
It was a gloriously beautiful day.

Sitting astride Sungold, King Polin Aresson soared high over the woods east of the city of Volin, high enough so that an archer on the ground couldn’t hit him but not so high that Sungold had to work to get up here.  It was just too beautiful of a day to spend the rest of it sitting at his desk, so he’d decided to cheat a little bit and come up here and clear his head of the weighty matters that came with the rule of a kingdom.  The air was cooler up this high, the sky clear, allowing him to see the Mist Mountains far to the east and north, to see beyond the borders of his kingdom and into Malendia, his eyes traveling in an instant what would take him ten days in a carriage.

Beyond the borders of his kingdom was a place of which he thought often, but didn’t get to visit nearly as often as he’d like.  The duties of the throne kept him all but chained to his desk more often than not, even though things had been running very smoothly over the last four years.  Despite things going well, keeping them going well required constant attention, so there was a nearly endless flow of paperwork that came across his desk.  That kept him firmly at home, even though Sungold had the ability to travel to other worlds.  He’d availed himself of her magic only twice per year in the five years since she’d come to live with him, and those times he was only gone for a few hours.  He visited Tsukatta’s home in his homeworld for those visits, visiting during important festivals in Tsukatta’s culture, came to know his wife and children, and often got the chance to see Jula and Miranda, who also came to attend the festivals.

He would love to visit more often, would love even more to go explore the vast multiverse that he knew was out there, but his duty to his kingdom came first.  The kingdom was running well now, since he’d had five years to find qualified people to put in charge of various aspects of the kingdom that he couldn’t oversee himself, and had built himself an excellent council of advisors and had found competent, skilled people to manage everything he couldn’t.  As Tsukatta taught him, he surrounded himself with men and women he could trust, and he didn’t let silly concepts like noble titles get in the way.  Talent could be found anywhere, if only he had the eyes to recognize it.

The leader of the Blue Larks exemplified that.  Believe it or not, the leader of his intelligence operation was Fren Cooperman, the master of the thieves’ guild in Volin.  Polin, at Miranda’s suggestion, had secretly offered him a position where he could serve the kingdom as the head of the Blue Larks, and the man was outstanding in the job.  Polin had given him a secret full pardon of both all past and future crimes and offered him a job where he could legally use his skills for king and country, and be well paid for it besides, and Fren had accepted after nearly a year of Polin trying.  Fren knew Volin and the kingdom better than anyone else, knew every single thing going on, and had a vast network of contacts and information gatherers from which to draw when he needed to know something.  Thanks to Miranda’s suggestion, Polin had turned the criminal element in his kingdom into an asset, allowing them to unknowingly protect the kingdom using their covert skills.  Fren was still the guild master, used it as cover for his real job in order to maintain his information network, and that required Polin to look the other way from time to time as the guild did what the guild was supposed to do in order to protect Fren’s cover.  To Fren’s credit, he didn’t abuse the blanket pardon Polin had given him, and he honored the list of names that the guild would leave alone.  In that way, Polin protected those most important to him from Fren’s thieves and assassins, but could also use them to make life hell for those that were getting in his way.  Fren managed two distinct and separate organizations, his guild and the Larks, and he managed them with deft skill even when those two organizations had need to overlap a bit.

On the official side, his council of advisors did a great job helping him run the kingdom.  They were all solid men and women, competent and well versed in the business of government.  His military advisor, General Berk Selvenson, was just as solid and dependable as Brint had been, and had cleaned up the army and rooted out every last disloyal man after Miranda left it in his capable hands.  Jerrik, his Master At Arms, had helped Berk rebuild the army after the purge, and between the two of them, they built an effective, efficient organization that stressed training, training, training.  Tsukatta had taught him that no army was ever sufficiently trained, that every single man had to constantly strive to improve, which was what built a military force so strong that nobody would dare challenge it on the field of battle.  If his common foot soldiers were more than a match for any other kingdom’s elite soldiers and knights, then nobody would ever want to fight them.  So, he had Jerrik and Berk institute a training regimen that sought to turn every man in his army into a fighter as skilled as Jerrik himself, something that virtually no other king did.  Training men cost money, training men meant you had skilled soldiers that may turn on you, so most others only trained the officers and nobles and gave their common foot soldiers only the most basic training required to prevent them from being a liability on a battlefield.  They treated such men as expendable fodder, and that was something that Tsukatta warned him to never, EVER do.  Every man was valuable, every man had worth, and him investing in his men would cause them to invest their loyalty in him.  The key to a loyal army was for his men to feel that they mattered, that the king cared about them, appreciated them, and that they were part of something special.  Such a king, he'd told Polin, men would follow into hell itself.

That project was well in hand.  Under Berk and Jerrik’s supervision, his army was constantly training, constantly improving, and he both paid them well and ensured they had the best equipment to use.  He had also begun the process of creating his own contingent of Rangers, following Tarrin’s advice and bringing in hunters, trappers, woodsmen, and tree cutters from the eastern side of the kingdom to train those who volunteered to form the initial brigade the arts of forest survival.  He wanted a force of men that would be completely at home in the forest, which was an environment where most armies struggled greatly, who would defend the forested eastern side of the kingdom from potential threats.  Once they were trained enough, he intended to petition the giants of Malendia to further teach his men about the forest, with a focus on herbalism and the ability to prepare natural compounds and remedies that would help not just his army, but his kingdom as a whole.  He already knew that the giants didn’t give their aid to just anyone, that they’d have to prove that they wouldn’t use that knowledge for violence or aggression, since the culture of the giants was one of peace.  That was why he wanted to establish the Rangers first, let the giants see who they were and what role they served, and it was his hope that would sway them to offer their knowledge.

The other project was also showing results.  Four years ago, after nearly a year of preparation and with the help of Master Phandebrass, Volinia opened a kingdom-sponsored school for magic.  The mage had come and gone for a year working on the project, helping find skilled mages that weren’t Glavian to teach those with the aptitude in the arts of magic.  Polin took some heat for the project from both the nobility and the common citizenry, since many in the kingdom were distrustful of magic due to Glavia, but he’d seen far too much to discount something so useful.  Magic was a powerful, powerful force, and any kingdom that discounted it was making a grave mistake.  He’d made sure to bring in teachers from far away from Glavia, from places in the world where magic didn’t have the same stigma.  The instructors were all highly intelligent, educated men and women, and they’d been honestly enthusiastic about the idea of starting a new school for magic that was very serious about being the best school on the continent, so they were motivated teachers.  And he’d filled the school not with nobles, but with those who had the strongest aptitude for the art.  He made it clear from the outset that the school would not favor the rich or the nobility, that it would operate as a pure meritocracy, and to even get in you had to pass a test to prove you had aptitude for magic.  It was one’s potential for magic and their dedication to learning that mattered most, a place where a prince and a peasant would stand on equal footing.  The first class of students were mostly commoners, even some peasants, but they’d done very well for themselves and were well on their way to being recognized as trained, competent mages.  When they did so, they’d enter the service of the kingdom as the newly appointed position of Court Magister, or informally known as Red Robes as they wore a red robe of station that identified them as a Magister, for a period of five years, using the magic they’d been taught to support the army and better the kingdom.  When they finished their service, they’d be free to practice their magic for themselves, in any way they desired, so long as they didn’t break the law or use their magic against the kingdom itself.  For the commoners, that meant a new way to gain wealth, and their training as magicians would bring them social status…in the future, when the fear of magic eased after people saw that magic wasn’t evil, it was how Glavia was using it that was evil.  For now, the kingdom was still working to change the minds of the common people about magic.  The first graduates of the school were already doing their five years of service as Magisters, and were attached to the army and various government agencies where they used their magic for the kingdom.  They did most anything, from civil engineering projects to infrastructure repair to working with the army to reconnaissance to intelligence gathering.  They were even making trips around the kingdom serving as roving fixers of assorted problems that was primarily meant to show the people how magic could be used for good instead of evil, a pure ploy of public relations that nevertheless had produced positive results.  When a red robe came into a village and used his magic to even out and fortify the road so it wasn’t a muddy mess, fix a farmer’s windmill, identify an illness afflicting livestock and arranging aid to come to help cure it, and dig the village a new communal well, it left a good impression.  They had performed well in the eight months since they’d earned their red robes and began their service, and he did not in any way regret spending the considerable amount of gold to build and run the school.

Money wasn’t nearly as much a problem now as it had been.  Thanks to Tsukatta’s teachings in the art of economics, Volinia was nearly awash in gold and the kingdom had very quickly become one of the major trade hubs on the west side of the continent.  Volin in particular, since it was the main crossroads of the kingdom, had turned into a major trade city in just a few short years, attracting merchants and traders from all over the entire world.  The fact that the river was navigable from the sea to Volin made it even more attractive, to the point where there were almost always at least six seafaring ships at the docks in Volin.  All that new revenue was being spent nearly as quickly as it came in, however, with his school, the increase in the army budget, and several modernization projects he had initiated to take advantage of the new revenue streams to increase the quality of life for his people.  One of the biggest one was his new public library project, where libraries were being built and opened in most every city and town in the kingdom, and the library offered to teach anyone who wanted to learn how to read, write, and do basic arithmetic.  Those lessons were free, because he’d come to understand that an educated populace was a much more productive and competent populace.  And they were very popular, much more popular than he expected.  Commoners and peasants were coming to the library after their day’s work and learning, and once they learned, the world of books was open to them.  And there were books right there in the library, which they could read all they wanted, so they didn’t have to buy them themselves.  So long as they stayed within the library, a citizen could read any book the library had on the shelves.

What got him out here was his upcoming birthday celebration.  He would be turning 18 in a few days, and while he’d officially reached the age of adulthood at 15, 18 was an important age in Volinian society because it was the age of affirmation.  Affirmation for an unmarried noble was more or less an open declaration of availability, where they had to affirm before society that they were as yet unmarried and available.  And for him, it meant that the jockeying and drama over the fact that he had yet to take a wife was going to reach a fever pitch.  For the last five years, every noble on the continent had been scheming to get their daughters married to the king of Volinia.  He’d had offers from nobles in every kingdom on the continent, even Glavia, and had no more than four open offers from other monarchs that marrying their daughters would secure an alliance between their kingdoms.  And why that was such a big point of contention was that he’d shown no interest in any of them after seeing them.

That was because he was looking for her.  The woman he saw in the mirror.  That was his wife, that was the woman he was going to marry, because that was the woman that he’d seen from his own future.  He’d been searching for her, it was why he insisted on seeing the girls that were being thrown at him, but after taking just one look he politely declined any offer of betrothal.  He was already a claimed man, he was already in love, it was just with a woman he’d never met, had only seen in a dream.  Even now, years later, he remembered every nuance of her lovely face, of her beautiful hair.  Of those gorgeous eyes.  He had been searching for her for years, searching diligently, but Tsukatta and Tarrin had taught him patience.  He would find her, he knew he would find her, it would just take time.  And since finding her was so important to him, he would devote the time.  So, his birthday celebration would be his fellow nobles throwing their daughters at him as they did everything they could to get his attention, and it was going to be an exhausting ordeal for him.  He couldn’t come out and tell them that he already knew the girl he was going to marry, that he’d seen her in a dream, so he had to keep that to himself as he searched the world, looking for her.


That mattered to him nearly as much as his crown.  Since the moment he saw her, he knew that she was the love of his life, and he wanted to find her so he could spend the rest of his life with her.

So, he was up here trying to forget about what was coming, and it never failed to distract him.  Flying was…just amazing.  The wind in his face, the land spread out below him like a blanket of vibrant color, the sense of freedom that came with knowing that he could go chase the horizon, it never failed to lift his spirits, make his troubles dwindle away to nothing in the face of such majesty.  It was also time he got to spend with his best friend, Sungold, in a place where she didn’t have to conceal the fact that she was smarter than most everyone around her.  Much as he’d seen the bond between Tarrin and Fury, he shared a similar bond with Sungold.  She wasn’t his mount, she wasn’t his possession.  She was his friend, his best friend, and was also one of his most trusted advisors.  Once he taught her about the intricacies of Volinian politics, she helped guide him along that rocky road with surprising deft skill.  He often went on long flights with her so they could discuss matters, but today he was enjoying her company just to distract him from the interminable torment he knew was coming.  The monthly dinners and cotillions were bad enough, but the party after his affirmation, that was going to be hell, and he was dreading it.  Dreading it to the point where he’d been looking for some way to get out of it, but unfortunately he couldn’t think of anything that wouldn’t cause an absolute scandal and mortally offend the many nobles, and even royals, that had traveled to Volin to take part in the grand gala that would follow the ceremony and banquet.  The kings of Malendia and Scallia and the queen of Selvaria were going to be here, all of whom had unmarried daughters.  The queen of Esseria was going to be here, who had an unmarried niece.  Nobles from kingdoms all over the continent had traveled to Volin for the gala, and it was just coincidence that every single one of them had an unmarried daughter, niece, or other available female relative.  The affirmation and party after had become the social engagement of the year for every kingdom on the entire continent, even the kingdom called the Sayelle Alliance, which was an archipelago of islands in the middle of the Singing Sea, west of Volinia.  Each island was an autonomous entity that was part of the overall alliance, which was ruled by the High Chief.  He had traveled for a month to reach Volinia, and naturally he’d brought the unmarried daughters of every chief of the islands that made up the Alliance along with him.

That was the kind of oppressive atmosphere that he’d be facing, where all those nobles were going to be doing everything they could to get him to marry their relative.  It was going to be so, so, sooooo horrid.  Just horrid.  He’d rather be strung up by his fingernails than have to endure that, but he couldn’t find any way out of it.  Not unless he started a war or something.

More and more, that looked like an…appealing option.

He flew over this stretch of the forest east of the city enough to know exactly where they were with just the most casual glance down, his eyes taking in the landmarks below and in front of him almost without thought.  Sungold turned so they didn’t get too far out, which brought him back to himself.  “Can we just keep going?  For maybe the next week?” he asked plaintively.


Courage, my friend, she answered supportively.  You just have to get through the gala.  And besides, maybe she’ll be there.

“Well, yeah, but I’m not holding out hope,” he sighed.  “There’s no way it could be that easy.”

Why not?

“Because it would be too easy?”


Circular logic just runs you to exhaustion without getting you anywhere, she chided him playfully.  But, since your mind is so unsettled, perhaps we should go a bit further out.  Before he could say anything, her horn blazed with magical light, and then the world around them seemed to explode in a vibrant eruption of colors.  The colors formed a tunnel, a tunnel through reality itself, and almost as soon as they entered it, they left it behind.  He felt himself pull up away from the saddle as gravity vanished, as he found himself in an empty featureless void of nothingness that was nothing but dark gray going out to eternity.  The only thing that existed was a circular disc of swirling magical energy dwindling off in the distance behind them.  That was a feature known as a color pool, and it was the way one got in and out of this place, an entire dimension of emptiness known as the Astral.  This place was like the grout holding stones together in the wall, it surrounded the other universes of the multiverse without actually being part of them, and like an ant traversing the seams between bricks, this place was used to travel from one dimension to another.  There, now we have all the time in the world, she declared grandly, referring to the fact that time flowed very differently in this place.  This place was like the dome of altered time that Tarrin created to train him in fighting, time moved much slower here.  For every day that passed here, just a couple of minutes passed back home.  So, by bringing him here, she was giving him the chance to be away from home for a goodly amount of time without being missed or missing anything important.  This was something she did from time to time, and this was the only way for her to take him to Tsukatta’s home world when he went to visit.  That trip took hours from his point of view, but from the perspective of those back in the real world, it had only taken a few moments.  Sungold had an innate ability to navigate this place, she knew exactly where to go if she had a destination in mind.   She knew where the color pool was that led to Tsukatta’s home world, so she could take them to it without fail.  But she didn’t turn them towards any destination, she just slowed to a stop in the emptiness and folded her wings, allowing him to unhitch from the saddle and drift out of the saddle, turning herself so they were facing each other.  He took a cross-legged seated position in the void, sitting on nothing, leaning his elbows down on his knees.  Now, tell me all about it.

He just had to laugh, reaching over and putting a fond hand on her jaw and cheek when she ghosted closer.  “I’m just really, really, really dreading the gala,” he told her.  “All those girls all but fighting for my attention, I don’t want things to get out of hand like they did at the cotillion a couple of months ago.  That was such a disaster, and it fomented some serious bad blood between the Barons Dayoldson and Varinson.  I very nearly had to put down a civil war.”


Maybe it’s time to be more forthcoming.

“I wish, but I can’t really tell anyone.  How would they react if I told them that I’m looking for a girl I saw in a dream?  They’d think I’m crazy,” he sighed.


True, but you can tell them that you’ve long believed that you’d know the girl you intend to marry the first time you see her.  Some people consider that to be quite romantic, if I’m not mistaken.

“I’m not sure even that would work.  Maybe I should hire a fake bride,” he mused.  “That would get them all off my back.”


And when you find her?  What happens to the decoy?


“A big payout and a hired ship to take her anywhere outside Volinia she wants to go,” he answered.


So you’d exile a young lady just to avoid discomfort?

He looked at her shortly, then sighed.  “No, it’s just—why do they have to be so, so aggravating?” he lamented.  “I know I need to find a wife.  I’m not blowing off my duty.  I just don’t want to marry anyone but her.  Why can’t they just back off and let me find her without harping on me not finding a wife every ten seconds?”


Then you need to be more up front about the fact that you’re looking, she said.  Why not announce a tour of the kingdom with the dual purposes of inspecting your ongoing projects and meeting young ladies outside the capital, who may not have the money to travel there?  If you make a big show out of looking, they’ll do everything they can to help you instead of just throwing girls at you. 

“No, they’ll just constantly throw girls at me.”


But you’ll have full control over it, added to the fact that if you’re not at home, you have the power to just move on.  You’re not a captive audience.

“That’s not a bad idea,” he mused.  “I’ve been wanting to go to the new Ranger training base and see how things are going. I can visit Alrenton while I’m there and inspect the new library now that it’s been built.  But we can’t just fly there,” he sighed.  “I’ll have to bring the guard and some retinue with me.  We’d have to make it an official state visit.”

That would be wise. Shaw would murder you if you just went there by yourself.

He laughed.  “It’s just not fair.  I’m the king, yet Shaw orders me around like I’m still a child.  I’m almost eighteen.  Angel’s love, I’m taller than he is now!” he protested lightly.  “Not to mention I’m the king!”


Your safety is his job.  That means in some ways, he outranks you, she answered.


“Don’t you ever tell him that,” he warned.  “He’ll become insufferable.”


It sounds like you have a plan, she told him.  You get to see how things are going and also be more active in your search for her.

“Yeah, I’m gonna do it.  Thank you for suggesting it,” he smiled at her.  “And you’re right.  I haven’t gone on a tour of the kingdom for two years.  It’s time for me to go look around, check up on things with my own eyes, and it’ll give me a chance to look for her while I’m out there, at least if she’s not at the gala.  If she is, she can come with me and we can get to know each other outside of the castle and all its onlookers.  And since it’ll be official, nobody can complain that I’m blowing off work.  I’ll be out on an official work trip, and actively searching for a wife.”

Then we should be heading back, she suggested.  You’ll have to do some planning so the kingdom can run smoothly when you’re not in the castle to keep an eye on things for that long.

“Sounds good,” he agreed as she drifted to him, and he pulled himself easily back into the saddle and hooked back in.  “Let’s go home, my friend.  We have work to do.”


After returning to the castle, he sequestered himself in his personal chambers and started the initial stages of his plan to tour the cities of the kingdom, the new Ranger training base, and finish with a trip to the coast to look at the upgrades to the harbor of Serin, which was the main anchorage for Volinia’s rather small navy.  Volinia’s coastline was tiny compared to the size of the kingdom, with only one real coastal port city in Serin.  Selvaria extended up the coastline from the south to take up much of the coastal land, narrowing Volinia’s sea access down to a span of only about twelve leagues between Selvaria and Malendia, and with only one site suitable for a deep harbor anchorage.  Since Volinia only had to defend one coastal city, their navy was all of about eight ships.  The ships coming up to Volin using the River Vola passed through Selvaria first to reach it, as the River Vola flowed into Selvaria’s northern edge and ran for about twenty leagues before reaching the ocean.  There was no city at the mouth of the river, but there was a small customs station there to levy fees on ships using the river to reach Volinia…and that was one of the things he was going to discuss with Queen Margrat von Selis during the gala.

Because of how Selvaria sat on their southwestern side, the kingdom of Volinia looked like a rough triangle on map.  It narrowed down to the coast along a roughly level diagonal line that followed the River Seina, was relatively flat along its northern border with Malendia that ran along the Northern Escarpment, and was roughly vertical along its eastern border with Scallia.  Volinia was about the same size as Selvaria, was smaller than Malendia, and larger than Scallia, which along with Malendia had the misfortune of bordering Glavia…or former misfortune.  Over the last five years, Glavia had withdrawn behind its borders, had become isolationist by order of their king, which had done much to bring relative peace and stability to the continent.

Polin knew why…Tarrin Kael.  He’d found out that Tarrin had gone to Glavia and scared the absolute life out of King Olendro the Mighty, ordering him to pull back all of his witches and agents and dismantle his military.  That had to be part of Tarrin’s plan to secure Polin’s throne for him, by removing one of the biggest threats to him keeping it.  Fren had told him about the big statue Tarrin made that stood in the throne room, a magical creation that would exterminate the entire Bardrikson line if Olendro involved himself in affairs outside his kingdom.

It was…sobering.  Sobering to think that someone he remembered so fondly, someone who had been such a critical figure in his life, could be…like that.  Merciless.  Evil.  But it also fit with what he’d learned of Tarrin in their talks while he was teaching him how to be a king.  Tarrin Kael, he didn’t see the world the same way that Polin did, or about anyone else.  The one thing he remembered most was the discussion they had about the starving Malendian peasant boy, and how he said that the world needed suffering.  The way he said it, so casual yet so firmly, he truly believed it.  But he’d also said that joy could not exist unless suffering existed as well.  Those words still echoed in his mind, as if he could hear him saying them again.  “The world needs suffering, cub.  It needs oppression.  It needs evil, because without evil, there is no good.   Without despair, there is no hope.  Without grief, there is no joy.  Without hate, there is no love.”  Those words, that was when Polin realized that Tarrin Kael was not…normal.  Not in his amazing magical powers, but in the fundamental way he saw the world.  He’d suspected it from the other talks they had, but that was the moment he knew that Tarrin Kael lived in an entirely different world than everyone else.

Phandebrass wouldn’t talk about him when he was here, back when he was helping start the school.  Jula wouldn’t talk about him when she visited.  Tsukatta didn’t talk about him or answer questions, either in their visits or in his letters.  They knew him, they knew him much better than Polin did, but they wouldn’t talk about him.  Jula wouldn’t even show him what she really looked like, and she took.  She’d told him several times that since Tarrin wouldn’t show him, neither would she.  For that matter, in all the many times she’d visited him, she’d never appeared as anything other than a black cat, not even showing him the human form she took that day his uncle tried to take his throne.

But he wasn’t so engrossed in his work or lost in thought that he didn’t become immediately aware when there was another presence in the room.  He couldn’t see whoever it was, but he knew someone was there.  He raised his head slowly as his left hand gripped the hilt of his dagger on his belt, looking out of the corners of his eyes in a way Fren had taught him to scan the room without it being apparent that he was.


“You’re improving, your Majesty,” Fren’s voice called.  He turned his head to see the thief squatting down on the railing of the balcony outside the door, which was open, one hand gripping the rail between his feet to keep him steady.  “You sensed my presence almost immediately.”


“You’ve been a good teacher, Fren,” he replied, turning towards him.  “What news do you bring?”


“I had the Larks investigate the Count of Selrenton,” he replied.  “He is completely oblivious to what his retainers are doing.  He is innocent.”


“Thank mercy,” Polin said with a relieved sigh. 


“I collected the evidence as you requested, but I suggest we simply kill them,” he answered.  “Since the Count is innocent, a public trial of his retainers may stain his reputation.  His only mistake was hiring evil men that are outwardly good at their jobs.  He has no idea what they’ve been doing in the shadows after dark.”


“I agree.  You have my permission to execute them,” he replied.  “But have the Larks bring the evidence to me.  I want it mainly to deal with the Count in case he tracks it back to me.  I want to show him that I did him a favor.”


He nodded, then shifted around to sit casually on the rail, leaning over on one hand.  “I’ll have it collected and delivered in the usual way.”

“Good man.  Since you’re here, I should tell you.  I’ve decided to do a state visit to various places in the kingdom.  You know, a look about tour,” he said.


“Have you decided on your destinations and routes?  I need to get men out to secure them,” he called.


“Yes.  Here, let me make you a list of destinations in the order I plan to visit them, and I’ll be traveling the most direct route between them,” he said.  Fren slid off the rail and padded into his bedchamber.  Polin scribbled out a copy of his list of desired destination, then handed the thief the paper.  He folded it twice and slid it into his doublet.  “This’ll be a state visit, Fren, so I’ll be traveling on the ground with my guards and a small retinue of retainers and officials,” he continued.  “Do you want to insert Larks into the retinue?”


“Yes, two men,” he answered.  “I’ll have the Baroness arrange it.”


“Very good,” Polin nodded.  The Baroness was his Prime Minister, Baroness Selvea Ferrelson, who was his right hand when it came to governmental affairs.  Miranda had hand picked her for the job, and Polin was in no way disappointed with her.  She was outstanding in the post, to the point where most everyone in his government had gotten over the fact that he appointed a woman to the most important government office in his bureaucracy.  She was a master of handling paperwork and getting things done, able to take his commands and edicts and transform them into reality in exactly the way he envisioned them.  He would honestly be lost without her.  Since she was the Prime Minister, she was the only other person in Volinia that knew Fren was the leader of the Larks, and she also dealt with him directly, the primary point of contact between Fren and the government.  When Fren needed the government to do something in his role as leader of the Blue Larks, it was Selvea that made sure it happened.  That way Fren was able to stay completely in the shadows.  “I’m not sure yet when I’m going to leave.  Definitely after the gala,” he said sourly.


Fren chuckled.  “Still dreading it?”


“I never stopped dreading it,” he answered.  “That reminds me, have you finished the preparations?”


“Aye.  I have the Larks in position, and on the other side of things, I’ve ensured no one will try any shenanigans with our visiting noble guests.  I’ll have a comprehensive report on your desk the morning after the gala.”


“Good man,” Polin said approvingly.


“I’ll leave you to your planning.  I have other business to attend to tonight.”


“I don’t want to know.”


“I wouldn’t tell you anyway,” he said easily, walking back to the balcony door.


“I’m not sure if I should wish you luck or not.”


“Luck is the crutch of the unprepared,” he replied, hopping up onto the rail, and then he dropped off the other side fearlessly.


The relationship between them was no doubt complex, but it was a good one.  Despite being a thief, Fren Cooperman was a fairly decent fellow, and mainly because he was loyal to the money he was paid, and when he made a deal, he never broke it or reneged on it.  In that one way, he was a very honorable man, which was a strange trait in a thief, but Polin had come to learn that his adherence to a bargain was a fundamental cornerstone of how the underworld worked.  Common footpads and ruffians, they’d lie and cheat, but men of Fren’s station within their society had a reputation to defend, one based on reliability.  For a guild master, he had to honor his agreements, else the guild would lose a great deal of its income when fences stopped working with them and customers for their other services no longer felt they would receive the service they approached the guild to procure.  When Fren Cooperman shook hands on a deal, then that was it.  The deal would be honored.  He was no patriot, he was no saint, but Polin paid him enough to use his formidable skills, experiences, and network for the betterment of the kingdom…as a whole.  Sometimes Polin felt somewhat guilty over allowing Fren’s thieves to rob innocent people, but he did what he could to minimize the impact they had while simultaneously using them as a weapon against those that would stand in his way.  That was the trade-off for Fren and his thieves working for the kingdom.


It certainly didn’t take Polin long to accept those pragmatic realities that Tarrin warned him he’d better be able to handle in order to do this job.


Tarrin.  He wondered where he was right now.  What he was doing.  He hadn’t seen him in nearly five years, since the day he brought back the body of his uncle Rethin.  Jula and Tsukatta never spoke of him, not even to tell him how he was doing…but, he’d managed to find out exactly how he looked from Yuki, Jiriki, and Akeru.  How he was human-like, but not human.  That he was a creature they called a lycanthrope, something that didn’t exist here on Volinia, which was like a hybrid of a human and an animal and had the magical power to change back and forth between the two.   But in his case, Yuki told him, his natural form was a combination of the two, something he said was unique to his kind, the Were-cats, having attributes of both human and cat in his natural form.  And in his case, the animal was a housecat, which explained why he said he felt so comfortable being a cat, since he was part cat.  He thought of the man often, both in how he helped Polin and the kingdom and also in how he missed him.  He’d only known him for a few weeks, but he’d learned so much, and had come to admire the man, even if he was a maddening mystery.  Even today, he got up every day determined to prove to Tarrin that he’d become a good king, and worked tirelessly to make both his people and his friend proud of him.  Someday, he would meet Tarrin Kael again.  He was sure of it.  And when that day came, he wanted nothing more for the man to give him that penetrating stare of his and tell him that he’d done well.

He’d feared that this would be a nightmare, and angel’s mercy was he ever right.


The affirmation ceremony wasn’t bad, but it began with the feast, the celebratory banquet.  That was when the throwing of girls at him began.  Subtly at first, but as the afternoon turned to evening and the banquet ended and the gala began, it just got worse, and worse, and worse.  Every conversation invariably got guided towards so and so’s lovely daughter or niece or cousin or sibling—even some mothers!—and oh just look how graceful she is, and was it mentioned that she plays five instruments and enjoys poetry?  That was all there was, over and over, and over and over, and over and bloody over, for hours.  And the girls, they were trying to catch his eye to the point where they should have just worn jester costumes and banged drums as they marched through the ballroom in a line.  They tried to impress him with their education, with their smile, with their fluttering eyelashes, with their daringly exposed cleavage, so blatantly and shamelessly fishing for the opportunity to become a queen that he was almost embarrassed for them.  And if that wasn’t bad enough, the honeyed venom the ladies exchanged with each other as they jockeyed for his attention was even worse.  He was almost afraid that fistfights would erupt right there in the ballroom between women of station who were educated to damn well know better.  But the allure of marrying a king made them abandon dignity and good sense in a way that was almost painful to witness.  He endured it with an expression of polite interest as inside he screamed at the top of his lungs and prayed that the gods would sink Volinia into the earth and free him of this utter nightmare.

As night fell over Volinia, he needed to get away from them, if only for a few minutes.  He managed to extricate himself from the gala and literally hid in the privy for a good fifteen minutes, then retreated to his personal apartment and stood on the balcony for a few minutes to try to quiet his mind and regather himself to go back in there and try to just get through the rest of the night without starting a war.  He closed his eyes and bowed his head, taking several deep breaths, getting control of his emotions and tamping them down, mastering them so he could put a smile back on his face and suffer through the rest of the night in tortuous isolation.


“Hello, cub.”


Polin gasped, whirling around at the sound of a voice he hadn’t heard in nearly five years.  Sitting in the doorway sedately, tail wrapped around his front legs, was the cat that he knew as Tarrin Kael.  The cat was absolutely massive, by far the largest cat Polin had ever seen, its fur black as pitch everywhere except for the white sock on his right foot.  Luminous green eyes looked up at him steadily, which were also somewhat intimidating from the sheer power of his gaze.  “Tarrin!  I thought I’d never see you again!” he blurted.  “When you didn’t come visit—”

“I’m a busy man, cub,” he replied calmly, in that language that was unspoken but which Polin understood.  The language of cats, he’d called it.  “And it’s business that has brought me here today.”


Polin got over the initial shock, standing more upright.  “Is something wrong?  I’ve done my best to run the kingdom well.”


“You’ve done just fine as far as that goes, cub,” he answered, still not moving, not even a twitch of the tail.  That was something he’d noticed about this enigmatic man when he was younger…he didn’t move.  Not unless he had a reason to move.  He would stand or sit motionless until the need arose to move, almost like he was conserving his energy.  “I’m here on a different kind of business, but in its own way, is just as important as the last time I was here.  It’s about the image you saw in the mirror.”


“You mean the future?”


“That wasn’t the future, cub, and that’s the entire problem,” he answered.  “Usually, I’m not allowed to explain to people why I’m here and what I’m doing, but in this case, I’ve been given permission to explain what’s going on because we believe it’s the most effective way to fix the problem.  But, to warn you now, cub, learning about that is going to change you, and change your life, in ways you may not appreciate.  I told you once before that knowledge is power, it’s the most powerful thing in the entire world, and it changes those who are granted it.  So, cub, I give you a choice.  I tell you what I need you to do without explaining in detail and you have faith in me that I’m telling you to do the right thing, or I explain why I’m telling what to do and risk that knowledge changing you.”

“I want to know,” he said immediately.  “I can never be comfortable in the decision I make unless I know in my heart that it’s an informed one.”


The cat looked up at him for a moment, then blinked.  “So be it,” he answered.  “Do you know what the Balance is?”


“No,” he replied.  “Not really.  I think I may have read about it somewhere, but I don’t really remember what it means.”


“The Balance is a term that’s as much a definition as a name, cub.  It represents the concept that the multiverse contains different forces, often in opposition to one another, whose interaction helps fulfill the purpose for which the multiverse exists.  Good, evil, light, darkness, and the positive and negative things they can represent, they’re all forces at play within the Balance.  I once told you that without misery, there can be no happiness, without hate, there can be no love, and so on and so on.  Do you remember that?”


“It’s been burned into my memory since the day you said it,” he said directly and honestly.


“That is the ideal that I serve, cub,” he said.  “I am a servant of the Balance, and when those forces that represent it are out of balance, it’s my job to go in and right things so they are equal once again.  That means that I play no favorites and I am on no one’s side, cub.  Not even yours.  If you were to threaten the Balance, then I would come and I would solve the problem, even if it means I have to kill you.  So, if I am here, cub, and I am here on business, what does that mean?”

“That this Balance is tipped in favor of one side,” he replied, then felt the first cold tinges of fear start to stir in his belly.


“I’m glad you understand the heart of the matter,” he replied in a nearly…ominous voice.  “The truth is, cub, you are upsetting the Balance, and I am here to restore it.  But I don’t think it needs to be done with a heavy paw.  I think just telling you what you’re doing wrong will fix it, which is something that we almost never do.”


“May I ask why?”


“Telling people that they’re upsetting the Balance itself upsets the Balance,” he answered.  “People must make their own decisions without someone like me going around and making their decisions for them.  If I were to tell you the path to take, then it takes your free will out of the equation, and that upsets the Balance even more than what you’re already doing.  It gets compounded by the fact that a servant of the Balance is the one putting a finger on the scale, in a way that’s a little difficult to explain.  Because of who I am and what I do, me just telling you what to do is in and of itself a major threat to the Balance.  That’s why we almost never tell people what we’re doing or why we’re doing it.”


“That’s why you asked me if I wanted to know the truth,” he murmured.  “You were offering me that choice, even if I didn’t understand what it meant.”


“Very good, cub,” he nodded slightly.  “So, will you listen to me?”


“Of course.  You didn’t even have to ask, Tarrin.  I trust you.  You’re my friend.  Just tell me what I’m doing wrong and I’ll do my best to fix it.”


“Alright then, but you won’t like it,” he answered, standing up.  “The vision you saw when you unlocked the secret of the mirror wasn’t your future, cub.  There is no future.  There is no fate, there is no destiny.  The woman you saw doesn’t actually exist.  The woman you saw isn’t your destined bride,” he said sonorously.  “She is a manifestation of your own mind, of what you seek deep in your heart, and that’s a woman you can love with boundless devotion for the rest of your days.  That you are looking for her, for someone that doesn’t exist, is upsetting the Balance, cub, in ways that are very difficult to explain to you.  So, I am asking you, cub, nicely, to stop looking for her.  Stop structuring your life around the idea of finding her, which is causing you to ignore the ladies around you, one of which may very well be the embodiment of all the ideal qualities of the woman you saw in the mirror.  But because you’re fixated on the image you saw, you simply can’t see her because she doesn’t look like the woman from your vision.  And that is what truly matters, isn’t it?”


He was honestly surprised, and a little shocked.  For five years, he’d dreamed of that woman he saw in the mirror, had been looking for her…and now he finds out she doesn’t actually exist?  He tried to speak a few times, then leaned back against the railing of the balcony, trying to wrap his mind around it.  “I’m…I don’t know what to say.  I’ve been looking for her for years, but if she’s—I mean, it’s a shock.”


“I can understand, cub,” he nodded.  “The woman of your dreams is out there, but now, hopefully, you’ll be able to find her.  Not because of how she looks, but because of who she is.  And you’ll give her the chance to show you that truth now that you won’t simply dismiss her the moment you see that she doesn’t look like the image in the mirror.”


“Wait.  If there’s no future, but yet you say that the woman of my dreams is out there, doesn’t that mean that you’ve seen the future?”


“I’m speaking in metaphor, cub, and sometimes in the language of the Cat it can be a little hard to get across,” he answered.  “What I’m saying is that a woman that would be your ideal wife is out there, and given how big the world is and how many people are in it, it’s statistically impossible for her to not be out there.  But since you’ve been fixated on the vision you saw in the mirror, you won’t be able to see her for who she is because you’re searching for someone that doesn’t actually exist.  As it stands now, you’d never give her the chance to show you that she’s your soulmate.  As to who she is, who knows?” he shrugged his front shoulders, his front paws lifting up off the floor a tiny bit to do it.  “You may have already met her, but you dismissed her because she didn’t look like the woman from the vision.”

“I…I get it,” he said, rubbing his index finger along his strong chin.  “So, I should go back in there and be more engaging with the ladies trying to catch my eye?”


“That’s up to you,” he replied simply.  “I won’t tell you what to do, cub.  That’s not my place.  My only concern is correcting the Balance, and the Balance will be restored if you do as I ask.”


“If I may ask,” he said hesitantly.  “Why—no, how am I upsetting the Balance?”


“There is no future, and this is by the deliberate design of the universe,” he repeated.  “But there is a way for a definite future, for destiny, to become possible, because nothing is truly impossible.  There’s a force in the multiverse called Entropy that will not permit fate or destiny to come into being,” he answered.  “Entropy represents the randomness of reality, the fact that free will, that the choices we make, can change and shape the future to come.  If fate or destiny suddenly appear, it takes away something extremely important about how the universe works, and could very well threaten to destabilize everything.  That causes Entropy to react and do whatever it takes to prevent it.”


“By sending you.”


“Correct, cub.  Entropy is one of the forces that makes up the Balance, and when needs be, I represent its interests,” he said bluntly.  “And it says much about how well you’ve educated yourself since I’ve been gone that you could make that connection.  I’m proud of you, cub.” 

He nearly blushed, smiling shyly.  Tarrin was one of his role models, one of his heroes, and to hear that he was proud of him, that was so, so flattering.


“So, I will hear the words, cub,” he prompted.


“I’ll stop looking for the girl from the vision,” he replied.  “And start looking much more closely at the girls who are right in front of me.”


He was quiet a moment, his eyes…distant, then he nodded sharply.  “Done and done, cub,” he answered.  “The Balance accepts your promise, and will trust you to do the right thing.  I suggest in the strongest possible terms that you honor your word.”


“Well, the alternative is you beating me up, and I’d rather avoid that,” he said mildly.


“Yes I would,” he confirmed shamelessly.  “I helped train you, cub, and I taught you to have better sense than that.”


Polin chuckled softly.  “I’m not surprised,” he drawled.  “So, now that your business is done, maybe you could stay a while and talk?  Maybe visit for a few days?  The keen insight and judgement of Captain Rex would help me winnow out the unworthy ladies trying to catch my eye and ensure my future queen would be both good for me and good for Volinia.”


Tarrin was quiet a long moment, then returned something that was almost a laugh in the language of the Cat.  “Sure, why not?” he said easily.  “I’d love to visit you for a while, cub, and I don’t have any other pressing business at the moment.  So, expect Captain Rex to return tomorrow morning from his long secret mission, and take up a much more important one.  Finding you a proper wife.”


“I’d appreciate your help, but even more, I’d just like to talk to you.  I have so many questions, and I think only someone like you can answer them.”


“About something other than social niceties and politics?”


“About many things.  I’ve had years to think about all the things you said when you were here, like how you seem to know how everything really works.  I’d like to learn more, learn what you’re willing to tell me.”


“You want to learn how I do the things I do.”


“Not necessarily learn how to do them myself, more like understand how you can do them in the first place.  I don’t think I’m capable of the things I’ve seen you do.”


“Cub, anyone is capable of doing some of the things you’ve seen me do,” he corrected him directly.  “It’s just a matter of learning how to do it.  I can explain things to you, but in a way, the explanation itself will teach you how to do it.”


“I’m not sure I want to do that.  I remember what you said about Jula, how it wasn’t your place to deny teaching her things you believed she shouldn’t know.  I think…there are things I shouldn’t know, and I may not have the wisdom to know what I shouldn’t know.”

“The fact that you understand that means that you’re far more suited to learning them than most,” he said approvingly.  “Having power and knowing when and how to use that power are two entirely different things.  Anyway, cub, they’re probably starting to miss you by now, so you’d better get back to the gala.  And truth be told, I think I wouldn’t mind being away from home for a few days, so I’ll be happy to come visit.”


“Why for?”


“Same general problem as you, cub, but from the other direction,” he replied.  “My kind don’t marry for life, and me and my current mate have reached the end of our time together.  While our split was amicable, we split before our relationship turned toxic, what I’d rather avoid is being in the middle of the fight over who takes her place,” he said in a dark, grim tone.


“Don’t you have a say in that?”


“Not really,” he replied.  “Whoever proves she’s the strongest will take Mist’s place as my mate, so more or less whoever’s managed to move into my house and stay there, beating back challenges from rival females, will be my mate when I return.”

“You don’t love your wife?”


“She’s not my wife, and love has nothing to do with being mates,” he answered.  “I’m not human, cub, so don’t assign your human customs and morals to me.  This is how we do things among my kind.”


“And what is your kind, Tarrin?  Hopefully now I’m old enough to not be afraid of the real you?”


“You already know what I look like, and what my kind is,” he answered.  “You’ve been to Tsukatta’s home.  You’ve talked to Yuki and the boys.  I’m certain they’ve told you exactly what I am and what I look like, since they weren’t told to keep that secret from you.  Since you already know, why do I need to show you?” he asked simply, turning around and padding away.  “See you tomorrow, cub.  I’m looking forward to it,” he added, then when his body stepped into the shadows, it simply melted away into nothing.


Polin stood there a moment to digest this sudden bit of serendipity.  He was still the Tarrin he remembered, all mystery and enigma while simultaneously making him feel like an adult and a child at the same time.  He was honestly happy to see him, and equally happy that he was going to visit a while in the guise of Rex.  They had a lot to catch up on, on top of the fact that Polin wouldn’t mind learning as much as he could about how things really worked from him.  The way he talked, he knew some of the deepest secrets of the universe, and what young king wouldn’t want to learn more about things like that?

Besides, it proved that he was right, that Tarrin Kael was far more than he appeared to be.  It had been more than the lessons Tarrin taught him, it was the way he interacted with others.  Polin had seen that Tarrin existed in an entirely different world than anyone else in how he saw things, from his stance on that Malendian boy that he wouldn’t save to the men and women trapped in that bubble that hovered at the very edge of the universe, how he could empathize with some of them but yet would not help them.  But what had stood out to him most, over those years, was what he said to that woman who was trapped there because she tried to change the past: “I don’t change what is, I only try to change what may be,” or something very similar to it.


Thinking of that on top of what he’d just learned about Tarrin Kael’s true purpose, serving this concept of the Balance, it all seemed to just fit together.


The things Tarrin could teach him, about far more than being a good king, it made him honestly excited for tomorrow.


He was gone long enough to be noticed.  A guard opened the door and Baroness Selvea stepped in, wearing a dress suitable for the gala, blue velvet that complemented her blond hair well and accented both her slim waist and generous bust…though as a middle aged woman, the face above it had a few lines showing her experience, and the bodice of her dress didn’t show exposed cleavage while accenting the fact that she was healthily endowed in that regard.  “Your Majesty, are you alright?” she asked.


“Fine, Selvea,” he answered.  “I felt the tiniest bit queasy after eating that cheese tart and didn’t want to run the risk of embarrassing myself by potentially throwing up on one of the guests.  But I’m over it now, so I’m ready to return to the gala.”


She gave him a long, assessing look.  “Of course,” she said in that mellow voice that told him she didn’t believe a word of it, but was going to be diplomatic about it.  Selvea’s ability to sniff out deception was one reason why she was so indispensable in her role as Prime Minister.

“Let’s return to the gala, Selvea, at least after we detour through the kitchen so I can get some warm goat’s milk.  I think that’ll serve as a buffer against all that rich food,” he said easily.


It was a place that defied all rationality.


Known as the Core, this place was the center of all things, and the abode of the Overgod, He Who Is Above All.  It was a place infinite in scope, a place that existed outside of the concept of time that mortals understood, but yet also a place with defined locations within it and marching to the beat of time’s drum in its own way.  It was from this place that Tarrin Kael and the others that served the Overgod in their capacity as servants of the Balance, for it was His will that the Balance exists and He used Tarrin, Ch’Belle, Wynn, and Sashi as agents to ensure the Balance was maintained.  Though infinite in scope, the Core had definite locations within it, almost like rooms in some infinitely large house, rooms that were themselves infinite in scope but were distinctly separate from each other.  It could be said that all of existence truly existed here, in this place, while everything outside was naught but a pale shadow of the reality within.


It was in this place into which Tarrin Kael stepped from the reality outside, in his normal form complete with his wings of fire; this place caused everyone to appear as their true selves, unable to hide behind shapes or illusions, and the wings of fire that Niami graced upon his back were as much a part of him as his left arm.  He appeared already walking within a library that extended into infinity, one that held every iota of information to have ever or would ever exist, a place that scholars would consider the closest thing to heaven…at least until they realized that finding something specific in a place that extended infinitely could be just a tiny bit of a challenge.  But, for those familiar with this place, there were ways to navigate it to either get to where they wanted to go or find that for which they were looking.  However, that which Tarrin sought wasn’t hiding, so he had no trouble stepping up to an ornate rosewood desk, where He had his unshod feet propped upon it as He leaned back in a chair, reading a book.  This was the Overgod, He Who Is Above All, using an incarnation that allowed Him to interact with lesser beings.  Should Tarrin stand before His true form, his entire body and everything that made it up would be annihilated from existence.  To Tarrin, he appeared as Cassiter, his mortal alter ego that he used on Sennadar to keep a subtle eye on what was going on inside the plane.  That wasn’t something He usually did, but Sennadar being one of the seven Primes, the material planes closest to the center of existence and thus the most saturated with magical power, was the reason why.  Sennadar wasn’t the First Prime, the closest plane, it was actually the Fourth Prime, the proverbial centerpoint of the Primes with three above and three below.  But that comparison was only among the Primes, since even the seventh Prime, Aitarisamda, was an order of magnitude more enriched with magic than the closest of the non-Prime planes to the center.  The difference in power between the seven Primes was miniscule compared to the difference in power between a Prime and other material planes.  “Master,” Tarrin said in a voice almost vibrating with the most profound respect, bowing fluidly towards him.

“And how did it go?” He asked.


“Well, Master,” he replied.  “He’s heeded my warning and promised to stop pursuing the vision he saw in the mirror.”


“Good.  Did you tell him the truth?”


“Mostly.  He took it well.”


“He’s an intelligent and resilient young man, Tarrin.  I’m not entirely surprised,” He answered.  “You and Tsukatta taught him well.”


“Thank you, Master.  He’s asked me to escort him on his tour of his kingdom as Rex, help him look for a wife worthy of being his queen, and I accepted.”


“Also good, I think I’d like you to be there for a little while, so you can keep an eye out, cub,” He warned.  “Something important is going to happen in Polin’s world fairly soon, but as to how it affects the Balance, that’s still up in the air.”


He rarely was as direct as that, and Tarrin took the warning at face value.  “I take it that the event doesn’t itself affect the Balance?”


He nodded, looking up from His book.  “The events are still in flux, so Entropy is maintained,” He answered.  “But as it stands now, the probability of something interesting happening is very high. That’s why I’d like you there to keep an eye on things, be there to guide events if they threaten the Balance.”  He smiled slightly.  “Plus, with you having an official mission, it keeps you from having to deal with the females.”

“They’ve already started fighting, haven’t they?” he said with a sigh.


“Just a little bit.  Jesmind believes it’s her turn to be your mate, but some of the other females aren’t about to let her stake her claim on you quite so easily.  Now that Mist is out of the picture, they’re much more confident they can take Jesmind or Kimmie.”


“Jesmind is every bit as nasty as Mist, so they’re about to get a rude awakening,” Tarrin noted dryly.  “I swear, maybe me and Mist should have stayed together a couple more years.  We weren’t at the violent stage yet.”


“She didn’t want a bad parting to linger in your mind and potentially poison your relationship for years, much like it did with Jesmind,” He said evenly.  “She knew the time was coming soon, so she decided to not try to wring every moment out of it with you and part with you on amicable terms, that way you could both stand to be in the same room with her while you were mates with another female.  Mist is much wiser than most think she is.”


“She is at that,” he agreed.  “So, Master, if this is an official mission, would you object if I bring someone along with me?”

“Who?”


“Telven.  He’s friends with the cub, and I’d like him to get more experience dealing with the more exotic things that Knights often find themselves facing,” he answered.  “He’s going to be the Lord General someday, so may as well get him started on that path now, while he’s still just a few years in with his brands.”


“I don’t see a problem with it,” He answered.  “Just be warned, going home and recruiting a couple of helpers for a mission may get you more hands than you anticipated.  Even five years on, a few of your friends are still a bit sulky you didn’t call on them,” He warned with a slight smile.


“Then I’d better be quiet about it,” Tarrin mused.

“You mean abduct him.”


“Same thing,” Tarrin said shamelessly, which made His mouth curl slightly around his muzzle.


“I’ll leave that up to you, cub,” He said lightly.


“Then by your leave, Master, I’ll go get started.”


“On your way then.  Keep me apprised if anything unusual happens,” He replied.


“Of course, Master.”  Tarrin bowed to Him deeply, then turned and walked away, vanishing from the Core in mid-stride.


It was another glorious morning.  While the sky was overcast and dreary, with a cool, moist wind blowing in the promise of rain, it was still a glorious morning to see a familiar and much missed face walking across the main courtyard from the gate, towards the castle.


Captain Arterrus Rex, known to Polin as a disguise for Tarrin Kael.  He looked exactly the same as he had five years ago, a tall, imposingly burly man with shocked white hair that was long and a bit tousled, pulled back from his face with a silver circlet over his brow, and wearing well-worn and travel stained Volinian army uniform.  The hilt of a sword rested at his hip with a dagger hilt gracing the other side of his waist.  Beside him strode a nearly as tall young man with dark hair, wearing ornate black enameled armor and carrying his helmet, which was the more mature face than he remembered of the squire, Telven, now looking to be a knight of his own right.  He had a sword at his hip and a round shield hung from straps over his back, over a black cape that was attached to the epaulets of his armor by golden clasps.  But there was a third figure with them, someone that Polin hadn’t seen in a few months.  It was a very young man with yellowish colored skin, raven black hair, and oddly slanted eyes that rested in a handsome face.  He was wearing a simple black tunic-like garment and leather boots, with a slim, elegant sword in the red silk sash wrapped around his waist and a wide circular hat made from woven bamboo on his head.  That was Jiriki, Lord Tsukatta’s eldest son, who was around 15 years old and looking to be growing into quite the impressive young man.  Polin had come to know him in those times when Lord Tsukatta had him over at his home and considered him a friend, a young man of sober disposition that was passionate about learning everything there was to know and growing in both skill and wisdom, of being the best man he could be, which was undeniably the influence of his father upon him.

If Jiriki was here, then maybe Tsukatta was also here! 


Polin had to resist the urge to run out to meet Rex, but he was the king now and the king didn’t do that with his underlings.  He instead went back into his main office and waited for a page to inform him that Rex and his retinue had arrived, then had them bring the trio to him.  He did stand greet them as they entered, shaking Rex’s hand after the three of them bowed to him, then he laughed and clapped Rex on the shoulder, giving him a bright smile as Shaw and Jerrik came in behind them.  “Captain, welcome back, welcome back!  How did the mission go?”

“It was a success, your Majesty,” he replied.  “I’m sure you remember Telven.”


“Of course I do!  It’s so good to see you again, Telven!  And look at you!  Have you attained knighthood?”


“A few years ago, your Majesty,” he chuckled, shaking his hand.  “The Lord General sent me on this mission so I might gain more experience, to become a better Knight.  He felt I’d learn more by escorting you on your tour of the kingdom.”


“I’m glad to have you.  And who is this impressive young man?” he asked, playing along with the fact that he wouldn’t know Jiriki.

“Jiriki Harimashi, the eldest son of Lord Tsukatta Harimashi,” he answered.  “When I told him about your planned tour of the kingdom, he allowed Jiriki to come along so he might learn more about your kingdom and its people.  Jiriki will serve as your attendant for this trip, your Majesty, but is also trained by his father in the fighting arts and can protect you if any dangers arise.”

“I have no doubt,” he said, accepting a bow from the slim, tall young man.  “It’s good to meet you, Lord Jiriki.”


“The honor is mine, your Majesty,” he replied in a strong, rich voice that betrayed his skill in singing.  “But please take no disrespect when I say that I have not yet earned a noble rank, so calling me Lord is inappropriate.  Just Jiriki will do, if it pleases you.”

“That’s perfectly fine with me.  And it would please me if you dropped the titles and simply called me by my name when we’re in private company, such as now.”


“Of course, Polin,” he answered smoothly, giving him a slight smile where Shaw couldn’t see it.


“I remember you, young one,” Shaw said easily from behind.  “At the circus.  You were with Lord Tsukatta and a woman that looked to be his wife.”


“That is correct, sir,” Jiriki said, looking back at him.  “It was our first trip away from our home country, and it was quite exciting.”


“If you’re half the man your father is, son, you’ll be a man worth a bard’s song,” Shaw said with a smile.  “Lord Tsukatta is all but a legend here in Volinia.”


“Your praise humbles me, noble sir,” Jiriki said with a blush and bow towards him.


“Jiriki, this is Colonel Shaw, commander of the Royal Guard,” Polin introduced.


“This is a man you obey at all times, Jiriki,” Rex called.  “Shaw is in command of all protection around Polin for this tour, so you will obey any order he gives you.”


“I understand, Captain,” he said easily.


“Now then, come in, sit, sit!  We have to catch up, Telven!” Polin said eagerly.  “You have to tell me how it’s been since you gained your knighthood!”


Polin hustled the other guards out of the study, except for Jerrik and Shaw.  Jerrik stood by the desk, and Shaw took up a position behind and to the right of Polin, behind the desk.  “Now then, all of you can relax.  Jerrik already knew about you, and I’ve told Shaw more or less who you really are, Rex, Telven,” he said in a more serious but still happy voice.  “He knows you’re not who you appear to be.”


“I knew that when I saw Rex riding that circus archer’s winged horse,” Shaw said.  “That was you in disguise, Rex?”


Rex looked at him and nodded.  “It was part of my real mission, Shaw.  I came here to make Polin a proper king, a good king, a man worthy of sitting on Volinia’s throne.  And I think I can say I accomplished that mission,” he said with a gentle smile towards him.  “The circus was literally only here to advance that mission, so I could deliver Sungold to Polin without arousing suspicion.”

“I’d ask who sent you, but I don’t think I want to know the answer,” Shaw said.  “Mainly since I can’t argue with the result.  Young Polin has been quite the king in the years since you stormed into the palace and turned it on its ear.  He’s wise beyond his years and quite savvy, as well as being almost universally adored by the kingdom’s people.”


“Thank you.  I’m here now mainly because Polin asked me along on his tour of the kingdom, to help him find a proper wife that will be good for him and good for Volinia,” he replied.  “I’m here mainly just to visit with him and see some of the kingdom, but I’ll be more than happy to be the Captain Rex people remember while I’m here.  And how have you been, Jerrik?” he asked.  “How is your wife?  Your boys?”


“Doing well, Rex, thank you,” he smiled, patting the pommel of Swordbreaker.  “As you can see, I haven’t retired yet.”


“I’m glad.  I’ll feel a lot more comfortable with this trip with you along,” he replied.  “Even if Polin is a loved king, there’s always risk in him moving around so much for such a long time without a permanent secure position.  He’ll need solid men around him to protect him from the unexpected while we’re traveling.”

“A position we can’t quite seem to get him to understand,” Shaw said with a slight smile at his king.  “Even a king can be accosted by common bandits while on the road.”


“That’s part of my job while I’m here,” Telven said.  “I’ll be your personal Knight, Polin.  That’s how we do things where I come from, a Knight is assigned to a person to be their bodyguard, and I will serve you as both protector and assistant.  While on this journey, I will be your Knight.”


“I’ll just be happy to have you along, Telven.  We have five years to catch up on!” he said with a smile.


“That’s the other reason I brought him,” Rex said.  “You two struck up quite the friendship in the short time he was here, so I thought you may enjoy spending some time together.”


“Yes we would,” Polin chuckled.  “And Shaw, Jerrik, I’ll let you know here and now that I know Jiriki quite well,” he warned.  “I’ve visited Tsukatta at his home several times over the last five years, and I’ve come to know Jiriki from those visits.”


“Ah, those times you mysteriously vanished, then reappeared with weak, obviously deceptive excuses as to where you’d been,” Shaw noted dryly, which made Polin laugh.


“Guilty,” he admitted.  “Lord Tsukatta’s magician friends used their magic to allow me to travel to his home and stay there for short periods of time, so I’ve made a habit of visiting him during a couple of the festivals that his people celebrate.  So, you two don’t need to get suspicious about Jiriki knowing a lot more about me than he should, given we’ve never publicly met.  Rex, is Tsukatta coming?”

“He’s too busy to come right now, Polin,” Rex said, shaking his head.


“Yes.  Father is attending an extremely important conference.  The shogun has passed on, and his son must be affirmed as his successor.  That requires my father’s presence as a member of the council of advisors.”


“He died?  I’m sorry to hear that, Jiriki.  Your father always spoke so highly of him,” he said in a compassionate voice.


“He was a great man, but he was very old.  Time is the enemy of all men, Polin,” he replied.  “But we all have faith that his son will be the equal of him on the throne.  He will have no issues being named shogun in his father’s place.”


“Is anyone else coming, Rex?  Miranda?  Haley?  Sarraya?  Jula?” he asked hopefully.


“Not if I did it right,” he answered.  “I didn’t exactly tell them I was coming.  I didn’t want to deal with having to deal with an entourage.  So, I more or less kidnapped Telven and left Azakar a note that I’d borrowed him for a mission.”


“We’re something of an extended family, Polin,” Telven chuckled.  “If Rex tells one of us something, it finds its way to all of us.  And a few of the family were a little put out that Rex didn’t call on them to help him when he came here to help you.  And Sarraya certainly didn’t help,” he sighed, which made Rex chuckle.

“You know how she is, Telven.  If she can rub something in your face, she will.”


“The tiny winged blue woman?” Shaw asked, to which Rex nodded.  “She did seem…capricious,” he chuckled.


“Faeries have almost no concept of self control,” Rex told him.  “It’s a racial quirk, and sometimes it can be extremely annoying.”


“She’s definitely something, but I like her.  She certainly is never boring,” Telven laughed.


“Add to that the fact that some of them have the magical means to get here, it made keeping this quiet even more important,” Rex continued.  “If they don’t know where I am, they can’t just show up uninvited.”


“I know Miranda can, she’s come to visit before,” Polin mused.  “And so has Phandebrass and Jula.”


“They keep me informed,” Rex said.  “I haven’t really had the time to come visit myself, so they kept me up to date on how things were going for you.”

“So you have free time now?” Jerrik asked.


“Truth be told, I’m here on business,” he answered, looking over at the Master at Arms.  “Polin finding a proper wife is important enough for me to be here to make sure that the woman he chooses will be both good for him and good for Volinia.”


“I’ve put off that bit of business long enough,” Polin said.  “I’d been clinging to a boyish fancy that I’d find my true love the first time I looked at her, which was why I’d show no interest in a lady after getting my first look at her.  But I was being childish and selfish,” he admitted.  “So I asked Rex to come and help me vet potential wives, find someone that I will feel comfortable sitting beside me.  If Rex and Shaw and Jerrik all approve of her, then I’ll know she’s someone I can trust.”


“I’m glad to hear that, Polin,” Shaw said.  “You being unmarried is becoming an issue for the entire kingdom.  The stability of Volinia demands you find a queen.”


“I’ve been serious about looking, Shaw, but I wasn’t doing it the right way.  Well, now I will,” he declared.  “This tour of the kingdom is as much about finding a wife as it about checking on the progress of various important projects.  I’ll go out and talk to ladies that may not have had the opportunity to come to Volin, go out and actively look instead of having people throw their daughters at me,” he said, a bit sourly.  “I’ll look on my terms, and I hope it will let me see the ladies I meet in a much more realistic setting than them being told by their parents or monarchs to all but dance across a room to get my attention.  I’d prefer to find a good Volinian woman to be my queen, someone from here who had roots here and thus has interests here, so I’ll scour the kingdom looking for a suitable Volinian girl before I look outside of our borders.”


Shaw smiled.  “I’m relieved to hear the seriousness in your voice, Polin,” he said.  “And I agree with your reasoning.  You’ll see much more of who those women truly are if you’re doing it in their home towns instead of the palace.”

Polin nodded.  “I’m bringing Larks to gather information on potential candidates as we travel, learn about who they are from the people in their demesnes.  They can’t hide who they are from the people they rule.”


“A wise move,” Jerrik agreed.  “The Larks will gather much more information than that, as well.  They’ll be critical to your protection as we move.”


“I’ve already arranged that with the Baroness and the leader of the Larks,” he nodded.  “Larks have already been dispatched to every town along my planned route to start gathering information, and I’ll have two Larks in my retinue as both additional protection and to help me analyze the information they bring in.”


“The Baroness has already briefed me,” Shaw said.  “She said she’ll have everything ready by morning, so we can leave anytime after that.”


“I brought my own mount, it’s at a stable nearby,” Telven said.  “Your horses aren’t trained to seat a Knight, and probably aren’t big enough anyway.  It takes a special breed of horse to carry all this weight around.”


“What about you, Rex?  Are you bringing Fury?” Polin asked.


“She tends to attract too much attention,” he answered.  “I can use whatever horses you have in the stable.”


“Uh, Rex, I’ll be riding Sungold,” he pointed out.  “I don’t think Fury will attract much more attention.  Besides, I’d love to see her again.”


Rex chuckled.  “That’s a fair point.  Alright, I’ll bring her,” he replied.


“Wonderful!  We’ll be leaving tomorrow morning, so you’ll have plenty of time.  I’ll arrange rooms for you, give you a chance to take off your armor, Telven, and we can spend the day catching up, my friends,” he smiled earnestly.

“Sounds good.  It’ll be easier to talk when we’re not on horses,” Telven chuckled.


Polin rang a bell sitting on his desk, and almost immediately the door opened.  A page wearing livery stepped in.  “Yes, your Majesty?” he asked.


“Arrange three rooms for my guests, the best in the castle,” he ordered.  “And inform the kitchens that I want a grand dinner tonight, seating six.  Me, three guests, Colonel Shaw, and Master at Arms Jerrik.”

“Yes, your Majesty,” he said.  He bowed and then scurried out.


“Once you three have the chance to drop off your things and settle in, we can reconvene and catch up.  There’s a lot for us to talk about,” Polin smiled.  “Both officially and unofficially.”


“So we’re firm on leaving tomorrow morning?” Shaw asked.


“Yes, Shaw.”


“Very good.  I’ll get everything finalized so I have time to speak with Rex and Telven without distractions later this afternoon,” he said, then he scurried out of the room.


“I should do the same,” Jerrik said.  “I’d rather us not be constantly interrupted when we finally get the chance to sit down and talk, Rex.”  He also left the room, and Telven stood up, picking up the shield he’d rested against the side of his chair.

“Will you need a squire to help take that off?” Polin asked.


“Naw, our armor is designed so we can put it on and take it off on our own, and we have to be able to do it in ten minutes,” he answered.  “It’s one of the tests we have to pass in order to qualify for our brands.”


“See, now there’s even more for us to talk about, I’d really love to learn more about your order,” Polin smiled.  “I was so, so impressed by the Lord General Azakar, I’ve been intensely curious ever since.”


They took a break so Telven, Rex, and Jiriki could settle in, then they met once again in his office.  And there, they simply talked.  Rex asked many questions about how things had gone the last five years, the kinds of things he probably couldn’t learn from Miranda and Phandebrass, and Polin asked nearly as many questions of Telven and Jiriki, learning more about the Knights and catching up with Tsukatta’s son, whom he considered one of his closer friends.  They were only a few years apart in age, and much like Polin had been trained since infancy to someday become king, Jiriki was being groomed to inherit his father’s title and lands when he finally passed away.  So they were kindred spirits in a way, and had forged a sincere and deep friendship in the times Polin had come to visit their home over the years.  Unlike Polin, however, Jiriki was already betrothed to a political ally’s daughter, though the two of them had never met.  They would when the girl turned fifteen next year, and barely two weeks after their first meeting they’d be married.  That was how his people did things, and while Polin could understand it from a political perspective, he felt a bit sorry for Jiriki that he wouldn’t really even know his own bride.


But with luck, they’d come to love each other as much as his parents did.  Tsukatta and Yuki’s love was deep and enduring, and nobody who watched them together for more than a moment could deny that fact.  Polin could only hope that he could find a woman that loved him even half as much as Yuki loved Tsukatta.

Things did, however, get a bit off schedule after lunch.  They were sitting on benches by the training field, the five of them chatting about anything that crossed their minds, when to their surprise a glowing swirl of energy formed a few paces away.  And out of it stepped a face he knew well and brought a smile to his face, for it was the fuzzy-cheeked, criminally cute mink Wikuni, Miranda, not wearing her magical disguise.  She hadn’t done so since revealing herself when his uncle tried to take he throne.  She was wearing what looked like some kind of modest religious robe or cassock, very much unlike the usual cleavage-revealing dresses she preferred.  “What are you doing here, Miranda?” Rex almost immediately challenged before her tail had so much as cleared the vortex of magical energy.


“Well hello to you too, Rex,” she replied with a tiny bit of honeyed venom.  “When Zak told me you stole Telven, it didn’t take long for me to figure out where you’d taken him,” she winked, giving one of those unbelievably cute, cheeky grins.  “I got curious to see what business would bring you here.”


“And you came straight from services?” he challenged.


“Blame the time difference between here and Wikuna.  It’s midnight there right now, and I had to conduct a full moon service.”


“I had no idea you were a member of the clergy, Miranda,” Jerrik said.


“Yup, I’m the High Wavemistress of Kikkalli, Jerrik,” she smiled.  “I’m kinda the boss, which is why I can foist the rest of my duties off on my adjutant and come over here,” she added with a wink.  “He can’t really tell me I can’t, can he?  Sooo, what are you up to, guys?”

“Ever the nosy busybody,” Rex accused, which made her wink at him.


“I asked Rex to accompany me on a tour of the kingdom, Miranda, and he brought Telven and Jiriki along as additional protection while we’re traveling,” Polin answered.  “We’re going to inspect several of the projects I’ve started and see how they’re coming along.  And while we do that, I’m also going go be taking closer looks at potential brides throughout the kingdom.”


“Ah, the true purpose of the tour,” she noted, stepping up to them, her long, incredibly bushy blond-colored tail swishing behind her rhythmically.  Polin always found it oddly attractive that her tail was the same color as her hair.  “It’s past time for you to get married, Polin.  Unmarried kings make people nervous, both inside and outside your borders.”


“Miranda,” Rex said warningly.


“What?”


“I know what you’re thinking.”


“Guilty,” she admitted with a grin.  “Mind if I tag along, Polin?  I’ve been meaning to come visit, and now I can do something worthwhile to justify shirking off my priestly duties.  I can assist the Baroness as a member of the Larks, who I have no doubt is coming with you.  We’ll learn everything there is to know about every young lady that catches your eye to make sure they’re worthy of being a queen.”


“Just going right over his head,” Telven chuckled.


“Well, it is my kingdom, Telven, and I am the king,” Polin grinned himself.  “And I’d love to have you along, Miranda.  You haven’t come for a proper visit in over a year, so I’d love to have you over for a while.”


“You keep being here to yourself,” Rex warned her.  “I hijacked Telven for a reason.”


“You made people more curious doing it that way, Rex,” she chided him.  “I got curious enough to come looking for you, after all.  We all figured you were clearing out over the females fighting over you, so a few of us were curious where you went to go hide.”


Telven suppressed a chuckle, and Rex glared shortly at him, which made him burst into honest laughter.

“Now this is a story I think I want to hear,” Jerrik noted dryly.  “What does that mean, Miranda?”


“Rex comes from a very, very different culture than Volinia’s, Jerrik,” she answered, “and his people have a very different custom over what you’d call marriage.  It’s not permanent for them, and Rex really has very little say in who’s going to be his wife for the next few years or so.  In his society, it’s the women who control that kind of thing.  Him and his current wife have parted ways, and now the women are fighting over who takes her place.  Given Rex is the most socially prominent man among his people, universally respected and admired, when he’s available, he attracts…quite the flock of determined women looking for the prestige that comes with being his wife.  Rex finds their squabbling over him very tiring, so he usually clears out and lets them handle that business on their own.  He usually goes home once it’s all settled, often having no idea just who is going to greet him at the door of his house.”


“That’s…very unusual,” he said.


“It came about because women outnumber men by seven to one among his people, Jerrik, so women have to share what few men there are.  This is how they do it.”


“Ah.  Now it makes a little more sense,” he said diplomatically.


“See, you could have explained it that way, Rex, Miranda made it make way more sense,” Polin accused with a slight smile.  “And it sounds like I made my offer for your help at an opportune time for you.”


“You did,” he agreed.  “I’d much rather be over here than dealing with them right now,” he agreed directly, which made Telven snort down a suppressed laugh.  “Alright, Miranda, if you’re coming, then I’ll have your word you keep where I am quiet,” he said directly.


“I do want to bring in one person to help,” she countered.


“Haley?” Polin asked hopefully.


“He’s got a newborn son to take care of, Polin, he can’t come,” Miranda shook her head.  “I have someone else in mind, who also wouldn’t mind a bit of an extended vacation right now.  And she’s someone who knows how to play the game with the best of them,” she added liltingly.


“You’re serious.  Kerri?” Rex nearly protested.  “She’s got a kingdom to run!”


“Verix and the sashka can keep an eye on things while she’s taking a break,” Miranda replied.  “She’s been a bit frazzled lately, Rex, she could do with a distraction.  I think a little adventure, like the good old days, would do wonders for her mood. Especially one that should be nice and safe and let her engage her mind on a problem she knows how to solve in a healthy way.”

“Kerri.  I’ve only heard you say that name a couple of times.  Who is she?”


“My very best friend in all the world, Polin,” she answered.  “Before I became a Priestess, I was her maid.  I was put in her service when we were both little girls, so she’s been my best friend most of my life.  She’s also Rex’s sister in all but blood, so she’s an intimate part of our little family.  She also happens to be the queen of one of the most powerful kingdoms in our world, and I have no doubt you’d find traveling with her to be a very educational and productive experience.  She knows intimately how to rule as someone who sits on her own throne.”


“You know they won’t let her travel alone,” Rex said.


“You’ll be with her, Rex, that’s all Binter and Sisska will need to hear,” she smiled.  “And Telven can serve as her Knight while she’s here, so that’s even more protection.”

“No, Telven will be busy, he’s serving as Polin’s Knight for this excursion,” Rex said absently.  “And she’s going to need at least one person along dedicated purely to her protection.  Binter and Sisska…no, they’d be way, way too obvious,” he grunted.  “I don’t think the people of this world are ready to deal with a Vendari.”

“Any of our brothers can do the job,” Telven said.


“So I take it you approve?” Miranda asked.


“I never say no to the chance to spend time with Kerri, Miranda,” he answered.  “I can also count on her to keep her mouth shut, so this won’t turn into a parade.  We need another Wikuni, that way it looks like it’s an official state visit,” he mused.  “Captain Skairn would be the best choice.”


“And who is this man?” Shaw asked.

“Skairn is an officer in the Wikuni army, but he’s also trained to serve as her personal bodyguard.  And as a bodyguard, the man is one of the best in the business.  He’s probably the best pure fighter the Wikuni have, so nothing is going to threaten her while he’s around.  He’s one of a very, very small number of men that Kerri’s sworn protectors will allow to protect her in their absence.  With him along, I don’t have to worry about Kerri getting herself into trouble.  He’ll keep her safe, but he’ll also keep her out of mischief.”


“She sounds precocious,” Polin laughed.


“You have no idea,” Rex said with a grunt, which made him laugh harder at his tone.  “Simply put, Keritanima-chan Eram is one of the most intelligent women alive.  Period,” he said bluntly.  “But sometimes her impulses get the best of her, especially when she sees something that she thinks she needs to fix, and her intelligence can make her come across as arrogant, given she often thinks she’s smarter than everyone else.  She is, to be honest, but she’s not very humble about it.  I think it’s a Wikuni thing,” he added dryly.  “You’d do well to get to know her, Polin.  There is much she can teach you.”

“Alright then, Rex, I’ll go get her and Skairn.  And explain things to them before they get here,” Miranda said lightly.


“It’s the middle of the night there, Miranda.  You show up now and she’ll brain you,” Rex warned.


She laughed.  “Oh yeah,” she returned.  “Alright, guess I’ll wait til her Grumpyness wakes up and gets fully going,” she grinned, then she came over and seated herself demurely beside Polin.  “Now then, gentlemen, what were we talking about?” she asked easily.

And just like that, it was like Miranda never left.  She inserted herself into the conversation with effortless ease, showing off the social skills that had served her so well when she was masquerading as a member of Volinian nobility, almost making it feel like hadn’t been nearly seven months since he last spoke with her, during a visit to Tsukatta’s home.  Polin considered her to be one of his good friends on top of being a helper and occasional mentor in the political and covert aspects of being a ruler.  Miranda had built the Blue Larks, after all, and was still considered a part of the organization despite handing it over to Baroness Selvea and Fren.  And to be honest, Polin was honestly quite overjoyed to get the chance to have her along on the tour, to get the chance to talk to her in much more detail about more than just the business of being a king.  She was always a little deceptive about her “home” life and her friends and family, and he hoped that he could get to know a little more about it.  She was a delightful, engaging woman, and anyone that knew her would enjoy getting the chance to spend time with her.


It was also nice that she didn’t have to hide behind her illusory disguise.  The entire castle knew about her, that she wasn’t human, and they accepted her for who and what she was because he’d made it clear that she was a stalwart and true friend of the throne.  He much preferred the fuzzy, adorable Miranda to the human-seeming face and body that served as her magical disguise.

It also meant that this excursion was going to be a lot of fun.  With Rex and Telven and Jiriki and Miranda along, he was going to have a lot of friends around him to keep him company while they attended to both important matters of business.  And he was also going to meet this new woman, Kerri, who was Miranda’s best friend and as close to Tarrin as a sister.  That was some august company, so he was curious to see if she was worth that kind of praise from two of his mentors and role models.


Most likely she was, but he was going to enjoy finding out either way.
