pursuit of Halina for an indefinite period. He seems quite smitten with your former student, sir."

" By the end of her last year, I had that impression, too." the Lord of Magic replied with a smile.

"Yes. But his departure leaves me shorthanded. I don't wish to put anybody else on full-time because he will be back at some point, and it wouldn't be fair to just terminate their employment once Korlah decides to return, so I was wondering if I might seek your help in finding an employee from amongst the students who could help me with the Moving Water Spell." He cocked his head slightly to one side but didn't say anything, so she continued. "I was thinking that among the students, a Fourth Year student might want to earn some extra money on the side. Even if their help was confined to their day off, it would greatly ease my workload."

The Lord of Magic studied her for a moment while he considered her request.

"Giving up their day off would be quite a burden on a Fourth Year student as they like to use the downtime to continue working on their studies. Most of them struggle with their Fourth Year studies as it is, unlike someone I could mention." He grinned at Taroniah, who could feel herself blushing, and she nodded to accept this point. "Does what you do with the pipes require the person to stand?"

"No, thank goodness. The sessions go for so long that I'm very happy that I'm able to sit while throwing the spell repeatedly, trying to keep up with the demand. It is very draining mentally, though, spending a whole day applying that spell."

"I can imagine." He gave her a sympathetic look before leaning back in his chair and crossing his arms over his chest. "I have a relative, a fairly capable young magician who was taught by her parents, who were both capable magicians as well. She spent one year here at the Academy, the year after you finished, to round out her education. The problem is that she had an accident when she was an infant, and she has lost the use of her legs. She has found it very hard to make her way in the world and still lives with her parents even though they have five other children to care for. Unfortunately, no one has much respect for a female magician who can't walk, it would seem."

Taroniah nodded. She could just imagine how hard it would be for the girl. She smiled at the Lord of Magic and gave him a small nod.

"I shall have to teach her my flying spell if she comes and works for me. Whereabouts does she live?"

The Lord of Magic nodded, taking this as Taroniah's acceptance of the offer, which was her intention.

"Cleomer. If you are willing to give her a chance, I shall send her a letter on the next available ship."

"I am certainly willing to give her a chance. I won't make promises until I am certain that she can throw the spell competently. I don't expect her to be able to manage the sort of production I'm capable of, but something approaching what Korlah can manage will be more than adequate."

"Oh, I have no doubt she will be able to perform adequately. She may not be in your class magically, but she is better than most."

"Good. I shall look forward to her arrival. Accommodation is a problem where I am living, so we'll need to make some sort of suitable arrangement for her."

The Lord of Magic waved a hand to indicate this was of no real problem.

"I know someone with a spare suite that is more than suitable. I'll engage it for Arabella before somebody else takes it."

"You must be confident of her skills." She gave the Lord of Magic a small nod. "Very well, sir. I shall look forward to the arrival of your relative."

By the time the Lord of Magic's relative, Arabella, arrived three weeks later, Taroniah was so frazzled, trying to keep up with everything, that she saw the girl's arrival as a godsend. The suite the Lord of Magic had arranged for Arabella turned out to be the guest lodging at the Mayor's house, where the young magician and her middle-aged carer were installed without Taroniah even being aware that the girl had arrived in the town. The first she knew was when a messenger arrived at Harkon's with an invitation for her to have dinner at the Mayor's house that evening, where she could meet Arabella.

As the invitation had only been for her, and not wanting to intimidate the girl too much, Taroniah chose to go on her own to the Mayor's house for dinner that night, leaving Kauriga at home. He agreed to this arrangement only under sufferance and with many admonishments for her to be careful wandering the streets at night. She, in turn, assured him that she was always on her guard these days, and if anyone were stupid enough to try and attack her, they would regret it almost instantly, if not sooner. Kauriga still wasn't happy when she left, but there wasn't a lot he could do about it.

Arabella proved to be an attractive young girl with medium blond hair and green eyes that sparkled with intelligence. At first, she was obviously rather intimidated by the famous Taroniah, but the Mayor's casual attitude towards Taroniah soon helped put the girl at ease. Taroniah went out of her way to discover more about the girl over dinner, learning about her parents and why she wanted to make her own way in the world despite her crippling injury.

"Mum and Dad are wonderful, but I've been such a burden to them over the years that I feel like I've been a deadweight hanging around their necks, requiring far more time and effort than the other kids do and stopping them from being able to enjoy life. If that makes sense?"

"It does to me. My only question is, can you cast this spell? It's both complicated and exhausting to throw repeatedly hour after hour."

With that, she pulled out the sheet of parchment from the leather case she always carried with her and handed it across to Arabella to study. The girl spent some time parsing out the spell notation before she looked up again.

"My uncle has mentioned this spell, although this is the first time I've seen it written out. You developed this yourself?"

"The Lord of Magic is your uncle?" Taroniah asked.

She was rather surprised at the closeness of the relationship, as the Lord of Magic had given the impression the relationship was somewhat distant. Then she realized that the Lord of Magic had been trying not to presume on his relationship with Taroniah.

"I think he is really something like my cousin three times removed, but he was around a lot when I was younger, and we always called him uncle. After he took up the position as Lord of Magic, I hadn't seen him for nearly ten years until I did my Fourth Year at the Academy." Arabella replied.

Taroniah smiled. "Well, that is your challenge." She nodded towards the parchment that the spell was written out on. "When you feel you can conceptualize and throw that spell, come and see me at the pottery establishment in the street behind the temple of Emilar. The Mayor knows where it is, so he can guide you."

She was tempted to say something about the girl's legs but did not want to give her false hope. While the girl was throwing the spell, assuming that she had the power to do so, Taroniah was going to study the girl's injuries closer and see what could be contrived. Arabella glanced down at the parchment again, but now she looked up and smiled at Taroniah.

"Thank you for giving me this opportunity, Lady Taroniah."

"I need help, and the Lord of Magic assures me that you are capable of providing it." She turned to the Mayor. "I will get going, Mayor Graniard. It has been a pleasure having dinner with you, but Kauriga was terribly concerned about me coming out at night on my own. You know what an old woman he is." The Mayor smiled at this comment and nodded. "So, until I see you again, Arabella. Mayor." And with that, she left.

Nothing occurred on the way back to their house, where a very relieved Kauriga was happy to see her. The following day, around mid-morning, she heard a creaking sound while she was doing the next batch of pipes and turned to find Arabella sitting in a chair mounted on wooden wheels and being pushed in Taroniah's direction by Felinia, the woman who served as Arabella's maid. Taroniah had thought the woman looked broad in the shoulders the previous evening, and now she understood why. The chair did not make all that much noise, and looking closely, Taroniah could see what looked like fat or grease shining on the metal axle where it passed through the frame of the chair. Very ingenious! She thought to herself.

"Good morning, Arabella," she said with a smile, which the girl returned. "Do you think you can cast that spell?"

She had seen that Arabella was holding the piece of parchment in her hand.

"Yes, I do, Lady Taroniah." She looked past Taroniah to the large tub of clay that Taroniah had just been impressing the spell upon. "Do you cast the spell upon the clay while it's still a liquid soup?"

"Before we go any further, I need your promise and that of your maid that you will not reveal to anyone what we do here. You must swear on your magic, and Felinia must swear on her life."

Arabella looked somewhat taken aback by the serious expression that now appeared on Taroniah's face, especially when she stood up so that she loomed over the girl somewhat. Taroniah could almost see by the change in Arabella's expression how the girl suddenly found herself facing the fearsome sorceress version of Taroniah. Until now, Arabella had only viewed Taroniah as a rather pleasant young girl, only a year or so older than herself, who she had sat across the table from at dinner last night. Arabella’s maid literally cringed.

"Swear on your magic that you will tell no one of what we do, and we can proceed."

The girl looked like she was about to pass out, but then she pulled herself together.

"I, I, Arabella Hothan, swear on my magic that I will tell no one of what I learn here." she stuttered slightly at the start but then spoke firmly.

Taroniah turned to the maid, who now cringed even further.

"I, I swear I will tell no one anything, your Ladyship, nothing at all, on my life!" Felinia blurted out.

"Good," Taroniah said, and then she turned to one of the pottery employees. "This tub is ready to use, Karlon."

"Righto, Taroniah," Karlon responded and quickly wheeled the tub of clay away.

The tubs were set upon wooden trays with wheels at the corners, but they were much noisier and far clunkier looking than the arrangement of Arabella's mobile chair. As soon as the area in front of Taroniah was clear, a woman wheeled a new tub of clay into position from behind where Arabella was parked. Fortunately, there was enough room to get around the young woman's chair without having to make her move. Taroniah stepped back and waved Arabella forward.

"The way this works, Arabella, is that you conceptualize and cast the Moving Water Spell on the tub of clay. The attendant there, Jellia, stirs the mixture for about a tock, and then you conceptualize and cast the spell again. The mixture gets stirred for a tock once more, and then you conceptualize and cast the spell for a third time. That is usually enough, presuming you cast the spell properly. At that point, the soupy clay is taken around the back and poured into molds to make the pipes, which I think you've seen."

The girl had mentioned how marvelous the pipes at the Mayor's house were the previous evening during the meal. Arabella nodded and thought about the procedure for a few moments.

"And that's it?" Not trying to hide the surprise in her voice.

"Yes," Taroniah said, smiling. "The promise of silence I made you swear to is not because of any complicated process but because it is so easy." She grinned at Arabella. "Anybody who can cast the spell can do this. That is why I had to make you promise not to tell anyone."

Arabella shook her head, but she smiled as well.

"Uncle Herodius said it would be educational spending time with you."

"Well, let's see if you can conceptualize and throw the spell before we go any further," Taroniah commented.

Arabella nodded and then looked back at her maid briefly before nodding her head in a forward motion, and her maid pushed her chair up to the tub of clay. The girl concentrated as she conceptualized the spell. She struggled to conceptualize it; that much was obvious to Taroniah, but then she got it straight in her head and cast the spell, seemingly successfully. Jellia stirred the clay while Arabella recovered from casting the spell. Meanwhile, Taroniah surreptitiously cast the Healing Spell, which enabled her to magically study the girl's legs.

While Arabella waited and struggled to conceptualize the Moving Water Spell again, Taroniah studied the girl's anatomy. She quickly worked out what the problem was. The accident, whatever had happened, had broken the girl's lower back and severed her spinal cord. Sometimes, after such accidents, the spinal cord re-grew, especially if a powerful magician healed the victim at the time, but it was somewhat hit or miss.

Arabella managed to conceptualize and cast the spell for a second time, and Jellia resumed stirring the clay. Taroniah let the girl rest as she remembered how hard it was when she had first started. Meanwhile, she thought about what she had seen in the girl's spine and tried to decide what she could do about it. She thought about the various versions of the Healing Spell, but none were quite what was needed. There were other spells she had read of that might be applicable, but she would need to go up to the Academy library and study the spell books there to find the ones she remembered reading.

Jellia finished stirring, and Arabella conceptualized and threw the spell again. It seemed to Taroniah that the girl was able to cast the spell somewhat more easily this time. She smiled to herself, happy that Arabella had seemed to have gotten her head around the spell so quickly.

"Very good," Taroniah said as the tub was wheeled away and a new one brought out for Arabella to attack. "Now, this is where it gets tedious. As this is your first day, I will go easy on you. Do one more tub after this one, and then take a break for at least half a trad. Ensure you have plenty to eat, as repeatedly using such a complicated spell takes a lot of energy out of you that needs replacing. Do three tubs this afternoon and then call it quits for the day."

"Only three after lunch?" Arabella asked, clearly surprised at the limited number of tubs she was expected to do.

Taroniah nodded. "From past experience, you will find yourself getting quite exhausted very quickly after lunch. It takes time to get used to casting such a complicated spell repeatedly. Tomorrow, we'll go for four tubs in the morning and again in the afternoon and see how you cope with that.

"That doesn't seem very many, especially given how small these tubs are," Arabella commented.

"I'm trying not to wear you out right from the start. I remember how I struggled when I first started casting this spell repeatedly, and I don’t want you to overdo it."

Over time, you will find the worst part of this job is not the fatigue but boredom. Within a week, you'll be doing this a dozen times a day and be bored to tears by mid-morning every day. Trust me." Taroniah finished with a grin.

Taroniah deliberately didn't go to the pottery establishment the following day, preferring to let Arabella work on her own without the added burden of having Taroniah standing over her. Taroniah was certain that if there was a problem, the pottery people would send a messenger. Late in the afternoon on the day after that, she wandered down to the pottery from Harkon's to see how things were going. Someone at the shop must've seen her coming because Farall stepped out of the front door just as she arrived.

"Lady Taroniah," he said, giving her a small nod.

"Farall. How is it going?"

"Quite well. She did the eight tubs yesterday that you instructed her to do. She struggled with the last one and took a short break before she managed to get it done. Today she did five this morning, but I think she is struggling with the fifth one this afternoon. I must tell you that everybody likes her a lot better than Korlah. Arabella seems to think this is a temporary position until Korlah returns. Is that correct?"

Taroniah pursed her lips. "Originally, that was the plan. I have no idea how long Korlah will be romancing his lady friend in Pickantia, but now I am thinking of keeping Arabella on, at least on a part-time basis, even after he gets back. I'm glad she seems to be popular with the staff. If she can get the production up to the dozen a day that Korlah could manage, that will be good enough."

Farall nodded. "Demand is still going up, you realize?"

"Oh yes. The problem is that sooner or later, someone will work out what we're doing and how we are doing it, and then they'll start duplicating our operation. The other problem is that the pipes last for such a significantly long time. Repeat business is only going to happen when there is an accident that damages the pipe or when someone decides to rebuild or remodel their house. On the other hand, new houses are always being built, and most people are now incorporating our pipes into their homes as part of the building process, so demand will remain constant."

She grinned at Farall. "Of course, at least at present, we have the whole world as our marketplace. Growth will continue for the foreseeable future, even if we are forced to ship the pipes further and further away at a greater and greater cost. Besides, it's going to be a long time before we saturate the market. There are still houses here in Alcitran that don't have our pipes."

Farall had to agree to that and then scratched his head.

"You have said on several occasions that someone will set themselves up in opposition to us sooner or later. It wouldn't be that easy for someone starting from scratch, you understand? I know the spell is on file in the library at the Academy, but even so, as you have said, it's not an easy spell to cast. Whoever decided to try it would have to have a complete understanding of how our entire operation works. As well as being a magician, they would also need to have hands-on experience with the pottery-making side of the business, or at least have access to someone who does. They would need to know which types of clay to use, the correct formula for the slurry, that the spell must be cast while the clay is liquid, the number of times the spell is cast before it's poured into the molds, the length of drying time in the molds and so forth. It won’t be as easy as you think for someone to set up in opposition."

"No, that may be true, but it could be done. Especially for someone with experience, such as, say, Korlah, for instance. He knows how the business works. He could quite easily stay in Pickantia and persuade Halina's father, Kern Haltash, to fund setting up a rival pipe business in Witonta. He could just as easily set up a rival metal business as well since he knows how that works, too. In fact, if he was going to make a break, that would be what he would concentrate on, I would imagine."

Farall studied her for a moment. "Not the pipe business first?"

"No. You know we make those springs for the wagons?"

"Yes. There are a couple of wagons here in town now that were built using them. They've been brought in from Marland to replace old and worn-out wagons. There's no one in town who makes carts and wagons, so they're all imported. Alcitran is not big enough for a wagon builder, at least not yet. With all the activity you've got going on, we're slowly getting closer to that situation."

"That reminds me, I must speak to the Mayor about releasing some more land for housing. Anyway, back to the point. What you don't know, because I'm very careful not to tell anyone is that fundamentally, the same method we use to make those springs can be used to make anything magical in metal. Magic swords, magic armor, magic axes, and so on."

She saw his look of astonishment and was pleased because of all the people in Alcitran who may have twigged to what she was doing at the metal works; Farall, Inana, and the others at the pottery factory were the ones most likely to guess.

"You will have heard that the ability to make magical weapons was lost following the Great War?" she asked, and at Farall's nod, she continued. "Well, that's no longer true. I have made magical swords for myself and the two lads, plus magical armor for all three of us, and while it's not necessarily a straight jump from wagon springs to swords, it's not that big a leap to get there."

"Oh." Farall mouthed.

"Precisely. So, if he had a choice between mass-producing labor-intensive clay pipes and crafting individual magic swords that he could sell for a fortune to Kings and noblemen, is there any doubt which course he would take?" Taroniah observed.

"No. Not really, I guess. How likely is Korlah to stab you in the back like that?"

"Well," Taroniah said. "That's the thousand talek question, isn't it?" Taroniah gave Farall a second to consider that. "For the moment, I would like to leave Arabella alone without me standing over her shoulder for the next two days. Let me know if she starts to struggle. I'm having dinner with her and the Mayor on Bedinday to discuss a formal contract if she is willing to continue doing the pipes. I'll call in on my way to the Mayor's house to get your side of how she is doing before I sit down and discuss money with her, if that is okay with you?"

Farall nodded, and they left it at that.


Chapter 4

More news

Arabella had been happy to accept a healthy pay rate based on how many tubs of clay she did per day until such time as Korlah returned. Once he returned, presuming that he did, they would sit down and reassess the situation, with Taroniah assuring her that there would still be work for her at that point, even if it wasn't every day.

By the end of her second week, Arabella could only agree with Taroniah about how boring throwing the same Moving Water Spell on the tubs of clay time after time had quickly become. Still, the girl was happy to be gainfully employed, and she even started to relax around Taroniah, who made a point of visiting her regularly, if mostly after hours, so as not to give the impression that she was spying on the girl's work. Being only a year younger than Taroniah and being a smart and pleasant person generally, Taroniah found Arabella becoming the female friend she had never really had outside of the Academy.

A month after Arabella had started working for Taroniah, a ship pulled into the harbor from Winghia. Ships sailing up the west coast of the West Dumfordian province to reach Alcitran were rare as there were no serious towns above Duryville in Shoveria. Ships usually only sailed to Alcitran from that direction if there was a substantial build-up in pipe orders for Winghia and the agent there chartered the vessel specifically. Before the pipe business had come along, ships from the western end of the continent had almost never sailed up and around the end of the peninsula to reach the town Taroniah lived in.

The ship carried a passenger, one Urvan Jerill. Not that Taroniah was aware of this fact at the time the ship docked. He turned up at the pottery factory looking for Taroniah, who wasn't there with Arabella doing the pipe production, so they directed him to Harkon's ironworks. He inquired as to her whereabouts at the smithy part of the now rather large ironworks. The original smithy section of the operation was still located at the front of the complex, facing the street. He was asked to wait there, and one of the men was sent to see if Taroniah was free.

Harkon was well aware that Taroniah didn't want people wandering around to the part of the ironworks she worked in. He had developed the policy of holding people at the front of the premises and sending a messenger to her when anybody was looking for her, which happened now and then. Usually, it was just locals wanting to ask for her help with something. Occasionally, someone from Marland turned up, though that was rare.

Taroniah appeared a couple of tocks later and found herself facing a tall, somewhat spare man, although his upper body was well-muscled. He appeared to be in his thirties, unlined, with an indeterminate face, which meant he could have been an older-looking twentysomething or younger-looking fortysomething. She halted several paces short of him so she had time to react to any sudden moves he might make, crossed her arms, and studied the man. He, in turn, had no doubts as to who she was as he bowed deeply.

"Princess Taroniah." she nodded. "Kern Stanterton, the Regent of Winghia, sent me. I wonder if I may have a word with you?" He asked and paused while obviously looking around. "Privately, if possible."

Kauriga had followed her from out the back, and now he stood slightly to one side and crossed his arms while studying the stranger.

"Not without me."

The man from Winghia glanced at Kauriga, shrugged, and turned back to Taroniah.

"I was told the inn in the center of town is the place to stay. Can we walk in that direction and talk about matters of concern to my master?" 

Taroniah acquiesced to this course of action, and the three of them began walking through the town.

"Have you heard of the problems with the believers in Dragoth?" the stranger asked.

"Nothing recently. Other than the King of Tine failed to take back Lorish Island."

The Winghian nodded. "They have since taken Eckle Island off the coast of Chiltash as well. This brought a major reaction, and a combined force from Bretnesia, Chiltash, and Tine attempted to retake Eckle Island. This resulted in an epic naval battle fought in the straits between Bretnesia and Eckle Island that lasted all day, and the sheer ferocity of the Dragoth forces meant they finished up winning the day."

The fellow shook his head. "Of the fifty-two ships fielded by the Allied forces, thirty-two were taken, eleven were wrecked, and only nine escaped. The Dragoth fleet, which had numbered only forty-six vessels, lost ten ships wrecked or sunk, and only one ship was captured that they didn't recover. Actual manpower losses were massive on both sides, mainly because of the suicidal fanaticism of the Dragoth troops, who threw themselves against their enemies even when severely outnumbered. The result of the battle has had major repercussions for all the western realms."

"Those three Allied powers have lost the bulk of their naval forces, and it will take them some time to rebuild their fleets, presuming the money can be found. The other western coastal realms, Norhia, Holworth, and Tersland, immediately formed a close alliance and began building new warships and converting merchant vessels to bolster their fleets. Even Winghia has begun building warships. It was on Wiglan that the most serious repercussions of the battle have fallen. A month after the battle of Eckle Island, Dragoth forces began landing in numerous places around the coast of the island. So far, they haven't been thrown back into the sea."

Taroniah considered what she had just heard. Assuming the man wasn't lying, the situation in the southwest was obviously quite serious.

"I presume the Regent sent you to do more than simply pass on the news?"

"Yes, Princess. The Regent is trying to build an alliance of states among all those on the peninsular. Berlisbu has no coastline but has promised military and financial support. Penhampia and Marland are suspicious of us still, although the King of Penhampia can at least see the threat these people are, at least potentially. Shoveria is considering the matter. Brether and Bramland are not directly threatened yet, so they are not interested in helping us at this stage. West Dumfordia only has this small outpost here, so I doubt they'll be interested either."

The man finished lamely, and Taroniah realized what was next.

"Which leaves me," she stated.

"Yes, Your Highness. You are a war winner in your own right, plus you have the ear of your brother and the Regent of Marland through him. A quiet word from you would go far in bringing Marland into our alliance, Kern Stanterton believes."

Taroniah nodded and shrugged simultaneously, trying to convey to the man that she couldn't confirm the truth of the man's opinion about her influence because she wasn't sure how much weight her words would carry with Kern Parlos. She also noted that he hadn't mentioned the King of Padmouthia, whom she doubted would have any interest in hearing from her.

"What of the ships, the Dragoth use? Have you seen one?"

The man nodded. "I have, but not close up. Their ships are longer and lower than the standard warship, so they can be rowed far more readily than a normal ship. One-on-one, a normal warship is probably the more effective vessel for the same tonnage as the height advantage their higher hulls offer the crew gives them the advantage in combat. The Dragoth ships have the advantage in fleet engagements because they are far more maneuverable. I haven't personally seen a naval battle with them, but I've been told that they swarm the enemy ships by putting several of their vessels alongside an enemy ship simultaneously so that the Dragoth crews severely outnumber the defenders on the ship they are attacking. This serves to nullify the height advantage a standard ship has."

"Apparently, their maneuverability enables them to avoid being grappled by standard warships, at least not easily, while at the same time allowing them to isolate and gang up on a single ship at a time. Their greater maneuverability makes it difficult for standard ships to counter their moves." The man held his palms out as if to say there was not much they could do.

"So, the ships that Winghia is building? Are they of the Dragoth type or the normal type?"

At this question, the man grimaced.

"More of the normal warships." His unhappiness with this course of action was obvious. "Kern Stanterton felt that building as many ships as possible was more important than trying to develop a new style of ship. His argument was that our shipbuilders already know what they're doing, and trying to get them to copy the Dragoth ships will only lead to delays and confusion."

Taroniah pulled on her chin with her thumb and forefinger. Having been involved in manufacturing for some time, Taroniah felt there was something to be said for that argument. She studied the Winghian for a moment.

"Tell Kern Stanterton that I will convey my concerns to my brother as soon as a ship traveling to Marland arrives. I am too busy here to go myself right now, but I will send one of my people with letters for my brother and Kern Parlos. That's the best I can offer you now; however, I promise to keep my ear to the ground, and I will also think about ways of dealing with this matter should it become a serious threat to the region."

The agent from Kern Stanterton obviously wasn't entirely happy with this response, but he was in no position to demand anything further, so he bowed and thanked Taroniah and headed back to the ship he had arrived on, which was leaving with the high tide that evening. For her part, she did as she said she would and wrote letters to both Kern Parlos and her brother. In them, she emphasized her concerns about the situation in the southwest and that she thought that matters in that region were getting to a serious stage. These she sent with Rengard on the next ship to arrive in Alcitran that was heading to Marsea. One of the defects of having many small Kingdoms, as opposed to just one huge state, as was the case before the Great War, was the susceptibility of said Kingdoms to be defeated in detail as had happened in the past, most notably with the Kalingian Empire a millennia before her time.

In the days that followed the visit from the Winghian agent, Taroniah considered the matter of sea power and naval battles. Back in the day, Wiglan raiders had been the dominant force in the Western oceans, the introduction of large, high-sided sailing vessels with fighting platforms had countered the Wiglan raiders. Their low ships made it difficult for them to scale the sides of the large sailing ships, especially with hordes of warriors on the fighting platforms bombarding them with arrows, sling stones, and even rocks.

And then someone had introduced artillery. Catapults were mounted on the platforms that threw large rocks at the Wiglan ships from as much as two hundred paces away, the stones often punching holes in the lightly built vessels the Wiglan raiders operated. Gradually, the tide turned, and eventually, Wiglan was pacified. One of the oared vessels' advantages was that they could sail against the wind. Tactically, this was a major advantage, although the sailing vessels would wear them down over longer distances.

In the ancient texts of the period straight after the Great War, there were mentions of outright galleys in the first few centuries after the disaster. Although no texts came out and said it, it was generally assumed that galleys were the normal typw of ship in use before the Great War. Their main features were a metal beak that they used for ramming enemy ships and highly trained crews of oarsmen who were able to maintain a high speed for long periods of time, backwater, and maneuver their vessels precisely and quickly.

Her history texts had said that the vessels had dropped out of service for several reasons. One was their light build, necessary for a vessel powered by oars, which meant it was risky for the low freeboard vessels to sail on the open ocean, and virtually any use of the vessels resulted in almost constant maintenance. The other was the huge crew of trained oarsmen that, like bowmen, took many years to train. It wasn't just a matter of building up the sailor's muscles. It was also vital that the oarsmen learned to coordinate their strokes with nearby vessels when operating as a fleet.

The tactics in those days were completely different, with ramming being the most common course of action. At least according to the texts she had read. The risk of losing an entire fleet of such ships if they were caught at sea in a storm, combined with the high cost of maintaining the vessels and the large, well-trained crews, led to their retirement in favor of sailing vessels as time went on. Also, strongly built, ocean-going hulls weren't as susceptible to ramming as the lightly built galleys.

The high bulwarks of the sailing vessels made it far more difficult for the combat troops of the low freeboard galleys to clamber aboard and it also made it easy for the troops on the sailing vessels to drop things on the galleys. A large rock dropped from one of the higher parts of the sailing vessel could very well smash right through the bottom of the hull of a lightly built galley if they had a free shot at the lower hull. Archers on the higher ships had much better chances of hitting targets firing down into the galleys than the archers on the galleys had firing up at the sailing ship's decks.

The Wiglan vessels sounded like a compromise between a galley and a regular ship, as did the vessels used by these Dragoth people. To be faster and maneuverable, they clearly had to be lightly built, which made them susceptible to missiles launched from catapults, but at the same time, their speed would make them harder to hit. She thought about her own magical ability and realized that in a naval battle, she would likely only have a limited effect due to the relatively short range of her magic.

From what she had read, naval battles were usually spread out over a large area as ships maneuvered to get an advantage over their enemies. She could destroy any number of ships individually, but destroying those beyond three or four hundred paces, who would be out of her reach, would be difficult. She couldn't lose a naval battle; well, she didn't think she could, but that didn’t mean she would necessarily win one, either.

Short of cloning herself, she could only be in one place at a time. This meant they could deploy a few ships to keep her occupied, and while she was decimating the ships in her vicinity, the rest of their fleet would be doing the same to her allies further out on the wings.

If their ships were sufficiently more maneuverable than the vessel she was aboard, which seemed likely from the battle accounts that had been relayed to her, it was even possible they could simply sail away from her ship whenever she came within striking distance. While this tactic wouldn't necessarily make it impossible for her to win naval battles, it would certainly make it more difficult.

Meanwhile, the work continued. Arabella had settled in quite well, and while she still struggled at times to conceptualize the spells successfully to finish off the eleventh and twelfth tubs each day, she was still gradually improving in stamina. Taroniah fully expected her to be able to do the full twelve tubs without any problem within another week or two.

Even with Arabella doing ten, eleven, or twelve tubs a day, they were still struggling to keep up with demand at times, so on the days when she wasn't working at the smithy, Taroniah would often come in and do a few tubs herself. About a week after Rengard left, Taroniah was applying the spells to the slurry when she realized she had the answer for the far more mobile ships that the Dragoth followers employed, and it was literally sitting right in front of her. She smiled to herself for the rest of the time she was at the pottery establishment, producing the treated slurry for yet another huge shipment of moving water pipes as she mentally worked on her idea.

The next day, she was at Harkon's even though she wasn't scheduled to work on the springs that day. Fortunately, they were rather ahead of production on the springs at the moment, having gone over to a double session day recently. They now had enough molds that they could pour two complete batches one after the other, and then, having emptied the molds, they could do a second run in the afternoon.

At least, that was the theory. Unfortunately, with Korlah still away in Pickantia, spending time with Halina, she was required to do all the magic at the smithy. She was managing to keep ahead, but between the springs and the pipes, it didn't leave her with much spare time for other projects. Today, however, she would make a start on her new idea. Although she technically had the day off, she would head to the pottery factory later to help there, but in the meantime, she headed for Harkon's. Harkon grinned when he saw her.

"Coming in on your day off now, little lady?" he quipped, using the same term he had used for her the first time she had met him.

"I had an idea I wanted to ask you about," she said with a sweet smile.

"Look out, boys. Lady Taroniah has had another idea!" he bellowed over his shoulder.

His workmen all laughed as it was well known around the town that Lady Taroniah's work had propelled Harkon from being a simple, small-town blacksmith into the largest metalworking establishment for several Kingdoms.

"That's it, laugh it up, big man. I have got a good mind to take this idea somewhere else."

"Unfortunately for you, there is nowhere else handy."

She shook her head. "Damn! Foiled again." She grinned at the laughing Harkon. "So, do you want to hear my idea or not?"

"Okay, little lady. What weird idea have you come up with this time?"

"Metal pipes. Can you make them? And if you can, how do you make them?"

"That depends on what sort of pipes you're looking for. Most metal pipes are made by taking a flat piece of metal, wrapping it around a dowel, and then welding it."

Taroniah pursed her lips as she considered this. Harkon had been down to visit the pottery business and had seen how the ceramic pipes were being made there, more out of idle curiosity than anything, but it meant she could use that as an example.

"Could you mold them, like we do with the pipes down at the pottery?"

"I don't see why not. He stared off into space and scratched his head. "If you be wanting pipes that are the same length and width every time, molding them would work best. I'm thinking we could probably make up a mold using that special clay. Once it was fired, it should stand up to repeated pourings of the metal. Maybe." He scratched his head, obviously unconvinced of the idea's soundness.

"I thought we could do one up the same size as the ceramic pipe molds as a first test. I think the real thing will need to be considerably bigger in terms of diameter rather than length. It's going to require some experimentation."

"At my expense, no doubt," Harkon grumbled.

"Now, now. Don't be like that. I'm presenting you with another possible business venture from which you will make lots of money. Eventually."

"Possible business venture, is it? That's presuming I survive the anxiety of seeing so much money wasted while we do some experimentation, as you put it." She could tell he was just ribbing her. "I also noted the word eventually, little lady. The use of that word does not bode well, as I am sure you now realize."

He was trying to look severe, but she could tell he was secretly amused and interested in her new idea.

"Eventually, we are all dead, my friend. Are you in or out?"

Harkon shook his head in mock despair.

"You leave me little choice, as usual." he offered with a slight bow of his head.

She looked around the smithy and saw that his workmen all had grins on their faces, having watched this interchange. According to Rengard, Harkon's men thought the conversations between Harkon and herself were great entertainment. She made an elaborate bow in his direction.

"I am happy you can see the advantages that I am offering you. I'll just head down to the pottery building and see about getting a suitable mold made."

"Make sure they use that fire brick clay, despite the cost. It stands up to high temperatures better than ordinary clay."

"Okay. Catch you tomorrow, big man."

She gave him a cheery wave and headed for the pottery business. She discussed what she needed with them, and they promised to come up with a mold that had been properly fired so it would be completely dry by the end of the following week. So much for her having a relaxing day off. She did manage to spend some time with Bargan in the afternoon.

Rengard returned surprisingly quickly, having caught a ship heading to Brether and then Alcitran the same day he had seen her brother, the King, and his Regent. It appeared that Kern Parlos wasn't overly concerned with what was happening to the southwest at this stage and didn't feel there was any need for Marland to join an alliance put together by their former enemy.

Taroniah was disappointed, but as she hadn't been prepared to step up and become Regent or even Queen herself, she couldn't complain when Kern Parlos made decisions she didn't agree with. In the meantime, she was practicing some of the spells she had learned from Davina. The Teleportation Spell was a real bugbear. It was much harder to conceptualize than even her Invisibility Spell, although it took less magical energy to use it once she successfully conceptualized it.

Even when she successfully conceptualized it, she discovered that, in practice, it was even more limited than she guessed it would be. It was restricted to line of sight in that you had to be able to see the spot you wished to arrive at, which she had understood right from the beginning. The problem was you had to estimate the distance to where you wished to arrive and include this distance in the spell when you conceptualized it. The spell automatically worked in the direction you were facing at the time you cast it, which was another limitation.

The guessing the distance part was the real issue for Taroniah, as she had never been good at calculating the distance between objects. She quickly discovered that while the spell would teleport you to the spot you calculated and push the air and anything else that was in that spot out of the way so that you could arrive safely, the pushing things out of harm's way part only worked with extremely light things such as air, blades of grass and even leaves on the trees to an extent. Things that couldn’t be moved suddenly became dangerous obstructions. Walls, tree branches, and even dense hedges presented extremely dangerous obstacles.

Fortunately, she discovered this fact quite by accident early on when she overestimated the distance for a teleport and finished up in one of the bushes in the garden. Most of the leaves and the thin branches from this year’s spring growth that the new leaves were attached to were pushed out of the way by her arrival, but a much sturdier branch that was lower to the ground didn't get pushed out of the way, and it was only the fact that it was low enough to fit between her legs that she got away with the teleport without any serious damage.

After that, she studied the spell notation far more closely but couldn't find any way to increase the force used in the displacement when the teleported person arrived. She did, however, discover that she could slip in some extra spell notation that would allow the spell to teleport an object or another person instead of herself. You had to mentally enter the area's dimensions to be teleported as the distance from where you were standing into the spell notation when conceptualizing the spell.

Some extra wording was also required in the spot where it assumed the person casting the spell was the subject of the teleport. This made the spell even harder to conceptualize, but it also allowed her to find out what would happen if someone was teleported into a spot where the area was already occupied by something that wasn't light and movable.

She wore herself out over a three-day period experimenting with the spell before being happy with the addition to the spell notation she had come up with to move a nearby object. As it was quite late in the day when she decided that she was satisfied with the modifications she had come up with, Taroniah elected to leave testing it out until the following morning when she had recovered from all the conceptualizing she had been doing while modifying the spell during the afternoon.

The following morning, she was due at the smithy, but before she left, she walked around to the back of the house where there was a large rock that Sarshea had dug out of one of the garden beds and had been unable to come up with any use for it in the meantime. Kauriga had followed her down to the back of the house, and before starting, she motioned him to move slightly further away so he would be somewhat protected by the corner of the building. She then conceptualized the modified Teleportation Spell, not without difficulty, and applied it to the rock.

For herself, she had thrown up a Shield Spell for protection before even starting, just in case. When she threw the Teleportation Spell at the rock, it instantaneously disappeared, and that disappearance was followed by an enormous cracking sound from the direction of the tree she had aimed the rock at. Bits of wood flew around Taroniah's shield, bouncing off it in all directions, and the splinters completely riddled the nearby bushes. The tree itself gradually fell forward into the yard next door, making a cracking sound as it did so.

She walked forward to where the bushes started and realized that the ragged state of the leaves near where the tree had been growing was caused by tiny, pebble-sized bits of rock that had been thrown in all directions when it had impacted the tree. Several larger pieces of jagged stone were in the flowerbed; their progress stopped by the bushes surrounding the tree.

Pushing into the garden a little further, she could see the tree trunk where the stone had been teleported into it. The very center of the trunk had essentially ceased to exist. She presumed that the wood that had been there where the rock arrived made up the bulk of the splinters she had seen flying through the air.

The stone had been ejected from the location it had arrived at as well, either as the smaller bits and pieces that were spread out all over that part of the garden or in a couple of larger chunks that had obviously fallen out of the hole they had created in the tree trunk and were now sitting on the garden bed. Sarshea had obviously heard the cracking sound, along with half the neighborhood, and she came bustling out of the back door.

"What was that?" she said, sounding a little alarmed.

Then she took in the fact that her tree was missing entirely. Or so it appeared at first. Then she realized the tree had been knocked over beyond the garden bed.

"What did you do to my tree?" she demanded loudly, her irate tone assuming Taroniah was the one responsible for the demolition of the tree.

"I'm sorry, Sarshea. Something I was experimenting with didn't work quite the way I expected." Actually, it had worked perfectly, but she didn't want to say that to Sarshea. "I'll organize to get a new tree for you. How about we get a harmon tree this time? Being able to pick our own harmons will be nice."

Sarshea looked at her slightly disdainfully, then walked forward to get a better look at the demolished tree, and then she shrugged.

"I guess," Sarshea muttered, and Taroniah decided discretion was the better part of this battle and headed inside, Kauriga following close behind her.


Chapter 5

Developments

Taroniah immediately realized what a dangerous weapon she had in her hands and wondered why there was no mention of it in the historical texts. Over the years, she had studied every single account from the Great War that was extant in the Academy's library, and she couldn't recall reading an account of anything that even remotely resembled what she had just done!

She had to go and work at the smithy that day and the next, so it was two days later before she had time to even consider continuing her experiments. She had plenty of time to think about what she had done and decided that the next thing she had to test was both the mass and the size of the object or area she could move. What were the limits? She assumed that more mass and or size would use more magical energy, which would limit either the number of times she could use the spell or the size and weight of the object she could teleport. Plus, how far could she teleport something?

She and Kauriga debated how to test the size and weight of objects she could teleport while working at the smithy, and the discussions continued in the tavern, where they went to lunch. They both felt they were really quite limited in their options for testing her new spell. They could probably get hold of one of the large wine barrels once it had been emptied and before it was shipped back to wherever the wine had originated from, but then they were limited to the size of that barrel as the upper limit. Evidently, one of the men at the next table had been listening to their conversation because, at this point, he leaned across the gap between the tables.

"If you be lookin' to be needin' large, heavy objects to experiment with yer Ladyship, then why don't you use the rocks up at the tip of the peninsula? The ground rises out of the sea there, and there be a couple of cliffs with large lumps of rock, some of the rocks 'ave fallen off and are lying at the bottom of 'em."

Taroniah glanced at Kauriga and then turned to smile at the man.

"I've never been around the top of the peninsula. I take it you have?"

"Aye. We often fish up there 'cause nobody else does. Me and Bert here could sail ya up there in a day or so with a good wind. We'd be happy to stay as long as ya want, for a small fee of course, yer Ladyship."

"We could spend the day there experimenting while they catch the fish, honey," Kauriga said.

"I guess. How does that sound to you, men? Sail up there one day, camp overnight, spend the day experimenting, presuming the rocks are suitable, and then sail back on the third day."

"And ya wouldn't mind sharin' t'boat with a load of fish on the way back?" the second man asked.

Taroniah waved a hand. "I've been on fishing boats before," she replied. "So, give me a price?"

The two sailors looked at each other, suddenly being put on the spot. After a few moments of hesitation, the one named Bert spoke up.

"I reckon two sheks be a fair amount to be taking you up the end of the peninsula."

Taroniah thought about haggling the price down. Shopkeepers were well known to list an item for considerably more than they would accept for it because they expected their customers to haggle. She was fairly certain that the price had been a number Bert had pulled out of thin air and bore little relation to what they should be charging her, either more or less.

She made a show of reluctance, turning to look at Kauriga and opening the palm of her hand as if to ask what he thought of the price being asked. Kauriga merely shrugged, which didn't help her at all, so she deliberately waited a few moments as if reluctant to pay that much before sighing dramatically.

"Very well. Two sheks it is." She thought about her work schedule and decided she could push matters at the ironworks over the next couple of days and give herself three days off down the track. "How about we plan on sailing north next Teshday?"

The two fishermen glanced at each other, nodded infinitesimally to each other, and then Bert turned back to Taroniah.

"We have an accord then, Lady Taroniah."

Taroniah found that the days dragged ever so slowly until they finally reached Teshday. They left at first light before the sun had even come up over the horizon, and they reached a point that was much as the fishermen had described, almost as the sun was going down in the afternoon. And in that, they had been lucky, as the wind had been coming from the southeast for the whole trip, which was largely on the fishing boat's best point of sailing.

The tall hill or low mountain at the point looked to have been a volcano at some point, a long time ago, hopefully, Taroniah thought, and hoped it was dormant. The southern side was a curved shape like it was the south side of the volcano's cone. She had seen a few of those in Penhampia, and that's what it looked like to her. Unlike the cone-shaped hills in Penhampia, this one had lost part of its northern side, where, over time, the ocean had washed away the rock.

When the tide was low, as it was when they arrived, a long, flat shelf of rock stretched out into the ocean for perhaps fifty paces or more where the sea had worn the upper rock away but left a shelf of presumably harder rock. At the back of the flat shelf was a tall cliff where the sea had eroded the slope, leaving a tall vertical cliff face, perhaps two or three hundred paces wide. Further north, the sea was still eroding the shore but hadn't reached the mountainside yet. Large boulders were strewn around at the base of the cliff face that had obviously broken loose and fallen down onto the flat area at some time and had yet to be further eroded by the ocean.

Scattered here and there, across the harder, flat area, were even larger pieces of rock that were sitting on the shelf section, and she assumed they had been left behind when the sea had eroded the softer wall of the volcano. They had to reverse course and sail back along the coast a short distance to find a suitable spot for the fishing boat to put ashore. By the time they found a beach where they could beach the fishing boat, it was too dark for them to be traipsing back to the cliff face in the dark, so they made their camp at the back of the small beach above the high tide line but near the boat.

The fishermen insisted on camping near the boat, just in case, and planned to spend the following day checking it over and resting while Taroniah and Kauriga marched along the shore to do what they wanted at the cliff. They had already seen that there were plenty of boulders lying around for Taroniah to experiment with as the fishermen had slowly sailed past the seaward edge of the shelf. When they reached the cliff face, even with the tide three-quarters in, there was still plenty of rubble and several decent-sized boulders scattered along the base of the cliff beyond where the water currently reached.

They scrambled over the ocean-smoothed rock area at the base of the cliff until they found some very nice large boulders that had obviously crashed down from some point above not that long ago, as there was still some dirt hiding behind them. The first one she pointed at would have been about twice the size of the one she experimented with from Sarshea’s garden. Kauriga could lift it, but it was a strain. He left it sitting on a high mound of rock projecting from the rock bed they were standing on, and she conceptualized the spell intending to send the rock two hundred paces out to sea. The rock disappeared, and a splash appeared amongst the waves, roughly two hundred paces out to sea.

"Hmm," Taroniah said, contemplating the size of the rock she had just teleported.

There hadn't seemed to be any more strain than with the rock in the garden. She looked around and moved a bit further along the base of the cliff face, studying the rocks that had fallen.

"What are you looking for?" Kauriga asked.

"That rock was roughly twice the size of the one I demolished Sarshea's tree with back in Alcitran. Sending it two hundred paces out to sea felt no different than sending the rock at home ten paces across the yard into the tree. So now I'm looking for something that's roughly twice the size of the previous one."

She kept walking as she said this and stopped at a pile of boulders. These ones had obviously been there longer than the one she had just sent into the ocean. Clearly, the waves had lapped over them on more than one occasion, and they could have only done so at one of the really high tides or when there was a storm driving the waves ashore. There were several smaller rocks piled on top of the larger ones, and the one she had her eye on was underneath quite a few of them. With Kauriga's help, she removed the smaller ones and put them carefully to one side for later experimentation.

The boulder revealed was easily twice the size of the one she had just sent into the ocean and clearly beyond Kauriga's ability to lift. She conceptualized the spell to send it two hundred paces out over the water. As before, she had no trouble, and it felt no different despite being significantly bigger and heavier than the previous rocks she had teleported. She pointed at a massive boulder that had obviously fallen down a long time ago and been left while the smaller rubble that had come down with it had been washed away.

Kauriga looked at the rock. "Seriously?"

"Yes. That last one felt no different from the first one. We'll see what this one feels like."

She found it harder to conceptualize the spell this time, indicating that she was clearly getting magically fatigued from the repeated conceptualization of the spell rather than from the effort of moving the rocks. This was understandable, given the extreme complexity of the spell. Nevertheless, she persevered and cast the spell yet again, whereupon the boulder disappeared, and a huge spray of water appeared in the ocean about two hundred paces offshore.

"Hmph." she muttered.

"Problem?" Kauriga asked.

"Only because the spell is so complicated, I'm having trouble conceptualizing it over and over. I think we'll take a break, get something to eat, and let my mind recover." She began heading back to where their packs were sitting near where the first rock had been. "I'll tell you what is interesting. While I had trouble conceptualizing the spell because I'm getting tired mentally, it also felt a little different that time, shifting that huge boulder than moving any of the smaller and lighter ones. It would seem that the weight of the item being sent does have a bearing on the difficulty of moving objects, but only once the size gets huge."

"That is rather odd that there is no penalty for moving small items. Even a non-magician like myself can see that's unusual."

"Yes. I'm going to leave the weight question for now and study the size question after I've had a break. The spell notation includes details of the area of the object you wish to teleport. It's defined as the largest contiguous item within that area, which is why that big boulder went, but the smaller rubble around it didn't. But the first thing I'm going to do after I've had a rest is see if I can blow up the whole cliff face, or at least a part of it."

Kauriga looked at her with a puzzled expression. "Seriously?"

She noted that that was the second time he'd said that in just that tone.

"Well, I'm not exactly sure what is going to happen, so we are going to be standing a long way away and hopefully will be safe." She pointed at a large boulder not too far from where they there sitting. "I'll use that boulder there. It's a bit smaller than the one I dropped in the ocean, but it should be visible from down the beach and up that slope. Now, don't interrupt me, as I am going to measure the distance."

She paced out the distance back to the boulder she had picked out, as this part needed to be precise. She needed to get the area enclosed by the spell pretty much centered on where the boulder was so that it was the only object that was teleported. She had gouged out oval areas from beneath the other boulders she had teleported and was determined to improve her estimating. From previous experience, she knew that her own paces were on a ratio of four to three on the official distance a pace covered. One hundred and thirty-four of her paces were almost exactly one hundred official paces.

After they'd eaten and she felt rested enough to try the spell again, she guessed the distance to the cliff where she wanted the rock to bury itself as another hundred paces and then walked back to where Kauriga was standing waiting for her, a puzzled expression on his face.

"Just about set. We'll get behind that outcrop there," she said, pointing to the spot she meant.

It was a mound of rock that emerged from the harder, lower rock that sank down to the flat part that went out into the sea. It was obviously made of harder material than the rock that had originally surrounded it, as the ocean hadn't managed to wash it flat like the rest of the area yet. She moved Kauriga further behind the mound and got him to crouch down. She might be being excessively cautious, but seeing what had happened to the tree, she didn't think so.

She found a spot where she could crouch down pretty much behind the mound of rock as well but could still manage to see past a small outcrop at the seaward end, which enabled her to get eyes on the boulder she wanted to teleport. She started to conceptualize the spell and then noticed Kauriga stick his head up so he could see over the mound when he realized she was getting ready to cast the spell.

"No! Keep down and press up against the rock, dear. This could be very violent."

His eyes opened wide, and he nodded, hunching down and pushing against the rock as she instructed. She conceptualized the spell again and then eased her head around the corner until she could see the boulder she wanted to send and cast the spell. That boulder disappeared, and she began to duck back, and then the world exploded. First, there was an enormously loud crack, like a huge tree branch snapping, and almost immediately, it was followed by an enormous roar, something like thunder. The earth shook, and material went flying past as if propelled by the most powerful catapult imaginable.

There was a pressure front like when a strong cold front arrived, only this was much stronger and more intense. Dirt and rocks rained down everywhere, and she could feel heat, like she did from her Firestorm Spell, only stronger. She closed her eyes, but then she opened them again and looked up. There was an enormous cloud of smoke, dust, and who knew what, that was rising above them like a giant mushroom. Rocks and debris began raining down, so she looked back along the shore, took hold of Kauriga's hand, guessed the area they occupied, and then conceptualized the spell and teleported them three hundred paces to the south.

They arrived approximately a hand's breadth above the ground and dropped with a thump. Looking back, they could see the ugly cloud billowing upwards as more and more debris fell from the sky, covering the entire area where they had just been. Hiding behind the mound had protected them from the initial force of the blast, which had been strong enough to knock over trees, she now realized as they looked back along the beach. Fires were starting in the woods that backed the shore where the hot material from the cloud was landing.

She imagined it was much like what happened when a volcano erupted, except there was no lava flowing from the side of the hill she had knocked down. They stood and watched for several tocks before the cloud gradually dissipated in the wind, blowing away from them, fortunately, as the wind was still from the southeast. Eventually, she led Kauriga back along the shore, carefully stepping past the rubble that gradually increased in quantity the closer they approached where she had set off the explosion.

By the time they reached the area where they had been hiding behind the mound of rock, the whole ground was covered in rubble, some of which was still hot as they could feel the heat radiating from it. They would have been buried in the stuff if she hadn't teleported them away. They couldn't even get back to where they had started, but they could move slightly further toward the ocean, although the tide was clearly coming in as the waves were pushing further up the flat rock shelf.

They stood and stared at the destruction she had wrought. One section of the cliff face was now a huge gaping bowl where the material that was strewn all over the countryside had come from. There was still smoke coming out of the area, but there wasn't enough material in the hollow that could sustain the fire her explosion had caused.

"In the future, I think you need to keep more distance between yourself and that sort of massive destruction, dear," Kauriga said softly.

"I think you're right," she replied dryly. "The destruction was even worse than I was expecting."

"Well, my head thanks you for being paranoid, dear. That blast would have taken it clean off."

Taroniah laughed, and Kauriga turned to look at her with a quizzical expression.

"Well, the next time we besiege a fortress, we won't have to sit around outside for weeks pulling the bricks out of their wall one by one," she observed.

"Holy Shit!" Kauriga said.

They both continued to stare at the holes she'd created in the rock face. Then she started walking towards it.

"Come on. I want to see what I've done up close."

"Seriously?" Kauriga said with surprise.

"Yes. Come on."

With Taroniah leading, they walked toward the jagged hole. It wasn't easy making their way to where the hole started, having to dodge the huge piles of rubble, some of which was still very hot, but finally, they reached the edge of the area that had been gouged out of the rock face. Looking into the substantial crater she had created, Taroniah could see layers of rock inside the hill that hadn't been particularly visible on the weather-eroded cliff face, which had been standing there before she had blown a hole in it.

The volcanic cone continued to rise beyond where she'd dug a hole in the side of the mountain for some considerable distance before it reached the peak where she assumed there would be a natural crater, now much worn, from when the volcano had erupted at some time in the past. They edged their way up to the crater that Taroniah had created in the side of the mountain over the jagged piles of rock that had been blown out until they could look in the hole.

The bowl-shaped depression she had created in the side of the mountain was surprisingly smooth on the inside layers of rock, the layers probably representing different eruptions, most looking to be the typical volcanic rocks one would associate with such a geographical feature. A band of white rock, quartz by the look of it, ran through the darker volcanic material over to one side. They stood and stared at the excavation for some time before she shrugged.

"Right. This will be the last thing I'm going to test today. I'm pretty sure I can still do it, but we will see." she said to Kauriga.

She set the parameters for the pickup area of the spell to encompass an area one hundred paces deep, one hundred paces high, and one hundred paces wide. She set the bounds of the pickup box inside the mountain to get the right width and height. Then she and Kauriga moved away and found an extremely large boulder to hide behind. Once settled there, she conceptualized and threw the spell.

Hiding behind their boulder, they couldn't see what was causing the dull rumble and crashing sound they could hear. She had attempted to move the one hundred paces square cube of material only one hundred and fifty paces further away so that it would flop down on the rocky shelf the ocean was slowly rising over. The cube of material she had moved largely collapsed on arrival. The edges and outside areas collapsed, with dirt and stones from the vertical edges flopping onto the rocky shelf, leaving a large mound of volcanic material still largely looking like a cube.

The noises they heard were where the rocky mountain had collapsed into the hole left by the removal of the cube of rock from inside the mountain. At least there was no explosion this time! She led Kauriga back up to the hole she had created and the collapsed hole she had left after moving the huge square of material.

"You realize you've just changed the world," Kauriga observed. "Again."

Taroniah looked back at him and then at the wrecked mountainside.

"I guess you're right." She sighed and resumed clambering over the rubble.

She reached where the edge of the cube she had moved was and studied the results of the shift. Unlike the ragged bowl where she had created the explosion by teleporting the large boulder inside the mountain, the cavity she had created by teleporting the cube out was smooth, at least where it was solid rock she had moved. Her mind was churning with all manner of ideas and uses for the Teleport Spell.

"It's a good thing the spell is so complicated. I doubt Korlah could conceptualize it."

"Really? Well, that limits the danger, I guess."

Taroniah nodded. "Yes. The possibilities are incredible. What I don't understand is that, as far as I can remember, apart from a few accounts of someone teleporting, there is no mention of anything like I have just done. I do intend to go back to the Academy library and go through the stories again, but at the moment, I don't understand why explosions weren't common in the accounts that survived the Great War."

Kauriga nodded. "Damn. No city wall or fortress could survive that." He used his head to point at the explosion-created bowl.

Taroniah shuddered. "The Firestorm Spell is worse, but you're right."

She carefully picked her way into the ragged bowl of rock, studying the effect of the explosion. Some of the rocks looked fused or even melted from the heat and force of the explosion. She studied the area of effect for some time and then looked more closely at the vein of quartz. There were flecks of something shiny in the white, semi-transparent rock.

"Is this gold?" she asked, pointing at the quartz.

Kauriga knelt and studied the quartz.

"I'm no expert, dear, but it sure looks like gold to me."

He scuffed around and found a piece of the quartz that had broken away from the vein that hadn’t been ejected from the bowl in the explosion. He picked up the piece of quartz and studied it.

"I'll take this with us. Be careful not to mention where we found this, though. Yes?" he said, and Taroniah nodded. "Hopefully, no one comes and looks in the hole closely once we've gone."

Taroniah studied the mountain and moved to one side of where the bowl was, pulling Kauriga with her. She then conceptualized the Push Spell and threw the spell hard against the upper side of the hole. The part of the edge of the hole collapsed and fell into the bottom of the hole, covering the quartz vein.

Kauriga grinned at her. "That'll do it."

"I wonder who owns the point? Hmm." Taroniah mused as they began heading back to where they would wait for the fishing boat to pick them up.

On the trip back, they were very careful about what they said in reply to the fishermen's questions. The fishermen had clearly sailed past after she had demolished a large part of the ocean-facing part of the cliff face. She and Kauriga pushed the line that Taroniah had come up with some new spells, but she was unsure about how they would work, so she had come way up here so that there was no danger to anyone.

"Were you two on the walls when the Shoverians came?" At their nod, she continued. "You imagine what would have happened if I tried out that Firestorm Spell in Sarshea's backyard. It probably would have incinerated half the town." She paused, shook her head, and looked at the two men from under her brows. "I was surprised by how much of an effect it had. As I am a lot older and much more powerful now than I was then, coming up here to try out some new things seemed like a good idea."

Having seen the state of the cliff face, the fishermen had to agree that trying things out well away from civilization had been a good idea. Taroniah gathered from their comments that they hadn't been anywhere near the cliff face when she had been carrying out her experiments. She guessed they had probably seen it either early in the morning when coming back from their fishing trip or in the late afternoon when they went out to fish overnight. Attempting to distract them from what she had been doing, she engaged them in a discussion about fishing boats and how much work there was in Alcitran these days.

All the fishermen in town were doing quite well with the increased population in the town itself and at the Academy. While the students stayed at the Academy each semester, they spent their money in the town on their days off, which helped the local economy. Plus, the Academy's kitchen had a standing order for fish from the Fisherman's Association that each boat made some money out of. The increase in the number of students had increased that sum considerably.

Ten years ago, things were so quiet that when one of the local fishing vessels had gotten beyond repair, the father and son team that ran it had basically given up and moved elsewhere. Nowadays, they informed her, there were rumors that one of the crews was going to buy a second ship as all the fishing vessels were struggling to keep up with the demand. There was no shipwright in Alcitran, as such. The local carpenter did what repairs the men couldn't fix themselves, at least as far as he could. Most of the fishing vessels lasted for forty or fifty years if they were well maintained and patched up as needed, which meant there wasn't a big demand for new ships in Alcitran.

New fishing vessels mostly came from Aleport, the capital of Shoveria. Like most large seaports, it contained a shipyard that provided both maintenance services and shipbuilding, although generally, they limited themselves to building small boats like fishing vessels. Most big ocean-going cargo ships tended to be built in big specialist shipyards. In this part of Ithria, they were concentrated in Brether. Yes, ships, especially warships, were built in other shipyards, but the efficiencies the large yards in Brether had developed meant that their ships were more cost-effective for ordinary cargo ship purchases.

The discussions about ships and fishing kept them busy on the trip back to Alcitran, which took a day longer due to having to sail largely against the wind. The fishermen threw some of their catch overboard and added seawater to the hold to keep the rest of their catch fresher during the trip. Once they were back in Alcitran, Taroniah gave them an extra ten coppers for their trouble so they could have a drink on her in thanks for their help. Despite being tired from the voyage, she went straight to work that day in order to start catching up with the metal production. The backlog kept her busy for the next week, so it was some time before she had a chance to sit down and discuss things with the Mayor.


Chapter 6

Purchases

"What do you wish to talk to me about today, Lady Taroniah?" the Mayor asked once they had gotten past the social pleasantries.

"Land, Mayor Graniard."

He frowned in response to this short statement.

"More land? You don't want me to move the eastern wall again, do you?"

Taroniah shook her head. "I don't think that'll be necessary this time. I'd like to acquire that hill to the south of the track to the Academy. And then all the land on the river side of the track for, say, a thousand paces east from the wall."

"Really? Why the hill?"

"I'd like to build a house at the top of it. I know the hill is not very high, but the view should be slightly better from up there than what it is from my current accommodation at Sarshea's. Plus, I figure that if I buy perhaps a thousand paces square, with the top of the hill in the center, I'll have somewhere I can build residences for my employees that will be close enough to town that they will be able to walk to work without any trouble. I think I'll put a small fence around the block to keep the animals out and clearly delineate the estate if that makes sense."

"Hmm. And the land between the track to the Academy and the river?" the Mayor asked, sounding like he was more inquisitive than negative with regard to her proposal.

"There are a few magical things I want to try that I feel need more room for me to practice in for one thing, and secondly, some of the business ideas I have will require both access to the river and more room. Instead of spending money on moving the wall yet again, I figure that if you sell me the land, I'll just put up a small wall to keep animals out, similar to the one I intend to put around the hill, and take my chances with foreign invasions."

The Mayor studied her for a few moments and then looked at the map on his desk where she had been pointing out the blocks of land she wanted to purchase. It was a lot of land, although it wasn't being used for anything in particular at the moment. There were no grazing rights on the hill nor for the land between the road and the river. The whole area had been logged some years ago so there weren't even that many usable trees remaining, although there would be in a few years’ time.

He had his clerk lay out the receipts for the money the Crown had received from those purchasing the land that had become available when they'd moved the wall. Not that he could charge Taroniah the same amount of money for the land she was looking to purchase. First of all, it wasn't protected by the town's walls, and, as she had mentioned, she would have to erect her own fence or wall of sound description to keep wild animals out. Of course, once she built a house on top of the hill, the surrounding land would suddenly be worth a good deal more, but for the present, the land along the river was probably the more valuable property in theory.

"For all the land between the track and the river, for as far as you wish to purchase, I'll charge you half the going rate for the land we sold recently inside the city wall. The land on the hill will cost you half of that again, so a quarter of the recent rate."

Taroniah scratched her head. "I was thinking something more like a quarter and one part in ten."

"No, no. I couldn't possibly do it that cheaply. Especially the land along the river. I could perhaps let you have the river land for three-eighths and the hill for a fifth of the rate that the land inside the town was purchased for." the Mayor replied smartly.

"I'm not made of money, Mayor Graniard," she replied with a tight smile. "How about three-tenths for the river land and one-eighth for the hill."

"I'll settle at one-third for the land by the river and one-sixth for the land on the hill," he replied firmly.

She made out she was contemplating the map when, in fact, she was trying to assess how much of the land at the top of the peninsular she wanted. She decided to go big rather than small.

"Throw in the top three miles of the peninsular. Have you seen the volcano up there? Add that, and you've got a deal, Mayor Graniard."

"Why do you want that? There's not even a usable port anywhere up there."

"It gives me somewhere I can practice some of the more dangerous stuff," she said casually, trying to make him believe that was the reason. "Back when I was a student, I was a lot less powerful and could get away with practicing things in the woods. These days, even I have trouble containing some of the things I attempt. Far better for me to do it up there, well away from anybody and anything, than to do it in Sarshea's backyard where I may accidentally set fire to the town or injure someone."

She could tell immediately that her words brought fresh memories of the Firestorm Spell with which she had immolated the Shoverians. She could almost see him realize how sensible her request was simply from the reaction on his face.

"That's a lot of land, far more than you're buying down here." the Mayor answered.

"That's true, Mayor, but then it's of no use to anybody, as you just stated. I suppose it gets logged occasionally. Every couple of generations or so. It doesn't even need a warning tower as the volcano makes a good landmark."

"You've been up there?" he asked, looking a little surprised.

She nodded. "Yes. Its main attraction is that it is as far from anywhere as you can get."

"I don't recall there being a suitable harbor in that part of the peninsula." the Mayor commented, looking thoughtful.

"The fishermen who took us up there when we went to have a look said that there was a bay on the western side of the peninsular, about half the distance back to where Alcitran is on this side of the peninsular, but he was pretty sure that it was not actually suitable for full-size shipping. Something about a reef blocking access."

The Mayor nodded. "That's true. I know the bay he's talking about. We did a survey along that coast some years ago. The access to that bay is very limited because of the offshore reefs and a low rocky bar across the entrance that's just underwater at low tide. That's why no town has grown up there."

Given the newfound capabilities she had just acquired, improving access to the harbor shouldn't be that difficult. She could use the boulders and rubble she'd created blowing a hole in that mountain to build a seawall, and if she needed to excavate more harbor, she could do so using the same method she used to create the hole in the mountain. She made no mention of that, of course, merely shrugging.

"Having somewhere to get away to practice safely doesn't need a harbor. The fishing vessel we hired was pulled up on the small beach south of the volcano, and we walked the rest of the way."

"Hmmph." the Mayor said noncommittally. "Here’s what I'll do. I'll have a proper plan drawn up with the land you want to purchase here just outside the town. I get a rough map of the area you want at the end of the peninsular drawn up, plus the price you are willing to pay for each parcel of land. I'll send it all to the Lord of the Treasury, and then we will see what he has to say."

"You should probably request that the Royal Surveyor also come to Alcitran on the ship carrying the go-ahead if the deal is approved so that he can survey the land properly. That way, there can be no arguments later."

"Yes. Probably a good idea." the Mayor agreed with a smile.

With that, their business discussion was concluded, and he invited her to stay for dinner, which she had to refuse as she had already organized to have dinner at home. She did agree to come to dinner the following evening, along with Kauriga, provided he accepted her invitation to have dinner at Sarshea's house the same day the following week. With that concluded, she took herself off.

She decided being patient about the land deal would be the hardest thing she would have to manage over the next few weeks. The quartz with what she thought was gold running through it was burning a hole in her bag, but until the land deal went through, she wasn't even going to think about getting it assayed. Meanwhile, there was plenty of work to do both at the ironworks and at the pottery business, where the growth in sales was causing Arabella to fall behind.

The girl was very apologetic, which Taroniah waved away because it wasn't Arabella’s fault their sales kept increasing. The visit also allowed Taroniah the opportunity to study the girl some more as she tried to work out a way to cure the girl's injury. She had to be careful not to give away the fact that she was studying Arabella magically, so she kept her Healing Spell surveys to times when Arabella's magic was exhausted after a long day's work.

In the meantime, the news from the southwest continued to be worrying. A trader arrived in town from Winghia, and he was able to give her an updated account of what was happening. She even bought some of the spices he was peddling. Once upon a time, the warriors of Wiglan had been feared, raiding the western coasts of Ithria in their long, low, oared war vessels. On several occasions, they had even fielded armies, invading Tine, Norhia, Tersland, and Bretnesia before repeated defeats had dampened their enthusiasm. Nowadays, the shoe was on the other foot as the religious warriors of Dragoth raided their island from one end to the other.

Not content with just raiding the Wiglan coast, they had landed a large force of warriors on the south coast who had taken the town of Burton and began marching northwest. The King of Wiglan was hamstrung by the constant raiding around his coasts, which meant his nobles wouldn't allow their militia to be concentrated in the Royal Army, demanding that they be kept under local control to fend off the Dragoth raids.

Urgent entreaties to surrounding realms brought little effective help. Tersland sent a small force, mostly composed of mercenaries, which they managed to get past the Dragoth raiders and land near Gatford, which was of some help, but when the Dragoth forces approached Helbovil, the King of Wiglan felt he had no choice but to hold up within the town rather than try and face the religious fanatics in the open field. While the King and his army were held under siege in Helbovil, groups of Dragoth warriors spread further north, ravaging the countryside.

The last word that had come north, which was nearly a month old now, related that the King was still holding out in Helbovil and that Kern Casford had assembled a relief army and was marching southeast, having defeated a Dragoth attack on the town of Casford. Taroniah couldn't see how Wiglan could win in the long run while they lacked control of the sea. She had hiked up to the Academy one afternoon after work and studied the map that the Academy had after Wingian Regent’s request for aid, and as far as she could tell, there was nothing to stop the Dragoth ships from raiding the whole coast of Wiglan at will while their naval force remained intact. None of the other realms seemed keen to face the Dragoth forces in the open ocean again after the Battle of Eckle Island disaster. Her sources of information weren't the best, but as far as she could tell, the other realms in the area were not attempting to copy the Dragoth ship design. Instead, they were frantically building more of their existing warships, which had already proved inadequate against these attackers.

She had her own ideas about shipping, ideas that included the use of her pipes in ships. The metal pipe she had cast at Harkon’s was sitting at Sarshea's house after they had taken it down to the river and tested it. It had certainly pushed water out of the back of it with some force. She mentioned her idea for a warship to Kauriga, and then they sat down and seriously began to sketch out ideas.

The first thing they decided upon was that their ship would have to use a center rudder. This was a new concept that had only been introduced in the last few decades or so. As it was more expensive to implement, so far only a few ships had been made using the new design instead of the normal, oversized oar-like rudder hanging off the rear quarter of the ship that was the standard steering mechanism.

When the next cargo ship visited the port, she and Kauriga went and sat along the shore from the wharf so that they could study the lines of the ship, especially once the tide went out and the ship was left pretty much sitting in the mud until the tide came back in. Cargo ships had evolved over the centuries, although she only knew that largely from reading the historical accounts.

Most of the ships used after the Great War had been long, low, oared vessels with one mast and a big square sail. These were essentially the ships the Wiglan raiders had used in their heyday. In the meantime, cargo ships had added a bowsprit, which meant they could set a triangular staysail from the line running from the top of the mast to the bowsprit, which added to their maneuverability.

In response to the Wiglan raids, ships here in the west had grown in size, particularly with how far the hulls rose out of the water, which made it harder for the Wiglan raiders to board them from their low, fast-moving ships. The addition of platforms at the back of warships only added to the advantage the height of their hulls gave them while also providing a stable platform for artillery to be set up aboard the vessels. Masts had grown in height, and a second square sail was added to improve their speed through the water. Some of the smaller coastal ships were still built to this plan.

The next step was the introduction of a second mast. This started out as a shorter foremast while the mainmast was moved backward. The smaller foremast generally carried two square sails, while the mainmast carried two similarly sized square sails high up and a triangular sail on the lower part of the mast to aid maneuverability, which had suffered because of the higher hulls the ships now had. These higher ships were far less weatherly than the older, lower vessels.

This design had become the standard ship plan for centuries, slowly growing in length and size, especially for the warships. Most smaller oceangoing cargo ships were still built to this plan, as was the one that was tied to the wharf in front of them. The next development was the introduction of a third mast at the rear of the vessels as their length grew. This mast was generally a shorter mast to which the angular sail was moved, allowing the mainmast to carry a third, much larger square sail in its bottom section. This layout had become the de facto standard format for every warship that Taroniah had seen, along with most large cargo vessels. The only difference was that the warships were generally longer and narrower than cargo ships, while the warships varied by whether they carried a platform at the front as well as a platform at the rear as was traditional.

Increasing numbers of cargo ships were being built to this plan, although they were generally not quite as large as the warships. These larger cargo ships were confined largely to the really busy routes where lots of freight needed to be shipped. The new cargo ship she and her business partners were building in Marland was along those lines. From what she could gather, the Dragoth people had reverted to something more along the lines of the Wiglan raiding ships, although that was just an assumption on her part since she had never personally seen one.

As they sat and studied the lines of the ship in front of them, they debated various aspects of the design. The first thing they agreed upon while looking at the cargo ship was that they didn't need high fighting platforms like current warships. On the other hand, being able to see forward clearly was an advantage, and would be even more so aboard any ship she built since it would have the ability to sail without the use of any traditional sails due to the moving water pipes. They both agreed that a raised deck at the rear of the vessel would be an advantage, especially for navigation, but it could be integral with the hull rather than as a fighting platform built on top.

Such an arrangement would provide more cabin space, which she thought was a good idea. If they could get the center rudder idea to work, they could run the tiller beam up through to that deck so that the ship could be controlled from there, where the position of the steersman would make navigation even easier. The bow would have to be completely redesigned for the ship she was planning to build. Or so she thought until she started discussing it with Kauriga.

She wanted to have a ram bow like they did back in the old days. Apparently, warships before the Great War were oared galleys. They weren't terribly seaworthy but had been the preferred combat vessel in the era before the Great War. Some had been built by various states after the Great War, but the problem was that they required large crews of trained oarsmen because of the multiple banks of oars they carried. Mostly, they carried two, but sometimes three, banks of oars, which necessitated a lot of training to get the crewmen to operate in sync.

In the straightened circumstances after the Great War, few states could afford the expense of even maintaining large crews of trained slaves, let alone paying for professional rowers. The more solidly built, single-banked ships that the Wiglan raiders favored had been the death knell of galleys as far as she could tell. They were harder to sink with the galley's rams, and the whole crew was composed of fighting men, even the oarsmen.

When she started talking about utilizing magic iron in the construction of the ship, Kauriga pointed out that if they had an iron keel, they could attach the ram to that, which meant that, unlike the accounts she had told him of several battles where many of the ships had lost their rams after ramming an enemy ship, their ship's ram would remain fairly secure. They would have to ensure the part of the hull where the ram extended through was watertight, whereupon she suddenly had the idea of building the hull out of iron plates.

This was such a radical idea that even Kauriga was taken aback. Unfortunately, they lacked the practical knowledge of shipbuilding to know whether it would work better to plate a wooden hull with iron or make the hull itself from iron plates riveted or welded together. They also had to decide whether the ship would rely solely on her moving water pipes or whether it would have masts and sails as well. They both thought that it would be wise to have at least one mast with sails as a backup to the moving water pipes.

This led to the realization that there would have to be some way of blocking the pipes or moving them out of the water in order to change the ship's speed or even to bring the vessel to a complete stop. After tossing a few ideas around, they decided that they didn't know enough about shipbuilding, although it seemed that the most likely method of powering the ship would be to have the pipes secured to a framework that was lowered in and out of the water as required.

Kauriga sketched the ship's hull form as best he could, which was considerably better than Taroniah's attempt to draw things. There were limits to what they could manage without going on board the vessel and looking inside the hull, but they weren't shipwrights anyway, so they wouldn't necessarily understand what they were looking at even if they did get access inside the hull.

They looked at the sketches that evening and fiddled with the drawings. Then they came up with a few ideas that they would run by a shipwright, but that was the fundamental problem. They had reached the point where they needed to talk to an expert. The best ones to talk to were in Brether, but Taroniah had so much work on she couldn't sail to Brether until after Korlah returned and everything was up to date. So far, there had been a singular lack of communication from the young man since he had left for Pickantia, so they had no idea when he would return, and that was assuming he still intended to come back to Alcitran at all.

Meanwhile, she pushed ahead with other things. She had the one man in the town who could do drawings of houses sit down with them, and between her and Kauriga, they designed the house they were going to build on top of the hill. She hadn't wished to have something elaborate, but as she and Kauriga worked through all the things they wanted in a house, the building grew substantially. In the end, the architect, using the term somewhat liberally, came up with a two-story design that was far larger than she had originally anticipated. Building a substantial house seemed unavoidable for the sister of the King of Marland.

The finished design had a master bedroom with a side room that functioned as a closet or a baby's room, depending on what was needed at the time. There would be three other bedrooms in the immediate vicinity. There was a bathroom beyond that on one side of the hall that ran transversely across the building, and on the other side, there was a parlor with large windows that would have a great view of the river.

At the far end of the hall was a large guest suite with its own bathroom plus two spare rooms that could be used for guests' children, a live-in nanny, or whatever. The main staircase was in the center, next to the parlor, balancing up the top floor. There was even an access hatch with a pull-down ladder for the attic, which could be used for storage.

The bottom floor would contain another bathroom alongside the laundry room at the left rear of the house, with the kitchen to their right. There was a parlor on the left front with large windows, and beyond that and the laundry, there was a room that ran from front to back that Taroniah would use as her office. On the right front of the main entrance was a mudroom come cloakroom, and beyond that to the right, the formal dining area with enough room to entertain twenty people.

There was a front-to-back transverse room, somewhat narrower than Taroniah's office, at the right-hand end of the building, and there was another room between that and the kitchen at the rear of the building. This was tentatively designated as the servant's quarters, although there was a good chance that she would, in fact, build a separate servant's quarters at the right rear of the building. At the left rear of the building would be the stables with room for ten horses and a carriage. That building would run ninety degrees to the main house, and the grooms would sleep upstairs above one of the stables, and the other end would be the hay loft.

The house certainly wouldn't be in the same league as your typical Kern's residence, but it would be larger even than the Mayor's residence when it was finished. Plus, it would utilize the moving water pipes and have a boiler attached to the kitchen to provide hot water throughout the house. Of course, they would have to wait for approval from the West Dumfordian Lord of the Treasury, and probably the King as well, given her status, before they could get started. With their study of ships and designing houses, it made for a busy couple of weeks. She was still frustrated about hearing nothing from Korlah and was thinking of writing him a letter when he suddenly appeared on their doorstep.


Chapter 7

The prodigal returns

After hugs all around, they sat at the kitchen table so Sarshea could ply them all with tea while they caught up with the news. They had already been home from work for a couple of tocks, and it surprised them that Korlah had turned up this late. Still, as they well knew, ships came and went at the oddest times depending on the tides and wind direction.

"So, what's been happening here?" he asked.

Taroniah shook her head. "No, no. We all want to know what's happening with you. Given how long you were away, does that mean the romance is going well, or have you fought the valiant fight and come home defeated?"

Korlah grinned. "It was touch and go with her parents at the start, I must admit, but that was partly because I had never been able to explain the work I do here to her parents adequately. Her explanations were a bit vague, too, because she wasn't entirely sure what it is I do either, which didn’t help. They thought I was just doing general magic stuff here in Alcitran, which, given the size of the town, would not be a great advertisement for future wealth or even standing in magical circles."

He paused and grinned. "They didn't even realize that you are back living here, although they had heard that your brother had formerly adopted you, so you were now Princess Taroniah on top of everything else. Part of the reason I hadn't properly explained to them what I was doing was because I don't like sprouting that I work with you. As soon as I say I work with you, people are all over me like the plague, wanting to know what you are like, what you're doing now, and whether you are really as powerful magically as people say."

He grinned sheepishly at her. "It gets tedious very quickly, I have to be honest. And yes, there's a certain amount of jealousy in there, but mostly it's just having people badgering me about what you're like, and that question wore out its welcome a long time ago."

He hunched his shoulder defensively and stopped talking to take a sip of his tea, but then he didn't resume his tale. Taroniah studied him for a moment and glanced at Kauriga, whom she exchanged a nod and then turned back to Korlah.

"Now you are starting to be deliberately provocative. What is happening between you and Halina?"

"Oh, that?" Korlah said with mock surprise in his voice.

Taroniah made out she was going to throw a spell at him, and he put his hands at crossways in front of his face in defense while laughing.

"Very well. I'll answer your question, but you will note I'm doing so under duress. Threats of magical violence are being made in my direction for all to see, which is why I am having to divulge the secrets I carry within me."

"I'll apply some physical violence as well if you're not careful," Kauriga said, trying to keep his face serious.

Korlah shook his head. "Threats of physical violence as well. And to think I thought you people were my friends."

At this point, Sarshea picked up the teapot and started moving in his direction.

"No, no, I give up. The threat of hot tea is too much." Korlah said, holding up his hands in a sign of defeat. "I bring you the glad tidings that dear Halina and I are to be married in the seventh month in Haltash, in the temple of Jehrayn." He shrugged. "I couldn't persuade them to do it in the temple of Emilar, which is only very small anyway."

"Congratulations!" Taroniah said, beaming at him.

The others followed her with equally vociferous approval of his official engagement and setting a wedding date.

"I've written to the King for his permission to marry, and no doubt some of my relatives will turn up at the wedding, maybe. I doubt Garlan will come down because the King's health is so poor at the moment. Possibly, his sister will represent the royal family. I don't honestly know. More to the point, would you be willing to be my second, Kauriga?"

"You are hard up for friends and relatives, aren't you?" Kauriga observed. "Yes, I'd be happy to. We're going to have to plan ahead to come to the wedding, though."

"I know," Korlah responded. "How far behind have you gotten with me missing?"

"Ah, yes, I failed to mention how hard it was keeping up production on my own in the reply I didn’t send to the letter you never sent telling us what you were doing," Taroniah said with a little asperity. "In the event, I hired a young magician who has been holding down the pottery side of it quite adequately."

"Oh?" Korlah replied, looking a little worried. "Anyone I know?"

"I don't know if you know her or not. The Lord of Magic recommended her to me as being ideal for doing the pottery. It's his niece, Arabella. She's paralyzed from the waist down."

"Hmm. I think I know the girl you mean. I saw her around a bit in Cleomer before I came back here. Did she go to the Academy?"

"Just for her final year. It was the year after we left. I haven't shown her the metalworking side of the business or explained how we do it. Not at this stage, at any rate. It means you will be doing mostly the ironwork while she does the ceramic pipes."

Korlah studied Taroniah for a moment. "And what will you be doing?"

"Many and various things, my friend. I'll be making up the numbers with the metalwork and the ceramics as you both fall behind because the workload keeps going up. Assuming my purchase of the land I am trying to buy goes through, I'll be supervising the construction of my house, plus I'll also be experimenting with a few things I've learned recently. When do you have to go back to Pickantia?"

"I'd like to go back tomorrow, but that's not going to happen, I do understand. As soon as possible, but I'm happy to keep working here for the moment. So where are you building this house?"

Taroniah looked at him for a few moments, then at Kauriga, who shrugged. Korlah had watched the interchange but chose not to ask what they were silently discussing between them.

"The house is going to be built on that hill just out of town to the northeast. Presuming the purchase goes through. I have formally applied to the Crown to purchase the land and am now waiting to hear back from the Lord of the Treasury."

"I wouldn't imagine your purchase of that hill would be a problem," Korlah said.

"Well, I've put in a bid to buy a thousand paces square, centered on the hill, plus a thousand paces wide section between the track to the Academy and the river heading north from beyond the wall." She hesitated a moment. "And I've also asked to purchase the top of the peninsular for a depth of three miles."

"What! Why?" Korlah blurted out in surprise.

"It gives me somewhere I can practice without having to worry about frying people or destroying things. I've discovered a new way of destroying things, by the way. And no, I'm not going to tell you about it until I've finished testing it thoroughly. In my first attempt to use it, I accidentally destroyed Sarshea's tree in the backyard, but that is partially why I want an isolated place to continue my experiments."

"She snapped it off a hand's breadth or so above the ground. I was very annoyed at the time."

"I can imagine," Korlah commented, giving her a smile in sympathy. "So, you are still coming up with new things then?" he asked, turning his attention back to Taroniah.

"Yes. I never stop. I just haven't had a lot of time with you away. I'll give you a few days to settle back in, and then we're going to head to Brether."

"What's in Brether? Besides the people who supply our pig iron."

"I want to talk to a man about building a ship for me." she said, being deliberately enigmatic.

"I thought our new ship was being built in Marsea. I spoke to one of Hundig's people when I stopped over there before catching a ship back to here."

"It is. I have a completely different type of ship in mind, but I don't know how practical it will be until I speak to someone who knows how to build ships. The Dragoth business down the southwest is bothering me."

"They're not worrying about it too much in Pickantia as yet. They don't seem to think the problems down there will spread to the Middle Sea."

"Hmm. It is still early days and it all might fizzle out yet. Winghia is worried about them, though. They sent a special envoy to me in the hope that I could persuade my brother to help them if needed."

Korlah frowned. "Really? I can't imagine your people would be too keen on that idea."

"Well, no, hence they're asking for my support. I don't think my brother's court is all that concerned with the potential threat of the Dragoth at the moment, either. Anyway, I had this idea about building better ships that I want to investigate. I'm just going to be building a more military version first up rather than a cargo ship. As I said, I really need to speak to someone who knows what they're doing. My whole idea might turn out to be a complete waste of time."

Korlah studied her for a moment. "I can't remember the last time you had an idea that turned out to be a complete waste of time. Let me know if you're going into the shipbuilding or even the shipping business because I want to invest." He grinned at her as he said this.

"Don't we all," Rengard said.

Taroniah smiled at this display of confidence in her, but she shook her head.

"Early days yet, my friends, early days. It should only take you a day or two to get back in the swing of things, Korlah, so we'll aim to leave on the next ship that's heading for Brether any time after two days from now if that is okay with you?"

"Long as you're not away for too long, that should be fine," he said magnanimously.

"We'll head over to the Mayor's house tomorrow night for dinner so I can introduce you to Arabella. She's currently staying in one of his guestrooms with her assistant." She paused. "I suppose I should build her a residence once the land sale goes through. Hmm."

"Probably not a bad idea, dear." Kauriga put in.

Korlah headed off to his domicile shortly thereafter and she didn't seem again till the following morning when he arrived at Harkon's all set to work. Once he was back at it, she headed down to the pottery business and spoke to Arabella about dinner that night, which the girl agreed to happily enough, so then she headed to the Mayor's house to check that it was all right with him.

She probably should have asked the Mayor first, but he was fairly easy-going and always seemed happy to have Taroniah come to dinner. He liked having Korlah over to dinner as well, she realized belatedly. Thinking about it, she decided it was probably Korlah's Royal connections that accounted for his willingness to host Korlah regularly. The Mayor professed to be only too happy to have her and Korlah invite themselves to dinner that evening, even though it was late notice.

The dinner was interesting as Arabella started out by calling Korlah, His Highness, which surprised Taroniah even though she shouldn't have been. He was the King's nephew and technically a Prince after all, she reminded herself, mentally giving herself a shake in the process. He'd never been addressed as such at the Academy because one of the rules was that all students used only their names, not their titles. It was a sign of Taroniah's corruption of his arrogant noble attitude that he immediately waved that off and told Arabella in no uncertain terms that she was to address him simply as Korlah.

The dinner went well, and the two seemed to get along well enough. She explained to Arabella that she was going to Brether for however long it took to deal with some shipping matters and that Korlah would be in charge while she was away, although technically, Harkon was the senior shareholder when Taroniah wasn't present.

"I was forgetting about that," Korlah said in response. "He has more shares than me, doesn't he?"

"Yes, and he was the third shareholder after myself and Hundig so he is considerably senior to you in that sense, as well."

Arabella had been studying the two of them during this brief discussion, and now she frowned.

"What do you mean by shareholder?" she asked.

"Our business is jointly owned by the several people who initially provided either money or skills or both. Hundig builds coaches in Wendover, which is in Marland, using the special springs we make here in Alcitran at Harkon's ironworks. He and I set up the business and were the original shareholders. Originally, he had two shares while I had one, and then we added Harkon to the business and gave him one share as well. After that, we added a fifth share, which we left free. It's all written up in a contract, and what it means is that if I were to die, for instance, my share would be handed on to Kauriga or, if he died, Bargan. My heir or heirs would continue to have that much interest in the business and therefore receive the appropriate portion of the money the business earns on an ongoing basis."

She let Arabella digest that for a moment before continuing.

"In the event, we added a second blank share to the total, making six shares. We then doubled the number of shares, giving me and Harkon two each while Hundig had four. It also meant we now had four blank shares, one of which we assigned to Korlah here and the other to the Captain of our cargo ship. We have since doubled them again, with Hundig's foreman getting one, and we still have three spare."

The girl nodded as if she was following what Taroniah was telling her.

"I have a similar setup with the pottery business. Korlah and I both have shares as well as the people that own the pottery business. If there are no problems while I am away and you decide to stay with us after I return from Brether, I would be willing to talk about having you sign a contract and giving you a share in the pottery business. That's if you're interested, of course."

She cocked her head to one side.

"So, both you and Korlah have shares in both the businesses?" At Taroniah's nod, she continued. "And how much is a share in the pottery business bringing in?"

"It varies from month to month, of course, but as you can see yourself, the amount of work is going up slowly, at least on average," Taroniah recalled what she had been paid last month from the pottery business and divided it by a quarter because that is what Arabella’s share would be. "Last month, one share would have earned one gold talek and eight sheks."

Taroniah saw Korlah start, and then he realized that the shareholding would be doubled again, and the girl's share would only be half of what he got paid. Give or take. Arabella's eyes, meanwhile, had opened wide. It was a considerable amount of money to earn for one month, and it was considerably more than the seven marks a week she was earning now.

"Things are going well for your businesses, aren't they?" the Mayor asked.

"Yes. The two of us can barely keep up, which is why I didn't hesitate to put Arabella on when the Lord of Magic suggested her. I wouldn't have been able to take time out to go to Brether without her here to keep the pottery going." She smiled at Arabella. "Might've had to cancel Korlah's wedding too," she said with a grin and Korlah stuck his tongue out at her.

The Mayor shook his head, amused by the byplay. "People ask me why the Princess of Marland lives in Alcitran of all places and I just shake my head and say she likes the peace and quiet. You're actually making a fortune, aren't you, my dear?"

"I don't know about a fortune, Mayor, but certainly enough to buy those blocks of land I requested."

"I should have an answer back on those purchases by the time you return from Brether. They're taking their time."

"They are probably concerned about a foreigner buying up half their province." She held up a hand to the Mayor as he went to contradict that statement. "I know, it's not that much, but it probably looks like it to them over in the capital."

"Paranoid, if you ask me," Korlah said. "I shall write to my uncle and put in a good word for you, Taroniah."

"Hmmm," Taroniah said quite loudly as she considered the pros and cons of such a move. "I think, at this stage, I'd rather keep you up my sleeve, so to speak. Let us see how they respond first before we bring out the heavy cavalry."

Korlah nodded, looking pleased that she regarded him as somewhat important. He was still seventh in line to the throne of West Dumfordia, even after Princess Portia had delivered her second child. In fact, with the death of a couple of older members of the Royal Family, he was the next in line to the throne outside of the immediate Royal Family, hence Arabella's use of the title Prince, although Taroniah wasn't exactly sure he still qualified as a Prince. She had a feeling that the title died with his father.

Korlah slipped back into the work routine without a problem. In fact, he seemed happy not having to do the pottery at all, something Taroniah noted and stored away for future reference. In the event, it was four days before a ship arrived that was willing to drop them at Brether. Taroniah used the time to investigate the metal pipes and how to attach them to the side of the ship. She deliberately kept the experiments simple and out of sight as far as possible as she had decided to keep her pipes idea under wraps until they returned from Brether.

Meanwhile, she discussed with Harkon about casting flat metal plates and how to secure one plate to the next. After some experimentation, they decided that the preferred method was a flat mold with upright round plugs of clay that would leave holes in the metal plate along each edge where metal rivets could be applied to hold the plates to the frames. The main problem would be producing a large number of flat metal plates, which would tax their metal-making capacity. The crucibles were limited to a weight two men could carry.

Taroniah wanted to use something like Hundig's drop forge to flatten the molded plate properly, plus pounding it a few times would increase the strength of the iron in the same way that the blacksmith's pounding of a sword increased its strength. Hundig had a stream flowing past his workplace that he had dammed and then used the water to power a waterwheel, which was then attached to gears that lifted the drop forge as required.

Though Harkon's Ironworks fronted the river, it wasn't the same as having a steady stream flowing down from a pond on a nearby hill. At least, that was their first thought. Then Rengard, of all people, pointed out that they could use one of her pipes to flow water from the river up a framework where it would cascade out of the end of the pipework and drive a waterwheel before running back to the river.

Everybody just looked at him blankly for a moment and then there was a flurry of activity as they set to work to implement his idea. Although she intended to use considerably larger diameter moving water pipes in due course, the mold they already had would produce both the moving water pipes and the plain pipes that they would use for a simple test of Rengard's idea. Unfortunately, before they made much progress, a ship arrived that was heading south and would take them to Brether. Korlah and Harkon promised to keep working on the pipe and water wheel drop forge idea while she was away, and, somewhat reluctantly, Taroniah and her two companions set sail for Brether, leaving Bargan behind as well.

It was felt he was old enough to survive without his mother for a couple of weeks with just his nurse and Sarshea to look after him. Even Bernic had taken a liking to Bargan, whom he called his cousin, as Bargan had started calling Rengard Uncle Renard, not being able to quite get his tongue around the G part of the name yet. The trip to Brether was slow as the wind was against them nearly the whole way, but at least no storms blew up to threaten their vessel during the journey.


Chapter 8

Seapower

It was late in the day when their ship reached Brether, so they left off starting their investigation into shipbuilders until the following day. They discovered there was a light drizzle falling from low, grey skies when Taroniah, Kauriga, and Rengard left the tavern they had stayed in overnight and began wandering along the dock area, studying the ships tied up at the wharves. Brether's port was busier than even Marsea's, largely from all the iron being exported. It also functioned as a trans-shipment point, with cargoes from the east being divided up into those vessels heading southeast to Penhampia and those heading north to Shoveria.

They really had no idea of what they were actually looking for, but they were taking the opportunity to study the ships much more closely than any of them ever really had before, despite how many times they had sailed aboard one vessel or another. Taroniah had a vague idea of what she was looking for based on things she had read at the Academy when she was a student.

Historically, the galleys used various crews that differed from state to state. Some had all slave rowers, others a mixture of trained slaves and citizens, while others had only all citizen crews that trained in a similar manner to the militia. She imagined a well-trained crew of slaves who were professional rowers would account for semi-trained militia ships quite easily, and with most states not supporting large numbers of slaves these days, that was another reason for their decline in use.

The sailing warships were usually manned by trained sailors augmented by masses of militia to do the fighting, which, to Taroniah's way of thinking, made them a lot more cost-effective than either the professional slave-rowed warships or the amateur militia rowed ones. The only real advantage of the galleys and the more recent oared vessels, like those fielded by Wiglan in the past, was in areas or times of very low wind.-

The other defect was a bit more subtle. While they used a mast with a sail to travel from their home port to the site of the battle, once there, they took the mast down and they rowed into battle, which meant they had to be built as lightly as possible to reduce the fatigue of the crew manning the oars. Rocks thrown by catapults could have a devastating effect on such a lightly built ship, and even a near miss that landed amongst the oars would cause confusion and disrupt the stroke, possibly causing casualties among the rowers and severely reducing the effectiveness of the vessel. The Wiglan-style vessels and she assumed the modern Dragoth ones, while of a sturdier build, were still more susceptible to missile damage than high-sided warships.

She hoped to combine the seaworthiness of a normal sailing vessel with the ability to ram and sink their opponents’ vessels while also providing protection to the crew from enemy bow and catapult fire. A tall order for someone with no experience in building ships, which is why they were here in Haymock, the acknowledged shipbuilding capital of northwest Ithria. Looking at the ships riding calmly next to the wharves as they were unloaded or loaded didn't give them much information about how they were constructed. South of the dock area was a small walled conclave where the small navy that Brether maintained was based.

Despite the small size of the Kingdom, Brether maintained two fully equipped warships and a third, older training vessel that could be pressed into service in an emergency. Or so Taroniah imagined as she watched it sail across the bay towards the military wharf. She had also heard that the shipyards here had the parts stored away to quickly convert large merchant vessels to warships to quickly enlarge the Brether navy if needed.

There was a small estuary south of the military conclave, and the main shipbuilding area was on the southern shore of this small waterway. To reach it, they had to travel inland for some distance before they came to a stone bridge that crossed the river that formed the estuary. The bridge itself was quite interesting as it was made of stone without any mortar. She had heard of such construction, but this was the first example she had seen of one of these arched bridges held in place by a keystone at the top.

They spent some time examining the bridge both from the surface and by wandering down the bank towards the water, where they were able to get a good view of the stones used in the construction. The faces of the stones were slightly angled, and then, right at the top, a stone cut in a V shape that held the entire assembly together. She couldn't recall such construction being mentioned in any of the history books at the Academy, but it was possible that she just hadn't been paying attention to masonry, stones not being of as much interest to her as magic. Looking at it, she decided the Stone Molding Spell she had found in the library would make such a bridge even stronger.

They clambered back up to the road that ran to the shipyard area and found themselves unsure about who to approach next, as there was clearly more than one shipbuilding concern based in the area. What appeared to be a large, ocean-going vessel, was being constructed at the first yard they came to, while the second was building a small vessel that looked like a fishing boat. At the third complex, there were men cutting timber, but there was no sign that a ship was being constructed as yet. The fourth and largest complex appeared to have two slipways, with a fishing vessel nearly finished in one and something large that had only just been started in the other. She looked at the others as they stopped outside the entrance to the shipyard.

"I think this is where we will start, as they appear to be nearly finished with that fishing boat. It will depend on whether they have anything lined up to immediately follow it or not. Do you agree?" she asked her companions.

The other two nodded, and they headed in through the obvious opening. There was no gate, or even a proper fence for that matter, to delineate the shipyard, but it was clear where one area ended and the next started. The long grass and small bushes that grew around the edge of the cleared area made it obvious where the shipyard's block ended. They walked in through the main entrance, which was obvious from the wheel ruts, and turned right towards the collection of rather dilapidated-looking sheds and huts in one section of the yard, walking beside stacks of already cut timber set to dry.

There were workers swarming over the area where both boats were being built, and although many of the workmen slowed to watch the three of them walk through the yard, no one on the boats stopped work completely to come over to them. Instead, a tall, solid-looking man exited from one of the sheds, crossed his arms over his chest, and stood and waited for them to reach him.

"We are looking for someone to talk to about having a boat built for us," Taroniah said as they reached the man.

"Aye. You be in the right place then. I am Wulfrim, of Hart and Wulfrim Shipbuilders. What sort of boat are you looking to build?"

"I've come up with a few ideas that are rather different to anything I've seen on the water over the years, so you could say it will be an experimental boat. We are looking for a capable boat-building firm to undertake the task for us."

"An experimental boat, eh? And how big are you talking?"

"For this first experiment, something a bit bigger than that fishing boat you've almost got finished there, but perhaps not as big as that oceangoing ship that is being completed in the first yard back there." She jerked her head in the direction of the first shipyard they had walked past. "You have plans for something in that size range?" she asked.

The man studied her for a moment without commenting. Possibly, he was trying to decide whether they were serious or not.

"No plans as such. We generally don't work off plans as we build them by eye. We just ask the customer how big they want their boat, usually in terms of paces long and wide, and then we use the same system scaled up or down to build the hull to the size they've indicated."

"So, how big is that fishing boat there?"

"It's ten paces long and three paces wide."

"And how big would that oceangoing vessel be?"

"That one up there in Fennians be thirty-five paces long." He finally unwrapped his arms and pointed at where construction of the new ship had only just started. "Our one here be thirty-eight paces long and ten paces wide."

Taroniah nodded and turned to study the fishing boat and the worksite where the larger ship was being built. What they wanted to build at this stage was just an experiment, so it didn't have to be perfect. In fact, it might be better to start with something smaller, like one of the fishing vessels, but lengthened to the same length-to-breadth ratio as a galley.

The galleys in the old days had been considerably narrower in relation to their length, but then they weren't designed to carry cargo, just enough supplies to get the warship from one place to another and fight a battle there. In fact, they didn't want to be able to carry a lot of supplies because the supplies would weigh the boat down when it came to fighting a battle under oars. Hmm. That wouldn't be a problem with her ship. In fact, the hull construction would need to be at least as strong as a contemporary warship to be able to carry the metal plating.

She ran some numbers in her head.

"I think the type of vessel we want to build is a ship that is around twenty paces long and four to five paces wide. We are looking for speed and handiness rather than cargo carrying capacity."

The shipwright considered that for a moment. "Aye. That could be done. It would certainly be fast compared to your regular cargo ship." He studied them for a moment. "You lot are planning to go pirating, are you?"

Taroniah laughed, and the other two smirked.

"Actually, we are looking at fighting the Dragoth. Or at least the followers of the God they claim is on their side." Kauriga replied.

"They be a long way away for you lot to be worried about them. I heard they use long, low boats rowed by the warriors aboard. They rely on numbers as much as anything to win battles, or so I've been told."

"That's pretty much what we have heard as well," Kauriga answered. "But it doesn't hurt to be prepared, which is why we're getting ourselves ready now and trying a few things out, such as this experimental boat."

It wasn't exactly true, but it was a good enough excuse for the situation, Taroniah decided. No one had been particularly bothered when they'd raided Chiltash extensively when they first burst onto the international scene, but now they had swamped Wiglan and threatened Tine. And they had won every battle at sea with their fleet that had hundreds of ships, or so the stories claimed. The hard part was deciding how exaggerated the story actually was. Several dozen could quickly become several hundred with retelling, far from where the story's original source was located. Some of the stories about her were absurd.

"Well, we can certainly build you a boat to those specifications. There is nothing particularly revolutionary about it. I've heard tell they use a similar style of boat in the far north to chase the sea beasts. You'll be wanting two masts and a bowsprit. I'd recommend a triangular rig to give you the best speed and ability to sail close to the wind."

Taroniah nodded. "With a normal ship of that size, I'd agree with you, shipwright Wulfrim. However, as I said, we're looking to build an experimental boat. Could a boat that size be made out of iron plates secured to the frame?"

"Iron!" the man expostulated. "I ain't never heard of a boat made completely out of iron before. The seawater will rust it. We have enough problems with the brass fittings, let alone usin' iron. What iron we use must be coated in a special paint several coats thick to last for any length of time. Even then, it corrodes pretty quickly."

"So I understand. However, we can supply specially treated iron that is resistant to rust. I thought that a boat would be built the same way as you would with a wooden vessel, just replacing the ribs and the outer hull planking with iron. The hull plates would necessarily be much shorter than the wooden planks that are normally used, and they will need to be riveted to the frames, but as long as the plates reach from rib to rib, there shouldn't be a problem."

They had decided not to mention that the metal would also be treated with other magic spells to make it almost impenetrable by normal weaponry. Then she thought of something else, and as the man still appeared to be digesting what she had just said to him, she continued.

"We want the front of the boat changed slightly from normal so that it curves forward into a solid ram bow. Like they used to have in the old days."

"A ram bow? We don't build ships like that anymore."

"I know, but this ship will be different. I'm not a shipbuilder, of course, but I thought that the keel, being of solid metal, could just extend forward rather than curve up to form the cutwater like it would with a wooden ship, and then when it was far enough forward to make a useful ram, it could be doubled over and run backward for a section before curving up to form the normal bow shape."

She smoothed away a piece of dirt with her foot and then drew a line with her toe. She then curved it back on itself before going up like the cutwater of a normal ship would do.

"Something like that, I was thinking. The keel would have to consist of sections of metal welded and bolted together to give it the rigidity needed, and it's possible this section would actually be better if it was formed from two pieces of metal, one on top of the other and then bolted and welded together. I'm not the expert; it was just an idea I had."

By now, they had attracted a crowd composed of several of the workers. There was a bit of chitchat about the practicalities of building a ship out of iron and the idea of having a ram bow on the front. As far as Taroniah could tell, listening to their conversation while the shipwright studied her drawing in the dirt, the consensus was that they thought the ship would be too heavy and sink.

The man shook his head. "I think it's a daft idea. I'll not tie up one of my slips with such a stupid project. It would take too much time and cost too much money. Plus, me men aren’t used to working with iron."

"But Wulfrim. This could be the start of something new and better. Put us right at the forefront of shipbuilding." a young man said to him, looking enthusiastic.

"Don't be stupid, Alexin. Even if we could build the thing and it didn't sink as soon as we launched it, it would be too heavy to sail anywhere. With any sort of wind or tide against it, the damn thing would take forever to get out of the bay, no matter how many sails you shoved on the thing. No. This be a boondoggle if ever I saw one." He turned back to Taroniah and company. "I not be interested in building such an expensive and stupid vessel. You'll have to find somebody else."

Kauriga went to argue with the man, but Taroniah put a hand out on his forearm to stop him.

"Leave it, dear. We'll go back into the city and consider our options." She turned away and started to walk, then paused and turned back and said loudly. "Some people can't see fortune when she smiles upon them."

She said no more, turned on her heel, and led them back towards the city. Once they were out of view of the shipyard, she stopped and pulled them in for a whispered conference.

"That young fellow looked interested in the idea. I'm going to stay here and watch and see where he goes when they finish work for the day. Perhaps we can persuade him to build a shipyard in Alcitran. It would be better and more cost effective to have the ship built here, near where the iron is produced, but it would be much easier and much more secure if the siophyard was set up next to Harkon's ironworks. That way, we could measure the beams and plates that needed to be made as the ship was constructed. I had been worried about having to shift Harkon here, but we'll see what the young man has to say for himself when I approach him."

Rengard just shook his head, no longer surprised by the mad schemes Taroniah occasionally came up with, while Kauriga stared off into space, pulling on his chin with his thumb and forefinger as he thought about it. Finally, he nodded more to himself than to the two people watching him.

"It would be a lot easier if we were building the ship right next to Harkon's ironworks, wouldn't it? I had been worried about that aspect of the operation the whole time. The shipwright would have to send through measurements to Harkon and then wait for him to send the treated iron plates back. I was watching how they were building that ship. There's no diagram or plan, as far as I can see. That is the advantage of wood, of course. With wood, the shipwright can just saw or plane the timber to fit where he needs it to without having to plan too far ahead. He's right about using iron slowing down the construction no end and tying up one of his slipways for a long period of time."

He grinned at Taroniah. "I foresee yet another business operation about to take off. Once you have one iron ship working, everyone will want one."

"Possibly," she replied, smiling at him. "We shall have to come up with a civilian version that we can sell to our customers. Providing we can think up some reason why they would want an iron ship rather than a wooden one."

"Oh, that be easy," Rengard put in. "The biggest expense with wooden sailing ships is the maintenance, especially the hull timbers, which get attacked by borers and so forth. Pointing out how much money the tight-fisted owners would save by having an iron hull will be an important selling point."

Kauriga nodded. "That's true, dear. Besides, even if you keep your waterjet idea solely for the military ships, an iron ship should be much more scalable than a wooden ship. Besides being more durable."

"Yes, well, we shall have to see what happens. First, we must build one. Now, you two head off, and I'll wait here in the shadows and see where our potential shipwright goes."

It was a fair wait before the shipyard shut down for the day. It was surprising how few people noticed her lurking in the shadows of the corner of a building, and those who did notice paid no real mind to her. They probably assumed she was a doxy waiting for a mark. She stood very still and tried to think invisible thoughts without calling up the Invisibility Spell when the shipyard workers came trundling past. The young man she was interested in didn't spot her, and she swung out and began following him when he was maybe fifty paces ahead of her.


Chapter 9

Alexin
 

Her quarry led her to a small house that was on the shipyard side of the town center, and while not in the slum area, you wouldn't call it a well-to-do area either. He didn't knock on the door; instead, he walked straight in and shut it behind him, meaning that he either owned the house himself or it was his family's house. She waited for a few toks, but no one else came to the house. She decided that boldness was the best course of action, so she walked up to the house and wrapped loudly on the wooden door with the knuckle of her right hand. An older woman with grey hair opened the door and peered at her without recognition, which she couldn’t expect here.

"Yes?" The woman asked in a not-very-friendly tone.

"Would Alexin be about, please?" Taroniah asked with a smile.

The woman looked up and down. "And what would the likes of you be want'n with me son?"

"I have a business proposition for him."

"Do ya now? And what sort of business would that be?"

Taroniah was getting a bit sick of the woman's attitude but decided to try one more time.

"I want to talk to him about shipbuilding," she explained.

The woman stared at her for a moment, clearly not expecting Taroniah to be asking about shipbuilding. Whatever it was the woman thought that Taroniah was after that hadn't been it. At that point, the penny dropped, and Taroniah finally realized what the woman had been thinking her business was with Alexin. Somehow, she resisted the urge to say something a bit sharp! Then she kicked herself mentally for being so slow on the uptake. Meanwhile, the woman had frowned at her and then turned aside.

"Alexin!" she bellowed.

"Yeah?" Came a reply from somewhere well back in the house.

"There be a woman here as wants to talk to you about shipbuilding." the woman, presumably his mother, bellowed.

"What? Hang on, I'll be there in a tock."

The woman gave Taroniah a nod. "I need to check me dinner."

With that, she turned away and left Taroniah standing in the open doorway. It was a rather abrupt way of dealing with people, and Taroniah wasn't sure she'd ever leave her front door open like this for some stranger just to walk in. It was probably more like three tocks before Alexin appeared from the rear of the house. As he was coming from the dark rear of the house and looking into the light, he couldn't clearly make out Taroniah until he got quite close.

"You." he finally said in surprise, recognizing her after peering at her as he approached.

"Yes. Me. I'm still intending to build my iron-hulled boat, but I've given up on any of these fellows here in Brether. Too stuck in their ways if you ask me," She smiled at her own joke, ways – slipways "But I need someone who knows the basics about shipbuilding, even if we are going to do it with new materials. Would you be willing to move to Alcitran and set up a shipbuilding business for me from scratch?"

"What?"

"I need someone to build my iron ship. You seemed interested in the idea earlier, so I am offering you the chance to get in at the start of my shipbuilding business. Are you interested?"

"That'll cost a fortune, starting from scratch. You'll need to buy the ground, buy tools, hire men, and then work out how to make a ship out of iron."

"Money is not a problem. I already have two successful businesses in Alcitran. I thought I'd come here first because Brether is well-known and respected for its shipbuilding, and we currently buy all our pig iron from here. If necessary, I will try Marland, where I have some considerable influence, although possibly West Dumfordia might be better as they do a good deal of shipbuilding at their capital, too, don't they?"

The young man nodded but appeared distracted, staring off into space. He was obviously thinking about her idea. She let him think things through without interruption, brow furrowed. Eventually, he looked at her.

"This is a whole new idea, and there is no guarantee an iron ship will actually prove to be better than a wooden one. It certainly will cost more, presuming we can overcome the problems I foresee. To come and set up your shipyard, I would have to give up my current employment, which would be disruptive. If your ships don't work out, then there's no guarantee I could return here. I would almost certainly not be able to get a job of the same status, at least not initially."

Taroniah scratched her head, considering his points, which were all very valid if a little conservative.

"All right. Those are valid points I will grant you, but then I have no guarantee that you could run the shipyard yourself, so I'm putting a lot of my money at risk with someone untried, shall we say. Yes?" Alexin grimaced but then gave her a short, sharp nod. "So, here's the deal. We set up a business with shares. It's probably a new concept to you, but my two existing businesses run quite successfully using that method. Each person starting the business will be allocated shares based on their input. Based on previous experience, I would suggest something like the following: one share for each of us for being the founders. One share for each one hundred gold taleks I need to front up rounded up. Investment by others will be on the same basis for up to the first year of operation. That will be the starting position."

She paused for a moment. "An unowned share, or perhaps even a couple of shares, will also be held at the start. This is to allow us to award shares to people for various reasons later on as the business grows. A bonus to our hardworking and successful manager, for instance.” She nodded in his direction. “An interest in the business to the blacksmith who actually mills the iron for the hull plates and ribs to keep him tied to the business, and so on. The number of shares can be doubled, and then singles of the unowned ones can be handed out to the newcomers without diluting our share if you follow. The business will be run by a manager appointed by a majority of the shareholders, with the vote weighted by the number of shares they own."

She smiled at him. "And yes, that means I will have the controlling vote, at least initially, and what I say will count in the early days. In the long run, I don’t want to be personally involved in running the business, presuming it works. I have too many other things I need to do."

"Like what?"

"Researching magic for a start. Keeping an eye on my other two businesses. Keeping an eye on my brother and infant son. Fight the occasional war, or try to sort things out without fighting, which is often harder but much more satisfying."

He studied her for a moment. "How many wars have you fought?"

"Hmm. Officially, only one. But I talked the King of Bovil out of invading Marland and then persuaded the King of Padmouthia to cancel his invasion and go home despite him outnumbering the Marland army two to one or more."

"Right. Sure. I suppose you'll be claiming to be that sorceress; what’s her name, Taroniah, next."

She immediately cast the Invisibility Spell even as she heard him exclaim in surprise. She was getting much better at casting that complicated spell and could do it almost as quickly as she could cast any of the other spells these days. She carefully moved slightly to the right and dropped the spell. His eyes went wide as his head jerked around to where she now stood.

"I don't need to claim to be who I am," she said calmly. "So, here's the deal I'm willing to offer you. All we've discussed already regarding the allocation of shares, plus I will guarantee you the same income you're earning now for the next two years regardless of whether things work out or not or whether we build a shipyard or not. On top of that, I will buy a decent house in Alcitran for you and your mother to live in, plus any other family members you have, so that you can all remain living together. That will be yours to do with as you wish. I'll have the deeds made over to you and signed by the town clerk."

He eyed her steadily for a moment. "Mum!"

"I am already here." the woman's voice said.

Her voice was coming from just behind the door, where she had obviously been eavesdropping on their conversation. She came around the corner and studied Taroniah.

"What do you call a decent house?"

"That depends on how many of you there are. Where is the lad's father?"

"His ship went down five year ago somewhere between Pickering and Marton. There be just Alexin, Deandra, and me now."

"Well, there aren't that many houses for sale in Alcitran at the moment because the economy is booming, so in the short term, you'll have to put up with either living in a tavern or something very ordinary. I envisage buying a house that is twice as big as this one, or even building you a new one if you are happy to live in a less salubrious setting until it is built. It will have to be outside the walls, but then I am in the process of trying to buy some land just outside the town walls to build my own home on at the moment."

The older woman studied her for a moment. "You be serious, ain't you?"

"Yes. I intend to build the ships I want one way or another. If your son thinks he can do the job, then he'll be the one who gains the profit from it. If you decide not to accept my offer, that's fine, too. As I told him a moment ago, I'll just walk away and find somebody else."

"Well, I ain't say'n no, but I ain't say'n yes just now either. We'll talk about it amongst ourselves tonight. No doubt we'll have a whole raft of questions for ya in the morning."

"Very well. Why don't you all come to the Flying Fish first thing in the morning, and we can have breakfast there and talk? Even if you decide against the idea, at least you'll get a free breakfast out of it."

"Ha. Right, you are, missy. We'll do just that. Until the morning, then."

The woman gave her a nod and started closing the door, forcing Alexin to fall back inside the house. Taroniah nodded back and then returned to the tavern they were staying at, where she explained her progress to the lads over dinner. The following morning, the three of them were already in the tavern's parlor when Alexin, his mother, and his sister entered the tavern. Deandra looked about fifteen or sixteen and was a relatively slight girl, although Taroniah rather suspected that she had only just started filling out. There were a couple of tough-looking mercenary types in one corner and a well-dressed man with a younger person who seemed to be acting as his aide or assistant in another corner.

Upon their arrival, Taroniah threw a Detect Magical Strength Spell on the room as a precaution, and both the well-dressed man in the corner and Deandra lit up with stronger glows than normal people. The man was quite bright, while the girl was clearly an untrained magician, as far as Taroniah could tell. Her glow lacked the sharpness of a trained magician. Everybody else in the tavern just glowed normally. The well-dressed man shot to his feet obviously being able to see the effect of her spell, and he began conceptualizing a spell as he looked around, and then his eyes settled on Taroniah, who had cocked her head slightly as she turned her gaze in his direction with a raised eyebrow while canceling the spell.

"What was that?" the man demanded of her, rightly assuming she was the one responsible.

"That was a Detect Magical Strength Spell, sir. I like to know who is eating breakfast with me."

The man clearly couldn't decide whether to take umbrage with her or not. After a moment of glaring at her, he shook his head and sat back down. Alexin and his family had halted just inside the door while the interchange had gone on, but with the man now sitting back down, they felt it was safe to approach Taroniah's table, where Kauriga politely invited them to sit.

"Did you know your daughter is a potential magician?" Taroniah asked.

"No. Her father wasn't real big on having the kids tested, and by the time he passed, it was too late."

"It's never too late if she wants to learn." Taroniah turned to the young girl. "Would you like to become a magician?"

The girl nodded hesitantly, and her mother went very wide-eyed.

"Even with your shipbuilding idea, there be no way we could afford to pay a magician to apprentice her to or, even worse, the entry fees into the Academy."

"We'll see. More to the point, what do you think of my offer?"

"It be an awful upset moving house. We need some sort of surety about my son's employment before we'd be prepared to place all our eggs in your basket."

Taroniah leaned back in her chair and stroked her chin with her thumb and forefinger.

"How much are you earning now?" she asked Alexin.

"Two marks a week. It's supposed to go up to three marks next year, and then after that, it depends on how well I do and how much work they have."

"Let me see, four marks a week for another four months is sixty-four marks. Then a year at six marks a week is twenty-four a month, so two hundred and forty over the next year. That makes three hundred and four marks in total, which is three gold taleks and four marks left over. What about this? I will guarantee to pay you eight taleks over the next two years. I will give you three taleks in advance if you agree to move to Alcitran and help set up my shipbuilding enterprise. And then I will pay you the same as what you would have been paid staying in Brether for the rest of this year and through next year, regardless of whether we get the shipyard built and working or not. You have to make an effort, though."

The three members of Alexin's family stared at her blankly, trying to comprehend the sheer amount of money she was talking about. Taroniah opened her carry bag and pulled out her leather coin purse, which she upended on the table, spilling out coins. She began sorting through the coins to find the three taleks she'd promised, which she pushed towards Alexin. Taroniah made sure to spread the other coins out a little before pushing them back into the purse, highlighting the fact that there were several more taleks and other gold coins along with a large collection of silver coins in the purse. Alexin glanced at his mother, who shrugged and then nodded.

"Then I formally accept employment with you. You really are Taroniah, the sorceress, aren't you?"

Taroniah gave him a small courtly bow. "At your service."

Alexin's mother snorted. "That's as may be, but it will take us a week or two to be ready to move."

Taroniah turned to his mother and inclined her head slightly to indicate agreement with the woman's words.

"Certainly. The money I have advanced to you," and she indicated the three taleks on the table in front of Alexin. "Should be enough to cover the cost of moving to Alcitran. I would like you to undertake that task as quickly as possible, but I understand the problems inherent in moving so far. Once you get to Alcitran, you should have no trouble finding me. The whole town knows who I am." She paused. "Would you care to join us for breakfast?"

"We've already eaten, my Lady. We didn’t want to be beholden to you." Alexin said.

"No matter. Perhaps you would like to join us for dinner this evening, then? I am not sure how long we will remain here now that I've hired your services. There is supposed to be a ship arriving tonight or tomorrow morning that will be heading north, including calling at Alcitran, so I imagine we'll be aboard it when it leaves."

Alexin nodded and thanked her for the invite, and the small party left the tavern. One of the mercenary types came wandering over. Taroniah raised her eyebrows at him as he stopped facing her table.

"I couldn't help but notice you flashing all those coins around. It not be safe for just three of you to be carting that many coins around this town. My mate," and here he jerked his head to indicate the other mercenary in the corner, "and I would be happy to act as bodyguards for you for a small fee. We are both extremely experienced mercenaries, and any would-be robbers will find it difficult to try to cut their way through us."

Taroniah pretended to give this offer some serious consideration. She could afford to hire a couple of tough guys to act as extra guards these days, but she wasn't convinced these two were the ideal choices if she decided to hire more men to protect her and her people. She glanced across the room and saw the well-dressed man studying her. Seeing her gaze flick in his direction, he nodded at her and smiled briefly.

"I appreciate the offer, gentlemen, but as we'll be leaving town by ship tomorrow or the next day, I think we will survive until then. Thanks all the same."

The man grumbled something that sounded like a grudging acceptance of her decision and returned to his partner. They took their time over breakfast, and then Rengard wandered down to the docks to check to see if there was any word on the ship that was supposed to be arriving. Kauriga and Taroniah went back to their room and began sorting out their bags so they would be ready to depart. Some Captains were touchy about being delayed if there was no worthwhile cargo to be loaded, which Taroniah could understand. Being able to come and then go on the same tide could add up to considerable savings in travel time between destinations over a long voyage.

Dinner that evening was a bit strained as Taroniah didn't want to elaborate on her shipbuilding ideas too much in a public venue, so what she could discuss with Alexin was a bit circumscribed. His mother was still too wary about the whole deal to be loquacious. Deandra seemed to be the one who enjoyed the dinner the most as she spent the meal plying Taroniah with all manner of questions about magic.

The ship they intended to take to Alcitran had arrived by the time they wandered down to the docks the following morning. It was significantly larger than their business's existing ship for transporting the metal and spring leaves around, boasting three masts like the new ship they were building in Marland would. The ship only had one empty cabin available, which was a problem, and they were considering waiting for another ship, but Rengard insisted he'd be fine, spending time on deck at night and sleeping by day when the others were able to vacate the cabin.

The cabin was not cheap, but it was quite large, and boasted not only windows looking out from the rear of the ship but a door that opened onto a sternwalk. The sternwalks were a relatively new feature finding their way into the larger sailing ships that regularly carried passengers. The cost of the passage included two meals a day for the passengers, and the meal was served in the mess area forward of the cabins on the main deck. Taroniah was interested to note that the ship was large enough that the upper deck, which ran about a third of the length of the ship starting from the rear, was where the ship's officers were housed.

She had never been on a ship that had a fully enclosed upper deck at the rear like that, and it was similar in design to the vessel she and Kauriga had roughed up for their experimental ship. The closest she'd experienced previously was on a warship with a fighting platform above the upper deck that served as a roof but didn't enclose the sides. There was even a short length of enclosed upper deck at the front of the vessel, which the crew called the foredeck. This was not something she'd seen before either, and it really brought home just how big the ship they were traveling on was.

The weather was in their favor as the ship sped north with a trailing southerly breeze behind it. Their course passed inside Klinder Island and curved up and around the west coast of Shoveria before beginning a slow trip down the Bay of Lisshold. Here, the southerly wind proved to be a disadvantage, and they spent the best part of two days tacking backward and forwards across the bay before they finally docked at Aleport. One of the other passengers disembarked here, and when no one was on the dock waiting to take passage with the ship, Taroniah quickly grabbed the spare cabin for Rengard to use.

With the wind trending a bit more east but still blowing largely from the south, the trip up the Bay of Lisshold was much quicker than the trip down the bay, and early the next morning, they put in at Aveham. As they had at Aleport, they kept themselves quietly aboard the ship here. She wasn't sure what the Shoverian authorities would do if they knew she was aboard the vessel and she had no wish to find out. They were underway again while it was still light and made some distance before darkness fell. The wind dropped away a little as they approached Dell Harbor as the vessel's Captain had expected it would. He was something of a weather expert, according to a couple of the crew Rengard got chatting with.

As he had no wish to hover off the coast at night, he turned the ship east, though he took most of the sails in so that the vessel did little more than hold its own place on the ocean. The following day, the ship sailed into Dell Harbor, where they spent the rest of the day loading timber and charcoal. A significant amount of the charcoal was for Alcitran, where the biggest user was Harkon's foundry. In the event, largely due to the state of the tides, the Captain elected to stay docked until the following morning. Given the size of the ship, Taroniah could understand his reluctance to try getting out to sea in the dark while the tide was fast running out before it turned a bit after midnight.

The winds swung around to the southeast, and a large storm loomed in the distance, but by the time it reached the ship, they had turned southeast, and the point that ran northeast from Alcitran, which the Academy sat in the middle of, largely protected the ship from the worst of the storm. Lightning, thunder, and driving rain still encompassed the ship as it slowly made its way southwest to the river that Alcitran fronted, but the worst of the storm front had passed by the time the ship docked. It was still raining when they disembarked, and Kauriga quickly organized a carriage to take the three of them back to the house.


Chapter 10

West Dumfordians

The next few days passed quickly, especially as they discovered on their return to Alcitran that Kern Blanbury, the West Dumfordian Lord of the Treasury, had arrived in person to study Taroniah's request to purchase the land. A surveyor from the Royal Army accompanied him to lay out for the Kern where, exactly, the proposed borders of the properties Taroniah wished to own were.

At the time they returned, the Kern was in the north, measuring the parcel of land at the top of the peninsula that she wished to acquire. The Mayor could offer her no reassurance about whether the purchases would go through or not, as the Kern had been very circumspect in what information he gave out. Taroniah quickly checked in with Korlah and Arabella to check that the businesses were running fine, which they were. The next task on her list was to begin looking for a house for Alexin and his family. Houses were currently in short supply in Alcitran and the only house they could find that was large enough to accommodate Alexin and his family was old and rundown. It was also on the western side of the town, which was as far away as you could get from where the shipyard was going to be built.

It wasn't ideal, but it was better than them living in the tavern, particularly as she had the town's carpenter set to work putting the place in order. She was just beginning to get things under control when the Crown Prince of West Dumfordia's sister, Princess Portia, her husband Shaku Wilmon, and their two children, aged eleven and nine, arrived the next day with a twenty-man Royal Guard detail. They were put up at the Governor's house with the Guardsmen doubling up with the small garrison whose barracks were at the back of the Governor's residence.

Princess Portia had been sent by her brother, Crown Prince Garlan, to study the situation in the small, far-flung province of West Dumfordia and to gauge Taroniah's influence in the area. Prince Garlan was taking over more and more of the day-to-day running of the Kingdom as his father grew old and feeble. Taroniah couldn't decide whether that was a good thing or not going on her past interactions with the Crown Prince. Taroniah and Kauriga observed the arrival of the Princess without bringing themselves to her attention while overseeing the departure of another shipment of springs and pipes headed to Marsea aboard their vessel, which was secured on the other side of the wharf from the vessel carrying the Princess. It all made for probably the busiest day the dock area had ever seen.

Their ship had brought more iron and the latest pay chest from Hundig, which was considerably bigger than the previous one. This was explained by a new employee, Drengar Nethan, whom Hundig had taken on board as head of security. The man had served as a mercenary before settling in Marland and had then served with the militia facing the King of Padmouthia. He had impressed Hundig enough for Hundig to hire him along with two other men to act as guards, which Taroniah could understand, given the size of their business these days..

Drengar explained that Hundig had sold the rights to distribute their chariots in the Camran Empire for a considerable sum of money, and this shipment was their share. Everybody was impressed by the sheer size of the payment, especially given that it was on top of their normal profit distribution, which was still coming for this month. Of course, selling the rights to distribute the wagons in the Camran Empire also meant that the production would have to increase again soon. Taroniah was going to have to find another magician, of that she was certain. More molds were being prepared and would probably arrive on the next visit of their ship.

They had barely lugged the chest containing their share of the money to Sarshea's house when one of the soldiers from the garrison came trotting up with the news that she, Kauriga, and Korlah were invited to dinner at the Governor's residence that evening to meet Princess Portia and her husband. Great, Taroniah sighed to herself as she acknowledged the request, and the soldier went trotting back towards the Governor's house. She told Korlah about the invitation when she got back to Harkon's. Korlah looked more resigned than excited by the thought of seeing his cousin that evening.

Korlah came to Sarshea's house first so the three of them could arrive at the Governor's dinner party together. Taroniah noted with interest that they hadn't invited Arabella. Perhaps the Princess was unaware of Arabella's existence, or perhaps they simply didn't regard her as important to the discussions, which was probably the most likely scenario. Upon arrival, they were met by some of the small party of the Royal Guardsmen who had accompanied the Princess to Alcitran, who all looked very smart in their polished armor and helmets. An experienced-looking Sergeant led them through the door and then announced them.

"Crown Princess Taroniah of Marland and her partner Captain Kauriga Dashar. Prince Korlah of West Dumfordia."

The Governor welcomed them and introduced them to Princess Portia and her husband, Retgar, Shaku Wilmon. Princess Portia was a brunette whose hair was darker than her brother's, with an attractive face, although she was a little overweight, presumably because of the two children she had borne. Retgar was only of medium height with dark brown hair that was already going grey. On the walk over, she had learned from Korlah that he was the second son of Kern Gaford of Durnian. Taroniah had also learned that Portia had been married to him with the aim of improving the West Dumfordian relationship with Durnian and that his title was an honorary one used by the Crown for male Royal partners over the last few hundred years.

It quickly became apparent that Princess Portia's main interest was in Taroniah and, more specifically, her relationship with her brother, Patros, and the Regent of Marland. Was there an estrangement between them that explained why she was living so far away in Alcitran? Taroniah assured her that, in part, it was because she was used to living in Alcitran, her father having effectively banished her there, first for her schooling at the Academy and then later as punishment for marrying Kauriga. Afterward, she decided to stay because of the problems between her and the Queen of Marland.

With everything settled in Marland and her brother securely on the throne, she felt it was better for all concerned if she continued her semi-exile in Alcitran rather than looming over her brother's shoulder. Besides, she had ongoing business operations here in Alcitran, which required her presence most of the time. This admission seemed to amuse the Princess, and it quickly became clear that she regarded the idea of nobles conducting ordinary businesses to be somewhat below their dignity. She appeared to regard the very thought of a Prince and a Princess actually working for a living as appalling. At this point, Korlah laughed.

"That's all very well for you to say, cousin, considering you live in the Palace with all your wants and needs supplied by your brother. As you well know, my antecedents ran through my inheritance, so I have had no choice but to work for a living, as you put it."

"In a smithy, supervising men making things out of iron, of all things, that is no fit place for a Prince of the realm," she said haughtily.

Korlah looked at her for a moment or two, then grinned.

"When I first came to the Academy, I had pretty much the same attitude. I refused to have anything to do with the peasants and generally ignored anybody who wasn't a noble of some description. One of my fellow students, who had been publicly outed as a bastard, of all things, regularly stood up to me and pointed out my failings as a human being. It wasn't until some years after I left the Academy that the lessons she taught me finally sunk home."

He waved a hand as if encompassing the whole town.

"All those people out there in the town, we're no better than them. We were lucky in our birth to be born amongst the rich and powerful, and as a result, we also tend to be better educated, but as people, we're no better. We lie, cheat, take advantage of other people's distress, laugh at other people's misfortune, just like everyone else. The only real difference is that our actions can dramatically affect other people's lives, whereas the decisions most people in this town make only affect themselves or their immediate families."

His cousin looked at him like he was something that had crawled out of the gutter.

"My, my. You have gone all egalitarian. What is Garlan going to say?"

"I don't really care, cousin. I'm no longer dependent on him for my income or livelihood, and given how he treated me, I have no real respect for him anyway."

"You didn't really believe he would make you the Court Sorcerer, did you? You were far too young and inexperienced."

"You knew about that?"

"Garlan told me after you flounced off. Very childish of you."

"Perhaps, cousin. But it led me to go and find out whether my enemy from school was a better friend than my cousin, the Prince."

"So, now you stand around blacksmith shops and pottery establishments all day instead of supporting your cousin?"

"You see, there is the problem, Portia. You still expect me to support him even after he backstabbed me. Why would I? Why should I?" he asked, not so much plaintively as forcefully. "I've been learning a lot about power, respect, loyalty, and leadership in recent years, cousin dear. Among the many things I've learned is that power can force people's respect even while they don't respect the person with the power. Most realms' nobility, especially their Kings and Queens, are shown respect because of the power they wield. Most of them do little to earn that respect, yet get upset when they aren't shown what they regard as proper respect."

He paused for a moment and nodded at Taroniah.

"There is a distinct difference between the respect that is required and the respect that is earned. It is something my cousin should consider at length, not that I expect him to do so. Most rulers go through their reigns accepting the respect they are shown because of who they are and the position they hold without ever understanding that, in the end, if they don't earn their people's respect, their rule can prove to be very ephemeral."

Portia appeared to be unable to make up her mind whether he was being critical or observant. She studied him like she'd never seen him before.

"My, you have got philosophical in your not-so-old age. Is that a threat directed at your cousin?"

"Not in the least," Korlah replied. "I am merely explaining why I am perhaps not as supportive of your brother as you might wish."

Portia glared at him for a moment and then turned to Taroniah.

"I suppose I have you to thank for turning my cousin against my brother."

Taroniah thought about some noncommittal answer. She really did enjoy living here most of the time, and it would be a shame to have to move, but, at the same time, there were limits to what she would put up with these days.

"Well, I don't really think it was anything to do with me. I have met Garlan, and I can understand why Korlah feels the way he does, but he's a big boy and makes his own decisions. Besides, he's going to be a married man soon, and it is well known that getting married often settles a man down from the wildness of youth."

"The King hasn't given his approval for the wedding yet." Princess Portia pointed out.

"If he still hasn't approved it by the time I get back from Pickantia, I will come to Cleomer and petition him personally."

"You're serious about the girl, aren't you?" his cousin asked.

"Yes. More than anything in the world. I don't see why it's a problem. It's not like I have vast estates to inherit back home, my father and my grandfather made sure that." There was a certain sourness in his tone of voice at this point, but then he shook his head and smiled at his cousin. "I do realize that any children we have will be in line for the throne, but given the fact that both you and Garlan's children will no doubt have children of their own in due course, my position in the line of succession will rapidly sink, and my children's will be distant."

The Princess screwed up her mouth as if she was struggling not to agree with Korlah's observation.

"If it would be of any help, I'm quite happy to travel to Cleomer as a character reference for Korlah and to exert whatever influence I may carry with your father in Korlah's favor," Taroniah said.

Korlah looked quite taken aback by this offer from Taroniah, although Princess Portia looked less than impressed.

"I doubt my father would be any more impressed by a Princess who gets her hands dirty working in a smithy and a pottery shop every day than I am."

"Interesting. Would you perhaps find it more impressive if I came and destroyed the city gates?"

Korlah snorted, and Kauriga openly laughed. Portia didn't seem to be amused.

"Garlan says that while you are very capable and know some interesting tricks, he thinks your reputation is rather overblown."

This time, Korlah genuinely laughed, and the Princess turned her attention to him with a scowl. Korlah put up a hand in a defensive sign.

"Don't forget I was with him when he last came here and visited. He had that tame magician of his, Delvax, test Taroniah in several ways until she got sick of it, whereupon she turned herself invisible and simply walked away. I was on the walls of this town when she immolated at least a thousand Shoverians in the center of their army in one go. She is both more powerful now than she was then and far more experienced. Not that she likes to show off. That's why she's trying to buy the end of the peninsular. So she has somewhere she can practice without people spying on her, and at the same time being able to experiment without endangering people’s lives."

Princess Portia openly smiled for the first time in the whole evening.

"Delvax still hasn't worked out how to turn himself invisible. Garlan teases him about it occasionally, although even he is careful about upsetting Delvax too much." She smiled again. "And you don't really care what anybody thinks about you because when you come right down to it, even the King is not really a threat to you, is he?"

"Well, no," Taroniah replied, but then she shrugged. "Not that I want to upset the King, Garlan, or even you, for that matter. I'm quite happy living here well out of the way, so I don't have a constant stream of people knocking on my door demanding my attention. I really would hate to leave. Besides, I have found it interesting to watch the economic growth of this town and, indeed, the whole province since my arrival. I imagine that before I came here, this province probably ran at a net loss financially and was only retained out of pride, correct?"

"I don't know about the financial aspect, but I can remember several occasions when it was suggested that we sell it to the Shoverians when I was younger. Father would always stand on his dignity and say that he wasn't about to start selling West Dumfordian territory like he was some grubby merchant."

Korlah nodded at this comment. "I can remember him yelling at my father about much the same thing to do with our estates and the fact that my father was selling them off."

Princess Portia turned her attention back to Korlah; this time, she looked sympathetic.

"I have always felt a measure of sympathy for you, Korlah, given that your financial situation is not of your making." She turned back to Taroniah. "As I said, I'm not up to date on the financial aspects of this province, but I do know that it is doing far better now than it was a few years ago, for which you are largely responsible, as far as I can determine. The Governor would know more about that than I do, as it is not part of the brief as to why I'm here."

"Admiral Lainert has been here for a fair while, hasn't he?" Taroniah asked neutrally.

"Yes. There is some suspicion at home that he, alongside others, has fallen under your spell and that we are in danger of losing the whole province to Marland."

Taroniah snorted. "If I wanted power, I could have been the Queen of Marland in my own right or even become my brother's Regent. The fact of the matter is that I chose to live here because I didn't want power, or at least the sort of time-consuming power that running a Kingdom involves. Even you must find the demands upon your time due to your position at court rather frustrating at times, yes?"

"Be that as it may, you are still asking to buy a significant amount of land here in this province. While Kern Blanbury is looking at your prospective purchases from a financial point of view, I am here to study the political aspects. You told me you want the land you've requested to buy at the end of the peninsula to practice on. Then you want to buy two large blocks just outside the town. What do you intend to do with the two prospective purchases?"

"Well, the large block outside the town on the east of the road to the Academy includes a low hill. I wish to build my own home on top of the hill while at the same time leaving enough land around it so that other houses I may wish to build for my staff are not cheek by jowl with my residence. You may not be aware of this, but there is essentially no land left inside the walls of the town, which makes new construction difficult."

She paused, and the Governor nodded in agreement regarding the land left inside the town walls.

"We went to the expense of moving the town wall just recently, so rather than petition to have the walls re-aligned once more, I thought it easier simply to buy a large block of land outside the town to live on. I'll put a low wall around it to keep animals out, but other than that, it's not like anyone is going to be able to threaten me, is it?"

Both Korlah and Kauriga snorted, and the Governor smiled at this comment.

"As for the land between the track to the Academy and the river, we need more room for our industrial activities, particularly the ironworks and the shipyard I'm going to build."

"Shipyard?" the Admiral enquired, clearly surprised.

"Yes. I have an idea for a couple of new type types of ships, and I recently went to Brether, which is the place to go to build ships, as you are probably aware Admiral." Admiral Lainert nodded. "However, I discovered that the shipyard proprietors and, indeed, the shipwrights themselves were a bit too entrenched in their own way of doing things to be interested in my experimenting with new ship designs. I did, however, find a young shipwright willing to try my ideas and lured him into moving up here, so I need the room for him to develop a new shipyard to build my experimental ships."

"That's going to cost a fortune." the Admiral observed.

"Well, yes, it will, Governor." Taroniah agreed.

Admiral Lainert would have a better idea than most about what would be involved in building a shipyard from scratch in Alcitran.

"It will be good for the local economy, providing more employment, and also explains why I need that land on the other side of the track to the Academy where I can build some housing for my employees."

The Admiral eyed her as she was being watched closely by the Princess.

"What sort of experimental ships are we talking about here?"

"I'd rather not discuss that at the moment. Firstly, my ideas might not work out in practice, in which case the shipyard will be building more traditional ships. Secondly, it is going to take some time simply to build the infrastructure and line up the materials before we actually get around to building any ships."

The Admiral was nodding, but the Princess clearly wasn't as happy with her answers as the Governor was.

"But why build ships here? And why build ships at all."

Taroniah shrugged and almost rolled her eyes but refrained.

"I'm going to build ships here because the idiots in Brether didn't want to know about my ideas, and why build ships at all? Because somebody is going to have to do something about those Dragoth idiots sooner or later, in my considered opinion, and so far, most of the realms in this area are not taking their threat seriously enough."

"I see." the Princess replied, although Taroniah didn't think she saw at all.

"You really think they are that serious a threat?" Governor Lainert asked, studying her closely.

"I think so, but I have no rational basis to base that on. It is just a feeling I have. I was thinking about a new type of ship well before the Dragoth appeared, although their rise is the reason I have decided to take action now. I may well be jumping at shadows, but the new style of ship that I'm going to build experimentally should still be of use even if the Dragoth prove to be a paper reknar."

"You're serious, aren't you?" the Princess asked.

"Yes."

Her calm demeanor was probably more convincing than anything. The Princess quickly changed the subject.

"And you still only have one son at present?"

Taroniah nodded. "Yes. We left Bargan at home tonight. He is getting better at not having his mother around all the time. We also left him at home when we went to Brether, not that I wanted to, but it was just so much easier."

"Now, that is a sentiment I can certainly agree with. You wait till you've got a second one. You are going to have more children?" she enquired.

Taroniah looked at Kauriga, who shrugged but also smiled slightly.

"Once we get this shipyard thing sorted out, we'll see about trying for a second child."

The Princess studied them for a moment, then used her thumb and forefinger to pull on her chin for a few tats.

"I think I will come and visit your ironworks tomorrow to see what it is that appeals to you two so much about working there. Perhaps even your pottery establishment as well. You would have no objections to me calling in and paying a visit?"

"Certainly not, Your Highness. As long as there are no magicians in your party."

The Princess eyed Taroniah. "And if there are?"

"Then we will shut everything down, pack everything away, and then allow you and your people to come in and have a look."

"Really? You're that protective of what you're doing?"

"Yes. First of all, the whole process is quite dangerous as we use a lot of liquid metal. As I'm sure you're aware, iron that has been heated enough to become liquid is extremely hot and very dangerous. We use our magic to protect us while we work, but our team is well-practiced, and we find that having strangers moving around the area is unsettling, which makes it too risky. Having a strange magician casting a spell is even worse, hence my reluctance to let magicians into the area while we are working."

Wow. That sure sounded good, Taroniah thought to herself. The Princess leaned back in her chair and crossed her arms across her chest.

"And you expect me to believe that?"

"That is entirely up to you, Your Highness. I will admit that we have developed some proprietary methods involved in casting the metal leaf springs for carriages that I don't really want anybody not involved in our business getting a look at. However, what I said about the danger is also very true. All of us have burns on us from being splashed with hot metal. It's not a pleasant experience."

"Hmmm. Very well, I agree to your terms, although why I, as the Princess of the West Dumfordia, should have to seek your permission to enter the business you run on West Dumfordian soil has me in a puzzle. By rights, theoretically, shall we say, all the land in West Dumfordia is owned by the Crown, so, as the representative of the Crown, I should be free to travel over any part of West Dumfordian soil I choose to do so, whenever I choose to do so, with whoever I choose to do so."

Taroniah inclined her head. "Just so, your Highness. I am not saying you cannot visit West Dumfordian soil anywhere it may be. All I am saying is that it would be best for you to visit according to the terms I set for your safety."

"I will give you an A for persistence, " the Princess commented, then turned her attention to Korlah. "I assume you agree with all this, cousin?"

"Definitely, Portia. It is quite dangerous at the ironworks. It's why we haven't introduced the girl we have doing the pottery to the ironworks yet. She is a cripple in a wheelchair, so it just wouldn't be safe for her in the environment we work in at the ironworks."

The Princess nodded. "Yes, I had heard you had employed the daughter of Garrett Hothan. She never used to come out much when she lived in Cleomer. I understand she is quite a capable magician when she is not feeling sorry for herself."

"Yes, she is. She handles the work quite well. All she has to do is sit in her chair and throw the Moving Water Spell on the ceramic pipes over and over all day, which we both find incredibly tedious." Taroniah said, nodding at Korlah, who nodded back. "So, she's the ideal person for the position. She feels like she is contributing to society now and earning her keep, which is good. She's starting to come out of her shell, finally."

"She is very quiet. I could barely get two words out of her whenever I came down and checked on her at the pottery while you were away." Korlah added.

Taroniah snorted. "That's because you're intimidating, Korlah."

"No, I'm not. At least not in that arrogant way I used to try and be intimidating."

"That is true, my friend. But now you are intimidating because of your casual competence. Plus, you still have plenty of that noble arrogance in the background, which gives you an air of confidence that ordinary people lack. You're not the snotty prig you used to be, which is good, but you have that confident air of a man well able to take care of himself."

Korlah studied her for a moment. "You know that is probably the nicest thing you've ever said to me."

"What? That you have a confident air?"

Korlah shook his head, smiling. "Well, that was nice too, but you're telling me that I'm not the snotty prig I used to be just made my day."

Taroniah studied him with genuine interest. So did his cousin across the table.

"That was so important to you, me saying that?" Taroniah asked.

"Yes. Your opinion is the one that is most important to me. Well, after Halina’s, that is."

Kauriga snorted. "Take my advice and never forget who the most important person is, Korlah."

Korlah smiled. "No chance of that now."

The conversation then turned into a discussion on the merits of Halina as Korlah's wife as the young man attempted to convince his cousin to put in a good word for him with her father, the King. By the time the evening wound to a conclusion and the three of them left the Governor's house, Taroniah still wasn't sure that Princess Portia was convinced that Korlah marrying a relative nobody from Pickantia was the best choice for someone so high up in the line of succession.


Chapter 11

Progress

The West Dumfordian Lord of the Treasury returned to Alcitran the next day, having seen all he needed to see up north. He sat down with the Governor and the Mayor. They were joined shortly after the meeting started by Princess Portia, who Kern Blanbury hadn't been aware was in Alcitran as well. The purpose of the meeting was to go over the price for the land and, indeed, whether they would even sell it to Taroniah. When the Lord of the Treasury described the destruction she'd wrought on the cliff face facing the ocean, the others were a little taken aback.

"It was that extensive, the destruction, that is?" the Princess asked.

"I've never seen anything like it, your Highness. I must be honest and say that I couldn't really grasp why she would want land so far away from anything to practice her spells on until I'd seen what she'd done to the headland. Keeping such activities well away from the town here is probably a very good idea."

"Hmm." the Princess said, stroking her chin with her thumb and forefinger. "What about the land purchases here at Alcitran?"

The Governor looked to the Mayor, who shrugged and answered.

"We do need more space, your Highness. The town is booming, largely because of Taroniah and her business interests. There is plenty of room to the south where we can expand the town should we sell the land on the eastern side of the town to Taroniah. Once people see her building her own house, and possibly a couple of smaller ones for her employees on that block outside the town, others won't be so reticent about buying land outside the town either."

"Even though it is outside the town's walls?" Kern Blanbury asked.

The Governor nodded. "As long as Taroniah's living here in the town, no one has any fear that the town will be attacked. As for animals, as she plans to do, all anyone would have to do is organize a low wall around the developed area to keep the critters out." He looked at the two visitors from the capital. "Personally, I am in favor of anything that keeps Taroniah living here. If something happens to her brother, she will have to return to Marland, of course, but barring an accident happening to him, the only reason she would be likely to move now is if we make it uncomfortable for her to continue living here."

"And you have no fears of her taking this whole area over for Marland?" the Princess asked.

"Not really. If that's what she had wanted to do, she would have done it by now." He paused and looked around. "I don’t really think we could stop her anyway if that was her intent. She originally came here to get away from the politics of Marsea. She has no desire to run a country, strange as that may sound to some of you. Her brother was very unhappy with her moving back here after she sorted out the situation in Marland, but, as you have possibly noticed, there is no easy way of compelling her to do anything she doesn't want to do." the Mayor commented.

"The King of Winghia tried to constrain her to do something he didn't want her to do, and he finished up turned to stone. The King of Padmouthia tried to constrain her actions, and things may have gone far worse for him if she hadn't become distracted by the reappearance of the Goddess Davina. The King of Padmouthia tried to use the power of the Goddess against her. I spoke to an eyewitness of the interaction between Taroniah, the Goddess and the King of Padmouthia. He said it was very much like two school mistresses telling the naughty boy student to go and do his homework." the Governor told them, smiling as he passed on Kauriga's description of how things had gone at the end of the exchange.

"In the accounts I heard, I thought it was the Goddess Emilar who turned the King of Winghia to stone?" the Lord of the Treasury stated.

"Yes, she did." the Mayor replied. "However, I have it on good authority that Taroniah knows how to cast the same spell herself nowadays. No doubt, she got it from the Goddess, seeing as they're so friendly with each other."

"I haven't seen the Goddess Emilar myself, but the Goddess Davina turned up here some time ago and she also seemed quite friendly with Taroniah." the Governor added.

"It seems most unfair that after two thousand years without any sign of a God, Taroniah is friendly with both of them. Did Davina return to Marland?" the Princess asked.

"No." the Mayor replied. "Apparently, she headed east, although I'm not exactly sure of where she was traveling to. Talking to Taroniah, I got the impression the Goddess didn't know herself. Apparently, the world has changed significantly since the Great War, so she is out exploring as much as anything." He paused and looked around at the others. "Or so I was told."

The Princess shrugged and then turned her attention back to the question at hand.

"I take it both you and the Governor are happy for us to sell this land to Taroniah so she can keep expanding her presence here?"

Both the Mayor and the Governor nodded.

"She has added significantly to the economy of this town, indeed to the whole province, and the taxes and duties we raise here now cover the costs associated with administering the province, which is the first time that's happened since we occupied this area." the Lord of the Treasury said ponderously. "I cannot see the point of her building a shipyard here, but the costs involved and the employment such a project will create are better spent in West Dumfordia than in some other Kingdom, in my humble opinion."

He paused for a moment. "If she was a citizen of West Dumfordia, there would be no problem with selling her the land in question, so my recommendation has to be to go ahead with the sale as well." Kern Blanbury said to the Princess.

The Princess nodded. "Garlan probably won't be happy, and I'm not going to make a final decision until I have visited the ironworks and the pottery establishment that form the core of her business enterprises myself. I will most likely suggest to Garlan that he approve the purchases if for no other reason than we can't afford to have her move elsewhere."

The others all nodded, and the conversation turned to more personal matters, with the Princess promising to pass on letters from the Governor to his family. She also agreed to assure Garlan that the Admiral was happy to remain as Governor for the foreseeable future, at least while his health remained robust.

The following day, she turned up at the ironworks late in the morning. Fortunately, they had finished their pouring for the morning and were packing up the latest shipment of springs in anticipation of their ship arriving with the tide in the afternoon. Taroniah and Korlah were happy to let her tour the premises, which she freely admitted was considerably larger than she had anticipated. Harkon's original blacksmith shop had been extended in depth since the first time Taroniah had visited, but it still looked pretty much like a blacksmith's shop that you would find anywhere.

The Princess had to concede that there were three or four blacksmiths within walking distance of the Palace she had seen that all looked just like Harkon's enterprise. Moving around to the other side of the building caused her to realize just how large an operation was being undertaken here now. The two hearths for melting the iron were each larger than the one in the main blacksmith area, and then there were the crucibles and all the molds.

There was a pile of coal that Harkon was experimenting with and sacks of charcoal, along with several of the large leather bellows required to get the iron molten. The men were stacking the wagon with the first load of springs that would be taken to the dock and loaded aboard their vessel. Whereas they had barely needed a wagon to cart the finished springs when they first started, now, it would take them three or even four loads to transfer the entire production run to the docks.

The Princess seemed quite surprised by the sheer size of the operation being undertaken but didn't make any comment as she walked past the man loading the wagon. The spring-making operation now extended all the way to the town's wall, although not all the land was utilized properly yet, so there was still some room for improvement. They were discussing adding a third hearth to keep up with the demand, but until there was an extra magician on duty, it was debatable as to the advantage of having three hearths. Not that Taroniah mentioned that the Princess.

Back on the road outside the ironworks, the Princess asked to be shown the pottery operation, so they headed in that direction. The bustling nature of the town was obvious as they passed through some of the busier streets, and Taroniah could see the Princess looking around, taking it all in, although she said very little. The pottery works no longer looked the way the shop had when Taroniah first approached them.

The pottery shop was now in the other building, with the front part of the original building given over to the administration of the business and keeping track of the ever-growing number of orders. A young girl was sitting behind one of the desks doing paperwork when they entered, and she looked up in surprise.

"Taroniah! We weren't expecting you today."

"No. It's a bit of a surprise visit. This is Princess Portia, she has asked for a tour of ceramic works." The girl behind the desk immediately sank to one knee, giving her a Royal bow, which the Princess waved her back up from quickly enough. "I thought I should give her the grand tour in person."

"Well, everyone is at lunch at the moment."

Taroniah nodded. "No problem. That means we'll be able to walk around the work area without interrupting anyone."

Without waiting for a reply, she led the Princess and her party out through the door at the rear of the room to where the work area was. Most of the staff, including Arabella, were off to the left in the communal dining area. Taroniah waved as she came through the door.

"Stay there, everyone. I'm just giving Princess Portia a tour of the workplace, and then we'll come over and chat."

Inana waved and Taroniah led the Princess around into the large, covered work area. The old work shed that had been here when Taroniah had first visited was long gone. Instead, a large, barn-like area was roofed over with wooden shingles so that the curing clay was kept out of the rain. On the left were rows of recently poured pipe still in their molds. In the center were the semi-cured pipes, laid on their sides but with the internal dowel still inside, and finally, on the right, the racks of curing pipes waiting to be fired.

"We mix up the clay slurry in tubs that will produce up to six of the normal pipes but less of the more complicated types such as the three-way junctions. After the clay is poured into the molds, they are stacked over there while they solidify." She pointed at the rows of molds sitting on the floor. "After that, they lay in those special curved wooden slots, and the outer casing is removed while the inner dowel remains inside them for another day or two, depending on how well the clay has cured. That's largely a matter of what the weather is like."

She advanced further across the large undercover area and pointed at the vertical racks of clay pipes.

"Once they're cured sufficiently to remove the inner dowel, they are moved to these racks where they sit until they are sufficiently cured to fire in the three kilns you can see over to the right there. Once fired, they're stacked in those smaller covered areas where they wait for the packers to come along with the order sheet, selecting the pieces they need, whereupon they're packed in one of those wooden crates you can see over to the far right."

She led the Princess past the kilns so they could better see what she was talking about.

"We are using so many of those wooden packing crates now that we get them specially made at Aveham down in Shoveria. The pipes are carefully packed in the crates with lots of straw, which we source locally. We have two farmers a few miles down the coast who virtually do nothing else but supply us with packing straw." She paused. "One of the reasons for the extra land purchases is that we would like to move the kilns, the storage for the finished products, and the packing area to a section of the new land so that we can free up all that area that those operations currently occupy and thus make room to expand our production. We haven't quite reached the limits yet, but it's getting close."

She allowed the Princess to take in the sheer size of the operation for a few moments and then led her back across the work area to where the workers were all having their midday meal. Inana, Farall, and Arabella left their food to approach.

"Princess, allow me to introduce my partners, Inana, Farall, and Arabella Hothan. This is Princess Portia, who has come to Alcitran to see what we're up to."

The two standing gave her the proper down on one knee Royal bow while Arabella bowed from the waist as best she could in her wheelchair. The Princess waved them back up quickly, as she had done with the girl inside earlier. Taroniah was glad that wasn't the etiquette in Marland, where one merely needed to bow almost horizontally from the waist.

"This is a fascinating operation." the Princess informed them. "I have never seen anything quite like it. How many pipes do you produce a day?"

Inana glanced at Taroniah before answering, something the Princess clearly noted.

"Depending on how many of the specialist pipes we have to pour, somewhere between fifty and sixty a day on average."

The numbers seem to surprise the Princess. She turned to look back at the covered production area before turning her gaze back to the potters.

"And you are looking to increase production even further?"

"Yes. So far, no one else seems to have mastered the trick of producing pipes with the spell in place like we have. Now that Arabella has been here for a while, she feels she could probably do an extra couple of tubs a day, so once Taroniah has acquired the new land outside the town, we'll move some of the production facilities out there and see whether Arabella can increase her production rate."

"Demand is that high?" the Princess asked.

"We currently have four months of outstanding orders, your Highness. And yes, demand from areas that have been exposed to them for longer is dropping off. I think every house in town has at least one of our pipes by now, but we've still only scraped the edge of the market, so to speak. Things are a bit dicey down to the southwest at the moment, so we're avoiding that area, but we've barely touched the surface of the market in Kartonia, Metonia, Pickantia, and Kerinham, just to name a few of the nearer Kingdoms."

"Interesting." the Princess said, inclining her head in their direction and then she turned her attention to Arabella. "I remember seeing you around the capital a few times, young lady. I know your father somewhat, at least to speak to. And how do you find it working out here in the far colonies, young lady?"

"It's interesting, your Highness. I did my final year at the Academy, so I have lived here before, but there is a big difference between being a student and a town resident. The Mayor was very kind to put me up although I insist on paying him rent each week. Once Taroniah's land purchase goes through, I think I'll build a house near hers for myself."

"And you don't feel there's any problem with selling so much land to a foreigner?" the Princess asked.

Arabella shook her head. "No. Should there be?"

The Princess sighed. "That is the question, isn't it? Well, I shall report to your father that you are doing well when I see him next."

Arabella bowed in her wheelchair once more. "Thank you, your Highness. I don't think my parents quite believe I'm surviving comfortably out here in the outer colonies. Having you tell them I'm doing fine will be much appreciated."

"You're being paid well?"

"Oh yes, your Highness. Taroniah is amazing and pays me far more than I am worth."

"No, I don't." Taroniah put in quickly. "That spell is extremely complicated and tiring to cast time after time after time. You do very well to keep up the production schedule. If you weren't earning your pay, I wouldn't be paying you as much as I do."

The girl seemed somewhat embarrassed by this comment, but Inana diverted the Princess.

"I take it you saw the ironworks, your Highness?"

"Yes. I think I find your establishment somewhat more impressive, though. If for no other reason than you appear to be so well-organized."

Inana bowed. "Thank you, your Highness. I assume the Royal Palace is equipped with our pipes?"

"Yes. Perhaps not as many as I would like but it is certainly a vast improvement on the way things were before."

Inana bowed once more. "We are happy to be of service, your Highness."

The Princess looked around once more before nodding to Taroniah.

"I will admit to being impressed, Taroniah. Now, I promised I would visit the main temples in town this afternoon. Which is the closest?"

"The temple of Emilar is literally around the corner, and then the temple of Jehrayn is on the opposite side of the square. They're the only two proper temples we have here. There are several small shrines just outside the western gate to other Gods. The number of believers most of them have is tiny in a small town like this, and none of their believers have raised the funds to build a proper temple for any of them. Not that there is any room inside the town at present, anyway.

"Well, we shall start with the temple of Emilar. Lead on, Lady Taroniah."

Taroniah smiled to herself. She had mentioned to Princess Portia that she was happy to be called Taroniah rather than Crown Princess Taroniah and then enjoyed the look on the Princess' face at such casualness. Everyone was always very careful to call the West Dumfordian Princess by her correct title of, Princess Portia, while in her presence, even Taroniah, who was technically of higher rank, being the direct Crown Princess rather than the Crown Princess twice removed.

To get to the temple of Emilar, they had to pass some of the stone statues of the former assassins sent by the Assassins Guild to kill Taroniah. As they passed them, the Princess gave them a wary eye.

"Are they indeed assassins, or at least were assassins?"

"Yes. The Assassins Guild accepted a contract on me and sent these men to execute it."

"Yes, I had heard that the Goddess turned them to stone like she did the King of Winghia."

"No. I turned these men to stone. I had been badly wounded by two other assassins who Kauriga dealt with. He carried me in here and tried to summon the Goddess, who came at his call, surprisingly enough. She healed me and taught me the spell in the process. When more of the assassins that the Guild had sent came charging into the temple, I had recovered sufficiently to stand up behind Kauriga, who was preparing to die in my defense. I warned them off, but they ignored my warning and continued to advance, so I turned them to stone."

The Princess was staring at her now.

"That was right before I collapsed again from the amount of blood I lost due to the death of the baby I was carrying inside me. Kauriga had to carry me home."

"You were pregnant?" the Princess asked surprise in her voice.

"Yes. The assassin who attacked me slit me open," she ran a finger down her stomach diagonally, "and killed my unborn baby in the process." She couldn't help her voice getting very hard as she said that last bit.

The Princess had watched her reply intently and now backed off half a step in trepidation. Perhaps for the first time, she could truly sense the vehemence of the most powerful magician in the world instead of the normally mild-mannered young lady next to her.

"I had no idea you had been through anything so horrific." she said, trying to put sympathy in her voice.

Taroniah shrugged. "It was a while ago now. The Assassins Guild will no longer accept contracts against me or any of my family."

"Because you turned six of their members to stone?"

"No, because after I had recovered sufficiently, I turned four of their Guild houses to ash, including all the Guild members who were inside them at the time."

The flat tone she used to say this saw the Princess's eyes open wide, and she used the fact that they were now heading up the stairs into the temple to avoid discussing the subject further. Their entry into the temple was met by the Senior Mother, who came forward and bowed first to Taroniah and then to Princess Portia even though she obviously recognized the West Dumfordian Princess.

"We are honored by your presence, Knight of Emilar." the priestess said to Taroniah, bowing her head before turning to Princess Portia. "And I welcome you too, Princess Portia, whom I haven't seen since you were a teenager."

The Princess seemed surprised by this method of address and studied the priestess for a few moments. Then she nodded.

"You are the daughter of the sister of Kern Northland's wife, are you not?"

The priestess bowed her head to Princess Portia.

"You have a good memory, Princess. It is eighteen years since I was last in Cleomer."

"You haven't been back to the capital since you were assigned out here?"

"I spent six years here as a novice, then a few years in Aleport before returning here as the Senior Mother. I have been here for over a decade now. I expect to stay here until I'm too old to carry out my duties anymore."

The Princess raised her eyebrows and studied her for a moment.

"You enjoy it out here at the end of the world that much?" she asked.

The Senior Mother snorted. She turned and waved at the statue, now an exact copy of the Goddess Emilar.

"When I first came here, that statue was a rough stone representation of a non-descript female. One day, a young student came in and knelt before the statue, and it glowed in response to her prayers. In all my time serving the Goddess, I had never seen anything like that before. I wrote to the head of our order here in West Dumfordia and told her what had happened. She replied I must've been drinking too much."

She shook her head. "As you are probably aware, your Highness, there had been no sign that any of the Gods were still alive in all the centuries since the end of the Great War. The head priestess was quite right in her skepticism until it became clear that the Goddess Emilar was still alive. When the assassin badly injured Lady Taroniah, the Goddess appeared before Captain Kauriga. She healed Lady Taroniah and then transformed the statue into a perfect replica of herself, confirmed by all those who saw her appear in Winghia."

"I have since heard she has done the same in other temples, mostly in this north-western part of Ithria, although no one seems to know exactly where she is at the moment." The senior mother raised an eyebrow in Taroniah's direction who shrugged and raised her hands in a sign of not knowing. "The young student has since become the first Knight of Emilar in two thousand years and continues to do interesting things, so I am more than happy to continue in my position here so I will be in the prime spot to find out what happens next."

The Princess frowned and then turned to Taroniah.

"So, what does a Knight of Emilar do, and why did the priestess address you first before the Princess of West Dumfordia?"

Taroniah shrugged yet again. "So far, I have received no instructions as to what a Knight of Emilar is supposed to do other than respond pleasantly to a certain amount of bowing and scraping that is largely undeserved, in my opinion. As to why she addressed me first? The Goddess Emilar's priestesses place their Goddess ahead of secular powers in terms of hierarchy. While a lot of priestesses serve in their own country, many don't. I think only one of the Senior Mother's current underlings is a local, is that right?"

The Senior Mother nodded in agreement and turned to address the Princess.

"Generally speaking, the order tries to give every priestess experience working in a different Kingdom, hence my time in Aleport. On the other hand, they do try and organize it so that the Senior Mother in each temple is from that Kingdom so that the local rulers don't feel like they're being subjected to a foreign invasion. On the odd occasion when they don't have someone suitable, they liaise with the local rulers to ensure there is no misunderstanding or problems."

"Hmmph. I didn't know that. Interesting. Thank you very much for your time." the Princess said, effectively dismissing the Senior Mother.

She turned and led the party back out of the temple and across the square to the temple of Jehrayn. The statue of the God in this temple was at least made of marble, but it was a fairly non-descript representation of a noble-looking man rather than purporting to be an exact replica of the God Jehrayn. The hierarchy of the priests who served Jehrayn was different and rather more regimented than the somewhat casual hierarchy amongst the priestesses of Emilar. Each temple had a senior priest, with the title of Palinor, in charge. At larger temples, there would be a Jelinax as his second. Generally, there were at least two priests under the Palinor, or one priest and at least one novice, usually more.

The Palinor of the temple to Jehrayn in Alcitran suffered from ill health and rarely left the temple these days. The temple itself, being in a small, out-of-the-way town, only boasted the minimum number of members of the order, consisting of two priests and one novice. There was suitable bowing for the Princess, although Taroniah received little more than a respectful nod from the various members of the order. The visit didn't take long, and shortly thereafter, they were back at the Governor's residence, where Taroniah made her escape.

Taroniah wasn't sure what the Princess did the next day other than the fact that she didn't come and harass her at either of her workplaces or her home. Then, the morning after, the ship that had brought her, which had stayed moored in the river just north of the town, came alongside the dock so that the Princess and her entourage, including the Lord of the Treasury, could load themselves aboard and, early in the afternoon, they sailed off to the east, heading home, presumably.


Chapter 12

Expansion

Life returned to normal in the town over the next couple of weeks until another ship arrived from Cleomer carrying the understudy to the Lord of the Treasury, Shaku Bethmin. He came bearing a fancy scroll authorizing the sale of the entirety of the northern peninsula of Alcitran for a distance of three miles south from its most northernmost point. He also carried orders giving the Mayor of Alcitran the authority to sell the land Taroniah had requested outside the city walls.

The acquisition did put a sizable dent in Taroniah's personal fortune, but this was expected and wouldn't last that long as she immediately resold sections of the land she now owned. The first was a large section of the land between the track to the Academy and the river, which she sold to the pottery business, now renamed Alcitran Water Piping. They intended to move their kilns, along with the storage and shipment area, from where they were currently housed at the back of the pottery building to the new site. It was further from the docks, but the access would be much easier than through the narrow street the factory was in. Moving that part of the business out to the land Taroniah had purchased would also give them more room to expand production at the factory.

Taroniah and Kauriga took some considerable time deciding exactly where on the block of land they wanted their house to be built, and then, after reaching a decision, it was marked out clearly. Taroniah marked out where she was going to build the house for Alexin and his family at the same time. Then Korlah surprised her by buying a block of land for himself. Taroniah thought she should also offer a block to Arabella before they were all sold out. The young girl hesitated at first but then agreed to choose a block after Taroniah suggested that she could pay it off rather than pay the full amount up front.

Harkon decided to take a large block himself so he could build a new house there. This would allow him to expand the blacksmithing area into where his house was situated at the present time. A couple of his employees also took blocks, as did a couple of the people working at the pottery business. Within three days of her purchase being completed, nearly a third of the land she'd bought for housing was already sold! Not only that, but she'd added ten percent to the value of the land's selling price over what she'd paid for it and had recovered a good deal of the money she'd invested to buy the residential land.

The Governor sent a squad of his soldiers up the coast to mark out the boundary lines of Taroniah's land purchase. Not to be taken advantage of, Taroniah sent Rengard along with them to make sure they did the marking out properly. They took a number of wooden stakes with them to drive into the ground to mark where her property line was. Meanwhile, she sent a letter to her adoptive father asking if he knew anyone with experience in gold mining, especially mining from a quartz vein. If her father didn't know anyone, she would apply to Hundig next. She added a postscript to the letter to suggest he not spread it about that she was looking for gold miners.

Two days after the ship carrying her letter to her father left, another ship arrived from the south, bringing Alexin and his family with it. The house she had acquired for his family was still in the process of being fixed up but was at least livable, though his mother was full of complaints about the state of the house and the rather small size. In reply, she first let them unpack their belongings, and then she took them out of the town to the land she had acquired and showed them the block she had allocated to build a home for Alexin. It was a fair-sized block that was a little downhill from where Taroniah's block was. Even so, it still had a reasonable view over the town to the river, and for the first time, Taroniah noted that Alexin's mother was actually impressed.

"I'm sorry about the condition of the house you are currently going to have to live in, but it was the best I could do in the short term. Accommodation is really tight in the town at the moment. Still, it provides a roof over your head, and you can take your time to plan the house you want to put on the block, which I'll pay for as per our accord. In the meantime, come down the hill, and we'll have a look at the area where I think the shipyard should go." she said, pointing down toward the land she had purchased next to the river.

"How much of that land down there do you own?" Alexin's mother asked.

"I bought a block that is a thousand paces long measured from the wall and from the river back to the road to the Academy. I've already sold the section of it where we can see those people clearing the ground for Alcitran Water Piping, which is another business I'm also involved in. They needed to expand their work area, but other than where they are, you can pick anywhere within the area that remains to position the shipyard, Alexin."

"And how soon do you want us to be in a position to build these metal ships of yours?"

"I'm happy to wait for as long as it takes. I would rather it was done right than rushed. We're going to be required to experiment with new ways of doing things to create a metal ship, so it will take time regardless."

Alexin nodded at this. "True. Just looking down at the area from up here, I'm favoring that slight dip about two hundred paces beyond where those people are clearing the ground. But I won't make up my mind until I go down there and I have a close-up look at the ground itself."

"Shall we?" Taroniah said, waving her arm in the direction of the foreshore.

"I'm getting too old for all this tramping about, so I'm going to head back to the house." Alexin's mother told them.

His sister decided she wanted to head back to the house as well, so it was just Taroniah, Kauriga, and Alexin who wandered down through the shrubs, first to the track and then onto her newly acquired land so Alexin could get a good look at what the ground was like. He wandered around for a while, studying the lay of the land before using a broken branch to dig into the dirt in a couple of places to see what was underneath the soil. Finally, he stood down near the shore and looked back up toward the track to the Academy.

"The slipway should be here, I feel. I think this spot has the easiest access to the water, which will be important, I imagine, with a metal ship that is bound to be heavier than a wooden one. Even then, we may still need to build tracks to slide it along."

"Tracks to slide it along?" Taroniah asked.

"Yes. Many slipways have either wooden or metal rails running into the water. You position them during a very low tide and then build your ship in a wooden cradle. Once the ship is ready to launch, you remove the chocks, push the cradle along the rails into the water, and float the ship off. The cradle will have ropes attached to it so that you can pull it back ashore and use it again for the next ship."

"Now that's a fascinating idea. I shall be interested in learning more about these rails when you start developing the slipway."

Alexin grinned. "Sure. I have to say that you are not like any Princess I've ever read about, you know?" he commented.

Taroniah grinned. "Ha. No, I'm apparently not. As we're in business together just call me Taroniah, Alexin. Everybody else that deals with me regularly does." She waved down the shore a ways to where the town wall was. "Come on, I'll show you the ironworks."

They walked past the fellows from the pottery works who were flattening the ground, having removed all the scrub in preparation for setting up the kilns and shipment area for the finished ceramic pipes. They all waved and said hello to her as they walked past, proving her earlier comment correct as they all called her Taroniah. There was a small area at the end of the wall near the river where you could get around the end of it without too much bother, which kind of defeated the purpose of the wall, Taroniah thought.

Here, they found themselves at the edge of the area where the springs were made, and Alexin appeared quite interested in studying how things operated. They were just finishing a run when Taroniah and Alexin arrived, and after applying the last of the spells, Korlah came over to them as the workers poured the metal into the molds.

"This will be your shipwright, will it?" he asked.

"Yes. Alexin, this is Prince Korlah of West Dumfordia. Don't let his exalted title worry you, as we've mostly disabused him of his nose stuck in the air manner."

Alexin clearly didn't know quite what to make of this, so he waved his arm around to hide his confusion.

"Is this where you are going to make the metal plates for the ships?"

"No. We're too busy making these springs for wagons and carriages. We can barely keep up with the demand as it is. We will set up a new furnace and work area on that land in front of where the pipe people are setting up their operation. Harkon, who owns the ironworks, has an idea about improving the way the traditional iron furnace operates. We currently buy our pig iron from Brether, but Harkon is hoping that if he can get this new method working, we can do our own smelting right here."

Alexin seemed to be a bit surprised by this.

Taroniah smiled. "It will take some time to develop the process, but I'm already fairly confident we'll make it work from my experience with Harkon's forges. We'll probably build a new dock at that point as we'll be importing considerable quantities of ore, coal, and limestone along with other items in smaller quantities. The blast furnace will be at this end of the block, and then there will be a forge closer to where the shipyard is going to be where the metal plates will be stamped out."

She paused and looked around the ironworks where the men were cleaning up after the previous pour. Another crew was packing the metal springs into the wooden crates they used to ship them in. Just at that moment, it suddenly hit her for the first time just how big her enterprises were growing. She shrugged and turned to Alexin.

"The framing I still haven't decided what to do about. Normally, I wouldn't suggest casting the keel because cast metal is too brittle. Plus, we'd need to create a huge amount of liquid iron to pour into a mold that big. I'm thinking about making the keel out of a series of shorter pieces bolted together with flanges into long rows, and then the whole thing would be bolted together to create one long rigid keel. What do you think?"

Alexin appeared to consider this for some time, staring blindly out over the river. Then, he appeared to nod to himself. As it was an action that she was regularly guilty of herself, she knew he had obviously reached a decision after an internal debate.

"Because this is a whole new idea, I think we would be better off building something the size of one of those fishing boats, give or take, first up so we can get the problems sorted out on a much smaller scale. Plus, it would be quicker and easier to build something that size initially while I and my crew learn the ins and outs of using iron instead of wood." He paused and studied her face. "I know you want to get straight into building a full-size ship, but I honestly think it will be too big a learning curve for us to try right from the start. It's possible that some of the traditional methods we use to build ships simply won't work when making ships out of iron." He held up his hands in a sign of uncertainty.

Taroniah nodded, taking in his argument. While she would prefer to go straight to something the size of their existing cargo ship, what he said made a lot of sense. Rengard and Kauriga joined them as they made their way back around to the empty ground that was going to be turned into their shipbuilding complex. Alexin pointed out where the slipway was going to be, and Taroniah asked him about the rails again.

"They're normally made of wood, polished smooth on the top, and then the sled has polished wooden runners as well that rest on the rails. The whole thing is chocked in place, and the ship is built on the sled. When the ship's hull is finished, the chocks are removed, and usually, it doesn't take much of a push to get the ship sliding down the wooden rails and into the water. After that the fitting out proceeds at a dock, leaving the slip free to start building the next ship."

"What's to stop the sled from coming off the rails before it gets into the water?" Rengard asked.

"In normal circumstances, we build a framework on either side of the rails that holds the sled in place. Accidents still happen occasionally. A finished ship is pretty heavy." Alexin replied.

Rengard spoke up. "When I was a kid, there was this old mine up in the hills outside of town. It hadn't been used for decades, possibly longer. My mates and I would sometimes explore it a little, although it was pretty dangerous. The roof was unstable and bits of it would fall in periodically. We were all told to stay away from it, but being kids, you know. Anyway, it had metal rails leading into it that were pretty rusted, and at the bottom of the gully near the mine entrance, we found a wooden tub-like thing that had obviously fallen down the side of the gully. It was all smashed up and rotting."

He paused as if trying to recollect things. "There was a rusty metal framework underneath it that had four little wheels that, from my experience here at Harkon's, I would say were cast. I've seen cast metal wheels since used for various things, but none like those. They had like a flange on the inside so that, from memory, when they were mounted on the rails, the flanges would be on the inside and hold the wheels from moving side to side to a large degree."

"Now that's an interesting idea," Alexin commented. "The problem with metal rails has always been that they rust and get barnacle-encrusted very easily. Of course, wooden rails rot, but it's generally easier to replace wooden rails than the metal ones, and cheaper too, especially for a shipyard where they're building wooden ships."

Taroniah and Korlah both grinned. "We have a way of getting around the rust problem." She looked at Rengard. "You liaise with Harkon and see what you can do by way of coming up with flanged wheels like you are describing. They don't have to be perfect at this stage, just good enough that we can fit a little metal box over the top and test out the efficiency of such a little wagon. A test of concept, if you will."

Rengard cocked his head slightly and studied her for a moment before nodding.

"I'll see what we can come up with."

She turned back to Alexin. "Plan on using metal rails regardless of whether they have Rengard's prototype wheels or whether they just slide like you're used to. Don't worry about things like rust or flexibility. We can make springy metal that will last for a fair while."

Alexin nodded, not looking entirely convinced. Kauriga pointed at the water's edge where the slipway was going to be.

"If I remember from what I saw in Brether, we'll have to build a causeway out into the water to make the slope gentler, won't we?"

"Yes," Alexin replied. "For a small shipyard, it's usually just any old soil they can dig up, stones, whatever."

Taroniah nodded. "I shall think about that. I have a source of stone up north, but it's all ragged boulders and stuff. It's not a real quarry. However, we could ship the stone down here and have the stonemasons in town turn them into cobbles for your causeway."

"That will certainly make it nice and solid. Won't it cost a fair bit to ship the stone down here? You will need to hire a ship and a crew, plus probably extra labor."

Taroniah smiled, thinking about Levitation Spells and such like.

"Leave that with me for the moment. I'll have to go up there and see how much rubble there is just lying around. It'll take you some weeks to plan out just where you want everything to go anyway, won't it?"

"Oh yes," Alexin replied. "And even when I plan out where the ramp and the causeway into the water will be, I will keep working on the layout until it is built. We don't need it until the first ship is finished and ready to launch."

"True. I agree we should build something small to start off with, but at the same time, we should explore the problems we are going to encounter with what I want to build later."

She pointed along the river where it fronted the town. She couldn't really see the fishing boats pulled up on the bank further along past the dock, although she knew they were there.

"What say we wander along and look at some of the fishing boats along there to get an idea of what size you want to start with and then I'll tell you what modifications to the design I want."

Alexin agreed, and they headed around the wall once more before marching along the street that Harkon's Ironworks fronted and which ran the full length of the town's shoreline. The fishing boats were a motley collection, ranging from a few vessels barely larger than a dinghy up to something that could be called a small cargo ship if it wasn't so old and rundown-looking. There was one relatively small vessel that was a bit longer and thinner than the others, which were all a bit tubby, no doubt to give them as big a hold as possible to put their catch into.

"I was thinking we could start with something like that," she said, pointing at that vessel. "Ultimately, I want a ram bow, as I think I mentioned. However, I'm prepared to compromise on this first vessel if we build a design that is part way toward having a ram bow so you can work out the problems with the design, and then maybe we'll build a slightly bigger vessel and give it a full ram bow. What do you think, Alexin?"

The shipwright was wandering around the fishing vessel she'd pointed out. He made a grunting noise by way of a reply and continued studying the vessel they had settled on as a model, getting down on the ground at one stage and looking at the keel half buried in the sand. Finally, he came back over.

"I wouldn't have any trouble adapting this design to use an iron keel of the type you described," he observed. "I don't know that one mast will be enough with an iron hull, though."

"Hmm," Taroniah said. "Come back to the ironworks, and I'll show you something that will surprise you."

Well, she hoped it would. The ceramic mold was ready for casting the first metal pipe with the Moving Water Spell embedded in it, but she hadn't actually given it a try as yet because she'd been too busy with other things, such as Princesses calling to visit unannounced and land sales. Walking back, she debated with herself about hiding the magic part and magicking the metal without Alexin being nearby, but in the end, she decided to bring him into the secret. Once they were back at the ironworks, she grabbed the ceramic mold and brought it around to the back of the facility where the spring leaves were poured.

"Now I'm going to show you our industrial secret. I am trusting you to never, ever, to so much as breathe a word of what we do here to anyone else." She paused and looked at him. "I could have probably got away without telling you, at least for the moment, but I've decided to include you in the secret right from the start. This is an extremely dangerous secret."

She stared him in the eye for a few moments, holding him stationary with just her eyes.

"Besides," she said, suddenly grinning. "This is how we make our money. Lots of money. And it will be the same with the shipbuilding business once we get a ship in the water that actually floats and works. If you've ever wanted to be filthy, stinking rich, this is your chance, Alexin. But don't breathe a word about our secrets to anyone."

Alexin had paled when he had suddenly found himself being stared at in a ferocious manner by the most powerful magician in the world, so it was with obvious relief that he affirmed that he wouldn't breathe a word. Taroniah nodded and studied the crucible that was being heated over the coals. The metal wasn't quite liquid enough yet. Two of Harkon's men were working the bellows that fed air into the bottom of the coals from each side. As she stood and patiently waited for the metal to reach the right temperature, she had another thought for improving the whole operation. She turned to Kauriga, to whom she had given her bag, as she prepared to cast a series of spells on the metal before it was poured into the mold.

"Can you pull out my folder of parchment notes and write somewhere that you will remember where you wrote it, air pipe."

Kauriga looked at her for a moment, nodded, and reached inside the bag to pull out her folder. He looked briefly inside it and then pulled out a sheet of parchment and wrote on it with the sharpened charcoal she always had at hand. He returned everything to the bag, and Taroniah nodded. She looked at the metal in the crucible once more, smiled, and began to cast spells. She started with the Anti-Rust Spell, casting it three times. Then, she conceptualized the Moving Water Spell and cast it three times. She took a small break between each iteration of that complex spell and followed that with the Hardness Spell, which she applied three times.

When she had finished casting the spells, she nodded to the workmen, and they lifted the crucible off the furnace, brought it over to the mold, and poured the metal in. There was still plenty of metal left in the crucible, but she only had one mold, so she told them to pour the excess metal onto the ground. Once it had solidified they could melt it down again for use later. When re-smelting a couple of poorly formed springs, they discovered that the process of melting magic-imbued iron disrupted the spells, leaving the resulting metal unmagical. That revelation had gone a long way toward explaining how the Revilers had rid the world of so many magical artifacts.

The mold was typical of the water pipes with the larger diameter flange at one end so that it could form part of a pipeline, although her intention wasn't to use them as such. The ceramic ones were perfectly acceptable for most tasks and required much less magic. At the same time, there was no point in not making the moving water metal pipes the same way so that the mold could be used for a pipeline if needed. While waiting for the metal in the ceramic mold to cool, Korlah and the workmen continued with the spring production, Alexin watching with interest.


Chapter 13

Secrets

Alexin moved over slightly closer to her as everyone watched Korlah work.

"You were casting spells then, weren't you?"

"Ah ha."

"How come you cast so many spells on the pipe while Korlah only casts one on each batch of iron?"

"That is our secret," Taroniah said. "Casting spells on metal objects has little effect on the object because metal is so nonporous. If I cast the Elasticity Spell on a clay cup, for instance, you will have a cup you can drop without breaking. At least for a time. You are aware that spells cast on objects don't last very long?"

"Yes," Alexin replied. "The length of time the spell lasts is a function of the caster's strength and the object's porousness, I was told by someone."

"Just so. A spell of hardness cast on that ceramic cup I mentioned will not last all that long. The same spell cast on a leather coat will last much longer but still only for a relatively short period. At least in terms of those magic items that have been handed down since the Great War."

At this point, Taroniah said nothing more, and after a moment, Alexin looked at her. She very pointedly turned her attention to the metal spring leaves they were molding.

"Our competitor's spring leaves last for a few months. Really excellent ones where someone takes a great deal of trouble to get the metal composition just right to produce the most optimum steel may last for a year, but they cost a fortune. I'm talking about a heavy-use situation here, such as a stagecoach or cargo wagon being used in one of the big cities carrying heavy loads on a daily basis. So far, of all the spring leaves we've made, the only ones that have failed so far were due to the client trying to carry an excessive load, not to the metal wearing out as such. Nor have any of them lost their springiness yet."

Alexin looked at the springs that were currently being molded. He noticed that the leaves that had been poured some time ago and were now solidified were being dumped from their molds before being packed up prior to shipment. The now empty molds were being brought back over to where Korlah was working to have the next round of springs poured into them. It took a few moments of quietly watching Korlah work before Alexin’s eyes suddenly opened wide, and he turned to stare at Taroniah. She returned his gaze with a slight smile, and when he went to say something, she held up a finger to her lips.

"Not a word. At the moment, we have a monopoly on this method, but as you can see, it is a relatively simple process that almost any magician should be capable of doing. Why did no other magician discover such a simple process over the last two thousand years? I have no idea. It is a puzzle. However, I worked it out, and because it is so simple, I am very careful not to make a song and dance about it. No one looks at our spring leaves and realizes quite what we're doing."

She broke off to point at the pipe mold.

"Have you seen or heard of the ceramic pipes that push water through them?" At his nod, she continued. "That metal pipe will do the same. Because it is made of metal, it will be far more robust than the ceramic pipes are. Designing one that can be secured on each side of a metal boat should be relatively easy. I've decided they will have to be on some form of arm. We will start with one on each side of the small boat we're going to build and see what sort of propulsion we get. I assume you've realized that the hull plates are going to be made the same way and will include the spells for Hardness, Waterproofing, and Anti-Rust."

Alexin studied her for a moment, not really comprehending the importance of what she just said. He looked back at the molding operations. Both forges were in action now, with Korlah imbuing the spell into one crucible of metal when all was ready. The workers then took the crucible and started pouring leaf springs in some of the molds while the second crew stood around the second crucible at the second forge, waiting for its metal to melt so Korlah could repeat the process once again.

"Wait!" He turned to stare at Taroniah and then back at the metal work taking place. "You're, you're, oh wow!"

"Precisely. Kauriga, come over here for a minute." Her husband came over, and she threw the Detect Magic Spell.

She pointed at the top of his scabbard, where the blue glow from the magic sword was visible, leaking from the opening at the top. Alexin's eyes opened wide. Kauriga smiled and nodded at him before heading back to supervise the work. He and Rengard rotated through the crew, handling the crucibles to help the workmen keep up with the almost continuous workload during a pouring session.

"So far, no one has thrown a Detect Magic Spell on any of our leaf springs. Until someone does, we're keeping the secret to ourselves." She pointed to where the wall ended near the shore. "Let's go and see what we have."

They walked over to the pipe mold, and she studied the ceramic pipe-based mold and its slowly cooling metal.

"In the meantime, let me show you what this pipe will do," Taroniah said, nodding at the mold.

She grabbed a pair of leather gloves from one of the workmen, picked up the mold, and tipped it over so that the top was facing the ground, but nothing happened. One of the workmen came over and gave it a tap with a metal prybar that they used to get the leaf springs out of the molds and gave the cylindrical mold a couple of hard taps. The thin metal pipe slid out and dropped to the ground. It was still quite hot, so she went over to the blacksmith area and grabbed a set of the tongs they used to hold hot metal items. She picked up her pipe with the tongs and took it over to the quenching tub, where it hissed for a short while, then cooled rapidly. She made sure not to immerse the pipe fully.

Using the gloves, she lifted the pipe out of the tub and took it down to the river. She carefully maneuvered down the bank onto the muddy shore, thankful that the tide wasn't too far out as it would have meant she had to wade through the mud to get to the water. She kicked off her shoes while she waited for Alexin and Kauriga to join her and then tied up her skirt, revealing her calves, knees, and even some of her thighs in the process, in a manner she had learned while on campaign. She waited for the others to do likewise, and then she waded out into the water.

When the water was up to her knees, she stopped and leaned down, lowering the pipe into the water. Once both ends were immersed, it immediately began taking water in at the flanged end and pushing it out the narrow end with so much force she could barely hold onto the pipe. She quickly pulled it back out of the water, grinning at the other two.

"It's got quite a kick. You need to hold the pipe very firmly. You want to have a go?" she asked, holding it out to Alexin.

"Sure," he said rather nervously.

By this time, it had cooled enough that he could hold it with his bare hands. He rearranged his hand's position to get a firm grip and then lowered into the water, where he nearly let it go in surprise from the force of the water being shoved through it. He lifted the pipe back out of the water and handed it to Kauriga, who waved it away as he was quite happy to simply watch.

"That's really quite amazing," he said. "I don't know how fast it would drive a full-size cargo ship, though?"

"I don't either, but together we'll find out," Taroniah replied, grinning. "I think the proper ship power pipes should have a larger diameter and won’t need the overlap flange on the end. Instead, we'll make the mold with a metal wing at each end that will each have bolt holes in them for securing the things to the ship."

"The main problem, as I see it, is having these things positioned on the outside of the hull of the boat with some sort of lever arrangement that will allow them to be lowered into the water when they need to be used. Once that arrangement is sorted out, we could have a series of them staggered along the hull so when you just want to maneuver in a harbor, you perhaps only lower two, one on each side, into the water. When you're out at sea and wish to move more quickly, you lower more of these pipes into the water, increasing the force driving the ship forward. I also think it will require a center rudder to get the best benefit out of the movement caused by the pipes thrust."

Alexin studied the pipe silently for a few moments without saying anything. He put it back in the water again and the flow of water out end of the pipe was clearly visible as he kept it just below the surface this time. He pulled it back out and stared at it for a bit.

While he mused, Taroniah spoke. "It is quite possible that a bigger pipe will have more thrust. This pipe size was chosen more from experience with this size of ceramic pipes rather than any other reason. I have no idea whether increasing the size of the pipe will increase the amount of thrust. It is something we will have to experiment with. I shall see about getting another mold made that will allow us to pour a much bigger diameter pipe."

"Yes," Alexin said, looking rather awed. "This is going to revolutionize sea travel. Damn! This is going to be amazing."

"So, let's head back to where the slipway will be," she said softly.

She led him down to where the wall ended and around to the land she had bought. From there, they wandered along the edge of the scrub, heading towards where the slipway would be.

"So, this is for your ears only at the moment. I think the Dragoth are a bigger problem than people further east realize. As far as I can tell from the reports I've heard, traditional big warships struggle against their low, fast vessels that are both sail and oar-powered. I think the Kingdoms in the western half of Ithria will have no trouble dealing with them on land as, over time, their sheer weight of numbers alone should tell. But while they maintain control of the sea, they can pick and choose where they fight and slowly wear people down, bit by bit. I fully expect them to get complete control of Wiglan within the next few months, which will require a major expeditionary force to dig them out. Assuming the nearby states can regain control of the sea."

She pointed ahead to where Alexin intended to build the slipway.

"It is going to take us time to work the problems out, but I intend to build a small fleet of low, fast metal warships built along the lines of the old, oared galleys." She stopped at a patch of bare ground and started making a pattern in the dirt with her foot. "They'll use my moving water pipes for propulsion rather than huge numbers of rowers, and they will be equipped with a ram bow, but not only will it be made of metal, but the whole ship will be much stronger than the old galleys used to be. Driven by the moving water pipes, the metal rams will smash into the sides of the Dragoth ships and just crush them."

She nodded down at the diagram she had been drawing. Unlike the old galleys, which had a metal ram shaped like a fist or an axe sticking out from the front of their ships, she wanted the whole front of the ship to be one long cutting-edge. The bow would curve up and out from the keel and then back in before climbing up to the top of the bow.

"If we shape and form it like this it will be like a giant knife slicing into the side of their ships with the point there smashing in their hull and the rest of it opening the hull up. We then lift the moving water pipes out of the water and either lower separate reversed ones or somehow work out a way of reversing the pipes we use for propulsion and then back the ship out of the side of their vessel, leaving them to founder."

"Bloody Lyurgan!" Alexin snorted.

He went to open his mouth and then closed it again, studying the diagram she had drawn in the dirt. He said nothing for a few moments cocking his head to one side and then a few moments later to the other as he was clearly considering the diagram. Finally, he nodded.

"It's going to take some experimentation working with metal, but I think I can see a way to do that." he said, pointing down at the diagram. "Damn! A whole ship sheathed in magic armor! It will be invincible."

Taroniah shook her head. "Not by a long way, it's not. For a start, we're going to be terribly outnumbered. I'm making a lot of money out of my business enterprises, but it's still a tiny amount compared to the income of a whole Kingdom. I have no idea how many full-size ships we will be able to build once we've worked out the initial problems, but it's not going to be that many. Plus, there is the cost of hiring the crews and fighting men to man them. We're going to be outnumbered by possibly hundreds to one. If they managed to surround and box in one of our ships, they could then board it with their superior numbers and overwhelm the crew. That is the worst-case scenario. They'd then have access to one of our armored superships, a scenario that is to be avoided at all costs."

Alexin was nodding like he realized the danger now.

"What about your Kingdom? Surely, they could afford to build a large number of your metal warships."

"No doubt they could. And they would also have the resources to man them with big crews of warriors. But I am wary about giving such power to any government. I'm even thinking about setting up a secret base for them to operate out of." She looked over at Alexin. "If we give the ships a mast so that they can carry one of those triangular sails the Dragoth favor, we can sail them to the secret harbor without people necessarily paying all that much attention. That is one of the reasons why I selected the land on the seaward side of town."

"And where would your secret base be? Most suitable harbors are already occupied, I would have thought."

Taroniah nodded. "There are a surprising number of usable bays on the less densely settled far coasts, rather like we have here, but as a rule, you're right. I bought the top three miles of this peninsula, and there are at least two suitable places where I can create a harbor. Hopefully, I can find a spot where I can build a suitable harbor that, once inside, the ships would be hidden well enough that vessels passing along the coast won't notice them."

Alexin stared at her for a moment. "Building a harbor would take lots of men and equipment and months of hard work, I would imagine."

"Probably. If one wasn't a sorceress," she said with a grin. "But we can worry about that later. In the meantime, you will need to hire some workmen to clear the land and build whatever construction you need to start building ships."

"Oh," Alexin said, looking very nonplussed.

"Don't worry, I'll help you," Taroniah said with a grin, then she shook her head. "Actually, Captain Kauriga can help you with getting things set up and the work underway. You will have no problem helping Alexin out, dear?" she simpered at him like a cheap whore.

"None of that," he said with mock severity. "At least not here in public." He grinned at her and then turned to Alexin. "I'll be happy to help you, Alexin. It will give me something worthwhile to do rather than just standing around watching everybody else work."

Things went well for the next week. Korlah set about designing his own house with the help of the town's architect. Work began on throwing up a couple of storage sheds and clearing the ground for the slipway. The first of the kilns to be moved to the new work area was manhandled aboard a wagon and trundled to its new home where it needed some minor repairs before they would be able to use it. Given that it took them several days to move just one, moving all the kilns to the new block was going to take a while!

Their ship arrived to pick up the next shipment of leaf springs, bringing with it a couple of men sent by her father. Taroniah was at the ironworks when they arrived looking for her, having been directed to the ironworks by the men on the dock. Harkon's bellow brought her around to the front of the shop.

"Couple of fellas here to see ya, Taroniah!"

Taroniah came around the corner from where the springs were made and frowned at the two rather non-descript-looking men. They wore ordinary and rather threadbare clothes and looked very unsure of themselves.

"You were looking for me?" she asked, raising an eyebrow.

The two men looked at each other before one of them finally took a step forward.

"If you be Taroniah, then your father sent us. He said you were looking for go…" he gulped. "People with experience in mining."

Obviously, her father had told them not to mention that the mining had to do with gold. She nodded at the two men and smiled.

"Welcome. Have you had lunch yet?"

It was a little after the normal time lunch was eaten, but if they'd just arrived aboard a ship, they likely hadn't been fed. Most shipmasters took imminent docking to be a good reason not to feed passengers who were going to be alighting shortly.

"No, we haven’t lady."

They both had bags with them that looked a bit like the type used by sailors, but there were subtle differences.

"Well then. If that's all you brought with you, and we don't have to wait for them to unload anything from the ship, we'll head to the tavern. I will see about accommodation and get you something to eat."

"That would be good. We're both a bit hungry. The food on the ship wasn't lavish."

"Hmm. I shall have to have a word with the Captain," she said with a grimace before shaking her head and nodding back down the street. "This way, gentleman."

She didn't even have to ask Kauriga to come with her, as he was obviously ready to accompany her. He wasn't about to let her be on her own with two strange men. It was a bit silly when you thought about who she was, but it was endearing all the same. She maintained her silence until they were away from the ironworks and there was no one in their immediate vicinity.

"That was a good pick-up when you dodged saying gold," she said to the two men. "I want you to keep that to yourselves for as long as possible. If anybody asks, you can say I've hired you to do some rock work up on the peninsula, which is sort of true enough. That's where the quartz is, after all. I will be providing cover for your initial assay of what's there and whether it's worth mining because I need rock from up there to produce a slipway into the river. As far as anyone is concerned, that's what you're working on up there."

"We ain't ever been this far north before." one of them said.

"Yes. I hadn't been either before I came to the Academy here. It gets a bit cold in the winter, but otherwise, it isn't too bad. What I'd like you to do is see what I've got and whether it's worth pursuing. You'll get paid regardless, so don't be afraid to tell me if it's a waste of time. If it's no good, you can think of this as a paid holiday. If it is worth pursuing, then we'll look at building some huts and whatever else is needed for you to start doing some serious mining."

By this time, they had reached the tavern where she engaged rooms for the two men and then left them to enjoy their late midday meal.

"I'll be back at the ironworks when you have finished your meal, gentleman." She stood for a moment, thinking about timing and what she had on. "Actually, we'll leave pursuing matters further until the morning." She reached into the leather purse attached to her belt and pulled out a handful of coins. "This should keep you occupied for the moment. I'll talk to you in both in the morning." She turned to walk away and then looked back. "I just realized that I don't even know your names. That's terribly rude of me, gentlemen. Please forgive me. So, please introduce yourselves."

The solid, balding one was Eshan Luthmar, and the thinner, mustached one was Jarkin Orvil. They both looked to be in their early thirties and admitted to being out of work because the mine where they had been employed ran out of ore. They both had family in Lirnhill and had been doing general farm laboring in the area to make ends meet, which was how they came to meet her father. He had promised them a year's pay to come up here and check out the situation without broadcasting what was happening to all and sundry. First thing the next morning, she headed down to the river shore area where the fishermen brought the ships in after fishing all night and found the two chaps she had hired the previous time.

"Are you gentlemen interested in another trip up the peninsula?"

"You going to blow up some more of the cliff?" the older one asked.

"You've seen that, have you?" At their nods, she continued. "What I'm looking for this trip is somewhere we can build either a proper port or at least build a dock that we can put a ship up against so that we can load rock aboard. I need the stone for the causeway at the river end of the slipway I'm building."

"We heard you was building a shipyard. Bit of an out-of-the-way place to be building ships, Lady Taroniah."

"That's true, unless you don't want people seeing what sort of ship you're building, or at least not yet."

The two men looked at each other and grinned. "Oooh. Now I can't wait to see what sort of ship you're building, Lady Taroniah. As far as somewhere you can use to dock a ship and load stone goes, we would need to have a decent sail around the coast up there on both sides of the peninsula. I can't think of anywhere offhand, but then I wasn't really looking before." the older man said. "When you want to sail up there?"

"I'll be taking two other fellows, Kauriga, and myself up there. I presume we can all fit in your boat?"

"That shouldn't be a problem, Lady Taroniah. We'll just have to refrain from doing too much fishing so that we don't fill the hold."

She nodded. "Don't worry, there will be suitable compensation."

The two fishermen grinned at each other and nodded at her. "Be best to leave before nightfall, say in about four trads. Does that give you enough time to get ready?

"We'll be ready. I'll see you then, gentlemen."

The trip north went smoothly enough as the weather stayed fairly calm. The wind swung around to the west too far to be ideal for sailing north, but they still made reasonable time as the fishing boat was much handier than a big cargo ship. They knew from their previous trip that there was nowhere really suitable for a port area south of the volcano, the only possible site being on the underside of the small peninsula that jutted out to the east about two-thirds of the way up the coast from Alcitran. Though the peninsula was wooded, it was too far from the proposed mine to be suitable.

They continued north and then swung around the northern tip of the main peninsula, which was basically formed by the volcano. Down the western side of the peninsular, they found nothing at first, with the rocky shore running south-southeast practically straight. Nearing the end of the day, they came across a small headland sticking out from the otherwise fairly straight shoreline, and beyond that, they found an eminently suitable bay hiding behind the headland. It would have been ideal, except for the large area of underwater reef that ran across the entrance of the bay that prevented access to the deeper water further in.

Beyond the bay was a stretch of sandy beach. It didn't look very safe, and it didn't stretch very far, but it at least gave them somewhere where they could bring the fishing boat onto the shore and disembark without damaging the fishing boat. Her four and the ship's owner disembarked, wandered around the back of the bay and clambered up on the headland where they could get a good view of things. The headland looked to be an offshoot of the volcano, going on the dark, volcanic looking rock it was made from.

"This bay looks ideal. I just have to get rid of that reef." Taroniah said.

The fisherman nodded. "You'd have to build a coffer dam on the ocean side of it and then pump out the water somehow before you could then use a team of workmen to chip away at the rock." the older man observed. "Be bloody hard work, and every time there was this decent storm, your coffer dam would surely get knocked over."

Taroniah nodded. "Too much hard work and it would take too long, I think." She turned to Kauriga. "I have an idea, but it might take a couple of days to make it work. What say you take these two over to where all that loose rock is," and she winked at Kauriga, "and see what they think of the situation over that side of the headland."

"That sounds like a plan, dear. We'll make camp here tonight and then head out in the morning."

With that decided, they all headed back to where the boat was drawn up on the shore, unloaded their camping supplies, set up their camp well up from the high tide mark, and then helped the fishermen secure their boat so it didn't float away at high tide. They were wary about leaving the boat partway up the beach, but the skies didn't indicate foul weather heading their way, so they decided it should be safe enough.


Chapter 14

Harbors

The following morning, Kauriga and the two miners headed off while Taroniah went back up to the headland and studied the reef. She decided that the tide was almost fully in at that point in time, so she turned to the older fisherman.

"How deep do you reckon the water is flowing over the reef at the moment?"

The man scratched his head. "I reckon the water be two paces deep." He pointed down at the reef. "Them waves are not leaving the rock exposed. You see what I mean?" Taroniah nodded. "The reef looks to be about three paces high, maybe more, probably, now that I actually think about it. Depth is hard to judge even when the tide's a fair way out. Going on the color of the water, I'd say that most of the bay be a good fifteen or even twenty paces deep for the most part. It's those steep edges along the inside that give it away. Steep sides make for deep water."

Taroniah had never heard that saying before, but it sounded like one of those typical common truisms that were mostly true but not always. She did some quick maths. If the water was two paces above the top of the reef and the reef was four paces high that made six paces. So, that meant that she'd need to dig out an area at least fifteen paces below the water level to make the entrance to the bay deep enough for large ships. She estimated that the reef was approximately ten paces wide, front to back. Possibly a little less, but she'd rather go with more than less at this stage.

Taroniah studied the reef once more and then tried to conceptualize the Teleportation Spell to pick up an area approximately thirty paces wide, thirty paces long, and thirty paces deep, centered twenty paces from where she stood. She struggled to hold the modified spell in her head, so she pulled out her notepaper, wrote out the spell with the modifications included, and reread the completed spell a couple of times to get it firmly fixed in her head.

She had set the spell to send the selected area a thousand paces southwest, and after sitting for a moment to clear her head, she then conceptualized the spell successfully and cast it on the reef. There was a strange sucking sound, and then suddenly, water was flowing into a huge hole that had appeared in the part of the reef closest to her. There was an almighty splash in the distance, and she could just see a white patch where the area of rock she had selected had dropped into the ocean almost exactly where she had planned.

"Bloody Lyurgan!" The older of the two fishermen exclaimed, staring at where the section of the reef had been.

Taroniah sat down, feeling a little faint from the exertion. Right, she had discovered that sending a large amount of stuff over a long distance drained her more than the same amount of stuff over a short distance. She had suspected that might have been the case, but the distance she had sent the material the previous time hadn't been far enough to make the effect obvious. She felt herself being looked at and raised her head to see that the fishermen were staring at her in horror.

She turned to her bag, which she had put down on the rocks beside her, opened it up, and pulled out a cloth bundle, which, when unwrapped, proved to hold some bread and cheese. She also had a small water skin with her, and she sat quietly as she happily drank and ate for a bit as she recovered from the exertion of casting the spell.

"I'm not sure how many times I can do that again today. At least once more, but after that, I'm not sure. I don't like fully draining myself magically in case something unexpected happens, and I need to rely on my magic in a hurry."

The two fishermen nodded at her like they knew what she was talking about, and she grinned, which they returned somewhat uncertainly. She ate about half the bread and cheese she'd brought with her from the supplies they had unloaded from the boat and then was happy just to sit and study the scenery for a little while as she recovered. Eventually, she stood up again and stared down into the water.

"What do you think, Norlen, two more removals like should open up the harbor properly?"

The man studied the water for a minute.

"Aye. That should be plenty, Lady Taroniah." He paused. "I ain't seen nothing like that before, not even from you."

Taroniah snickered. "It's new. That's what happened to the cliff face around the other side of the peninsula. I was practicing it there because I felt it was too dangerous to try anything in the middle of town."

"Aye. That could have been a mite messy." the older man replied, scratched his head, and then looked back into the bay. "You'll need to get some stonemasons in to build a wharf along the shore over there," he said, pointing to the bay's far side where the shore came down to the water at a much gentler slope than on this side where it was perpendicular. "They'll take measurements of the water until they reach a point where it's deep enough for the larger ships to still stay afloat at low tide and then start laying the stones onto the floor of the bay along the line they set up."

Taroniah studied the water for a bit. You could tell the shallower bits by the lighter color. She decided it wouldn't leave a lot of bay by the time they built the dock wall in deep enough water for the larger ships to float.

"Am I right in thinking that by the time they position the dock wall in water deep enough for the larger ships to float in, there is not going to be a lot of the bay left?"

"Aye. You be right there, Lady Taroniah." the man said, nodding.

"Hmm. In that case I think I shall dig out some of the far shore then before we start building the dock wall. That way, we can have a larger bay for ships to moor in and still leave room to maneuver for those coming and going." She paused. "Not today, of course. But I have to arrange for stonecutters and stonemasons before we can start to build a dock."

The younger fisherman scratched his head and then looked over at her with a puzzled expression.

"Why would you be wanting to build such a nice harbor way out here where there's nobody, Lady Taroniah?"

Taroniah considered her answer, pulling on her chin with her thumb and forefinger while she studied the water some more.

"Can I trust you, gentlemen, not to pass on my secrets?" The two men glanced at each other and then nodded furiously. "Well, there are several reasons. One is that Alcitran lacks a ready source of stone, as you are well aware, so I figure my volcano can alleviate that situation if I set up a stone quarry on its flanks. Apart from the Governor's residence, the Mayor's main house, and a few houses with stone foundations, most of the buildings in Alcitran are made from wood. I was thinking that the new house I'm going to build could be made from stone, at least partially, and I'm sure there is a market for others who want to either build new or rebuild their existing domiciles."

She looked at the two men, who nodded. "Having a nice harbor would make shipping cut stone a lot easier than having to load it into dinghies in small quantities and then row them out to a mother ship hovering offshore. Although, until the dock is built here, that is how we are going to have to shift cut stone once I get some stonecutters into action." She paused and grinned at the two fishermen. "For those willing to make an effort, there could be a few extra silver coins for fishing boats willing to carry stone back to Alcitran in the short term. They can use that beach that we used last time."

The old fisherman nodded. "Be a bit slow, but I suppose we wouldn't have to try and carry that many at any one time. We could come straight up onto the beach, load some stone into the bottom of the hold where it could serve as extra ballast before we do our fishing and return to Alcitran, offload the fish, and then offload the stone." He looked at the younger man, who nodded. "I think that would work for us fine."

"Good. When we get back to Alcitran, I'll send a letter to someone I know who has contacts in the stone industry. We'll see what happens. In the meantime, I'm ready to have another go."

With that, she stood up, ran through the written version of the spell a couple of times, and then focused on conceptualizing the complicated spell. She had the distance set to fifty paces this time, which should center the rectangle in just the right spot. This proved to be the case as another huge rectangle of water and rock disappeared and reappeared a mile southwest. The ocean rushed in to fill the hole she had created, and in no time at all, there was no obvious sign that anything had happened other than part of the reef was missing.

"I ain't never gonna get used to that!" the old fisherman said, watching the water rush into the empty space Taroniah had created.

Taroniah grinned. "Well, that's me done for the day. I'll head back down to the camp area and lie down if it's all the same to you two."

The two men bowed in her direction as she started moving back down the headland. They elected to stay and study the newly deepened entrance to the bay for a while. They hadn't set up any tents before the others left so Taroniah was forced to set up her own tent, something she hadn't done for some time. Setting up her tent took her back to the campaign into Winghia, although she carefully avoided remembering anything from the Penhampia part of the campaign.

By the time she had the tent erected and the sleeping blanket laid out, she thought she would have recovered from her exertions, but that wasn't the case. She lay down on the blanket, and the next thing she knew, Kauriga was shaking her awake, which caused her to jerk in sudden alarm.

"Hello, sleepyhead," he said with a grin at her agitated response.

"So, what happened? What did you find?" she asked, recovering her composure.

Kauriga glanced around and then whispered.

"Definitely gold. They can't tell how deep the vein runs, but it's big. At least they think it's big. They're still out there chipping away at it, but they'll be back late this afternoon." He smiled at her. "You're going to set up another company, aren't you?"

"Actually, I'm going to set up two companies. The mining company for the gold and whatever else shows up, and a second one for cutting stone. I'm not sure what the best way of setting up that operation is, but Marina's father, Farlek, has contacts in the stone business, so I'll write to him. We'll need to hire some laborers for the gold miners as well, no doubt."

"I'd forgotten about him being involved in the stone trade at one stage, or is he still involved?" Kauriga asked.

"I'm not exactly sure. I've never really delved deeply into his operations. Anyway, once we return to Alcitran, I'll send him a letter and see how we go. Right now, I'm going for a little trip into the woods, and then I'm going to get something to eat. After which, I'll get rid of the last of the reef blocking the entrance to the bay and then start widening the bay slightly."

"I had a look at that before I came to wake you up. Damn impressive, honey. Damn, impressive."

Taroniah could feel the happy glow her husband's praise induced in her. For some reason, his saying things like that had a much bigger effect on her than when anybody else complimented her on her magical abilities. After her snack, Taroniah was still feeling rather tired, so instead of heading back out to the peninsula to remove the rest of the reef blocking the harbor entrance she lay down for a quick nap instead. The next thing she knew, it was early morning again, which meant she had slept right through the rest of the afternoon and the whole night!  Using that spell twice the previous day had clearly knocked her around more than she had realized. Nevertheless, after she had consumed a fair-sized breakfast, she set off back up the headland to do some more excavation work.

She followed the same procedure as the second occasion yesterday and reread the spell a couple of times before attempting to conceptualize it. She had changed the casting distance to eighty paces, and when she cast the spell, it dug another rectangle of water and reef out of the entrance to the bay, matching up with the previous casting almost perfectly. She studied the scene below while waiting for the water to settle after rushing into the hole she created.

"What do you think, boys?" she asked the fishermen.

"You've made a nice entrance to the harbor, Lady Taroniah. Even the biggest ship will be able to sail in there pretty easily, I would imagine." the older fisherman said.

Kauriga was shaking his head. "It's one thing to see the effects of you doing that, dear. It’s another thing entirely to watch you actually do it. Utterly amazing, utterly amazing."

Taroniah grinned at her husband and pointed to the shore on the bay's far side.

"I'm going to dig away the shore over there as well so that when they build the dock, it will still leave plenty of room in the bay for ships to anchor while leaving enough room for vessels to turn and head back out to sea. I'll do one more teleportation today when I have recovered a bit, and then I'll do the rest the next time we are out here."

Kauriga nodded. "I'm no expert, but this looks to be a mighty fine harbor now that you've dug out the entrance."

"Taroniah's secret Navy base," she muttered quietly to him, causing him to grin.

They all stayed up on the headland until she had recovered enough to cast the spell again, at which point she dug a huge chunk out of the shelving floor of the bay near the far bank.

"Do you think that will be enough, Norlen?" she asked the older fisherman.

Both fishermen were studying the water rushing into the hole she had dug on the bay near the shore.

"Huh? Oh yes," he pointed to the left of where the hole she had dug was. "A couple more excavations like that should be plenty." He shook his head. "It is unbelievable standing here watching you do this. You could probably make a harbor anywhere, couldn't you?"

She nodded. "Probably. Over a period of time, with plenty of rest in between. This spot has the advantage of already having a nice bay and this marvelous headland that will protect it from most of the storms."

"Aye. Now that you've dug out that reef, this is one of the most secure harbors I have ever seen."

"Well, I've exhausted myself for the rest of the day, so excavating more of the harbor will have to wait until our next visit. I think I will go and lie down." With that, she started heading back to the camp.

She had a nice nap and was woken for lunch by Kauriga, after which they sat around and discussed various aspects of her ever-growing commercial empire. Late in the afternoon, the two miners returned, each carrying a large sack that sounded like they were full of rocks. They clearly wanted to discuss what they had found with Kauriga and Taroniah, but they were waved away and told that they would talk about it once they were back in Alcitran. Thankfully, both men were quick enough on the uptake to shut up before the fishermen learned anything important!

They loaded everything back aboard the fishing boat and started the trip back the following morning. They had a good run with the wind mostly from the west, and they arrived back in Alcitran late the following day. She instructed the two miners to come out to the slipway site the next day where they would sit down and discuss what the men had found on their expedition to the end of the peninsular.

The slipway site had already been cleared in the few days they were away, and Alexin was bubbling away with plans of where he was going to site this and put that. The first thing he wanted to do was erect a couple of sheds. One would be his planning office, where he would keep all the plans and his paperwork, and the other would be a store shed to keep tools out of the rain and securely locked up to prevent theft.

Although the tide was fast going out in her money chest, she handed out more money to Alexin so he could build the sheds he wanted and continue working on getting the slipway site ready. She expected the money situation would be eased when the pipe people paid her, which would be in the next couple of days, and there should be a pay chest from Hundig on their ship the next time it called.

Alexin happily wandered into town to start spending her money, and they were finally able to sit down in private with the miners to discuss whether they thought a gold mine was viable. The senior man, Eshan Luthmar, was a dark-haired, solidly built fellow in his mid-thirties, Taroniah guessed. The other man, Jarkin Orvil, was probably in his twenties, dark-haired, and very muscular.

"So, what was your impression of the gold vein and the likelihood of it being worth setting up a gold mining operation?" Taroniah asked.

"It's a little hard to tell, but we think the quartz vein with the gold continues for some considerable distance underground. And it looks like it runs in both directions." He paused for a moment. "We heard what you were saying to the fisherman about setting up a stone quarry there, so any gold mining would have to be in conjunction with that, obviously."

Taroniah nodded. "All right, gentlemen. Here is my proposal. I currently have three business partnerships, for want of a better description. The first one is a coach-building operation in Marland in conjunction with a chap named Hundig, who is based in Wendover. He owns shares, I own shares, the owner of the metalworking business here in town, the Captain of the vessel carrying our iron and finished leaf springs, and my offsider all have shares in varying amounts. We all share in the profits depending on how many shares we own."

"I have the same operation running with the ceramic water pipes you may have noticed being used in the town."

They both nodded, grinning. "We saw them at your father's house. Bloody amazing."

Taroniah smiled. "So, I have the same arrangement with the people that run the ceramic business where we make the pipes. They have shares, I have shares, and both my magical offsiders have shares in that business. I've just set up a shipbuilding enterprise with that young shipwright who has relocated himself, his mother, and his sister here from Brether. It's organized using the same system, although, at the moment, there are only three shareholders: myself, him, and the owner of the ironworks."

The men nodded, so she continued. "The way we set the business up is to allocate shares depending on what value each person who initially joins the enterprise brings to the enterprise. We then add one or two blank shares owned by nobody." She saw their puzzle frowns and held up a hand. "You will understand in a minute. So, in the case of the shipbuilding business I've just set up, I have three shares as it is my money that is funding it. The shipwright has one share to reflect the expertise he brings to the business, and the ironworks owner also has one share as we will be experimenting with iron ships and will require his expertise in that area." This brought a look of surprise from the two men. "Plus, we have two blank shares."

"The blank shares are for when we find someone we want to include in the business. The normal procedure when that occurs is that we double the number of shares each person has, including the blank shares, and then give a blank share to the new person. If, down the track, we have somebody else come along who we want to include, they get another of the blank shares. That way, the original people's shareholding is not diluted, but it means we can offer shares to any new people we feel are important to the long-term success of the operations. Do you follow?"

Both men glanced at each other and then nodded cautiously. "I think so," Eshan said.

"All right, here is an example. In the case of the wagon-building business, for instance, Hundig currently has eight shares, the foundry master and I have four each, the Captain of our ship and my magical offsider have two each, and the foundry master's foreman, and Hundig's foreman, both have one each. Hundig started with two, which doubled and doubled again to give him eight." The men were nodding. "When we did the first double, it gave us four blanks. We gave one each to the ship Captain and my magical offsider, leaving two. On the second double, we gave each foreman one, leaving us with the two spares left over again. Do you see how it works?"

Eshan nodded. He did some mental arithmetic. "So, you now have a total of twenty-four shares in that business, of which two are blank?"

"Yes. I should also point out that the shareholding is on top of any wages people are paid. What it means is that the key people have a vested interest in the business doing well. The business has a means of retaining important people by using the offer of shares to keep them with the business, and the whole operation will continue even if one of the shareholders dies because their shareholding will get passed to their heirs. The only other caveat is that shareholdings held by people who were not actively involved in the business do not get doubled when such an increase occurs."

"So, how does this shareholding thing relate to us?"

"Well, besides your knowledge, what are you going to put on the table regarding developing a gold mine?"

Both men looked at each other, a bit nonplussed. "Um. Nothing, I guess, apart from a few tools. Neither of us owns squat. That's one of the reasons why your father sent us here."

Taroniah pursed her lips then glanced at Kauriga, who simply shrugged, then turned her attention back to the two miners.

"Very well. Here is my offer. As I will be putting up all the money to allow you to build accommodation, buy equipment, build a smelter, hire people to either mine or run the smelter as needed, and whatever else is involved in the business, I feel I should get the major part of the shareholding. Yes?" They both nodded. "So, here is the deal. I will get five shares of the mining operation, and you will get one share each in recognition of your expertise. Plus, you will both be paid the normal wage that miners get out of the mine profits once it has some."

She waited for them to nod that they understood. "I will partly invest in the business and partly loan to the business the money needed to get it up and running and to pay your wages until then. The money needed for set-up costs like buildings, constructing a smelter, and so on will become my shareholding in the business. I will loan the money to pay your wages and anybody else's wages to the business, and it will be repaid to me out of the profits before any profits get paid to the shareholders."

They both looked at her a bit dubiously, but when they saw she was waiting for them to respond, they both nodded.

"As far as I'm concerned, you can begin mining or setting up your operation as soon as you wish. I would suggest buying timber and equipment to build accommodation first so that you can sail up there with those fishermen we used on the last trip and set about getting yourselves organized. After that, you can start working on a smelter, and when you're ready to turn ore into gold, let me know."

She smiled broadly at the two men, and they smiled back, nodding in agreement.

"When I have someone lined up to set up the quarry, it will be a similar arrangement, although I think I will keep it all in one organization. It will make it easier to shift staff around as needed that way. Unless they bring something more substantial than just the skills you two have done, the quarry master will only get one share as well. In the future, as the operation grows, we can look at giving shareholdings to other important people in the organization to keep them tied to our business."

She smiled at the two men. "Now, you need to sit down and work out a budget of how much money you're likely to need over the next six months. I have had a lot of expenses over the last few months, so I may not be able to front up with enough cash to cover your entire budget all at once, but I have substantial ongoing income, so funding you won't be a problem over the longer term. Any questions?"

The two men looked at each other and didn't say anything for a few moments, obviously pondering everything she had told them.

"Neither of us has ever run the entire gold mine operation ourselves, nor have we run a smelting operation." Eshan Luthmar observed.

"Well, how you go about it is up to you. You can hire someone to manage the mine for you if you feel that's out of your league. You can hire someone to set up and run the smelter if you don't feel you know enough about building and operating one yourself. It's entirely up to you as I don't know any more about gold mining than I do about building a ship. Which is why I've found someone to undertake that task for me."

"So, you're leaving setting up the operation entirely to us?" Orvil Jarkin stated rather than asked.

"That's why I have given you shares in the business. I should point out that in any major decisions for the business, the decision will be decided by the majority of shares. Which, at this stage, is me. But I'll only be concerned with the day-to-day operation of the gold mine, and the quarry for that matter if things don't go well and a profit isn't made. Essentially, I'm giving you a gold mining business to run, which you have a financial interest in, despite the fact that I'm funding it."

She crossed her arms, wondering if they fully understood what a wonderful opportunity she was offering them. They looked at each other and then nodded.

"We will get to work on the budget in the morning," Luthmar stated.

"Good. Welcome to my business family, so to speak," she said, smiling at the two men, after which she invited the two gold miners to have dinner that night with Rengard and Sarshea.


Chapter 15

Different work

The two men spent two days working on their budget while she and Korlah went hammer and tongs at the leaf spring production in an effort to get ahead of the production queue before Korlah headed back to Pickantia to finalize plans for his wedding. When the two miners finally fronted her once more, she was impressed that they'd drawn up a fairly reasonable breakdown of what they wanted to do and how much it was going to cost. The only proviso was they weren't entirely sure what would be involved in setting up a proper smelter for the gold. They knew someone, a distant relation of Jarkin's who had worked in a smelter operation in Penhampia, who they would write to and invite to join them. They wouldn't make what they were doing entirely clear to him, but hopefully, they would manage to make it sound of sufficient interest to get the fellow to come to Alcitran, especially if they paid for his trip.

The amount of money they needed was just within what her remaining funds could support, so she gave them half and instructed them to get started. She told them that she would give them more money within a week or two. They were a bit surprised that she would just hand over so much money to them, but she said they now had a vested interest in the success of the operation, which would make them a lot more money than stealing what she had just given them would.

With the miners satisfied and busy getting their plans into operation, she and Korlah continued producing as many leaf springs as possible. This continued until the next time their ship turned up, at which point Korlah approved the plans for the house to be built on his block, wished Taroniah a fond farewell, and then headed off for Pickantia. The only good thing about their ship arriving was that it brought with it more pig iron and a strong box full of money for her and the others from Hundig. The new funds made things a lot easier. She realized that someone in the Treasury in Marland was on the ball, as the box was largely composed of foreign coins rather than the Marland ones they usually received. There was also a tag totaling the amount with the Royal seal on it to show that the Treasury had passed the box. She presumed Hundig had agreed to this voluntarily, although she supposed he might have done it off his own bat. No matter.

She took Alexin and his family over to the building site where the foundations for their future house were already being built on the block outside the wall. The finished house would be considerably larger than the house they had in Brether, and she finally decided she had managed to impress Alexin's mother when they toured the site. She then informed Deandra that she would be taking her up to the Academy first thing in the morning, which caused the girl to show equal amounts of excitement and nervousness.

The start of the school year was still some months away, but even with the enlargements to the Academy's capacity, there were only so many spots available, and Taroniah wanted to ensure Deandra's enrolment went through without a problem. On top of that, it gave Taroniah a chance to acquire a couple of entry-level books on magic from the library for the girl to read through and learn from on top of whatever coaching Taroniah could manage to give her between now and the start of the term.

She smiled to herself as she remembered handing back all her introductory books at the beginning of Fourth Year, confident in the fact that she no longer needed such simple material to study. That evening she had Arabella over to dinner along with Alexin and Deandra. Both were uncomfortable by Arabella's needing a wheelchair, but the two girls took a liking to each other almost immediately and Arabella promised to help coach Deandra after work as often as she could. Not wanting to be out too late, Alexin and Deandra left early, leaving Arabella with Taroniah.

"Still happy slaving away over ceramic pipes all day, every day?" Taroniah asked.

"I won't deny it gets a bit tedious, but I'm getting a lot of reading done." the young girl replied.

Taroniah smiled to herself when she realized she was mentally calling Arabella a young girl. She wasn't that much younger than Taroniah when all was said and done, but she looked younger and seemed younger. Despite the problems of her disability, she hadn't been involved in the dramatic events and years of constant danger that Taroniah had been. Dealing with Gods and Kings and armies meant Taroniah appeared to be much more mature than her years would suggest.

"You're getting a lot of reading done? How so?" Taroniah asked, intrigued.

The girl blushed and looked a bit nervous, perhaps deciding that what she was doing was wrong. After some hesitation, she replied.

"Well, it's like, well, I've found that in those periods when you have to rest between casting the spell, it helps if I just take my mind off things entirely and read a book."

"What sort of book?" Taroniah asked.

Reading some heavy magic treaties or historical tome wouldn't seem to be a good way of relaxing to Taroniah. Of course, they both had the advantage of living in an age where books were far more common. Recalling the many historical accounts she had read, she was well aware of how valuable scrolls had been to people in previous eras and how limited the number of copies of even important works tended to be. It had given her an insight that many people probably lacked.

Indeed, she was rapidly coming to the conclusion, both from our own reading and from things the Goddess Davina had said, that the common perception that the period before the Great War was filled with hordes of powerful sorcerers presided over by all-powerful Gods was wrong. She wasn't sure when she would have the time, but she fully intended to sit in the library at the Academy and go through all the historical references to count just how many sorcerers were actually mentioned.

The sheer problems of education without printed books would limit the number of trained magicians, regardless of any other factor. The introduction of the printing press a couple of centuries ago revolutionized education, moving education out of the realm of the rich nobles and into the hands of everybody, at least partially. The same thing applied to magical education to a somewhat more narrow and limited degree.

In the old days, all magical education had been conducted by the apprenticeship system, which meant that even if every magician took an apprentice every time the previous one completed his education there would still be only a limited number of magicians in the world. In practice, as it had been, and to a limited extent still was among magicians these days, not all magicians took apprentices. Some magicians only took one or two apprentices in their lifetime, and very few magicians undertook to train a continuous stream of apprentices.

Besides the limited number of magicians who were trained, there was also a lack of communication, and therefore, the spread of ideas was minimal because of the dependence on scrolls to record information. Plus, some magicians didn't talk to other magicians, which also limited the transference of knowledge of spells. On top of that, there was no set curriculum, so an apprentice magician only learned what his master could teach him.

These days, even the magical students who learned via an apprenticeship tended to use the same introductory textbooks as the students at the Academy or the College at the other end of the world. It was the reason why someone like Arabella could do her fourth year at the Academy without any serious problems. Speaking of Arabella.

"I read novels at work," she whispered.

Taroniah laughed and then smiled at the girl. "Romances, right?"

Arabella went even redder and nodded.

"I can understand that," Taroniah said. "But I wouldn't give up hope of a real romance just yet. I know of at least one young man who frequently looks at you when he thinks you aren't looking. And no, I'm not going to tell you who it is as I'm not sure that he is romantically interested. I'm merely mentioning it to make it clear that you should never give up hope."

The girl looked at her in frustration, and Taroniah sighed before changing the subject.

"Would you mind if I tried something? I can't promise that I can improve your back, but I can't make it any worse, after all, can I?"

The girl looked at her suspiciously for a moment before nodding in agreement.

"Good," Taroniah said. "Can you go over to the couch, hop up on it, and then lie down on your stomach? I've never got a clear look at your back, you've always been sitting in your chair around me. I may or may not be able to do anything, but I can't be certain until I get a good look at your back."

Arabella stared into space for a moment and then shrugged and moved over to the couch where she pulled herself out of her chair before lying face down on the couch. Taroniah had been set to offer her a helping hand but had waited long enough to know that Arabella could do it by itself and would probably consider an offer of help condescending. Taroniah threw two varieties of the Healing Spell on the girl's back, not in expectation of either spell suddenly doing what they had failed to do in the past, but because throwing the spells allowed her to get a good look at the root of the problem.

"All right. I have a couple of ideas. Here goes the first one." Taroniah said and then knelt on the floor next to Arabella. "Emilar. Goddess Emilar. I need your help." she intoned.

Nothing happened, so she tried again, this time trying to project more force or power into the request.

"Goddess Emilar. I, your Knight, Taroniah, am asking for your aid in this matter."

Again, nothing seemed to happen, but before she could repeat her request, she felt a presence arrive. Looking out the corner of her eye, she could see the image of the Goddess floating in the air with a faint blue glow to her somewhat insubstantial form. A jerk and a muffled noise from Arabella accompanied the Goddess' appearance.

"What do you want?" the Goddess demanded in rather unfriendly tones.

"My friend's back is damaged, and she cannot feel anything from the waist down. Can you heal her?"

The Goddess' presence floated closer to the couch and hovered above the girl. Suddenly, the blue glow got much brighter, and Arabella's back glowed brightly as well for a moment before the light faded away. The image of the Goddess shook her head.

"There is nothing I can do for your friend. I am sorry. Once the nerves in the back are severed, repairing them is impossible." the Goddess said.

The Goddess nodded at Taroniah and faded away.

"A rather more abrupt version of the Goddess than I'm used to," Taroniah observed, mostly for Arabella's benefit. "Well, God's don't know everything after all."

This brought a snort of surprise from Arabella, who had turned sideways on the couch and was looking at Taroniah.

"I've heard people say you could summon the Goddess, but I didn't really believe it."

Taroniah shrugged. "It's more a matter of requesting her aid than summoning her. I try to avoid it as much as I can. As you could probably tell, she gets a bit testy." She waved at the girl, indicating that she should lie back down. "So now we will try my second idea, although it probably won't work either, but we won't know until we try, eh?"

The girl nodded, looking dubious, but rolled over on her stomach again. When Taroniah had cast the healing spell on her back the first time, just after Arabella had first arrived at Alcitran, she had noticed that the diagnostic section of the Healing Spell that allowed the person casting it to sense what the problems were inside the subject's body had not been able to see more than just the nerve bundle, rather than the individual nerves.

She had been able to see where the two nerve bundles were separated, but that was about it. It explained why nobody was able to cure nerves successfully. Not only that, but it was apparent that the gap between the two nerve bundles looked to be much longer than the bundles could be easily stretched across, which implied they'd shrunk a little bit following the accident that had severed them.

Taroniah had spent considerable time thinking about the matter, in between everything else she had going on, and had started experimenting by using the Healing Spell to look at her own wrist and lower arm as trying to look at her own back was too awkward. The inability of the diagnostics part of any version of the Healing Spell to focus on the individual nerves within the bundle frustrated her for some time. During the trip north with the miners, however, she had used her Far Seeing Spell to focus on a ship that happened to be sailing past the point to ensure that it was merely an innocent cargo ship rather than something more dangerous. At that point, she had an idea, but because she was so tired from using the Teleportation Spell, she didn't act on her idea until they had returned to Alcitran.

Trying to use the diagnostic part of the Healing Spell combined with the Far Seeing Spell to look at the individual nerve strands proved to be almost impossible. The Healing Spell wanted to heal something, and the Far Seeing Spell wanted to see something in the distance. She must've tried combining them a dozen times, and the only high point was on at least one occasion, she thought she saw the individual nerve strands within the nerve bundle in her arm, but it was only a flash before it disappeared again.

She accompanied a disappointed Arbella back to the Mayor's house that evening but promised the girl she wasn't about to give up. Over a series of evenings, she sat down and wrote out the diagnostic part of several versions of the Healing Spell and sat them alongside a written version of the Far Seeing Spell. It took her until early the following week, but she came up with a combination spell she called the Internal Viewing Spell that allowed her to see the individual nerves within the nerve bundle in her arm.

That left her with two problems: stretching the nerves across the gap and successfully joining them together. Stretching them across the gap immediately made her think of the Elasticity Spell which they used all day in the metal works to create the leaf springs. If she threw that spell on the nerve bundle ends and then used the Telekinesis Spell, she could probably stretch the bundles across the gap easily enough. After some careful consideration she decided the skin repair version of the Healing Spell would be the thing to use to join the nerves together. It was designed to bond the skin edges on either side of a wound together and, in the process, reduce the scarring from such a wound almost completely. It was one of the most profitable spells for magicians, as noble women would pay any amount not to be scarred after suffering a cut or any type of open wound.

She had then waited for the right opportunity to approach Arabella, and then she had a reason to visit the ceramic works one afternoon and invited Arablea to Sarhsea's for dinner that evening. After dinner, she had Arablla lie on the couch again, and she first cast the Internal Viewing Spell so she could see the nerve bundle in the girl's back. She had designed the spell to be easily maintainable while engaged in other activities. She then focused on one nerve bundle, applied the Elasticity Spell very precisely to just the nerves, and then repeated the dose to the other bundle on the other side of the break. With all that in place, she prepared to use the Telekinesis Spell to stretch the nerves across the gap.

She had thought this would be the most difficult part of the operation, but it turned out to be relatively simple. It required only a small pull using the Telekinesis Spell to stretch one of the bundles almost completely across the gap, surprising her. She released that nerve bundle and grabbed the other bundle, which she stretched to reach the first bundle without difficulty. With the two bundles essentially touching she realized the next part was going to be the tedious part.

"I'm about to start joining your nerves together, Arabella. It's going to be slow, so very slow. I may need to take breaks periodically to rest up before continuing the process. I need you to continue lying on the couch and staying very still when I'm casting the spells. I'll tap you on the arm whenever I'm about to start casting so you have a warning and can do your best to stay motionless. I don't know what you will feel when I start joining the nerves together. It might be nothing. There might be, well, I don't know, but it might be like the tingling that you get when your arm goes to sleep. Do you know what I mean by that?"

"Yes. That happens regularly to me, particularly at night."

"All right. Please don't get disappointed if nothing happens. The nerves beyond the break may have died, in which case I can do nothing, but we'll see what happens. Here we go." And with that, she tapped the girl on her arm.

Taroniah threw her Internal Viewing Spell and focused on the nerve bundles. Fortunately, it was relatively easy to see which nerve connected to which nerve. She used the Telekinesis Spell to move the first two together and then cast the skin-joining version of the Healing Spell, bonding the two nerve endings together.

"Oh!" Arabella said, sounding surprised.

"You feel something?" Taroniah asked, trying not to sound too hopeful.

"Yes. There's a tingling running down my left leg." the girl said in an astonished tone.

"Well, that's a start. Next nerve." Taroniah replied, tapping the girl on her arm again and joining the next two nerves together. And so it went, nerve after nerve for several trads. Arabella's maid fell asleep in one of the lounge chairs while Taroniah continued to work on her charge. They broke at some point so that Arabella could visit the water closet. Taroniah took the opportunity to do the same after the girl had finished, and then she made them a snack each to keep them going before she resumed working on the girl's nerves.

It was slow and tedious, as Taroniah had predicted, as she worked through the girl's spinal nerves one at a time. The sky was starting to lighten when she finally finished and slumped onto the floor next to the couch. Arabella had been nodding off now and then throughout the process and was fast asleep when Taroniah collapsed in a heap on the floor. As Arabella was in the process of waking up, her arm accidentally whacked Taroniah in the head, causing Taroniah to wake up, too.

"Oh! Sorry, sorry." the girl said hurriedly.

"That's okay. How do you feel? Or, more to the point, what do you feel?"

Arabella screwed up her face and then smiled, looking down at her feet.

"I can feel my leg! I can even move my toes! Oh, thank you, thank you!" the girl said ecstatically.

"Don't get too excited yet. The muscles will have all atrophied from lack of use, so it’s going to take you a long time to get back into shape. A long, painful time, I would guess." Taroniah observed.

"I don't care. This is utterly amazing! How can I ever repay you?"

Taroniah shrugged. "There is nothing to repay, Arabella, apart from keeping my secrets. I was just glad I was able to do something that nobody else had been able to do. The fact that you have feeling in your legs again is reward enough. Honestly, it is."

Taroniah looked up at Arabella's face from where she was sitting on the floor and could see the girl was crying tears of joy. She reached up and grasped the girl's hand.

"Live long and enjoy life. That is all I ask."

This admonition caused the girl to cry even harder while smiling at Taroniah at the same time.

"You are so amazing! I can't believe you could do what a God failed to do." She shook her head. "I'd heard the stories, but I didn't really believe, you know. And now you've done the impossible for me."

Arabella returned to blubbering, unable to speak further through her tears of happiness. Taroniah smiled and patted her on the shoulder, letting the girl cry herself out. The noise of her crying finally woke the maid, who came wandering over, looking concerned, wondering why Arabella was crying.

"Felinia! Taroniah has fixed my back!"

The maid didn't look convinced as Taroniah stood up.

"I've repaired the damage to her nerves," Taroniah said. "It will take a long time for her to be able to use her muscles properly. You're going to be needed to guide her through the process of learning to walk again."

The maid looked from Taroniah to Arabella and back to Taroniah again.

"Are you serious? How is that possible?"

"It's possible because Taroniah is the greatest sorceress in the world!" Arabella said loudly.

Just then, Sarshea, Rengard, and Bernic came trotting down the stairs.

"Oh, you're still here," Sarshea observed, talking to Arabella.

"Yes. Taroniah fixed my back."

"Did she call Emilar to do it or assist her?" Rengard asked.

"The Goddess came but said she couldn't do anything about the nerves in my back. She was rather abrupt about it all, too. Then Taroniah sat there all night and fixed me!"

"Ha," Bernic said as he headed for the kitchen table. "Taroniah can do anything!" He observed with all the surety of a young man who had just reached his teenage years.

"I'll make a pot of tea," Sarshea announced.

"Well, I am going to lie down. I've had practically no sleep at all." Taroniah said, heading for the stairs.

"I'll make sure Arabella and Felinia get safely home," Kauriga said from the top of the stairs.

They exchanged a kiss about halfway down before Taroniah kept going up, and Kauriga headed for the kitchen to get a cup of tea.

"Oh! I'll need to go home, get changed, and go to work!" Arabella said frantically.

"I think we can afford to let you have one day off, young lady," Kauriga observed.

"Yes." Taroniah's voice came floating down from upstairs.

Arabella had already started maneuvering herself to get back into her wheelchair, which she found much easier, even with the limited amount of movement that she had in her legs at this stage.

"You really have been healed!" The maid observed, as she saw her charge's toes moving, sounding almost surprised. "It's a miracle!"

"Taroniah's good at those," Rengard observed laconically from where he was perched on one of the stools at the dining table waiting for his cup of tea.

It was mid-morning before Kauriga accompanied Arabella and her maid back to the Mayor's house where, surprisingly, no one had even realized they hadn't come home the previous evening. Kauriga was a bit miffed about the lack of concern for the young girl’s whereabouts, but it was explained to him that the young magician and her maid largely kept to themselves, mostly eating in their rooms, especially on weeknights when Arabella was normally tired after a full day's work.

The Mayor was dumbfounded when he learned that Arabella had been cured. Kauriga pointed out that she would need time to get her legs working properly, and it would take months to restore her muscles following years of atrophy, whereupon the Mayor surprised him by coming up with the idea of putting two heavy tables close together in the back courtyard so that she could use the tables to hold herself up with her hands and arms while attempting to walk along the gap between the two tables.

Kauriga immediately saw the benefit of this idea, and they soon had two heavy wooden tables, the spare dining table the Mayor used when he had large parties of guests and an old table that was out in the barn being used as a workbench. Arabella was soon attempting to propel herself along the gap between the two tables, finding it much harder than anticipated. Leaving her to struggle under the watchful eye of her maid, Kauriga searched the barn, where he found the small crane device they used to lift things up to the upper floor.

Arabella was happy to interrupt her struggles and sit in her wheelchair to be wheeled into the barn, where Kauriga showed her the simple crane. First, he secured a convenient bale of hay to the end of the rope normally used for lifting objects, and then he tied the other end of the rope in a loop, which he put around Arabella's ankle when she held her leg out straight. He adjusted the length so that the rope so the rope was fairly taut and then had her pull her leg down. This task she found was nearly impossible, but she did get the hay bale to move a little. When her leg was too tired, he swapped the loop to the other leg, and she repeated the process.

"So, I suggest that you come out here and do a few of these leg exercises and then a couple of walks between the two tables each morning before heading to work and then repeat the process each evening."

She nodded somewhat less than enthusiastically at his suggestion but seemed determined to continue her rehabilitation, so Kauriga left her on that note and headed home.


Chapter 16

More industry

The next ship to arrive at Alcitran brought a grizzled-looking old man and his teenage grandson. Garnas Cartair had been a stonemason in Wendover until he had suffered an accident to one of his legs that had laid him up for nearly a year. When he had recovered, he had taken a job with Farlek Prendan, running his stone quarry until old age and illness had forced him to retire. His son had taken over the position of managing Farlek's quarry, but when word came that Taroniah was seeking someone to run a stone business for her, he had jumped at the chance to get back into the game, as he had put it. Garnas had brought his grandson, Oliveer, with him to learn how to start a stone quarry and masonry business from scratch.

They had been forced to ask around to find Taroniah who was back at work at the ironworks with Korlah off visiting his intended. If nothing else, the sheer scale of the operation at the ironworks impressed Garnas considerably. Harkon brought the two men around the corner to where the leaf springs were being made.

"Couple of visitors for ya, little lady." he said heartily, waving one of his huge paws at the two men.

"Lady Taroniah?" the older of the men asked tentatively.

"Yes, how can I help you?"

"Farlek Prendan at Lirnhill told us you were looking for stonemasons. None of the rest of my family was interested, except me grandson, Oliveer, here. Farlek said you had an interesting opportunity available, one that was so promising that he would lend us the money to come here, with every expectation of us doing well enough to pay him back. With him showing that amount of confidence, I figured I'd give it a go. I still have enough left in me to build a business that I can hand over to Oliveer here in a few years."

Taroniah nodded. "Excellent. Go and find rooms for yourself and your grandson at the main tavern in the center of town and I'll talk to the fishermen who will provide our transport up to where I want you to set up the quarry and the stone works. All being equal, we should be departing tomorrow morning."

"What sort of stonework you been need'n?"

"Several different types of products. My shipwright is building a slipway along the bank of the river a bit further along there," she pointed, "and he wants, as I understand it, flat stones to form the bed of the slipway that will stretch out into the river. You will need to consult with him on exactly what size blocks of stone and how many he needs for that task." She waved a hand at the slight rise that was visible in the distance. "I'm going to be building a house on the top of that rise, and I want to use stone for the main construction. I'd really like two different types of stone, or at least stone in two different colors, one for the main walls and the other for the corner blocks. I saw a building like that in Marsea the last time I was there."

The older man was nodding, so she stopped speaking and raised an eyebrow.

"I know the build'n you be talking about, Lady Taroniah. We may not be able to match the colors depending on what sort of stone we have to work with." he said, apologizing in advance.

"I realize that. It was more the style than the actual colors that I was interested in. You will get a better idea of what the stone you're going to be working with looks like the day after tomorrow when we get to where the quarry will be."

"That be a fair distance away from the town, Lady." the younger one said, speaking for the first time.

"Yes. The quarry will be at the side of an old volcano at the very tip of the peninsula that runs north from here. I bought the top three miles from the government because I needed an area to experiment with my magic in, and in the process, I thought it would provide a good source of stone for the town here. Stone has always been in short supply in Alcitran. Hopefully, we can change that." she said, smiling at the two men.

She wasn't sure what appearance she presented to the two men, but the younger one certainly had doubts about the identity of the rather disheveled young woman in front of him.

"You really be the Crown Princess Taroniah?"

"That I am, although I try and avoid the subject as much as possible. I learned enough about all the problems and the paperwork involved in running a Kingdom during the period I stood in for my brother when he was missing. He's welcome to it." she said with a grin.

"Everybody calls you a sorceress." the young one added, not giving up his questioning her status.

"Yes, they do. But I try to avoid situations where I must use my more extreme magical abilities. Unfortunately, it's not always possible to avoid trouble, but some of my skills also have peaceful uses, as you might well discover. In the meantime, go and get yourself settled at the tavern. Expect to be woken up early, and we will head north in a fishing boat so I can show you what you have to work with."

Both men could clearly tell they were being dismissed, so they bowed deeply and departed, presumably for the tavern or wherever they had left their belongings before then heading for the tavern. Taroniah kept working well past the time when she normally finished, trying to make up for some of the time she would miss over the next few days while showing the stonemasons around.

With Korlah away and Arabella busy with the ceramic work, she had no choice but to give the leaf spring crew a few days off while she sailed north with the stonemasons. Once again, the trip went without incident or overly inclement weather, and two days later, they were cruising past where she had demolished the cliff. They could just make out the huts the gold miners had built, although there was no sign of a smelter being erected yet. They were still waiting for an expert to arrive to start work on that, the last she'd heard.

"As you can see from the cliff's state, a lot of loose stone is lying around. I have no idea how useful all that stone will be, but it is a start, at least. The huts belong to the mining crew. When I blew out that huge hole you can see there, we discovered some interesting minerals in the bottom of it. This brings me to how we will set up the business, assuming you are interested in participating, that is."

"I intend for the quarry and the mining to be combined into one business. This has the advantage that we will be able to swap workers around from what are essentially similar operations as needed, which will provide flexibility and improve the workers' financial security. The way we run all our businesses is by forming a share holding. Each person who contributes to the start of the business receives shares in the business based on their input. In this case, for instance, I will receive shares for putting up the money, and you will receive a share for putting up your expertise. Do you follow what I'm saying?"

The older man scratched his head obviously puzzling over what she had just said, while the younger one just looked at her blankly.

"Let me use the mining business as an example. The two men running the operation brought little more to the table other than their expertise and a few tools. I have put up the money for the accommodation they erected and the extra tools they needed. They've hired someone to build a smelter, who is supposed to be on his way, so that will cost money as well, although I did factor that into the original arrangement with them. At the same time, I am paying their wages and will be paying the wages of anyone else they need to employ to get the operation up and running."

She paused to look at the two men, who both nodded, seemingly having followed that without any trouble.

"The second point is I didn't want to hire someone to do the job and have them run off or fiddle the books. So, we agreed to the following breakdown. I received three shares for my financial input while they received one each, plus we have two spare shares left to allocate at some time in the future. If there was a profit to be divided up, which I doubt there will be for quite some time, then it would be divided up by five, with the blank shares not counting. I would get three parts, and they would get one part each."

"When the person they have hired to build the smelter turns up, we will give them a period of probation while we determine what sort of person they are, and then what we will most likely do is double the number of shares and give the smelter person one of the now four blank ones. We'll still have three shares remaining to give to other important organization members as needed. Once that is the case, then the profits would be divided by eleven, with me getting six, the two miners two each, and the smelter person one share."

"Do you follow that?"

Both men nodded although she wouldn't say either was confident in their understanding.

"Once the operation is established and making money, the next time the shareholding is doubled to allow for putting the shares out amongst others, I will probably exempt my shares from being doubled to reduce my share of the shareholding at that point. It is more important to me that the people doing the work running the operation have a vested interest in keeping the business growing and running well, and the best way to ensure that is to give them an interest in the business so they feel that it is their business, not mine."

She nodded to the two men. "Also, the money for their wages is not classed as an investment and will be repaid down the track once the business is profitable. I hope all that makes sense. Anyway, that is all for the future. You have to look over the site and decide whether you want to work with me."

"That's true, Lady." the old man said. "I'm not making no decision until we get to where you want us to set up this quarry and stone working business, and I look things over properly."

"Which is fair enough," she replied with a smile.

When they had passed the beach where the fishermen had dropped them off the first time Taroniah had come north, she pointed it out to the stonemasons.

"I'm creating a harbor around the other side of the headland, but until it is ready, I was thinking that in the short term, you could bring the cut stone for the slipway to the beach here. Some enterprising fishermen could pick up two or three pieces at a time to use as ballast, after which they could head out to fish. When they are happy with the number of fish they had caught, they simply return to Alcitran, unload their catch, and then disembark the stone." She gave the older fisherman a grin. "I've noticed that the fishermen in Alcitran are always happy to earn a few extra coins here and there."

"Especially your coins, Taroniah." the fishermen replied in unison with a laugh.

The two stonemasons looked at each other, perhaps in response to the obvious camaraderie between Taroniah and the fishermen. Now they were at the volcanic cliff they simply stared at the crater she had created where two figures could be seen standing on the edge looking at them.

"That's where the mineral we are mining is located in that crater."

"I've never quite seen anything like that," the older stonemason said. "And all that broken down cliff face next to it. Was it like that when you first came up here?" he asked.

"No. I was experimenting with a new spell that I decided was too dangerous to play around with down in the town."

The two men looked at her sideways, perhaps debating the plausibility of anybody being able to do that to a cliff or, alternatively, reassessing just who it was they were dealing with. The fishermen took the boat close to the shore and waved to the miners.

"We're going around to the harbor." Kauriga bellowed, and one of the miners waved acknowledgment.

With obvious relief, the older fisherman put the helm over and took the boat back out to sea as the area beyond the flat shelf was composed of numerous underwater rocks and volcanic upthrusts. They sailed around the tip of the headland, studying the volcano and then down the coast on the western side until they came to her hidden harbor. Seeing the stonemason's reaction to the harbor being suddenly revealed to them when the boat turned inshore was quite satisfying.

Despite her excavations, there was still enough beach area for them to use for their boat, and with it securely grounded on the sand, everybody piled out, and she led the stonemasons around the track they had made to the top of the point that hid the harbor from the view of those passing by offshore. She pointed out the large area that she had eaten out the last time she was here. It was more obvious from up on the point than it had been from the water-level view from the boat.

"In the area you're pointing to, you dug out the bottom of the bay in one go?" the older stonemason asked.

"Yes. It wasn't easy, mind. The spell I use is so complicated it's almost impossible to hold in your head as you need to do before you can successfully cast it. I can cast it twice a day if I need to, but generally, I prefer to cast it just once a day as I found that using it twice a day wipes my magic out too much and leaves me rather vulnerable. Now, if you gentlemen will give me a little bit of time to prepare myself, I shall demonstrate."

She could tell she had no hope of conceptualizing the spell without running through it a few times from her notes, so she opened her folder and studied the spell silently until she was certain she had it memorized well enough. She looked down at the bay, adjusted the numbers she remembered using last time, conceptualized the spell, and teleported another large chunk of the shelving bay floor a mile to the southwest, where it splashed in the ocean.

"Bloody Lyurgan!" The younger man exclaimed while the old man simply stared in blank wonder at the hole she had dug.

"I think I will do two more of those excavations on the northern side and then maybe one on the southern end of what I have already excavated. That should allow for a long enough dock to be built."

The old man nodded. "That's going to be a big dock for somewhere so out of the way," he commented.

"Perhaps," Taroniah said, not necessarily agreeing with him. "Bear in mind that we will have two towns grow here in the future. A town will develop up at the mining and stone cutting site about two miles away and another town will grow here because of the port."

"They won't be very big towns, more like villages or hamlets." the older man said dismissively.

"Well, I don't know. There will be plenty of demand for stone, even over the long term, and the mine, well, that should be good for a few years at any rate. Think about the number of people that are going to have to move out here. You two alone are not going to be able to keep up with the stone cutting, so there will be at least one or two more men you'll need to hire, plus a cart to haul the stone, at least three horses for the cart so there is a spare, someone to drive the cart and look after the horses, plus a couple of workmen to build the actual dock."

She pointed north, where the volcano was just visible above the trees.

"The mining operation will be the same. The two men running it will probably need at least one more workman, maybe two. Then there is the bloke who is going to build and run the smelter, who may also need an offsider. Some of those workers may decide to bring their wives and possibly families out here. Then there's the harbor here once the dock is in place."

She pointed down at the shore area behind where she had been digging out.

"The Kingdom will almost certainly want to build a customs office with a residence attached for the customs officer and his family to live in once they realize what is going on. With all the coming and going collecting stone and offloading supplies, sooner or later, some enterprising fellow will decide to open a tavern. By that stage, I wouldn't be surprised if one of the younger sons of the fishermen in town doesn't move up here to set up a fishing operation to keep everyone here supplied with fresh fish, and so it will go."

She made no mention of the warships she intended to build then moor here. That would mean she would have to build accommodations for the crews in due course, storehouses for the supplies they would need, and no doubt there would be other things as well. In some ways, she was suddenly sorry she wasn't building the slipway here where it would be well out of sight, but the practical problems would have been too great.

"Anyway, let us trek to the mine site so you can see what you will be dealing with," she said after a moment.

Kauriga and the gold miners had hacked a bit of a trail from the bay to the mine site the first time they had been here, and now they worked on making it wider. Taroniah used her narrow Force Punch Spell to cut through the trunks of several small trees that were in the way of their progress, making the trail more obvious in the process. Her casual manner while chopping trees off at ground level with her magic impressed the masons as much as her moving the huge chunk of the bay had.

It didn't take them long to reach the mine site where she introduced the stonemasons to the miners and then sat back and let the two stonemasons study the rocks that the surrounding area was composed of. The miners and the stonemasons seemed to get along fine, and it was probably half a trad before the stonemasons came wandering back over to where Taroniah and Kauriga were sitting.

"The miners are convinced that you created that hole in the mountain. Is that truly the case?" Taroniah nodded. "Do you think you could create another hole on the other side of the mountain?"

"It shouldn't be a problem. Does it need to be as big as the one I made on this side of the mountain by accident, or would something a bit smaller do?" she asked.

"We just want to see whether the stone on the other side of the mountain is the same and has the same colors running through it. Quite often, these volcanic eruptions produce different types of stone, or at least stone that has a different color if a separate eruption lays it down."

"Hmm. I wasn't aware of that. Well, let's go round the other side of the mountain, and I'll see what I can do for you, " she grinned.

Unlike the east coast, the mountain didn't quite reach the shore on the western side, so the shore here was less rocky but still volcanic in origin. Erosion had worked for longer on this side, too, plus the woods that had grown up between the shore and the still barren mountainside had resulted in material being washed into the ocean, particularly where the stream ran down the side of the mountain, smoothing out some of the shore.

On the other hand, the entire area was peppered with large boulders that had been thrown out of the volcano at one time or another. She found one particularly large one that she had the men hide behind while she teleported a smaller boulder that was a bit closer to the shore into the side of the mountain. The noise from the explosion was as bad as the previous time, and the entire area was showered with rocks and debris as the side of the mountain erupted. The dust thrown up was choking as it swirled around them, and it took some time for the air to clear, even with the coastal breeze.

Eventually, the air cleared enough that they could see where they were walking, and they made their way back towards the mountain. Every tree in the near vicinity had been knocked over, and much of the foliage had been stripped off.

"This will provide the miners with plenty of timber to be turned into charcoal for their smelter," she said to the two stonemasons as they clambered through the rubble in disbelief.

This side of the mountain had developed a large opening. It was far more jagged than the hemispherical opening on the other side of the mountain, and she quickly realized it was because this side of the mountain was composed of far more ash rather than lava flows. The two stonemasons were disappointed to find the side of the mountain so porous and weak, but then they got to the chasm she had dug into the mountain, and upon looking inside the opening, they could see that there was firm stone lining the inner face of the jagged hole.

While the experts studied the rock faces and debated the pros and cons of setting up their operation on this side of the mountain, Taroniah and Kauriga wandered around, simply looking at things. She was still amazed at the destructive force she had discovered that the Teleportation Spell could create. She sat down on a convenient boulder while the two masons continued to pour over the rock faces she had exposed, and Kauriga joined her.

"You know, I think I have read nearly every preserved account from the time before the Great War and the events of that war, yet I can't recall any mentions of something like what I just did. Castles and cities being burned, yes. Fortresses being demolished like I'm digging holes in the side of this mountain? No, there is no mention of anything like that."

"I've heard you mutter things like that before, dear. There is really nothing in the accounts of city walls being demolished with loud explosions?"

"No," Taroniah replied with a puzzled expression on her face. "And other things are not mentioned, like my Moving Water Spell. Only a few sorcerers use the Invisibility Spell, and only a few, and a largely different few at that, use the Teleportation Spell. Both are difficult spells, but I'm pretty sure I could teach Korlah the invisibility one, at least. The Firestorm Spell I came up with is draining but not complicated to use. One of the reasons I've kept it so secret is that pretty much anybody could use it, although the area of effect is somewhat dependent on the amount of magic poured into the spell when you cast it. I don't know whether the one mentioned in the historical texts was as easy to use as mine, but it still couldn't have been that hard, yet once again, only some sorcerers used the spell."

She shook her head. "It's all very strange. Even the Gods aren't exactly what they appeared to be in the accounts I read. They don't appear to be all that powerful after all. It has more to do with the decades, even hundreds of years they have been alive, and the power and knowledge they have accrued over that time more than anything, I feel. In some ways, it's rather disheartening, but in other ways, it's rather freeing."

"Freeing?" her husband prompted her.

She smiled at him. "Yes, freeing. I grew up thinking I'd never be as good as any of the ancient sorcerers, or as powerful, or know as much." She nodded at the hole in the mountain. "Yet I have invented new spells, found new ways of using old spells, and so far, there's nothing I've come across that I can't conceptualize and cast." She grinned at Kauriga. "And there's nothing stopping me from doing whatever I take a fancy to or whatever silly idea I can imagine."

Kauriga smiled at her. "That's true, isn't it? Instead of the larger-than-life figures of the past casting a long shadow over you, you're starting to get to the point where you're now asking why the heck these super sorcerers from the past couldn't do what you can do."
She had always been worried about becoming afraid of her, but at this moment, he was simply grinning in delight at his observation.


Chapter 17

Relief

The stonemasons spent some considerable time examining things, clambering here and there before they were finally finished with their inspection of the new hole she had created in the side of the volcano. They eventually wandered back over to where she and Kauriga were sitting on a boulder in the shade of a tree that hadn't been completely blown over.

"The rocks on this side of the mountain are pretty much the same as on the other side, except a couple of layers have a slightly different coloring. I'm afraid they'll only provide a small amount of variation, so I doubt it will be quite like what you described you want for your house." Garnas said.

"The next question is what sort of a deal you are going to offer us?" Oliveer asked, somewhat presumptively.

Garnas whacked the younger man in the shoulder.

"Show a bit of respect." he hissed.

Taroniah stopped herself from grinning, cocked her head slightly to one side, and pulled on her chin with her thumb and forefinger.

"Can I suggest we head back to the boat to discuss financial matters? Otherwise, we're going to get very wet," she said, pointing at the bank of clouds that had appeared over the trees to the southeast.

The three men all looked in the direction she had pointed, their eyes opening in surprise at the dark wall of clouds.

"That sounds like a good idea, dear," Kauriga commented, apparently not having spotted the storm either.

Without waiting for the other two men, he led Taroniah back towards the track leading to the harbor, although the stonemasons were quick to follow. They arrived back at the shore before the storm, where the fishermen had their boat secured upright, just in case the waves came in that high. Waves hitting the side of a beached ship's hull was never a good thing. In the event, the storm was more rain and wind rather than big seas. The tide was out into the bargain, which meant that the boat was never threatened during the time the storm crashed over them as they all huddled in the small cabin at the rear of the vessel.

More importantly, it gave them all a chance to study the state of the bay with a quite ferocious storm passing over it. While the swell did increase, it had very little effect on the inside of the bay, although, as one of the fishermen pointed out, this could be because the storm was coming from the southeast rather than the southwest. In any event, within a trad, the storm front had passed by, and the rain had dropped from the torrential downpour it had rapidly become as the storm reached them to just a steady drizzle.

It had been almost impossible to talk at the height of the storm because of the thunderous racket the raindrops made pounding on the boat's deck. After a trad and a half of being crammed in the small cabin, which reeked of stale fish, Taroniah was more than happy to wander around the deck in the fresh air as soon as the rain had dropped to a slight drizzle. Within another trad, the storm clouds had largely disappeared to the northwest, and the sun was out again.

"So what deal were you offering?" Garnas asked once the fishermen had dropped over the boat's side to check that their nets were still strung out on a stand on the small beach.

"Well, the mining operation has five shares issued and two outstanding. I have three, and the two miners have one each. I will need to talk to them, but I was thinking the easiest thing would be simply to issue two more shares, one to each of you. Then, when their smelter person turns up, we'll double the shareholding and give the smelter person one of the now four unallocated shares, which will leave three we can hold for other important people."

"So that will mean that there would be seven shares issued, so we would only get one part in seven of the returns each," Oliveer observed.

"Yes." Taroniah agreed.

"And you would get three parts in seven for basically doing nothing?" the young man asked belligerently.

Taroniah studied him for a moment. Under her steady gaze, he began to squirm but didn’t back down.

"I have no intention of doing anything physical, but I did put up all the money to buy the land at the top of the peninsula. Plus, I've been hiring these fishermen to sail us around. I've bought the materials the miners have used to build their shacks, and I doubt you have enough money to build your own shack, do you?" She paused and studied him. "I am building a harbor that will allow the stone to be shipped to markets easily and funding everyone's wages until the businesses are making enough money to take over the wage bill."

She paused for a moment. "I'm not doing nothing, young man. I'm funding the whole operation. And you know, when you get right down to it, one part in seven is better than one part in nothing.

Taroniah's voice had dropped into a slightly menacing tone by the end, and the older man took fright and whacked the younger man in the shoulder again.

"He is only young, Lady Taroniah; please forgive him. He still lacks some understanding of how the world works." Garnas said while frowning at the younger man.

"Well, he needs to understand that all my business operations are run for the benefit of the people who work there, not just those who own the shares. All the workers at my operations are paid at the top end of the wage range, have several benefits that most normal workers don't have, and, if they prove themselves worthy, there is also the possibility that they may become shareholders themselves. I try to ensure that all my workplaces are happy places to work, so people who don't fit in don't tend to last very long."

She decided that was all she was going to say on the matter. The older man looked worried, and the younger man looked thoughtful, so hopefully, her words had reduced his combativeness somewhat. Time to get back to more practical matters.

"We'll head back to town whenever the fishermen decide it is safe to do so. You have until we reach Alcitran to make a final decision, so there's no immediate rush unless you've already decided?"

"We do need to talk about it, I feel," Garnas said, smiling at Taroniah and then glaring at Oliveer.

"Without us listening? Once we get to sea, Kauriga and I will stay out on deck, and you two can have the cabin to yourselves to talk things over in private. Will that be alright?"

The two men nodded, and then shortly after, the fishermen came back hauling their fishing net, which Kauriga and the two masons helped them get aboard, saving one of them from having to clamber up the side of the ship in order to be able to haul on the net from aboard the ship. The fishermen then returned to the frame on which the net had been hanging, which folded up neatly into a simple shape that the two men could easily carry. Taroniah had seen the fishing nets drying on their frames at nearly every port she had ever been to and had seen the nets aboard the ships and had even seen them being used for fishing on several occasions, but she had never seen the frames folded up for carrying before. She was quite intrigued with the way the device folded up into almost a single pole that was easy to carry, and she told the fisherman she would like to buy one of the frames for her to study when they got back to town. Apparently, the carpenter made them, so that shouldn't be a problem.

With the wind from the east-southeast following the storm's passage, they didn't make much progress up the coast in the few trads of daylight they had left. However, unlike Captains of larger ships when they wwre near a shore, the fishermen were happy to keep sailing at night, which was their normal fishing time, so they had plenty of practice. They even persuaded Taroniah to let them throw the net over and do a bit of fishing on the way back, claiming that the fishing here would be a lot better than around Alcitran as none of the fishing boats came up this way very often. It seemed like a valid argument to her, and she and Kauriga even helped them pull the net back aboard later in the evening.

The stonemasons had repeatedly offered to swap the deck for the cabin, but Taroniah felt the deck was the lesser of two evils at night, so she was happy for the stonemasons to have the cabin. She might have changed her tune if it had rained again, but both nights were fairly clear.

The following morning found them rounding the headland that stuck out from the peninsula like a thumb before sailing down the coast that fronted the bay that Alcitran's river emptied into. The weather had become fine and sunny, but the wind stayed largely from the southeast, making their passage slow as they continually had to tack out to sea and then back towards the coast to make southerly progress. Their progress slowed even more as they neared Alcitran, as the headland the Academy was built on created a wind shadow. While it didn't completely stop the wind from blowing over their vessel, it certainly reduced the force of the wind interacting with their sails, and it wasn't until first light the following morning that they could make out the town ahead of them in the gloom.

The sun was almost over the horizon by the time they pulled into the beach at Alcitran, where the fishermen's vessel was run up onto the shore. Leaving the fishermen to get on with offloading their catch, washing and drying their nets, and doing their check of the vessel to look for anything that needed fixing, Taroniah and Kauriga led the stonemasons to the tavern for a warm breakfast. Once they were seated at a table and had ordered both drinks and food, Taroniah turned to the two stonemasons.

"So where are we up to, gentlemen?" Taroniah asked.

The two men looked at each other and neither of them looked very happy.

"I agreed to do this in the hopes of setting my grandson up knowing the sort of things you're doing up here from your father and Farlek. Unfortunately, my grandson takes after a horse, in that you can take him to water, but you can't make him drink." He turned his head to frown at the young man, who scowled back at the older man. "He doesn't feel the deal is good enough to spend years up here at the edge of the world."

He shook his head before turning back to Taroniah.

"I'm too old to be setting up an entire masonry business from scratch on my own, I'm afraid, but I do know someone who could be interested. I'm not saying he will be, but he could be. He is a good worker and knows stone, but he has had a bit of bad luck over the years and never really got comfortable. If you're willing to wait for a few weeks, I'll seek him out after we get back to Marland and see what he says."

It wasn't quite what Taroniah wanted to hear, but she had taken a liking to Garnas. She felt the grizzled old man was down to earth and would be easy to work with. Unlike the younger man, who she felt was one of those people who would always find something to complain about and expect everything to go their way.

"I was really hoping to get working the stone underway sooner than that, but if you think this person would be suitable, I am willing to wait. I need you to send me word, yay or nay, as soon as you possibly can," she commented.

"Of course, Lady Taroniah. I will go and see him immediately upon my return to Marland," he promised.

Taroniah shrugged and nodded. She wasn't going to get anything better out of the situation. She tried to cast her mind around to see who else she could approach for stonemasons, and the only person she could think of outside of Marland was Korlah. It was frustrating, but she decided to wait till she heard back from Garnas before canvassing anywhere else. At least Alexin wasn't waiting for the slipway stones just yet.

With the stonemason question temporarily resolved in the negative, she headed home to clean herself up and spend some quality time with her son before heading to work, where a huge backlog needed to be made up. Unlike the Moving Water Spell, the Elasticity Spell and the Anti-Rust Spell were not that complicated or even that tiring to cast repeatedly over the course of a day. Unfortunately, this meant even with her superior magical talent and stamina she couldn't make up a lot of ground on producing the springs like she would have been able to do with the far more exhausting Moving Water Spell. Arabella struggled to do twelve tubs of clay a day, although, in fairness, the girl seemed to be getting better as time passed. Taroniah could do twice as many in a day if she set her mind to it, and the staff could produce enough clay slurry.

The real problem was she couldn't expect the workers at the ironworks to keep working all hours just because she was running behind. She could have hired two extra men and used Kauriga and Rengard to make up the difference, but there simply weren't two extra men available at the moment, at least not ones that knew much about ironworking. This led her to muse about the shortages of suitable labor and the lack of accommodation, which led her to consider approaching the Mayor about opening up more land specifically for residential buildings.

Then she remembered some of the accommodation houses, as they were called, in Marsea. They were three- and four-story buildings with shops or similar businesses on the ground floor and then two or four apartments on each of the floors above, depending on the size of the building. She thought about all the land she had acquired and decided she didn't really want to be building two and three-story buildings near where she was building her house. After a week of hard work, she had made some progress in dealing with the backlog of leaf spring orders, and as the workmen weren't keen on working on their day off, she decided instead to look over her land and plan out a housing estate.

The Mayor's factotum, Caran Dolak, who also functioned as the city planner, wasn't keen on working on his day off either, but a few silver coins quickly changed his mind. She decided she would build houses fronting the track to the Academy first. They played around with block sizes for some time, using wooden pegs to mark each area out. In the end, she settled on a thirty-paces wide by forty-paces deep standard block. This gave her thirty-three house blocks facing the Academy track with approximately ten paces left over, which she allocated to a road between the seventeenth and eighteenth blocks counting out from the town wall. She then had a brainwave and decided to duplicate the row of houses back to back.

This gave her sixty-six house blocks, but she kept the eight in the center for herself. This took the form of a block of four on each side of the road that ran through the middle, which Taroniah decided to call Kauriga Street, much to Kauriga's alarm. She then decided to retain four other blocks of four for her own use, which left forty-two blocks that others could purchase. The Mayor's man made a rough map and marked out all the blocks, giving them numbers. They even straightened out the track to the Academy, where it deviated from a straight line using the pegs, and renamed it Academy Street. As in the town, the block numbers ran from the east to the west, even numbers north or east, and odd numbers south or west depending on which way the road ran.

She had already marked out where her house block was at the top of the hill which wasn't quite in the center of the area she had purchased but close enough. The house block for Alexin and his family was forward and to the right of her block, and she had marked out eight other blocks surrounding her house at the same time. Using the branches from a few bushes among the trees and scrub that dominated the land she had bought, they marked out the corners of most of the blocks and also the rest of Kauriga Street, which ran up the hill to her house block.

After studying the situation for some time, she elected to run a second road down the hill at the rear of her block to the edge of the land she would remain owning after that land was divided up and sold off. She settled on forty paces wide and fifty paces deep for the parcels of land for her key employees that would be surrounding her own block. They marked the outline for the employee blocks, leaving the ten-pace gap for Kauriga Street in the middle. After completing this exercise they found they had to adjust the blocks that would be on the sides of Taroniah's block. Instead of being forty by fifty, they were fifty by forty, facing the unnamed streets that would run parallel to the sides of Taroniah's block.

By this stage, it was late in the afternoon, and Caran Dolak had been hinting for some time that he felt he had done enough marking things out on the ground for one day. Taroniah had to admit that she was a bit sick of it herself. As they walked back into the town, Dolak asked how much she was going to sell the ordinary blocks for.

"No idea at this stage," she answered truthfully. "I'm going to sit down over the next week and calculate how many blocks I'm likely to get out of the whole area, how much I paid your King for the land, and then see what sort of numbers I come up with. Why?"

"I could be interested in buying a couple of blocks myself. How do you intend to sell them?"

"I'm not sure about that either. I suppose I could charge a set amount for each block and sell them on a first-come, first-purchased basis, or I could auction each block off individually. The disadvantage of the first method is I don't really know what the market will bear, while the disadvantage of the second is that it would probably be best to auction a few blocks off at a time to avoid the market being saturated, which means I won't be able to get rid of the whole lot at once."

Dolak nodded. "I think I'd probably prefer you to do the first option, but in economic terms, the second would make more sense, I feel, even after the fees and charges that would be involved. At the rate the town is growing, you could auction off ten blocks at the end of one month for good prices, leave it for three or four months, and then auction another ten off and probably get the same or even better prices."

"I agree, dear," Kauriga said. "The other advantage of the auction is that if the prices start to get weak, you can always delay the next auction for six months or twelve months even."

Taroniah nodded. "Good point." She smiled at her husband and then turned to the Mayor's factotum. "Thank you very much for your help today, Dolak. It is very much appreciated. Let me know which block you would like to buy and I'll be happy to come to an arrangement with you."

She smiled at Dolak, who returned her smile. Back at Sarshea's house, she asked Sarshea and Rengard whether they'd like a larger block on her hill as well, but they politely declined as they regarded Sarshea's house as their home now and didn't want to move. Only Bernic seemed to be disappointed with this decision. Taroniah found herself feeling quite tired and went to bed very early for her. The next day, it was back to the grind at the ironworks and the seemingly never-ending struggle to catch up from the production that had been lost while she went wandering around the peninsula with the stonemasons.


Chapter 18

Help Wanted

Three days later, one of the workmen at the ironworks pointed out that their ship was coming up the river, the early warning meaning they could get a head start on loading the wagon and heading to the dock with the first load of leaf springs. She thought it was probably too soon to hear back from the stonemasons, but she went along with the wagon anyway, just in case. They arrived at about the same time the ship was tying up. They immediately began unloading the leaf springs onto the dock so there was room on the wagon bed for the pig iron blooms to be unloaded directly from the ship to the wagon bed.

Taroniah studied the passengers in case one of them was Garnas, but the old stonemason didn't appear to be on the ship this time around. It appeared that there were several other passengers disembarking from the ship, which was surprising, as the small port usually only saw one, or at the most, two people disembark whenever a ship arrived. Then she realized that she was looking at a family group of mother, father, and two very young children with one other man who seemed to be separate from the family group. Taroniah was standing near the gangplank waiting to see if the Captain had any mail for her and noticed that the two children looked almost identical.

"Twins?" she asked before she could stop herself.

The father nodded while the mother smiled, nodding as well.

"Yes. One of each and the two are almost impossible to tell apart at this stage. We keep hoping they'll become more identifiable as they get older, but it hasn't happened so far."

"How old are they?"

"They've just had their second birthdays."

The father, meanwhile, was looking around anxiously.

"I thought there would be a carriage or a wagon here at the dock we could hire for our luggage," he said to Taroniah, assuming her to be a local.

Taroniah looked around as normally there would have been. Just then, she saw Thorman coming with his carriage.

"Here comes Thorman now. He must've been on another job."

The father nodded and waved at Thorman, who brought his wagon over and was soon engaged to carry the man's family and their luggage when it was unloaded from the ship to the man's mother's house. Taroniah, meanwhile, had turned back to the ship where Jarn, the Captain, indicated that he had nothing for her this trip.

"The new ship is coming along nicely, Taroniah. I expect it will be launched by the time I return to Marsea, and then it will only be a few weeks for the masts and rigging to be set up, and it will be ready to enter service," he yelled down to her.

"Are you still intending to swap to sailing her?" Taroniah asked politely.

"Aye. She has a fine-looking hull, I can tell you," he replied with a grin.

Then, he had to turn away to organize something to do with the unloading of the cargo, and she wandered away to keep out of the stevedore's way as the ship’s cargo was unloaded before the outgoing cargo was taken aboard. As she watched the cargo start to be unloaded, she realized that the man who had disembarked on his own was standing close by, studying her as if he wanted to say something.

"Yes?" she asked, raising an eyebrow at the man.

"You're Taroniah of Marland? The Crown Princess?"

She looked down at her work-stained clothes and laughed.

"Not what you were expecting a Crown Princess to look like?" she asked.

For his part, the man seemed to relax a little bit and smiled.

"Well, no, not really. When I was told that you worked alongside everybody else in the ironworks, I didn't realize they meant you really worked rather than just supervising. I imagine court attire would be a bit out of place in an ironworks?" he said with a smile.

"Ha. Most of the dresses I wore at court would be a fire hazard in the ironworks." She glanced around to ensure everything was under control before returning her attention to the unknown man. "So, you know who I am. Who are you?"

He was only of medium height, possibly a little bit shorter than Rengard, with dark brown hair, clean shaven, and looked somewhat emaciated as if he hadn't been eating well recently. He proceeded to give her a proper courtly bow.

"My name is Noran Lithman. I am the third cousin, something like that anyway, of Halina who is engaged to Korlah of West Dumfordia, who works with you. I have been struggling to make ends meet in Witonta since my master died." He studied Taroniah's face for a moment. "None of my relatives were willing to offer me charity because my father was a wastrel, and as I had fallen on hard times, they assumed it was for the same reason."

He paused, but Taroniah gave him a little hand wave that indicated she wanted him to continue.

"My master was a quite capable magician, but he was old, and while I am grateful that he took me on as an apprentice so late in life, he wouldn't fund a full four years at your Academy nor just the final year, even. He taught me what he thought I should know rather than what I needed to know, which didn't help. When he died, his relatives swooped in, sold up the estate, divided up the proceeds between themselves, and threw me out onto the street. I was barely able to salvage my clothes and other personal belongings."

He paused again but then started up without Taroniah having to encourage him.

"Unfortunately, I quickly discovered there is a big difference in the magical capabilities of someone who was taught magic by a cranky old man and a trained graduate of the Academy. Plus, I was young compared to the other magicians in town, and most people preferred to get their magical work done by someone who was older, better educated, and had a better reputation. Despite the fact that several of the better-known magicians had understudies who did a lot of the actual work for them."

He couldn't keep the bitterness out of his voice, Taroniah noticed.

"It can be difficult to break into an established market," she observed.

He shrugged. "I was always good to Halina when she was little, and she repaid my friendship by sneaking me food when she could over the last year or two. She even introduced me to Prince Korlah, who she must've told my story to, as he recommended I come here and work for you." he hesitated. "He told me that if I did work for you, I was never to breathe a word of what you were doing to anybody outside the organization and that if I did, I'd find out why you have a reputation as being the most powerful magic user in the world." He cocked his head slightly to one side, studying her. "He nearly has me convinced that the stories I've heard about you are largely true."

"Really? He's never seen some of my more outrageous acts. So, you are telling me that you're a magician who is perhaps poorly trained but otherwise capable. You've been struggling to make ends meet, and Korlah sent you to me. Hmm." She paused and studied the man, who started to look worried. "Okay. Here's the deal I will offer you. We engage in several proprietary magical activities, shall we say. In and of themselves, they are not all that exciting, and casting the same spells over and over all day gets very tedious. If you really want to know, it gets fucking boring!"

Noran's eyes opened quite wide in response to Taroniah's swearing.

"On the other hand, it pays quite well. I normally begin things with new people by first testing them to see if they can perform the required task before committing to anything further. I then put them on probation for several months, at a decent rate of pay, of course, and see how they go, performing the same boring task all day, every day, day after day. At that point, assuming you have proven to be suitable, of course, we sit down and make some serious commitments, including keeping everything we do secret."

She pulled on her chin with her thumb and forefinger for a moment.

"Not that I expect all our secrets to last forever. The job I'm going to be putting you on uses a spell that is openly available for anyone to learn at the Academy, as it was the spell that earned me my Master Magician's rank. So far, no one has seemed to put two and two together, or even realized the spell is available at the Academy like all other spells magicians have submitted over the years to gain the rank of Master Magician. I don't expect the secrecy to last forever, but as long as it does last, you will need to promise that you won't reveal the process that we employ that spell in unless I give you leave to do so."

"I understand," Noran replied, with Taroniah noting that he hadn't committed to anything.

"So, the first test is to see whether you can cast the spell. Presuming you can cast the spell and that you want to work with us, despite the boring nature of the work, you'll start at seven marks a week, and we'll see how things work out for a month two."

Taroniah had no idea how seven marks a week compared to what he was earning, but his eyes opened up, so he was either keen or surprised.

"And how much work do I have to do to earn seven marks a week?" he asked.

"A normal shift involves you throwing the same spell thirty-six times a day in twelve lots of three that have a five-tock delay between each time you cast the spell. The normal workday comprises six sets of three in the morning, followed by another six sets in the afternoon. When one of us is available, we'll make up the difference as we've got to the point where twelve sets of the spell each day is insufficient to keep up with demand. The demand fluctuates quite a bit from week to week, but we've got to the point where twelve times a day is generally no longer sufficient to keep on top of the orders we have.

He frowned. "Isn't it just a matter of increasing the number of times you cast the spell by another set three times to keep up with demand?" he asked.

"We'll see how you feel at the end of the day," she said with a grin. "First, you have to be able to cast the spell. Do you have enough money for a room and food at a tavern?"

"Probably, depending on the prices."

Taroniah studied him for a moment then reached down to open her leather purse and pulled out a silver mark. She held it out to him.

"Take this as an advance on your first week's pay," she said with a smile.

The man hesitated to take the coin. "What if I don't last a week?"

"I'll take the risk," Taroniah replied.

He looked into her face, studying her for a moment, and then took the proffered coin.

"The Ship Inn down the road there is okay," she commented, pointing down the road. "It's also the cheapest tavern in town. The Sorcerer's Rest in the center of town," and she pointed in its general direction, "is the best tavern in town, and while more expensive than The Ship Inn, I find the prices are still fairly reasonable, and the food is excellent. It's also the main hangout for students from the Academy on their days off. Which is something else we'll talk about if you decide to join us."

He cocked his head slightly to one side and stared at her at this comment, but when she didn't add anything to it, he shrugged.

"Get a good night's rest, and I'll put you to the test in the morning. If nothing else, you should be able to eat well tonight and again at breakfast," she commented with a smile.

Noran didn't smile back, although she was sure he realized she was trying to be funny rather than sarcastic. He gave her a nod, picked up the duffel bag containing all his worldly belongings, and looked in the direction she had pointed earlier.

"With my newfound wealth, I'll try The Sorcerer's Rest. Where do you want me to meet you in the morning?"

"There's a pottery business in the street behind the temple of Emilar, which you should have no trouble finding as it is across the square from The Sorcerer's Rest. There is a ceramic business in the building next door which is where you will be working. If you can be there by the fourth trad, we can get the test underway before lunch."

"Righto. I'll see you in the morning, Lady Taroniah."

"I shall look forward to it," she replied.

The man headed off into town, and she turned her attention back to the ship. She wasn't sure about how the man would fit in. He seemed to have a bit of a chip on his shoulder, which was understandable, she supposed, but it could cause problems down the track. She would warn Arabella not to tell him anything about the iron business, which was where she would be moving the girl if this Noran fellow could manage the Moving Water Spell.

The family who had disembarked had disappeared aboard Thorman's carriage, and the crew had finished unloading the iron blooms, and they had started loading the leaf springs being shipped back to Marland. She decided she wasn't needed anymore, and accompanied by Kauriga, she headed back to the ironworks to continue trying to catch up on the backlog. They were gradually gaining ground on the outstanding orders, but it was slow work.

When the three of them finally got home that evening, she found the house full of people. The family that had disembarked from the ship turned out to be Sarshea's son Alix, his wife Leena, and their twins, Perlia and Conran. They were still discussing how everyone was going to fit in when Taroniah, Kauriga, and Rengard arrived home.

The addition of Alix and his family made the house very crowded. Alix had done his schooling in Cleomer and had apprenticed to a merchant in that city. Everything had gone well for a few years until the man he worked for was found to be a spy for Durnian, who was bribing court officials, amongst other things. Fortunately, the West Dumfordian authorities didn't regard Alix as being part of the operation, but the arrest of his boss and the confiscation of all the man's property left him at a sudden loose end.

Although the authorities had released him as not being involved in the operation, he still found it very hard to find alternative work, and with his funds running out, he decided to head home. The master of a ship sailing out of Cleomer owed him a substantial favor for some choice cargoes he had arranged for the man in the past, and on that basis, he had been able to secure a cut-price passage to Brether. This left him with enough money to buy passage on the vessel heading to Alcitran.

Although he had known his mother had a new boyfriend, and that she was renting out the spare rooms in her house, it posed a problem when he turned up unannounced! This became even more true when he found out who was renting the spare rooms! Eventually, everything was rearranged. Bargan moved in with Taroniah and Kauriga once more, Alix and Leena’s twins roomed with them, while Bernic decided he'd rather sleep in the shed than cram into the bedroom with Sarshea and Rengard. It wasn't a perfect arrangement, but it would have to do for the moment.

Taroniah decided that in the morning, she would speak to the man whom she had hired to build her house. She would have him change his priority to building an ordinary house on one of the other blocks as quickly as possible so that her family could move there temporarily until her house was built, which would take considerably longer given its size and complexity. She would attend to that task right after she had given Noran his test.

Noran showed keenness by turning up at the ceramic establishment on the fourth trad. He had arrived at the premises before Arabella, at which point Taroniah realized she should have set his meeting time later so she could have a quiet word with Arabella first. No matter. Arabella turned up barely a couple of tocks after Noran, hobbling in on the crutches that she had progressed to since Taroniah's healing ministrations. She could walk a few steps unaided now, but she was still very wobbly. Still, Taroniah had to admire the girl's perseverance in trying to learn how to walk again.

Taroniah had already given Noran the spell to peruse by the time Arabella arrived, so she took her to one side so their conversation wouldn't disrupt Noran's concentration. Arabella knew immediately that Noran was studying the Moving Water Spell and no doubt assumed Taroniah was going to sack her. The look on her face when she realized what Noran was studying was one of concern and worry. Taroniah saw the look of dismay on the girl's face and held up the palm of her hand to placate her.

"Don't worry, you're not being fired. You've been doing a great job. You've been doing so well, in fact, that I'm going to promote you."

"Huh?"

Taroniah leaned closer and said softly. "This is more tedious work than what we do at the ironworks, besides the fact that anybody can go to the Academy and get the spell and duplicate what we do. What is more important is that you have proven to be worthy of our trust." The girl blushed. "So what you're going to learn now is even more secret. Not because it's complicated like the spell you have been casting, but because it's not complicated, and nobody knows."

Arabella looked confused but nodded. Taroniah turned back to Noran and spoke in a normal tone of voice.

"What do you think, Noran?"

"I've never seen a spell so complicated. You will have to give me a bit longer to get my head around it. I have only learned a lot of formal Spell Notation since my master died. He'd only taught me what was needed to learn the spells he taught but not much else." he explained, looking chagrined and not a little embarrassed.

"Take your time. There's no rush today."

He eyed her and Arabella, not sure who Arabella was, although Taroniah could tell he had noted Arabella's crutches. Then he turned back to studying the spell once more.

"He's a trained magician, but he was apprenticed to an old magician who only taught him a limited range of magic. He is a distant relative of Halina, Korlah's fiancé. He's been having a tough time in Witonta, where he has been trying to compete with the city's properly trained and experienced magicians without much success. If he can master the spell with his limited training, he should do okay." She turned to smile at the young lady next to her. "I thought you might enjoy a break from tubs of clay."

Arabella smiled at her for a moment but then frowned. "Is dealing with hot metal any better?"

"Well, if Noran works out, you'll get the chance to find out," Taroniah said, grinning at her.

In practice, doing the metal while in her wheelchair probably would have been too difficult, besides being very awkward, but as she was slowly getting back on her feet, she should be fine to an extent. Casting the spells used in the ironworking was considerably less draining than casting the Moving Water Spell, so if she could keep on her feet, she should be heading home at the end of the day a lot less tired than she was after working at the ceramics all day.

The two women kept quietly discussing various matters unrelated to the business as Noran studied the spell, and it was nearly half a trad before he finally declared himself ready to give it a go. At Taroniah's nod in the direction of Noran, Karlon brought over one of the tubs of clay which he positioned in front of the magician.

"Conceptualize and cast the spell on that tub of clay when you're ready, Noran," Taroniah instructed him.

He re-read the spell notation once again, conceptualized the spell in his head, and then successfully cast it on the tub of clay. At least it seemed like he did to Taroniah, who found she could sort of feel the spell flow out from the other magician towards the tub of clay. It was not a sensation she had experienced before, well, not that she could remember. Was it something to do with his poor training or some new ability she was acquiring? She would try to study the phenomenon as best she could when people were using magic in her vicinity.

"Karlon has to mix the clay up for a couple of tocks now, then you cast the spell again, he mixes the clay again, and then you cast it for a third time. After which that tub is done. Presuming you have done it correctly, that is." she said with a smile in his direction.

Noran looked up from his seat. "And that's it?"

Arabella snorted, which he responded to by giving her a sharp look before turning his attention back to Taroniah.

"Pretty much. You'll find it is quite tiring casting that spell three times, particularly when you first start. It took Arabella some time to build up to a full day's shift where she could do twelve tubs of clay every day."

Noran nodded. "I can see that. That's the hardest spell I have ever had to cast." He turned to the girl. "And you do this twelve times a day, every day?"

Arabella nodded. "Except for my one day off a week, yes."

"You're tougher than you look," he commented.

Taroniah couldn't decide whether he was being complimentary or demeaning. Arabella obviously couldn't decide either as she frowned at the magician. Noran realized he must've said the wrong thing because he quickly waved a hand in her direction in a placating gesture.

"I meant that as a complement. You don't look very steady on those crutches, and your maid has a wheelchair, so I assumed that you're suffering from one of those debilitating diseases. Being able to cast that spell, what, thirty-six times a day, in your condition, that's impressive."

Before Arabella could set him right, Karlon had finished his mixing of the clay and Noran had to concentrate to conceptualize the spell and cast it on the clay again. He sighed loudly and slumped on the stool he was sitting on.

"Thirty-six times a day?" he asked, and at Taroniah's nod, he sighed dramatically before he turned his attention back to Arabella. "I'm exhausted already, and I've only thrown that spell twice. I'm impressed." he said with a smile.

Arabella nodded in return, although she didn't exactly smile. She studied him for a moment before replying.

"For your information, I haven't got a degenerative disease. My spine was broken when I was young, and the best magicians in Cleomer couldn't heal it. I've spent the last fifteen years in a wheelchair. Taroniah very kindly offered me the position here because it's one where I could sit and still use my magic effectively." She shook her head and smiled at Taroniah. "She even called on the Goddess Emilar to come and attempt to heal my back, but the Goddess couldn't help."

Noran's eyes opened wide at the mention of the Goddess, and he looked up at Taroniah, who shrugged and pointed at the brooch she was wearing.

"I am a Knight of Emilar, and she tends to turn up if I need her." She paused, then looked at Arabella. "She was very short with me that day, wasn't she?" she asked.

"I don't know what she's like normally, but I thought she was short with you, bordering on rudeness."

"Maybe she was in the middle of something when I called on her," Taroniah said, "That's the most likely explanation." She smiled. "Must get annoying being summoned here or there without warning."

Arabella nodded in reply to Taroniah's comment and then resumed her explanation for Noran.

"So Taroniah healed me instead." Arabella gushed, smiling at Taroniah. "It wasn't that long ago, and I'm still learning to walk again after being unable to for years. I'm too unsteady on my feet not to use the crutches, and I get tired easily and have to sit down; hence, I keep the wheelchair close by."

Noran looked from one woman to the other. "You're serious, aren't you?"

Arabella nodded. "I was so disheartened after the Goddess said she couldn't do anything, but then Taroniah came up with this idea, and it worked! I think she's amazing," Arabella paused and put a hand up to shield her mouth as they did in the stage dramas when someone pretended to say something secretly, but everybody heard it, "although you better not tell her that, we have enough trouble getting her head through the doorway as it is." She grinned at Noran and then glanced up at Taroniah, blushing.

Taroniah put on a face of mock seriousness. "Let that be a lesson to you, Noran. You give a sweet innocent young lady a break, and then she turns into a smart arse in the blink of an eye." Then she pointed at the tub that Karlon was positioning back in front of Noran. "Third time's the charm."

Noran turned around, nodded, and then set to work concentrating on the spell again, which he successfully cast for the third time, and Karlon hurried off around the corner to where the molds were. Taroniah nodded at the corner.

"Come on, I'll show you the rest of the operation," she said to Noran before nodding to Arabella. "We'll be back in a bit. "

Arabella nodded and sat down to treat some tubs of clay herself while Taroniah showed Noran the rest of the production process. Taroniah noted the girl jumping in and getting to work rather than simply waiting for them to return.


Chapter 19

Moving forward

Taroniah led Noran around the corner to look at the molding area. Noran was suitably impressed with the scale of the operation, the racks of shelves holding the drying pipes before they were properly fired, and the ranks of molds that contained clay that hadn't hardened sufficiently for them to be taken out of the molds and put on the shelves. He was even surprised by the bank of kilns, although the number of kilns still on-site was down to just three, with the rest having already been moved to their new home. Besides moving all the old kilns, they were building two new, larger ones at the new site in order to increase production yet again to try and keep up with the growing number of orders.

They returned to the casting area, where Noran found that Arabella had already thrown the first two doses of the spell on the next tub of clay while Taroniah had taken him on their inspection of the operation. When he looked surprised at her having contributed to finishing the next batch, both Taroniah and Arabella glanced at each other and turned back to Noran.

"It's not a competition in our operation," Taroniah said. "We try and look after each other and help each other out. Providing you're clearly pulling your weight, you'll find either of us happy to join in and help if you have a problem or fall behind. Korlah will, too, when he gets back. He has become surprisingly mellow these days and far more considerate than he used to be."

Noran cocked his head to one side and studied Taroniah for a second.

"How long have you known him?"

"I went to school with him here at the Academy. He was a very stuck-up young noble, as is common with someone of his rank. We used to call him I'm sixth from the throne, Korlah behind his back." Noran choked, and Arabella smiled. "He's a lot better now than he used to be. He still has that fundamental, arrogant noble's view of the world, but at least he sees the people around him as actual people."

"He didn't seem that bad to me when I met him in Pickantia," Noran said. "Given how close he is to the throne, I got the impression that for him, it was more of a sense of something he couldn't avoid rather than something he was bragging about. I was quite surprised when I discovered he worked for a living in an ironworks, of all things. Is he really a Prince?"

"Technically, yes. It wasn't a title he used when he was at the Academy, but that was because you're discouraged from using noble or royal titles at the Academy, although he still made sure everybody knew how close to the throne he was. He tried to avoid even having to talk to us commoners." She smiled. "We didn't get along at the start because of his stuck-up attitude. He couldn't quite figure out who, or what, I was, other than the fact that I was a bastard, which one of my countrymen very unkindly made a point of announcing to everybody in the first year I was there. I wasn't very popular with the more arrogant, straightlaced part of the Marland nobility."

"Yet now he works for you, and I get the impression that you're almost friends these days," Arabella commented. "Is it because the King of Marland adopted you?"

"No. We'd been working together for quite some time before that happened. I think it probably went back to when we first started at the Academy, to be quite honest with you. I wouldn't put up with his arrogant attitude, and when I proved myself to be better than he was at practically everything, he was even more annoyed because he couldn't show me up. It all served to create some serious problems between us, but eventually, I think he developed a certain respect for me. That allowed him to see the truth inherent in many of the things I had said to him." She shrugged. "Maybe he just grew up."

Arabella and Noran had swapped places and Noran had started casting the spell again while Taroniah talked. Taroniah waited until after he threw the Moving Water Spell for the final time on that batch of clay, at which point there was a small break while Karlon removed the tub. Taroniah took the opportunity to ask Noran if he thought he'd be all right to continue without them standing over him.

"You don't have to do a full twelve tubs of clay either, Noran. The staff take a half-trad break for lunch at some point. Take the full half-trad break and try to recharge your mental energy as best you can, and then just do however many tubs you can manage this afternoon without killing yourself. Your stamina will improve as you spend more and more time throwing the spell, trust me. Well, at least until you reach your own magical limit. Just knock off when you're worn out today, and I'll see you back here tomorrow morning." Noran nodded, and Karlon put a new tub of clay in front of him.

"Nice to meet you, Noran," Arabella said as Taroniah indicated for her to leave the room as well.

"You too," Noran said, slumping after casting the spell.

Taroniah led Arabella and her maid out of the building entirely before she halted and spoke again.

"Are you happy to keep working with me?" she asked the girl once they were out in the street.

The skies had become rather overcast since she had arrived at the pottery business, and it looked like they were in for some rain later. Arabella looked at Taroniah with a smile on her face.

"Of course I am." the girl answered, leaning on the handles of her crutches. "Why? Do you not need me now that Noran is here?"

"I didn't hire Noran to replace you, Arabella. As far as I can see, you have done an excellent job, you're hard-working, reliable, and quite personable for a young lady with your disability. Or what was your disability. Rather than not needing you, I am considering the exact opposite."

Arabella frowned and looked questioningly at Taroniah, clearly not sure where Taroniah was going with this conversation.

"If you are prepared to swear to never reveal what I'm about to show you, I will take you up to the metal works and introduce you to what we do up there."

"I would never betray you! Not after what you've done for me!" Arabella stated firmly.

Taroniah studied her for a moment and then grinned.

"Come on then. It's not that far from here to the ironworks. The exercise will do you good." She saw the startled expression on Arabella's face. "Just kidding." she offered with a smile.

Arabella poked her tongue out at her as they began walking up the road behind the temple of Emilar, Arabella's maid dutifully following with the wheelchair. The young girl was clearly wilting a little by the time they reached the ironworks, but she made the distance without resorting to the chair, which Taroniah thought was a fair improvement over the last time she'd seen the girl. Taroniah led the small party around the back to where the leaf springs were made and introduced Arabella to everyone. Kauriga was already there along with Rengard, so the work there wouldn't be delayed once Taroniah turned up.

"Okay. This is the biggest secret I have to teach you. We make these leaf springs for coaches and wagons out of metal." At this point, Kauriga picked up a finished spring with its three layers of metal leaves to show Arabella. "The raw metal is heated in one of the furnaces, and then Korlah or I throw a couple of spells on it before the metal is poured into the molds you can see laid out there."

These days, a veritable armada of molds was laid out, waiting for the metal to be poured in once the magician had treated it. The amount of metal used was similar to the amount of clay used in the production of the pipes at the ceramic factory, although it looked less at first sight. The array of leaf spring molds took up a lot more floor area than the vertical pipe molds, and unlike the pipe molds, they could be reused several times during the day once the metal had cooled enough to be removed from the mold. They tried to avoid letting the molds get too hot from reusing them too quickly, as there was a tendency for the molds to crack in that situation, but otherwise, the process was similar.

"So, when the metal in the crucible is liquid, you throw the Elasticity Spell, followed by the Anti-Rust Spell, and then the Elasticity Spell once more. And that's it. The men pour as many molds as they can get out of the crucible, reload it with more metal, and then, once that metal turns to liquid, you repeat the process."

Arabella studied the equipment and the molds and then looked at Taroniah.

"So basically, the same process as with the pipes except with two different spells rather than the same spell three times over?"

"Yes. That's about it." Taroniah confirmed.

"Those spells are much easier to conceptualize and cast than the Moving Water Spell," Arabella stated.

Taroniah nodded. "Yes. It's a much easier job in terms of magic used, although it is just as boring and tedious after you've been doing it for a while." Then she grinned. "With the added attraction of needing to make sure you keep your distance when they're pouring to avoid being splashed by hot metal."

She grinned at the girl, who looked at the men and then the molds with a worried frown, but Arabella finally nodded.

"So, what is the purpose of all this, and why are you making so many?" she asked. "I can't remember seeing leaf springs like that on wagons in Cleomer."

"They're not all that visible, and their use has been largely confined to Marland and the surrounding Kingdoms, although I think some are being used in Cleomer now," Taroniah replied. "As to why we're making so many, it's because they do such a good job. The use of the Elasticity Spell makes them springier than anybody else's springs, and the Anti-Rust Spell means they don't rust, which makes them last longer. Much longer than our competitors. It's even got to the point where some of our competitors have now licensed the use of our leaf springs for their own wagons in order to be able to compete with us."

Arabella studied the work area once more and then the sample leaf spring that Kauriga had shown her, but she still seemed to be having trouble understanding the advantages of what they were doing.

"I thought spells cast onto metal didn’t last very long?"

"That is the accepted wisdom, yes. You've no doubt experienced how hard it is to impress spells into metal?" The girl nodded. "Well, this gets around that problem."

"What?" Arabella exclaimed, surprise and shock on her face.

"Well, that's the very strange thing. No one seems to have thought of it in the last two thousand years. Everybody tries to apply spells to the metal after it's been formed. This is an enormous secret that we must keep to ourselves. Whenever anybody inquires, we imply to outsiders that we magicians are here to use our magic to heat the furnaces and to protect against hot metal splashes. It is becoming increasingly difficult to hide the knowledge because it is so easy, and literally any magician can do it."

"But why aren't other blacksmiths hiring magicians to do the same thing?" Arabella asked, looking puzzled now.

Taroniah shrugged. It seemed so obvious now, and the fact that no one else had worked it out over the centuries was puzzling, to say the least.

"No one has realized how we do it," Taroniah commented.

Arabella scratched her head. "But I don't understand. Why is it such a big deal that you can make springs that are springier and last longer than your competitors? Yes, I can understand that it gives you a financial advantage at the moment, but I can't see why you're so secretive about the process."

Taroniah studied her momentarily, trying to understand how the girl hadn't thought it through and realized the potential. She called Rengard and Kauriga over to her and moved them off to one side.

"Throw your Detect Magic Spell on us," she said to Arabella.

The girl frowned a little but did so, and their three swords lit up blue, as did the brooch on Taroniah's chest. The girl's eyes opened wide as understanding slowly dawned. She put a hand to her mouth to stop herself from yelling.

"Damn!" she finally exclaimed.

"Precisely. As far as I'm aware, this is the only place in the world where you can come and acquire a magical weapon, which is why I haven't told anybody I can do it. We also have magic armor to go with our swords at home, but because such magical items are rare, no one notices, normally."

The girl continued to stare at her, seemingly so surprised she didn't know what to say. At that point, the workmen interrupted them, announcing they had their first crucible ready, so Taroniah led Arabella over to the furnace. Taroniah cast the first three spells herself just to show Arabella the way she did it, and then she pulled Arabella back, and they stood and watched the men pour the metal into the molds. There weren't many splashes, but there was enough to make everyone working there wary about not giving the pouring process their full attention.

The spells were nothing special, so it didn't take long before Arabella was able to churn out magical leaf springs as quickly as Taroniah. With the two of them working at it, they made up some of the lost ground throughout the rest of the day, although Taroniah was still concerned about the temperature of the molds from repeated doses of the hot metal being poured into them. Just as she announced it was time to pack it in, Alexin came around the end of the town wall, nodded to Taroniah, and then stared at Arabella.

"You're walking? Or at least standing!" he exclaimed with a smile.

Arabella smiled back at him. "Yes. Taroniah has fixed my back. It's just taking me a while to learn to walk again properly and to build up my muscles after so many years of sitting in a wheelchair."

"I imagine it is. Damn," he said, turning to Taroniah. "I'm impressed. Is there no end to your talent?"

Taroniah felt herself blushing and shook her head. "Yes, there is, but don't tell anybody, okay?"

Everybody laughed. Alexin joined them as they headed to the Mayor's house to see Arabella home. He then accompanied Taroniah and her male companions back to Sarshea's house, which admittedly was on the way back to where he and his family were living at present. Work on his family's new home near where Taroniah was building hers was due to start in another month, with Taroniah ensuring that he had priority in the building queue.

Over the next two days, Taroniah spent most of her time at the ironworks, supervising and helping Arabella while doing spot checks on Noran at the ceramic shop. He seemed to be doing fine, and it only took him two days to get up to the twelve tubs a day minimum production rate. Whenever she was there, Taroniah did a tub or two on top of what Noran was producing to add to the number of pipes produced. These days, they always had at least a batch worth of empty pipe molds sitting around spare so that if there was extra clay done, as when Taroniah visited, or if one of the molds failed, there was no unexpected delay or serious disruption to the workflow.

The next ship to arrive from Marland saw the return of Garnas Cartier. The old stonemason was accompanied by a woman in her twenties who was one of the more muscular women that Taroniah had ever seen. She was actually quite attractive in her own right, if with a solid build. Garnas found Taroniah doing extra loads of metal at the ironworks as they were still behind from her last trip up the peninsular with Garnas. She signaled him to wait until she was finished, then came over.

"Lady Taroniah. This is Petria Ildarn, my second cousin's daughter, who has worked in their family quarry for some years. She was mostly in administration and shipping so I will need to teach her the finer points of stone masonry over the next few years, but she is keen to start a new life up here, away from everything and everyone."

A woman working in the stone industry was very rare, as far as Taroniah could tell. She couldn't think of a single example of a woman she had heard of who worked in a quarry before and she raised an eyebrow.

"Oh?"

The two glanced at each other, and Petria answered her query.

"My husband was abusive, hitting me frequently, and nor was he faithful. My family would never give me proper support against him because he had bought into the family quarry, which had been struggling about the time we met, and part of the deal was him marrying me. So, when he had a fatal accident in the quarry, I decided to leave before I was arrested. The quarry was in Penhampia, so I made my way to Marland, but Garnas' family wasn't keen on sheltering me. Garnas seems to think there is a great opportunity here for someone willing to work hard."

Taroniah studied the woman for a moment, but she had the feeling that Petria hadn’t been quite truthful.

"I take it that your husband's death was accidentally on purpose?"

Petria hesitated and then nodded, letting her head hang down as if ashamed of the truth.

"And you think you're quite capable of running a masonry business combining a quarry with the stonemason's shop?"

"The business side doesn't bother me so much as I've already done a lot of that. Learning to break the rocks the right way at the quarry is time-consuming, but I have already done some of it over the years. The more elaborate and skillful stonework is where I fall down, but I'm sure I can pick it up if Uncle Garnas will teach me."

"Hmm," Taroniah muttered, studying the two of them. Petria looked worried while Garnas stared back at her stoically, too old and experienced to be intimidated easily. "All right. The deal would be the same as I offered you last time, Garnas. A share each and decent wages as long as the rock gets cut and you work pleasantly and congenially in conjunction with the miners."

"Told you," Garnas said to Petria and put a hand on her shoulder. "This is the best deal you are ever likely to get, trust me."

Petria looked at Taroniah for a moment. "Are you really a sorceress?"

Taroniah shrugged, called up the Teleportation Spell, conceptualized it, and cast it on herself. She transported herself ten paces to the left, which was out on the road that was currently empty of traffic.

"Yes, I am," she replied to the startled masonry couple as she walked back.

The two looked at each other again.

"I agree to the terms that you offered Garnas last time he was here," Petria said after a moment.

Taroniah raised an eyebrow at Garnas, who nodded. "Me too."

"So, what do you need to get started?" Taroniah asked.

"We've got tents and stone working tools that the harbourmaster is watching for us while we came up here to talk to you. Your name works wonders with people in this town, you know." Taroniah nodded with a smile. "So, all we really need to do is organize the construction of some of those prefabricated cabins that the miners have, and then we can head north with those fishermen of yours and start laying out our camp."

Taroniah nodded. "That sounds good. So, here is some money for your cabins, passage with the fishermen, and a bit extra for food and so forth." She opened her leather purse and pulled out a couple of gold coins, which she handed over to Garnas. Petria's eyes opened wide at the casual manner in which Taroniah handed money the money out. "I'll put that down as part of the company's starting capital. I want you to do the same with the value of your tools and any of your own money you spend getting things sorted. Once we start making some profits, we will pay back these temporary loans."

The two of them nodded, and after a few pleasantries, they headed back to the docks to secure their possessions, which they were somewhat worried about. She hardly got back to work before the Mayor arrived.

"Taroniah, can I have a word, please?" he said to her when she had finished her next lot of metal.

He used his head to indicate that they should walk out onto the road away from everybody. Taroniah shrugged again and walked over to where the Mayor was waiting for her. Clearly, the Gods were against her getting any work done today!

"What can I do for you, Mayor Graniard?"

"I don't recall you mentioning to me that you had a gold mine up at the top of the peninsula," he said with a crooked grin.

Taroniah scratched her head. "I don't recall mentioning it to you either."

He studied her for a moment. "Hmmph! Normally, precious metal mines are run by the Lord of the Treasury, or at least the mining is overseen by Treasury officers."

"So I discovered when I researched the situation, but by that stage, I'd already set up the business with the two men doing the mining. Since then, more research has discovered that rules regarding precious metal mines are not applicable to sites owned by foreign interests. Treasury officers still do spot checks on such mines, and the owners have to report how much ore and finished metal they produce each year and pay the appropriate taxes, of course, but otherwise, they are not subject to the oversight by the Lord of the Treasury." Taroniah offered.

The Mayor cocked his head and studied her for a moment. "Seriously?"

"Yes, Mayor Graniard. Your clerk allowed me to search through your copy of the Kingdom's laws and regulations. Unless there's been a change in the laws that hasn't reached us yet, that is how I read the rules."

"I shall have to have a closer look at the rules myself." the Mayor said, and then he smiled at Taroniah. "Not that I'm doubting you, young lady, but it's my job to know these things. I guess it's not something that happens very often."

"I wouldn't think so, Mayor," Taroniah observed. "At the moment, there are only four people up there, the two miners I engaged originally plus a chap who is building them a smelter with an assistant. They're just piling up whatever they've extracted from the ground until the smelter is ready at the moment. They have sent a few smaller pieces back to town with the fishermen, but they are only selling enough to provide them with money for supplies. The fishermen are keen to transport the small rocks back, for a small fee, of course." she said the last with a grin at the Mayor, who grinned back.

"Of course." He looked around at the blacksmith's works behind her for a moment and then nodded. She thought it was as much to himself as her. "Well, I'd best go and check those laws myself, and presuming there is no problem with your interpretation of the law," he grinned at her again. "I'll see you on Emilday for dinner, as usual."

"I have every confidence in my interpretation, Mayor, so all I'll say is that I will see you on Emilday for dinner."

With a smile and a nod of respect, the Mayor toddled off, and Taroniah returned to the metalworking only to be interrupted by Alexin this time.

"Would it be possible for you to come to the shipyard so I can discuss a few matters with you, Taroniah?" Alexin asked her.

She noticed that he had made a point of smiling at Arabella while approaching her, and then after she had assented to following him back to the shipyard, he made a point of smiling at Arabella again before heading for the end of the town's wall and working his way around it. Taroniah smiled to herself but didn't say anything. She thought back to when they'd first been introduced at her house, and she had noticed that he had been quite taken with the young magician even then, so his interest in her now wasn't just because Arabella was able to be up and about.


Chapter 20

More and more

The shipyard area was starting to look like a shipyard already, at least in terms of layout. The first shack Alexin had arranged was complete, although the second had only just begun construction. A couple of the carpenter's offsiders waved at her as she passed by, and she waved back. In addition to the corner blocks she had chosen when they were laying out the pegs in the subdivision, she had decided to acquire four of the individual blocks for quick housing and had already ordered four basic wooden houses to be built by the town's builder. As he lacked permanent manpower, he usually borrowed men from the carpenter, who was being kept busy with building molds for the water pipes, amongst other things.

Alexin led her into the completed cabin which had tools stacked along one side and a large table with parchment laid out on it in the center. The back wall had many shelves with not much on them yet, and there were a couple of stools against the left-hand side wall. Alexin pulled one of these out and indicated for Taroniah to sit while he walked around to the table's far side and sat there. She looked down at the parchment laid out on the table with interest.

"This is my rough design for the first boat. It's only ten paces long, so roughly the size of one of those fishing boats we have here in town. I am still adjusting to the idea of using metal instead of wood, but I've come up with a few ideas already. I've talked extensively to Harkon, and the biggest problem is that we can't make a one-piece keel. It's just too big. On the other hand, if we come up with a method of making a keel from several shorter pieces of metal joined together, it should mean that such a keel would have some flexibility, which may not be a bad thing."

He pointed to a drawing on her side of the plan.

"Basically, we build a mold to produce this bar to form the keel. It has holes in its upper side for the bolts to secure the ribs of the ship to it and two sets of two holes at each end in its vertical face. These are where we will bolt a metal joiner into position on both sides to secure the piece to the next one. At each end of the keel, we will attach a slightly longer one that will be bent at an angle in the middle to provide the bow cutwater and the stern post."

He pointed to another diagram that looked very similar, except the middle of the piece of metal described was bent slightly. He then pointed to another drawing that showed two pieces of metal extending from what looked like more of the keel. She recognized what she was looking at even before he explained.

"At the bow, we'll extend these two pieces of metal forward, using the same bolt holes as the previous layer and longer bolts to secure them in place. They will extend back for two sections of the keel, so they will be extra secure. At a distance forward of the bow, and I've yet to determine what will be the ideal distance, a large piece of metal will be inserted between the two forward extensions and bolted into place using the same method. This will have a front vertical cutting-edge like an axe and form the ship's ram."

He then pointed to another area that showed metal beams bent in the middle, so they formed a U-shape, which were then bolted to the keel. It was at this point she realized that the keel plates were wider at the top besides having the two holes for affixing the bolts for the ribs through.

"Doing the ribs once the keel curves up at each end is going to be more difficult but not insurmountable. The outer hull plates will be bolted to the ribs. We'll make the flat plates with bolt holes along each end, and the plates will butt up against the plates next door centered on the rib, which will have holes for the bolts to go through and hold the plate flat against the rib. I have to admit I still find the idea of having a ship with a metal hull quite mind-boggling. Even if I'm the one working out how to do it!"

He paused and grinned at her. "There are certain difficulties I haven't been able to work out yet, such as how we are going to attach the rudder centrally to the rear of the ship, but I'm pretty sure we'll come up with the answers. In some cases, I think the answers will not be obvious until we actually start building the vessel."

He paused and looked blankly at the plan for a moment, scratching his head.

"It is, after all, why we're doing this smaller boat first, isn't it? To work out all the problems," he said, grinning at Taroniah. "We are going to need a stamping forge, a device Harkon very kindly explained to me because I had no idea what he meant," he said. "I understand they have one or more at the wagon works in Wendover?"

"Yes, they do. Does he have any idea of how we would erect one here?"

"You'd probably have to ask him for the details, although he explained it to me. His idea is that we have a moving water pipe floating out in the river attached to a buoy. The water is piped ashore and then up the side of a mound and into a large water tank at the top. From the water tank, a sluice projects that drops water over a waterwheel, which in turn creates rotating shaft power that we can use to raise the forge's drop-hammer with one of those cog devices that drops out when it gets near the vertical."

"I have actually seen an overshot waterwheel operating. They have one in Bramland where they diverted a creek into a pond, and then the water flows from there through a channel over the waterwheel in a controlled flow. Apparently, we'll be able to use this drop forge to flatten the hull plates and punch holes through the hot metal for the bolts to go through later. This metal stuff is all rather new to me, but I've got a fair idea of what he's talking about now." He grinned again. "I think!"

He picked a rolled parchment and spread it out for Taroniah to look at.

"Anyway, as far as the metal water pipes for the ship are concerned, they've come up with this double-acting arm. It runs right across the ship, below the rear upper deck. When you push down on this arm here, it pushes out over there, simultaneously lowering the pipes into the water. There are weights attached to the mechanism down below the main deck, so when the arm there is locked into its place with the pipes pushing the ship through the water, it's a simple matter of clipping this latch, which releases the lock, and the weights pull the arm back up, which in turn pulls the pipes out of the water."

Taroniah studied the diagrams closely. "Fascinating. Very clever, Alexin. I'm impressed."

Alexin blushed and bobbed his head. "I won't be impressed until I’ve seen they actually work," he said, then saw the frown on her face and added hastily. "Not the pipes. I know they'll work. It's the reverse-weighted arm. It's another of Harkon's ideas, but he seems confident, so we'll give it a go."

Taroniah smiled and nodded, pointing at the plans. "Regardless of whether everything works or doesn't work, you've done very well to achieve this much in such a short period of time. Oh yes, while I'm here. I think I have finally got some stonemasons lined up for our quarry, so I will need a list of how many stones you want and what size. Don't be shy, either. Order what you want, not the bare minimum." Taroniah instructed him.

She gave him a nod, and they stepped outside the cabin, where she halted and looked around at the shipyard site.

"When do you think you'll be ready to start work on the ship?" she asked.

"It depends. Harkon decided my description was too imprecise for him to make the rails for the slipway, so I've got a set of them and the wheels for the carriage coming from Brether. If nothing else, it will allow us all to study what they look like and how they're made so we can make our own for the second slipway." He saw Taroniah's puzzled expression and pointed down where the slipway was going. "It's always handy having a second slipway available, Taroniah. It gives you flexibility in case you run into problems with what you're building or even problems with the slipway itself, but it also means we'll have extra capacity should the sales take off."

He grinned at her with this last bit, and she smiled but shook her head.

"I'm not sure about the advisability of making these ships available to anyone. I'll have to think about it, okay?"

"If this all works, they're going to be a major departure from anything that is gone before," Alexin observed. "As soon as people realize the benefits, they'll be queuing up."

Taroniah nodded. She just wasn't sure about making the technology available to all.

"Anyway, in the meantime, we actually have to build a ship that works. To be quite honest with you, despite your planning, I expect we will need to build two or three vessels before we get everything right."

Alexin nodded. "It's one of the defects of metal construction being so new. We won’t necessarily know what will work before we try it. With timber ships, you can just fudge things to correct any mistakes. We won't be able to do that easily with the metal ship. At least, I don’t think we will. Anyway, what do you think?"

"I think that you were the right person to hire for this job," Taroniah said with a smile. "You've done an excellent job so far."

She held out her arm, and they clasped forearms and then she headed back to the ironworks to continue reducing the backlog of orders. Garnas was back the next day, reporting that they had roughed out where they wanted to create the quarry, at least to start with and that they had decided they'd need two extra workers at this stage, plus somebody with a wagon to cart the rock to the harbor. Preferably, the wagon driver would be prepared to fill in doing other jobs when the wagon wasn't needed. He informed her that Petria had had experience building walls and docks and having studied the site, thought she could probably build a suitable dock without hiring an expensive engineer.

"It will mean you'll have to come up and dredge out more of the bay before long, Lady Taroniah."

"I'll head up there in the next day or two." she said, acknowledging this request. "In the meantime, I'll get some ads out for your extra miners and a driver. I think I'll start in Aleport, seeing it is so close. We have a shipment of pipes for the next ship that is heading south after calling here. Not all do, you know. If the ship comes in that's heading across to Cleomer, I'll send the ads there as well. Whilst advertising there may work, it's so much further away that it will take longer for the ship to get there and for any potential workers to reply or, even less likely, turn up here. We're a lot less likely to get people that are willing to move all the way out here from Cleomer on spec, so to speak than we are someone from Aleport."

Garnas nodded in agreement. "We'll see how it goes. In the meantime, as soon as Alexin wants to send us up some specifications for the stone he needs for his slipway, we can start cutting them out of one of the areas we've determined to be the easiest to work."

Taroniah pursed her lips. "He probably has his stone requirements worked out already, going on the plans I saw. Why don't you go along and have a word with him and see if he's ready to order? Even if it's only just a trickle of stones from you two to start with that you send back via the fishing boats, it will be better than nothing and keep him from getting bored." She grinned at Garnas, who smiled back.

"Aye, I'll do that then. That's the place down the far end of the block on the way to the Academy, isn't it?"

"Yes. However, if you cut through the ironworks here and go to the river end of the wall, you can get around the end of it, which saves a bit of time compared to making your way back through the town and out to the front gate."

"That sounds like a plan, Lady Taroniah. I'll be off then."

"Yes, go and see Alexin so you can get a handle on what he wants, and then when you come back, we will sit down and work out the wording of the ads you want me to run."

She went back to work on yet another crucible worth of iron before Garnas returned. She decided it would be easier if they headed into the tavern, where they could sit down and discuss the ads. Once that was sorted out and he had a meal, he headed back to the fishing boat to find out when the men wanted to leave on their way back north, and Taroniah decided to simply give up for the day and headed home to the now crowded house she lived in.

Two days later, she hired her regular fishing boat to take her up north, where she wasted no time and began work, starting with the port she was creating. She dug out a slightly longer section at the inshore end of the part she had dug out before and then another section on the ocean side, which she decided made room for a long enough dock. By the time she had done that, she was exhausted and pleasantly surprised that Kauriga had lunch ready for her as she staggered into the little camping area they'd established.

She felt rather refreshed after some food and a break, so they made their way along the overgrown trail to where the quarry was, following Garnas' directions. While they visited the quarry and mine sites, the two fishermen took their boat around the top of the peninsula and planned to meet them at the beach on the far side. The quarry site consisted of a couple of tents and a small pile of trimmed stone blocks. They could hear the hammering of metal and stone from somewhere a little bit over a rise and headed in that direction, where they found Garnas and Petria hammering away at metal spikes being driven into a large outcrop of stone.

The two stonemasons were working in a pattern where first one would hammer in one of the metal spikes then the other would hammer in the next spike, slowly working their way across the outcrop. Kauriga and Taroniah held back and didn't interrupt the two masons as they continued to hammer away. They went backward and forward across the outcrop twice before slowing down. As the blows became slower and slower, Taroniah could see the two of them studying the rock between each strike and assumed they must be about to split the part they were working on off from the outcrop.

Suddenly, there was a loud cracking sound and a huge mass of rock split off from the outcrop and tumbled to the ground in front of where it had been. It left behind a vertical face that was almost sheer, with a series of indentations at the top where the metal spikes had been driven in. It was at this point the two stonemasons noticed their audience.

"Lady Taroniah!" Garnas said in surprise, and Petria looked around in alarm but then relaxed when she saw it was Taroniah and her husband.

"Hello, people," Taroniah said. "I've dug out more of the harbor, enough that I think the dock will be more than adequate. However, I'm not experienced at building docks, so if you need more of the bank dug out Petria, let me know."

Petria bobbed her head. "I will wander down and have a look tomorrow. Are you staying the night?"

"Yes. We're meeting the fishing boat at the beach over there tomorrow afternoon." And here she pointed at the beach they used on the peninsula's eastern side. "Before heading to the beach after lunch, I thought we could check on the miners in the morning and see how their smelter is going."

"I'll head over to the port early then, so I can let you know if you need to do any more excavation work," Petria said.

"Sounds like a plan. We'll set up camp near your tents while you get back to work, eh?"

The two masons nodded, and they parted company. The following morning, Taroniah and Kauriga picked up their gear and headed around the mountain to where the miners were located. Their smelter was really starting to take shape, and they assured Taroniah that it would be operational within a week or so.

They introduced her to Jethran Loonis and Melthran Darnor, who were building the smelter and would be operating it once it was up and running.

"The only question I have is where are we going to get the charcoal from?" Jethran asked her.

"Well, the ironworks gets its charcoal largely from Dell Harbor down the coast further, but also some from Watfield. Harkon's also currently experimenting with coal, although I don't think he's got anything that is useful as yet. He seems confident he will get something worked out, but a bit like a lot of my projects, it's only going to happen when he gets time to look at it."

The men all nodded, having all seen how busy the ironworks was. She had a good look at the unfinished smelter, and they explained to her and Kauriga how it worked, describing how they would be breaking up the quartz with heavy sledgehammers before feeding it into the smelter once it was finished.

Building it had been slow work as the special bricks they were using in the smelter had to be carried up there from Alcitran a few at a time in one of the fishing boats. With everything seemingly under control, they headed to the beach, where they were picked up by the fishing boat around midday. They had a relatively quick trip back to Alcritran as the wind had swung around to the northwest. The northwesterly was bitingly cold but made for a fast passage.

There then followed a week where she wasn't interrupted by anything, and she was able to catch up with the leaf springs and the water pipes. With both workplaces caught up, she got the water pipes a little bit ahead by spending time helping Noran. She then took him up to the Academy, introduced him to the Lord of Magic, and discussed enrolling Noran at the Academy when she was able to find somebody else to do the pipes or when Korlah returned, whichever came first. After some basic testing, the Lord of Magic decided that while Noran was experienced, his education was spotty and that it would be best if he started in Second Year, even if he found most of it a little bit boring.

With Noran's education lined up for the following year, presuming she could get some more help, they returned to Alcitran with Noran looking pensive and Taroniah trying to think of alternatives. She saw the worried look on his face and whacked him on the shoulder.

"Stop, it’s not that bad."

"You're not the one having to go back to school with a bunch of kids. I'm old enough that I could be the father of most of my prospective fellow students."

"I've never been game to ask, but you've never married?"

Noran smiled at the thought of her being afraid to ask and shrugged.

"I came close once, but that was right when the financial disasters really piled up, and her parents pulled the plug. I wasn't happy, but I could understand their lack of enthusiasm for the match. At the time, I thought I was heartbroken, but looking back, I'm not even sure I was actually in love with the girl so much as in love with the idea of having a wife, if that makes sense."

Taroniah nodded. "It does, actually. The nobility is even worse, where they marry for connection and rank. Fortunately, being a bastard meant I wasn't particularly palatable to the nobility in Marland or even in the surrounding Kingdoms, at least not until I showed them how strong I was magically, but by that stage," she grinned at Noran, "I wasn't going to marry anybody unless I wanted to."

"How did your Royal father react to that?"

"Fortunately, events got in the way of him marrying me off to anybody against my will, or at least trying to, and then during the campaign against Winghia, I fell in love with Kauriga, and we got married on the way back to Marland. My natural father wasn't happy, to say the least, and we had a big argument about the matter. In the end, though, there wasn't much he could do. Emilar had decided to oversee the marriage ceremony, which left him a bit nonplussed."

"I'd be a bit nonplussed, too!" Noran said with a smile. "I'm not used to the idea of being around someone who can call up a God any time she wants."

"Well, so far, I've been able to call her up every time I've tried, even though she was a bit testy the last time. I'm hoping it's just because I interrupted her in the middle of something, but I don't really want to call her up again unless I'm desperate."

Now Noran chuckled. "I can understand that. The last thing you want to do is converse with a testy God."

"Exactly," Taroniah replied. "Come to dinner tonight if you like, Noran. I'll see if Arabella is free, and we can have a company dinner." And then she paused and shook her head. "Damn, I forgot. Sarshea's son and his family have moved in, so it's a bit cramped." She paused and considered matters. "I know, we'll all go to the tavern."

Beyond Noran, she saw Kauriga nod in agreement while Rengard nodded as well although he made a sign that he would stay at home. She mouthed the word coward at him, and he grinned and nodded. After leaving Noran, they called in at the ironworks, where Taroniah extended the invitation to Arabella while Rengard kept going, heading home like a good boy. The tavern was almost full when they arrived, but they were able to get a table for the four of them. The service was a little slow because the place was so busy, but the food was as good as it normally was.

Looking around, she spotted several groups of students, most of whom were seniors, she felt, partly because of their appearance and partly because they were the ones most likely to be able to afford to eat at the tavern. The students had all been there when they arrived, and gradually, they filtered out as they finished their meals. That was apart from one table of four, where two girls and a guy spent some time talking to a fourth girl who stayed behind when the other three left. From a distance, it looked to Taroniah that the girl was upset and possibly even crying.


Chapter 21

More help

Taroniah used the excuse of needing to visit the water closet to walk past the girl, and she decided that the girl was quietly crying to herself. As she came back, she saw the girl still appeared to be sad, if not actively crying anymore, so she sat down at the table. The girl started when Taroniah sat down and looked over at her in surprise.

"Hello," Taroniah said with a smile. "You look so unhappy I thought I'd sit down and see if I couldn't cheer you up."

"I don't think you can." the girl said morosely.

"Well, until I know what the problem is, I think you're probably right. I saw your classmates leave without you. Were they being rude, or has something else happened to leave you so obviously upset?" Taroniah asked softly.

The girl clearly hesitated about responding to Taroniah's approach. She was obviously reluctant to share her misfortunes with Taroniah, and Taroniah began to wonder if the girl even knew who she was.

" I'm quite happy to walk you back to the Academy if you like. It can be dangerous walking along that track alone at night. Although the area is becoming a lot more civilized these days, there are still dangerous beasts in the forest."

The girl looked up at Taroniah, her expression sad. "I'm not going back to the Academy."

Taroniah cocked her head to one side. "Have you been expelled?"

"Sort of." the girl replied softly, hanging her head again.

"How do you mean, sort of?" Taroniah asked quietly, trying to sound sympathetic.

"My fees haven't been paid. The Lord of Magic let me start the semester because we thought it could have been simply the messenger carrying the money going missing or something else, but it's not."

Hmm. Taroniah thought to herself. She wondered how good a student the girl was.

"So, you're in Fourth Year?"

"I was." the girl said morosely.

"And where did you come in your end-of-semester exams?" she asked.

"Why?" the girl mumbled in reply.

"Because I'd like to help you, but I need to know some more information first," Taroniah replied.

"Why would you want to help me?" The girl lifted her head to glance at Taroniah as she spoke.

"Well, for one, I was born a bastard and was ostracised by my peers, and whenever someone went out of their way to help me, it was like a miracle."

"I doubt you'd be willing to put up the money for my fees for this semester." the girl replied snappishly.

"I might. On the other hand, if you're unwilling to accept outright charity, I could offer you a part-time job if you're any good at magic."

The girl studied her for a moment. Taroniah was almost certain that the girl still hadn't realized who she was speaking to. Admittedly, Taroniah hadn't been spending much time at the Academy library like she used to, and she and Kauriga didn't frequent the tavern regularly. Having Bargan meant that she tended to go home for lunch most days. Lunch at the tavern had become more of a business meeting event rather than a regular activity.

"And what would I need to be able to do for this part-time job?" the girl asked warily.

"Do you know the Moving Water Spell?" Taroniah asked.

"I've heard of it. It's really complicated, or so I've been told."

"But you have no idea whether you could cast it or not?"

The girl shook her head. "No. Not without seeing it. I haven't had any problem with any of the Fourth Year Spells. I have read ahead, and I can cast them all."

Sounds a bit like me, Taroniah thought to herself with a smile. She realized a moment later that she would have to be careful not to project her own experiences and ways of thinking onto the girl. The girl watched her smile and looked puzzled.

"I learned to cast all the Fourth Year Spells early when I was at the Academy, too," Taroniah commented at the girl's look. "So why has your money been cut off?"

The girl studied her for a moment and then shrugged.

"It's all going to become common knowledge soon anyway. I'm from Kartonia. My father was Shaku Delgran. There was an attempted coup by the King's cousin, and my parents were involved in the plot. They were both executed, and my younger brother was sent to the mines. There is an arrest order out for me, which means I can't return to the Kingdom, so not only did my fees not get paid, but I can't even go home."

"So, what are you going to do?" Taroniah asked.

"I don't know. I have enough money to stay here for about a month if I'm frugal, and that will still leave me with enough money left to afford passage on a ship to take me somewhere. I was thinking about heading to one of the bigger cities and trying to make money as a magician. I imagine it's very competitive, though."

"Generally, very," Taroniah confirmed, then she sat and studied the girl a little more.

For her part, the girl was staring at Taroniah with a puzzled expression.

"Who are you?" she asked, somewhat loudly.

Then she got all embarrassed as she saw people at some of the surrounding tables all turn to look at her for a moment before resuming their activities. She turned back to Taroniah, who smiled at her.

"It's quite refreshing not to be recognized," Taroniah said, still smiling.

It was clear the girl still hadn't worked out who Taroniah was. She went from looking embarrassed to frustrated, and she stared at Taroniah as if she could work out who Taroniah was just by looking at her. Taroniah made a small waving motion with a hand and bowed slightly while sitting at the table.

"I, am Taroniah of Marland."

The girl's jaw dropped, and her eyes opened wide in alarm. Then she put her hand across her mouth for a moment before finally taking it away.

"I'm an idiot," she said in alarm.

Taroniah shrugged, pulled up her bag, and brought out the leather folder with all her more complicated spells written out on parchment inside. She found the Moving Water Spell, extracted it from the folder, and handed it over to the girl on the other side of the table.

"See what you think of that," Taroniah said.

The girl took the parchment and studied the spell for some time. Finally, she went to hand it back.

"I think I would need to study this for several hours before I could conceptualize it."

Taroniah waved the girl's hand away.

"Are you staying here tonight?" At the girl's nod, Taroniah continued. "You study that spell tonight and tomorrow morning, and when you feel you're ready to have a go at conceptualizing it, you come to the ceramics building next to the pottery shop behind the temple of Emilar. If I'm not there, tell Noran, the magician who is working there, that I sent you to him to test you and see if you can conceptualize and throw the spell."

"And if I can't throw the spell?"

Taroniah shrugged. "If you're doing well in Fourth Year, I'm pretty sure you'll be able to cast it once you've studied it for a while. It's not hard, so much as complicated. But don't feel under any pressure. If you decide you can't do it, then you can't do it."

"And if I can do it?" she asked.

"Then, we'll talk some more about your future. Perhaps sufficient funding for you to finish your studies this semester in return for a work commitment next year, for instance."

The girl looked at Taroniah wide-eyed then her eyes narrowed. "What sort of work?"

"Tedious magical work of which I have a lot. I currently have two magicians working for me. I have a business partner who is also a magician who is currently away getting married. No doubt he will turn back up here at some point with his new wife, who is also a magician. Still, I see the demand growing rapidly for what we produce using magic, so I can guarantee long-term employment if you wish it."

"You have that much magical work?"

Taroniah nodded. "The Academy has some of those water pipes, so you have water on all the floors, doesn't it?" the girl nodded. "Well, we make those pipes, all of them. They're shipped all over western Ithria to an ever-growing market. It's slow and tedious work casting that spell, which is part of the process. That's just one of the businesses I'm involved in that uses magic every day. I picked it because it's the most visible one."

"I'll say. Hardly anybody has those pipes back home in Kartonia." the girl paused and looked sad again. "Well, what was home."

"What is your name?" Taroniah asked.

"Tahlia Korphel. As I said earlier, my father was Shaku Delgran, but the King withdrew the title, and it will no doubt be handed out to some other worthy person in due course." The girl couldn't keep the bitterness out of her voice.

"Life continually throws up things beyond our control Tahlia, and in most cases, there is nothing else you can do but simply go on and do the best you can going forward from the position you're now in." Tahlia went to say something, but Taroniah held up her hand to stop her. "I know you're going to say it's all right for me to say, Crown Princess of Marland, pretty much able to do whatever I want, to offer you advice like that, but you would need to remember my circumstances when I was younger."

"Not only was I born a bastard, but when my mother died while I was still very young, I was given to an older couple to be brought up. The Queen hated me and later tried to have me killed. My father refused to acknowledge me publicly and rarely saw me privately throughout my entire upbringing until after I graduated from the Academy here. Some of the other students were from Marland and made sure everybody at the Academy knew I was a bastard. After I graduated, my father decided necessity overcame home politics as my powerful magic was needed in the war, so he publicly acknowledged me for the first time ever, although he still made it clear I was a bastard."

She paused for a moment, and Tahlia chose not to interrupt her.

"After winning the war and marrying Kauriga, my father and I had a major argument, mostly over my choice of men, but for other reasons as well, and I retired here to Alcitran in semi-exile. He sent me no money and gave me no support. You will note the lack of Royal Guards, even today." She closed her eyes. "I wasn't even there when he died."

There was silence for a while, and then Taroniah roused herself.

"Anyway, enough of that maudlin stuff. Perhaps you can get your inheritance back one day, although I wouldn't pin my hopes on it. In the meantime, you can stay here and work for me if you want."

The girl studied her for a moment and then gave her a little smile. "Providing I can cast that spell?"

Taroniah snorted. "Well, yes, but don't worry about it. I'm sure you'll get it sooner or later. As I said, it's not that hard; so much as complicated. There is a difference, trust me."

"I will think upon your offer, Lady Taroniah. I thank you for making the offer. It was very kind of you." She gave Taroniah a small bow.

"We all have bad things happen to us, Tahlia. I am only too happy to offer you a helping hand. Study the spell, head down to that ceramic factory next to the pottery shop tomorrow, and see if you can cast it. After that, we will go from there."

Taroniah stood up, gave the girl a nod, and headed back to her people.

"Sorry about that. That girl looked rather upset, so I thought I'd find out what the problem was."

Noran nodded at her. "And?"

"You heard about the attempted coup in Kartonia a month or two ago?" The others all nodded, even Arabella, who normally didn't pay too much attention to world affairs. "Her father and mother were implicated in the plot and were executed, her younger brother was sent to the mines, and the King withdrew her father's title. He was a Shaku. Because of their execution, there was no money to pay her fees at the Academy this semester. The Lord of Magic had allowed her to start the semester thinking it was just a mistake, possibly an accident at sea, which sometimes happens."

"The poor girl," Arabella commented. "What's going to happen to her now?"

"I made her a job offer. Both businesses are growing at such a rate we're going to need more magicians sooner or later, even if Korlah returns. I gave her a copy of the Moving Water Spell and told her that if she could conceptualize and cast it tomorrow, down at the ceramic store with you, Noran, I would pay her tuition for this semester, and she could work for me next year to pay it off."

"Wow," Noran said. "That's very kind of you," he commented, clearly surprised by her generosity.

Taroniah nodded. "Maybe. You know how tedious the job I'm offering her is, Noran. I imagine it's lost its wow factor with you already?" she asked with a grin.

Noran threw up his hands in mock horror. "Worst job I've ever had. Absolutely tedious." he grinned at Taroniah.

Then, his face took on a more serious expression. "I imagine I'll be a long way behind by the time we get to the end of the semester. It's harder than it looks throwing that spell all day, every day." he then added in a far more serious tone.

"I’ll help when I can," Taroniah said, and Noran gave her a small nod in reply.

After that, the conversation turned to more prosaic matters, discussing various aspects of the production cycle in both the ceramic factory and the ironworks, although both Taroniah and Arabella were careful not to spell out exactly what was happening at the ironworks, or at least how it worked. Taroniah found herself quite impressed with how Arabella seemingly answered Noran's questions without giving him any critical information. She was becoming increasingly impressed with Arabella's magical ability and reliability as well.

Arabella assured Taroniah that they were pretty much up-to-date at the ironworks as she accompanied Taroniah to the ceramic workshop in the morning in the hope that Tahlia would turn up. Her presence helped Noran catch up with the backlog of pipes he was running behind on, and then between them, they got a little ahead when the young woman turned up mid-morning rather unsure of herself. Taroniah noted with a smile that the girl's clothes were not really suitable for wearing while working in a factory. Being noble, Taroniah doubted she had any ordinary clothes with her at the Academy.

No matter. Taroniah would help the girl adjust to her straitened circumstances as best she could. It wouldn't really be a serious problem until the end of the semester, but in the meantime, she had to be able to throw the Moving Water Spell before things went any further. The somewhat wary-looking Tahlia relaxed somewhat after being shown out to the casting area, and she saw Taroniah waiting for her. She had a typical Academy folder from which she extracted the parchment Taroniah had given her with the spell notation written on it.

"I assume that because you've turned up here, you think you can throw the spell?" Taroniah asked her, smiling to soften the question a little.

The girl nodded, seemingly too nervous to talk. Taroniah looked over at Noran.

"How about you hop up and let Tahlia sit there for a moment while she casts the spell for us."

Noran hopped up, gave Tahlia an elaborate bow and indicated she should sit on the stool he had just vacated. Tahlia moved forward and sat looking very nervous.

"Can I read through the spell again?"

"Of course," Taroniah replied with a smile.

The girl quickly read through the spell, stared off into space for a moment, then turned back to Taroniah.

"I think I'm ready to cast it. What should I cast it on?"

"On that tub of clay in front of you. How many times have you cast the spell on that clay, Noran?" Taroniah asked.

"I was just about to do my second dose," he said.

"Okay. That makes for a good starting test. Cast the spell on the clay in the tub in front of you, Tahlia. Then, Karlon will stir the clay for a period before stepping away, and you can cast the spell on the clay for a second time. We normally give each tub of clay three doses of the spell, and Noran has already done the first dose on that batch of clay."

Tahlia nodded, not looking confident at all. She closed her eyes, and then she cast the spell on the tub of clay and sat back, slumped in an exhausted-looking state. Meanwhile, Karlon began stirring the clay while Tahlia recovered. Eventually, Karlon pulled the spatula he had been using to stir the clay out of the mud and stepped back out of the way. Tahlia had to read the spell through again before attempting to conceptualize the spell a second time but then she cast it seemingly without any trouble, though she immediately collapsed back into a heap on the stool.

"Are you all right?" Taroniah asked.

"Yes," Tahlia replied, turning to face Taroniah. "That's pretty damn hard!"

Taroniah smiled. "Well, just so you know what you are letting yourself in for, a normal day's work for us in here consists of doing six tubs of that clay in the morning and then six tubs in the afternoon with a half trad break in the middle for lunch. And you have to apply the spell three times to each tub."

Tahlia looked at Noran and then back to Taroniah.

"Three times to each tub! How do you keep doing that so many times a day?"

"It gets easier with practice," Taroniah said with a smile.

"I've only just got myself up to twelve tubs a day," Noran commented. "If you're going to be finishing the semester before you start working with us, I strongly suggest conceptualizing and throwing the spell at something, a tree trunk, wall, anything, just to practice it every day."

"What he said," Taroniah added, grinning at Noran. "Noran's trying to be helpful because he is hoping you'll take over for him at the end of the semester as he finds this task rather tedious, don't you, Noran?" Noran grinned but nodded in agreement. "Anyway, why don't you tell Tahlia how much I pay you while I go and see Inana about something? I'll be back in a moment."

Whatever Noran had said to her about how much she was going to be paid, Tahlia seemed to think it was a pretty good job to acquire, so she was quite happy to exchange her labor for the amount owed for her tuition after she had finished Fourth Year.

"Come on then, let's go and see the Lord of Magic and get you re-enrolled." Taroniah encouraged her.

After a wave to Noran, who was back on the stool, about to cast the spell on the next tub of clay, the three women headed out of the ceramic store, and while Arabella headed to the ironworks, the other two walked through the town to the main gate. Once past the end of the town wall, she pointed out to Tahlia the land she had bought where the houses were going to be built. The workmen were already busy with the start of Korlah's house and also Alexin's. Building two houses at once was about the limit of the town's resources, though, so her house would have to wait until one of the others was finished, which was fine with Taroniah.

As they passed, she also pointed out the businesses taking shape on the land to the left, where she had bought everything on the river side of the track. This included the planned expansion of the ironworks and the shipyard. The sheer scale of the activity Taroniah was financing caused the girl to shake her head.

"I've never seen developments like this. You must be really rich."

"Not really. Rather, I have a high cash flow. The ironworks makes metal leaf springs for wagons. Do you know the sort of thing I'm talking about? Several strips of flat metal on top of the other bound together that flex when the wagon goes over a bump?"

"Vaguely. I think I've seen what you're talking about on a wagon."

Taroniah nodded. "Others make them too, but no one has springs quite like us," she said with a grin. "You've seen the ceramic works and the sheer quantity of pipes we're manufacturing there, plus I have a quarry site, and the stonemason’s business is just starting to be developed, but up at the top of the peninsula, along with a mining operation that has just finished building a smelter for the ore and should be in production anytime now. Both of those will start to generate more income as well from now on, possibly quite a bit of extra income."

Tahlia seemed amazed at all this but, at the same time, surprised.

"Doesn't your brother the King pay you money?"

"Well, our father wouldn't give me anything beyond the fees for the Academy and a small amount of spending money. Once I finished at the Academy, I was out on my own. Nowadays, I could ask my brother for some money as our relationship is much better, or at least I could probably persuade the Regent to give me some money, but I don't need it. Trust me, it is far better that I stay out of the politics of Marland than get involved in them, which would be bound to happen if I was tied to the Kingdom financially."

Tahlia shook her head. "You are nothing like what I was expecting the Crown Princess of Marland to be like."

Taroniah waved a hand to indicate her ordinary garment, lack of elaborate makeup, and hair hanging down over her face but tied on top of her head in a bun.

"You've heard the old saying, never judge a book by its cover?" At Tahlia's nod, she continued. "Well, I am a living example of it." She grinned at the girl. "Don't worry, I can dress up if I need to, but to be quite honest with you, I'm much happier doing all this work than sitting around in the Palace looking pretty and listening to sycophants and noble idiots."

The girl nodded in agreement. "Last holidays, I had to put up with the attentions of several sycophants and noble idiots, as you described them. My father had put me up on the marriage market, so to speak, or at least indicated that he would entertain offers for my hand. Fortunately, no one with the political influence he was looking for made any approaches before I headed off to school, so I wasn't locked into an engagement before I returned to the Academy. Now I can't even return home."

Taroniah could hear the girl struggling not to cry again, so she put a hand on the girl's shoulder and squeezed.

"If you find you enjoy working with me, you can make a new home here. That is what I'm trying to do with the business. I am trying to create something like a family business made up of people who have no family or are looking to start a new family. Alexin brought his mother and sister when he moved here recently to set up my ship-building business. His sister is starting at the Academy next semester. My head stonemason brought his niece, and I will admit I boggled a bit at the thought of a female stonemason at first, but she seems quite nice for all that. They came with the expectation of building a long-term business, so I imagine she'll find someone to marry here unless she prefers girls, but even then, no one would say anything if she found a woman to live with. We're a very cosmopolitan town here."

"What about you, Tahlia? I realize that before, you had no choice but to do what your father requested in terms of marriage, but that situation has changed now. Do you still see the marriage, children, small family type of future, or something different?"

The girl hesitated before answering. "I've never been with a man, but I've found myself attracted to them in ways I don't feel about other girls."

Taroniah grinned. "Despite what you might have got up to with one or more of those girls?" She saw the look of alarm on the girl's face. "Don't worry, I was a student here too. What happens in the dorm stays in the dorm." She smiled at Tahlia. "Like you, I didn't find myself attracted to the other girls the way I felt about men. Not that I got to do anything with anybody until I got married, which was quite an eye-opening experience," she said with a smile. "Anyway, you can talk to me about anything at any time, so don't be afraid. Even if you just want to have a shoulder to cry on or someone you can talk to about anything, especially intimate things, you can be certain I won't judge you."

Tahlia looked up at Taroniah as they continued to walk and studied her face for a few steps. Then she nodded firmly before changing the subject. Once they arrived at the Academy, Taroniah headed straight to the Lord of Magic's office. His secretary nodded at Taroniah and said she could knock and go in because he wasn't busy. That’s a somewhat surprising state of affairs, Taroniah thought to herself. Inside, the Lord of Magic looked up from his desk, where he was attending to the endless amount of paperwork that crossed his desk, and he smiled broadly, glad for the interruption.

"Taroniah!" he said in such a way that it was obvious he was glad to see her.

"Sir. I am returning Tahlia here to the Academy. I presume there will be no problem with her resuming her studies?"

"You're going to pay her fees?" the Lord of Magic said, looking a little surprised.

"Officially, I am lending her the money for her fees, which she will pay back through magical labor once she has finished Fourth Year. Is that permissible?"

"Of course, of course. Tahlia is an excellent student, and I'm glad she will be able to finish her studies." He turned to Tahlia. "Are you ready to resume today?" At the girl's excited nod, he continued. "Well, why don't you take your bag back to the dorm? Your old cot is still unoccupied and then I would suggest resuming your classes after lunch rather than interrupting in the middle of the lesson this morning."

"Yes, sir. Thank you, sir." Tahlia replied almost abjectly.

She turned and grabbed Taroniah's hand. "Thank you so much for this. I will never forget."

"Just do well in your studies; that's all I ask," Taroniah replied, smiling at the girl.

"Yes, yes," Tahlia replied, bowed to the Lord of Magic, and left his office, heading for the senior dorm.


Chapter 22

More worries

They both smiled and exchanged grins as they watched the happy girl leave the office.

"That is very kind of you, Taroniah." the Lord of Magic observed as the door closed behind the girl.

Taroniah shrugged. "I'm going to need more help, and she seemed like a nice girl who was in trouble through no fault of her own. So, how good a student is she, just so I've got some idea whether she is keeping up her studies this semester."

The Lord of Magic snorted. "You do realize I'm not supposed to give out how students perform except to their parents or guardians."

Now, it was Taroniah's turn to snort. "I could make the argument that I'm now the girl's guardian, seeing the King of Kartonia has left her an orphan and apparently has an arrest order out for her. I don't need details. Just a general idea of her performance relative to the other students in her class will do, sir."

The Lord of Magic sat staring into space for a moment.

"Two of the senior students in this year's crop are very powerful and will become very capable magicians. They are easily the two most powerful students we've had attend the Academy since a certain young lady was here." He smiled at Taroniah who tilted her head in acknowledgment of what he was saying. "I don't think they're quite in your class, but they're certainly better than most. One is Trevor Gromar, the grandson of Kern Louthelbo from Padmouthia. I am mentioning him because he is someone to keep in mind in the future if the King of Padmouthia decides to try acquiring parts of Marland yet again."

Taroniah nodded. She had no idea how the King of Padmouthia felt after his abortive invasion of Marland. She knew most Kings were very sensitive about their dignity and didn't like to be publicly embarrassed, as King Londran had been when he had been forced to back down in front of Taroniah and Davina. The Lord of Magic nodded towards the now-closed door.

"The other is Tahlia. I'm not sure who's stronger, but Tahlia is definitely the better academically. I was sorry for what happened to her parents, and I kept her on as long as I could, but there are limits to what I do in that situation."

Taroniah thought he sounded rather defensive about the matter and shrugged dismissively. Before she could say anything, the Lord of Magic continued.

"I received a letter from Kartonia informing me that she was the daughter of a traitor and that they were seeking to have her extradited. Whether the King or the Crown Prince would agree to that, I don't know, but  I felt I should warn you of what was possibly coming."

Taroniah frowned. "I shall have the town clerk draw up a contract for her tomorrow. If I can't get out here with it myself, I'll have someone bring it out. If you could have her sign it, that would be greatly appreciated. Point out to her that one of the many benefits of being employed by me is that I won't allow her to be extradited for a crime she did not commit."

The Lord of Magic studied her for a moment and then nodded.

"I shall send a letter to the King informing them that she works for you now and that you won't be allowing her to be extradited to Kartonia while she remains one of your employees." he grinned. "If nothing else, I doubt Prince Garlan would be willing to upset you over something so petty. He was rather impressed with you when he visited." the Lord of Magic informed her.

Taroniah cocked her head to one side slightly. "Really? I thought he was rather irritated by me."

"That too," the Lord of Magic retorted with a smile. "Do you know if he is going to Korlah's wedding?"

She shook her head. "I don't think he will be able to because his father's health is so poor. His sister, Portia, will almost certainly represent the West Dumfordian Crown at Korlah's wedding. As I understand, he's still seventh in line for the throne."

The Lord of Magic nodded. "And might I say that the changes you have wrought in him are amazing. I take it you're going to the wedding?"

"Yes, which reminds me, I must do something about refurbishing my wardrobe if I'm going to be mixing in with a bunch of royals and upper nobility." She shook her head. "I shall have to write to Patros and ask to borrow a squad of Royal Guards to add to my consequence. Fortunately, I can pick them up in Marsea when we call there on our way to Pickantia."

The Lord of Magic studied her for a moment. "Is your brother reluctant to assign members of the Royal Guard to you up here, or do you not get along with him or something? I've always wondered why you don't have any Royal Guards hovering around you like most royalty do."

Taroniah grinned at him. "Surely you know me well enough that I'm not one for ostentatiously parading my position around under people's noses. Besides, not only is there nothing for them to do out here, but we've got nowhere to house them. On top of that, who would be stupid enough to attack me? The Assassins Guild won't take any contracts on me or my family, so it would have to be an attack made by amateurs or hired bullyboys, and it would be very unlikely to succeed even if someone did try. I won't say it's impossible, but it is very unlikely that I will be attacked any time soon."

And with that, they left off their discussion, and Taroniah returned to town, where she had the town clerk draw up the contract for Tahlia. He promised to find one of the young lads around town to run it out to the Lord of Magic the following day. Taroniah spent the rest of the afternoon helping Arabella at the ironworks while telling Kauriga and Rengard all about her morning. The following day, she got in a full day's work catching everything up at the ironworks. The lad who the town clerk had assigned to the task of running the contract out to the Academy turned up with the signed contract for her a little after lunch.

Over the next week, she spent time at both the ironworks and the ceramic works and talked to the owner of the main women's clothing shop in town about some outfits to take with her when she went to Pickantia for Korlah's wedding. She even directed a couple of new people up north to where the mining and stone masonry establishments were. Then her wagon turned up from Hundig. It was a very nice industrial wagon with the heaviest springs they made in the ironworks, as well as a heavy frame, well-constructed sides, and a bench seat. The man accompanying it, who would act as the driver, had been recommended as someone who had experience with stone and could also drive a wagon.

As everything was fairly up-to-date, Taroniah took the opportunity to sail north with the ship the business owned, which she had hired to carry the wagon to the new port she was building. They found nothing substantial had been done here because the quarry lacked the wagon to carry the cut stone from the worksite to the shore. After landing, she discovered they did have a pile of stone for use in the dock once the wagon arrived, so they hadn't been idle. Plus, they had begun shipping the stone cobbles for Alexin south to Alcitran.

After some careful maneuvering by the ship's Captain to get through where she had dug out parts of the bay on her previous trips, they were able to get the ship reasonably close inshore. Then, with a little help from Taroniah's Levitation Spell, they were able to land the wagon safely on the shore. After which, they raised and lowered the horses that accompanied the wagon overboard into the shallow water, which didn't bother the horses too much, and soon, all three horses and the wagon were being readied to head to the quarry.

Taroniah and Kauriga led the wagon through the bush, Taroniah using the Force Punch Spell to knock down the odd tree that was in the way, although she noted that Garnas and Petria had already done a bit of clearing work in anticipation of getting a wagon shipped to them. All the stone masonry and mining people were overjoyed to see the wagon finally arrive. Taroniah was interested to see that their camp now included three stone buildings. Two for accommodation and one for the office.

Garnas insisted on loading a few large stones aboard the wagon using a transportable A-frame crane he had built. Once the large pieces of masonry were aboard the wagon, he disassembled the A-frame crane in next to no time and put it on top of the stones. They all then headed back to the proposed dock, where Garnas proceeded to unload the stones onto the shore next to where they would be positioned in the area Taroniah had dug out.

After setting up his A-frame crane, he decided it wasn't big enough. Two of the legs needed to be much longer as they had to stand in the water so that the stone could be lifted up and moved out over the water and then lowered down to the floor of the bay that Taroniah had excavated. Eshan Luthmar had accompanied them to see what the situation with the ship was. After assessing the situation, he decided they could load some of their smelted metal aboard the ship, and he returned to the mine site with the wagon to load it with gold. He claimed they didn't have much of the gold smelted yet, but when the wagon returned, the gold ingots weighed as much as twenty taleks. Taroniah thought that was a reasonable amount of gold, given the short time they had been able to run the smelter.

Eshan pulled Taroniah aside briefly while the ship's crew carried the gold bars below decks after they had been swayed aboard using one of the ship's spars as a crane. Once they were well apart from the others, he spoke softly.

"That quartz vein keeps getting bigger, and the amount of gold inside the quartz grows at the same pace. I've heard of veins like this, but I've never actually seen one." He scratched his head, staring out to sea. "This is your ship, isn't it?"

"Yes. Our leaf spring business owns it. We're about to take delivery of a new ship, a larger one."

Eshan nodded. "What are you intending to do with all this gold?"

"Well, I have to report a lot of it to the government. At least enough to make them believe that the report is accurate, so they don't come investigating for themselves. They might still come and check anyway, and we need to talk about that, too."

The miner nodded again and grinned. "It wouldn't do to let them see how much gold we are producing compared to how much gold we're reporting, correct?"

Taroniah nodded. "We'll ship some of it to Marland in the hold of our ship, where my partner Hundig can sell it off to local jewelers on the quiet. I'm going to store some of it until I can find someone who knows how to make coins. He can make up dies for most of the gold coins used in the area, and then we'll make our own. I doubt anybody will pick up on it because we'll be making gold copies of the real coins."

"Seriously?" the miner asked, looking surprised. "You going to make copies of various Kingdom's gold coins?"

"That was my idea. We have a lot of coinage going through our businesses, so it wouldn't be hard to slip new ones in amongst all the others. I doubt anyone will notice because they wouldn't expect someone to do that. I'm not talking about huge amounts of gold, understand? Most of it is going to be properly accounted for and the tax paid on it, so that the Lord of the Treasury stays happy. You guys will always get paid with normal coins, so there's no suspicion we're doing anything like that. All the ring-in coins will be used in Alcitran and Marland. Maybe a few other places as well."

Eshan shook his head. "Aren't you worried about us ripping you off?"

Taroniah shook her head. "Unless you know who I've got watching you? Besides, I'm a lot scarier than the government." And with that, she held out her hand, and the flame appeared above her palm, burning brightly. "Besides, you guys get a cut of the side profits as well, besides your share in the business."

Eshan nodded and smiled. "I freely admit that this is far better than working for somebody else in their mine. Why don't more people operate like you do? Giving the people working the job a share in the business?"

"Too greedy mostly," Taroniah replied. "Which reminds me, is your man with the smelter worthy of a share?"

Eshan scratched his head. "How would that work again?"

"If you feel his contributions are worth a full share, what we do is we double the number of shares, which means we would have four spare shares instead of two. We give one of those to him, so he would be getting only half the interest that you two and the stone masons have in the business."

Eshan frowned. "That's another thing. Why did the stone masons get the same share as us? The gold mine is going to earn a lot more than their quarry."

"In the short term, yes. In the long term? The government may decide to take the gold mine over anyway, and at some point, the vein will run out, regardless." She pointed at the enormous volcanic mountain. "The quarry will still be producing stone long after we're both dead and buried. And you or your descendants will continue receiving the earnings your shareholding entitles you to."

Eshan scratched his head. "I'd forgotten about that. Good point. Doubling the shares sounds good. We could have built a smelter ourselves if we really had to, but he's done a good job, so I think we should reward him."

"Very well. I shall get that organized. Just so you know, the town clerk will keep track of how much gold we produce, apart from our side profit, so there will be no hiding the totals. Try not to keep too much gold ore lying around at any one time so there is no suspicion we are mining more than we are.

Eshan nodded, and shortly after that, he headed back to the mine site, and then the ship was carefully pushed away from the shore by a couple of the crewmen using oars, and they headed back to Alcitran. It had been a good trip, Taroniah mused as she stood on the rail, watching the volcano slide past as they sailed around the head of the peninsula. They had delivered the wagon for the miners and stonemasons; she had shown the Captain of their vessel where the new port was, and they were bringing back some gold into the bargain. She decided it was not a bad result from a few days' work.

Back in Alcitran, she hired one of the local wagons to transport her gold to the Mayor's office, where he, the town clerk, and the Governor, who turned up shortly after she arrived, were all very impressed with how much gold her men had extracted. After it had been carefully weighed and then divided up, the government took just over a quarter, which wasn't too bad, she decided. She had the clerk fill out the details in his ledger so that there was a record, and then she headed home still using the horse and cart as transport with her and Kauriga up on the box alongside the driver.

After unloading the gold, taking it inside, and paying off the wagon driver, Taroniah stood in Sarshea's lounge area and considered her boxed wealth while trying to decide what to do with it. The coins in her lock box had gone down rapidly with all the expenses she had while setting up the shipyard along with the mine and the quarry. On top of that, she was still paying for all the new staff, but she could see that situation reversing once more. Having large amounts of money sitting in Sarshea's lounge room was not the ideal storage place.

It would be all right when she had her house built, but that was still some time away. She shrugged when she decided there wasn't anything she could do about it for the moment and went and joined the others for dinner. She did decide she would have the carpenter make up some non-descript wooden boxes to put the gold ingots in, both to make them less obvious and easier to carry. She smiled to herself. The carpenter was probably the busiest man in Alcitran these days. Last time she checked in with him, he had six apprentices working for him, with the senior one about to become a full carpenter in his own right. Hmm, she thought to herself, I wonder if I have enough work to hire my own carpenter?

Nothing exciting occurred for the next few weeks. Taroniah spent most of her time at the ironworks helping Arabella keep up, with just the occasional visit to the ceramic works to back up Noran, who was managing the twelve tubs per day but doing no more than that. Alexin had reached the point of starting construction of the shipyard, so he took passage to Brether and returned with two men who both had experience working in shipyards. The stonemasons had started to provide the rectangular flat stones he needed for the slipway and the general work area, and once he returned, the shipyard began to take shape rapidly.

Taroniah then spent some time with Harkon, organizing to set up a new furnace on her land beyond the town wall where they could start making the iron for the ships she wanted to build. They then spent considerable time discussing the ins and outs of what would be needed to build a ship out of iron, including Alexin and one of Harkon's more experienced apprentices in the conversation. It was decided that the ships would be built out of a combination of wrought iron and molded plates. The keel was more of a problem, but Harkon was sure he could fabricate something. When she queried him, he explained that he was looking at doing it in five sections and bolting them together.

The rails for the slipway that Alexin had ordered would be arriving soon, and Harkon was very interested to see the rails and the wheeled cart the ship would be built on in operation. In the meantime, he was expecting the man with the coal mine to have successfully worked out a method of producing reduced coal that would heat the furnaces as well as charcoal did and be more economical to use very soon. Apparently, his latest offering to Harkon was almost good enough. The coal mine was on Prenthiar Island, near Norhaven, which was the capital of the Metonian half of the island.

Things settled down into a more steady routine for a few weeks. With her son and his family in the house, Sarshea often cooked more food than was needed, preferring to err on the side of plenty rather than being short. When that happened, she would frequently run up a quick batch of bread rolls in the oven in the morning and send Kauriga, Rengard, and Taroniah off to work with rolls full of leftovers from the previous evening for lunch. It saved on paying to have their midday meals at the tavern or wasting time walking home to Sarshea's house for lunch. When the weather was inclement, they all huddled in the smithy, the roof of which had been extended recently, but on the days when the weather was fine, Taroniah tended to sit on the shore watching the river.

The sun was out on this day, and although there was a breeze coming off the water, it wasn't too strong, and sitting on the shore was quite pleasant. Kauriga sat with her while they ate their lunch and watched the dredge work deep in the channel. This was a two-barge and sailing ship combination that worked out of Haymock in Brether, of course, that was hired to dredge channels in the harbors around the Terenic Ocean. The dredging company was usually hired by the local council of each town needing work, although occasionally, the appropriate Royal Treasury got involved.

Alcitran was on the inside elbow of the bend of the river, which meant that the current tended to keep their shore dredged naturally, and the town only hired the dredge irregularly, often as many as eight or ten years apart. The operation consisted of a controlling ship that was used to haul the barges to the work area and then nudge them along as needed. All three vessels had big bundles of old rope tied to their bulwarks to try and prevent damage as the controlling vessel nudged them around. The two barges worked in combination. The leading barge was broad and had a large wheel mounted vertically in the center of the barge, very much like a waterwheel, only with iron buckets around the circumference. The barge had a very low main deck but high sides designed to keep the ship dry at sea.

Forward of the wheel was a capstan that was attached to the wheel by a chain looped around the gears. Tethered to the capstan were three bullrochs who spent all day marching around and around in a small circle, turning the capstan, which in turn turned the wheel in the center of the boat, causing the buckets to bring up the river bed. A large rectangular tray was positioned at the rear of the wheel, extending aft, and the tray sloped down slightly towards the rear of the barge. The dredged muck was dumped in the tray, and it had a gate arrangement at the far end of the tray to stop the muck from escaping.

A second barge was secured to the first barge and was designed like a big empty box. The front of the box was a bit lower than the sides and rear but well above the water level. The boat in charge of the operation would push the cargo barge up under the back of the tray on the front barge, and then the gate would be opened, and the sludge would begin sliding into the cargo barge. A couple of men used shovels to make sure the sludge kept moving down the shute and dropping into the cargo barge, and as it filled, one or both of the men would normally get down in the cargo barge and start shoveling the sludge to the rear.

When the rear barge was full enough, the sailing boat would tow it to the shore where the local authorities wanted the sludge dumped. Usually, the crew of the sailing boat jumped in to help the bargemen empty the sludge barge, at which point they would head back out to the main barge to repeat the process. The barges' operation was pretty straightforward, and the crews were well-practiced in their task. The sailing boat normally checked the depths in the areas that were indicated by the local authorities they wanted dredged and that was about all that was involved.

As they sat and watched the dredge out in the river, its large dredging wheel slowly turning, Taroniah found herself thinking about the sludge. Currently, the Mayor had it being dumped to the east, in the area of shallow water at the bottom of the point which had seemed a good enough location to her when it had been first mooted. Looking at the somewhat higgledy-piggledy nature of the shoreline, she had the thought that if she created a parallel stone dock face, at say, a hundred paces out from the shore, they could use the sludge from the sludge barge to backfill behind the wall giving them more land and creating a dock for their ship.

It was an interesting idea and one she spent considerable time discussing with Kauriga. They weren't ready to do it at the moment, and the barge would only be in the river for a couple of days before it headed off to its next job, so they would have to wait till the next time the barge came around, which could be some considerable number of years, or, instead, hire it directly themselves in a year or two when they were ready.


Chapter 23

To Marland

With the wedding approaching, she wrote to her brother asking for the loan of a squad of Royal Guard to accompany her to Pickantia and back, which her brother agreed to on the proviso that she came and visited him for a week or so beforehand. Patros pointed out that she hadn't been to see him for some considerable time. She shrugged resignedly at this request, as she had been trying to keep the amount of time she was absent from Alcitran to a minimum, but decided there was no point in upsetting her brother. And he was right; she supposed it had been some time since she'd left.

She organized a dinner with all the key people of the operation: Eshan, Garnas, Harkon, Alexin, Arabella, and Noran on an evening a week before she left. At the last minute, she added Tahlia as well. She felt it important the girl should feel included in the operation even though she hadn't finished her schooling yet. They hashed out various important matters over the evening, with several other things standing out to Taroniah that she had an inkling about but had not really noticed or given much thought to until that night.

The most obvious was that Arabella and Noran did not get along. This was partly because of Noran's inbuilt noble arrogance, but mostly it was due to the fact that he was older than Arabella and resented the younger girl being his senior in the business, or so Taroniah thought. He was also older than she was when it came down to it, but Taroniah was in a class of her own, which, these days, she had no problem admitting to herself. She stressed that while she was away, Harkon was the most senior person in the organization and that Arabella was in charge of the magic side of things. This announcement didn't go down very well with Noran, but Taroniah wasn't overly concerned. She doubted there would be too many problems while she was away as things were running quite smoothly.

She also noted that Noran kept smiling at Tahlia, which didn't sit well with Taroniah either, as he was considerably older than her. After the dinner was over, she walked Tahlia back to the Academy despite the girl insisting that there was no need. Taroniah waved this away.

"I was attacked on this track by a magic beast one evening, " she told the girl. "Scared me half to death at the time, I can tell you. You're quite powerful magically and could probably deal with such a beast yourself, but what if there were two or even three of them?" The girl stared back at her, looking quite wide-eyed, even in the darkness. "You will have heard the stories and the warnings from the Academagicians, so I'm just reinforcing that message with my own first-hand experience."

"I'll be more careful at night," Tahlia replied.

"Good. I haven't heard of any attacks recently, but I hadn't heard of any attacks in the months before I was attacked either, so I think that means nothing." She smiled down at the girl. "Noran seemed quite taken with you," she observed quietly.

Tahlia screwed up her face in an expression of dislike. "He is old enough to be my father." she spat. "He hasn't actually said or done anything, but he keeps looking at me in a way that makes me feel uncomfortable."

Taroniah nodded. "While you're still at the Academy, I suggest you just keep clear of him. I should be back before the semester ends, but if I'm not, I'll leave instructions with Sarshea for you to move into our room while I'm away. If Noran tries to do anything, tell him you're not interested, politely, but if he continues to harass you, you have my permission to do whatever you feel is necessary. I'm pretty sure you're a much stronger magician than he is, and although he has a lot more experience than you, his experience is very narrow because of the way he was taught magic."

She paused and considered suggesting lines of defense and attack the girl could use, but ultimately decided not to. Hopefully, there wouldn't be any problem while she was away, and nothing would need to be done. She didn’t think Noran would physically attack the girl.

"Avoid being alone with him at all times. That's my only suggestion. Run to Arabella if you need to; if he causes trouble, I will deal with him when I return. Permanently if I have to." Tahlia started at that, and Taroniah paused and waited to see if the girl wanted to say anything, but Tahlia didn't, so after a few steps, she changed the subject. "If I'm not back when you finish the semester, I want you to work with Arabella. I'll make sure she knows you're coming to work with her, as it will be harder for her to keep up than it will be for Noran the way things are at the moment."

She saw the surprise in the girl's face. "It's essentially the same, don't worry, and the spells applied at the ironworks are nowhere near as complicated as the Moving Water Spell. Please don't repeat that to anyone, not even Noran. I'd rather he didn't know what we do at the ironworks for the moment. Any questions?"

Tahlia didn't have any, and after seeing her safely through the gates at the Academy, Taroniah walked back to town. Nothing turned up to trouble her passage, which didn't surprise her as the magical beasts could probably sense how strong she was.

The next day, she visited Arabella first. The girl was now able to stand and even walk without her crutches to an extent, though she still had them handy in case she got tired. Being able to stand and walk on her own two feet had led to Arabella becoming more confident in her manner. Just the way she looked at people now was different.

"Are you okay with me putting you in charge of the magical side of the business?" she asked the girl.

"Yes. Hopefully, nothing will come up that will cause me a problem, as I'm not sure what to do with Noran."

"Well, for starters, you're more powerful than he is. Plus, you have a better all-round education than he does. If worst comes to worst, ask your uncle to deal with him. I'm hoping that despite you two not getting along personally, everything will be fine regarding the business operation. I've instructed Tahlia to work with you if the semester finishes before I return. I don't mind her learning about what we do to the metal, but I don't want Noran to learn at this point in time. You understand?"

Arabella nodded. "I think so. I would have thought the ceramic business needed a better magician than the metalworking business."

"That is true," Taroniah observed. "But the ironworks also needs a more trustworthy one. Not that Noran's done anything to sow any real doubt in my mind so far, but there are problems with his attitude, so for the moment, I want him limited to just the ceramic side of the business. Financially, it's probably the most important part of the business at the moment, but the ironworks is more dangerous in terms of possible long-term effects on society."

Arabella nodded, but she still didn't look entirely convinced. Nevertheless, she said that she was fine with being in charge and having Tahlia work under her while Taroniah was away. Having everything as organized as she could make it, she spent three days making sure that both businesses were completely up-to-date and even a little ahead, and then the day arrived when they hauled their luggage to the dock area and waited for their ship to arrive which was due later that day.

As the day wore on, this wind swung around to the northwest which must've delayed their ship because it didn't arrive during the afternoon. That meant, rather annoyingly, that they had to cart everything back to Sarshea's house for the night. When they returned to the dock in the morning, they discovered that their ship still hadn't arrived, which was even more annoying. Taroniah tried very hard not to think of possible disasters that may have befallen their vessel. Around lunchtime, sails appeared over the horizon which turned out to be their ship, thankfully. It didn't actually dock until late in the day, but they decided to have their gear taken aboard and occupy the rooms they would have for the voyage rather than lug everything back to Sarshea's house again for the night.

The following day was spent unloading the rest of the ship's cargo that they hadn't managed to unload the evening before starting on loading her leaf springs and moving water pipes. Because of the tides, it wasn't until the early hours of the following morning that the ship finally set sail for Marsea. As they were preparing to get underway, another ship arrived, this one bringing goods and chattels from Cleomer as well as coal from Norhaven. She hoped that by the time they returned Harkon would have worked out the problems of turning coal into the equivalent of charcoal. Their ship was underway before the other vessel had tied up, so she only knew what the other ship was carrying from the shouted list of lading that the master had bellowed to the port master.

Their passage south was slow at the start because the wind was in the wrong direction, now blowing more northerly than west, but once they rounded the headland east of Alcitran and put the helm over to the southeast, they began to make some serious speed with the wind on their rear quarter. As they approached Klinder Island, the winds swung around to the east, and large, threatening-looking clouds appeared, blowing in from that direction.

They had just about reached the point where they would veer slightly to the east to get around the tip of Klinder Island, which was visible to their south when Captain Wilmont decided he didn't fancy the look of the oncoming storm and put the helm over to pass through the channel on the inside the island. Taroniah decided afterward that the Captain had made the right decision as the storm reached them about a trad later.

The storm front was preceded by wisps of cloud racing across the sky in the opposite direction that seemed to disappear into the storm front, and then the wind suddenly howled, and it began to rain. Lightning and thunder filled the sky as the boiling clouds rolled over the ship, which was now sheltering as close to the lee shore of Klinder Island as Captain Wilmont could manage. The crew dropped the main forward anchor, and when the ship began to drag, he had a second anchor hung over the side, proving he was determined to stay where they were.

Now the ship was safely anchored, Taroniah went downstairs to get some rest, but she found the choppy motion of the waves caused the ship to rock backward and forwards like a rocking chair being attacked by a dryarn. She lay there and semi-dozed for a time without achieving an awful lot and finally got up and found where Kauriga and Rengard were hiding. They were sitting in the mess with most of the crew, with only the Captain, First Mate, and one other man staying up on deck keeping an eye out for any problems. The cook managed to produce a stew despite the movement of the vessel, which didn't taste too bad and satisfied her growing hunger.

The storm front eventually moved on to the west, but it continued to pelt down and howl a gale for some trads. Eventually, she and Kauriga retired to their cabin, and she even managed to fall asleep for a time, but it was well after dawn before the wind died away enough that the Captain was willing to risk getting underway once more. The channel between Klinder Island and the mainland was normally quite safe to traverse, but there were numerous shoals, especially in the channel between Klinder Island and Elgar Island. Trying to pass through that section of the channel in high winds and with choppy seas that would hide the shoals was asking for trouble.

Once the wind eased, it moved around to the southeast, which only hindered their passage even further. Taroniah considered offering the use of her Wind Spell to help speed their passage, but then the wind shifted more around to the south, and the Captain put the helm over, and they started making a reasonable speed over the top of the ocean even if it wasn't quite in the direction they wished to travel.

The wind continued from the south, which made their passage down the Gulf of Marland extremely slow, so getting fed up with the tediousness of it all, she did trot out her Wind Spell and, much to the amazement of the crew, she soon had the ship sailing down the Gulf at a reasonable speed. She deliberately made no effort to advertise her arrival and refrained from flying her flag off the top of one of the masts. It was only when they disembarked and were confronted by the customs officials that she finally made an effort, declaring to them that she was Taroniah of Marland and exempt from customs inspection.

"Why are you traveling incognito, your Highness?" the senior customs official asked.

He had clearly recognized her after she had pulled back the hood of her coat, and he promptly bowed deeply, instigating a similar bow from his offsider.

"I just wish to pay a private visit to my brother before heading to Pickantia. I had enough of Royal politics when I was running the Kingdom during his absence, hence my desire to keep my visit low-key."

"As you wish, your Highness." the man said.

He bowed deeply once more, which his offsider hurriedly followed before the two customs officials stepped aside, allowing Taroniah and her two companions to continue up the dock where they engaged two carriages, one for them and the other for Bargan, his nanny, and their baggage. The trip to the Palace didn't take long as they were anonymous in their carriages. At the entrance to the Palace, the two carriages were halted by the Royal Guardsmen on duty, one of whom came and looked through the open window in the door. He must've been a new member of the guard because he didn't recognize Taroniah.

"What is your business at the Palace?" he asked.

"I am Captain Kauriga Dashar. I'm escorting my wife, Crown Princess Taroniah, on a visit to her brother, King Patros."

The Guardsman's eyes opened wide, and he looked beyond Kauriga to Taroniah for a moment before stepping back and bowing.

"Let them pass." he bellowed.

The carriages didn't take long to reach the Palace's main entrance. With the Royal Guards having passed the carriages at the gate, the Royal Guardsmen standing on either side of the main door into the Palace simply looked more alert rather than doing anything more demonstrative. When Kauriga exited their carriage, the older Guardsman of the two immediately came to attention and saluted.

"Captain Kauriga, sir. Welcome back."

"Ah. Vorkar isn't it?" Kauriga said tentatively, then nodded at the man's arm. "They've made you a Sergeant now, I see."

"Yes, sir. I think they was getting desperate, sir." the Royal Guard replied with a smile.

Kauriga snorted, and then both Royal Guards bowed deeply as Taroniah stepped out of the carriage, followed by Rengard.

"Go and find the Chamberlain, Korlin." Sergeant Vorkar said to the other Royal Guard.

While the younger man disappeared inside the Palace, the Sergeant came down the stairs and began helping the two men unload the second carriage while Taroniah took charge of Bargan for a few moments while they waited. The Chamberlain appeared fairly quickly. Apparently, he was not far from the front of the Palace, and upon presenting himself, he bowed deeply to Taroniah.

"It is a pleasure to see you again, your Highness," he said formally.

"They are still making you work for a living, Hamlast?" Taroniah said with a smile, advancing up the stairs with Bargan and holding out her hand to the old Chamberlain.

Hamlast took her comment in good part, smiling at her as he clasped her forearm. It wasn't the proper decorum for meeting the Crown Princess of the Kingdom, but it was the sort of casual manner that Taroniah preferred, which he remembered being the case.

"I actually have an understudy these days, although today is his rest day."

She studied him for a moment. "Planning to retire, are you?"

He grinned. "Not before time, your Highness. I've done my time in this position, so to speak." Then he straightened up and was all business. "I will have a couple of the servants carry your luggage upstairs. The same guest suite you stayed in last time is currently unoccupied so I will put you in there if that is acceptable?" At her nod, he continued. "Does Bargan sleep in his own room or with his nanny?"

"Still with his nanny at this stage, especially in a strange building like this."

The Chamberlain nodded. "I shall put them in the room next to yours, your Highness. The King is in the family breakfast room with the Regent and a few nobles discussing matters of state. Shall I have one of the footmen show you the way?"

"No need. I am quite happy to surprise my brother. Do you know if his mother is also having breakfast with him?"

"I wouldn't think so, your Highness, although I'm not absolutely certain. She normally has breakfast in her room."

Taroniah grimaced slightly. "Well, I'll have to face her at some point; better sooner than later, I guess." She paused and smiled at the old man. "It's good to see you again, Hamlast."

The Chamberlain bowed his head and she turned to Bargan's nanny, handing her son back.

"I'll leave you to get our rooms organized, Vivalia. You behave for Vivalia, and I'll see you as soon as I can, okay?"

Bargan nodded, not looking entirely happy with being shunted off with the nanny, but he was still too young for court duties as far as Taroniah was concerned. She hugged him and kissed him on his cheek, then led her two companions into the Palace. Hamlast, watching her walk inside, smiled to himself as he noticed that she still walked in as if she owned the place like she had when she had been acting as Queen when her brother was missing.

Taroniah marched through the reception hall and the throne room, which were both largely empty this early. There were a few servants tidying the rooms up for the public events later in the day, and that was about it. Their footsteps echoed as they marched across the wooden floor before turning into the private part of the Palace. The Royal Guardsman protecting the entry into that area must have recognized her because he bowed and made no effort to stop them.

The people in the dining room must've heard them coming because their heads were already turned towards the doorway when she stepped around the corner. Patros was at the head of the table with Kern Parlos on his right and, surprisingly, Aranthia on his left. Around the table were ranged Kern Esomer, Shaku Nothlin, Lothan Dashar, Kilian Newlix, and a man she didn't recognize.

"Taroniah!" Patros bellowed.

He launched himself out of his chair, raced over to her, and launched himself at her. At least she had time to brace herself as he had grown somewhat since the last time she had seen him. Using his momentum, she swung him around in a hug and then put him down.

"Not a very Kingly manner of greeting." she admonished him.

He grinned at her unrepentantly. "But a very proper greeting for my best sister," he replied.

She couldn't help smiling back at him and then gave him another hug. Stepping back from him, she looked around at the other faces in the room.

"If I'm interrupting your meeting, gentlemen, I will arrange for the kitchen to send some food up to our rooms."

Kern Parlos studied her for a moment, pulling on his chin with his thumb and forefinger.

"The King said you're only staying for a week or so?"

"Yes, that was the fee charged for loaning me a troop of Royal Guard to accompany me to Pickantia for my friend's wedding. Having to spend a week in my brother's company is an onerous charge, of course, but he wouldn't settle for anything less." She grinned at Patros as she said this, and he poked his tongue out at her!

She shook her head sadly. "I see you're still struggling to get him to act in a proper, Kingly manner at all times," she commented, nodding to Kern Parlos.

The Kern laughed. "Actually, in all fairness, he's been doing very well. Not getting fidgeting when being forced to attend long, interminable meetings or when listening to stupid nobles droning on about some minor point that no one is interested in except them. I believe a minor indiscretion when his sister visits for the first time in ages is acceptable."

Patros had turned to look at his Regent and then returned his attention to Taroniah.

"It's not easy being King," he informed her solemnly.

"I know," she said solemnly. "That's why I didn't want the job."

Patros tilted his head slightly and studied her for a moment. "You couldn't be the King anyway; you're a girl."

Taroniah made a show of opening her hands wide as if startled by that information.

"Wow. You know, you're right! Great! Now I'll never have to worry about being King ever again."

Patros clearly looked like a young man who couldn't decide whether he was having his leg pulled or not. Taroniah took pity on him and changed the subject.

"So, what are we discussing today?"

"We are looking at ways of raising extra revenue so we can increase the size of the Army and the Navy." her brother replied. "You should join the discussion. I'm sure you have plenty of ideas."

"This is about those Dragoth people, isn't it?" she asked, looking over at the men at the table.

Kern Patros nodded, but it was her brother who answered.

"Yes, of course it is. They're becoming a worry. Can you do something about them?"

"I've thought a lot about that, actually. I think I can probably guarantee that I could destroy every Dragoth ship that came anywhere near me." She looked over at the men around the table, who all looked back at her, but no one questioned that point. "That means all they would have to do to defeat a fleet I was part of is send a few ships to keep me busy while the rest of their fleet slaughtered those that weren't in my immediate vicinity. They probably couldn't defeat me outright, but they could destroy most of the ships with me on any given occasion."

The man at the table, who she didn't recognize, nodded in agreement with her.

"That's pretty much what Sarsen said," he commented. "He seemed to think that even with your Firestorm Spell, you could only cover a limited amount of space and that naval battles tended to be spread out over a fair area of water. He doubted they could ever sink your ship, but he felt they would have to have to be pretty stupid to lose a battle against you."

Taroniah waved a hand to indicate acceptance of his argument.

"I do have a couple of ideas I'm working on, but I have nothing that I would like to present as yet, as my plans are a long way from being anything but nebulous theories. Once I get over this wedding, I shall give it more thought." She paused. "What's Padmouthia doing?"

Aranthia answered this question.

"At the moment, all they are doing is strengthening the defenses of the main towns and their capital, more in the south than in the north. My father's in Soleswestia. The only report he's sent so far seems to indicate that the King of Soleswestia is genuinely concerned about the Dragoth people and is talking about supplying troops to either Holworth or Norhia if the Dragoth forces invade either Kingdom."

"Hmm," Taroniah muttered. "What about Brambewenia?"

"King Korvath seems more concerned about regaining the land he lost to Kartonia a few years back than doing anything to stop the Dragoth forces. All the western Kingdoms facing Wiglan are becoming rather frantic and trying to drum up support with nearby Kingdoms. Unfortunately, Bretnesia and Chiltash are at odds with Pilia and have been for years, so no one is expecting much support there, and so far, I haven't heard anything more from down that way."

"So, what are the Dragoth up to at the moment?"

"There've got the King of Wiglan besieged in one town and most of the Wiglan army in another. It's only a matter of time before they take one or both of those enclaves and have the island to themselves," Kern Parlos said.

"And what do you expect them to do then?" Taroniah asked.

"We are hoping they'll elect to keep to themselves, but we think they'll probably try and export their religion to the mainland through one of the coastal Kingdoms. There are various diplomatic efforts underway to try and get them all to form an alliance so that if one is attacked, they'll all send troops, but so far, nothing's been finalized along those lines."

"Of course not. They'll only become truly concerned when Dragoth troops are knocking on their front gate." Taroniah said sarcastically.

It was strange, she thought to herself, how sometimes various nations could all band together quickly and easily, and yet, at other times, no one seemed to understand the importance of a united front, pushing their own national agendas first.

"Unfortunately, I think you will be more true than wrong." one of the men said.

"Well, on that happy note, I'm going to go and organize some lunch for my people and get myself cleaned up after our trip."

Kern Parlos gave her a wave of dismissal, and although her brother looked unhappy to see her go, he nodded and turned back to the table. In the end, they gratefully accepted three plates piled high by the kitchen staff, which they took upstairs and ate in their room so Taroniah could spend some time with Bargan. When they got there, he was fast asleep, so rather than disturb him they finished their meal in peace, and then Taroniah decided she could do with a nap as well.


Chapter 24

Catching up

Dinner that evening was confined to Kern Parlos, his wife, and their three kids, who were all now in their teens. Their youngest, Darven, was clearly Patros' friend as they sat next to each other. Unfortunately, Queen Vera attended as well, and she and Taroniah carefully avoided speaking to each other throughout the whole evening. Patros filled Taroniah in about many things he was doing, his new horse, and the fact that Sarsen thought he would develop magic. Taroniah threw her detect Magical Strength Spell on her brother, who glowed slightly, which indicated that he at least had some magical ability.

Boys generally matured slightly later than girls, so she expected if he was going to develop magic, it would come in over the next twelve months. This announcement cheered him up no end and he spent most of the evening telling everyone he would be a magician every five minutes, which got tedious by the end of the evening. She resolved to speak to Kern Parlos later in the week about what sort of magical education he intended for the King once his magic came in.

Taroniah thought the best idea would have been for Patros to attend the Academy under a fake name so he wasn't treated the way he would be by his fellow students if they knew he was the King of Marland. Unfortunately, she couldn't see any way for that to happen. She was still going to suggest that he be sent to the Academy, but she doubted that suggestion would be taken seriously either. The best she could hope for would be his apprenticing under Sarsen or someone similar here in Marsea and just doing Fourth Year at the Academy when he reached that level. Given everything involved in being the King, even with him having a Regent, there was every chance his studies would lag, so he may not get to that stage until he was twenty or more.

The problem with following that course of action was that by the time his studies reached Fourth Year level, he would be King in his own right, and she doubted he would be able to take the time out of his duties to attend the Academy. It was a vexing issue. Finally, she had to admit to herself that for centuries, all magicians had been taught through the apprenticeship method without going to the Lightbearer Academy or Grendel College. At least with the resources of the Crown to draw upon, it was unlikely his education would be as limited as Noran's had been.

The week passed quickly. Taroniah did her best to avoid official engagements, although she did have to endure a Royal Reception to celebrate her arrival, which was tedious, although she did enjoy talking to a few people whom she had gotten to know during her time running the Kingdom for her brother. Aranthia was the one she enjoyed talking to the most, and they spent some considerable time discussing the Dragoth issue. The next day involved a visit to Kauriga's family, which was only diplomatic of them, although it was a bit uncomfortable given her rocky relationship with his cousin, the commander of the Royal Guard. She and the Queen avoided each other as best they could and were icily polite toward each other when they couldn't. She didn't have time to get home to Lirnhill or even visit Hundig at Wendover, so her business partner and her parents came to the capital and visited her instead.

Hundig arrived on the fourth day after her arrival, and she ruthlessly canceled a couple of engagements so they could sit down and discuss business for several trads. Things were going well, with sales continuing to grow as their springs spread to more and more markets. He was relieved to hear they were about to expand the spring production considerably. He told her he had two more licensing arrangements lined up that he just hadn't finalized because he feared they wouldn't have been able to keep up with the demand. Their sales to competitors were growing as well, even though they didn’t make that much on those discounted sales.

She explained how she wasn't sure what was going to happen with Korlah, but she now had three other magicians working for her, or she would have once the term ended at the Academy. She thought they should be enough to keep up with demand for at least a year or two. Like the water pipes, they would reach market saturation sooner or later, and their sales growth would slow to that of natural population growth, but there were still plenty of untapped markets in the shorter term. They both sat there shaking their heads in disbelief that no one had worked out what they were doing to make their springs so much better than anybody else's.  She repeated her warning that it was only a matter of time before somebody did work out what they were doing.

Hundig responded to this by pointing out that their market share was so great in western Ithria that it would be very hard for anybody to compete with them in those marketplaces anyway. Even if somebody started up in opposition, they would struggle to take much of the business away from Hundig and Taroniah's operation, and if they missed out on supplying the eastern half of Ithria, well, that was just bad luck. Taroniah had made time to go down to the docks and have a look at their second ship, which was still being fitted out but was nearly finished. It looked to be a very fine vessel, she thought, a sentiment Hundig agreed with wholeheartedly.

She explained to Hundig how they were experimenting with coal to use in place of charcoal because charcoal was so time-consuming to create, having to chop down the trees and build the mound of dirt and leave them burning for five days or so. They were developing a similar process that took far less time using coal. They had tried a dirt mound without a lot of success and were now going to try an oven based on a ceramic kiln. The early tests looked good, so she expected the ironworks to have gone over to this new cooked coal by the time she returned from her trip to Pickantia.

The main advantage coal had over traditional charcoal, however, was that there were plenty of sources of coal, whereas there was a constant problem of deforestation with charcoal production. The defect of coal was, unlike the forest, which could be regrown, once all the coal in a region was mined out, then it was gone forever. Although their tests were still ongoing, it was also clear that they would get a lot more cooked coal from a given weight of coal than you would get charcoal from a similar weight of wood. She rather suspected that the ideal operation would be a mixture of charcoal and cooked coal in the long term. She would have to look at what types of wood worked best, which grew fastest, and start developing forests specifically intended to provide charcoal.

Her parents arrived the day after Hundig's visit, and they spent a lovely afternoon sitting and chatting and catching up with everything that had been going on. Although only her adoptive parents, they regarded her as their blood daughter and treated her as such, and they clearly enjoyed spending time with Bargan, whom they hadn't had an opportunity to see much of since his birth. They had left Dingbard behind to run the farm as the operation was too busy these days for no one to be left in charge. Her adoptive father even indicated that he would probably retire shortly as the hard work was getting beyond him.

She spent most of the following day enjoying her parents' company away from the Palace. They caught up with her uncle Lyron, whose house she had been kidnapped from all those years ago. All the children had moved out, leaving them with a large house for just the two of them, although their son Nindar lived literally around the corner, which meant they saw him regularly. And then, it was time to pack up and head to Pickantia. She had been going to travel on a regular cargo ship, but her brother insisted she take one of the Kingdom's warships. Shaku Nothlin seconded this decision, pointing out that as the Crown Princess of the Kingdom, she should be arriving in Pickantia more impressively than aboard a run-of-the-mill cargo ship. Besides, the warship he intended to assign to her was a near-new ship named the Nugar, after her natural father, the previous King, and it could do with a good run.

Kern Parlos assigned the senior cornet in the Royal Guard, Perzian Orthrek, the nephew of the now deceased Kern Tescott, who had been the Lord Admiral for decades, as the commander of her Royal Guard detachment of ten.  He added a second Sergeant to the detachment who could also act as an aide to Taroniah, Kauriga, or Cornet Perzian, for that matter. Kauriga was technically still a Captain in the Royal Guard, and it was felt this was an adequate number of troops to assign her. Kauriga acquired two new dress uniforms for the journey as his current ones were getting a bit threadbare, not that he wore them all that often in Alcitran.

Her party was seen off by her adoptive parents, her brother, the King, the Regent, a whole host of other nobles, and a huge crowd of city folk. The Nugar wasn't the biggest ship she had been on, as she thought the Metonian warship that had picked up after escaping the kidnappers had seemed bigger, or possibly merely higher; she decided, once they were clear of the dock and heading out to sea. The Nugar was longer, she decided, then paced the deck, confirming her impression. With a raised fighting deck both fore and aft, it had three masts, with the Marland flag flying from the third, her flag flying from the foremast and a bowsprit from which a triangular sail was flown between it and the foremast.

The wind was more east than south when they left the harbor, but the vessel still flew up the Gulf of Marland, and it was only when they headed east that their speed dropped. With the easterly wind, they had to sail predominantly northeast with a tack around to the southeast periodically so as not to get too far north. It made their journey slow going at first; however, after two days, the wind backed to the south, and they were soon skimming over the waves, heading east once more.

The Captain proved to have judged the distances very finely because when the ship finally turned southwest, they arrived off northern Pickantia only a few miles off the entrance to the large bay that their capital, Witonta, was on. This was a particularly fine piece of seamanship to a port the Captain had not visited previously and Taroniah had no hesitation complementing the Captain on his performance. For once, they didn't run into any storms and only had to endure a few rain showers during the trip. As they neared the harbor, the Captain had reefs taken in the sails so that the ship slowed and was able to make a stately entrance into the capital's harbor.

Although she had brought her magic armor, she thought wearing it to disembark would send the wrong message when she was only here for a friend's wedding. The vessel's approach had obviously been seen from the shore in time for them to organize for there to be a party of Pickantian Royal Guard waiting at the dock to welcome her. Her Royal Guard complement insisted on having half the men precede her onto the dock, one of the men carrying a smaller version of her flag that was still flying from the foremast of the ship.

Kauriga led her down the gangplank, followed by Rengard and then Bargan with his nanny with the rest of the Marland Royal Guardsmen bringing up the rear. The officer in charge of the Pickantian force had made room for her men to form up on the dock, and as she reached the end of the gangplank, the Captain leading the Pickantian troops bowed deeply.

"Welcome to Pickantia, your Highness." He stood back up straight. "I am Captain Bernard Jorven, son of Shaku Irling. We were informed of your intending passage through the city on your way to Haltash some time ago, but we are unsure whether you intended to stay in the city tonight or planned to begin your journey immediately."

Her ship had arrived around the middle of the day, and while they could probably make some progress, even after waiting for their luggage to be unloaded and finding suitable means of transport, she immediately decided it wasn't worth the effort to travel any further that day. The no doubt small distance they would make should they attempt to continue their journey that afternoon wasn’t going to make much difference to their arrival time. It was more important they arrived relatively refreshed than push themselves. She smiled at the Captain.

"Thank you for the welcome, Captain Jorven. By the time we have our luggage unloaded and make arrangements for transport for the journey to Haltash, I see no point in attempting to start our journey today."

"In that case, your Highness, King Lipell has offered to put you up in the Palace along with your Guard contingent so that you can start your journey fresh in the morning."

Taroniah shrugged mentally. She hadn't been sure how the King of Pickantia would react to her stepping foot into his Kingdom, complete with such a small contingent of Royal Guard, but there was no way she could turn down an offer to stay in the Palace without causing diplomatic problems for her brother.

"It is very kind of the King to make such a generous offer and one I am only too happy to accept," she said in her best Princess manner. "We should probably wait until our luggage is unloaded before heading to the Palace, though."

"You could leave a couple of your men to organize having your luggage delivered to the Palace once it's unloaded. I'll even assign a couple of my men to assist them. Would that be acceptable?"

Taroniah studied the man in front of her, wondering why he seemed so keen to have her get to the Palace as quickly as possible. Did they have some trap worked out for her? Were they planning to throw her and her party in the dungeons? They'd need to feed her a big dose of wargel juice before they tried that! Plenty of people still didn't believe she was as powerful as she was, so maybe they were underestimating her. Maybe she was just being a little too paranoid. She smiled at the Captain.

"That sounds like a reasonable course of action to take, Captain. How far is the Palace?"

"Too far for you to walk, your Highness. We'll arrange a couple of carriages once we get off the dock, and we will have you at the Palace in no time."

Taroniah bowed her head. "We are in your capable hands, Captain."

He nodded and assigned three men to stay with her men to organize getting their luggage to the Palace. Taroniah smiled at Rengard and gave him a nod. He grabbed two of the Marland Royal Guardsmen and stayed behind while the Captain led Taroniah and the rest of her party along the dock toward the main shore area. Here, he very quickly found three carriages to transport her and her people to the Palace. She noticed one of the carriages appeared to be equipped with her magic springs, which made her smile.

The Palace looked quite impressive from what they could see through the carriage windows as they approached the gates after driving through the fairly busy city. From what she remembered from the normal scholastic studies she had undertaken at the Academy, Pickantia was roughly the same size as Marland, with a slightly larger population. Witonta was a busy seaport like Marsea, although the architecture was completely different. The buildings were predominantly made from timber and tended to be more gracile and less heavy and squat than the buildings in Marsea.

Like every other Palace she had been to, the Pickantian Palace was surrounded by a high wall with numerous towers and a noticeably large number of Guardsmen patrolling the wall walks. There appeared to be siege engines positioned at the top of each tower, which, given the height of the towers, meant the catapults installed up there almost certainly had a long range. Captain Jorven's presence ensured they weren't held up at the Palace gates, and they very quickly found themselves alighting at the front entrance of the main Palace building. This edifice had a pale, marble facing of rectangular blocks, although the blocks were not matched as well as some marble-covered buildings she'd seen. Still, the two fluted columns outside the doors supporting a roof that formed an elaborate portico were impressive.

An elegant-looking and stately Chamberlain led them inside through a long, broad, marble-floored hallway and then turned left into another long, rather narrower hall before turning right into an auditorium. Here, they found the Pickantian Royal family sitting on small thrones, which looked to be far more comfortable than the ones in the receiving hall in the Palace at Marsea. Fortunately, Taroniah had done her homework in the library at Marsea, so she knew what there was to know about the Pickantian Royal family.

King Lipell was a fit-looking man, probably around forty, maybe a little under, Taroniah estimated. The Queen was a bit younger again and was quite an attractive woman. The tall young man who was still filling out had to be Crown Prince Augan and the other two, Princess Shellia and Prince Artron.

The Royal Guard contingent had to remain outside the Palace proper, so it was just the four of them, Taroniah, Kauriga, Bargan, and his nanny, in the throne room. Though the men had worn their armor, she had elected to wear a blue gown with silver embroidery around the throat and the hems. It had her flame over a book symbol embroidered on the upper chest. Kauriga was in his magic armor with his Marland Royal Guard uniform surcoat over the top. Although he had been left at the docks, Rengard wore a blue tabard with Taroniah's flame over a book symbol emblazoned in the center in silver over his magic armor.

Taroniah marched forward and indicated with a flick of her wrist that the rest should stop at approximately ten paces from the throne while she advanced to five paces where she bowed formally, not the full Royal bow that the others would have carried out while she was bowing, but the bow of one Royal to another. The King nodded and gave her a small sitting bow in return. He looked more wary than welcoming.

"So. Taroniah of Marland. You are the Crown Princess, as I understand it, which would make your son," and here the King nodded towards Bargan, "the third in line for the throne after yourself. We understand that this is essentially a private visit to attend the wedding of Prince Korlah of West Dumfordia with Halina, the daughter of Kern Haltash and that it is not intended as some form of a political message by the Kingdom of Marland. Is that correct?"

"That is entirely correct, your Majesty. Marland and Pickantia have never been close, probably due to Marland's close relationship with Metonia, but I do not see that lack of closeness necessarily means we have to be at odds with each other either."

The King sat back in his chair for a moment, contemplating her. In truth, relations with Pickantia had often been less than friendly.

"It is rare for a member of a Royal Family to place themselves in the hands of a foreign power except when arranging a royal marriage or close alliance," he said slowly. "I understand you only have ten Royal Guardsmen with you. Are you not concerned about placing yourself in the hands of a foreign Kingdom?"

"Not particularly, your Majesty," she replied, keeping her expression blank.

The King snorted and turned to his three children, who were seated on his right.

"I hope you three are watching. That is how a Crown Princess acts when subtly threatened in the midst of a foreign court." He gave them a nod and then turned back to Taroniah. "You are welcome in our land, Princess Taroniah. We were expecting Princess Portia of West Dumfordia to have arrived by now, so she cannot be far away. Might I suggest you delay your departure until after she has arrived? Then we can travel south together to Haltash for the wedding."

He bowed slightly to her while remaining seated. "I would greatly appreciate the chance to hear your version of various events that you have been involved in that I have always assumed were either exaggerated or garbled by the time they reached us here and Pickantia."

Taroniah bowed slightly in return. "It would be my pleasure, your Majesty," she replied formally.

"We understand that you live in Alcitran, which is an outpost of West Dumfordia, is it not?" the Queen asked.

Taroniah inclined her head in the Queen's direction. "That is so, your Highness. The months I spent running Marland while my brother was missing gave me plenty of incentive to return there as soon as I could after recovering him."

Her deadpan response clearly surprised the Queen, and the King snorted, obviously amused. After a quelling glance in his direction, the Queen continued questioning Taroniah.

"I have been told that you work in a smithy of all things in that out-of-the-way village. Is that correct?"

Taroniah smiled. "Calling the largest ironworks in western Ithria a smithy is probably underselling its importance somewhat, but I will admit the work is often dirty and tedious. Do you have those ceramic pipes that move water here yet?" At the King's nod, she continued. "I'm involved in making them too. I don't usually get as dirty making them as I do in the ironworks, but it still involves a lot of tedious work."

"I would have thought such activities were beneath a Crown Princess." the Queen said in a derisive term.

The King looked like he was getting a bit concerned, but Taroniah laughed it off.

"You're not the first person who has said that. The thing is, I have no wish to be Queen of Marland, although I will do the job if I have no other choice. I would much rather stay out of the limelight and the politics and do something worthwhile, which I feel is what my businesses are helping me achieve."

The Queen studied her for a moment and then shook her head.

"Hmph." she snorted, apparently unimpressed with Taroniah's willingness to engage in menial activities.

"Well, regardless of what you do in your spare time, you are welcome in our court." the King said and waved at the Chamberlain. "I'm sure by now the Palace staff have arranged rooms for you and will have your luggage carried up once it arrives. I would be delighted to further my acquaintance with you over dinner, your Highness. In the meantime, the Chamberlain will show you to your rooms."

Taroniah bowed. "Thank you for your hospitality, your Majesty."

She turned to look at the Chamberlain, who indicated she should come with him and he led them from the room, back down the corridor they had followed to get there, and then left and up some stairs. At the top they turned down a corridor that ran in the opposite direction to the one on the ground floor. Near the end, they were shown into a large suite for themselves with a secondary suite for Bargan and his nanny, while Rengard would be given a room on his own across the hall once he arrived from the port.

"I thought that went well," Taroniah said after the Chamberlain had left.

"Apart from King Lipell threatening you, you mean?" Kauriga said sourly.

"Ha. He was never serious, I could tell. You must bear in mind that it must be difficult for Kings and other high-ranking people in the lands to the east, like this one, who haven't had any direct dealings with me, to know what is true and what isn't. I imagine they have probably heard multiple retellings of the same story, each one more unbelievable than the previous version." Taroniah replied with a grin.

Kauriga just shook his head but then Rengard arrived with their luggage, and they set about getting settled. Late in the afternoon, they heard a commotion, and looking out their window, which partially overlooked the main courtyard in front of the Palace entrance, Taroniah could see that Princess Portia had obviously arrived from West Dumfordia. Her party looked to be considerably larger than Taroniah's rather trim little group, and she resigned herself to having to make nice to a bunch of foreign nobles over the dinner table.

When a servant finally arrived to lead them down to the Royal Dining Room, Taroniah was unsurprised to find herself sitting down at the far end of the table with Kauriga on her left and Rengard on her right. No one was positioned at the end of the table, and opposite them were three members of the Pickantian nobility. There was an older man, a younger man who looked a lot like the older one, and a woman that Taroniah assumed was his wife. Beyond the woman, going up the table, was another older man who Taroniah assumed was also Pickantian.

The three Pickantians seemed happy to talk to each other and to the man to the woman's left, so Taroniah and her people ignored them in return. To Rengard's right was a very young man who looked nervous and barely said anything throughout the meal. Princess Portia was seated at the opposite end, on the same side of the table as Taroniah, with the Pickantian Royal Family seated opposite her and her key retainers. All the people at that end of the table were engaged in lively conversation throughout the entire meal. Taroniah assumed that the King of Pickantia regarded West Dumfordia as politically more important to his Kingdom than Marland, which explained why Taroniah and her people were shuffled to the end of the table.

After the dinner was completed, Taroniah and her two men were only too happy to retire to their rooms, where she spent some time playing with Bargan before he nodded off, and then she collapsed into bed. They were informed in the morning that the King asked them to be ready to depart by midday. Apparently, what Taroniah had hoped would be a quick trip to Haltash on their own had now turned into a Royal progress.


Chapter 25

The Wedding

Instead of Taroniah being able to spend several days getting to know Halina and her family before the wedding, her time was spent plodding along the main road south as the large cavalcade made its way slowly toward Haltash. The people of the small towns they passed through on their way seemed happy enough as they watched the passage of the Royal Family, although they were nowhere near as jubilant as some of the crowds Taroniah had seen in Marland when Patros had been freed.

The King made it a point that he rode with Taroniah for at least a trad every day to ask about the stories he'd heard of her accomplishments, many of which were exaggerated or garbled. In some cases, he seemed pleased to hear her version, while at other times, he seemed surprised by her version of the events he was interested in. His knowledge of her career was rather spotty, and she made no effort to fill him in on a few stories he hadn't heard of or had mentioned but then dismissed outright as being exaggerated. Her casual attitude towards the Gods obviously surprised him, although it was clear from what he said that he had also accepted that some Gods still existed and were now loose in the world once more.

On the first day they had ridden out of the city, Taroniah recognized a semi-familiar face amongst Princess Portia's entourage, although it was late in the day before she had a chance to reintroduce herself. The woman was traveling with an older man and had put on some weight since the last time Taroniah had seen her. Taroniah pulled her horse out of the slow-moving cavalcade and waited for the woman and her partner to reach where she was waiting.

"Hello, Edda. How are you?"

Both Edda and her partner bowed deeply.

"Princess Taroniah. It is a pleasure to see you again." Edda replied, looking somewhat uncomfortable.

"I wasn't aware you knew my wife, your Highness." the man with her said.

"Edda was a year ahead of me at the Academy and took pity on me on my first day. She showed me where things were and explained certain matters to me that weren't entirely clear from the information the Academagicians had given me during the grand tour." She paused and smiled. "Of course, once some of the older children began turning up, she treated me with the disdain that Second Years always show towards the First Year students."

The man looked between them for a moment with his forehead furrowed by a frown.

"Surely the Princess wouldn't be treated with disdain by the older students, would she?"

Edda couldn’t help it and went red in the face, but Taroniah merely waved a hand casually as if that didn't matter.

"Well, first of all, students are not supposed to use their rank while attending the Academy, and secondly, I wasn't technically a Princess at that point in time. My natural father, the King, refused to acknowledge me publicly, although privately, he funded my education at the Academy. The Queen had an intense dislike of me, you see." She smiled as she shook her head. "In fact, she still does."

A look of comprehension came over the man's face, and Taroniah nodded.

"It made for some interesting conversations, shall we say, with the noble students who continually failed to get the appropriate responses for me despite me being publicly outed as a bastard. The thing is, they never found out who my real father was, so they couldn't understand why their efforts to put me in my place failed so dismally." She was openly grinning after saying this.

At that point, Edda must have realized that she hadn't introduced her partner.

"This is my husband, Larklen Jex, the son of Shaku Mellicon."

Taroniah reached over to clasp forearms with the man, surprising him yet again.

"This is my husband, Captain Kauriga Dashar of the Marland Royal Guard, and my personal retainer, Rengard Loplin, formerly of the Marland Royal Guard, but, more importantly, my friend."

She nodded at Rengard, who gave a small bow in return, a large smile plastered all over his face. Having broken the ice, the two former students spent the next trad updating each other on their activities. Edda and Larklen had two children, Jarlen and Iralia, who they had left behind with Larklen's parents in West Dumfordia.

There followed a couple of trads of questioning as Larklen and Edda tried to sort out the facts from the fiction regarding all the stories they had heard about Taroniah and the things she had done. Princess Portia had also surprised Taroniah by riding a horse, and she joined the little conclave after half a trad or so, eagerly listening to Taroniah explain the truth about various events, including dismissing several tales of her activities as being completely made up.

Instead of the trip taking the three days that Taroniah had estimated it should take them, it was well over a week before they arrived in Haltash, where the population turned out in great numbers to greet the King and his family. Taroniah, Kauriga, and Rengard were being put up by a friend of Kern Haltash, a successful farmer and merchant whose large house had plenty of spare rooms. The Royal Family and Princess Portia were staying at the Kern's country mansion with the rest of the cavalcade being accommodated in private houses throughout the town, apart from all the guards who got to camp in nearby paddocks.

Her Royal Guards set up camp in the paddock behind the house they were staying in, and she noticed that Princess Portia's guards did a similar thing at the Kern's mansion. Unlike Taroniah's small, ten-man guard unit, Princess Portia had brought over thirty Royal Guards for her protection. One day, shortly after they arrived, she overheard one of the West Dumfordian Royal Guards make disparaging remarks about the small size of the Marland Royal Guard detachment compared to the West Dumfordian one. She was very impressed when her man replied that his Princess didn't need a lot of protecting as she was more than capable of looking after herself.

Korlah was happy to see her, of course, and she did her best to reassure Kern Haltash about how hugely successful the business she was running had become and Korlah’s involvement in it. She also pointed out that through no fault of his own, Korlah had failed to inherit the large estate that should have been his, barring his dissolute grandfather and father. Taroniah also pointed out that he was doing his best to restore his family fortune, and she may have casually mentioned how much money they were making without being too specific. The amount Korlah was earning quite surprised the Kern, and he sought reassurance from Princess Portia, who simply nodded to say that the amounts mentioned were pretty much correct.

He still thought it odd that the Crown Princess of Marland would be physically working for a living in an out-of-the-way West Dumfordian province, nor could he understand why there would be so much demand for wagon springs. He could understand the success of the water-moving pipes as Korlah had brought several samples with him, and their mansion now had running water on the top floor. The day before the wedding, the Goddess Davina appeared, looking for Taroniah.

"Taroniah! I was hoping you would be here." the Goddess said, walking up to Taroniah in the town's main street where she, Kauriga, and Rengard were heading to the nearby tavern for dinner, trying not to strain their host's kitchen too much.

"Goddess Davina. How have you been?"

"Quite good, actually. I found a shrine of mine in a small town in the mountains in the north of the Kingdom of Manla. I spent some time there refurbishing it and picked up a couple of believers in the process." She shrugged and smiled at Taroniah. "It's not much, but at least it's a start." Taroniah nodded with a smile at the Goddess. "But that's not why I was hoping to see you."

She pulled Taroniah away from the others, who realized the Goddess wished to speak to Taroniah on her own, and they allowed the two women to get out of earshot.

"East of here, there is a large mountain range in the north of the Kingdom of Towleigh. After making a few inquiries, I discovered they are called the Dragon Mountains. I was flying over them when I spotted a small, frozen lake high in the mountains." She paused. "You've heard of Koovalt the Mad, haven’t you? He was the one who created a dragon by combining the parts of several other animals." Taroniah nodded. "He was always very good with the biological spells. He probably had the largest and best range of healing spells of any of the sorcerers."

She paused for a moment. "Unfortunately, like many sorcerers, he didn't write down the special spells that he'd come up with for fear of someone copying them, so when he died, those that he hadn't taught to his apprentices died with him. I've been thinking lately that is one of the reasons why your spell lists are so thin, it is because so many of the sorcerers didn't write anything down. It wasn't so much that those people, you know the ones I mean, the Revilers, yes? It wasn't so much that their destruction of the magical texts left you without a lot of spells as it was that the sorcerers didn't write them down in the first place. Only common spells were written down, in my experience. Unlike today."

"Anyway, Koovalt couldn't let Alonissa upstage him with a better animal modification, so he set about making the dragon. Unlike her cats, which were just pemmia's grown large over several generations using selective breeding and a little magical help, he created the dragon whole, using his magical spells to enlarge the elements he took from other animals. Then he put a human brain in the newly created creature."

"What!" Taroniah's exclaimed.

"Oh yes. Although they called him Koovalt the Mad long before he made that creature, the dragon really confirmed just how mad he was. He was always experimenting with animals and then he started experimenting with humans. He had no empathy for anyone whatsoever, you see. He saw people and animals as just things to be used for his personal benefit. The only one worse than him was Wexkarn, the God of Magic, who was an insane psychopath."

She practically spat the last sentence out, her intense hate for Wexkarn completely obvious. Kauriga started at the venom in Davina’s voice, as while he couldn't make out the words, he could hear the tone. He moved a bit closer to protect Taroniah but also so he could eavesdrop on the conversation.

Davina turned and pointed to the east. "In that frozen lake, I could see Koovalt's dragon. It scared me quite severely because it could also do magic and was much stronger than me, but when I realized it wasn't moving, I flew down closer to get a better look at it. It's hunched over, and half flattened, like it was getting a drink from the lake when it was suddenly frozen solid. The only thing I could think of was that perhaps it had been getting a drink when an avalanche fell on it, somehow trapping it, and then the snow turning to ice." She shrugged.

"If it was knocked unconscious by whatever fell on it and then frozen solid before it woke up, that would account for it being in its current state. The trouble is that the ice surrounding it is slowly melting. Parts of the beast are already sticking up above the ice, and I think it's only a matter of time before enough ice melts that the thing will come back to life."

"Seriously?" Kauriga said, sounding very surprised.

Davina nodded, grimacing. "I might be wrong; being frozen solid might have killed the thing, but it was created by magic, so there's no guarantee it won't recover once it's thawed. Magic was the only way to get all the disparate parts to work together. Hopefully, all that will come out of the ice will be disconnected, rotting parts of the various animals used to create it, but if it is still intact, it's going to need someone more powerful than me to deal with it. Hell, it was a lot more powerful than even Koovalt!"

Taroniah looked at her companions, who had all moved a bit closer to hear the story, and shrugged, holding out her hand with her open palms up as if to say I don't know.

"How long has it been there?" Kauriga asked.

"I landed at a village at the foot of the mountains and asked about the dragon. They had legends that the thing was still alive after the Great War, but only for the first few centuries. Apparently, it used to raid the lands surrounding the mountains and then suddenly, it stopped, and no one ever saw it again. No one was certain of when that happened; while I was there two men almost got into a fight about how long ago it was. My guess is that it was somewhere between two hundred and four hundred years after the Great War."

She stopped and then grinned.

"There is a local legend that the Revilers sent a small army into the mountains to get rid of the dragon because it was magical, but none of them ever returned. From that village, I went to the largest town in the area, Konburg, where a small industry sells dragon souvenirs. No one could tell me any real dates, but they were all convinced that the dragon had been real and confirmed it had still existed after the Great War. The Kern apparently has a painting of the dragon on the wall of his reception hall, but I didn't bother making his acquaintance as the townsfolk seemed to think he was a rather obnoxious fellow."

She smiled at Taroniah. "By that stage I was more concerned about coming and finding you in the hope that I can persuade you to go and deal with the dragon yourself."

"And what do you want me to do with the dragon?" Taroniah asked in surprise.

Davina smiled at Taroniah. " You're much stronger than I am, and you don’t even have hundreds of followers, and I can't match you for magical stamina."

"You genuinely think I'm stronger than you?" Taroniah asked, a disbelieving note evident in her voice.

"Yes," Davina replied without hesitating. "You're even stronger now than you were the last time I saw you. It's quite astonishing, really."

Taroniah shook her head, not entirely sure that Davina wasn't exaggerating. She thought about how many times she'd thrown her modified Teleportation Spell and how she could throw it a couple of times now in close succession without totally exhausting herself. Maybe she was getting stronger. She couldn't really determine their relative strengths because even if she threw the Detect Magical Strength Spell she had developed, she couldn't see her own magical strength, only the strength of those around her, which was of no use in this situation.

"If you say so," she replied to the Goddess.

"It is what it is. I never complained because Emilar was stronger than me. It's just the way the world is. Some people are better at some things, some have more talent or skill, and some have more magical power. Besides, if you get into a problem with the dragon, you can always call up Emilar, although I suspect you intimidate her these days as well."

"I find that hard to believe." Taroniah found herself replying.

Then she thought back to her last interaction with the Goddess Emilar and the way the Goddess had been short with her, bad tempered even. And besides, just because Davina thought something was so didn't necessarily make it true, even if the Goddess honestly believed it was. Taroniah shook her head.

"So, where is this dragon?"

"Almost due east of here. All these different Kingdoms you have nowadays are confusing, but you have to head south into Kerinham, then into Oaknet, before heading east into Towleigh. You should have no trouble finding Konburg, and from there, you follow the main track through the mountains until about five miles from the northern end, and the lake is to the right of there."

"Why don't you come along and show me?" Taroniah asked.

The Goddess shook her head. "No, I can't. I'm sorry. I feel a shrine, or a strong believer, or something to the south of here that I want to investigate before it disappears."

"You think it would disappear? Why?"

Davina shrugged slightly. "The feeling suddenly appeared out of nowhere, which makes me think it was a person who was perhaps asleep. I want to get as far south as I can before they go back to sleep if that makes sense?"

"You can't do it remotely?" Taroniah asked.

"No, not this. I can't quite get a handle on them well enough to use the Astral Projection Spell. They are either very weak magically or under some form of physical duress. They might have been praying to me in desperation. I don't want them dying before I rescue them." she said with a grimace.

Taroniah could at least sympathize with that sentiment. She thought about it some more and decided that locating the mountains where a dragon was supposed to inhabit wouldn't be that hard to find.

"Well, I'm not doing anything until after the wedding," she said firmly.

Davina smiled. "And I didn't expect that you would. A few days are not going to make that much difference to the dragon, I don't think. I'm going to keep heading south because I feel my quest is time-dependent."

Taroniah inclined her head, and Davina rose into the air and started flying south, much to the consternation of the people in the street. Several of them started badgering Taroniah's people as to who that had been, and despite the evidence of their own eyes, some were still disbelieving when they were told that it was the Goddess Davina. Too many centuries had passed without any Gods putting in an appearance, which had led the general population to believe they were all dead. She managed to catch Korlah alone two days before the wedding and asked him what his plans were after the service.

"We have no definite plans other than a vague agreement that we'd travel to Witonta and catch a ship heading for home, or at least in that general direction."

Taroniah nodded while studying him for a few moments. She wasn't sure how Halina would feel about her idea, so she thought she would start with Korlah and see how he felt before approaching Halina. She explained about the dragon, which he would have pooh-poohed apart from the fact that it was Davina who had provided the information. He was a bit annoyed that the Goddess hadn't stayed for his wedding, which Taroniah could understand. She had to admit that having a Goddess attend your wedding would have added a cachet to the service that would be hard to beat.

When she told him that the Goddess had suggested Taroniah go in search of the dragon because she was stronger than Davina, he didn't argue the point, but he didn't look entirely convinced either. However, the news that the Goddess had already headed south meant that he could understand why Taroniah had decided to investigate the story in case a dangerous magical beast was released accidentally. This left the question of Bargan.

"I'd be quite happy to escort the little fella home, Taroniah. He already calls me Uncle Korlah." He said with a smile. " I'll have to check with Halina before I can definitely commit."

"Is she available at the moment?" Taroniah asked.

"No, they're off doing something; men not invited. I'll bring her to see you hopefully later today, otherwise, tomorrow, would that be alright?"

Taroniah had no choice but to acquiesce to this vagueness and she was somewhat surprised when the two of them turned up at the house she was staying at later that same afternoon.

"I haven't told Halina why I have asked her to come to see you, Taroniah. I thought it would be best if you explained."

Halina had been glancing between the two of them as he said this, looking puzzled, so presumably, he hadn't even given her a hint as to what Taroniah wanted to talk to her about.

"Over to the east, in Towleigh, is a mountain range called the Dragon Mountains. Have you heard of them?" she asked Halina, who nodded in reply. "And did you know that they were named after the dragon that used to roam them centuries ago?"

"We were told about that when we were kids, but I thought it was just a silly legend until I went to the Academy and read about Koovalt the Mad. Are you saying that's where the legend came from?"

Taroniah nodded. "Apparently. Those mountains are where the dragon settled after killing Koovalt. There are legends that the dragon hung around for several hundred years after the Great War, and then one day, it just disappeared. I imagine everyone just assumed it had died. The Goddess Davina, flying through the mountains on her way from somewhere up north to somewhere down south, spotted the dragon frozen in a lake."

Halina glanced at Korlah. "You're serious, aren't you?"

"Yes. Not only that, but Davina thinks the ice the dragon is entombed in is melting. She is concerned that the dragon might still be alive. That would seem unlikely, but apparently, it was created from nothing with magic rather than magically modifying an existing animal like Alonissa did with the cats that still inhabit the Banth Mountains. Davina is of the opinion that the dragon is stronger than her magically, mostly because she doesn't have many followers these days, and the number of followers you have has a lot to do with how powerful a God you are. Or so she says."

Halina was staring at her, obviously trying to process all the information that Taroniah had given her.

"It could also be that Davina is a coward, which is something she has indicated indirectly through things she has said to me previously. Regardless of that, she believes that I am magically stronger than she is and that I should be the one to deal with the dragon."

"She really said that?" Korlah asked.

"Yes. She was quite adamant about it. I should also point out that she's also told me previously that the number of believers a God has gives them more power in the sense that they can use their magic for longer, rather than giving them more overall power to cast some super powerful spell, if that makes sense?" Korlah nodded. "Anyway, she has run off to the south and left me with the task of dealing with the dragon."

She paused for a moment and then smiled at Halina.

"That leaves me with the problem of my son Bargan. I don't really wish to cart him all over the countryside in search of dragons in mountain ranges. On the other hand, I don't want to let him out of my sight. Given that he has his nanny with him, I was wondering if I could prevail upon you and Korlah to let him travel with you, at least as far as Marsea, where he can stay with my brother or with my adopted parents?"

"Shit," Korlah muttered as the enormity of what Taroniah was asking of him finally sank in. She was going to be placing her precious son into the safety of his two hands and any magical protection he could provide him.

He looked at Taroniah and shook his head, although it didn't look like he was replying in the negative, it was more a look of surprise and possibly trepidation.

"Can Halina and I talk about this privately for a moment?" Korlah asked.

"Certainly. We'll leave you two in here and go out and check on our horses." Taroniah answered.

Whatever the two thought of the idea, it didn't take them long to call Taroniah and her companions back inside.

"I can't believe you're willing to place your son's life in my hands, Taroniah," Korlah said with a wry grin. "But it would be a great honor to transport young Bargan to Marsea, and, presuming he's happy enough to travel with us, I would even suggest he stay with us until we return to Alcitran, as there we can return him to his normal house. Without your presence there, I feel he'd be happier with Sarshea rather than rattling around in a giant Palace where he doesn't know anybody."

Taroniah had to agree, and she looked at the two of them, studying their faces intently.

"You're sure about this?"

"No. The responsibility of transporting your son back to Alcitran scares me silly, but at the same time, you're right; you can't be wandering through half a dozen Kingdoms looking for a dragon with him in tow."

Halina was nodding in agreement, so Taroniah held out her hands and took hold of a hand from each of them.

"I'll never be able to thank you enough for this Korlah and you, Halina. I wasn't even sure you were going to return to Alcitran once you're a married man," she said with a smile.

Korlah nodded. "We've talked it over, a lot, and we've talked with Halina’s family as well. There was some suggestion of maybe setting up our own pipe-making and spring-making business here in Pickantia, but then I pointed out that I had given you my word that I would keep our processes secret." He grinned. "At least until somebody else sets up in opposition. And then you've got your nautical ideas coming forward, which are going to require a lot of iron, so, even with the extra magicians you've hired, we're all going to be kept fairly busy."

"And you're happy with coming to Alcitran?" Taroniah asked Halina.

"Oh, yes. I can't wait to get away from my family, and even if the work is as tedious as Korlah makes out, I'll be there in Alcitran with you. I'm hoping I can learn from you and become a more capable magician myself."

Taroniah nodded, having to accept the girl's enthusiastic response. She decided to detach the Cornet and six of her Royal Guards to accompany Korlah back to Alcitran, something the Cornet wasn't entirely happy about, but she didn't give him a choice in the matter.

"There is no more important task than guarding Bargan. I can look after myself. Bargan can't. In fact, I want you to escort him to Alcitran and stay there until I return. You will have the responsibility for the security of the second in line to the throne. Can you carry out that task?"

She left him no choice but to accept the charge she had placed upon him. One of the townspeople must've overheard what Davina had said to Taroniah about the dragon and reported it to Princess Portia. The next day, the West Dumfordian Princess approached Taroniah and asked if one of her Guardsmen, a Sergeant by the name of Irdik, could accompany her expedition so that she would have a reliable report of what transpired. Taroniah shrugged and accepted the addition to her party.

King Lipell must've had his own sources of information, too, as he approached her during the latter stages of the prenuptial dinner and asked if the cousin of his court magician, a magician himself, could accompany her party as the fellow had made a study of pre-Great War sorcerers and their works. Byran Haltern had been introduced to her right at the start of the trip after leaving the capital, and it had been explained to her that he was accompanying the party to the wedding as a stand-in for the court magician who was currently ill. He was a dark-haired, grey-eyed man in his early forties who only had a medium build but looked fairly athletic. He would be accompanied by his apprentice, who had only just started his apprenticeship.

Taroniah wasn't entirely happy with the addition of two magicians to her party but acquiesced rather than risk upsetting the King of Pickantia. The wedding itself went smoothly. Halina wore a stylish but subdued dress in a pale yellow with dark green highlights at the hems and neck, a belt around her waist which was made of gold rings with a sapphire encrusted buckle. She wore her hair piled up in an elaborate bun with several ringlets hanging down around her face. Korlah wore a West Dumfordian green, knee-length coat with the West Dumfordian coat of arms on the left breast. He wore a light yellow colored shirt under the coat that almost matched the shade of Halina's dress, with black trousers and boots, and Taroniah thought he had never looked quite so sharp.

Kauriga and Rengard wore similar outfits, although their coats were in Marland blue. The Pickantian Royal Family was on the left, sitting with Halina's family in the front row, while the two foreign Princesses were on the right. Taroniah had her Cornet, Perzian Orthrek, next to her, while Princess Portia had a whole host of her party in attendance. The ceremony was kept simple, and once it was over, everybody of importance headed to Kern Haltash's house for a celebratory party. As far as Taroniah could tell, everyone was happy with the match. Pickantia and West Dumfordia had strengthened their ties, and Kern Haltash and his wife had added royalty to their family.

Everybody took a day to recover, and then the Royal contingents began departing, heading back to the capital. Taroniah and her party stayed another two days, mostly to give her some extra time with Bargan who wasn't happy about her going off without him, even after she explained to him the reason. Fortunately, he at least knew Korlah, so the lad wasn't too upset about being left in his charge as much as he might have been with someone he didn't already know. Taroniah still found it heart-wrenching to say goodbye and spent every day worrying about him even as they wended their way through Pickantia, Kerinham, and Oaknet.

She had her Royal Guards all change into civilian clothes before they reached the border with Kerinham, even the West Dumfordian fellow, and they stayed in civilian clothes from then on, not wanting to attract undue attention from the authorities in each Kingdom they passed through. Reduced to only a small party who were all mounted on horses meant they were able to travel rapidly, and it only took them ten days to reach the small town of Farleigh near the Towleigh border. They had their first problem at a border crossing at the Oaknet and Towleigh border, but after some protracted negotiations with the border guards involving the exchange of a few coins, they were finally allowed to pass.

With no direct main road, it took them nearly three days to reach Konburg at the foot of the snow-covered Dragon Mountains. The town was quite sizable due to the mining going on in the mountains surrounding it and the town being on the main direct route from the Towleigh capital, north to Durnian, and onto Monchesia. Despite the size of the town, it still took them some time to find an inn with enough empty rooms to accommodate the whole party. The inn they finally found was on the southern edge of the town and, unfortunately, not the most salubrious establishment. Clouds had blown in during the afternoon, which had hidden the supposedly magnificent view of the mountains, and, later in the day, those same clouds had started to drizzle on them, so they had settled for the lesser quality inn.


Chapter 26

Dragon Hunting

Once they had secured rooms for the whole party at the tavern, their next task was to search for a guide who knew where the lake was located in the mountains and then arrange supplies for an expedition into the rather cold-looking mountains. Finding a guide turned out to be easier than she had anticipated. The tavernkeeper pointed her in the direction of a fellow he said was a part-time prospector who, luckily, lived in a house near the edge of town.

Only Taroniah and Kauriga went in search of their potential guide, leaving the others to carry their saddle bags and packs into the now-full tavern. They found the house easily enough, only having to ask one local for directions when they reached the street on which the man's house was situated. The house was surprisingly well-kept, with a few grundels in a cage out the back along with what looked like a marvin coop. The man who answered the door in response to Kauriga's knock looked to be in his forties with light brown hair, and he had a slightly furtive look about him.

"We're looking for someone called Raggern?" Kauriga asked the suspicious-looking fellow.

"That's me. Watch'a want?"

"We are looking for a guide to lead us into the mountains and we were given your name as being someone who is experienced in this area. We're looking for a lake that's to the east of the track that runs through the mountains."

The man momentarily peered warily at Kauriga before staring at Taroniah like they were about to attack him. Taroniah was glad they'd left the others behind at the tavern so as not to overwhelm the fellow. After a few moments the man appeared to relax. He leaned against the door jam and scratched his head.

"There be a couple of lakes to the east of the track if you know where to look. You don't know which one you be seeking?"

"No. We may finish up having to go to both of them. We'll pay you well for your trouble, have no doubt." Kauriga said while Taroniah held up a couple of silver coins.

The man looked at the coins, looked back at them, and scratched his head again.

"You gonna be needing warm clothes to go wandering around those mountains. I ain't responsible if any of you die from the cold."

"You'll guide us then?" Kauriga asked.

"Just the two of you?" the man asked, he seemed quite happy with the idea of just the two of them.

"No. There's ten of us all told." Kauriga replied.

The man nodded. "Oh, aye. It'll cost ya two gold fronds for the trip and an extra five kelts if we need to visit the second lake. One of the gold fronds up front and the other at the lake. Yeah?" They both nodded. "Get yourself some warm clothes, some waxed ground cloths, and plenty of hardtack tomorr'a, and then we'll head up the mountains the day after." He paused. "Actually, better make it the day after that. You might need longer to get fully equipped for the cold. Any of you got spiked boots?"

They shook their heads in a negative manner, and the man nodded.

"You'll all need spiked boots once we get up high in the mountains. Given how many of you there are, it'll properly take a couple of days to get them boots made. I won't be leading ya into the mountains until you're properly equipped. Give me a silver kelt now to retain me services, and I'll see ya when the whole party has got all their gear together." the man said dismissively.

Taroniah and Kauriga exchanged looks, and then she shrugged. Kauriga gave their prospective guide a silver coin and their names before heading back into the main part of the town to find the others and tell them about the equipment requirements they would need to assemble. By the third day, they were still waiting for some pairs of boots to be made, and Taroniah was getting more and more agitated. That night, Kauriga held her close.

"I know you're worrying about Bargan, being so far away from him, but there's nothing you can do from this distance, dear. He is either all right with Korlah or not, and we won't know either way until it's too late to respond. My guess is that they're happily ensconced in Alcitran by now, and he's worrying about you."

She nodded and tried to smile back at him in the gloom as they lay in their bed, but her heart wasn't in it. She did try and put a better face on things the next day and did well putting a pleasant demeanor on things until dinner that evening. Despite the somewhat run-down nature of the tavern they were staying in, the food was more than excellent and something they looked forward to at the end of the day. They'd all just been served their meals when there was a commotion at the door, and a group of men entered. Taroniah looked up from the food she had just started eating when a large, well-dressed man stomped up to her table accompanied by at least two armed retainers and a couple of other men behind him.

"I've been told you're Taroniah the Sorceress." the man stated loudly.

"Among other titles, yes, I am." With that, she turned her attention back to the meal in front of her and started cutting another piece of the glikan steak.

"I was talking to you!" the man said forcefully.

"I know. I could hear you. However, this glikan has been cooked rather nicely, and I don't want it to get cold." she said without looking up.

The piece of glikan steak she had just cut was impaled on the end of her fork, and after replying to the man, she fed the meat into her mouth and began chewing on it. It was both cooked quite exceptionally well and coated in a rather tasty sauce and like their previous repasts here, it made a surprisingly good meal considering the rather run-down-looking tavern they had elected to put up in. The tavern hadn't been their first choice out of the ones in town, but they had become inured to the rather run-down establishment due to the excellent cook.

"When I am addressing someone, I expect them to pay attention to me!" the man said forcefully.

Taroniah carefully sliced another piece of the glikan before replying.

"I'm sure you do." She smiled momentarily at the rather florid-looking fellow and then fed the next piece of glikan into her mouth to continue eating her meal.

The man was too astonished to say anything immediately in response to this, although his face went red. Taroniah finished chewing that slice of glikan and then sighed before looking up at the man.

"Given your lack of manners I assume you are a noble of some description. Perhaps the local Kern, yes?" Taroniah asked and then began cutting the next slice of meat.

"I will not tolerate such effrontery in my town." the man stated loudly.

Taroniah paused with the next slice of glikan on the tip of her fork and looked slowly around the tavern at the various patrons who were all now paying close attention to the conversation at her table.

"Do you own the whole town, then? That's a fairly big investment." Taroniah observed.

And it would have been a fairly big investment, as the town was quite substantial, having prospered from the mining going on in the Dragon Mountains and being on the only decent road between Towleigh and Durnian, plus the less well-traveled road into Monchesia through the mountains. She popped the next piece of glikan into her mouth and started chewing.

"Of course, I don't own the whole town!" the man replied. "I am the Kern of Konburg, however, and I expect to be treated civilly by all who pass through this town."

Taroniah waited until she had finished chewing and swallowed the glikan before she bothered to reply.

"I see. So, you expect to be treated civilly by all who pass through this town whether you treat them civilly or not. Is that the case?"

She smiled politely at the man, noting the mirth on some of the faces in the background.

"Of course, I expect to be treated civilly. I am a Kern and deserve people's respect."

Taroniah waved her fork at him. "In most Kingdoms, the Kerns are the backbone of society, or so they keep telling me. Usually quite loudly." She shook her head. "So, you feel you deserve people's respect regardless of how you treat them?"

The Kern stared at her, presumably because he hadn't been spoken to like this by anyone before.

"Well, yes. I am the most senior noble in the province. Everybody treats me respectfully!"

Taroniah looked down at the table, deliberately sliced another piece of glikan, and brought it to her mouth whereupon she paused.

"People who wish to be treated with respect must first learn to show respect to others," she waved the fork with the slice of glikan on the end of it around a little. "In my humble opinion." She smiled at the patrons behind the Kern before putting the tip of the fork into her mouth, where she removed the glikan from the end of it and began chewing.

"My patience is wearing thin, woman. I have a good mind to arrest you and see how you feel after a couple of days in a cell."

Taroniah finished chewing, swallowed, and pointed her knife at the Kern.

"In my experience, people get treated with respect in one of three ways. The first is because of the position they hold, which entitles them to a measure of respect. That is what you might call positional respect. The second is because of their manner and the way they treat those around them. This you might call personal respect. The third is due to the power they wield. This could be called the respect of force."

She looked up at the Kern, her eyes as cold as the distant mountain peaks.

"Someone who is due respect solely because of the first reason should always be careful about what they say and how they treat someone who is due respect because of the third reason."

"You can't intimidate me, missy. Like everyone, I've heard the stories. They're all gross exaggerations, of course." the Kern declared, and Taroniah heard Kauriga snort. "You will apologize for your rudeness right now, or I will have my men cart you off to the city jail."

This time, her whole party, who had been valiantly hiding their amusement, could contain themselves no longer, and they broke out into open laughter at the Kern's comments. This caused the Kern to splutter and turn even redder.

"You've heard the stories about me, and yet you still carry on like an idiot. Enough." Taroniah conceptualized the Stop Motion Spell and threw it thrice quickly, freezing the Kern and the two armed soldiers who had accompanied him into the tavern. "You two stay here and guard your Kern to avoid him taking an injury from any unruly tavern patrons when the spell wears off," Taroniah told the other two men.

"What did you do to him?" one of them asked in concern.

"I shut the fool up so I could finish my meal in peace. The spell will wear off in a trad or so, and there will be no side effects. I strongly suggest that he not interrupt my sleep once the spell has worn off. I didn't come to this town to see him, and after the way he so rudely introduced himself, if I see him again, it will not go well for him."

With that she resumed eating her meal, ignoring the startled looks on the two men dressed in town clothes. They looked at each other and decided that discretion was the better part of valor and sat at the next table over where they could keep an eye on the temporary statues. The rest of the patrons in the tavern were still snickering as they resumed their conversations, although none of them laughed openly, probably from fear of later retribution. When they had all finished their meal and drunk their full measure of the local beverages, the party headed up to the rooms they had engaged. The Kern wisely chose not to disturb them during the night, and all slept soundly.

The next morning, they left the tavern early and headed for where the track through the mountains started at the northeastern gate. Besides travelers to and from Monchesia, the track was also the main route used by miners to bring their gains down to the town. There were at least three large smelting operations on the northeastern side of the town closest to the mountains, and Taroniah was intrigued to note that they still seemed to be using charcoal to fire their smelters. The small but probably centuries-old industry would certainly account for the bald state of the hills in the lower reaches of the mountains in the vicinity of the town.

About halfway through the morning, Taroniah realized a large party of mounted people was following them, and thinking it might be the irate Kern and his bullyboys coming after them, she waited until they were at a relatively narrow point in the road and called a halt to their slow climb through the foothills. She and Kauriga took point with the four Royal Guardsmen flanking them, two to a side, with the West Dumfordian Guardsmen, the two Pickantian magicians, along with their guide and his female companion, taking a position behind them.

They didn't have to wait long for the body of twenty-plus mounted men to come trotting around the bend approximately two hundred paces away from where they had halted, and seeing her and her party waiting for them, they stopped their advance and appeared to study her formation. They were close enough she could see that the Kern wasn't among them, so hopefully, it had nothing to do with him and they were merely soldiers heading somewhere, mercenaries perhaps. The men chatted amongst themselves, but they were too far back, and she couldn’t hear what was said. After a short discussion one of the riders came forward slowly.

When he got close enough, the man pulled his helmet off and studied her for a moment. He was dark-haired with a little grey at the temples, sporting a thin mustache and a beard that was only short and well-trimmed. He wore chain armor in the form of a long hauberk, split at the sides for riding, with attached arm sleeves of chain armor, something Taroniah had not seen before. He had on high leather boots that looked to be particularly strong. He carried a relatively small shield, and she could see a long lance secured to the side of his horse.

Looking at the men behind him, they all appeared to be similarly armed, and it was at that point that she discovered that the men were all equipped with bows and quivers attached to their saddles on the far side of the horse from where the lances were. She remembered that the Dryarns, the mercenary troop Kern Wendover had contracted, had been similarly double-armed with both lance and bow. Interesting. It must be the up-and-coming thing amongst mercenary cavalry, she decided. She couldn't recall seeing any of the noble cavalry she had seen recently being similarly equipped. The leader halted several paces in front of them and raised an open palm.

"We seek no trouble here, sir." the man said, addressing Kauriga.

Strangely enough, it was not a mistake people normally made. The fellow had to assume that Taroniah was Kauriga's wife, or doxy, and of no military importance. Admittedly she wasn't wearing her armor, merely one of the leather-reinforced riding outfits she favored when traveling.

"That's a good thing, then," Kauriga replied. "We are heading into the mountains to look for something." He paused and studied the troops behind the man. "It seems an odd place for a force of mercenaries to be riding, doesn't it?"

The man shrugged. "We are riding to rejoin our brethren. The rest of our troop is crossing from northern Chipland into southern Monchesia, and we are to meet them at a mining town near the Durnian border. My men and I were escorting a merchant and his family from Chipland to Oaknet. The man was paranoid about somebody running off with his wealth, so he hired a third of our unit to guard him on the trip across to the Oaknet capital, Towleigh."

Kauriga cocked his head slightly and studied the man. "Wouldn't it be easier to cut through Durnian?"

The man laughed. "Yes, it certainly would be if Durnian hadn't closed its borders to mercenary troops not in their employ. As Monchesia has hired us, we can't cut through Durnian, hence our trip over the mountains."

Kauriga nodded and looked across at Taroniah for a moment who gave a subtle shake of her head to indicate to him not to make a scene. He gave a slight nod and turned back to the mercenary.

"I suggest then that we continue up this path with you two hundred paces behind until there is a side gully. We will take ourselves up that short distance and allow you to pass, and then we will resume our somewhat slower journey into the mountains. Do you find that acceptable?"

The man studied them for a moment and then shrugged while nodding.

"You have an accord. Some other mercenary units would probably just attack you and try and overwhelm you with their superior numbers, but I can't be bothered. You all look like you know what you're doing, so although we outnumber you significantly, we would probably still take casualties, which makes it  hardly worth the effort."

He nodded to Kauriga, turned his horse, and trotted back to where his men were waiting.

"You lead up the trail, honey, and I'll follow behind with a couple of the Guardsmen," Kauriga said, pointing at the same time.

Taroniah nodded and headed up the track, followed by the four civilians and the rest of the Guardsmen, while Kauriga and his offsider brought up the rear. It took nearly a trad to find a spot where she was comfortable heading off the track for any distance, and then they waited while the mercenaries rode past, the troopers all eyeing them interestedly. The leader was the last to pass by their spot, and he turned and waved at them. Taroniah urged her horse forward and gave the man a nod.

"Good decision. You just saved your men's lives, Captain."

The mercenary reined in his horse and studied her for a moment. "Why would that be?"

" Because I am Taroniah of Marland," she replied placidly.

The man's eyes opened wide as he stared at her, although he didn't look as surprised as he might have. Maybe he didn't believe her. Then he shook his head, gave her a nod that could be construed as a bow, wheeled his horse, and headed up the trail after his men. They resumed their somewhat slower passage up the track that wound around the peaks, the track becoming quite narrow in places, although there were plenty of signs that wagons passed along the path despite the narrowness of the thoroughfare. Although rutted, the road wasn't in bad condition, and she wondered who maintained it.

At one point, they came around a bend and could look back down the valley they had just traveled up and could see Konburg quite clearly nestled at the foot of the mountains. It didn't look more than a couple of miles away despite it having taken them all day to get to where they were. It just highlighted how windy the track they had been following was. Soon after, they found a side track leading to where erosion had washed away part of the mountainside to create a shallow cave that was clearly used as a campsite by travelers, and it was where they elected to camp for the night.

They resumed their climb into the mountains the following morning after waiting for the mist to clear. Pretty soon, they were passing snowdrifts in the lee of boulders where the sun didn't reach, and the temperature had dropped significantly. Taroniah didn't think she had ever been so cold as they struggled to climb further up the mountains. Every so often, they would pass a track off to one side or the other that their guide said led to mining areas, none of which were very profitable these days.

Raggern informed them that the height of the mining boom had come centuries ago after the dragon that inhabited the mountains disappeared. The peak would have been several hundred years ago, and these days, most of the mines were simply small-time operations. Most were worked either by a single miner or possibly a small family grouping. They tended to follow a vein of ore of one sort or another that hadn't run out yet, even if it was not worth setting up a large operation to continue mining it. Occasionally, a prospector would find something worth setting up a proper mine to extract, but that was becoming increasingly rare these days, Raggern informed them.

Late in the afternoon, they stopped climbing so much as winding around the sides of mountains, and Raggern found another semi-sheltered spot to camp for the night. Fortunately, the wind was coming from a direction that was largely blocked by the mountain they were camped against as a storm blew in overnight, dumping snow and sleet on the whole area. They didn't escape completely, but it was nowhere near as bad as it would have been if the wind had been coming from the opposite direction.

"You knew, didn't you?" Taroniah asked their guide, pointing to the snow piling up out in the open.

"I was fairly certain, I will admit. You get a feel for the weather in these mountains when you've been here as long as I have."

Taroniah nodded. "I can appreciate that. So, how far to the lake?"

"Before this change of the weather, I would have said we might have reached it late tomorrow afternoon, depending on how quickly we traverse the area. Once we leave this road, it will get slower because we will be going cross-country through steep valleys and around the sides of mountains. You can only go so fast." Raggern informed her.

"I imagine that's even more true because most of us aren't used to riding in this rugged terrain," she replied. "Nor how bloody cold it is." Kauriga chimed in.

Their guide shook his head, grinning. "You think this is cold? This is balmy spring weather. In winter, the snow here would be taller than you stand. In places, it would be taller than the trees."

"How do you get around when the snow is that deep?" Kauriga asked, genuinely interested in the answer.

"We used broad woven shoes. Their width and length help spread your weight out over the top of the snow so you don't sink into it very far. They're awkward and difficult to use, but it’s the only way to get around during the colder months. I didn't ask you to bring some for this trip because I didn't think the snowdrifts would be high enough to warrant their use at this time of the year."

"And you gave up prospecting?" Taroniah asked him.

"Not entirely, but the mountains have been scoured for centuries, so there are very few rich strikes still to be found, as far as I can tell. I still do a bit, occasionally, mostly checking areas where there's been a recent avalanche or rockfall in the hope that something new has been uncovered, but most of my income these days is from acting as a guide." He raised a palm outward to indicate her people, and she nodded.

"So, what sort of minerals do they find in these mountains?" Rengard asked.

"Silver and lead mostly. There are a few pockets of copper over on the eastern side and a bit of tin on the western side, but those have largely been worked out these days. There are extensive deposits of coal on the northern edge of the mountains and extending into the hills beyond, but there's not a big demand for that. There are extensive beds of ironstone in the hills over the border in Durnian that I think extend south into Towleigh, but no one has bothered with them so far. There are several good sources of ironstone closer to the capital, which means the local deposits are not cost-effective except for a few local smelters."

"Interesting. We don't have any rich beds of anything much up around Alcitran, where I live. It's interesting how some areas can have lots of mineral deposits and other areas practically nothing. This has been an interesting trip. Thank you for your sterling work guiding us."

"It’s my pleasure. Although I have to tell you that while I know where the lake is and have seen it from a distance, I've never actually explored its immediate vicinity, so that will be interesting for me as well."

After that, everybody settled down to sleep as best they could in the inclement weather.  The morning brought more sleet and less snow, but in some ways, that made the ground even more difficult as it was quite slippery in places where the snow and sleet had turned into slush. They were slow at getting underway but made a reasonable speed, considering the conditions, while they were on the road. Mid-afternoon, they left the main road and the progress slowed considerably as they had to lead their horses over the rough terrain.

After a trad, Raggern pointed out a wind cave blown in the side of a stone outcrop from the main mountain they were working their way around, which he said would be their best place to camp for that night. Given that it was still snowing lightly and the visibility was poor, his suggestion seemed sensible to all the others, especially when he assured them that they would reach the lake by the middle of the next day. 

As usual, he and his wife insisted on forming one of the watch-keeping pairs who kept guard through the night. Because of the cold, they'd settled on a one-trad per pair limit to the length of the watch. Much to everyone's dismay, Taroniah and Kauriga had insisted on being on the roster each night, usually taking the first watch. The two sets of Royal Guards followed them, Rengard with the West Dumfordian fellow, their guide, and his wife after them, with the Pickantian magicians last.


Chapter 27

Betrayed

Taroniah was woken by a foul-smelling cloth being pressed down over her face. She recognized what it was immediately but, at the same time, found that there were several sets of hands holding her tightly, completely immobilizing her.

"Now, now. Don't do anything rash, and nobody will get hurt." a cultured-sounding voice said in her ear.

She tried to look around but was held down too firmly to get a clear look at anything, apart from several rough-looking faces wearing helmets that were arranged around her, holding her still in what she assumed was the pre-morning gloom. Then she realized two men were holding torches just outside her now open tent which were providing the dim light.

"One of my men had a knife to your husband's throat, so just behave." the voice said. "I have a vial with more of the stuff that's on that rag. If you drink it, things will go much easier for you."

She shook her head and kept her mouth closed as he brought the vial to her face.

"Tsk tsk." the voice commented.

The vial was taken away, and she could just see it being poured into a bigger ceramic flask. Then the flask was brought to her face, and someone held her nose closed while somebody else tried to pull her jaw open. She held her breath for as long as she could, but in the end, she opened her mouth, and the contents of the flask were dumped down her throat, which caused her to choke. She was semi-released as she coughed and tried to clear her throat, and then her vision narrowed, and everything went black. Kauriga watched helplessly as his wife collapsed in front of him.

"What have you done to her?" he demanded, trying to get up, but he was securely held down by several people as well.

"Don't worry. We're tasked with bringing her in alive, or we don't get paid at all. I combined wargel potion with the grisenda sap to knock her out. Unlike some, I'm well aware of how dangerous she is, so I intend to keep her pretty much knocked out until we get to our destination. If you don't want anything bad to happen to her, the best thing you can do is to behave yourself. If you're a good boy, I'll even let you look after her."

Kauriga strained for a moment against the hands holding him down, then collapsed and nodded.

"I'll behave. You have my word."

"The word of a Captain in the Marland Royal Guard is good enough for me. Let him go, boys."

Not that being let go necessarily helped all that much, as his hands were still tied together. He checked Taroniah for a pulse and that she was still breathing and relaxed slightly. He looked around at his attackers and quickly recognized that the leader of the gang was the spokesman for the mercenaries they'd seen coming up the mountain.

"You weren't really mercenaries at all, I take it?" he said sourly.

The Captain, or at least the leader of the mercenaries, smiled. "What I said was true. I just didn't mention that we'd taken the contract with the King of Monchesia to deliver you all to him in Bostontef." He shrugged. "One of the easier contracts we've ever taken on, I think," he said, looking down at Taroniah. "Right, let's get everybody mounted and get underway," he said loudly and strode from the tent.

A couple of his men picked Taroniah up and started carrying her out, Kauriga watching closely, but surprisingly, they were quite circumspect in where they put their hands. As he followed them out of the tent, he wondered if they fully realized what sort of disaster they had inflicted upon themselves once Taroniah was free to act. He smiled to himself as he thought about the implacable cold manner she had adopted when dealing with the Assassins Guild. He imagined that his charming and pleasant wife would be just as relentless when dealing with these idiots.

In the meantime, he had best behave so nothing bad happened to anybody else. He wasn't surprised to see Raggern and his wife walking beside the leader of the mercenaries as they left the camp area and started heading back towards the road. At least the snow had stopped, which was about the only positive thing he could think of. Having started so early, using torches held by the mercenaries to see where they were going, they reached the road before midday and started heading northeast.

Once on the road, they laid Taroniah on a travois rather than over a saddle the way they had been transporting her, which would have been very uncomfortable. Everybody else in her party was mounted, but their hands had been tied together, and their horses were being led by one of the mercenaries. The leader made clear to everybody that if someone caused any trouble or attempted to escape, they would all be killed outright. The only person he was actually contracted to transport to Bostontef alive was Taroniah and probably her husband. The two magicians from Pickantia had also been dosed with wargel juice, rendering their magic null, so they could no longer render any assistance than any of the others.

Late in the day, Taroniah began to wake up, and they allowed Kauriga to lead her into the bushes so she could attend to her private business, although they were watched over by Raggern's wife with the promise by the leader of the kidnappers, that if they tried to escape, he would kill half the people in her party. Back at the campsite, Kauriga explained to Taroniah what had happened, and he watched her go to say something and then change her mind. He leaned close and whispered in her ear.

"Actions, not threats, I think, honey."

She grimaced and nodded. With no one causing any trouble and obeying orders readily, they made their way out of the mountains and through the hills to the north and made good time in their north-easterly travel. Three days after reaching the low hills, they came to a river large enough for boats to sail up and down. The riverboats were too small to cart horses, so a couple of the mercenaries were detached to lead their horses north while the rest of the party was divided up between several of the small boats, and they began making their way downstream.

They made good time, and late the next day, they reached the river port of Tavios, where the river they were on was joined by another even bigger river coming in from the east. Together, they formed the Gravian River, which was large enough that it was navigable by small oceangoing vessels from Tavios all the way out to sea. The river was wide and slow-moving where the town of Tavios was located, and it was bordered by low, marshy areas that gave the whole area a rather nasty rotting plant smell.

The mercenary leader hired two sailing vessels, taking Taroniah and Kauriga aboard one while the rest of the party was crammed aboard the other ship, so they were separated from each other. He warned the others that if anybody caused trouble, it would be fatal. He seemed content with Kauriga's promise to behave and didn't reinforce any warnings with either him or Taroniah.

They continued to ply Taroniah with wargel juice every second day, along with the other two magicians, and as far as Kauriga could tell, she couldn't use her magic, but sooner or later, they would make a mistake, and then they would find out just what a bad idea it was to have been carting her around the countryside against her will. The trip down the river went quickly between the current and the largely southerly winds. The two ships stopped at none of the river towns, and they reached Bostontef in just two days. Admittedly their arrival was as night was falling, but it was still a very fast passage.

Throughout the trip, they never had a chance to speak privately, as besides the mercenary guards always hovering around them, Raggern’s wife stayed glued to Taroniah all day, every day, even sleeping in the same cabin with them. They kept questioning their guards throughout the trip without a lot of success other than to learn that Raggern was an agent of the King of Monchesia. When Raggern had gotten word to the King of her presence in Konburg the King had immediately ordered the attack on Taroniah. 

"Homing marvins," Kauriga said to Taroniah, keeping an eye on Raggern’s wife.

The woman showed no concern at his mentioning homing marvins, so he assumed they wouldn't be returning to Konburg anytime soon. No one seemed to know why the King of Monchesia wanted Taroniah taken at all, let alone alive, a singularly stupid idea, as far as Kauriga was concerned, although he was extremely grateful for that caveat. About halfway through the second day's ship travel, he got the impression that Taroniah was less affected by the wargel juice than she was letting on. He'd been questioning one of the guards again about the King's motives without getting anywhere, so he turned to Taroniah.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                               

"Well, I guess we'll find out what the King wants pretty soon."

"I guess so," she replied and then winked at him.

Bostonlef was a large city, bigger than Marsea, Kauriga felt. There was also a town on the western bank of the river, and numerous barges plied back and forth, transporting people and goods from one side of the river to the other. The river was too wide for a bridge, so all the traffic from the southwest had to cross the river by barge before continuing to the Kingdoms to the east. There were two sets of docks, one set was shared by the river traffic that ran back and forth across the river and the numerous ships and barges that traversed up and down the river. The other was for the oceangoing vessels that needed higher docks due to their much higher freeboard.

The city itself was hard to judge because the land was largely flat. There was a large earth bank that the city walls were built on top of, which was an odd form of construction. As they neared the dock area, Kauriga saw that the earthen bank continued along the shore with ramps constructed so that wagons could get from the dock up over the bank. At that point, he realized it must be some sort of flood defense, as there was no sign of any defensive works on the top of the bank that ran along the river. All the docks ran parallel to the river and extended for several miles as far as he could tell. Standing on the ship's deck meant judging just how far the dock complexes ran was hard.

No wharves were sticking out into the river as at Alcitran, and given that the ship he was on was well out in the river, at first, he thought they were going to dock where the oceangoing vessels were tied up. Then he realized that there were a series of rectangular bays lined with docks that ran parallel to the river. They had ramps at the far end so that barges could sail into the rectangular bay and presumably offload wagons easily by driving them over some ramp from the ship's bow to the shore. Then he spotted a barge with a low extended front and realized that it was specifically designed to run up into the ramp to make for easy access.

He was still studying the barge when their ship turned inwards toward a rectangular bay, and then he realized he could see the masts of ships much further inland. What he thought was one of the rectangular bays turned out to be a narrow channel that led to a much larger bay where there were several warships moored and a broad dock area with a small crowd of people. Their ship reefed its sails while at the same time releasing the sheets that held them in place, effectively bringing the ship to a stop. A smaller, oared vessel then came scooting past, throwing a line to some men in the bow.

The line was quickly secured, and the oared vessel towed them to the dock, which, at the moment, was upwind given the current wind direction, which explained the use of the oared vessel. It still took some time for the ship to be properly secured to the dock, and while it was being pulled in by a group of men on the shore hauling a rope thrown from the rear of the ship, he was able to study the party waiting for them. The vast majority were obviously Monchesian Royal Guards, given their weapons and the orange surcoats they wore. It wasn't clear whether they had armor on under their surcoats, but they certainly appeared to lack arm and leg armor. They all had identical shiny iron helmets with bronze nasal pieces.

There were also two men whom he took to be their commanders. One was dressed in silvered chain with a shorter, tighter-fitting orange surcoat with a black cross centered on it. He had a rather more elaborate helmet with a tall horsehair crest sprouting from a bronze crest that hung down the rear of the helmet almost to the center of the shoulder blades. The other man wore no helmet and looked to be quite young but otherwise similarly attired, although as he got closer, he realized the man had a lot of silvery embroidery adorning his surcoat.

The other ship had been close behind them, but it had now come to a halt in the middle of the small bay, waiting for the towing vessel to be free of their ship. A gangplank was thrown over the gap between the deck of the ship Kauriga was aboard and the dock, and then the leader of the mercenaries, along with a couple of his men, crossed from the ship to the shore and spoke to the two officers, clearly bowing to the younger one without a helmet and behaving in a deferential way. A quick hand signal from the leader of the mercenaries and several of these troops urged Taroniah and Kauriga over the gangplank. As she had done the whole time, Taroniah went without any resistance, and Kauriga followed her lead in terms of his behavior towards the kidnappers.

"Ah. The famous Taroniah of Marland. You don't look like a fearsome sorceress, I have to say."

Taroniah raised an eyebrow and put on her exaggerated Marland noble voice that he had only heard her use a few times.

"And who are you? Are you the one responsible for this indignity?"

Somehow, she managed to sound outraged and dismissive at the same time. The young man raised a hand and created a small fire above his palm in the typical style of a magician.

"While you are being plied with wargel juice, you would be well advised to adopt a more deferential attitude toward me."

"Perhaps if you could take the courtesy to introduce us, she would be more deferential," Kauriga said quickly.

He wasn't exactly sure what Taroniah was likely to say in response to that, and if she didn't have her full power, upsetting the magician, particularly one who was obviously a person of rank and authority, was probably not a good idea. The young man turned to look blankly at him for a moment and then smiled in a most pleasant manner, surprising Kauriga.

"Oh, dear me, you're right. Of course, I am displaying the most ragged manners possible. Allow me to introduce myself. I am Crown Prince Regan. It is my task to escort you to the Palace and see you comfortably settled before being introduced to the court tomorrow."

He accompanied this statement with a slight bow in Taroniah's direction. Kauriga could see Taroniah wasn't overly impressed, but somehow, she refrained from saying anything cutting in reply and merely inclined her head slightly in the Prince's direction. The Prince then pointed at a rather luxurious-looking carriage that had been positioned behind the Monchesian Royal Guards.

"Your carriage awaits, your Highness." the Prince said, waving his arm in the direction of the vehicle.

The Guardsmen moved rapidly to either side, opening a passage for the Prince to lead Taroniah through, and he presented his arm as though he was her husband rather than Kauriga. Kauriga watched Taroniah hesitate, and then she laid her hand lightly on the Prince's arm, and he led her forward. Kauriga went to follow but was restrained by one of the guards while several others moved in his direction. The man with the fancy helmet looked in his direction.

"You and the others will be held in a different location to ensure her cooperation."

Taroniah stopped when she realized Kauriga wasn't following her and turned to look back, a frown on her face.

"It's only to ensure your cooperation." the Prince said. "They'll be well looked after, won't they Captain?"

The officer with the fancy helmet nodded. "Of course, my Prince. I shall make it my personal responsibility to make sure these guests of the Kingdom are well looked after."

Taroniah's eyes narrowed. "They'd better be well looked after." She said ominously.

Then she turned and walked towards the carriage, ignoring the Prince's elbow this time. Kauriga was conflicted about letting her go, but there wasn't much he could do about it just at the moment. The other ship had almost docked, and he could see the concerned expressions on the faces of those waiting to disembark, particularly Rengard. He caught Rengard's eye and shrugged as if to say we'll just have to play it out for the moment.

"Patience, my friend. Patience." he mouthed.

Rengard looked at him for a moment and then shrugged and nodded resignedly. The Monchesian Royal Guardsmen surrounding him must have noted the silent exchange because they visibly relaxed slightly. They saw Taroniah enter the carriage along with the Prince and then watched it disappear into the city. After the carriage had left, they had a short wait until the other guests of the Kingdom were unloaded from the second ship. They were all herded together and then made to march through the city like common prisoners. Kauriga thought about complaining but decided it wouldn't do any good.

They marched about a mile before they came to a walled enclosure that turned out to be a prison of some description. There were several brick-built blocks of cells, one of which they were herded into. It had a long, wide central corridor with two rows of brick arches running its length, each inset about a third of the way in from the outer wall. The archways were sealed off with iron grills, in the middle of which was a barred door. There were five arches on each side of the corridor, and there were grills between each section, making a total of ten cells, only two of which were currently occupied. They were herded into the two cells on the other side of the corridor from the already occupied cells.

"What about food and water?" Kauriga yelled at the disappearing guards.

"Don't worry, you'll be fed." one of them yelled back before he disappeared out the door.

"Are you two still being affected by the wargel potion?" he asked the two Pickantian magicians.

They nodded unhappily. "It normally takes three days to clear that poison out of your system, and they make sure we get another dose after only two." the elder one said. "What do you suppose they want Taroniah for?"

Kauriga looked at the man silently for a moment and then smiled, and not in a nice way.

"It doesn't really matter what they want her for. All I know is that hopefully, sooner rather than later, they're going to live to regret it. Actually, they probably won’t be living at all."

The elder man frowned at Kauriga. "You look pretty confident about that?"

"I've known her since she had barely turned eighteen. In that time, she has developed her magic to the point where she can do the most incredible things. She is far stronger than these idiots realize. I got the impression she was worried about what would happen to you guys on the other boat if she did anything, so she just went along with everything so no harm would come to any of you. Plus, I think she wanted to find out who and why someone would follow such a stupid course of action."

"But isn't she affected by the wargel potion like we are?"

Kauriga grinned. "Many years ago, Winghian agents dosed her with wargel potion when they kidnapped her. She said it started to wear off about half a day early. She is a lot stronger magically now than she was then, so while she's still affected by it, at least to some extent, the effect from each dose may wear off much earlier than they think."

The younger one scratched his head. "But how is the situation any different now that we're in here? If she does anything, they'll just send orders for the guards to kill us."

Rengard laughed. "Before, they were keeping you close enough that the men guarding you could see if she did anything and react immediately. Now, she's presumably in the Palace, and we're here. I don't know how far from the Palace this jail is, but I can guarantee you that it will take longer for a messenger to get here, even on a horse, than for her to teleport here once she knows where this place is."

"She knows how to teleport?" the older magician said in surprise.

"Yes. She learned a few months back. It's apparently a fiendishly complicated spell. She told me that it was easily the most complicated spell she had ever used." Kauriga commented. "The real difficulty for her will be trying to find out where we are being held."

Rengard and several of the other Guardsmen nodded in response to this statement. It meant that all they could do was sit and wait unless they managed to find a way to get out themselves. Unfortunately, that didn't look too likely. In fact, Kauriga rather felt that just sitting and waiting for his wife was the best course of action they could follow.


Chapter 28

Bostontef

There was no direct route from the docks to the Palace, unlike the layout in Marsea, so they had to turn a couple of times and traverse several streets to get there. Like most Palaces, the one in Bostontef was surrounded by a tall wall that sported large rectangular guard towers every two hundred paces or so. The carriage simply rolled through the gates with the Guardsmen on duty stepping smartly aside, and instead of heading to the main entrance, they passed around to the side of the Palace where there was a secondary entrance. Here, the Prince instructed her to dismount.

"What about my luggage?" she asked.

"Your luggage will be brought up from the docks shortly and put in your room. Do you have an elaborate dress that you can wear for the court presentation tomorrow?"

"I have the dress I wore to my friend's wedding, which should be good enough," Taroniah answered.

So, she was going to be presented to the court tomorrow, which meant they weren't intending to keep her presence a secret. She still wasn't sure what they hoped to gain by keeping her a prisoner. The effects of the last batch of wargel potion they'd plied her with on the ship had just about stopped affecting her, she felt, although she hadn't had a chance to test that theory yet.

"I'm not going to be much use to you if you keep feeding me that wargel potion," she said. "And if you stop using the wargel potion on me, how do you intend to keep me in line?"

The Prince was leading her into the Palace, where various guards and Palace staff all got out of their way in a hurry. They were all staring at the floor and not meeting anyone's eyes, Taroniah noticed. He smiled at her in a predatory manner.

"That's why we've separated you from your husband and the others. If you misbehave, word will be sent to start doing nasty things to your companions. Depending on how badly you misbehave, we may torture one or more of them to gain your obedience. On the other hand, if you're really naughty, we may kill some of them."

Taroniah thought the Prince looked excited at that idea! What sort of a madhouse had she fallen into? Prince Regan led her down a corridor, then up some stairs to the left. Here, there was another short corridor that ran at ninety degrees to the one on the ground floor, and turning to the left, he led her to a pair of closed double doors, which he pushed open to reveal a well-appointed parlor with rich tapestries on the wall and plush seats.

"This is my personal suite," he said proudly, waving a hand around the room. "Very few people get an invitation here, so you should be suitably honored."

She thought he genuinely seemed to believe she should feel honored by him bringing her here. Four young women appeared through an open doorway to the right. They all wore delicately crafted slippers, elaborate earrings, and bangles on their wrists and not much else. They were all clean-shaven apart from their heads, making them look even younger than Taroniah decided they actually were.

"These are my pets: Jellia, Antonia, Servia, and Chryandis. Is our meal ready?" he asked them.

"Yes, my Prince." the one named Jellia answered, bowing her head.

Jellia had dark brown hair done in ringlets. The one named Antonia had blond hair that hung straight down with a fringe cut across her forehead. It was not a style Taroniah had seen before and was quite distinctive. She didn't think the style would suit everybody, but it looked rather attractive on Antonia. Servia had dark blond or light brown hair cut in a very manly style, short and shaped like the Prince's hairstyle. Chryandis had brown hair, not as dark as Jellia’s, tied in two braids, like a young girl's hairstyle.

The four girls waited while the Prince led Taroniah through the door into what was a dining room, where a quick glance at the table showed her that the table had room for twelve seats. There were only two places set, one at the head of the table and one on that setting's right. The Prince showed Taroniah to that seat, pulling back her chair and seating her in a noble manner before taking his seat at the head of the table. The four girls filed out of the room through a further door and then two soon returned with wine glasses and a bottle of wine.

While the first two attended to pouring the wine, the other two returned bearing two plates containing an entrée size serving. The entrée consisted of a pellarn leaf with some sort of meat in the center of it. The Prince watched her inspect the offering carefully without touching it and then smiled as she sat back and looked at him.

"You've not had honeyed jethran before?" he asked.

She shook her head. "No, I can't say I have."

"It's a very popular entrée in Monchesia. Go ahead. I think you'll enjoy it."

Upon saying that, he rolled the leaf around the meat before taking the narrow leafy roll to his mouth, where he took a decent bite. Taroniah narrowed her eyes but realized that after going to such lengths to get her here alive, they weren't likely to poison her during her first meal. She tried to copy the Prince's example and finished up with a leafy roll that wasn't quite as tightly wound as his, but it was good enough to get it to her mouth, where she took a delicate bite. It tasted surprisingly good, she had to admit, and she finished her roll only slightly after the Prince finished his.

"So why have you brought me here?" she asked after they had finished their entrée.

Two of the girls whisked the plates away and disappeared through the open doorway to where presumably there was a kitchen.

"My father wishes you to teach me to be a sorcerer. He feels that having a King who is a magician on the throne after him is good, but a King who is a sorcerer would be even better. We intend to restore our Kingdom to its former glory when it dominated the northern part of the world."

Taroniah simply stared at the Prince, struggling to keep her expression blank. Being classed as a sorcerer was more about magical strength and capability and not something that could be taught, as far as Taroniah was concerned. She very much doubted that Korlah could conceptualize the Invisibility Spell, and the Teleportation Spell would be completely beyond him, no matter how many times he read the spell and tried to conceptualize it. You simply couldn't teach someone to be more powerful than what they were.

She refrained from telling the Prince that straight up because he would no doubt either disbelieve her or realize she was right, in which case he had no reason to keep her or all her companions alive. She hadn't had a chance to test how much magic she was capable of with the dregs of the wargel potion still in her system, though she felt fairly normal. Currently, she had no idea where her husband and her other companions were being held, which meant that the Prince could probably get word to those confining them before she could find them using normal means.

But, if she was at full strength magically, she wasn't limited to normal means. When she had studied and tried out the Astral Projection Spell, she noticed she could detect Kauriga and, to a lesser extent, Rengard, probably due to her close relationship with both. She hadn't scared either of them by projecting her presence next to them, but she felt she could have if she wanted to. In the meantime, though, it would be best if she dissembled.

"So, just what is your magical education?" she asked.

"I spent four years apprenticed to the court magician here, Kordan Pethdor. He had been a powerful magician in his day but was a bit past it when he began teaching me. At the end of the four years, he announced that was all he could teach me, so my father sent me to Chiple, where I spent two years incognito, learning from Walden Orthick, who is quite a famous magician. Perhaps you have heard of him?"

Taroniah shook her head. "Was he very powerful?"

"Everybody I spoke to in Chiple seemed in awe of his magical ability. Several magicians I interacted with seem to think he was the next best thing to a sorcerer, although I'm not so sure myself. He was accomplished and very well-practiced. I wouldn't want to go up against him in a magical fight, that is for certain. But he had no vast range of special spells that he'd either found or developed himself. He was very good with most of the common spells, and he could even conceptualize and hold two, or even three, simple spells at once, something I still struggle with."

He paused and stared vacantly into space for a moment as if mentally reviewing something or looking for words. Finally, he shook his head.

"Can you conceptualize and hold several spells at once?" he asked as he studied her face closely.

"When I haven't been forced to drink wargel potion, yes," she replied with some asperity.

The Prince waved a hand as if that was of no importance. "We were only doing that until we had the situation under control. With your husband and the others as a bond for your good behavior, we won't be giving you the potion anymore. You will need to be able to use your magic to teach me, anyway." He cocked his head slightly. "The mercenaries told me they gave you a dose late yesterday, so its effect should be wearing off by the day after tomorrow. That is when you will begin teaching me to be a sorcerer."

She mentally shrugged in disbelief that they thought she could teach someone to be a sorcerer, but she visibly smiled and nodded. Just then, the main course arrived, and they spent the next period quietly eating the quite excellent food. The dish was roast glikan, but the spices used, while similar to those she was used to, produced a slightly different taste for the roast, one she quite enjoyed, she had to admit.

The Prince engaged in magical discussion after the main course was finished, and then his pets brought out some rather tasty buns and tea for them to finish with. While they ate their dessert, he expounded on the advantages Monchesia possessed over bordering countries and how he and his father intended to restore their Kingdom to the position of the most powerful land in the north as it had been centuries ago. The implication of how the Prince described this conquest was that once they had secured the lands bordering them, they would begin expanding beyond their own region. Once the meal was over, the Prince stood up, beckoning her to follow him and he gathered his four pets over near the window.

"I hope you've enjoyed the meal. I thought it was quite good. My chef is well trained and experienced and knows how I like my food cooked."

Taroniah gave him a small nod. "One of the better meals I have ever had, I have to be honest, your Highness."

"Oh, please call me Regan. We are the same rank, after all," he said with a smile and a small wave of his hand.

She inclined her head, although she didn't answer verbally. Did he really think he could become her friend after how she had been treated? He smiled, taking her nod for agreement, and then pointed to the window while at the same time signaling something to his pets. Jellia and Servia suddenly grabbed Chryandis, taking hold of an arm each and dragging the surprised girl towards the window.

"It seems someone hasn't been satisfied with being my pet and has been playing with the guards, or at least one of them." the Prince said, his voice dripping menace as he followed the other three to the window.

There was a second window nearby, and Taroniah angled her approach so she could look out at whatever there was to be seen. There was a courtyard below the windows in which there was a wooden scaffold and a man in just a loincloth was standing on the top of the scaffold with two guards next to him. The two girls holding Chryandis pulled her forward and leaned her partway out the window, which was open.

The two men guarding the third on the scaffold obviously saw them at the windows, as one of the men raised his hand in what appeared to be a salute and took hold of a lever that presumably released a trapdoor in the scaffold. At this point, Taroniah realized that the loincloth-clad man had a rope around his neck, and, with the dropping of the trapdoor, he would be hung. Chryandis gave out a squeak when she realized what was happening, and the Prince laughed.

"Did you really think I wouldn't have people telling me what my pets were up to while I was away last month? Playing with anybody but me is a definite no-no for one of my pets." he sneered.

Turning to Taroniah, he smiled in her direction.

"Please excuse us while I see to some disciplinary issues in my household. Antonia will see you to your room."

While Antonia indicated for Taroniah to follow her, the Prince took a position behind the girl, began dropping his trousers, and, as Taroniah left the room, a quick glance back showed he was taking the girl from behind as the other two girls were forcibly keeping her still leaning her forward partly out the window. Taroniah found the idea of him forcing himself upon her sexually while her boyfriend was being hanged quite repulsive.

Antonia led her to the apartment she had been assigned, which consisted of a large parlor, a decently sized bedroom, and her own water closet. Unfortunately, they did not have the water moving pipes here in Bostontef yet, as the water closet had a couple of buckets of water positioned so that the person using the water closet could wash their business down the chute after they had finished. She had no idea where the wastewater went as the Palace didn't have a moat, which was the most common repository of garderobes. Presumably the city had a sewer that the castle effluent was disposed into.

Her travel bag and luggage pack were in the middle of the floor, although her armor and weapons weren't present. She managed to refrain from asking where they were for fear of placing too much importance on them. Instead, she went over to the two items and checked inside them to make sure nothing else was missing. The most important item was her note folder, which she kept in her travel bag. Thankfully, it seemingly appeared untouched. She was careful not to give it any obvious importance, merely acting as if it was one more thing in her travel bag while she checked to see if everything was there. The girl, Antonia, helped her unpack.

Just as they were finishing, a couple of Royal Guards went clumping past, and then a few moments later, they returned, carrying the limp body of the girl, Chryandris. Taroniah concluded from the red marks around her throat that she was quite obviously dead. Almost immediately after they had passed, the Prince arrived in the room, where he bowed slightly to Taroniah and smiled at her as if nothing untoward had happened.

"I'm sorry about that. I must maintain discipline with my pets, you understand. Now let me just be sure your room is adequate. I suggest you try and get a good night's sleep ahead of tomorrow as being presented to the court will be rather tedious."

Taroniah boggled at the matter-of-fact way the Prince carried on as if nothing had happened, but again, she chose not to say anything. She merely inclined her head in his direction, saying nothing.

"You are no doubt tired after your travels, Princess Taroniah. Your presentation at court is scheduled for the fifth trad tomorrow morning. I would appreciate you wearing the best clothes you have with you. Once the presentation is out of the way we'll see about increasing your wardrobe in a manner that befits a Crown Princess."

"I am in your hands, Prince Regan," she said as she stepped across the room to the water closet. "If there is nothing else I need to…"

She opened the door and stepped through the doorway, not waiting to hear his response, half afraid that he wouldn't leave, but thankfully he did. Knowing the Prince had strangled the young girl and, with his own hands, made her feel sick, but she managed not to bring up her dinner, which was probably a good thing as she would need all her energy tomorrow! For the same reason she decided to put off doing anything magically exhausting this evening so that she was as fresh as possible in the morning. It was hard restraining herself as she wanted to ensure that Kauriga was all right, but she would need all her abilities the next day when she exacted her revenge.

She didn't sleep well in the first part of the evening, but then she must've slept soundly through the early morning as it was light outside when she awoke. Both the parlor and her bedroom had large windows through which she could see little the previous evening, but with the morning, she got out of bed and, after visiting the water closet, she headed over to see what could be seen. Her parlor looked out over the same courtyard where the man had been hung the previous evening. Her bedroom window was at a slightly different angle than the room she had observed the hanging from the previous evening. The view from her other window looked out over the courtyard just inside the main gate covering the area to the right.

From her memory of the Palace layout the previous day, it meant the main entrance was slightly to the left of where she could see from her window. She nodded to herself, memorizing the palace geography, and then lay down on her bed in preparation for finding her husband. She closed her eyes to blot out any visual interference, conceptualized the Astral Projection Spell, and let her consciousness roam around the Palace, looking for the mental pattern of someone familiar. It didn't take very long, and then she moved her attention out into the city proper, quartering the area slowly, again without finding anyone she recognized mentally.

What to do? What to do? She thought to herself. She could feel where there was a concentration of guards at various points on the perimeter of the urban area, so she assumed that they were the gates. She started to methodically check beyond the gates along lines perpendicular to where she was in the gate she was investigating. Beyond the third gate she checked, she felt something off to the left and moved her consciousness in that direction where she found her people. She couldn't really get a sharp focus on any of the others, but she could on Kauriga, and she projected her image into the space next to him.

"Hello," she whispered as she looked around.

Kauriga jumped in surprise but managed to contain his alarm and didn't utter a sound apart from his boots' thump as he landed after jumping in the air.

"Taroniah!" he breathed as quietly as he could, studying her form intently.

She smiled, turning to look at him properly. "I got the Astral Projection Spell to work with you."

Her husband, along with the others, were locked in a row of cells in what was probably a military prison, given that it looked far too well-maintained to be an ordinary prison. She moved her form forward and looked through the bars of his cell so she could study the layout. A long, wide, central corridor ran perhaps thirty paces to the right and another ten paces to the left. Barred archways were spaced approximately eight to ten paces apart, opening onto cells, although the one Kauriga was in seemed to hold most of her companions.

Looking up and down the corridor, she saw unknown faces peering out of the cells. She focused on the center of the wide hallway that ran down the middle of the building and memorized the spot carefully. And she turned back to her husband and smiled again.

"You have no idea what a relief it is to find that you are still alive," she whispered. "I have been slowly nullifying the effects of the wargel potion they've been feeding me. The effects have been wearing off earlier than they assume, so I've modified the Healing Spell for poisons, and I'm hoping that I'm now permanently immune to the damn stuff. I haven't been able to do anything so far because of the potion and because they have been holding your lives over my head. Not knowing where you were made it too much of a risk to try anything."

Kauriga reached out his hand, but it passed straight through her hand as her body was just a mentally projected image. He shook his head, and she smiled again.

"Now that I have found where you are," At this point, her face got hard, and Kauriga found himself looking at the most powerful magic user in the world. "Their time is up," she said in a cold voice, but then her face resumed its normal pleasant expression. "I am being presented to the court at around the fifth trad, and then I'll be back."

With that, she faded from his presence, and he shook his head in wonder as he often did where his amazing wife was concerned. While they'd been in Marsea, some of the other Marland Royal Guard officers had given him a hard time about being a kept man, with Taroniah being the one wearing the trousers in the family. At the time, he'd just shaken his head and ignored them. Upon later introspection, he decided that if two people loved each other, it didn't matter who was the publicly dominant one in the relationship. Taroniah always discussed things with him, viewing his opinion as being just as important as hers, and regardless of how they appeared to outsiders, internally, their relationship was one of equals.

He turned around and saw that the two Pickantian magicians looked gobsmacked from seeing her use a spell that only stories about the Gods of old mentioned. He smiled to himself at their astonishment, not that he wasn't astonished at her being able to use a God's spell, but because he was used to her doing astonishing things. He looked across the passage to some of his fellow prisoners.

"Be ready to act when she returns," he said loudly enough for them to hear.


Chapter 29

Retribution

Taroniah had barely canceled the Projection Spell when one of the Palace staff arrived with her breakfast. After a knock on the door, two big, armored soldiers equipped with spears came through the door first. They took up a position on either side of the door and glared at her. Then, a serving girl entered and put the meal on the table, after which she departed without once looking at Taroniah. The soldiers then retired through the door locking it behind them. At least the food was well-cooked, and there was a decent amount of it.

She took her time eating, and then one of the guards stuck his head through the doorway and told her it was time for her to start preparing for her presentation to the court. Sometime later, one of the guards knocked again and asked if she was ready to be presented at court. She replied in the affirmative, and the guard indicated for her to leave the room, leading her along the bare-walled corridor and down the staircase at the end into a huge hall filled with a large crowd. There were nobles, obvious from their well-made and lavish attire, along with rich merchants similarly dressed, if not quite as lavishly, plus any number of hangers-on that were attached to one group or another, and a whole slew of people off to the sides who she took to be court functionaries all gathered in the large room.

The crowd opened as she was led through the milling masses to the front of the room by the guards who accompanied her. With the crowd's parting, she could see the Royal family sitting on their thrones on a raised dais. King Erkman smiled at her approach while his son openly sneered. The guards halted her approximately ten paces in front of the thrones and, when she showed no sign of kneeling voluntarily, by dint of putting a hand each on each of her shoulders, they forced her to kneel in front of the King, who stood and waved a hand at Taroniah.

"Lords and ladies, I present to you Taroniah, the sorceress, whom I have brought to my court to teach my son how to be a sorcerer. Having a Crown Prince who is a sorcerer will result in Monchesia rising to be the leading Kingdom in the world!"

His voice rose in pitch as he made this pronouncement, and when he stopped, the crowd cheered and clapped. He looked around the room with a satisfied expression on his face. Then raised his hands to get everybody to stop making a noise.

"This is a great day for the Kingdom of Monchesia. Today is the start of the restoration of the Kingdom's rightful place in the world. We are the successors to the great realm that ruled the whole north in the past, and today, we begin reclaiming our heritage!" The crowd cheered, and he waited a moment before raising his hands so they would quieten down. "It will be a long road with many pitfalls, no doubt, but those of you who are here will look back on this day and be able to tell your friends and relatives that you were present at the start!"

More clapping and cheering from the crowd. This time he let it run its course. As it stopped, he waved a hand at the guards, who stopped holding her down. She slowly stood, looked around the room, and shook her head. Her position in front of the thrones meant she was visible to most of those in the room.

"You expect me to teach your son after you inserted a spy into my party to betray me? I was then drugged and brought forcibly to this Palace against my will while threatened that harm would come to my husband and my traveling companions, who were separated from me and are being kept somewhere else to ensure my good behavior. Those are not the actions of a noble King but those of a criminal!"

The guards made to shut her up, one trying to wrestle her and the other going to put his hand around her mouth to prevent her from speaking, but she already had her shields up, and they couldn't reach her. She stood there and surveyed the crowd disdainfully.

"How anyone would expect me to teach someone else how to be a sorcerer clearly shows they have no understanding of how magic works. You either have the power in you right from when your magic first shows itself, or you don't. But that's beside the point. In the short time I have been held here against my will, I have witnessed your son kill one of his bedmates, his pets as he calls them, as he raped her while making her watch her lover hang to death. Such depraved cruelty told me enough about what sort of person he is that I wouldn't teach him how to do up his belt, even if he was capable of learning how which I doubt." The King at first looked daggers at his son as she said this but then turned his irate gaze back to Taroniah as she continued.

"All you have achieved by your actions is to bring destruction on your Kingdom. I am Taroniah of Marland. I will not be threatened by a cur such as you, Erkman. Holding swords to the throats of my companions to force me to cooperate does not endear itself to me. Others have tried the same trick and failed dismally. What makes you think you will achieve a better result? You are an evil King, Erkman, and your son is a psychopathic murderer. Anyone stupid enough to try and bend a sorcerer to their will deserves what they get!"

She had already determined how far it was to the Palace's outer wall when she looked out her bedroom window earlier in the day. She had noted that there was a broad boulevard around the outside of the Palace, probably fifty paces wide. Looking around the throne room, she could see one of the guard towers on the Palace wall through a window to her left. Even as Regan began conceptualizing a spell, she pulled up the Teleportation Spell, guessed a distance that would be somewhat beyond how far she thought the distance to the tower was from where she stood, and cast the spell, moving herself to a position beyond the tower.

She found she was about five paces past the guard tower she had been targeting, over the boulevard, and not that far from the main gatehouse. The throne room had been a few paces above the ground level here in the street, so she hurriedly cast a Levitate Spell as she started dropping to the ground. Her sudden appearance surprised several people who had been walking along the street going about their business as she arrived in mid-air. They scurried away as quickly as they could as she sank to the ground. She called up the Teleportation Spell again, selected an area that would take in pretty much the whole gatehouse, and sent it back almost the same distance and in the same direction she had just teleported from.

As soon as she cast the spell, she threw herself forward and landed at the base of the outer side of the Palace wall as the world ended. Or at least that's what it felt like. The explosion she caused by making the Palace gatehouse land in the middle of the Palace itself was much larger than anything she had done before. The sound was indescribable, and the ground she was kneeling on shuddered. An endless series of thumps and bangs sounded as debris was thrown against the wall, which fortunately didn't collapse on top of her. Debris started raining down on the road from where the explosion had thrown it into the air. Large chunks of masonry, bricks, parts of columns, large solid bits of furniture, and innumerable bodies rained down.

In fairness, it was parts of innumerable bodies that were raining down. She felt herself gagging as what was clearly a woman's leg landed not ten paces from her. She could hear screams and yelling in the distance that were strangely muffled. She crouched there patiently and waited a few tocks for things to calm down. People were scrambling about in a panic, but all ignored crouched against the wall, possibly thinking she was dead.

When things had calmed down in terms of debris falling from the sky, he cast the Astral Projection Spell and roamed to where her husband was. She carefully kept track of how far it was and made sure she took the time to float back to her current position against the wall and then back to the jail again. She also studied the direction the jail was in carefully, lining its location up with several obvious buildings she could use as landmarks.

Her brain was starting to feel like porridge as she snapped out of the Astral Projection Spell, and her consciousness returned to her body leaning against the Palace wall. Now, there were shouts and the sound of people rushing to the site of the disaster. A few people ran past her, and she took several breaths and tried to conceptualize the Teleportation Spell in her head. She found she just couldn't, so she gave up and went in search of food and drink.

While most of the people on the streets were heading toward the Palace to gawk at the destruction she had wrought, many were still hiding in the houses and shops. She found a vendor selling sliced glikan rolls and managed to persuade him to swap her two and a skin of water for one of the gems that adorned her dress. She found a small alcove where she could sit out of the way, despite the dirt everywhere, and ate silently. The water helped revitalize her as well.

Rather than trying to guess the new distance, she returned to where she had been hiding against the wall and tried the Teleportation Spell again. Somehow, she managed to conceptualize the spell successfully and landed in the prison, whereupon she collapsed to the ground in the middle of the jail. She must've passed out because suddenly she could hear a voice calling her name softly, and opening her eyes, she saw a very worried-looking Kauriga with his mouth pressed up to the gap between the bars of his cell.

"Thank God!" he said as she lifted her head off the ground and looked at him.

She rolled over onto her back and stared at the ceiling for a few moments, trying to recover. She lifted herself up on one elbow and looked at him with a crooked smile.

"Hi, dear," she said vaguely, trying to focus her mind, which she was finding difficult.

Kauriga looked at her worriedly. "Are you all right?"

She shook her head, trying to get her brain to focus. Then she remembered she was supposed to release the prisoners, but the idea of using her magic again made her feel nauseous. What she really wanted to do was lie down and go to sleep, but her limited command of her faculties wouldn't let her. She forced herself to sit up and then hung her head as she felt dizzy. She wasn't sure how long she stayed like that, but when she finally raised her head again, Kauriga stared at her with a worried frown. She smiled. No doubt, he wanted to yell and scream and demand release, but he had recognized that she needed time to recover and decided that there was no point in yelling at her.

She suspected she had fallen asleep while sitting as she felt somewhat refreshed. She had a headache, but her mind now felt much clearer than it had before. She peered at the lock and decided it was a basic metal lock of the common type, if at the large end of the scale. Somehow, she managed to conceptualize the Magical Unlock Spell and cast it at the lock on the door to Kauriga's cell. The effort caused her to see bright flashes, and she thought for a moment that she was going to pass out, so she simply sat with her head down and closed her eyes, trying to avoid blacking out completely.

She heard the cell door slam open and footsteps race across to her. Strong arms encircled her and held her tight, Kauriga's lips nuzzling her hair in the side of her face. She reached a hand up and patted him on his arm and stirred and made to stand up.

"No, sit and rest," Kauriga demanded.

"We don't have time. I have to open all the other cells before the guards arrive to kill everybody," she whispered. "I'm feeling better. Just hold me to make sure I don't fall over."

She was certain he was going to argue the point, but instead, he helped her to her feet. She smiled at him and kissed him.

"Best of husbands," she whispered as they broke apart.

She gave him a quick smile, and then she turned to the other cells and began throwing the Magical Unlock Spell again and again until all the cells were open, at which point she realized that all the other cells held people who weren't part of her party and who looked rather wary about leaving their incarceration.

Her people gathered at the door that was the single way into the prison block, and she made her way slowly to the door, letting her magic recover somewhat. She couldn't throw the Teleportation Spell again today, that was for certain, but she could probably do quite a few small spells again now.

"Did you see what the setup is outside?" she asked Kauriga.

"There is a room with a desk for the duty sergeant and his offsider on one side, and on the other side is a rack with the keys for the cells hanging on it. Directly opposite this door is another door that leads out into a central open area. There are four cell blocks arranged in a half circle around it, while over to the right is the Commandant's office, and next to that the administration block. To the left of that is the gate, and to the left of the gate is the guard's barracks and then a couple of other buildings, storehouses, I think."

"Right. Will I open this door quietly or forcibly? Which would you prefer?"

"I think forcibly. It should be more of a surprise as they might hear you unlocking the door." her husband commented.

She nodded and brought up the Force Punch Spell. She put some power into it with difficulty and aimed it at the door. When she cast that spell, sending jagged pain through her head, the door literally blew inwards, landing on the floor on the far side of the room. Kauriga led the half a dozen other men through the door where they quickly overwhelmed the two surprised guards before they could really do anything. The guards were quickly tied up using their own clothing, and her men appropriated their weapons, which only consisted of a knife and a sword each. They gathered around the far door and readied themselves to break out into the open area cell block area.

"I'm going to hit the barracks with a small dose of the Firestorm Spell. I hope. After that, I'm not sure how much magic I'll have left, so you guys will probably have to deal with the guards yourselves. Do you know where our armor and weapons are?"

Kauriga shook his head. "No. They stripped us of everything but our clothes before we were put in here, so I'm not sure where they are."

"Hopefully, they weren't in the Palace," Taroniah observed.

"Why?" one of the other men asked.

"Because I just destroyed it."

The flat way she said this had everybody looking at her in awe, except Kauriga, who nodded.

"Like you did the mountain?" he asked.

She nodded, but before she could say anything else, one of the men who had been in the other cell pushed forward.

"Who are you people?"

Taroniah turned and looked at him with a flat expression. "I, am Taroniah of Marland."

"Bloody Lyurgan!" the man exclaimed and backed away a couple of steps.

"Everybody ready?" she asked, and at their nods, she turned to the door and did to it what she'd done to the inner one, blowing it clean through the opening, shattering the door frame in the process as this door was designed to open inward. The pain in her head from using her magic wasn't quite so severe this time.

Her party raced through the door, with her following them up more sedately as they spread out, looking for guards to attack so they could acquire more weapons. She focused on the barracks building. Once upon a time, casting the Firestorm Spell would have knocked her out for several days after she'd used it. She smiled to herself as she conceptualized what she now regarded as a not-all-that-difficult spell to conceptualize compared to some she now used. She kept the power she poured into the spell low and threw the spell at the barracks even as men started piling out of it. Again, her head hurt, but she didn’t pass out.

The wave of fire erupted about twenty paces short of the building and swept over it, turning the place to ash almost instantaneously as the spell devoured everything in its path. She managed to take out probably half the building next to it, which fortunately turned out to be a storeroom of some description. She would be very upset if she'd immolated a whole swathe of prisoners accidentally. Only two men from the barracks survived. Those two had already swerved aside to charge at her people, and this change of direction moved them out of the line of fire quite literally. Not that it helped. Five of her people swarmed them, with two of her people being armed, which evened the odds, so to speak, and allowed the unarmed ones to get behind and incapacitate the guards.

Perhaps fifteen guards had been on the wall walk when they broke out of the cells. These guards were now pouring down the stone stairs that gave access to the wall at various points, but they were spread out around the prison, enabling her people to easily gang up on them. She used the narrow Force Punch Spell to take down a couple of the guards herself, and it was fortunate that no more approached her as she was just about out of magic after that, her head pounding virtually non-stop now. The people who had been in the other cells stayed together in a group at first, but then some of them flowed into one of the other cell blocks, where they found some of their compatriots going on the cheer that came out of the cell block.

It took them no more than a couple of tocks to finish dealing with the few remaining prison guards, after which they set about looking for transport, food, and water. There were no horses to be had, and their magical armor wasn't in any of the buildings, but their other belongings were in a storeroom in the Commandant's office building. The other prisoners that had been released when she freed her people had released more people from one of the other cell blocks, and after discussing the matter between themselves for some time, they decided to send people around to open all the other cell blocks as well.

When everything finally settled back down, she found herself at the head of nearly a hundred people, and apart from the smoldering barracks and the lack of men guarding the wall, there was no real outward sign that anything had happened. One of her Marland Royal Guards had died in the breakout, but the two magicians from Pickantia were still alive, although they weren't able to do any magic yet because they were still suffering from the effects of the wargel juice.

She was too spent magically to do anything for them immediately. She could still probably throw one or two simple spells, but she wanted to keep something in reserve to deal with any unexpected opposition they might find once they tried to leave. Taroniah was surprised when Kauriga informed her that the Monchesian guards hadn't found the small stashes of coins sewn into the lining of Kauriga and Rengard's clothing. She sent Rengard up onto the wall walk to see what was happening outside, and he first looked out one side of the prison and then checked the other before coming back.

"There's not much going on outside of here. There are not even many people on the streets. A pall of smoke is rising from where the Palace is situated, but I couldn't actually see the Palace itself from up on the wall."

"I didn't think you would. It's not there anymore. Are any of the guards still alive?" Taroniah asked.

"Three or four surrendered," one of the unknown people said. "They're all wounded to varying degrees, but they gave up rather than fight to the death."

"Good. Where are they?"

"They're in one of the cells in the block you were in." the man answered.

Taroniah nodded and headed for the cell block her people had been incarcerated in, where she quickly found the four wounded prison guards.

"Right. You're all badly wounded, and I'm a magician who can do some healing, but only if you cooperate," she informed them while standing outside their cell studying them. "I want to know where our armor and weapons were taken. Do any of you know?"

"We didn't see any armor or weapons. The prisoners arrived here dressed in their tunics and breeches." one of the men replied.

She wished she had more magical strength so she could have cast a Truth Spell, but the man didn't look like he was lying, and the others were all nodding in agreement. She shrugged mentally and then cast a general Healing Spell on the four of them, which was about all she could do magically, given how wide an area she had to cast it. She returned to the courtyard.

"It looks like the mercenaries who transported us to the city may have acquired our armor and weapons. We shall have to track them down. The question is, do we strike now while the city is still in an uproar over the Palace, or do we let me rest, probably overnight, so you have a sorceress at your beck and call rather than a worn-out woman." She accompanied this last with a grin in Kauriga's direction.

"Much in all as it hurts my manly pride to say this, we will accomplish a lot more with you fully rested than we will with just us fit for duty this afternoon," Kauriga answered.

He looked around at Rengard, who nodded, as did the remaining three Royal Guards.

"Shouldn't we at least get out of the city?" Tervo Janic asked.

"We need to find out where that mercenary troop has gone so we can retrieve our weapons and armor. The best place to find that out is here in the city, but we don't want to go roaming the streets just yet in case we're attacked while our most dangerous person is worn out." Kauriga replied, nodding at Taroniah.

"Did I hear you say the Palace was destroyed?" one of the unknown men who had just had his cell door opened asked, and Taroniah nodded. "Several of us were thrown in here secretly, on the King's direct orders. We could walk out of here, and no one would know if the King and his people are dead."

"I doubt there were many survivors and certainly no one from the center of the Palace. The King and all the nobles were gathered in the throne room, which was the target of the destruction."

Several of the other men behind the one asking the questions looked a bit doubtful about her claims. One of them edged forward.

"You claim you destroyed the center of the Palace? How?" the man asked.

"Well, you know those large square towers they have on the Palace wall?" At the man's nod, she continued. "I teleported an entire one of them into the center of the Palace. Teleporting one object into another creates a massive explosion, throwing debris everywhere and leaving a big hole as the two objects annihilate each other."

"Come on, you expect us to believe that you teleported an entire guard tower into the middle of the Palace? That's ridiculous."

Taroniah shrugged and made no effort to refute the man's doubts, turning to the original speaker.

"We would greatly appreciate it if you could go out into the city and see if you can find out where the mercenary troop that captured us is based. Normally, mercenaries camp in a field outside a city or town, don't they?" Kauriga nodded. "So, hopefully, they're still just outside the city."

The man scratched his head and then shrugged. "If they're still around, they should be easy enough to find. Give me a couple of trads, and I'll be back."

Taroniah smiled at the man and inclined her head. "And I will be extremely grateful."

"You believe her?" the doubter demanded of the man before he could leave.

"I was in the cell opposite her people." And here he pointed to Kauriga and the Royal Guardsmen. "She appeared in the middle of the cell block, just like that." He paused and turned back to look at her. "Just who are you, anyway?"

"I am Taroniah of Marland," she answered simply.

There were the sounds of indrawn breaths, and some of the former prisoners surrounding her and her people took a step or two back. The man who'd agreed to go and look for the mercenaries smiled and gave her a bow.

"It is a pleasure to meet you, your Highness," he said with a smile and then disappeared through the crowd.

Rengard grabbed two of the Royal Guardsmen, and they followed the fellow to the front gate where they eased it open and allowed him out without it being too obvious to anybody outside. A couple of the prisoners found the kitchen and mess area for the guards and soon had the stove going, where they began cooking up some food out of the guard's pantry. Kauriga procured some fried glikan, some cheese, and even a bit of wine that he shared with Taroniah, who had found a sheltered spot near the gate. After eating, she leaned back against the wall of the building and promptly fell asleep. Kauriga and Rengard remained on alert, watching over her. Looking down at her, Kauriga couldn’t help but smile because, as was usual when she was asleep, she still looked like the young girl he'd first met in Penhampia and almost immediately fallen in love with.


Chapter 30

More fun

It was more like two and a half trads before the fellow who had gone out to scout the situation in the city returned. Kauriga reluctantly woke Taroniah, who took a few moments to pull herself together, then needed to visit the latrines before she could concentrate enough to listen to the man's report. Finally, she presented herself in front of him.

"Well, as you said, the Palace is pretty much destroyed. The son of Kern Altonta, who is using that title now himself, has taken charge of the few remaining Royal Guardsmen and has organized people to search the rubble, looking for survivors. The Mayor was in the Palace at the time of the destruction, but the head of the City Watch wasn't, and he has put himself and the Watch under the command of the new Kern as well. Nobody is sure what will happen because if all the members of the Royal Family who were in the Palace are dead, according to one chap I spoke to who seemed to know what he was talking about, the next in line for the throne is a Kern's son from Oaknet. The Kern in question married the previous King's sister, so his son will probably become the next King, although that's by no means certain."

"What else are they going to do?" one of the unknown people asked.

"There is some talk of forming a Republic, given that all the Royal Family and most of the senior nobles have been wiped out in one fell swoop. It's just muttering at the moment, but the sentiment is growing, particularly in the city's poorer areas." He paused and turned back to address Taroniah. "Your mercenaries are still camped outside the eastern gate of the city. I found a couple of them in a tavern and sat near enough to hear their conversation without being too obvious about it. Apparently, they haven't been fully paid by the King yet, so they're hanging around to approach whoever takes charge of the city about receiving their full pay. Failing that, they will start looking for other contract opportunities."

Taroniah smiled at the man and inclined her head. "Thank you very much for that. Sit, rest. I think we will be paying a visit to the mercenary camp tomorrow morning, don't you agree, honey?"

"That sounds like a plan. Then we can find a boat and head up the river to Tavios, and from there, make our way back to Towleigh."

"You could probably make yourself Queen of Monchesia if you wanted." Byran Haltern suggested.

Taroniah cocked her head slightly to one side as she considered that and then shook it in a negative manner.

"Being Queen of the Kingdom is not all that much fun, you know, Byran. It's all paperwork and listening to nobles whine about an endless series of problems, and you hardly ever get a chance to just simply kill whoever it is you're sick and tired of listening to. Being diplomatic to assholes and polite to people you feel no respect for gets very wearing after a while." she sighed loudly. "No, I have no desire to be the ruler of a large Kingdom. The small time I spent running Marland while my brother was absent was bad enough. Don't get me wrong, if something awful happened to my brother, then I'd do my part as Queen of Marland, but it's not my first choice of gainful employment, shall we say."

Rengard and Kauriga laughed while the two Pickantians couldn't decide whether she was serious or not, although they did smile in light of the other two's laughter. The released prisoners had gathered around to hear the news, and they just stared at her, not really comprehending how anyone could turn down running a Kingdom. With the news that the lines of authority were somewhat blurred in the city, a trickle of prisoners slipped out the gate during the afternoon until, by nightfall, most of the prisoners had disappeared. Rengard ensured one of the Royal Guardsmen was always on duty at the gate to lower the beam that securely locked the gate after each person departed.

Kauriga insisted Taroniah sleep on the Commandant's bed that night while he slept on an improvised mattress on the floor next to her. The rest of her party and the few locals who were still hanging around did their best to make themselves comfortable for the night, which passed without incident, surprisingly enough. In the morning, they ate most of the rest of the food in the guard's storeroom. They assumed that the guards were supplied food from outside the prison every couple of days, which would explain why they didn't have much stored on the premises.

With her stomach full and feeling refreshed after a decent night’s sleep, she and her party departed for the eastern gate, where they would hopefully find the mercenary unit still camped. The weather had deteriorated and gave them low clouds and a steady drizzle to walk through. She threw the special anti-poison version of the Healing Spell she had used on herself on the two men from Pickantia, and by the time they reached the gate, they were both able to cast some of the smaller, simpler spells.

The city gates were open, but everybody passing through them, whether leaving or entering the city, was checked thoroughly by the City Watch contingent guarding the gate. Kauriga led the party up to the gates, where the guards stopped them and asked what their business was and where they were headed.

"We are heading to the mercenary camp outside the city to see if we can't hire on with them. Are there any objections to us doing that?" he asked, trying not to look too belligerent.

"Ha!" one of the guards exclaimed. "I doubt they'll be hiring anybody new as they keep screaming about how many mouths they have to feed and how they haven't been paid fully for their last job in the service of the King, or so they reckon."

"Well, it can't hurt to ask, I guess," Kauriga replied, deliberately trying to sound disappointed at hearing the Watchmen's words.

The guards laughed but waved their party through. The mercenary camp wasn't hard to find, being barely less than half a mile south of the city gates. They'd clearly taken over an entire paddock from a local farmer, set up their tents close to the road, and were using the rest of the paddock as a training ground. Some practiced with their bows, while others charged a target they had set up with lances while mounted.

They arrived behind half a dozen of the mercenaries who had just marched through the gate while they were talking to the guards. A wooden gate through the stone wall marked the roadside edge of the paddock, which the mercenaries passed through, nodding to the two men at the gate who were fully equipped and wearing armor, although their shields were resting against the wall, Taroniah noticed. Seeing her party turning towards the gate, they stood up straighter and grabbed their shields.

Taroniah had been studying the camp while they walked down the road and had pulled the hood of the cloak she had found down over her face so it wasn't obvious who she was. Using her previous military experience, counting the tents, she guessed there were maybe seventy or eighty mercenaries camped here, which was considerably more than the twenty or so that had been involved in their capture. They had already decided that Kauriga would do the talking, to start with, at any rate.

"Wha'ch ya be wanting?" one of the two men asked.

"I'd like to speak to the troop's Captain, please," Kauriga said formally.

"What about?"

"Well, send your offsider to find the Captain, and you might find out when he turns up," Kauriga replied.

The two mercenaries studied Kauriga and then the others for a moment before, finally, the one who had been asking the questions nodded to the other.

"Best you go and find the Captain, Bellyn," he ordered.

"I'm not ya lackey, Mayran." the fellow complained, but he turned and jogged off.

The fellow who was left behind shook his head. "We're not hiring at t'moment on account that the King ain't paid us the contract he agreed to."

"What contract was that?" Kauriga asked in a pleasant manner.

"He hired us four months ago to come and add to the cavalry force he was collecting. He was looking for lance and bow-armed cavalry, but most of the mercenary units quipped that way are all down southeast with Kyron the Swordsman. He's got us trying to train up his people, but nobles just don't want to listen, you know?"

Kauriga nodded as if in sympathy, even though he was nobly born himself and married to the Crown Princess of Marland.

"You can't teach an opinionated horse new tricks," Kauriga said with a grin.

The mercenary laughed. "Ain't that the truth of it!"

Taroniah had quickly counted those present and realized there were only about thirty or so mercenaries currently in the camp, so she guessed most of the others must have been off trying to teach the nobles how to become proper cavalry. She wondered if the training had been taking place near the Palace. A silence fell after the joke, and then she saw an older-looking man, well-dressed for a soldier, approaching with the missing guard. She also noticed that perhaps a dozen of the mercenaries in the camp were weaponing up and moving in their general direction as well, in case of trouble, she assumed.

"I'm Jero Larnkar, Captain of Marthar's Raiders. Bellyn here says you want to talk to me?"

This fellow clearly wasn't the man who had overseen the party that captured her, whose name had been Orthar Wengat. Kauriga glanced to the side where Taroniah was standing, trying to look subservient. She flicked her eyes in the Captain's direction.

"We are looking for Orthar Wengat. He has some property that belongs to us."

"Does he now?" the man replied, frowning at Kauriga. "Why should I believe that he has property of yours?"

"Because he was the one in command of the party of mercenaries that came up the river with the prisoners they'd taken on behalf of the King. He stripped us of our armor and weapons, which we would now like back."

The man took a step back, still frowning at Kauriga. "I don't much appreciate people coming to my cabin and threatening my subordinates," he said belligerently, his hand going to his sword hilt.

The other mercenaries in the vicinity drew themselves up and started looking like they were also ready to draw their weapons. Kauriga looked around at the dozen or so mercenaries and shook his head.

"Then perhaps you should keep better control of your subordinates. Is our gear here, or does he have it with him?"

The mercenary Captain nodded to one of his men who whistled, and suddenly, the whole camp was stirring, and the men in archery practice came running over along with a couple of the men mounted on their horses who had been practicing lance work. Kauriga looked across to Taroniah, but she simply shrugged and did not attempt to interfere with the mercenaries collecting into a group. A couple of the men went round to the tents, adding a couple more men who must have been resting to the formation.

"Are you aware of exactly who your man drugged and dragged to this city against her will?" Kauriga asked Captain Larnkar while his men were assembling.

"Orthar wouldn't shut up about how he personally had captured the famous sorceress, Taroniah. However, drugging someone in their sleep is not exactly a heroic performance, in my opinion, particularly when he had someone on the inside as well. I take it you are the rest of her party who weren't in the Palace yesterday?"

"In that, you are correct. So where is this Orthar?" Kauriga asked.

"He and his men were in the Palace as honored guests of the King yesterday. That means my troop is down twenty experienced soldiers as a result of whatever that was, as there were no survivors."

"My heart bleeds for you," Kauriga replied. "But it doesn't change the fact that we want our armor and weapons back unless he was wearing them at the time?"

"No. Our troop rules are that all booty is equally divided amongst the troop. Until we gain more armor or coins to the same value, the armor and swords that were collected remain part of the troop's capital, shall we say."

"Well then, there will be no problem in you giving our property back to us then, will it?" Kauriga said.

The Captain made a point of looking around at his assembled men and then back at Kauriga.

"That's not going to happen."

Bryan Haltern raised a hand and displayed a small fire burning above his palm.

"You sure about that, Captain?"

One of the mercenaries standing near the Captain held out his hand, and it, too, had a fire appear above its open palm. The Captain cocked his head to one side with a look that said anything you can do, we can do better.

"Enough," Taroniah said firmly. "You are holding our possessions, Captain. Possessions that were taken from us by the threat of the use of force, in circumstances where we could not otherwise defend ourselves, from men who are part of your troop. Fortunately, they are now deceased. Otherwise, we would be having a completely different discussion. Hand over our possessions now and survive."

The Captain looked at her, frowning. "That's a pretty big threat from a little lady. Who do you think you are? Taroniah of Marland?"

She pulled back the hood of the coat she was wearing. "Yes, that’s exactly who I am."

"But you're dead! You were in the Palace when it exploded." the Captain declared.

"No, I wasn't. I'm the one who made the Palace explode and I am rapidly getting sick of this conversation. Hand over our possessions now, or we shall come and take them by force."

The Captain took a step back so that he was in line with the front rank of the mercenaries. He glanced to the left, where the dozen or so men with bows were standing, and then looked forward at Kauriga and Taroniah. He nodded, and the bowmen all loosed their arrows at the same moment and started reaching for another arrow to replace the ones fired. The arrows smacked against Taroniah's shield and dropped to the ground, some snapping from the sudden halt to their progress before they fell.

Taroniah conceptualized her Wind Spell and applied a lot of power to it, directing it at the mercenaries in front of her. She angled it a little to lift the men off their feet and into the air. Most of the men, apart from a few at each end of the line, were picked up by the wind and carried backward for three or four hundred paces before she cut the spell, and they abruptly dropped to the ground. No doubt suffering many broken bones and even necks, she guessed.

"Does anybody else want to get in my way?" she said, daring the few remaining mercenaries to do anything. "Where are our possessions!" she demanded forcefully.

One of the mercenaries pointed over to a large tent next to a smaller one.

"In the store tent over there," he said nervously.

Taroniah nodded and led her people over to the larger tent, which she discovered was the Captain's tent. The smaller tent contained their armor and weapons, which were still in the cloth carry bags they were kept in when they weren't expecting trouble or when sleeping at night. With the help of the Royal Guardsmen, they all quickly donned their equipment, nodded to the few remaining mercenaries, and started heading back to the city. The remaining mercenaries watched them warily, but none of them were stupid enough to make any attempt to interfere. Once Taroniah and her people were well away, the remaining mercenaries turned and hurried in the direction their companions had been blown. Taroniah and her people would now need to cross the city to reach the docks and find a boat that could carry them up the river.

Their passage through the city was relatively easy as everybody was too busy worrying about what was going to happen now that the Royal Family had been killed off. There were City Watch guardsmen on most major corners, keeping an eye on everybody as most of the citizens simply tried to go about their normal daily routine. Each group of Watchmen kept a close eye on them as they passed, but none of them made any effort to hinder their passage. As a result, they reached the docks without any further confrontations. Finding a boat to carry them up the river was more difficult as most of the shipping departed first thing in the morning each day.

After having a break while they had something to eat for lunch, they resumed their search and eventually found a skipper who had already taken aboard enough cargo to make him willing to depart that afternoon instead of waiting for the morning, and within half a trad, they were heading upriver. The river was wide enough here that the boat could use its sails even if it meant tacking backward and forwards across the river in the face of the south-westerly breeze.

Overnight, the breeze swung around more to the west, enabling them to make much longer reaches before having to tack back across to the other bank before tacking again. They spent two full days on the river after leaving Bostontef in the afternoon, and they didn't pull into Tavios until nearly midday on the third day. They used more of the coins that had been hidden in the seams of their clothing to buy horses and were soon riding back towards the Dragon Mountains to the southwest of Tavios.

The trip southwest passed through low-lying land that was alternatively rich farmland or swampy morass. Taroniah couldn't decide if the locals were slowly reclaiming the swamp or if the swampy area was slowly growing. When asked, the Captain of the ship informed her that it was a constant battle with the farmers gaining ground for a few years and then long rainy periods and floods setting them back. He said there was also a problem with tides and saltiness, with the river being tidal almost half the way to Tavios.

The whole area was covered with small villages that served as centers for the surrounding farmlands. Eventually, they left the lowlands and headed into a hilly area, starting with low, gentle mounds and increasing in height and ruggedness the further southwest they went. The villages they passed through changed from catering to crop farming to animal husbandry and then to mining as the ground continued to rise.

They camped just short of the pass that led upwards into the mountains proper. The next day, Taroniah’s party discovered that the direct route to the mountains was not quite as steep on this side as it had been on the other side. They hadn't been concerned with the state of the track on the way down after they had been captured, having more important things to worry about. Davina said the small lake was south of the track and approximately five miles into the mountains, although she freely admitted that her estimate had been a guess. Taroniah tried to keep track of the distance they traveled through the mountains as best she could, and when they had reached approximately five miles, she halted their group and studied the terrain.

The track followed a series of valleys and passes, so it was almost impossible to see what was around them other than the faces of the mountains that lined the path. Taroniah studied the peaks to the southeast, of which there were several that could be seen from the road, and pointed out one that was higher than the others. She was already wearing breeches and boots, so she quickly pulled out the one thick coat she had with her, and after bundling herself up, she called up the Teleportation Spell and moved herself to the side of the mountain in a much higher location than where they were on the track.

She looked around carefully but couldn't spot a lake of any description. Pursing her lips, she looked up at the towering mountain above her and then began to make her way around the side of the mountain through the snow. It was slow going as she had no desire to fall off the side of the mountain and the snow made it difficult to see what was under her feet. Fortunately, it wasn't that long after midday, so she had plenty of time to get around the outthrust flank of the mountain she was on, which enabled her to view the ground to the southeast much better. And there was the lake. Well, she assumed that was the lake. How they would get to it was another matter entirely. She made her way back around the mountain to where she had arrived and teleported back down to the road.

They had to traverse the track for some distance before they found a gully or ravine heading in the direction she wanted. It was so rugged that they had to dismount from the horses and lead them on foot to make their way through the narrow gap. The gully climbed steeply and then reached a small saddle from where another gully continued down the other side of the small ridge they had reached. With no other possible course of action to follow, they carefully led the horses down that gully, which eventually broadened enough that there was less chance of them slipping and falling, so they were able to increase their pace somewhat. They still had to be careful of the horses so they couldn't move too fast.

They reached a sheltered spot in the gully that had almost become wide enough to be called a valley, and Taroniah called a halt there for the night. After a bit of searching, they found an overhang that would protect them somewhat from the weather if it decided to rain during the night, and they pitched their tents on the slightly sloping ground. The night was cold, the clear skies of the previous day ensuring a freezing night. They huddled together to an extent to help keep each other warm and slept as best they could. They rotated one person on watch all night, but nothing attacked them, which was a relief. They all voted that Taroniah should not have to stand a watch in the middle of the night, given that she was using her magic to scout their way. She wasn't entirely sure of the validity of their argument but was too tired to argue with them.

In the morning, they found the little valley blanketed in fog. As they were unfamiliar with the area, none of them were willing to wander off into the grey blankness. The fog was so thick that it muffled sound within a few paces and reduced visibility to something similar. The fog remained thick for at least a trad after it got light and didn't really dissipate until probably the fifth trad. By the fourth trad they could see well enough to continue making their way along the side of the mountain that Taroniah thought was blocking them from the lake.

The fog burnt off suddenly, going from thick to nothing in just a few tocks. It made travel so much easier, now being able to see more than just a few feet in front of them, and although they couldn't see the lake, they kept trending southeast, which was where Taroniah thought it was. The valley they were in turned to the north around another mountain but there was a narrow gully leading off to the right that Taroniah decided they would follow. Once more, they were back to leading their horses over the rugged terrain along the side of the gully as they picked their way through the snow and loose boulders.

The gully they were following ended abruptly at a small cliff where a small waterfall cascaded down into the stream that ran at the bottom of the gully. There was no way to advance any further with their horses, so they had to backtrack for nearly a trad before they found a way up the side of the gully to the top of the small ridge. The ridge linked one shoulder of the mountain to the shoulder of the next mountain, and beyond that, they could see yet another V-shaped gully, this one running northeast, so at least it was partly in the direction they wished to travel.

They made their way diagonally down the side of the gully as it was too steep for the horses to go straight down to the bottom of it. This gully only had a small trickle of water running along the bottom, so they had no trouble following it, only having to dodge the odd large boulder that had fallen down from somewhere. The gully continued to generally head in a north-easterly direction, which wasn't ideal, but while the huge mountain still blocked the view to their right, they didn't have a lot of choice in the matter.

There was no convenient overhang for them to camp under, but there was a copse of fir trees with a barren area just below them where it looked as though the ground had been washed away in a storm. As the light started to fade, they looked around the gully for a suitable place to camp for the night, but in the end, they decided this was the best option. The wind began to get up as they made camp, which was annoying, and it also brought clouds with it, so that while the temperatures weren't as cold, it felt as cold because of the wind factor. Sometime during the night, it began to snow, and although it never got very heavy, when they woke in the morning, the entire campsite was blanketed in a finger's depth or more of snow.

It wasn't heavy enough to be blinding, but it was annoying not being able to see what was on the ground under the snow. The two men leading the column each carried a long stick, which they swept over the ground in front of them to ensure they didn't trip over a boulder, miss a hollow, or anything else that might cause them problems. Waving the stick around was tiring, so they began swapping out the two leaders every half-trad. The gully kept rising, and the trees became sparser the higher they got. The gully jinked to the right, and then they found a junction with the gully they were on, which continued more to the left, and a new, smaller gully coming in from the right.

After some discussion, they elected to go to the right. The gully was much smaller and narrower than the one they had been following, although it wasn't that much harder to make their way along it while leading the horses. Then, they came to a spot where it was going to be almost impossible to get the horses past.

"Stay here while I go and check what's ahead," Taroniah ordered the others.

She left her horse with Kauriga and scrambled up the steep slope at an angle, and then she turned and went up the slope at the opposite angle, which left her directly above their party on a slight ridge. Looking over the top of the ridge, she could see a gentle slope all the way down that turned into a valley after about a mile, and then it turned to the right around the mountain that had been in their way the whole time. There was another huge mountain directly ahead, which was the main reason that the valley turned to the right.

She studied the slope, looking for a way to get the horses up, but in the end, she gave up, as it was just too steep. Fortunately, on the other side, it was quite easy-going, relatively speaking, and she had no doubt they'd be able to lead their horses down the slope without too much trouble. She just had to work out a way of getting the horses up this side of the slope. 


Chapter 31

The Lake

She stood there looking at the terrain as she scratched her head for a few minutes, and then the obvious answer came to her, and she mentally kicked herself for being so slow on the uptake. She also spotted a sheltered area with a slight overhang over to the left from where they were all gathered looking up at her. She scrambled back down the slope to her companions. She took a couple of moments to catch her breath and then pointed back up the slope.

"Beyond that ridge, the going gets much easier as a shallow valley runs around to the right. The horses will have no trouble at all traversing the area once we get them up the slope." She paused as they turned to look up the slope, which they all recognized was impassable to their horses. "I want you two to scramble up the slope and be ready to steady the horses at the top while I levitate them up the slope," Taroniah said to the two magicians from Pickantia.

Byran looked up the slope and then back at Taroniah.

"Seriously?" he asked, and she nodded, an intent expression on her face, so he shrugged and looked at his apprentice. "Come on, Tervo, time to find out what it's like to be a mountain agron."

Tervo didn't look all that enthused with this idea, but he followed his master up the slope as they carefully climbed their way to the top. Meanwhile, the others began organizing the horses, removing anything heavy or valuable. Once Byran gave her a wave to show he was set and ready, she levitated her horse up the slope first, much to the horse's disgust and panic. Firmly gripped by her Levitation Spell, the horse could do little except look around in wide-eyed fear as it rose up the slope. Once it rose above the top of the slope where Byran was waiting, he reached out and grabbed the reins and the saddle, which enabled him to pull the horse back over solid ground.

"Righto!" he yelled.

Taroniah eased the Levitation Spell, and the horse slowly lowered down to the ground. She couldn't see her horse's expression from where she was, but it was obviously sufficiently calmed by having its four hooves back on solid ground that it was able to be led away without kicking up too much of a fuss. Byran reappeared, and she sent up the next horse. She had to take a half-trad break after sending up the first five horses, during which Rengard and a couple of the guards scrambled up the slope as well, carrying some of the items that they had removed from the horses before she levitated them.

She did another five horses and had another half-trad break, and then she strained herself and did the final six. The spare horses didn't take as much energy as they only had a halter with no saddle or saddlebags. She took a break for a couple of tocks while the others all scrambled up the slope, except for Kauriga, who insisted on waiting and following her up the slope in case she struggled with fatigue. With one last effort, she levitated the remaining saddle bags, blankets, and tents that had been strapped to the horses, after which she climbed up herself, Kauriga following her. She had no idea how he thought he would catch her if she stumbled and fell, but he insisted, which was endearing of him.

With the whole party and all the horses safely up the steep slope, they headed over to the overhang Taroniah had spotted earlier and made camp as she was in no state to continue any further that day. Surprisingly, the weather turned fine overnight, with scattered fluffy white clouds floating across the otherwise blue sky. It was still bitingly cold in the morning, but as the day went on, they all warmed up as they struggled down the valley she had seen. After they passed a large outcrop of rock, they were presented with the view of an oval valley with a lake in the middle of it that appeared to be frozen solid.

They had to move further around to their right before they could find easy access down to the valley itself, and as they did so, Taroniah could see that there was an opening in the mountains on the far side of the lake and what looked like a river of ice flowing away somewhat downhill.

"There's a glacier exiting the valley at the other end," she said, pointing in the right direction.

None of them had ever seen a glacier before, merely read about them in their texts when they were at school, so there was some debate about whether she was right as they made their way down to the edge of the frozen lake. The ice of the lake wasn't all that transparent, and they certainly couldn't see the bottom of the lake, that was for sure. They quickly discovered that trying to walk on the ice was not all that easy, and instead, they chose to walk along the shore just above the line of the ice.

The one thing they couldn't see was any sign of the dragon. They probably had the wrong lake, Taroniah admitted, and the others agreed, but before they left the lake, Taroniah levitated herself up to a considerable height. She stayed up for some time, and Byran was starting to get concerned about her holding herself for so long, when she finally let herself descend to her waiting companions.

"This is definitely the right lake!" she said with a bright grin. "The dragon is over there near where the glacier starts. It looks to be just below the surface, too."

It took them some time to work their way around the edge of the lake until they reached where Taroniah thought the dragon was. She eased herself out onto the ice carefully, having great difficulty in keeping herself upright. She tried crawling, but the ice was too cold for her hands and knees, so she went back to slip-sliding along in a sort of ungainly shuffle. Eventually, she could see what looked like the dragon's tail just below the ice. In fact, part of it looked to be almost out of the ice completely, although there was still a film of frozen material over it despite it sticking up slightly above the general level of the lake.

She continued to shuffle forward, feeling strange as she passed over the now obvious dragon embedded in the ice below her. The body of the dragon wasn't that much larger than the body of a horse or perhaps a bullroch. The long tail and the long neck made it appear bigger than it was. Oh, and the wings, of course. The wings were folded up like a dryarn on a perch. The neck was only perhaps two paces long, and the head looked like a recknar's head, only bigger, particularly the back of the skull. Then she recalled that Koovalt had reputedly used a recknar as part of the creature's construction.

The tip of one of the hunched wings was also nearly out of the ice, she noticed as she made her slow way over to the creature. One of the forelimbs was also nearly exposed. It looked like the creature had tried to put its arm up to stop something falling on it. It looked like it had been bending down to drink and then been buried by ice very quickly, possibly instantly. She continued to shuffle forward until she reached the point where the ice was rippled by the action of it flowing over the edge of the lake and beginning its slow progress down the valley on the far side.

Taroniah studied the sides of the valley and decided that the glacier had been either grinding away the valley, so it was lower, or the glacier was shrinking. Possibly both. There were gouge marks and a smoothness to the sides of the valley above the glacier's surface that showed the ice had been much higher in the past. She had no idea how fast the glacier was moving, but it was clear that the dragon would be carried over the edge and down the slope sooner or later.

The lower height of the glacier also explained why the lake appeared to be lower, threatening to expose the dragon. As it ground away at the top of the valley, deepening the trench the glacier was sliding down, it meant that the lake ice could escape easier and didn't build up in the lake as much as it had in the past. Possibly. She had also read that it used to be much colder in the centuries following the Great War but had warmed up in more recent times. She was no expert, but it was clear that the dragon was slowly eroding out of the ice. She didn't know why its eroding out of the ice would be a problem, although Davina had hinted that perhaps the dragon wasn't dead, which seemed unlikely given it had been entombed in the ice for somewhere between fifteen and eighteen hundred years.

She carefully conceptualized the Detect Magical Strength spell and cast it on the dragon, or at least the ice that contained the dragon. The damn thing glowed blue, very blue, even through the ice. Right. She guessed Davina had done essentially the same thing, except maybe she had used the ordinary Detect Magic Spell, which was why she had run away. Taroniah shook her head at the idea of a cowardly God.

The real problem, as far as Taroniah could see, was not the dragon melting out of the ice but that the dragon would melt out so slowly that the parts that were exposed to the air would start rotting while the rest of the dragon was still safely encased in the ice. She looked at where the head was and decided it would be some time before the head was exposed compared to other parts of the dragon. If the exposed parts turned gangrenous, there was every chance the dragon would die before it even got out of the ice.

She waved a hand to direct the others around the edge of the lake closer to where she was, shuffled her way toward the edge of the ice, and then carefully worked her way up onto solid ground. It took the others some time to reach her position while she stood and contemplated the dragon buried in the ice. She really wanted to sit down, but until the others arrived with the horses and she could get the waterproof coat out of her saddle bags, there was nowhere to sit that wasn't so cold that she would stick to it. The others finally arrived and gathered around, looking out over the lake.

"If you can see those two slight bumps in the ice out there," and she pointed at each of them, "one is a part of the tail, and the other is the tip of a wing. They're both about to emerge from the ice, but the rest is still buried, parts of it quite deeply. As the parts of the beast emerge and thaw, they'll start rotting, probably turning gangrenous. The head is far enough down that large parts of the beast will have rotted before the head is even exposed."

"Surely, if the thing has been encased in ice for centuries, it can't be still alive, can it?" one of the Royal Guards asked.

"Did you see it glow blue before?" Taroniah asked.

"I saw. The magic is still active, then?" Byran asked.

Taroniah shrugged. "The magic is still active. I have no idea how Koovalt created the beast in the first place, but the fact that the magic is still active at least gives the possibility that if we freed the thing from the ice, it would still be alive."

There was some shaking of heads at this statement.

"Do we actually want a live dragon floating around?" Rengard asked.

Kauriga snorted. "That's actually a very good question."

Taroniah nodded. She had moved to her horse and found the waterproof coat in her saddlebags, which she carried over to a suitable boulder not too far away, placed it on the rock, and then sat.

"I think it is a question we must consider carefully before making any hasty decisions. Be aware that if the magic is still there and the beast is still alive, at some point, the head will emerge from the ice and thaw, at which point it will come back to life, one assumes, as the magic is still working, by which time parts of it may well have rotted away completely. A live but painfully rotting dragon may be worse than a live and intact dragon, gentlemen."

This statement was met with considered silence for a few moments.

"I take it that you're seriously considering freeing it from the ice, are you?" Byran asked Taroniah.

"It's one of three options," she replied.

"Three options?"

"Yes. One option is that we simply walk away and leave it to melt out of the ice with whatever problems that entails. The second option is that I come up with a way of freeing it from the ice, which would leave us with a live, possibly still angry dragon and the third option is that I simply destroy it in situ."

"How would you go about freeing it, anyway?" Byran asked.

"I was thinking about that while I was out on the ice. I could dig away a channel in front of its head down over the edge so that the meltwater can run away and not refreeze. Beyond that, probably the best thing to do would be to use Kauriga's and Rengard's breastplates. Prop them on the ice and then build up a fire inside each one so that the ice underneath melts. Position them over near where I'm going to excavate the channel, and we can hopefully free the creature's head fairly quickly without too much drama."

"I really can't see how it could still be alive after all this time." the senior Pickantian magician said.

"What about the fact that it glowed blue then?" Taroniah replied.

"It could be just like those magic swords and other items that have survived since the Great War, where the magic is embedded in the items. After all, Koovalt had to use a lot of magic to create the thing in the first place. He probably embedded magic in the beast to allow it to fly and do whatever else it does. It doesn't necessarily mean that the beast itself is still alive just because it shows up as still being magic to a Detect Magic Spell."

Taroniah scratched her head and nodded. "You're right, you know. I hadn't thought about that." She turned and studied the embedded beast. "That would explain how it has lasted so long if he'd infused magic into the whole beast. Hmm. Well, if we release the head from the ice, we'll know soon enough." She looked around up the slope behind them. "Can you guys all gather up some kindling and fallen branches while Kauriga and Rengard grab their breastplates so we can turn them into stoves."

None of the others had breastplates as such. The Royal Guards had heavy chain armor leather with a bit of plate reinforcement here and there. None of them had been wearing their armor while clambering around the mountainsides. Trying to move on steep slopes while wearing heavy armor was just too awkward. While the others carried out their tasks, Taroniah moved forward onto the ice again and shuffled over to where the beast's head was.

She studied the ice, measured things out, conceptualized the Teleportation Spell dug out a block of ice only a pace wide but thirty paces long and three paces deep. It reappeared two hundred paces down the valley, landing with an almighty crash and shattering into thousands of pieces, scaring the hell out of everybody except Taroniah and her two regular companions.

"What the hell was that?" Byran called from some distance up the slope, where he had found several fallen branches that he had just started to carry back down to the lake.

"I dug out a nice channel. Be warned, I'm about to dig another one." Taroniah yelled back.

She dug a second channel out of the ice starting about a pace in from the end of the previous channel and running thirty paces downhill. She made it one pace wide again, three paces deep and fifty paces long. The slope of the hill meant that the channel she dug petered out at about forty paces rather than the fifty she had put in the calculations for the spell, but it was certainly far enough.

They positioned their breastplates on either side of the beast's head roughly a pace away from the creature on either side, piled up some kindling and then some thicker wood from some of the fallen branches until they had quite nice bonfires piled up and ready to go in each breastplate. A quick Ball of Fire Spell was thrown into each pile of wood resting in each breastplate, and then she could just sit back and watch the ice melt while sending the men to get more timber. The two Pickantia magicians shuffled out onto the ice to look at the channel she had dug.

"How did you do that?"

Taroniah considered various answers but, in the end, settled for the truth.

"The Goddess Davina showed me a Teleportation Spell that is really complicated and hard to conceptualize, besides being excessively draining to throw. I feel so knackered after throwing it twice that I'm ready to go for a nap." Taroniah replied, adding a grin at the end.

"Can you teach it to me?" Byran asked.

Now, that was a good question, wasn't it? There was a good chance he wouldn't be able to throw it, as it really was a very complicated and demanding spell. The problem was that writing it out for him meant that at some point down the track, somebody else could get hold of the copy of the spell, someone who perhaps wasn't as well-meaning as Byran appeared to be. Not that she entirely trusted either of the Pickantia magicians, but they didn't come across as evil or even bad persons, even if they were loyal to a different Kingdom.

"I don't know that I'm allowed to," she replied, choosing to obfuscate the issue. "The Goddess Davina gave it to me as a personal favor, so I'm not sure she intended for me to pass it on to other magicians. Things were different when she grew up before the Great War. Magic was much more controlled in her day, and magicians only shared things with their apprentices, not with other magicians. She found the whole concept of magical colleges utterly alien to how magic was taught in her day."

"I hadn't realized the Goddess Davina had given you the spell. I have no wish for you to get offside with a God, that is for certain. Perhaps, the next time you see her, you could enquire about passing the spell on to us lesser mortals. If that is all right?"

Taroniah nodded. "That sounds like a plan. You're right. I don't really want her to get upset with me. She's such an amazing source of information from the times before the Great War. She actually knew Koovalt the Mad, who created this dragon. According to her, he really was totally mad. One of those people who didn't see others as being somehow real." She shook her head and studied her improvised stoves.

The ice was melting under the breastplates, but the water was pooling there rather than running away. She pulled out her sword and began scratching a channel toward where she had excavated the ice. The melted water around the breastplate was hot enough to be bubbling and creating clouds of steam despite the ice it was sitting on, and the breastplate had settled a couple of finger breadths into the ice. The hot water followed the scratch she had made in the ice with her sword, and the distance was just short enough for the water to reach the excavation point before refreezing.

She did the same on the other side, and when she looked back, the channel she had dug was significantly deeper and wider as the hot water melted the ice on either side of it. She realized that she had placed the breastplates possibly a little bit too far away from the head of the dragon, so she shuffled back across to the first one and, using her boot, pushed it slightly closer to the dragon's head. After telling the soldiers to bring more wood, she moved the other breastplate closer to the beast's head and then stood and watched to ensure the channels were all working as she had hoped.

The troops were struggling to find more wood without going too far away, so Taroniah quickly looked around and spotted a large dead tree. She shuffled over to the edge of the ice and climbed the bank for some distance until she reached the dead tree. She called up her modified Force Punch Spell that cut rather than punched. Hmm. Force Cut Spell, she decided to call it, there and then. She conceptualized the spell, put some power into it, and sliced straight through the trunk of the dead tree. Then had to hop out of the way as the tree came crashing down almost on top of her!

The tree had been dead for some time and quite a few of the limbs simply broke off as it crashed to the ground. She walked back toward the lake, and she sliced a few of the larger limbs as she passed, grabbed a handful of timber for herself, reached the edge of the ice, and shuffled back out with her wood to feed the fires. The holes the breastplates were melting in the ice were growing rapidly, but fortunately, the drainage channels she had made were also growing, which meant that the edge of the breastplates stayed above the waterline even as they sank below the level of surrounding ice.

The dead tree gave them enough timber to keep the fires going for some time, so she directed them to find a spot to make a camp, as they were clearly going to be here for some time. At least the weather stayed clear, as the last thing she needed was a storm to blow in and dump several inches of snow on top of her fires. Once the camp was set up, she had them pile up broken-up timber on top of a bare rock so it would be handy for whoever was on night duty to keep feeding the fires in the breastplates. She didn't want the fires to be kept going flat out during the night when they couldn't see what was happening with the ice. Rather, she wanted them to merely smolder along and be easily stirred up again in the morning.

Her wish for no snow was granted, although the weather looked a bit dodgy the following morning. The white fluffy clouds of the previous couple of days were replaced by grey, dark-looking clouds that scattered across the sky, but for the moment, they seemed too high to bring much in the way of rain or snow. She wished she had more breastplates, as only having two slowed the job. The breastplates were now well below the level of the lake's ice, with the area in their immediate vicinity now much lower than it had been the previous day.

By mid-morning, the thaw had reached the ice where the dragon's head was encased, and there was some hope that they would free it that day. What would happen then was anybody's guess, they kept the fires going and the ice kept melting. The melt also reached the beast's left-hand forelimb, which had been higher in the ice anyway, and some of the digits began to melt out of the ice. She wasn't sure whether to call them fingers, toes, or talons, as each digit was equipped with a sharp talon attached to.

On closer inspection, they looked a lot like fingernails rather than a bird's claw, with what appeared to be a humanlike finger underneath and the sharp talons growing out of the top, much as someone's fingernail would. The beast's head was clearer now, too. It was very recknar-like at the snout, but the cranium was more rounded and enlarged like a human's skull. The mouth seemed to have as many sharp teeth as what you would expect to see inside a recknar's mouth, and although the head was larger than a standard recknar's head, the teeth didn't look to be proportionally bigger.

Around the seventh trad, Taroniah very carefully took the pommel of her dagger and began cracking away the ice that was covering the dragon's head in places where it was relatively thin. She kept this up for another half a trad, and before long, she freed probably half the beast's head from the ice. Suddenly, there was a groaning noise, and she realized it was coming from the dragon's mouth. The eye nearest her opened and stared at her.

"Hello." she said, not at all sure that the beast would understand her.

She saw the eye swivel around. She assumed it was trying to get a look at what was going on and why it couldn't move.

"We're trying to slowly melt you out of the ice. If you can understand me?"

There was a growling sound from the beast this time, and then there came the noise of ice cracking, and when she looked beyond the head, she could see where its hand had broken completely free of the ice, although most of its arm was still trapped. Then came a loud cracking noise, and the beast's head freed itself from the ice completely, although most of its neck was still encased.

It tried to look around, but its movement was still too constrained by the ice to allow it to get a good look at the surroundings. The effort obviously exhausted it as its head lay back down in the hollow it had come out of. Evidently, the ice at the bottom of the hollow was too cold, as the beast lifted his head slightly back up off the freezing surface and held it there. Taroniah pulled out her knife and, holding its pommel down, approached where the beast's neck came out of the ice.

"I'm going to try to crack some of the ice around your neck." she said calmly as she approached the spot.

The beast's eye watched her warily. It turned its head slightly to keep her in view, so she deliberately started with the ice at the closest point, driving the knife pommel down onto the hard surface several times without effect, but then the ice started to crack, and the beast reared up slightly, able to get more of its neck out of the ice.

"I haven't tried to crack the ice generally." she said, waving her hand around at the beast's body. "For fear that your frozen body would crack as well." She paused and cocked her head slightly as she studied the beast's head which was looking directly at her. "Can you even understand what I'm saying?"

Several of the others had gathered around by this stage, although, unlike Taroniah, they were keeping well back from the beast's head. The dragon stared at Taroniah for a moment and then nodded.

"Bloody Lyurgan!" Kauriga exclaimed.

"It probably can't talk. I doubt the mouth is properly shaped to be able to speak human-style words." Taroniah observed.

The beast opened its mouth, and a groan came out of it. Everybody flinched except Taroniah, who just remained still and studied the dragon. Given most of its neck was still encased in the ice, it probably couldn't reach far enough to take a bite out of her even if it wanted to, but it would be touch and go. It stared at her for a moment more.


Chapter 32

The Dragon

:: No. I can't talk with my mouth.::

The words impacted inside her head, and her eyes opened in shock. She looked around, but it was immediately clear that nobody else could hear the dragon as they were all still warily watching the beast, just like they had been the moment before. None of their faces had the shocked expression that would indicate they had heard the beast mentally.

"Is that a spell or a natural ability?" she asked.

Everybody looked at her strangely while the dragon gave a small shake of its head.

:: There is nothing natural about me. It is a spell. You don't know the Telepathy Spell?::

"No. There's no such spell in our listings. A lot of what was known before the Great War was lost, either as a result of the fighting or at the hands of the Revilers in the century after."

She heard the others start whispering among themselves that she must be talking to the dragon. The way the words were phrased made it sound like they were worried about her mental state.

:: Ah, yes. The Revilers. Determined to rid the world of magic. They sent a force into these mountains to get rid of me, you know? They were very arrogant and rude people. There were no survivors.::

"They are long gone now." Taroniah informed the dragon.

:: Good riddance.::

"Did you get buried by an avalanche?"

:: Sort of. This lake never thawed out completely, but meltwater would collect around the edges. I was leaning down, drinking from the water, when there was a loud cracking sound. Typical of rocks breaking in the cold. I didn't think anything of it until a chunk of rock hit me. It knocked me stupid, and I think I was partially concussed. At any rate, a much larger part of the rock that cracked open started an avalanche that buried me before I could react in my befuddled state. That is all I clearly remember. And now you are digging me out of the ice.::

"I thought if we just left you to thaw out of the ice naturally, the parts that were exposed first would start to rot and possibly become gangrenous before the rest of you was released from the ice." She shrugged. "Not everybody thought releasing you was the best choice of action to follow. According to the local legends, your reputation is not exactly warm and cozy." Taroniah accompanied this last sentence with a smile.

The dragon made a snorting sound. ::That was because people wouldn't leave me alone. So, I am just a legend, am I? This begs the question of how long I have been encased in the ice?::

"How long after the Great War were you buried?" Taroniah asked.

The dragon turned its head and stared off down the valley for a moment. Then, it turned its attention back to Taroniah.

:: I didn't really pay all that much attention to the time that had passed, but it was at least three hundred years after the fall of Atherion that I had been living in these mountains before I was buried.::

Taroniah nodded. "That's about the time frame the locals offer." She paused. "There is no easy way to say this. It is now roughly two thousand years since the fall of Atherion."

:: Damn!::

This appeared to shut the dragon up for the moment. Taroniah studied where the breastplates were and moved to push first one and then the other slightly more toward the beast's arms and away from the body. Looking around, she could see several puddles, so she got out her sword and scratched some more channels to help improve the water flow away from the beast.

She resumed bashing the ice with the pommel of her dagger, and several others began following suit in other areas where the ice was relatively thin. Finally, the dragon ceased its introspection, lifted its head, and turned to face Taroniah again.

::I can feel my body. I just can't move anything. I think if you drop something heavy on the ice, it will crack and shatter, and I'd be able to free myself without my body cracking and shattering like the ice.::

Taroniah considered this. She stopped pounding the ice with her dagger, which was just as well as her arm was getting tired, and she moved around a little, studying the situation. If she dropped a boulder on the ice over the V shape between its left arm and its neck, the ice there might crack, allowing the beast to free its arm. "How about we give your idea a test?" she said, pointing to the spot she had in mind.

The dragon swung its head around to look where she was pointing, which wasn't easy for it to accomplish, and then the head nodded.

"I'll see what I can find in the way of rocks that aren't too big or too small." She turned to Kauriga. "Keep an eye on the breastplates to make sure the fires keep burning in, and the ice keeps melting?"

"Sure thing, honey," he said confidently, but he still didn't come anywhere near the dragon's head.

She smiled to herself about her big, tough husband's caution as she shuffled off the ice once more and began climbing up the sides of the valley, looking for suitable boulders. Most were either too small or way too big. Now that she looked, the dragon was surrounded by a field of boulders that must have crashed down in the avalanche but were now exposed by the receding ice.

Finally, she found something she thought would do the job, but by now, she was a good four hundred paces from where the dragon was. She doubted all the men together could lift the boulder and carry it across the rough terrain from where it was situated. She considered just gouging the ice out with her Teleportation Spell, but she didn't really want to show it off again in front of the Pickantia magicians, who were already too interested in it. It was simply too destructive to be let loose in the world.

She called up the Levitation Spell, put some real power into it, and, with a bit of effort, managed to pry the boulder loose from the ground it was buried in. Once free of the dirt and other rocks holding it in place, it shot up into the air until it was a good two hundred paces above her. Maintaining the Levitation Spell at that distance was not difficult for her, but it was rather tiring. She held the rock in place while she conceptualized the Push Spell and began moving the boulder over toward where the dragon was.

She quickly scrambled down the slope and began shuffling across the ice while maintaining both spells, which wasn't easy. At one point, she nearly slipped over and accidentally dropped the Push Spell, simply maintaining the Levitation Spell as she struggled to get herself balanced again.

"How much further do I have to move it?" she yelled out to Kauriga.

"About ten paces across and maybe five paces further this way," he replied.

"Let me apply the Push Spell for you," Byran yelled. "I'm in a good spot to see which direction and how far it should go, and it would make it a lot easier for you not to have to keep maintaining both spells at once."

Taroniah looked over at him and nodded. "Thank you. That would be great."

She continued to shuffle across the ice, holding the boulder up in the air while Byran worked with Kauriga to position it over the spot she had chosen in conjunction with the dragon. She still hadn't quite returned to the dragon when Kauriga gave the signal that the boulder was in the right spot. She nodded to Byran and waved to Kauriga.

"Move back a few more places, honey. Just to be sure, you know?"

Kauriga complied, taking a few steps back and moving away from the impact zone. She waited, and he continued to move back until she was satisfied that he was safe.

"Are you sure about this dragon?"

:: Yes. Drop away.::

"Here goes!" Taroniah yelled and released the spell.

The boulder fell out of the sky, landed on the ice with an almighty crash, sort of bounced, and then lay still. Hidden in the original noise of the boulder landing, a cracking sound continued after the boulder stopped.

:: Can you do that again on the other side of my arm?:: The dragon thought at her.

"Okay. Just give me a few moments." she replied.

The others shrugged as they assumed she was apparently talking to the dragon again.

"You can actually hear what the dragon is saying, can't you, dear?" Kauriga asked.

"Yes. He has a Telepathy Spell that apparently, out of all of us, only I can hear," she replied.

:: Actually, I'm a she.:: the dragon put in.

Taroniah choked at hearing the dragon was female but continued shuffling across the ice until she was on the far side of the dragon's arm. The ice on the inside between the arm and its head was all cracked, at least for a certain depth, and she thought that with a bit of work, they could probably get all of its neck out of the ice now, but for the moment, the dragon wanted her to drop the rock on the other side of the arm. She moved around and found a spot close to both the arm and the wing on that side of the dragon.

"Byran. I'm going to lift the rock up again. It needs to move to about here," she pointed in front of where she was standing, and the Pickantian magician nodded. "I'll guide it into the right spot and then get out of the way."

Byran nodded, and she conceptualized the Levitate Spell and sent the boulder back up into the air again. Byran used the Push Spell to move it toward her as she lifted it as high as she could. He did a good job of guiding it, and she only had to make a slight correction at the end, which necessitated him moving a few paces to the left so she could get the right angle to push the boulder where she wanted it. When it was set, she backed away as quickly as she could shuffle, and when she thought she was far enough away, she let it drop.

Another heavy thud was followed by significant cracking sounds, and the whole area of the ice where the boulder had dropped shattered a bit like a pane of glass, except it was all held in place by the ice surrounding it. Before the cracking sounds had fully stopped, there came a much louder cracking sound, and the dragon pushed its left arm up out of the ice.

:: I don't want to damage my wing by pushing it out of the ice, so could you have a couple of your fellows start tapping on the ice around that wing like you did around my neck, please?::

Taroniah nodded. "Can a few of you guys start bashing the ice around the beast's wing with your dagger pommels, please? It's worried about damaging its wing if it tries to force it out of the ice."

Her three Royal Guards quickly shuffled over to follow her orders, and they started bashing on the ice near the wing. She had Rengard move the breastplate on the right-hand side of the dragon's body further back past the wing on that side of the dragon. She wanted to start pounding the ice with the boulder in the area where it was currently sitting between the neck and forearm on the right-hand side of the dragon.

Meanwhile, Byran stood by to push the boulder around once Taroniah levitated it while Kauriga and Tervo brought more timber to keep the fires in the breastplates going. She began levitating the rock, dropping the boulder between the dragon's neck, upper body, and right arm, although because the arm was deeper, it took several goes to pound the ice sufficiently for the dragon to carefully work it loose. She then took a chance and moved the boulder's drop zone to just almost right on the upper body of the dragon, where the ice cracked completely in one go.

Its lower body, legs, and tail still pinned it in the ice, but it was able to lift its head up a bit higher now and see what was going on around it. She had the Guards move out of the way and dropped the boulder just past the wing, which cracked the ice more than sufficiently after the Guard's ministrations. The dragon was able to get that wing out of the ice, although not very far, and it made no attempt to extend the wing at this stage.

Gradually, they worked their way around the dragon's remaining limbs and lower body, cracking the ice and freeing more and more of the beast from its frozen penitentiary. Taroniah got to the point where she started having to sit and rest for a few tocks between each episode of pounding the ice with the levitated boulder. She gathered from the somewhat amazed-sounding comments coming from Byran and Tervo that they were hugely impressed with her magical stamina. So was the dragon.

:: You are amazingly powerful.::

The dragon sent to her after they had freed its other wing. She simply shrugged.

"There are far more magicians per head of population these days, according to both the Gods I know. But I'm the only sorceress that I am aware of."

:: You know two Gods? I thought they all died in the Great War.:: The beast sounded both alarmed and surprised by this revelation.

"Emilar was disincorporated for the best part of two thousand years but has reincorporated recently. Relatively speaking. I am her Knight, although I am not sure what that rank entails, and the last time I spoke to her, she was pretty testy and gave me short shrift. Davina apparently hid in a magical box until a few hundred years ago when some priests of an obscure cult in Tine found her and tried to use her for their own purposes. I freed her and she's the one that spotted you here in the lake as she was flying over."

This statement was met by mental silence from the dragon for some time, so Taroniah kept pounding the ice with the boulder. Surprisingly, the boulder hadn't cracked or broken despite the repeated use as a piledriver.

:: You said that Davina saw me in the lake as she flew over, but she made no attempt to free me?::

Taroniah snorted. "She's scared of you. She seems to think you're stronger magically than she is, although she claimed it was because she doesn't have a lot of believers these days."

:: She always was a flighty God.:: Came the somewhat amused mental reply from the dragon.:: Do you know of any other Gods that somehow managed to survive?::

Taroniah shook her head. "Not that I'm aware of personally. Mind you, I would have said the same about Emilar ten years ago. I think that because there are still so many temples to him, Jehrayn mustn't be dead. It's possible he is still floating around disincorporated like Emilar was for centuries, perhaps. Of the other known Gods from before the Great War, the only one I have any news of for certain is that Frondarn is definitely dead, killed by Wexkarn, the God of Magic, in front of Davina."

She paused for a moment, thinking about things. Now that she thought about it, Emilar's continued existence as a disincorporated spirit, or whatever it was, would explain the continuation of her temples and believers. Apart from Jehrayn, the only other old Gods who still had substantial temples or at least shrines were Bedinya and Teshar.

"There is still the odd temple and shrine to Bedinya and Teshar, so they're possibly floating around as well, and everybody still swears by Lyurgan, so maybe he survived as well. We have people believing in all sorts of new Gods these days, but I don't think any of them are real or, at best, simply renamed old ones."

:: Interesting. I was shunned by most of the Gods, who were all a bit intimidated by Koovalt, I think. His ability to deal with biological matters, shall we say, was very impressive and far beyond anything anybody else could do. Alonissa's cats were a very basic effort compared to the sort of things Koovalt did. I was sixteen years old when he took me from my parents and transferred my brain into this creature.::

The sheer amount of anger, pain, and, above all, sense of loss that the dragon imparted with that last sentence wrung Taroniah's heart and brought her to tears. Instead of returning to dropping the boulder from a great height, she shuffled over to the dragon's head, put her arms around its neck, and cried. After a moment, the dragon began sobbing as well. Everybody else simply watched in amazed silence, fortunately. They all clearly grasped that the dragon had said something that had upset first Taroniah and now both of them, and they simply waited for the tears to stop. Finally, Taroniah recovered enough to ask the question she most wanted to know the answer to.

"What is your name?" she blubbered.

::Arianne Devall:: the dragon answered.:: No one has ever before asked me that.::

Taroniah felt the dragon start crying again and found she couldn't stop her tears from rolling down her cheeks again. The two very different, perhaps not so different, females clung together for some time. The others just stood around and watched, unsure of what was happening but unwilling to interrupt whatever it was. Eventually, Taroniah pulled away.

"We better get back to getting you out of the ice, but first, I'm afraid we're going to have a food break. I don't know what we have that's suitable for a dragon, I'm sorry. We are only carrying enough to get us to Konburg with maybe a couple of days spare in case we became trapped by a storm here in the mountains. None of us are hunters, I'm afraid. It's mostly dried glikan, cheese, and some of those travel biscuits. I presume they had something like them in your day."

:: What's this, your day, business. To me, it's only like yesterday when I became frozen.:: Came the mental response from the dragon, although Taroniah could hear the mirth in her thoughts rather than asperity. ::I am quite happy to eat dried glikan and even cheese if you're willing to share. Once you get me out of the ice I can hunt to replace whatever I consume of yours. These mountains used to have plenty of wild agrons, felrans, and even glikans roaming around.::

"That sounds like a plan." Taroniah turned to look at the others who were still standing around watching the one-sided conversation. "Everybody, this is Arianne. She can hear and understand whatever you say to her but she can't reply to you mentally because you are not strong enough to receive her thoughts. So, if you need to ask her something, try and phrase it as yes or no questions so she can nod or shake her head, okay?"

The others all nodded in agreement, although she wasn't sure they quite believed her. She started shuffling toward the edge of the lake.

"We are going to leave off digging her out of the ice for the moment while we have something to eat. I have agreed that we will share our food with her, and then once we've released her from the ice, she should be able to hunt for us and provide us with fresh agron, felran, and even possibly glikan. Besides, I need a rest. Lifting that boulder up time after time, even though not physically, is still very fatiguing."

No one objected to Taroniah sharing a meal consisting of dried glikan and some of the cheese with the dragon, and after a break of at least half a trad, they finally got back to work. The second half of the task went much quicker than the first. It still took several trads to finally free the dragon from the ice completely, and the sun had already disappeared beyond the mountains surrounding the lake when Arianne finally pulled her tail free of the ice and waved it around in the air. Arianne then did a little happy dance on the ice, the claws on her hands and feet preventing the dragon from sliding about like the others were still doing on occasion.

She walked over to where Taroniah was standing and eased her snout down to Taroniah's forehead. The two just stood there for some time, celebrating the moment without communicating anything to each other. Finally, the dragon pulled back about a pace or so from Taroniah's face and stared into her eyes.

::You are my friend, from now until forever. I would come with you, but I fear that your fellows will find that too nerve-racking, so I had best stay in the wild places. Here is the Telepathy Spell. With it, you should be able to call me from anywhere in the world should you ever have the need. I owe you my life, and you are the first friend I have ever had since I was a little girl::

Taroniah could feel tears starting to roll down her cheeks once more. She tried not to imagine what it would have been like when she was sixteen if someone had come along and transplanted her brain into the body of a dragon. Never again to be able to get a hug from their mother or father. Never to be able to mix with their fellow people. She put out a hand and touched the side of the dragon's face.

"You will always be welcome wherever I am. I am Taroniah, Crown Princess of Marland. You will be forever my friend as well." She paused for a moment to get her tears under control. "If you fly northwest of these mountains, you will come to the Sea of Durnian. If you then fly west across the water you will eventually come to Marland or possibly Bovil. That is not exactly where I live anymore. If you turn north-northwest, you will fly over several islands and then along a stretch of wooded coast until you pass a small coastal town, which is where I currently live, and then finally, you will reach the end of the long peninsula, where there is a dormant volcano. That is my land, and you are welcome to live there if no one else will welcome you."

The dragon lowered its head as if bowing to Taroniah.

:: I am too weak to make such a long trip at the moment. Indeed, I will need to spend the next several months hunting and rebuilding my strength. One day, I will come and visit you unless you call for my assistance at any time between now and then.::

Taroniah had an evil thought. "If you're looking for somewhere rich in game, the Banth Mountains due east of here are full of the descendants of Alonissa's cats."

:: Are they now? How interesting.:: Taroniah could detect amused anticipation in the mental response.

"I haven't been there myself, but that's what I hear. Those cats are reputedly big and tough, so they should provide good eating."

:: I shall keep that in mind, my friend. I tended to stick to these mountains and didn't do much exploring before I became frozen, so I didn't know much about the outside world. It was shocking enough to see that mountain range grow out of the ocean to the south of here.::

"I've always wondered about that. They're called the Risen Mountains because the Gods and sorcerers supposedly raised them during the Great War."

:: No. They were the direct result of the Gods and sorcerers sinking the island that used to be in the ocean to the west. When they forced it down, those mountains rose, obliterating everything that had been there, including the capital, Atherion.::

The dragon shook her head.s:: Unintended consequences. When the mountains rose, they also threw lots of dust into the air, and the whole world got cooler. Slowly. Lots of volcanos erupted as well. Every year, things got colder. This lake only used to freeze over in the very middle of winter. By the time I was frozen, it never fully thawed at all.:: The dragon paused again and looked around.:: It looks like it got worse before it started getting better.::

Taroniah considered things she had read in the books at the Academy. There was a consensus that things had been much colder in the period immediately after the Great War, but it was more an anecdote rather than a factual assessment. Things had been so disturbed after the Great War that people were more concerned about surviving rather than recording the weather for posterity.

"That's borne out by the fact that you are now melting out of the lake rather than being buried further by the ice, which would tend to indicate that things are warming up again. Interesting"

:: This whole area used to be an island. Where those mountains rose to the south was all ocean, as were the plains to the north. There was a broad channel between here and the mountains to the east. I think the rearrangement of the landmasses was also part of the reason the weather changed and became cooler. Maybe. There were volcanoes erupting everywhere in the years following the disaster.::

The dragon shook her head again.:: So many people died. Civilization effectively collapsed as far as I could tell, at least in this part of the world. It might have been different in the far east or in the far west, but here, there was hardly anybody left between the fighting, the rising mountains, the accompanying earthquakes, the volcanic eruptions, and then after all that, the Revilers roamed around destroying anything and everything.::

By now, it was getting dark, so they made a fire using chunks of the dead tree that were too big to fit in the breastplates, gave some more of their dried glikan to the dragon, and settled down for a well-earned rest. The horses weren't keen on having the dragon anywhere near them, but they eventually settled down when they realized the dragon was going to sleep near them regardless.

Her party continued to insist that she not stand watch during the night, especially given the amount of magic she had expended during the day using the boulder as a piledriver.


Chapter 33

Heading home

Taroniah woke early with just the faint glow of the impending sun beginning to show over the top of the surrounding mountains to the east. She looked around and realized the dragon was missing. She felt a strange sense of loss, thinking the dragon had just flown off and left them despite her and her party having worked so hard to free her.

She nodded to the Royal Guard, Gralien, who was on watch, and she wandered away from the camp to answer the call of nature. She quite enjoyed traveling around the countryside, seeing new and interesting geography, and spending time in the fresh air with the birds calling in the background. It would just be so much better without the lousy toilet facilities! She began organizing breakfast for her and Kauriga while contemplating the difficulties of returning to the road. She was trying to decide whether to wake Kauriga or let him sleep a bit longer when she heard a swooshing sound. Turning to the east, she thought she could see a dark shape flying toward her in the pre-dawn light.

As the dragon got closer, Taroniah could see Arianne was carrying something in her hind claws. Gralien had stood up and looked a bit wary as the dragon returned, but he didn't seem overly surprised, so Taroniah assumed he was the one who had been on watch when the dragon had left. Arianne came zooming across the ice and then slowed down, climbing slightly, beating the air with a frantic flapping of her wings, and then dropped whatever it was she was carrying a few paces in front of Taroniah. Peering at the lump in the slowly lightening morning, Taroniah decided it was a rather battered agron.

:: Breakfast. Cut away what you and your people would like for this morning, your midday meal, and even this evening's meal if you want, and I'll have the rest.::

The dragon thought at her before coming down to land on the ice with a thump. Taroniah rather suspected the dragon was grinning at her from her expression. The noise had woken the others who were now slowly emerging from their tents.

"Do you know how to field dress an agron, Gralien?" she asked.

"Not really, my Lady. Not much call for that skill when you're a Palace Guard." the young man replied, looking embarrassed.

"Rengard is very good at it, fortunately. Kauriga and I at least have some experience that way, but we're not experts." The man in question had emerged from his tent and nodded toward the agron. "Arianne has brought us breakfast, lunch, and possibly dinner, Rengard. She suggests we take whatever we want from the carcass, and then she'll have the rest. There's no rush."

"Righto. I'll just do me business and get stuck in." Rengard replied and disappeared off into the trees down the slope from their camp.

By the time he got back, the others had started a fire and were boiling water to make tea.

"We'll start heading down the mountain today," Taroniah said to Arianne.

:: I'll come with you until you reach the edge of the mountains. I'm going to request that you tell the authorities that I have come to life again and that I will leave people alone on the road if they leave me alone. That's how I used to operate anyway, but it's been so long that people will have forgotten.::

Taroniah nodded. "That partially accounts for the rather varied legends about you that the locals still recount. Half say you used to protect the local farmers, and half say you used to raid them."

The dragon let out a snort.

:: Some people used to come into the mountains with the sole purpose of hunting me. Not many of the locals, I will be honest, but if someone lost stock to recknars or worgals, I'd get blamed half the time. On a couple of occasions, I saved farmers from bandits, which earned me a lot of friends among the real locals, although I think most of those from the towns were scared of me.:: The dragon made a gesture that Taroniah took as a shrug.:: There's not much ordinary folk can do to me. Magicians are another matter, but ordinary magicians lack the power, as a rule. I'd probably be in trouble if enough of them ganged up on me, I suppose, but provided there aren't too many people around that are as strong as you, I should be fine.::

"That's actually a bit odd. According to both the Goddesses I know, there are many more magicians per head of population these days than before the Great War. I don't know why that is so, particularly after the Revilers destroyed anything related to magic in the century after the Great War and killed many of the surviving magicians as well."

She shrugged. "There may well be many people who have the potential to be as powerful as I am, but if so, they haven't been spotted and received any training. I have no idea why I'm so powerful, either. I have magicians in my antecedents, but no one special or anybody who was known for being very strong. We even have a couple of magic schools these days, something that Davina found almost unbelievable."

:: Damn! Do the schools replace apprenticeships or serve as an extension of apprenticeships?::

"They replace apprenticeships. In fact, a lot of apprentices come and do the final year of four at the schools as well. But even with the schools, plenty of un-trained magicians are floating around because of the high cost to attend. Throw a Detect Magic Spell in the main streets of any major city, and people will light up all along the street. Everybody calls me a sorcerer these days because of some of the things I've done. How I would compare to a sorcerer from before the Great War, I don't know, but Davina says I'm more powerful than she is, which I suspect says more about her inbuilt cowardice than anything."

The dragon made a snorting sound again.

:: I wonder how they would react if I turned up to attend school?::

Taroniah could feel the mirth radiating off the dragon and laughed. Kauriga had been sitting patiently eating his breakfast, realizing that she was conversing with the dragon, but now he looked over with raised eyebrows.

"Arianne just wondered how the Academagicians and students would react if she turned up at one of the magical colleges asking for lessons."

"I'd pay good money to see their reaction," Kauriga said with a smile.

Byran just shook his head in dismay at the very idea, although his apprentice seemed a bit amused by the idea. Rengard grinned.

"I'm sure if you put in a good word for her with the Lord of Magic, they'd be only too happy to let her attend the Academy."

:: I learned my magic from Koovalt's library. I was friendly with one of his servants, and whenever he was out engaged in business, they would bring out one of his magic scrolls and unroll it for me so I could read it. It wasn't the same as learning the spells properly, and I couldn't manage some of them, but I picked up quite a bit before I decided I'd had enough of Koovalt. He really was an evil, evil man.::

"How did you kill him? The accounts I was taught say that you turned your head and bit him when he was riding on your back."

The dragon hissed this time.:: He had a saddle made and a bridle, like I was a dumb animal that needed to be guided. There is a version of the Push Spell that causes the target's brain to vibrate backward and forward inside their skull very quickly. The effect is like they received a sharp blow to the head, giving them a concussion and knocking them out. I waited until he was distracted, raining fire upon another magician he'd disliked, and I hit him with that spell while twisting sideways. He tipped out of the saddle when he became unconscious and fell to the ground. It was about a thousand paces, so it was pretty messy when he finally hit.::

"He could throw a Ball of Fire Spell a thousand paces?" Taroniah asked, surprised by the distance.

::No. He could throw a Ball of Fire a fair distance, maybe a hundred paces? But this was the Firestorm Spell you've probably heard of. Very popular for burning cities to the ground. He had a version of the spell that let him shoot a narrow jet of fire for at least a thousand paces. That was the spell he was using on the magician on the ground. When I circled down, I discovered he had landed on a wooden fence that had split his body in half, which is probably where the idea that I bit him in half came from.::

Taroniah didn't mention the fact that her Firestorm Spell easily covered an area a thousand paces deep. She would need to sit down with Arianne at some point and transcribe the spells the dragon knew. But not today. Rengard had done a good job of chopping up the agron, leaving Arianne with nearly half the animal, which she chose to eat raw while they continued to talk, much to the unease of the others. Strangely, it hadn't bothered Tarnoiah at all.

"All right, people. Time to get underway," she said after they had all had their fill.

:: I will miss you, Taroniah of Marland.::

"And I will miss you, Arianne, my new friend. I will try and get back here at some point, but you will always be welcome where I make my home at Alcitran. Well, maybe not in the town itself, but I own the top three miles of the peninsula, so you can regard that as your home if you ever need somewhere to go. There are just some stone masons and miners living there at present."

:: No one has ever offered me a home before.:: the dragon said, and Taroniah could see tears trickling out of her eyes once more.

More to stop bursting into tears herself, Taroniah got busy with organizing her party to get underway. Making their way back to the road didn't take quite as long as it took them to get to the lake, as they knew where they were going and what to expect terrain-wise. Arianne went hunting every morning and usually returned with an agron, which she was happy to share with them. One morning, after they'd returned to the main road, she turned up with a glikan, which went further than the agrons, although they discovered that wild glikan tended to be tougher than the farm-raised variety.

Five days journey brought them to the point where the road finally began to descend toward the plains of Towleigh. They came around a bend near where they had first met the mercenaries, and far in the distance, they could vaguely see the town of Konburg, nestled at the bottom of the mountains. Arianne came swooping in to land on a bare patch of rock to the right of the track.

:: My strength is returning rapidly, but I'd prefer not to face potentially hostile humans at this stage, so I will say farewell here. I never thought I would have a friend, Taroniah, so I am grateful for the chance to have met you and the fact that you were willing to work so hard to free me from the ice. Practice that Telepathy Spell so that you can call me from anywhere if you ever need me.::

"I will, once I get a chance to sit down in peace and quiet," Taroniah replied with a smile. "You take care of yourself, Arianne. And remember, you can always come to Alcitran if you wish."

:: I will think long and hard about that, Taroniah. I would need to avoid human habitation to get there, so it would be a long and tiring flight. Despite my magical nature, it's just not something I'm capable of at the moment. Actually, I never was one for long-distance flights. But at some point, I will come and visit you. I might even take you for a ride if we can come up with some way of keeping you securely positioned on my back.::

"How did you find wearing the saddle Koovalt made to ride you?"

:: Very annoying as he didn't make it with any reference to me. It was restrictive and painful to have on, but then he didn't care about anyone but himself. We will have to come up with something that fits better yet still keeps you safe.:: the dragon replied, showing Taroniah a toothy grin.

As her horse still refused to go anywhere near the dragon, Taroniah dismounted and clambered up the rocks at the side of the road so that she could hug the dragon one last time before they parted ways.

"Be safe, my friend," she said, tears starting in her eyes again!

Arianne had tears as well.:: You too, my friend. We shall meet again, have no doubt.::

Taroniah hugged the dragon once more and then clambered back down to where her horse was being controlled with difficulty by Kauriga, who also had his hands full with his own horse due to the proximity of the dragon. She remounted, looked over at Arianne, and waved. The dragon raised a clawed hand in reply and then, with a woosh, launched herself into the air. The horses all started as the dragon took off but then settled back down. Looking up, Taroniah watched as Arianne circled overhead once, let out a cry, and then flew back north into the mountains.

Taroniah could feel the tears rolling down her cheeks as Kauriga reached out, squeezed her shoulder, and smiled at her. She smiled back and put a hand over his as they rode along side by side for a few moments. Finally, she shook herself and nodded in the direction where the track led.

"Time to go home, dear."


Epilogue

Refan Gregorich wiped the moisture off his brow as he stood and looked down at his excavation site. At least the heavy rain had finally stopped, and only a light drizzle was falling. The storm that had crashed over him for the last three days was easily the worst storm he'd experienced in his whole time in these mountains, and the rain had been the heaviest by a long way. The sheer volume of water had made a mockery of his banks and channels that had been designed to keep the water away from what he was excavating. He was now certain what he had unearthed was a temple.

He stared out at the excavation site in dismay. He had been forced to huddle in his simple shelter for the last three days by the torrential downpour, and this was the first chance he had to get back up to where the building was buried. The banks he had built across the top of the roof of the building had virtually ceased to exist, as had the channels he had dug in the side of the mountains to the right of the building. Fortunately, it seemed only a few boulders had fallen into the space he had excavated, with most of the rest being silt and mud, or so he hoped.

He would have to rebuild the banks across the top of the roof of the temple that had been designed to channel the water straight across the roof and down into the creek below. The wider channels he had built into the side of the mountains on the right to keep the water out of the area where he was excavating the temple would also need to be repaired. After that, he could see about getting rid of the mud that had filled up a large part of the area he had already excavated. At least the mud should be soft to dig out. He sighed. No rest for the wicked, he thought to himself and then grimly headed across the now rubble-strewn roof to begin rebuilding the bank that ran across the roof first.

At least the flood had left behind plenty of smaller stones and rocks to help him rebuild his bank. It took him nearly a week to rebuild the bank, hopefully in a sturdier and longer-lasting fashion than when he had first built it. The channel he had dug into the right-hand side of the mountain to divert the water away from the excavation site required even more extensive work as sections of it had been washed away completely. Through a combination of digging the channel deeper in places and positioning boulders and rocks in spots where there were washaways, he eventually brought the channel back into service.

With his water diversion works repaired, he was able to turn to the task of digging out the mud and rocks that had cascaded down into his excavation. While the surface layer of the mud was drying out in the now sunny weather, the underneath was still damp and soggy, he discovered once he started digging. He slogged away at his self-appointed task, and after a month, he had cleared the colonnaded podium once more. As a reward, he decided to take a break for a few days prior to beginning work inside the temple.

During his time on the mountain, he had found a plant that, when crushed, produced an oil that burned easily. He'd made up a crude lamp out of clay with a hollow for the oil to sit in and a place for a crude wick to be inserted. He made the wicks out of semi-flammable grasses, winding the stems together like a rope and then soaking the bundle in the oil before setting the wicks out to dry on some flat rocks. They didn't burn all that well, but they did last for several trads, saving him from having to use his magic to provide light while digging into the temple's debris.

All told, he estimated that the massive storm had set him back the best part of six months. Quite frequently, he sat and considered whether he needed to continue clearing out the temple, but every time he gave serious consideration to quitting, he felt himself driven to find out what was in there. He would have to stop soon, anyway, as the temperatures were dropping with the approach of winter. Once the snow got too deep, he would have to wait for the spring thaw to keep working.
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